
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Pairings

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Pairings

      

        

      
        The Carrier

      

        

      
        The Unpaired

      

      

    

  


  
    
      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are the product of imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales, is entirely coincidental.

      
        
        RELAY PUBLISHING EDITION, MARCH 2020

        Copyright © 2020 Relay Publishing Ltd.

      

      

      All rights reserved. Published in the United Kingdom by Relay Publishing. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Ramona Finn is a pen name created by Relay Publishing for co-authored Young Adult Science Fiction projects. Relay Publishing works with incredible teams of writers and editors to collaboratively create the very best stories for our readers.

      
        
        www.relaypub.com

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: The Unpaired]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Blurb

          

        

      

    

    
      They thought the virus had been eradicated—but it was only the beginning. Now the race is on.

      The rebel forces are hitting BioPure from all sides, but memory depletion is spreading rapidly as the virus New Zero takes hold of the populace.

      Lora Flannigan is a full-on rebel now, having thrown herself into helping her biological father develop a cure for the new outbreak that holds her parents in its grip. With her genetically altered perfect recall, Lora’s brain holds the blueprint for a permanent cure.

      But the Rebellion’s not the only group seeking the cure.

      At the same time, a series of disastrous raids cripple the rebellion’s attempts at countering the virus’s devastating memory effects, and their only hope is to combine forces with a traitor. But trust is a precious commodity that flows both ways—and BioPure always has ulterior motives.

      When disaster strikes twice, the race for the cure shifts into overdrive. Now everything hinges on Lora’s perfect memory.

      And in this race, there are no points for second place.
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      “Lora, we’re going to start with the easy questions first,” John’s voice bombarded my head.

      The equipment around me whirred and hummed, creating a barrier between his voice and my ears. I nodded, trying to ignore the movement of the headpiece sliding down the outside of the plastic tube surrounding me. The size of the scanning device hadn’t changed since we’d started working in the rebel lab in Chicago six months before, but each time I squeezed inside, it was as if someone had shaved off millimeters while I’d been away.

      The plastic tube was as clean as we could get it, but the deep scratches along the side made the laboratory appear as a warped version of itself. I could barely make out the lines in John’s face as he stood behind the computer screens a few feet away. The pronounced wrinkles pressing into his skin had deepened in the months following Mom’s diagnosis with New Zero.

      My chest squeezed with anticipation. The sooner I completed this scan, the sooner we could leave to see Mom and Dad. The usual invisible weight pressed against my body just like it did every time I underwent a scan. I should have been used to it by now, but I wasn’t. The equipment worked well enough, but it wasn’t as sleek and technologically advanced as it had been in New Manhattan at the VaxWell laboratory. The movement of the scanner around my head wasn’t a smooth course, either, but jerky… as if it were about to die at any second. If it did, then we would get even further behind on the cure for New Zero compared to where we already were.

      “We’re going to start tracing your memories further back than we have before,” John’s voice crackled through the speaker at the top of the tube. The small speaker reduced the normal deep timbre of my biological father’s voice to a tinny sound that seemed more appropriate to a cartoon character. “We’ll start with Elsie.”

      Mom. I adjusted myself in the seat. The chair was on a slight recline, forcing me to look upward at the ceiling if I laid straight. But I wanted to watch John. It was the only way I could focus on the work instead of the other thoughts swirling around in my mind. I couldn’t blame John or the shoddy equipment for my distraction. It wasn’t his fault that the lab was made up of stolen or scavenged equipment; all of it was needed to complete our work undetected by BioPure—the corporation insisting on mind-controlling its citizens. Everything we were going through and fighting was their fault, going back to their using New Zero to take down the rebellion and attempt to hold control over the citizens in BioPure’s own controlled cities.

      The buzzing began, bombarding me from all angles. I closed my eyes and tried not to wince as I imagined the energy penetrating my body while the scan continued. Other than gritting my teeth against the invasiveness of the scan, there wasn’t much I could do other than answer John’s questions.

      “Your earliest memory of her, please,” John said. The emotion wasn’t missing from his voice. “We’re going to reach back to find the origin point of your memories.

      The vision of Mom in my mind struck me, but I tried to hold back the tears welling in my eyes. I’d cried so much for her already. Now, submitting myself to these scans was the only thing I could contribute to helping her. She had left us when I’d been so young—most people didn’t have clear memories reaching that far back in their lives.

      I glanced at the other laboratory techs in the room. All three of them kept their eyes on the monitors and tablets in front of them. They had their own tasks to complete regarding New Zero. Their job was creating a treatment to help those afflicted with it, so that victims might be able to keep their memories for as long as possible until we created a cure.

      We were visitors on their base located on the outskirts of Chicago, but since we’d arrived with a small amount of the cure for New Zero—which we’d stolen from BioPure’s headquarters in Denver—they’d welcomed us with open arms and twenty-four-hour access to all of their available equipment.

      John and Mom were the only researchers left from the VaxWell laboratory who understood how the scans worked and could help recreate the cure. With him having injected me with the alpha version of Virus Zero when I was a fetus, I was the only person who they could test without any risk of a test subject getting New Zero.

      “Lora,” John said.

      I blinked away my thoughts and focused on Mom instead of the bubble of anxiety expanding in my gut. The first clear memory I had of her was the first time I’d gone home with her and Dad. Most people aren’t able to recall when they were toddlers, but John and Mom had created the perfect memory mod and installed it in my brain when I’d been in utero. It was the only way to save me from suffering massive memory loss due to my natural birth status. Pushing away from the fact that they’d had a relationship outside of Mom’s pairing was my only move now; my memory was the only thing that could help the rebel forces have a chance of avoiding acceptance of BioPure’s “cure” for its citizens. John was convinced that the corporation didn’t have our best interests in mind, and he didn’t trust injecting us with anything coming from their labs—including the biomods that I’d been forced to endure every day until I’d been paired.

      John wanted memories of Mom, but I pushed further back to find that origin point. I had vague memories of the sterile environment where I had been raised during the first two years of my life. John had explained that my brain at the time wasn’t yet fully developed enough to hold onto those memories. In any case, I recalled to him in perfect clarity how Mom looked that day, and the stirring of happiness I’d felt throughout my body as she and Dad took me home for the first time. The memory of her smile melted the knot within me and tears welled in my eyes. How long would I be able to see her smile in person before she forgot me completely?

      “Good,” John said. “Stay there for a moment.”  He concentrated on the screen and I focused on him, keeping Mom in my head.

      It wasn’t the first time I’d wondered if he had any regrets about what he and Mom had done. They’d fallen in love in a place where love wasn’t a factor when it came to married couples. Because of Virus Zero, which the corporations had unleashed—killing people in masses—natural birth was risky. It had been for me, as well. I would never have survived to eighteen if they hadn’t injected me with treatment before I’d been born.

      Though, as scientists, they knew more than I when it came to the virus which had knocked out more than fifty percent of the human population. Now, we knew that BioPure had been in charge of that virus and had created an even deadlier version.

      “Let’s move to your pairing day,” John said.

      We’d completed the review of the memories between my earliest and latest memories in other trials, but I sensed he wanted to see Mom through my eyes. She wasn’t getting any better, and I was under the impression that he was looking for a little hope regarding her recovery. The more information I gave him from my mind, the better he’d be able to map it and replicate the cure.

      Goosebumps raced up my arms as I recalled my pairing day. For years up until that point, I had worried about my immunity score. Dad had pushed me to get the best pairing I could while I’d only accepted enough biomods into my body to satisfy requirements. I recalled for John the anticipation running through me when I’d gone into my high school auditorium to await my pairing. My best friend at the time, Jeremy, hadn’t received a pairing. But that hadn’t been the most unexpected part. That surprise had been my pairing with Jarid Rothkind, a Level One resident of New Manhattan. I’d never heard of a level jump from three to one. Little had I known it was his mother who had set it up after getting word about me having a perfect memory. Her selfishness as CEO of VaxWell backfired on her when Jarid’s twin, Syeth, had brought me into the light about what was going on within VaxWell and how their mother had wiped Jarid’s memory of his girlfriend Isra.

      “Stick to the facts,” John’s voice echoed in the tube. “It muddles the readings.”

      I hadn’t realized I’d gone off track with my thoughts about the Rothkinds. “Sorry.”

      John shot me a thumbs-up and motioned for me to continue. I thought of Jarid. How I had fallen for him the moment I’d met him, and then eventually cared for him as much as his twin.

      “Good,” John said. “Next, we’re going to map the time around your trip through New California.”

      When we first started the scans, we’d spent the first few sessions delving into the deeper parts of my memory. John seemed to have a set method of mapping out my mind, so I went along with all the questions he had. In a way, he was getting to know me better while avoiding the awkward heart to heart conversations most teens cringed about having with their parents.

      Dad would always be my Dad, but that didn’t mean I had to exclude John from my life. He’d saved me and loved my mother. We weren’t a traditional family, but we were together.

      My throat clenched as I thought of Mom again. I caught John’s eye, and before he could divert me back on track, I recounted to him the journey to Denver from New Manhattan. Dad, Syeth, and I had been through a lot of dangerous situations during that time. We’d had to rescue Jarid before moving toward Salt Lake City to warn Mom and John about Mia, the assassin, who wanted to wipe my entire family from the earth. Reliving all those moments made my heart race and my palms sweat. We’d come up against dangerous situations over and over again, and there’d appeared to be no end in sight. But through it all, we’d still ended up together.

      All but one of us.

      My mind drifted back to Jarid and the last time we saw him before leaving for Chicago. In Denver, he had snuck away from us without anything more than a note after we raided BioPure’s headquarters. He’d tried to explain that he wanted to do more from inside BioPure to help us. I wasn’t sure how he could possibly accomplish that.

      He had abandoned us when we should have stayed together. Even after six months, and with Jarid having known that we were going to Chicago, we hadn’t heard from him. The only plan I imagined was Jarid using his status as the son of the previous CEO of VaxWell to infiltrate the company. Not for the first time, I wondered about the amnesty promised to all rebels who turned themselves in.

      Sledge Hornmeister, the man who ran BioPure and all of the controlled corporate cities, had promised all rebels that he would allow them to receive treatment for New Zero without ramifications for their past crimes as long as they turned themselves in. I wondered if Jarid had succeeded and was working with BioPure, or if he’d been imprisoned, or even killed.

      “That’s it for today,” John said, snapping me from my thoughts.

      I sucked in a breath as if I had been underwater for minutes instead of inside my mind for seconds. Had John noted that my mind had been all over the place during our session? Or had he realized what I had been thinking of? He was always in charge of the scans and how they related to getting closer to a cure, and I was just the subject, letting the real scientist work. I had no idea what my thoughts translated to, but I hoped they helped. Even if my mind wasn’t quite all in it today.

      The status of our family always filled my mind. The longer Mom and Dad suffered from New Zero, the more they infiltrated my thoughts. I wanted to be with them as much as possible in order to remind them to continue to fight as much as they could. Lately, because of that, my mind wandered more and more as the testing went on. I couldn’t help it. There were so many unanswered questions, and the longer we stayed in one place while Jarid was physically gone and my parents were mentally lost, the less likely it seemed that we could reunite our patched-together family.

      The door to the tube opened, and Marisha—one of the younger researchers—offered me her hand. The tube wasn’t that large and had given me pretty serious claustrophobic symptoms when I’d first started the testing. Getting in was one thing, but the awkwardness of getting out was another. Early on, Marisha seemed to understand, and so she was always there with a hand when I needed it, even though she was almost a foot shorter than me. Her hands were always soft, and she seemed more delicate than most. I tried not to put too much of my weight on her. I underestimated her as I wobbled a little, and she balanced me with a steady grip. Her crooked smile warmed me. These people had become important to me as we kept working toward the goal of helping the rebels affected by New Zero. I only hoped that we wouldn’t have to work so hard after we replicated the BioPure cure.

      “Thanks,” I said once I was out.

      “Not a problem,” she said in her Southern lilt.

      The rebel camp was more diverse than any other place I had lived. It was the hub of the rebels who most wanted to make a significant difference in our world since downtown Chicago was the model city for BioPure. The corporation used the city to remind people of how well it had kept people alive during Zero and how it could rebuild ruins.

      I drew in a breath as the small lab appeared to open up as wide as an auditorium each time I left the tube.

      Marisha rejoined her team. The rebel researchers were kind enough, but even after six months, everyone remained on edge. Each day, it felt as if we were falling behind while the BioPure labs were pumping out the treatment for New Zero, which they had already unleashed on its citizens.

      I stretched my arms over my head and relished the feeling of having only myself in my mind.

      John waved me over.

      “Did I do okay?” I asked as I approached. I didn’t want to disappoint him at this crucial time of the study, and all because of my wandering thoughts. Each day that we couldn’t find a counteractive treatment for New Zero attacking humanity, more and more pressure weighed on me and these scans.

      I rounded the table where John stood. Two wide screens displayed the data from the latest scan.

      “You did great, as usual.” He clicked over the keyboard to bring up three images of brain maps. Clicking a few buttons, he watched as colors danced across them. Their movements were synchronized as it all played out. “Here is a normal brain,” he said, pointing to the far-left image. The color signatures seemed to fire consistently.

      He didn’t need to tell me the next one was a scan of someone with New Zero. There were barely any flashes of colors.

      The last was my brain. It lit up like the stars on a clear night.

      “Did we get headway to finish the cure?” I asked. “I could go back in there and try again. I’m not tired,” I added, even though he knew where I wanted to go.

      “We’re nearly there with completing the map of your entire brain,” he said. “Even the memory of your mother was clear.”

      “Then what’s with your face?” I asked him.

      He wiped a hand across his frown, turning it back into an impassive look as he studied the brain maps. “It’s clear we were able to activate more areas in your brain this time around compared to the previous scans.”

      “Is that enough to finish the cure?” I asked.

      The other technicians glanced our way. As much as we were using their lab, this study was strictly under John’s control. He only shared information that could help us. Otherwise, he seemed to turn over ideas and methods in his mind alone.

      “I’m not sure yet, Lora. This process is so new. We can’t quantify the results based on the scans alone.”

      My chest deflated.

      “Don’t worry. We’ve known about these macro-level differences for a long time. Since you were the only one given the injection before birth, we’re studying both you and a way to use the information from these scans to replicate the cure on a microscopic level. The programs we’ve tried don’t come close to what’s inside your mind.” He pulled up another map. This one was labeled Test_Biomod_46. “This is the latest one.”

      The normal and New Zero maps disappeared in the background, leaving my scan on a loop on the screen while the test scan appeared next to it. The movement of the colors still appeared, but the test map was different.

      He pointed at the screen on the test brain map. “These flickers keep appearing.”

      I observed closely, noting the movement on the scan. “What is that?”

      “It appears to be interference.”

      “From what?”

      He sighed. “This damn equipment. If only we had access to the BioPure labs, we’d be able to get this done much quicker and more efficiently instead of slapping together everything from old or stolen components.” He plopped onto the wheeled chair behind the desk and I moved away from him, offering him more room.

      He clicked through several zoomed-in images of my brain. I had no idea what he was looking for, but I gave him the peace he needed to work while I quietly observed. John zoomed in on one area and then checked the most recent scan. From watching them with a closer lens, I could see the differences. They were minor, but there. Whatever feedback the equipment created within the scan was consistent throughout all of the newer scans.

      John sighed each time he was unable to get the scan to the correct resolution. I had some idea that this would take much longer than I was willing to stay in the lab. We had somewhere to be, and he knew that.

      As if he had sensed the urgency running through my veins, he pushed away from the desk. “The resolution has improved, but I need to do some more tweaking. I can do that this afternoon since I don’t need you here for that, Lora.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure,” he said with a quirk of his lips. “Let’s go.”
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      As we walked toward the exit, John removed his long, white coat. By the door were many hangers, and there were already a half dozen lab coats hanging there. The scientists worked in shifts so someone would be in the lab at all times. The cure was the priority, yet each day’s passing made it feel as if we were getting further behind.

      He slung the coat onto one of the hooks and pressed his code into the keypad by the door before opening it. In the hallway, we donned our thicker coats and I wrapped a scarf around my neck, covering my nose. The faux fur-lined hood covered my red hair until only my eyes were visible. Staying undetected was a precaution since my parents and I were on a hit list that came straight from BioPure. Security forces from BioPure wouldn’t take the target off my back until they found my parents or me, if not all of us.

      We walked up the three sub-levels of the building, which had been one of the undetected rebel-run facilities outside of the heart of the city. The building held the armory as well as a clinic for the rebels who didn’t trust the government-run ones. The treatment for New Zero was handled by BioPure in the heart of downtown Chicago. As of yet, we’d been unable to procure more of the cure, other than the single vial we had left. After six months of careful dosage for experiments, we were running dangerously low. As in, we’d have to figure this all out soon or risk another raid of the BioPure labs. I doubted we’d be able to succeed this time around, though—not after the number of deaths sustained in the first raid.

      Outside, the air was crisp enough to catch in my throat. Spring was around the corner, but I’d been told that in this part of the country, it came much later than what I was used to. The breeze continually moving across the lake dipped the temperatures down even further.

      Again, a lump caught in my throat just as happened every day on the way to the isolation hospital. The cure was essential to help all the rebels afflicted with New Zero, but I had a stake in the manufacturing of the cure. Two, actually.

      Mom and Dad had been exposed to New Zero while we were in Denver. Dad had caught it shortly after we arrived in Chicago, and when Mom had finally made it to the base from Salt Lake City, she hadn’t even recognized me. Her memory came and went in wider swings than Dad’s. He consistently needed reminding of his life because his condition had progressed much faster than hers. In either case, New Zero ended in one place—zero memory.

      I sensed that was why John wanted me to talk about Mom during the brain scans. My memory was perfect, but maybe he was testing his? There was no way to check all of the rebels who might have been affected by New Zero until the proof came and it was too late, and memories started to disappear. The preventative measure of the cure was of utmost importance to the cause.

      But, still, I hated to be away from my family. With New Zero, thankfully, no one had died from it yet. Since it affected the mind instead of the heart, people were lost in life, shells of themselves without the personalities developed by experience and memory, but with treatment from BioPure, they would live. There wasn’t a way for us to come out to the headquarters in Chicago unless we were willing to out ourselves as rebels, though. The fix was so close, yet untouchable for any of us.

      Every night, I wondered what it would feel like to turn myself in to the corporation for more of their treatment in order to save my parents’ minds, though they wouldn’t be happy with that. I understood because I wouldn’t have wanted them to do the same. But coming from the other side of the experience, I debated with myself constantly on what else I could do in order to help them, beyond just helping John find a cure—assuming he could.

      I was the only person we knew of who had a natural immunity toward New Zero. Helping the research team was my sole superpower for the moment. Yet, without the proper equipment, I was only as useful as the information we could glean from that.

      The rebel-run facilities were located at the edge of a residential area. To any other citizens of the suburbs of Chicago, the town looked attractive and well-stocked, with kids playing in the streets while parents participated in potluck dinners together. But it was all tightly controlled by rebels who were hiding from BioPure in plain sight. They were paired couples and their families, waiting for the day when we could strike back. It was different than any other rebel base I’d stayed at before.

      Most of the time, I felt safe—especially with John and Syeth around. Though, my anxiety about Syeth spiked each time he went off to fight for the rebels. He was gone for days and sometimes weeks at a time. To him, it was the only way he could compete against the invisible chains he believed were latched onto our wrists each time we came in contact with a new base. Fighting on his terms was his way of helping with the resistance.

      I understood his reasoning, but that didn’t make me feel any more at ease when he left each time. With Jarid gone and my parents’ minds fading away, I simply had no control of what was happening all around me.

      Our steady footfalls pounded in my head as we walked the streets toward the isolation hospital. The doves whirred by at regular intervals, but I didn’t even glance at them. No law-abiding citizen should fear the doves. A year ago, I’d been terrified of the doves and security, but not anymore. Now, they were only a force to be reckoned with in the fight to find a cure for my parents and everyone else who was suffering. The lack of fear was a symptom of larger change, however. My heart and mind had hardened to the rebel life, and I wondered if we would ever stop fighting.

      The isolation hospital was inside of what used to be a nursing home for those with memory issues. That was before Zero had wiped out a majority of the old and young populations first. The facility had already had the proper safety mechanisms in place, so that rebels wouldn’t wander into the city and spout off whatever memory they had left. If security forces were alerted to us hiding those with New Zero here, it wouldn’t serve our cause very well.

      After the call for amnesty, many rebels and their families had wanted to leave and give up the fight. The insurgents didn’t keep people in the cause who didn’t want to be a part of the cause, but most people had stayed after we’d arrived and given them knowledge about the cure and who’d really been in charge of the dispersion of Zero and New Zero.

      Even if they wanted the treatment from BioPure, without sound minds, they weren’t going to be able to walk into downtown treatment centers and come out the same. The ones who had gone for amnesty hadn’t been seen again. I didn’t want to think that they’d all been killed for treason, but that thought latched heavier into the back of my mind with each day Jarid remained missing. It was the worst-case scenario for all of us, and every other option was continuously pushed out of my head, reaching more and more toward negativity. I supposed this cynicism was the only way I could harden my heart toward that possibility.

      The nursing home’s basement had been fully renovated to add more space for patients. It had been a necessity since the virus had swept the country, and it was clear they were running out of space, which put even more pressure on the work John and I were doing.

      As the familiar whir of the doves approached, John and I picked up our pace to reach the overhang above the front door. If the dove didn’t spot our faces, we were okay. A familiar guy leaned against a rusted bike rack and looked up when he spotted us.

      “Syeth,” I breathed, creating a fog around my head. I raced over to him and into his open arms. His grip was firm, and tears sprang to my eyes just as they always did when he returned. I kissed his stubbled cheek and hugged him again.

      He let out a grunt as I squeezed him against me. He still wore his thick, bullet-proof vest, and his hair was flattened from being under a tactical helmet. “Nice to see you, too.” His arms tightened around me and I inhaled his scent.

      “I didn’t hear anything about the Unpaired coming back,” I said, giving him just enough space to breathe. Whenever he came back, I held onto him as if I could somehow prevent him from leaving ever again. His hand reached up to tuck a chunk of hair behind my ear.

      John cleared his throat and nodded at Syeth. He walked ahead of us and pressed the buzzer next to the door. He held it down for a moment and then did it two more times in quick succession.

      Syeth pressed a kiss against my lips and I melted into him as the door clicked open.

      John cleared his throat again, but his gaze remained in front of him before he slipped inside.

      I pulled away from Syeth but held his hand. His black gloves were cold, but the hands under them were strong. I never wanted to let go. Each time he left, I wanted to hold him even closer. There was no guarantee that he would come back at all or with a full mind. The more Syeth fought against BioPure, the higher the chance of him contracting the virus and ending up like Mom and Dad. My family became smaller each day, and I couldn’t lose Syeth or John. They were holding me together. I had all the hope in the world that John would figure out the cure, but until then, all of the rebels and everyone I cared about were at risk.

      “How did the raid go?” I asked Syeth as we entered the building.

      Two armed rebels nodded at us as we entered. I visited my parents every single day, so it hadn’t been long before they’d started to recognize us. Besides, John’s reputation had proceeded him. The security protocol was the same, though, and they scanned our IDs before allowing us by.

      “We got our hands on several new pieces of equipment,” Syeth said, glancing at John. Syeth and the Unpaired were in a constant battle with the security forces of the city to keep the New Zero treatment effort supplied. While they hadn’t procured actual treatment, new equipment was always accepted and necessary.

      We took a left before going into the lobby toward the basement level where my parents resided.

      There were only dim lights leading the way down the stairs, and some of them flickered as we walked. It wasn’t the most high-tech place in Chicago, but most of the electricity was dedicated to the equipment helping the patients.

      “That’s fantastic,” John said. “Where is it?”

      “It’s on the way to the clinic now. I haven’t been around much, so I figured I’d meet you here.”

      “I’m glad you did.” I squeezed his hand. Having him next to me offered me the ability to take a full breath, no longer strained. Each time I saw my parents and Syeth, I couldn’t help treating the visit like our last. As we were always putting ourselves in danger, there was no telling if that was true. Better to expect it, I thought.

      “Have you heard from Jarid?” I asked.

      The corners of Syeth’s eyes crinkled with thought. The tightness of his lips suggested that he hadn’t even before the reply came out. “No.”

      Again, my insides deflated. Even though I knew the Unpaired—who ran the military sector of the rebellion now—didn’t allow any of the rebel fighters to communicate with anyone from BioPure, I’d had to ask. They were worried about anyone from the corporation infiltrating the rebellion, but I wondered if Jarid was alive, and thought that if he was, then there’d eventually be some way in which he’d send word to his brother. If we at least knew that he was alive, then we could figure out a way to get him away from BioPure when we finally figured out a cure.

      “I would try to find him if I could,” Syeth said, grinding his teeth together. Even though he was working with the Unpaired, I already knew part of the reason for that was to find Jarid. But it wasn’t as if he could ask anyone. According to Isra, Jarid was a traitor. She had already threatened to kill Jarid if she saw him again, so Syeth snooping around for clues about his brother’s whereabouts would either get him kicked off the force or into the line of fire. The Unpaired were an asset to the rebellion, but they were rigid in their thought processes and didn’t waver against the enemy.

      “We’re close to coming up with the cure,” I said, trying to move away from the conversation about Jarid. I had my update about him now, and thinking about it for too long would only stain the memory of seeing my parents again.

      John stiffened, but didn’t say anything as Syeth’s gaze fell to him.

      Neither of them spoke. I had tried to be positive with everyone, but I couldn’t ignore the toll it was taking on those in my family who weren’t diagnosed with New Zero.

      At the bottom of the stairs was another door. It was an unassuming barrier, but the blinking red light attached to a camera tucked into the corner of the room said otherwise. As John approached, the door clicked open without any effort from us. We weren’t given complete access to the building—few rebels other than the leaders had that—but it was enough to have them allow us inside without the series of questions that we’d had to answer again and again when we’d first arrived at the base.

      The basement was fortified and had been constructed as a fallout shelter in the case of an attack from BioPure. At least my parents were safe from an attack if not from BioPure’s involvement, considering the virus in their bodies.

      As I walked through the doorway, I inhaled a shuddering breath and tried to push those thoughts out of my mind. Showing any discomfort with our progress on the cure wasn’t going to help my parents get better. If they were having a good day, I didn’t want to disappoint them.

      I crossed my fingers and held on to the small hope that they’d recognize me today.
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      Once the door opened, I sucked in a breath. The scent of antiseptic chemicals stung my nose, and I tried to breathe through my mouth to counteract the urge to sneeze. It wasn’t just the smell making my stomach churn. The flood of memories from all of our other visits bombarded me.

      Seeing Mom and Dad was always difficult, but wondering what their status would be today forced a squeezing sense of apprehension into my stomach. I’d visited plenty of times without them knowing who I was—depending on how New Zero affected them on any given day—but, today, I wanted the spark of recognition. I needed it. The progress with the cure wasn’t as far along as any of us wanted, but having a moment with my parents—a real, memory-filled one—was what I needed to push on.

      I was going to do whatever it took, but I wasn’t ready to lose them yet.

      As we walked down the hallway, I tried to calm my nerves. The doctors and nurses contacted John regularly with reports on my parents. It wasn’t as if he needed the motivation to fight for the cure, but it sure did help as far as I was concerned. John and I knew enough about each other to get by, but over the last six months, he had fallen into a focused state when it came to looking for the cure. He was never sharp with me, but instead he consistently beat himself up with each hiccup in the process. Both of us were suffering, though no one suffered more than my parents. I doubted they understood that for long periods at a time, but it was true.

      Staff in pale blue scrubs passed us with little more than hopeful smiles. The hospital was locked down enough that all of the staff knew who was supposed to be there and who wasn’t.

      We came to a junction in the hallway. My parents were no longer in the same room due to Dad’s worsening condition. John slowed, allowing me to decide who to visit first.

      I hesitated for only a moment before turning down the corridor toward Dad’s room. He was in the section with those in the later stages of memory loss. We only passed four rooms before we faced another door spanning the width of the hallway. A rebel guard was assigned to be there at all hours. We were told those with this amount of memory loss could become scared when confused and lash out. The rebel guard was trained to handle these situations with the medical staff.

      Months ago, I hadn’t needed to worry about Dad wanting to leave the facility, but more than half the time now, he had no idea who he was, never mind who his daughter was. Confusion was no small concern for him.

      The guard looked through the Plexiglas window before swiping his key card at the door. They wanted to be sure that there was no risk for an escape by one of the patients.

      I turned to Syeth and John. As much as they had been my rocks throughout the months we’d spent in Chicago, I wanted to see Dad on my own. Previous visits with anyone else other than just me had made Dad agitated, and he tended to shut down when that happened. “I’ll meet you in Mom’s room?” I offered.

      “We’ll wait,” Syeth said.

      John nodded, but threw a wistful glance toward the hallway from where we’d come. “We’ll visit her together.”

      I walked through the door then, and was unable to release a breath until it clicked behind me.

      When we had first arrived, Mom and Dad had lived at the facility in the same room. The doctors had thought they would help each other remember their lives. As they were still technically married, there hadn’t been a reason for concern. But Dad’s condition worsened much faster than hers. A few times, she had woken with him standing over her bed, furious, asking who she was and what had happened to his wife.

      As she’d been in her sound mind at the time, she’d been able to comfort him. But John and I had decided to separate them for both their sakes.

      I passed the closed doors on the way to Dad’s room. They were locked from the outside. It was too dangerous to have patients wandering around the common areas without one-on-one supervision. Heat stung my eyes as I counted the doors to Dad’s room. The white tiled floor shimmered as if someone had just cleaned it. There were pictures on the walls displaying lush fields of greenery, as well as some with snow-capped mountains. On the basement level, there weren’t any windows to the outside. I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not for those who had no idea where they were to begin with.

      A crash against one of the doors alerted a nurse to rush over and scan her way into the room. A woman cried out from the inside, “Who are you? Where am I?”

      I hesitated, wanting to help if I could. But the sobs were covered by soothing words from the nurse. “Your name is Tracie Young…”

      The repetition of these people’s lives seared through me every time. The nurses knew these people, but not like their families did. The blank stare of non-recognition in the face of someone you loved was not a moment I wanted to retain, but it was a part of the curse of having a perfect memory. While I was helping the cause as much as I could, I wished I could forget some things.

      After all that I had been through since Syeth had enlightened me about the rebellion, it was the faces of my parents who haunted my nightmares.

      “Lora, good to see you again,” a male nurse said from the small office across from Dad’s room.

      “You, too, Lukas.” I hesitated. “How is he today?”

      Lukas was in his forties, yet he wore bags under his eyes like someone with years more on their life. I’d never visited without seeing him. Maybe he was as haunted as me. “Same as usual. Sorry to say.”

      I took a steadying breath. “We’re close.” I hated to give anyone false hope, but it was all I could offer at the moment.

      Lukas stood. He was a foot taller than me and thin, with hollowed-out cheekbones. “That’s good to hear.” He swiped his card at Dad’s door and swung it open.

      Inside his room, Dad sat in a patched leather chair in the back corner. The space was just big enough for the armchair, a bed, a dresser, and a small desk and desk chair. He looked up from the book he was reading, and his eyebrows furrowed.

      “Hey, Dad.”

      He smirked, and for a moment, I thought his humor had returned along with his memory. “Lora, do you know where I am? I keep asking, or at least I think I do, but my memory doesn’t seem to be as sharp as it used to be.”

      “You’re at a hospital. In Chicago.”

      “Are you taking care of me?”

      “The doctors here are great. John and I are close to a cure for what’s holding you here.” Pressure built behind my eyes and my chin started to tremble. Do not cry, Lora.

      “That’s great. When can I leave?”

      “We’re keeping you here until we find a cure.”

      We went down the same line of questioning as we always did. None of it mattered because, after I left, there would be a short amount of time before he forgot that I had even visited. He’d go back and read the same pages of his book over and over again.

      His memory was spotty when it came to anything more recent than us arriving in Salt Lake City. John and I had sat with Dad numerous times on occasions where we’d tried to push him to search his memory after that. Which had later resulted in his frustration and our culling the visitor list to only me. His more violent outbursts were difficult to watch, but John reminded me that it wasn’t anything intended out of malice. New Zero changed people, and it was our job to bring them back to their true selves.

      Dad cocked his head to the side and offered another smile. “This reminds me of the early days with your mother. Our first studio apartment wasn’t much bigger than this. It wasn’t until I got my plumbing license that I was able to afford our house.” He sighed. “Our house was nice, wasn’t it? I gave you a good childhood, didn’t I?”

      “Of course,” I said, reaching for his hand.

      He dropped his book and leaned forward, and his fingers brushed mine. “I’m sorry I can’t remember coming here. I know something is wrong, but I… I can’t figure it out.”

      “Dad, it’s fine. We’re working on helping you. Just stay as you are, okay?” It wasn’t up to either of us to make that request or promise, but I wasn’t sure what else to say. If, somehow, he could keep trying to remember, then maybe the degeneration of memories wouldn’t be so bad.

      Once again, I thought of turning ourselves in to BioPure in trade for the treatment necessary to bring his and Mom’s memories back. But what would happen to us after that? Would Mia fulfill her promise to Sledge to take out Mom and John first, then experiment on me until they had all the information they needed to control the population, and then kill me, too? There wasn’t any guarantee of an opportunity for the survival of my family if I gave myself up to BioPure.

      I stayed with Dad for another half hour before he pressed the heel of his hand against his forehead. “I’m feeling a bit tired, Lora. I think I should lay down.”

      “I’ll come back tomorrow, all right?”

      He nodded and stared at me with glossy eyes. Dad wasn’t a crier, which was how I knew how aware he was of what was happening to him. When he stood, I hugged him. His chuckle rumbled against me. “I love you, Lora.”

      I sniffed against his shoulder. “Love you, too, Dad.”

      There wasn’t much to say after that. Dad closed his book and placed it on the desk. I wasn’t sure if he thought that he’d be able to retain the information inside the pages, but there was nothing else for him to do. At least not until one of the staff came to take him for his daily exercise. It was too risky to take more than one of the patients out from the facility at a time, and they restricted their walks to nighttime when there was less of a chance of the doves spotting them.

      As I closed the door, I looked at Dad once more, and I didn’t miss the tear sliding down his cheek.

      I’d composed myself as much as I could by the time I met with John and Syeth. Both stood in the same places where I’d left them.

      “How is he?” John asked.

      “Same,” I said.

      “At least it’s not worse,” Syeth commented.

      “Today.” There was no telling what tomorrow would bring.

      We made our way back down the hallway and turned left toward Mom’s room. Hers was further into the hospital, in a space where the patients could roam freely in the hallways and common areas. There wasn’t a guard blocking them from moving around, and the air seemed lighter than it was in Dad’s room.

      The space was divided into a common area with six round tables in one corner, and two couches close to the hallway faced a flat-screen television mounted to the concrete wall. The staff had tried to spruce up the place with paint, but the purple color almost looked gray against the overhead lights.

      A few patients played a card game at one of the smaller tables while several others were watching the BioPure-sanctioned television programming. Since we were all rebels, the ones who were recently afflicted with New Zero were insistent on doing what they could to keep their memories intact. BioPure wanted us to lose our numbers and come groveling to them for treatment. Those who were willing to stick out their lives as rebels suffered for it, knowing that they might end up in the same part of the hospital as Dad.

      I spotted Mom. She sat at the edge of one of the couches, staring at the television screen. Her hair was tied back in a braid slung over one shoulder. She was paler than I remembered.

      John stiffened when he saw her, but when her eyes drifted to him, they lit up with recognition.

      Syeth walked over to the nurse’s station, leaving John and me to talk to Mom.

      “Hello, there,” Mom said, batting her eyelashes at John. “Lora, please introduce me to your friend.”

      John swallowed hard, but slowly reached his hand out to her, and they shook.

      My chest squeezed. She hadn’t recognized him. She’d done this before. Even though they had been together for years, there were times when Mom’s feelings for him rushed to the surface while the memory of their time together was lost entirely.

      Mom’s condition was different in that way from Dad’s. She had more lucid moments. Last time we’d been there, she had quoted a story from the television which had happened only days before, while other times when we’d seen her, she’d lost track of most of her life and everything else. Then there were instances when she reverted back to a particular moment in her past and stayed there for minutes or hours at a time.

      “How about we go back to your room and talk?” I asked her. I found that, when there were fewer people around, we could focus more on bringing what was left of her non-damaged memories back.

      Mom blinked and nodded. “We need to make a plan of attack for tomorrow’s research.”

      Mom slipped her arm under mine as I led the way to her room. There were two beds in this room, and hers was neatly made while the other’s blankets were in a heap on top. Since Dad had been transferred, Mom had seen a few roommates come through that bed. Some had their families collect them before going downtown to get treatment. Some, like Dad, had been moved into another section. Her most recent roommate, Thora, was in her early twenties. She had been diagnosed with New Zero a month ago. During daylight hours, she worked with the rebels and was rarely at the facility. A lot of the newly diagnosed were allowed to leave on supervised visits. They departed before the day began, under cover of darkness. I had only met Thora once, but she was one of a myriad of rebels who kept my hope of our success alive even when it seemed everyone around me was doomed to suffer from New Zero.

      The room was double the size of Dad’s, but it closed in around me as I focused on Mom. “How are you feeling today?” I asked her.

      “I’m fine,” she said, waving her hand at me. “Let’s talk about the research. How far are you two?”

      The sudden onslaught of her memories never ceased to surprise me. Her serious expression and crossed arms gave me hope that she had returned to us. I had no idea how long it would last.

      “It’s going well,” John said. “I’m reconfiguring the equipment. There’s too much fracturing of the data.”

      Mom nodded her head a few times. “I’d like to see the lab.”

      I glanced at John. It wasn’t the first time she’d asked, but there was no telling when she’d be lucid. The team at the hospital knew best how to treat patients with New Zero, and we couldn’t risk her getting confused again. There’d been only a few times when she’d had meltdowns, but they’d resulted in a nurse sedating her and the both of us in tears. That couldn’t happen outside of the facility, where there’d be the real possibility of such an episode getting us caught.

      “I can speak with the doctor,” John said, hurrying out of the room. I didn’t blame him for wanting to take her out, but I wasn’t sure the doctor would agree. And maybe he just needed to get away from her hopeful eyes.

      “Are you two getting along okay?” Mom asked. “I hate that we’re separated like this. There’s no reason for it, really. I can’t do much to help from in here.”

      “You need to focus on getting better,” I said.

      “There is no getting better, Lora.” Mom’s voice was sharper than I’d heard it in a long time. She touched her fingers to her temples. “I’m sorry, but this isn’t easy.”

      “I know it isn’t.” At least, I had an idea that it wasn’t. “But John is working so hard to treat everyone. We’re almost there.” I wanted to give her that hope I held onto when I felt down, but Mom was practical. Even with a spotty memory, without us giving her solid details, nothing we said was going to ease her mind. The evidence I had was John’s dedication. She knew him so much better than I did, so she had to know he wouldn’t stop. “John is so smart. I admire him for everything he’s done.”

      “Oh, honey,” Mom said, taking my hand. “I regret the hurt I’ve put on you and Finn, but I can’t apologize for having John in my life. Especially now that we’re all together and working for the cause.”

      She cupped my face in her hands and kissed my forehead before gently pulling away. The subtle shake of her head, and her suddenly dropping her hands away from me, felt as if she had reached inside of my chest and ripped out my heart.

      “Mom?” I breathed out.

      “What nonsense are you speaking?” Mom asked. “Finn and I haven’t even been married yet. You know that.”

      “You and Finn…”

      “Have you been getting enough sleep? I know these hours are brutal, but you’ll get used to them soon.”

      I swallowed. It wasn’t the first time Mom had reverted years in a moment, back to when she’d worked at the BioPure labs.

      “Lora,” John said from the doorway. “We can—”

      I stood from the bed, waving him off. Confusing Mom even more was only going to hurt all of us.

      John cursed under his breath. “I thought we had more time.” His shoulders slumped, but his eyes hardened with determination. “I’ll meet you outside.”

      I turned to Mom. She wore a big grin on her face. “Who is that? He’s incredibly handsome.” She winked at me, and my stomach churned. I could have corrected her, but I didn’t want to upset whatever scenario she had pictured in her mind. It would only make her uncomfortable.

      “That’s John.”

      She clicked her tongue. “If I wasn’t paired, I’d be all over him in a heartbeat.”

      Little did she recall that she had been paired and had still been all over him. I left the reminder alone, though. It wasn’t going to help me feel any better.

      I patted Mom’s hand, resisting the urge to hug her. “Love you, Mom,” I said as Mom turned and continued a conversation with herself. She stared at the desk in front of her as if she was at a laboratory bench. She gripped the small vase with a single, plastic flower inside, and tilted it as if she were pouring liquid into a test tube. The flower flitted to the ground and remained at her feet.

      I counted to thirty before knowing that what conversation we’d already had today was the best I would get from her for now.

      Syeth and John waited outside the room. The hallways blurred as tears streamed down my cheeks. I wiped them away as quickly as I could. Of course, I was upset about my parents, but I was angrier at BioPure for doing this to them.

      Neither John nor Syeth said much as we headed out of the building. There were only a handful of visits with Mom which ended with her knowing who we were by the end of them—even fewer times when she’d recalled both John and me at the same time.

      I wasn’t sure why this visit had been different. Why I’d been so upset by it. Maybe I was tired from the scans, or possibly just exhausted from having so much faith and hope in a cure that might not ever come. Though, I knew that, one way or another, the emotion bubbling up was mostly because I was going to watch everyone I loved succumb to this terrible virus while I retained the memories for them. Then we would lose against BioPure. And then what?

      By the time we were outside, I wasn’t any closer to figuring out how to make any of this better, but at least the tears had stopped. I wiped my face until it was dry and somewhat clean.

      “You’ll figure out the cure,” Syeth said from behind me. “All the hard work will save everyone.”

      “We need to go back to the lab,” I said to John.

      “Are you sure? I was going to go alone,” he said.

      “I’m sure.” I brought up the last memories I had of Mom and Dad. Their confusion fueled me, and I wasn’t going to allow any distractions to get in the way. I would help John as much as I could for as long as possible, and in whatever capacity he needed to get us closer to the cure.

      “I’ll come with you,” Syeth said. He took my hand as we headed in the direction of the lab.

      We only walked a few steps before a booming sound dropped me to my knees.
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      My ears and knees throbbed as I peeled my eyes open while still holding my hands against my head. Syeth and John were on the ground next to me. Syeth helped John up. John tucked his arm against his side.

      “What was that?” I called out against the echo in my head.

      “It sounded like a bomb,” Syeth said.

      I turned around and saw that the hospital was still intact. The Unpaired who had guarded the lobby were rushing out to see what had happened.

      Syeth walked over to them, already detailing what we had experienced.

      A crackling sound appeared next to me, and I wondered if there was more damage to my ears than I’d thought. But it was the radio on Syeth’s and the other guards’ belts. Syeth unclipped it and held it up to his ear as a female voice shouted orders for all available and able Unpaired to convene in the center of the residential district.

      We were several blocks away from there. Citizens poured from the buildings and houses into the streets, staring at the sky and questioning what had just happened even as they moved to respond.

      An alarm blared in the air, and then the popping sounds of artillery joined it.

      “We need all available soldiers at the front!” the commander’s voice screamed over the radio.

      Whirring helicopters thrummed closer, and I spotted several of them coming from the direction of the city to our right.

      Syeth cradled the radio as if it were another bomb about to detonate. His wide eyes locked with mine. “Lora, you and John need to get to safety.”

      I pulled him to me, embracing him as tightly as possible—as if I could convey words in the gesture. “Be safe.”

      “I will. Go.”

      And, with that, Syeth and the other guards took off ahead of us toward the shots.

      I turned to John, but his stare was locked over my shoulder. “We need to get to safety. We’re no use out here if we get hurt.”

      The helicopters came closer and John grabbed my arm, pulling me toward the overhang shading the front door. The helicopters turned toward the residential area.

      “What are they doing here?” Had BioPure discovered our location? Was Mia at the helm, ready to bulldoze my family tree?

      “They must be after something. Most of those helicopters aren’t transport ones. They’re here to destroy something.”

      “Destroy what?” The rebel bunker was deep underground, and we had more numbers than the amount of security personnel they had on the six helicopters, which screamed over the horizon.

      The doors opened behind us and two more Unpaired came out. The commander’s voice crackled from the radio at their sides, and I noticed they had their rifles at the ready. “…the lab. Our warehouse, too.”

      They were gone before I could get more information out of the conversation on the radio.

      “They’re headed for the lab,” I said, realizing the commander had been conveying targets.

      John’s face paled. “They must have found out we were creating more of the cure. Lora, I have to retrieve it. It’s the only way we can save them.”

      “We can’t go there! It’s not safe.”

      “It’s not safe if we don’t have any cure to work with,” he said.

      Now that we knew where the helicopters were headed, it was easier to notice their direction as they moved closer to the other side of town and toward the lab. “What do we do?” I whispered.

      Movement caught my attention right before two of the helicopters exploded in the air. John grabbed onto me as we watched the wreckage fall from the sky.

      “The antiaircraft rockets aren’t going to be able to take them all down,” John said. “If one of them touches down, that’s all they need to destroy my work.”

      He started forward, and I kept on his heels. Citizens of the town raced in our direction, and I stuck close to John to avoid the onslaught. A few of them knocked into me as they raced to protect themselves and get to cover.

      Another rocket launched into the air from the roof of the armory, but the group of remaining BioPure helicopters veered away from it before it could hit.

      A group of four soldiers shouted at passersby to remain calm and get to the hospital.

      “Get into the bunker!” one of them shouted in our direction. It was hard not to listen. My instincts told me to run away from the fray, but I couldn’t leave John.

      Several dozen rebels of all ages bolted from ahead of us, heading toward the hospital. A few of them stumbled over their feet on the way as they tried to peer over their shoulders to see what was happening.

      “Lora, you don’t have to come,” John said.

      “Of course, I do.”

      “I need Elsie to come back to me,” he said, his words coming in short bursts as we headed for the lab.

      It was everything I wanted, too. I wasn’t about to idly sit by and wait for others to risk their lives while I hid in a bunker. “We should get there, then.”

      “Lora, are you sure?”

      “Not at all,” I said, wondering what Syeth would think if he knew I was following them into the line of fire. Though, if he knew, then he would try to stop me. It was better this way. I wasn’t looking for a fight, but instead had a mission to prevent the destruction of what we had left of the cure and help any of the rebels inside the lab.

      Two rebel soldiers stood under a covered porch of a house. They looked young, closer to my age and wearing Unpaired uniforms. If they weren’t going to help, I thought, they could at least share their weapons. I was better at handling them now, but I didn’t carry a gun wherever I went. Although, after this, I might.

      I veered off in their direction. “Hey! Do you have other firearms?”

      The youngest guy furrowed his eyebrows at me.

      “If you’re not going to fight, we could use them,” I said. “We’re going to get the cure before they do.”

      The timid one perked up. “Both of my parents are in the hospital for New Zero.”

      “We all have a stake in this,” John said from behind me.

      The other reached to his belt and pulled out a pistol, checking the safety and the magazine. “We’re going.” He bumped his friend’s arm, and the boy jumped down before offering his sidearm to John. His hand shook as he passed it over, but John’s firm grip stopped the boy’s trembling. From all the rebel camps I’d seen, I had learned that a lot of the citizens were interested in helping the cause, but some were forced into uncomfortable situations when it came to choosing sides. These guys might have been okay with staying back and waiting for others to fight, but I wasn’t. Not anymore.

      While Lora from a year ago might have passively walked away, I waved for them to follow me. We needed the bodies to fight against BioPure. Simply put, we needed the cure, and I wasn’t going to allow anything to get in the way of that.

      The four of us raced away from the porch and headed toward the lab. The streets were filled with rebels heading toward the isolation hospital while soldiers beelined their way toward the fight.

      We were two blocks away when we added to our number with a few more armed rebels who’d seemed unsure of where to go. Once they heard that we were protecting the cure, they wanted to help. The radios had gone silent, which was a tactic expected during attacks like this. The Unpaired were unwilling to allow BioPure security forces to know our locations at any point. It made sense, but not knowing how Syeth and the rest of the Unpaired were doing wasn’t helping my nerves.

      As we neared the building, there were more explosions, and these blasts were much louder, but I didn’t see anyone fighting on our side of the building. The Unpaired were meeting in the center of the residential district, so they must not have been deployed to the lab quite yet—or else they were already inside.

      We slowed behind the one-story schoolhouse across the street from the facility. The windows and doors of the clinic were still intact.

      I glanced at John. His narrowed eyes were equally suspicious of the lack of security and rebel forces outside.

      “Up there,” I said, spotting the edges of a moving propeller on the roof. My body temperature spiked at how close we were. I crossed my fingers, praying that the Unpaired were already inside, too.

      Two other helicopters hovered over the warehouse one street over. Pops of firearms sounded out from that direction.

      “Where is the cure?” one of the male rebels asked. I didn’t even know his name, but it wasn’t the right time for introductions.

      “Lora and I will get the cure,” John said. “You all will need to cover us. Four of you stay outside, and I’ll need at least that many to come with us.”

      A memory flashed in my mind from when we’d raided the BioPure headquarters in Denver. Barely any of our team had made it out of that mission alive. Since we had arrived in Chicago, we hadn’t personally seen a loss of rebels from firefights since John and I were stuck in the lab most of the time, but there was always an opportunity in a situation like this.

      I crossed my fingers, hoping BioPure hadn’t retrieved our research. At the very least, we needed the only vial of the cure which remained to us. If the research was gone, we could replicate it. But if the cure was gone, I had no idea what would happen next.

      The four rebels who were assigned to stay outside led the way toward the building. They aimed their guns at every angle, covering the area surrounding us. One of the soldiers scanned his palm against the reader next to the door as soon as we reached it. He opened it up and John pushed inside. Two soldiers rushed in after him before I could.

      Alarms blared and red lights blinked from the sensors on the walls. I gripped my gun and held it pointed at the floor in front of me. My fingers cramped, but I didn’t move their positioning. I couldn’t. Our mission was too critical for me to screw up.

      “We’re taking the stairs,” John said. “We might be able to miss them if they’re traveling on the elevator.”

      “Or are monitoring it,” one of the rebel women said.

      The laboratory was on the third sub-level. Three floors worth of opportunities for the security forces to capture us. John, Mom, and I were still prime targets for BioPure. No doubt, they wanted to take what was left of Mom’s mind, John’s intelligence, and my memory for their own cause.

      I followed John down the rest of the stairs, the world blurring around me as the focus of the mission came nearer. The serum was the only thing on my mind as I walked around two fallen security officers. In the six months since we’d arrived, this was the first time I’d come across another dead one.

      Fighting back the tightening in my throat, I pushed on. The hallway into the lab was otherwise empty, which didn’t sit right with me. If they had attacked the building, then where were they?

      John seemed equally worried, which was why, when he took my hand in his and squeezed it, I pressed harder before releasing it. We were in this together, and we had to get the serum to safety before security found out we had it.

      We came across the door to the lab. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary, but there weren’t any windows leading into the room. My heart thundered in my ears, blocking out the shuffling sounds of our feet against the floor.

      One of the rebels pressed his ear against the door and closed his eyes. I wasn’t sure what he thought he’d be able to hear. That door was thick, though I wasn’t sure if it was soundproof. But if security was inside, wouldn’t they have left at least one of their force outside as a look-out?

      I wasn’t sure of their exact target, but if they weren’t there yet, we had a good chance of obtaining the serum and getting out of there.

      “Let me inside,” John said. “I’m the only one who can properly pack up the serum.”

      The rebel moved aside and John typed in his code on the keypad outside the door. The light blinked green before John pushed inside.

      “Stop!” someone shouted from beyond the door.

      It was Marisha’s voice. She was okay!

      I went inside next, right behind John.

      Marisha’s eyes were wide as she lowered a gun to her side. I rushed over to her while John headed for the back of the room, toward the refrigerators where we stored our supplies.

      “Are you okay?” I asked her.

      She swallowed and nodded, her eyes darting toward the other rebels who had come inside with us. “When we heard the explosions, I wasn’t sure what to do. We figured the building would go into lockdown. How did you get inside?”

      “We walked through the back door.”

      Marisha frowned. “That’s not protocol. There must be something wrong—”

      A barrage of tiny explosions filled my ears. I barely had time to duck before security wearing full tactical gear flooded the room. Marisha grabbed my shoulders and shoved me to the ground. We were behind the same desk that John had stood behind earlier during my scan. The only thing I saw of security were the pairs of feet appearing to move in fast-forward into the space. There had to be at least ten of them.

      The firing continued, and two of our rebel soldiers fell to the floor and didn’t get up again. Security stepped over them with the same ease and disregard as we had shown their soldiers in the stairwell. That was a big dose of karma. Even though the lab wasn’t the smallest room I’d ever been inside, the gunshots were deafening.

      Marisha crawled on the floor next to me, heading toward another tech, Khalil, who sat on the floor holding his arm. Blood poured from the spaces between his fingers.

      “Lora!” someone whispered behind me.

      It was the young Unpaired boy who clearly hadn’t wanted to come with us. He was on the ground, his hands trembling around his gun. Blood spattered his face, but it wasn’t his own. His bottom lip quivered, and streaks of tears flowed down his cheeks, smearing the blood. The soldiers headed to the back of the room, fanning out among the equipment.

      I crossed my fingers, praying they wouldn’t damage any of it.

      I wanted to stand up and fight, but Syeth’s face flashed in my vision. I had to be smart. Protecting the serum was the most important thing. Tearing myself away from the desk, I crawled toward the kid.

      As I moved toward the Unpaired boy, staying hidden from view, shouts rang out. We were in a small alcove near the only bathroom in the lab. The boy led me into the bathroom and closed the door, leaving it open a crack. I hated not fighting, but BioPure wanted John and me. My brain scans were the only way we could replicate the cure. Still, it took all of my strength to stay hidden.

      Though, I couldn’t imagine what they were going to do to John if they caught him. My mind whirred with all of the possibilities that entailed neither of us making it out of the lab alive.

      A series of gunshots rang out, and I clamped my hands over my ears.

      “Call for back-up!” I mouthed to the Unpaired boy.

      He pulled out his radio and cupped his hand over the speaker. “We need back-up in the lab. Over.”

      We waited. Then, someone screamed, and another single gunshot. The sound ricocheted through me and I rushed for the door. Marisha!

      The Unpaired kid blocked me as he tried to keep me shut into the bathroom, holding me away from the door.

      “Open it,” I said through gritted teeth.

      “I-I’m not going out there.”

      “You don’t have to.”

      Hiding was a mistake. I shoved him aside and burst out into the lab again.

      I expected to come face to face with the security forces, but I only saw Khalil laying on the ground along with the other rebels. The security forces were gone.

      Khalil rolled over, now holding his middle. There was so much blood pooling around him.

      “Khalil!” I rushed over and pressed my hands against the wound on his stomach, trying to stop the bleeding.

      “Kid!” I called back to the rebel boy. “Get out here.”

      “They took them,” Khalil said before coughing.

      “Took who?” I asked.

      “John and Marisha.” He coughed again.

      “What? Where?”

      “They said something about a helicopter.”

      The Unpaired boy came to my side. “Keep calling for back-up,” I told him. “I have to go.”

      “Where?”

      “To save them. Tell any rebels who can help to meet me on the roof.”

      I sprinted toward the door and grabbed a fallen rifle from the floor. I checked the ammunition before heading into the hallway. There was only one way out of the building if they wanted to reach those helicopters they’d ridden in on, and I wasn’t going to let them take John and Marisha out of rebel territory. I couldn’t.

      I shoved through the doors to the stairwell and raced upward, taking them two at a time.

      When I reached the ground level, voices rang out from above me. The door to the outside opened, and I whipped my gun around toward the person standing there.

      “Whoa!” I’d come face to face with a rebel.

      “Lora,” he said. “The others are on their way. I came to check on you. To help.”

      “Security has John and one of the other lab techs. They’re headed for the roof and the others went after them. We need air support—something to stop that helicopter.”

      He grabbed his radio and called for the commanders.

      Leaving him to it, I raced toward the stairs again. My breathing echoed in my ears as shouting voices neared. Two gunshots rang out, but that didn’t stop me from racing toward John and Marisha. At least with the others ahead of me, we had a better chance of stopping security from taking them.

      I followed the rebels to the top floor and didn’t hesitate by the roof doors. My jacket was adequate for being on the ground level, but the thundering wind the helicopter emitted pricked at my cheeks once I got outside. My hair flew around my face, and I tried to shove it back as best I could as I took in everything around me. The helicopter was at the far end of the roof. Muted voices shouted while four rebels stood in front of me, targeting their weapons toward the security forces moving around the helicopter. Two security personnel aimed their guns at us, but didn’t fire. Helmets masked their faces. The sun glinted off the surfaces so that I couldn’t see—and memorize—their faces. How I wanted to.

      I wanted to know who’d tossed Marisha and John’s unconscious bodies on the helicopter and scooted them inside before closing the doors. I wanted to see their faces crumple as I took them down.

      I lunged forward, but stopped as the two security members on the rooftop started toward us and the helicopter lifted off the roof.

      “No!” I cried out, but the whipping propellers drowned my voice.

      It lifted above us before the two security members charged. One shot at us and downed two of our rebels, leaving three of us to watch the helicopter depart.

      The two security members shot off in either direction. Both rebels went after one while the other came straight for me. I lifted my gun, but I didn’t have enough time before he used the front of his weapon to knock mine out of my hands. A debilitating vibration forced me to drop the weapon, but instead of being the victim I’d been before, I grabbed the pistol tucked into my waistband and brought the muzzle around to his face.

      He was too close and it smashed against his helmet; he dropped his gun to the ground. Without wasting a moment, I grabbed his hand and turned him around as quick as I could, shoving his wrist up his back. He cried out and dropped to his knees.

      The other security member was already on the ground, unmoving, while one of the rebels came over to me, holding a restraint in his hand. He tied it around the security guard’s wrists while I homed in on the other rebel—who was aiming his gun toward the helicopter.

      “Wait!” I cried out, louder than I had ever screamed before, and I took off toward the edge of the rooftop.

      He glanced over his shoulder with a furrowed expression.

      “You can’t,” I said when I reached him. “If it crashes, John and Marisha go with it. They might not survive.”

      The rebel screwed up his mouth and lowered his gun.

      We watched the helicopter disappear into the distance, taking with it John, Marisha, and any hope of producing a cure for New Zero.
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      With John and Marisha gone, and the two BioPure security members captured, there was nothing else we could do other than pick up the pieces and figure out what to do next.

      And how to get our people back.

      The helicopter was a dot in the distance before I could tear my eyes away from it. The more distance the helicopter put between us, the more my heart was torn from my body until it carved out a hollow shell in my chest.

      John—my father—was gone.

      And he was on a hit list along with Mom and me. What would happen after they interrogated him and Marisha? Would they survive? Was there any hope of him coming back? I doubted they would set him free since they had been looking for him and my family for a while. The idea of that happening seemed laughable, in fact.

      Why hadn’t I convinced him to stay safe and allow the Unpaired to do their jobs? We had stuck our noses in where they didn’t belong and now he was gone.

      The remaining rebels on the roof called for back-up to help the fallen throughout the building and on the roof. They strode to the stairwell leading to the ground floor. I followed behind them with heavy strides and continued on my route down to the basement. They had other plans to clean up this mess, but after everything that had happened, I had to see what was left of the cure. There was no research without John, but at least if the samples were okay, then it was possible we could continue on in his absence.

      My body went numb as I thought of John and what they were doing with him right now, though. Would they interrogate him while he was in the helicopter? Wait until they were on the ground? Or not bother at all and just shoot him at the very moment he stepped out of the chopper?

      I choked back a sob as I bumped into a rebel sprinting up the stairs. She threw a quick apology behind her.

      The rebels left the building with the security prisoners while I continued down into the lab. On the way, I noticed Unpaired soldiers were flooding the building to find any survivors from our side and any security members who might have been left behind. I had no idea what to expect when I arrived at the lab.

      Two rebels walked through the threshold of the lab, carrying a stretcher with Khalil on top of it. A white sheet was tucked against his body, with red stains spreading across it. His eyes were open, but barely. He was still alive.

      They rushed him from the hallway, and I wasn’t going to get in the way.

      As I walked up to the doorway, my throat clenched. But it wasn’t until I took in what the security forces had done that I gasped for air. Before, I’d been too focused on getting to the roof to notice. Now, I couldn’t help but take it all in.

      I stepped over the threshold as the weight of what they had done washed over me. Every computer had at least a few bullet holes through the screens and towers. The scanning machine had pockmarks all over it. There was no more humming coming from the lab. It was the quietest I’d ever heard it. I almost wished I was inside of the scanner so that I could hear everything in working order again.

      There were streaks of blood across the floor, these having come from the rebels, Khalil, and security. Maybe some of that was from John and Marisha. I had heard her scream…

      I shoved the thought from my head. There were enough terrible memories from real life in my mind; I didn’t want to add more that might not have happened.

      Checking the floor, I avoided the blood as much as I could while holding back the urge to gag.

      I wanted to give up, but John’s voice in the back of my mind told me to move forward. With him in my head, I thought of where I’d last seen him. He’d gone toward our storage refrigerators. His back had been the last thing I’d seen as he’d rushed off to save our only hope of surviving New Zero.

      The doors were open on all three refrigerators, and one of them hung there only by a hinge. Liquids doused the floor, and that tightening sensation in my throat returned.

      I closed the other two doors as best I could and reached inside the third. The blue test tube rack holding tubes of the serum which had been separated for testing was almost entirely destroyed. A bullet hole at the back of the refrigerator had shattered seven of the ten tubes which held the remainder of the serum we’d had left. The tops were covered and the insides were free of glass, which was the only thing I could be thankful for.

      I moved three chairs in front of the closed refrigerator doors to keep what was left inside of them cool until we could figure out another plan. Now that I knew what we had to work with, I had to take stock of what was left and usable in the lab. I didn’t have anything else to do. I was the only one left for now, and I wasn’t actually a scientist, but I knew my way around. Besides, I had no idea where Syeth was, and I wasn’t going to go looking for him while the Unpaired were scattered all over town after the fight. It wasn’t as if I could confide in my parents, either. Telling Mom about John would send her into a spiral for whatever time she was lucid.

      I inhaled a deep breath and let it out slowly. It was what John always told me to do when I was stressed about my parents or the fact that we weren’t as far as we needed to be with the cure. I had to keep my head level and work toward a solution to our problems instead of wallowing in them.

      Several rebels marched down the hallway, and I peered out there. One stopped near the lab. It was a female. I spotted her Unpaired armband wrapped around the upper arm of her uniform. She let out a low whistle, then a curse.

      “Do you need medical attention?” she asked me.

      “No, I’m fine. Do you know where Syeth Rothkind is?”

      She shook her head. “I’ll radio to him and let him know you’re down here. Lora, right?”

      “Yes,” I said, wondering how she knew my name.

      She clicked her tongue and grinned. “He talks about you a lot.” Then, she disappeared down the hall to follow the others.

      I turned in a circle, wondering where to start. Spotting a flash of blood in front of me, I turned toward the wall. Khalil’s bloody body appeared in my mind with perfect clarity. I shivered violently as my stomach roiled. I whipped away from where he had been and spotted a blinking green light on one of the computer towers.

      I approached the workstation. It was a smaller one near the back of the room. There weren’t any bullet holes in this screen. My stomach swooped as I clicked on the mouse. The screen lit up and a password prompt appeared. I sank into the chair and tapped my ten-digit password against the keys.

      To my surprise, my main screen opened and I choked out a sound between a laugh and a cry. The workstation was close enough to the back of the lab that they must have missed it when they’d destroyed everything else.

      I clicked on the database with our research and sat back against the chair, my jaw slung open as I clicked through the files. They were all there and uncorrupted. If security had come to the building to destroy our hope of finding the cure, they had missed the server computer entirely. If they’d wanted to cripple the rebels’ research efforts, they would have destroyed every single computer with precision. And I knew enough about dealing with security to know that they rarely made mistakes; we’d gotten lucky.

      I continued to sift through the files absently as my mind turned over the events of the day. They could easily have completed the job since they’d destroyed most of the equipment in the lab. Had they gotten lucky, or was there something else going on here?

      One or two hackers could have done the job as quickly as Syeth. By uploading a virus or some software, they could have destroyed all of our data for good. They were destructive, sure, but equipment could be replaced or rebuilt eventually.

      It didn’t make sense.

      But maybe that hadn’t been their primary intention, and the destruction had happened only because they’d had the opportunity. If their mission hadn’t been to destroy our lab, but to retrieve the leader of the resistance against the treatment which BioPure was handing out daily to its citizens, then this computer being overlooked might make sense. By their cutting off the brain of the operation, in that sense, we were crippled when it came to the fight to reach our goal. We would either have to watch our loved ones lose their memories and lives to the virus or submit to the corporation for their treatment. John would rather have New Zero than allow BioPure to inject him with anything from their labs.

      Thinking of John and death brought another wave of sadness through me. It pressed on my body like a boulder and I slumped over, dropping my head into my hands.

      With Marisha and John gone, along with Khalil having been incapacitated, the core of our team was lost. I had no idea who else had been injured, or how we could go on without my father, regardless. He had been at the heart of every breakthrough the rebels had ever had against Zero and New Zero.

      Moving forward with the research was at the back of my mind now, as I knew we couldn’t do it without him.

      After a few minutes of crying over John, I wiped away my tears and went back to work. I wasn’t sure if the primary server had suffered any damage, so I loaded our research onto back-up drives, which took the better part of an hour.

      When I was about to head out and look for Syeth, he appeared in the doorway. His vest and pants were covered with dried dirt. Streaks of it marred his face, but he seemed to be uninjured.

      His mouth hung open, and it closed a few times as he took in the room. “I heard you and John came to the lab. Lora, what were you thinking?”

      “I’m sorry.” I stood, wobbling to the side after sitting for so long.

      Syeth strode across the room, his gaze darting across my face. “The others told me John was taken. Lora, I thought the worst. What happened? I thought you were going back to the hospital.”

      “We couldn’t,” I said.

      It took a moment, but then he nodded in understanding.

      “The cure is what our fight is all about right now. We had to come back to protect it. But it turns out we should have listened. They weren’t after the cure; they were after him. They took Marisha, too. Almost killed Khalil. The other Unpaired—they just killed them without a second thought.”

      “Shit,” Syeth said, glancing at the computer I’d been seated at. “What about the research files?”

      “They destroyed everything but this computer. That’s how I figured out that they weren’t after the research. What’s inside John’s head is more valuable than that.” I wondered how long John could keep himself alive by concealing his knowledge of a cure for New Zero. Would they extract it from him or wipe his memory?

      “What about you?” I asked, changing the subject.

      He raked a hand through his hair and several pieces of debris fluttered to the floor. “They came to the warehouse, too. Everything we had procured for the lab is gone, as well as a lot of the treatment. They wanted to take down our only defenses against New Zero, and they certainly did that.”

      I moved away from Syeth, digging my hands into my hips. My breathing intensified as I thought of all the work we had done, and the fact that the New Zero patients would be in further danger if they weren’t given what treatment we’d been able to create in the lab. It wasn’t a cure, but it had been something. And now even that was gone?

      Heat burned my cheeks and prickled my neck. The corporations had run my entire life and targeted my family. But this felt different. Now they had attacked my family directly.

      “Lora, what’s on your mind?”

      “Everything, Syeth!” I snapped. I wasn’t upset with him, but the prospect of losing everything to BioPure. “Even if we can use this research with the few lab workers we have, Mom, Dad, and everyone else affected by New Zero are going to lose more of their memories while we waste time building up the supply again.”

      I imagined going to visit my parents—or anyone else visiting their loved ones over the next days and weeks—and watching their passive faces trying to recognize us. All of this was too overwhelming. Too close to losing.

      “This was a targeted attack. How did BioPure know where our facilities were? How did they get in and out so easily?” I demanded.

      Syeth shrugged. “No data security is foolproof. They could have spotted our dedicated server. Or maybe they captured a rebel and cracked them during an interrogation. They could have hacked our own security. The Unpaired are already working on it. But, either way…”

      “What’s done is done,” I said, feeling more defeated than ever. “We have to get them back.”

      “We will—”

      “No, we have to get John and Marisha back. I’ll leave the retaliation to the Unpaired for now, but we have to get them back. My father’s place is here. It’s the only way we can fight and win. We have to finish the cure. There’s no way we can continue to live like this. Not after that attack. We’re always one raid away from disaster. We need all of the rebels to have their minds, and we need the numbers to fight back.”

      Syeth inhaled sharply and pulled his hands through his hair.

      “Are you with me?” I asked.

      He locked eyes with me. “You know I am.”
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      The first thing we needed to do was come up with a plan to rescue John and Marisha. While I scoured the encrypted database for any information on where BioPure would have taken them, Syeth made a list of rebel fighters who might be willing to help us.

      In that time, the remaining lab workers arrived at the lab within ten minutes of each other. All six of them had the same shared expressions of shock and sadness. One of them told me that Khalil was alive and recovering, but would be incapacitated for a while. I was relieved that he was okay, but it fueled the fire within me to reunite the lab and my family.

      The lab workers enlisted about a dozen Unpaired to help move and separate equipment we could salvage, putting aside pieces that were lost for good. It broke my heart to see more equipment in the “to be trashed pile” than not.

      The most important piece—the scanner—had a lot of cosmetic damage, and some that was more serious, but Quill, one of the night shift workers, wanted to work on it. His gray eyes met mine when he’d said it, suggesting how serious he was about finding a way to get it back to working order. I wasn’t sure if he could do it, but the scanner was one of the most important pieces of equipment when it came to mapping the alpha version of the virus. John and the others had worked hard at deciphering the scans, and if we needed to continue alone, we needed it.

      I wasn’t prepared to think about moving on without John when it came to finding the cure. That would be something to worry about if we failed.

      But we wouldn’t fail.

      Working with Syeth in this way brought me back to every other mission before we’d arrived in Chicago. He made his list and interviewed several soldiers within the lab who were helping us out, and I trusted him to do his part while he allowed me to do mine.

      The only information we had on BioPure entailed the locations of a few of their main facilities in the downtown area. We had photographs of schematics of the buildings that had been taken during a few raids. I memorized all of them while I contemplated where security would have taken John. He was an important piece of the rebel forces, so they would have to bring him somewhere with high security. They wouldn’t be dumb enough to think that we weren’t going to attempt a rescue mission.

      Since BioPure always seemed steps ahead of us, I wasn’t going into this mission without knowing all of the angles. My skin crawled as a new idea came into my mind, but I wasn’t sure if I was willing to go that far yet. Isra—Jarid’s ex—was one of the top generals of the Unpaired, which meant she was at the helm of most of the raids. I hadn’t spoken to her face to face since she’d given Syeth and me that note from Jarid, telling us that he was going to the corporations to turn himself in and try to rebel from the inside.

      She hadn’t been the happiest of people after that, and continuously called him a traitor whenever he was brought up. At least, that was what Syeth had told me. The most I had seen of her in the six months since we arrived had been whenever the Unpaired were preparing to leave for a mission. She was always stern-faced and at the front of the group.

      Admittedly, I had avoided her when I’d been able to. I would always be on Jarid’s side, and it seemed as if she already knew that. Since she called him a traitor, I wondered if she thought of me that way, as well, even though I was on this side fighting the corporation. From what I knew of Isra, she had strong convictions about her beliefs. If Jarid acted like a traitor, then, to her, he was one. There was no room for gray—only black and white.

      Which was why I hesitated when I brought my idea to Syeth.

      “I found a few places they could be keeping John, but I don’t want to go into this blindly. Do you think Isra would have more insight?”

      Syeth rubbed the back of his neck. “She has access to all of the schematics from the raids. More than what’s on that drive.”

      I chewed on my lip, thinking through the consequences. The worst Isra could say was no. Her turning us down wasn’t going to give me any more hope for our cause, but I had to do something for John. I only had the information from the servers. I wasn’t Unpaired, and without a little outside help, we could go into this mission blindly. I had a feeling we only had one chance to go up against BioPure to rescue John and Marisha, though, and I had to do it right. I swallowed any hesitation and did what I had to do in order to get them back. “Let’s go then.”
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        * * *

      

      General Isra Youngston was the youngest commander of the Unpaired. From the moment she’d stepped inside the city lines of the Chicago rebel base, she’d taken control. I had always admired her resilience and strength. She was tougher than I’d expected and hard to decipher, but when it came to defending the rebel mission against BioPure, I trusted her.

      If only she would trust me and not think I was a traitor just because I was still on Jarid’s side.

      Outside the building, Syeth and I walked across the street and I took in the rest of the damage in the surrounding streets. Two SUVs were blocking the road at unnatural angles. Their noses touched, and I wondered if it had been a last-minute maneuver or a crash.

      There were Unpaired soldiers in the streets, leading rebel citizens away from ground zero of where the attack had taken place. The warehouse, where Syeth and the others had gone during the attack, was a few streets over. The Unpaired bunker was next door to it, beneath a three-story office building. It was the most inconspicuous of places. The exterior had been burned in a fire some time ago, and it was windowless on the charred side. Yellow tape surrounded the building, and a red X was slashed across the main door.

      Syeth led me around it, our boots crunching over the frosted ground. There wasn’t any grass, only dirt, and no one would suspect this to be the headquarters of our army. The attached parking garage was similarly disheveled, with deep cracks along the concrete.

      I’d never been inside the headquarters, only even having learned of its location a few months ago. From what Syeth had mentioned of Isra, he rarely came in contact with her. As the twin brother of her ex and someone she considered a traitor, he wasn’t exactly on her good side. She always assigned him to missions on a different team, far away from her. She had a reputation for ruthlessness, which always made that something of a relief, but she also had the information we needed.

      Under the cover of the parking garage, the absence of the sun brought an even deeper chill to my bones. Cold air snaked down the back of my jacket and I burrowed my chin deeper into my collar to keep myself warm.

      Our footsteps echoed across the jagged concrete, and once again, I wondered how safe this structure was.

      We reached a door at the end and Syeth opened it for me.

      I hesitated. “The soldiers know you.”

      “They all know of you, Lora. Finding John is your mission, and you need to show Isra that.”

      I sighed and stepped forward.

      Voices carried in the space, and I hesitated as my eyes adjusted to the darkness. The stairwell was barely lit, but as the room came more into focus, I spotted dim circles on the floor. Then a body stepped forward, sharpening as she came nearer.

      “Isra,” I said, not having expected her to be waiting for me.

      “Lora,” she said through her teeth. “I heard you were on the way.” She wore the Unpaired uniform—dark shirt, pants, boots, and the signature armband. Her hair was shorter than I remembered, as it barely brushed over her shoulders. It used to be as long as mine, and shiny. Now the edges were jagged, as if she had cut it in a hurry.

      I glanced at Syeth.

      “News travels fast,” he said, rocking on his heels.

      “I don’t have much time,” she said, turning around. “Drop your phones and weapons and come with me.”

      Another Unpaired stood there with a small plastic box. Syeth dropped his devices and checked his gun before depositing it inside. I gripped my phone, hovering my hand over the box.

      “We can’t be too careful,” the Unpaired guy said with pinched lips. He glanced at Isra, who stood there with raised eyebrows.

      I dropped the phone and followed her.

      Syeth squeezed my hand as we walked down a set of about ten steps. At the bottom, a hallway was brightly lit with lanterns against a craggy cement wall. As we walked, the sounds of water moving through pipes filled the space above us. There were alcoves carved from the claustrophobic underground fortress. I spotted an eating area with tables and at least ten soldiers gathered around them. An armory which could rival the one we’d raided in Denver.

      The hallway seemed to go on forever, and I wondered how long it had taken to create this space for the rebels to live in this part of the city without recognition.

      As we went further into the fortress, the space opened up further. It had gone from concrete walls to a basement level filled with rooms of varying sizes. The larger ones had beds stacked side by side while some of the smaller storage areas held shelving units of supplies. More Unpaired were moving from space to space. I recognized a few, but most were new faces entirely. I stopped counting them around seventy. I’d never seen so many before in one place. Were they gearing up to retaliate for the attack?

      Without warning, Isra turned into a small room, and I skidded to a stop before following her inside.

      “Close the door,” Isra said, motioning to Syeth.

      There was barely enough room for the three of us inside, as a desk took up an entire wall, along with three computer screens on the surface.

      Isra stood in front of a swivel chair and crossed her arms. I pressed against the door to give us both distance. “Sorry to hear about your lab,” she began. “I know how important it was to you.”

      “It’s important to everyone,” I said.

      She dropped into the chair, facing away from us, and flicked her finger over the mouse, concentrating on the screen in front of her. It had one of those black privacy screens, so I couldn’t tell what she was doing.

      Syeth locked eyes with me and nodded for me to speak.

      “BioPure security forces took John and another lab tech today,” I said.

      Isra didn’t turn around. “I’m aware.”

      I stepped forward, getting a better glimpse of the screen. “We need to get them back so we can finish the cure. After the raid, there isn’t much left of our samples. Once we get John, we can finish the cure and start distributing it to the other rebels who’ve been infected.”

      “No,” she said.

      My hands fisted at my sides. “What do you mean, no?”

      “The cure is a pipe dream,” Isra said.

      “How do you figure?” Syeth asked.

      Isra swiveled around and sighed, as if no matter what we said, it wouldn’t be as important as her next mission. “Unlike someone fiddling around with whatever it is you do in that lab, I have a war to fight. If that’s all you wanted of me, I can’t help you. You can see yourself out and retrieve your belongings.”

      “Isra…” Syeth said.

      “Neither of you see the bigger picture here.”

      I couldn’t leave yet. Not without a plan to get John and Marisha back. “Those people you need to help fight that war are suffering from New Zero. With our own version of the cure, we can make them whole again so they can be participating members capable of helping to take BioPure down. Isn’t that what you want?”

      Isra narrowed her eyes at me. I had a feeling she was going to try to kick us out again. I opened my mouth to speak, but she grunted instead, stopping me. Somehow, I had her.

      “We tracked the helicopter, which escaped to Point Black. It’s a heavily guarded BioPure airbase south of us, along the border of the city. It’s behind a fortified wall, so you might want to think about this.”

      “Thank you,” I said as my heart filled with just the hope it had needed.

      “Don’t waste too many resources going after him. And don’t make me regret sharing the information.”

      “We won’t,” I said, fighting the urge to hug her or somehow show my appreciation. It wasn’t our relationship, though, so I settled on a smile and a nod.

      She did the same—well, without a smile.

      Syeth was already outside the office when she spoke again. “He’s been trying to contact you, you know.”

      I turned back. “What did you say?”

      Isra was at her desk again, her back to me. She tilted her head to the side so that all I saw was her profile. Her voice was low, and I could almost hear a hint of emotion within it. “Jarid. We’ve intercepted several of his messages.”

      “He’s alive?”

      Isra snorted. “Of course, he is. Traitors like that seem to live forever. Like cockroaches.” She finally turned around, her eyes slits and her lips pursed tightly. “If he gets a message through to you, don’t get suckered into his lies. He’s a traitor. Never forget that.”

      My heart skittered in my chest. Jarid was alive. After all these months, I could barely believe it. A smile almost broke out across my face, but Isra’s expression hardened. She must have hated him for abandoning our group, and for leaving her. While it wasn’t right for her to keep the messages away from Syeth and me, I couldn’t help the lightness spreading through me now that I knew Jarid was okay.

      “Don’t make me regret telling you any of this,” she reminded me.

      Without another word, I headed out into the hallway to tell Syeth the good news.
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      Syeth and I celebrated the news about Jarid by promising ourselves we’d locate him after we found John and Marisha. The more we researched Point Black, though, the more we realized that it was too much for us to handle on our own. If Isra and more of her Unpaired had been willing to help us, we might have stood a chance. But from the research we could do on getting there—never mind battling the massive security forces on the campus—it wasn’t going to happen with just us and the few Unpaired we had recruited for our cause. Point Black itself was heavily fortified, with a massive wall built around it, and it sat too deep into BioPure territory for us to raid it directly.

      For the next two days, I stayed in the lab trying to figure out the best way inside of Point Black and ended each day without a resolution. Syeth pried me from my work each night so that I could get some rest. While I was focusing on finding John and Marisha, I shut the whole world away—even my parents. I hadn’t visited them since losing John. There was no way I could face them and not feel like an utter failure for losing a family member.

      The staff gave me daily updates in the same way they had John, and that was enough for me to know that neither of my parents’ conditions was getting either worse or better—especially with the depletion of the treatment throughout the town, we really couldn’t expect them to get better right now. My stomach twisted with guilt every time I thought of the way I’d stayed away, but my rational mind knew they probably had no idea that I hadn’t been there for them. Those thoughts then spiraled into more guilt.

      “I think I’ve found a way to find out more about John,” Syeth said as he crossed the lab.

      He kissed me, and I melted into him momentarily before pulling away, shaking my head. “What are you talking about? Point Black is impossible. We’ve been over every scenario—”

      “It’s not Point Black.”

      “What do you know?” I crossed my arms, waiting for him to explain.

      “I got in contact with an Unpaired intelligence officer and talked him into letting us tag along on the next rendezvous with an agent they have inside Point Black. They said we could talk to him to ask questions about John. It’s the least we can do for now, right?”

      “Syeth!” I said, wrapping my arms around him.

      “You like the plan?”

      “It’s better than anything I’ve come up with. How did you get that past Isra?”

      “Well, I sort of went behind her back. With Isra telling us that Jarid was alive and sending messages, I figured it could happen the other way, too. The officer owed me a favor for helping out his little brother during one of the raids.”

      “When do we get to talk to this agent?”

      “Tomorrow afternoon. We have to leave around seven to travel into the city for the meeting. Are you okay with that?”

      “Into the city?”

      “Yeah. It’s the only way. But he’s been inside before; they have a safe route. We won’t be in there long, but this might be the only chance we have.”

      “Okay.”

      “We should head back and get some rest. It’s going to be a long day, and we need to be at our best.”

      It was already late, and I knew I wasn’t going to rest much, but Syeth was right that we had to be alert, especially since we were traveling into enemy territory the next day. At least, by the end, we’d hopefully find out something about John and Marisha. That was certainly the hope.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I woke early after only a few hours of sleep to head over to the hospital to visit with my parents. We would be back within the day, but I had already delayed seeing them for too long.

      With the constant worry about when the next raid would happen and wondering if I’d ever see John and Marisha again, I wanted to appreciate this time spent with my parents. I wanted them to know I loved them no matter what. Seeing them again might also boost my confidence and push me to do my best to find John and Marisha. Once they were back with us, we could get our research back on track to help everyone suffering from New Zero.

      Syeth was still asleep, but his alarm would go off in less than an hour. I wanted to let one of us sleep and not wake him before I needed to. Besides, I’d be back at the apartment in enough time for us to leave on schedule. I left a note and headed out.

      Since it was winter, the sun didn’t peek out from the horizon until after seven. Now, at almost five-thirty, the stars still twinkled and the temperatures made the grass stiff with frost. The world seemed to be asleep around me as I trudged toward the hospital.

      A part of me wished my parents were blissfully asleep, but since the raid and security forces had destroyed most of the treatment we’d had left at the warehouse, the patients were being given lower doses until more could be made. From the updates, it seemed as if many of the patients were up at all hours of the day and night because of that inconsistency in their medication. The treatment wasn’t fighting New Zero as it should, but instead showcasing more of the symptoms.

      When I arrived at the barrier for Dad’s room, the guard called the interior desk, but no one picked up.

      “I can check inside for you,” he said.

      I didn’t have a lot of time. “Can you? I’ll come right back.”

      He nodded and I headed toward Mom’s room. She wasn’t inside, but she sat at her usual spot on the couch in the common area, facing the television. Instead of making more of her remarks about the news from BioPure, her eyes were glazed and unblinking as she took in the reporting.

      “Elsie,” I said.

      Mom blinked, but she didn’t look at me.

      “Mom,” I said louder.

      Then, she looked at me. Another blink, and she narrowed her eyes. “Can I help you?”

      “Lora.” Lukas waved me over from across the space as he sipped from his coffee. He sat at the farthest table with two other patients. They sat next to each other, flipping cards and playing a game of War. It seemed fitting.

      “She’s worse,” I said to Lukas.

      “Most of them are,” he said, rubbing a hand over his face. “These last few days have been rough. They’re trying to ration the treatment for as many affected as possible.”

      “How much longer do we have until it’s all gone?”

      “I don’t know. The generals are keeping that information to themselves. I just hand it out.”

      I glanced at Mom, who hadn’t moved from her spot. She looked like a shell of the person I knew. I had no idea what to expect when I saw Dad. I almost didn’t want to.

      “If we can get them back to full treatment soon, then the memory loss has a higher chance of being reversible. I can’t promise that with these low doses, though.”

      And I couldn’t promise there was any way to get the lab back in working order anytime soon, even with John. Which was why we needed him back at our home, not locked away in some prison where we couldn’t get to him.

      “I’m going to be away for the rest of the day,” I said to Lukas. “Out of touch.”

      He raised an eyebrow.

      “I’ll be back tomorrow to visit. If either of them becomes lucid, will you let them know that?”

      He squeezed my arm reassuringly. “Absolutely. Be safe out there.”

      “I will.”

      I couldn’t help walking slowly toward Mom, crossing my fingers that she’d turn around and recognize me. Each step thundered in my heart, but as fitted most of my luck lately, she didn’t turn around. As I left the common area behind, I glanced over my shoulder a few times before I got far enough away that I couldn’t see her. It was a good thing, too, so that she didn’t have to wonder why the unrecognizable girl walking away from her was close to tears.

      When I passed the guard outside of the hallway of the wing where Dad stayed, he shook his head slowly. “He’s still asleep.”

      I sighed in disappointment, but I knew that Lukas would let him know I had stopped by. That was if Dad remembered me at all.

      Usually, when I found myself leaving the hospital, tears were already streaking my face. Not today, though. The drive to get John and Marisha back filled me with a surge of anger over what the security forces had done, which overpowered the feelings I had about Mom and Dad and their potentially permanent memory loss. Outside, I spotted Syeth leaning against the wall next to the front door. His attention was on his phone, but his head snapped up as I opened the door.

      “Did you get my note?” I asked, wondering if he’d worried about me.

      The sun provided a sliver of light across the sky, but there wasn’t enough light to turn off the streetlamps quite yet.

      “Yeah, I figured it would save time if we went to the drop point sooner. How are your parents?”

      I started walking. We were meeting the folks who’d get us into the city just outside of the bus station. We had no intention of taking the bus into the heart of Chicago since security inspected every single rider and the bus itself, but I was glad we weren’t meeting anywhere near the bunker or Isra.

      “With the lower dosage of treatment, not so well.”

      Syeth mashed his lips together. I sighed, allowing the thick cloud of air my breathing produced to fill the space in front of me. I almost wished I could disappear into a cloud like that, and float far away now and then to escape this hard and terrible world. But that wouldn’t get John or Marisha back, let alone help my parents.

      “After today, we’ll have a better idea of how to move forward,” he said. “This is a good thing.”

      We would need John to move forward with any breakthrough with New Zero. The remaining lab techs were doing their best to continue producing the treatment with what was left of the usable equipment, but even that would take time, and I wasn’t sure how long the patients had before they’d end up losing their memories for good. Would they all turn out like Mom? I hadn’t seen Dad, but I imagined the worst.

      But John was going to make the treatment obsolete with the cure. That was the goal I would hold onto.

      “Lora, it’s going to be okay,” Syeth said.

      I snorted. “Since when are you the optimistic one?”

      He smirked, and I couldn’t help smiling with him. I rested in that moment for a little while, not remembering the last time Syeth and I had been able to relax and be ourselves together without him going off to fight with the Unpaired or me being stuck in the lab for most of the day with John.

      When Decker and Eve arrived at the station ten minutes later, we exchanged pleasantries and hopped inside of an unmarked black van. Decker drove while Eve went over the plan with us.

      “We’re going to do a lot of walking today,” she said, her pale blue eyes boring into mine. She had soft features, which few of the Unpaired did. She was a tall, lithe woman a few years older than Syeth and me. “Our way into the city is through a decommissioned sewer tunnel. It’s not the most ideal way in, but it works.”

      “It’s not the cleanest, either,” Decker said in his gruff voice. It rattled as if he had rocks lodged in his throat.

      “Once inside,” she continued, “we’re meeting our contact at a café. It’s right outside the wall of Point Black. It’s the safest place for him to meet us.”

      “We’re still unable to get inside?” If we were going to be so close to Point Black, surely there was a possibility that we could contact John and Marisha even outside of this agent.

      “Unfortunately, no,” Eve said. “Today is only about collecting information. We would need most if not all of our troops to invade Point Black.”

      I sat back in my seat defeated. It had been worth a try to ask, despite the odds.

      Syeth slipped his hand into mine and our fingers twined. He knew that I wanted to get our people back even more than any information the Unpaired were bent on collecting. It was selfish, of course, but I had to focus on today’s mission. If this agent could tell us that John was alive still—and hopefully Marisha, too—then maybe I could bring the information to Isra and show her proof that John was alive… and that he was worth the effort of saving.
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      The drive was about forty-five minutes long. The sun already burned across the sky, but I knew better than to think it would be warm outside, even without spotting a cloud anywhere above us.

      Decker pulled us into a parking lot, weaving through dozens of cargo crates scattered around the length of the lot. They were storage for any of the rebels retrieving supplies from the city, but I didn’t bother to ask about any of the supplies as the van slowed in front of a water treatment plant. Along with the sewer, the plant had been decommissioned. Which seemed like the perfect cover for our route into the city.

      We exited the vehicle and I donned a hat and gloves, tucking my hair under the fabric. We already knew there were fewer drones in Chicago than any other city we’d invaded. BioPure had the most control over its citizens here in comparison to any other city, and from what I’d heard from Syeth regarding his missions, rebels in this area had to be more careful of getting spotted by pedestrians than doves.

      We walked to the edge of the lot, heading toward the wall. We were about a half-mile from the city, but it still gave off an air of danger which made my chest tighten. We were going inside of another city. The last time I’d been inside a BioPure-run city, I had witnessed so much death, and we’d been separated from Jarid on top of that. I wondered if Syeth thought that way, too, or if he had been on enough missions to understand that they could go wrong sometimes and not feel nerves at a point like this.

      I couldn’t ignore the niggling feeling that something bad could happen today. Whether it was losing Syeth or finding out that John and Marisha were already gone.

      Heat moved behind my eyes, and I inhaled a steadying breath to keep my tears at bay.

      Since we didn’t want to out ourselves as rebels, Decker and Eve gave us smaller pistols to hide on our persons. For once, the cold weather helped our cause by necessitating bulky jackets to hide our weaponry.

      The sewer line was down a small hill carved into the ground. It was at the end of the lot, furthest from the building. The line was almost twice my height, but there was a barrier in front of it.

      Syeth and I exchanged looks before he walked ahead of me to Decker’s side. At the mouth, I spotted a crack in the facade, which was barely tall enough to fit a person. At the bottom was a handle, and Syeth and Decker lifted it. The barrier was made from concrete, and from the redness in Decker’s cheeks as he lifted it, I figured handling it was more than a two-person job.

      Eve was the first through, and she waved me inside. Decker and Syeth followed after us while Eve and I remained at the front of the group. There were no lights inside, and when the entryway closed, we were bathed in darkness.

      Eve and Decker switched their flashlights on and we moved forward.

      There wasn’t any standing water in the pipe, but the stale air clung to my nose. We crunched over dirt and debris from other missions and past years of waste. As we walked, I wondered how many others had come through in the past.

      While Decker and Eve discussed what they were going to get from the agent, I tried to focus on what I wanted to know about John and Marisha. From what I understood, to keep the agent from getting caught, the time we had with him would be limited. Most of our mission would be spent traveling within the downtown limits and then back to the rebel base.

      I narrowed my questions down to two important ones. I wanted to know if John and Marisha were alive, and how we could get inside Point Black to rescue them. If there was a person who could come in and out of that place even for short bursts, there had to be a way for them to get out.

      I tried not to get my hopes up, but it was complicated, given how close we were going to be to where they seemed to be holding him and Marisha, assuming Isra’s intel had been correct and they hadn’t moved them.

      I checked my phone for the time every so often. We walked for nearly an hour before I noticed the tightening of Eve’s shoulders and a straighter posture in her back. She and Decker had stopped their conversation abruptly. The weight of the situation seemed to fall over all of us. We were four rebels heading into one of the most guarded cities in the world. As enemies of the BioPure corporation, we were facing plenty of danger if we were discovered, whether that could mean being captured or killed on sight. On top of that, we were meeting with an agent who was inside one of the top security locations of Chicago. We were treading on fragile ground.

      Ahead of us, there was a metal rung ladder leading to the ground above. Eve stopped in front of it and turned off her flashlight before adding it to her pack. She climbed up and I went next, followed by Syeth and Decker. Above me, Eve removed a circular metal barrier and slid it to the side.

      We ended up in the center of a road running between two skyscrapers. The road had no foot or vehicle traffic, but I didn’t linger for long, especially once Eve darted across the street and through the back door of the nearest brick building. The door wasn’t locked, and we slipped inside the dark space easily.

      Eve turned on the lights and it took a moment for my eyes to adjust. We were in a short hallway. Eve pushed through the first doorway and I stayed on her heels. Inside the room were small cages lining the walls.

      “It used to be a veterinarian’s clinic before the regulations for pets were established,” Eve explained as she opened a closet. With the cages in the room, there was just enough space for the four of us to stand around, but it became a little more cramped as she pulled out a set of clothes on a hanger and handed them to me. As if noticing that I wasn’t about to strip in front of people I barely knew, she said, “You can change in the bathroom through there. There’s no water connected, but it will give you privacy.”

      I walked through the door she’d indicated while she picked out civilian clothes for Syeth, Decker, and herself.

      Inside the bathroom, I found a flashlight on the edge of the porcelain sink. After flipping it on, I closed the door. There was a bathtub and shower behind me, and a toilet next to the sink. I removed my coat and quickly changed out of my rebel clothes—a donated pair of jeans and a black, long-sleeved shirt—into the softest pair of off-white pants I’d ever worn and a thick white sweater with thin pink lines slashing across it. As a rebel, I hadn’t thought about clothing much other than as a necessity. These clothes brought me back to when I’d been paired with Jarid and his mother had purchased new clothes for me to display my Level One status.

      I looked in the mirror and noticed how my face had thinned out. I looked older.

      I gathered my things and headed out to the room with the cages to store my rebel clothes.

      Decker and Syeth were gone, and Eve had already swapped her clothes out. She wore a fuzzy white coat with white pants sporting a navy stripe down the side. Out of her uniform, she looked taller than she ever had. I supposed the black boots peeking out from under the pants helped with that. Her hair was down, the brunette locks having transformed into soft-looking waves against her shoulders.

      “The easiest way to fit in while in any corporate city is to look like a Level One. No one pays us any mind,” she said.

      I helped store our clothes in the closet, and we’d just finished when the guys came back in.

      If I felt like I’d time-jumped before, I felt it even more as Syeth came into view. His white button-down shirt had the first two buttons undone, and he’d rumpled his hair a bit so that it was messy at the top. I recalled this exact dour expression from when I’d first met him in the kitchen of his parents’ penthouse.

      “Let’s go.” Decker’s eyes lingered on Eve for a few seconds too long. She didn’t seem to notice as she pulled out three more coats for the rest of us.

      Mine was a thick pea coat with a fur-lined collar. I dug my hands into the pockets and came out with a pair of gloves.

      Syeth looked at me in a similar way, and my cheeks burned as a smile crossed my face.

      We exited the clinic the same way we had come in and walked up the block to around the corner. While the sun had given us no extra heat, the reflection off the glistening buildings made me shield my eyes. People of all different levels walked the streets. Their clothing was an indicator of their status.

      Eve looped her arm through Decker’s and they both raised their noses a little higher. Syeth took my hand and I moved closer to him as we followed behind them.

      I couldn’t help glancing at every single person around us. I hadn’t been under the spell of the corporations since I left New Manhattan, but the atmosphere of this city crashed into me like a waterfall. The people around us seemed normal, and happy to be living under the rule of BioPure.

      Nearby, a group of three teen girls huddled together as we passed, whispering to each other. Then they all burst out laughing as they carried on their way. We passed shops with customers coming in and out of clothing stores that displayed mannequins in the windows, highlighting the latest fashions. Restaurant windows gave a view of people having lunch during their breaks.

      The rush of the cars in the clean streets and people talking on their phones buzzed around me.

      I had forgotten how beautiful life inside BioPure’s golden cage could seem, but I wasn’t fooled. I tried not to think about the life I could have led if I hadn’t bought into Syeth’s exploration of what had happened to Jarid after his memory wipe. I could have visited Chicago with the Rothkinds and experienced the blissfully naive life that all these people around me lived. I spotted kiosks at every corner, and I wondered about the rush of kids entering them each day after school.

      I studied Syeth out of the corner of my eye, wondering if he had the same thoughts in his mind about our previous life. Did he miss having everything at his fingertips and allowing others to do the hard work? He rarely complained, but he wasn’t always the type to be open about his feelings. Life as a rebel was hard, but I had a feeling he didn’t mind our living conditions as much as he had when we’d been in a corporate-controlled city.

      Decker and Eve crossed three streets before slowing in front of a café. The window was tinted so that I couldn’t see inside. Decker opened the door for Eve and me, and I followed her through to find our contact.

      My palms broke out in a sweat as the heat from inside swirled around me and settled into my chilled bones. The scent of coffee and other baked goods enveloped me as I navigated around the tables and chairs. Half of the seats were taken already, but we moved toward the back of the room. There were small square tables and a few longer ones. Most of the people were sitting alone with headphones connected to their phones or laptops. I scanned the twenty or so people for any sign of recognition from an agent. Though, he had no idea what I looked like.

      A man dressed in a white suit and black tie stood at the corner booth. There were only three such booths at the back of the space, closer to the registers and glass cases filled with pastries and sandwiches, but they were all empty except for his.

      He grinned at us as if he was meeting old friends. I slipped a look over my shoulder to make sure this wasn’t a trap, doubting everything when he grabbed onto Eve and tucked her against his body.
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      “It’s so good to see you, Felicia,” the man told Eve.

      I narrowed my eyes at him. Upon closer inspection, the dark-haired man seemed younger than I’d initially thought. Maybe in his early twenties. For someone who was supposedly an agent for the rebels at Point Black, I wondered about his qualifications. Though, hadn’t Jarid wanted to infiltrate BioPure? He was younger than this guy.

      The man turned to Decker, holding out his hand. “Randall, I’ve been looking forward to hearing about your daughter’s pairing.”

      The agent winked at Syeth and nodded his head at me. “Sit, sit, we have a lot to catch up on.”

      While Decker and Eve settled into the booth with pleasantries being directed toward the agent, I couldn’t help glancing around the room. No one had noticed us talking, as it appeared we were all old friends with this man.

      “These are our friends from work,” Decker said. “The ones we told you about. Sam here is quite good at computers while Lisa here has quite the mind.”

      “That’s good to hear,” the agent said. “I’m Arnold, and I look forward to learning more about you two.”

      Syeth and I stayed quiet as the three of them “caught up” and a waitress brought us coffees. They talked about pairings and how work was going. It was all made-up stories for whatever covers they had come up with for the meeting. Every now and then, they looped Syeth and me into the conversation, but even when I got stuck on answering a question from Arnold about my new pairing with “Sam,” they carried on as if I had given an adequate answer. Eve talked about her kids with Decker and even pulled out her phone to show off a set of two girls. I had no idea if they were really hers or not, but that didn’t matter, I knew.

      “I have those movies you wanted,” Arnold said to Eve. “I know the kiddos have been dying to watch them.”

      I wondered if “kiddos” was a codeword for Unpaired.

      The drive was on the table for less than ten seconds before Eve dropped her hand over it. My heart raced, and I couldn’t take my eyes off the exchange. She and Decker carried on about the so-called movies. Eventually, she brought the hand with the drive up against her hair and tucked a chunk behind her ear. Then she placed her hands in her lap. It was a movement that no one would have seen as odd, but she’d used it to hide the drive somewhere on her body. A swell of pride moved through me as I realized how experienced Eve was with this spy stuff. I settled into my seat, trying to stay as engaged as they were. Anyone passing by wouldn’t have paid us any mind so far. I wanted to keep it that way.

      My mind drifted to the drive. Was there information about Point Black? Was anything about John on there? We wouldn’t know until we returned to the base, but I doubted it. Eve and Decker had already planned for this meeting before Syeth and I had invaded the mission. So, when were we going to talk about John?

      “It’s such a beautiful day,” Eve said, indicating the glass wall over by the doors where we had come in. “Lisa and Sam were thinking of going for a walk in the park. They haven’t been out in ages—work, you know. What do you say, Arnold? You know the best places around here with great views.”

      The skin around Arnold’s eyes crinkled warily as he looked at Syeth and me.

      Syeth opened his mouth, but Decker spoke first. “They’re looking for more of an open space,” he said. “I’m sure you could use the distance, as well. You’ve been cramped in that office too long. Fresh air will do you good, Arnold. You know how your wife keeps saying that.”

      They lost me in their doublespeak, but when Arnold sat back in his chair, considering us, I wasn’t sure if it was the push from Decker or Eve or not, but I had a feeling he’d been convinced.

      Arnold licked his lips. “I think I’ve had enough coffee for the day.” He lifted his mug and downed the rest of it. Syeth and I slid from the booth, allowing him out.

      Decker retook Eve’s arm, but my hands were too sweaty for me to want to attempt to touch Syeth’s. Eve and Decker had already done what they’d wanted to do with “Arnold.” Now they were allowing me to talk to him about John. Questions bounced in my head, but I wasn’t sure how long we would have with him. It had already felt like a lifetime in enemy territory, and now that Decker and Eve had what they wanted, we were on a clock for getting out of there. I had to be strategic, as I had no idea if or when I’d have any communication with this agent again.

      We exited the café, and I inhaled the crisp air and shivered. Between the warmth of the coffee shop and the adrenaline coursing through me, my shirt clung to my body.

      “It’s right down here,” Eve said in a low voice to me. “You’ve got this. But make it quick.”

      The park they wanted to meet in was one block over. We walked as briskly as the citizens of Chicago passing blurring buildings. The chill in the air made my eyes water, but I was determined and focused.

      Between skyscrapers, the park was a concrete slab with colorful metal sculptures depicting a variety of flowers and other so-called plant-life. It was all arranged in such a way as to create winding paths through the park. If I’d squinted, I might have thought the vegetation was real. But the colors were too bright in the glistening sun, almost as if the government wanted its citizens to believe that this was what real plants looked like.

      A memory surfaced from what seemed like a lifetime ago. When Jarid and I were in New Manhattan, he had taken me on a carriage ride to the biodome, where I’d seen more greenery than I had in my entire life. This park didn’t compare.

      Thinking of him, I glanced around, wondering if he was somewhere in the city around us, or in a similar place as John and Marisha. I wanted to believe he had succeeded in infiltrating BioPure and was living in one of the skyscrapers, but I knew the consequences of getting my hopes up.

      We wandered into the park. At the entrance, two civilians sat huddled together on a bench, holding steaming cups of liquid between them. It wasn’t warm enough to enjoy the sunlight, but the air was clean, and I imagined I would have been leisurely sipping from a cup of tea amid this type of scenery in New Manhattan if I hadn’t joined the rebellion. A pang of regret pierced through me.

      But this wasn’t the time to think back to everything I had done. By joining the uprising, I had been reunited with my biological parents, and I intended to bring us all back together as soon as possible.

      “There’s a pond across the way,” Arnold said. “It’s quite beautiful, as it is secluded from the main path.”

      The meaning was clear, and I nodded my agreement. Syeth walked a step behind me, as if signaling that he would follow my lead. His confidence in me made me breathe a little easier.

      Decker and Eve moved to drop away from our group.

      I glanced at Eve just before she turned, and she nodded her head. “You can speak freely, but wait for his lead. We will keep an eye out.” Her voice was low and her eyes were on the sky, most likely looking for doves. There weren’t any more pretenses, as there’d been in the café. As far as I knew, we were alone. With the open air above the park, it would be easier for the Unpaired to spot surveillance, but also vice versa. I trusted her and Decker to do their jobs. I had to—I needed the information about John and Marisha to make any attempt to bring him home.

      The pond that Arnold had described was almost as wide as the skyscraper behind us. A wrought iron fence surrounded it, reaching up to my chest. Darting movement under the surface caught my attention as colorful fish rose to the surface before diving back down. We slowed, walking close to the fence as if we were enjoying a stroll and not engaging in one of the most difficult conversations of my life. As we approached a small waterfall, I understood why Arnold had chosen this spot. The water crashing into the pond was loud enough to keep any passing people from hearing our conversation.

      “My father, John Wingum, was taken to Point Black with another lab worker,” I said through the corner of my mouth. The words rushed out of me, and I didn’t take my eyes away from Arnold.

      The smile he had been beaming since we had met faded now that we were away from the crowded streets and café. In the time since we had been in the park, we’d passed only a few people, and they all seemed distracted enough with their own lives not to notice us. BioPure had promised them safety, so why would they think otherwise?

      Arnold stood straighter, peering over my shoulder. “John and several high-value targets were brought to Point Black on the day of the raid. It was quite the celebration among the security staff that day.” His lips twisted into a frown.

      “He was alive?” I asked.

      “Of course,” Arnold said. “He was on a list of people for security to procure from the rebels.”

      A breath tumbled out of me, yet the same constricted feeling as before clenched in my chest.

      “They’re not there anymore, though,” Arnold said.

      “Where are they now?”

      Arnold blew out a breath big enough to create a cloud around his head of fog. “They were transferred quickly. Security forces knew that the rebels were tracking the helicopter. Point Black is secure, but with the exact location tracked, it was only smart to split up the prisoners.”

      I shot Syeth a look. The information from Isra had been correct, but did she know that the security knew of the rebels’ tracking methods?

      “John and several others were brought to a maximum-security prison by the lake, where they are in holding until security forces arrange properly guarded transport to bring them to New York on an armored train.”

      Syeth crossed his arms, leaning closer to Arnold. “Why New York?”

      “It’s the protocol for high-level treason. BioPure Chicago would ship away all rebels if they could.”

      “Where’s the train, and when are they leaving?”

      Arnold shook his head, staring at the water in front of us. “I don’t know any more than that. It’s beyond my pay-grade. John is alive, and I think your lab worker is, too, but this is where your rescue mission ends. There’s no way you can get them back before they’re gone.”

      “Where is the prison?” Syeth asked.

      Arnold gave Syeth a pitying look. Syeth grimaced at him.

      “Even if you got your troops together, there’s no way you could infiltrate the prison. It’s guarded twenty-four hours a day with special forces tapped into the security system. You might as well go back to New York to have any shot of a rescue.”

      I mashed my lips together. Arnold wasn’t going to tell us how to save my father when he didn’t even have all of the information. “Who else do we need to speak with to find out more?”

      Arnold’s nostrils flared. “No one on the rebel side. They scramble any information they convey with code that our hackers create. There are dummy transports that leave at different times and days, which will make it impossible for you to do what you’re hoping. I don’t think you’ll see John or that lab worker again without putting your own lives at risk. Mine is the best intel you’re going to get, and you should take my advice.”

      I shook my head, unwilling to give up this easily. “That’s everything you know?”

      Arnold shrugged. “Yeah.” He checked his watch. “I have to get back to work now.”

      We walked the same path as we had coming in. Decker and Eve met us on the next bend in the way, but I was so preoccupied that I’d almost forgotten they were with us. John, locked away in prison, consumed my thoughts. I imagined him huddled in the corner of a dark cell, starving to death.

      Coming into the city had proven to be a failure. I had even less information than before when it came to any rescue. Sure, we had a location, but who knew if John and Marisha were already on their way to New York, awaiting a fate I couldn’t rescue them from?

      “We need to get back. We’ve already been here too long. If the surveillance grid catches us…” Eve’s words trailed off. We didn’t need her to tell us what would happen if that came to pass. Security already had several big targets from the raid. I was on their list, as well, and I had waltzed into their city of my own volition. If caught, I might end up in that prison, as well, or worse. BioPure already had scans of my brain, though, I thought to myself. What else did they need from me, other than taking down one of the last on their hitlist?

      “Let’s go,” I said a little sharply. I couldn’t help the sourness of my mood creeping into my voice and thoughts. I tried to appear as if I belonged, but my mind was too foggy without another plan of attack for our people’s rescue.

      The five of us walked together toward the entrance of the park. Sunlight continued to glisten off the sculptures. If I’d been home, it might have been pretty. But all I could think about was John inside of a dark prison cell, about to be shipped off away from his family.

      At least he was alive, and hopefully Marisha was also. Hope in that regard was the only good bit of information we had. Though, I wasn’t sure how long that would last.

      We neared the bench with the same couple sitting on it. They turned to us, and Arnold slipped on his smile again, joking with Eve and Decker. They played the part, but I found it hard to muster the same fake enthusiasm. The other couple turned back to each other, snuggling on the bench.

      I settled on tucking myself against Syeth’s side and trying to stay engaged in the conversation as my mind rolled over what I was going to do next.

      “We’ll find them,” Syeth said, brushing his lips against my ear.

      “How can you be so sure?”

      He kissed my cheek. “John would never give up on you, and I doubt you’d do that to him.”

      I sighed. He was right. We would find another way, even if I had to go back to Isra and ask her to help us again. I brushed off my momentary doubt and steeled myself for what was to come. We still needed to get out of this city and formulate another plan.

      “Well, it was nice to see you again,” Eve said to Arnold. “I always look forward to catching up.”

      “I can imagine how busy you are with your kids,” he said to her.

      A couple walked briskly by and Decker cleared his throat. “We’ll be on our way now.”

      Arnold turned to me and opened his arms. “I feel like we’re already good friends.”

      To keep up with the charade, I embraced him. He was stiff against me, and I imagined I was the same. Though, when he brought his lips to my ear, I shivered.

      “You’re Lora Flannigan, aren’t you?” he asked.

      I nodded. If Arnold knew who I was and hadn’t turned me in yet, then he had to be on our side. His hand moved next to my waist, and I was about to shove him away when he said, “I have a message for you.”

      My throat tightened, and I reached into my pocket. My fingers wrapped around a small rectangular object which hadn’t been there before Arnold had touched me.

      He was the first to pull away, and he barely looked at me as he shook Syeth’s and then Decker’s hands. “Have a safe trip back.”

      As he walked away, my hand gripped the item tighter. As we walked, I waited until we were separated before I pulled it out. I turned my body just enough so that Syeth couldn’t see the thumb drive in my hand. I shivered.

      Who was the drive from, and what was the message?
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      The journey back to the rebel base wasn’t as eventful as getting into the city had been. In the process of us getting in and talking to Arnold, the anticipation of getting information on John’s whereabouts had been anxiety-producing, but now that emotion had been replaced with worry. This mission hadn’t ended as I’d expected, especially considering the flash drive in my pocket.

      It burned a hole in my mind the entire way back to the clinic. I fumbled to keep it close to me as I changed back into my clothes. I hid it in my bra, and with every few steps through the tunnel, I could feel it there pressing tight against my skin.

      I was in a different headspace than I had been when we’d arrived. While there was nothing I could do for John and Marisha at the moment, I wondered if the drive would offer any more information. All I could think of was what was on the drive and who’d sent the message. I wanted it to contain more information about our people, but I’d also opened my mind to the idea that it was something else.

      Throughout the trip, I had expected Syeth to have a spark of his usual intuition and ask me why Arnold—still practically a stranger to us—had hugged me out of the blue. Maybe he’d thought that I was playing along, but it was even out of character for me. I’ve still no idea why I actually did it, other than that it would have looked awkward to passersby if I hadn’t hugged him back. Maybe that was it.

      Syeth hadn’t, though. I wasn’t going to push the subject in front of Decker and Eve, either. I almost wanted Syeth to push me, and then we could discover what the message was together. But Arnold had made a point of being secretive. Would it put Syeth and the others in danger if I told them?

      I wanted to know who the message was from and what it contained before I involved Syeth. While that made my stomach twist, Arnold would have handed it over in front of everyone if he had planned for them to know. Whoever gave him the drive may not have known that Syeth would be with me, though, so why wasn’t I eager to tell him about it? A part of me knew the answer. Isra. If I brought Syeth in on it, would he feel obligated to turn it over to her? I already knew that she felt saving John and Marisha was a low priority, so if there was data on the drive to help find them, I was prepared to act on it… with or without her blessing.

      I couldn’t imagine what was so secretive that he couldn’t have announced it in front of the group. Maybe John had wanted to give me a message about his location. Maybe, somehow, he knew that it was unsafe for Arnold to know? Or was the message from John at all?

      He wouldn’t have gone through all of that trouble to meet us if it had all been a trick. Though, when we were back at our apartment and Syeth went to shower, I placed the drive on the countertop and stared at it. Was it a tracking device of some kind? Had I put us in danger by allowing Arnold to give it to me?

      Questions flooded my mind, but I had to wait until I was alone before I could get any answers. It was for the safety of the group. At least that was what I told myself to ease my mind somewhat. The next time I was truly alone, I would find out what the drive contained.
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        * * *

      

      That night, after Syeth had fallen asleep, I left the apartment as quietly as I could. Each floor had a small common room on one end. Usually, these were places for rebels to convene between shifts or during small gatherings for birthdays or meetings between smaller groups. Syeth and I rarely had a reason for the space since he was gone for days at a time with the Unpaired, and when he was gone, I dedicated my time to the lab and my parents. Neither of us had the time or inclination to socialize with others.

      Thinking of my parents made me think of John, which gave me all the more determination about seeing what was on the drive as soon as possible

      Tonight, the common room was empty. It was almost midnight and I wasn’t a stitch tired, even though I’d been up early that morning. Even the stressful trip to Chicago hadn’t made me as tired as it should have.

      There were several thick, padded chairs arranged to face each other, with two long couches in the corner of the room. An old-style television was propped against the wall. There was barely enough space to move around with all the furniture, but I pulled one of the chairs up by the door. I wanted to get a view of the hallway in case Syeth noticed that I was gone. On the tip of my tongue, I balanced the excuse that I’d been unable to sleep, and I had an e-book screen pulled up in case he wanted to see what I was doing.

      I hated lying to him, and I hoped I had made the right choice.

      I left the light off, not wanting to signal my presence in the room. After getting comfortable in the chair, I leaned forward, checking the empty hallway again before I plugged my headphones into the tablet. Placing them in my ears dampened the sound around me. I tucked my legs underneath myself and pulled the drive from my pocket, immediately sliding it into the appropriate port on the side of the tablet.

      I gripped both sides of the device then, preparing myself for what was to come.

      The file opened, and I clicked on the only file inside. It was formatted as a video and was labeled LORA.

      This was it. The moment of truth. I licked my dry lips and tapped on the video. And then I studied the frozen image on the screen. It was a crisp image of the edge of a wooden desk, an empty black leather chair behind it. Both in front of a balcony of what looked like a high-rise building. I wasn’t sure if it was Chicago or not that I was seeing, but I assumed it was since Arnold had relayed the message. Several skyscrapers jutted up from the space beyond the desk. The sun shone down, cascading its light over three potted plants next to the metal railing of the balcony. No doubt, they were fake, but this didn’t look like a prison. Unless Arnold had lied to me and John was being kept in an office or apartment building, this message wasn’t from him.

      My finger smoothed over the screen before clicking PLAY.

      The camera remained still as sounds of movement filled my ears. Then a body came into view before sitting at the chair. He was in a sharp white suit with a navy blue tie. I blinked a few times to make sure I wasn’t seeing things. Jarid sat further back. His hair was slicked behind his ears, and other than his cheekbones being more pronounced than I remembered, he looked just as I remembered him.

      A shaky breath spilled out of me as he locked eyes with the camera. He smirked, and my stomach flipped.

      Jarid was alive and well. He was also inside a BioPure-controlled city, and had done what he’d said he would. I couldn’t believe it. Relief washed over me as the video continued to play.

      “Lora.” His voice came from the video, but struck up so many memories. Most notably, the last one where I had seen him in Denver as he’d walked out of the rebel hideout and toward his new destiny. “I’ve missed you. I hope you have been receiving my messages.”

      I thought of Isra and frowned, wondering what messages from Jarid she had intercepted.

      “I’ve been doing everything that I said I would from inside BioPure,” he said, lifting his chin. “They were gracious enough to accept my deepest apologies for allowing the rebel agenda into my life.” He grimaced, and I wondered what he was talking about. He hated the corporations, or at least that was what I’d thought. He was supposed to have infiltrated BioPure, not become a part of their terrible machine. “Things are going well here. It’s all happening just like I said it would. They’ve made me a manager. Can you believe it? My job is to get their message out to rebels.”

      Rebels like me? Or like he used to be? Was I wrong about him infiltrating BioPure? Was he one of them now?

      He paused, glancing at his hands, which were resting on the desk, before speaking again. “All rebels need to take BioPure up on its amnesty. I’ve made good friends, people who have a lot in common with me, who see the world the same way. It’s not all work—I get to hang out with them outside BioPure, too. The monitoring isn’t nearly as bad as we thought it was when we were on the outside.” He looked down again as I tried to take in his words. He sounded brainwashed. What had they done to him? Had they memory-wiped him again? And, this time, changed him into someone else entirely?

      He chewed on his lip and made a point of looking at his hands. He almost appeared nervous about contacting me. Was he doing it against his will? Was there someone behind the camera, forcing him to try to get me to join the other side?

      Then I noticed his finger swirling on the desk in front of him. He made the same motions over and over as he relayed all the good things about being a part of BioPure. There was a distinct pause before he tapped his finger lightly and then started up the movement again. This time, I focused harder. He purposefully traced letters against the surface of the desk.

      It took me five tries to get the letters in a decipherable order.

      S-T-I-L-L-R-E-B-E-L

      He was still a rebel? Even after telling me how great BioPure treated him?

      His doublespeak started to made sense. He had put the message out there about the corporation’s agenda, but his real thoughts flowed out of his hands. He wanted to show me that he was okay, but he had to protect himself, as well. But he had accomplished his goal, which had been to infiltrate BioPure and work out a way to take them out from the inside.

      My heart raced in my chest as he spoke to me as if we were in the same room. I missed him more than I’d realized. I missed the security he offered when both he and Syeth were on the same side as me. With John gone and my parents having New Zero, I was desperate to have more allies, and people who could help rescue John and Marisha.

      Could Jarid help us from the inside? If he was a manager, maybe that made him higher up than Arnold, and he could find out where the transport trains were located and when they were leaving.

      “Lora, please get in touch with me. It’s been too long, and I want to be sure you’re okay. Because of my position in the company, I’m authorized to meet with rebels in neutral territory. And…” he paused, smirking into the camera. I shivered, remembering that look coming from him each time we had been together in New Manhattan. “I want to see you again. I’ll do anything to make that happen. You can contact me at this email address. It’s encrypted, and I’m expecting to hear from you soon.” He held up a tablet with a picture of his electronic information.

      The video stopped on that frame. Jarid’s eyes peeked over the top of his tablet, his eyes boring into mine. With the lack of sound coming from the video, my breathing was louder in my ears. I rechecked the hallway, and saw it was still empty.

      I didn’t need to watch the video again since I had a clear memory of it, but I did anyway—if only to feel like Jarid was with me again. While this wasn’t a message from John, I couldn’t help feeling relief that Jarid had somehow found a way to contact me. On the second watch, I didn’t find any new information—not that I’d thought I would—but I focused on his spelling on the desk again. It seemed so strange that that was all he wanted to tell me. Maybe he didn’t trust the video to get into my hands.

      I had to contact him to understand what his plan entailed.

      When the video ended once more, I tucked my legs closer to me, staring into Jarid’s frozen eyes. What if I did contact him? I couldn’t imagine that the email address he’d given me was a fake or would get me into trouble. He had planned out a way to get in contact with me through dangerous channels. I doubted he would be a manager or in the corporation for long if he was caught as a spy, but the fact that he was in this position had to mean he’d been making smart decisions and doing what had to be done in order to be trusted.

      I pulled up a blank message and stared at the cursor. If I did meet Jarid, I wasn’t going back into the city. It had to be on my own terms, and in rebel territory. Walking into that city again was asking to get captured.

      I typed out a request for him to meet me at a park on the edge of rebel territory. I didn’t have the means to send a video message and encrypt it in the way he had, so I just had to trust my gut on this.

      I’d just glanced at the SEND button when Isra’s face appeared in my vision. Her scowl and warning about Jarid echoed in my mind. I didn’t believe he was a traitor, but she’d had a lot more experience and time as a rebel built up in an effort to understand communications between BioPure and us. She would never agree to let me send the email, and if I gave it to her, I had no idea if she would expose Jarid to the wolves.

      I deleted the email and closed out the window. Pulling out the thumb drive, I made a promise to myself to figure out a way to contact Jarid soon. But not tonight.

      My eyelids started to droop. I needed a clear head before I did anything.

      When I got back to the room, Syeth’s light snores filled the space. Our twin-sized beds were pushed together, so it was a slow process crawling onto the mattress next to him without him waking up. The thumb drive was like a beacon asking for me to get caught talking to someone over enemy lines. I tucked it in the pillowcase and laid my head down.

      Syeth stirred, but didn’t fully wake up.

      Even though I closed my eyes, my mind remained more awake than ever. I had no idea what to do with the information Jarid had sent to me or who to tell. Arnold had given the drive to me, and without alerting anyone else. Jarid hadn’t mentioned telling Syeth, or would he assume I would?

      I wondered how he’d known I’d be coming to the city, or who to contact in order to get the thumb drive to me. So many worries and questions flooded my mind that I wasn’t able to fall asleep until I saw a sliver of the sun cutting through the sky outside my window.
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        * * *

      

      When I woke the next day, I had no idea what time it was, but I was alone. The memory of Jarid’s message popped into my mind, and I fumbled for the thumb drive that was still tucked into the pillowcase under me. I pulled out my hand and opened it in front of me. The drive tumbled to the bed, leaving a shallow line in the shape of the edge cut across my palm. It was the most important information I had received about Jarid, and I wasn’t going to let anyone see it until I was sure they would help me instead of trying to talk me out of contacting him.

      Syeth didn’t feel as Isra did, but if he knew for sure that Jarid was inside BioPure, would he think his brother was a traitor, too?

      I couldn’t keep this a secret from Jarid’s twin, though. The message had been for me, but Syeth and I were a team. We were nothing without trust. Showing him the message might help me figure out how to get in touch with Jarid.

      The door to the bathroom was open, and Syeth wasn’t anywhere in our studio apartment. I walked into our kitchen area and touched the screen of my phone.

      Syeth hadn’t texted me, probably assuming I would sleep for a while longer.

      I went into the refrigerator and took out our filtered water jug before pouring myself a glass. I’d almost finished it before the door burst open.

      Syeth stood there in his Unpaired uniform, and his eyes were wild. He almost looked relieved that I was up. “I have to tell you something.”

      “I do, too. Yesterday, Ar—”

      “We’re going to the prison.”

      “What?”

      Syeth smirked. “When Arnold told you about those who were captured, I realized what it meant; two of them were commanders. Isra was planning a raid on the prison tomorrow. This is it, Lora. This is how we get John back.”

      My stomach lurched. “Isra is letting me go?”

      “I didn’t exactly ask, but it doesn’t matter. I already have a team together, and no one is stopping us. Get dressed. The strategy meeting takes place in about fifteen minutes. We’re going to have to run, but it’s going to be so worth it.”

      I sprinted to my closet and slipped on a thick pair of fatigues and a black long-sleeved shirt. Then I tucked the drive into my pocket and threw my hair into a ponytail before we left the apartment.
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      On the way to the Unpaired bunker, Syeth filled me in. “I wanted to let you sleep, so I headed over to the bunker to check in for the morning. The others were all preparing for the raid, but this was too important for you to miss,” he said, smirking at me. “I hope you don’t mind me barging in like that. We can leave it to them to find John and Marisha if you want.”

      “Not at all.” All the fatigue floated away from my body as adrenaline pumped through me. I wouldn’t rely on anyone else to help my father and Marisha. I was tired of being a passive member of the rebel team. And besides that, from the conversation from the other day, I knew Isra wasn’t going to make finding scientists a priority.

      “If I’d left without telling you, I know you’d never forgive me. They’re keeping all communications silent—because of the other day—but this is too important for me to keep the secret from you.”

      It was hard to ignore the twisting in my stomach at not telling him about Jarid’s message, but it also wasn’t the time to open up about how I’d kept a secret from him. Jarid hadn’t mentioned Syeth at all, and that video message had firmly wedged me between them once again. Once we had John and Marisha back, then Syeth and I could decide if Jarid was trustworthy or not. I wanted to trust him and reunite our families, but that would have to happen later.

      When we reached the parking garage entrance, the door to the bunker was already open. Unpaired soldiers huddled outside, fully geared up and ready to go. We didn’t get any looks as we pushed through to the bunker.

      “This seems like it’s happening quickly,” I said.

      “As Arnold said, there’s a transport to New York. We’re trying to head them off before they depart.”

      “Isra is okay with this?” I asked as we descended the stairs. Five Unpaired jogged up the other side of the stairwell toward the waiting crew outside. I hoped we weren’t too late to jump into the action.

      “I didn’t exactly tell her,” Syeth admitted even as he shrugged it off. “She’s going to be too busy with the raid to notice one extra person.”

      I wasn’t sure of Syeth’s plan, but before I could ask, we found the location of the strategy meeting. It was through one of the doors in the more rugged part of the bunker. The door sat open and pushed to the side. It looked like a piece of the concrete wall—no wonder I had missed this room during our first visit.

      The space fit almost fifty Unpaired. They were squished against the walls and standing three deep around Isra and two other generals who stood in the center. Everyone had straight backs, their eyes trained on their leaders. I spotted Decker and Eve across the way. Their solemn faces were barely recognizable as belonging to the same smiling people from the day before when we met with Arnold. Neither of them noticed us, as they were focused on their orders.

      I slouched a little to hide myself and peered between two other Unpaired, looking toward the center of the room.

      Isra paced as she spoke in a clear and low tone. “By regaining our captured commanders, we’ll show both BioPure and the civilians of Chicago that our forces have the capability of hitting BioPure even at their more secure locations.”

      The stocky black man standing next to her spoke next. “Once you have received your assignments, head to the designated areas for further instructions.”

      My heart thrummed in my chest over the fact that something was happening. Whether or not Isra cared about the cure or the man who would create it for the rebels, we were going to rescue John and Marisha. I found it hard to swallow against the tightness in my throat, but I focused on the plan as it was laid out.

      The first group would come in by water. They had the longest route to get from the tip of Indiana—still a part of New California—and drive their boats north toward the prison located in the heart of Chicago on the edge of the monitored Lake Michigan. That group was in charge of taking down the air defenses at the jail and then riding in on amphibious vehicles to meet with the land group. They would take down as many security as possible for the best results for this rescue mission. The water group was the first to leave the room to rustle up their teams. When they cleared out of the room, we were all left with a little more breathing space.

      Next came the largest group, which would travel through a sewer tunnel under the city limits and attack from the land behind the prison. I thought of our journey the night before and wondered how many tunnels the rebels controlled, or if this group would be retracing our steps. From the detailed plan, however, I learned there were nearly a hundred sleeper agents within the city who had been mapping out the city—some for months, and others for years. I wondered if Arnold would help or keep his identity secure when I heard that, now, those agents had been activated and were going to meet the rebels from our base as soon as they arrived. Once inside the city limits, they would split into two teams, one of the teams helping to distract security at the prison and the other hitting a defense grid around a major BioPure treatment production facility.

      Isra spoke next. “Civilians of Chicago need to know that we are more formidable than BioPure would ever tell them. They want us to be the enemy, fine. We can use that. We want those who are tired of the control to know there is a change coming. We can draw them out at the same time.”

      I glanced at Syeth, who was staring at Isra as she spoke.

      “Once the defenses in the prison are down, we’re sending in the choppers for the final phase of the assault,” the second commander continued.

      In the most recent raid, they had procured one of the BioPure raid helicopters, which could hold twenty-four people including the pilot. Four smaller ones that the rebels had long held control of could each hold about half that amount. Those going in with the helicopters were getting dropped inside the prison itself and would be used to get the prisoners out once they were freed. From the sounds of their plan, there were at least five Unpaired commanders and soldiers who had been captured. It sounded as if there was more than enough space for me and all of the prisoners, including John and Marisha. Hope swelled within me that this plan could work.

      The only part of the plan which made my breath catch in my throat was the timing of the entire mission. From start to finish, once rebels arrived in the prison, they had only twenty-five minutes to get in and out. It would take thirty minutes for the more militant security forces to get to the prison once it was raided, so they had to be out quickly. From there, the teams not leaving on the helicopters would spread out and join the land and lake units to escape.

      Syeth had been assigned to the air operation, but when the meeting was over and the room cleared out, Isra charged over to us.

      “I don’t recall assigning you to any of the teams,” she said.

      “I can help,” I said, lifting my chin. “John and Marisha are there, too.”

      She glared at me. “From what we know, all those captured from the raid are at the prison, yes. But our priority are our men.” She seemed to stop and think for a moment, considering, and finally met Syeth’s eyes as if in some concession. “Since we’re all going in together, though… you may use some of the air team to help find your scientists. There’s plenty of room, so I guess it’ll be fine. If you can get your people onto the rescue helicopters on time, then that’s a win for you and us in the long-run.”

      I bit back the urge to hug her, for fear of her kicking us off the raid.

      She sighed, glaring at Syeth. She knew full well he’d been the one to put this in my head. “Good luck.” Giving us a curt nod, Isra stormed out of the room, and we followed. A line about ten people deep stood outside the armory where the Unpaired from the meeting were gearing up. I assumed they were a part of the air team.

      “I have two Unpaired who are willing to help us once we’re inside the prison,” Syeth said.

      “Let’s see if we can get more.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time night fell, we had four Unpaired willing to help us. Two of them—Albrecht and Warren—were rebels from Denver. The other two had been higher up in the ranks before our arrival in Chicago, back before Isra had demoted them. Yvette and Harper didn’t care much for the commander, and we were assured that all four would be loyal to us. Thankfully, they were all already assigned to the air unit, as we were hard-pressed to find more people willing to help us on that team. The land and lake units would take up positions outside the prison and would be focused on deterring any incoming security by force. It was up to the air team to secure the interior of the prison and rescue those who were inside, including John and Marisha.

      When we arrived at the airstrip, floodlights lit up the area as if it was the middle of the day. As we approached, I could barely hear coherent sentences from the others with the chopper engines idling. Shouts of commands carried over the groups as they boarded the helicopters. Everyone was in tactical gear with helmets, camouflaged enough that I couldn’t tell them apart. I drew down my own helmet to cover my face and watched as Syeth pulled his down, as well.

      Harper and Yvette met us on the outskirts of the group. “What’s the plan?” Harper asked, her lips drawn together tightly as if she had sucked on sour candy. Wisps of her dark hair poked out from under her helmet.

      “We believe all the prisoners to be in the Vault, including the scientists. It’s the most fortified part of the prison, as it’s located in the bottom-most sub-level,” Syeth answered as if continuing a conversation they had had previously.

      “If they’re in the prison, they’ll be there,” Warren said, rolling his shoulders. He cracked his knuckles, which looked more like bear paws to match his broad frame. “It’s easier to keep them all in one place since they may be anticipating a rescue mission from us.”

      “John and Marisha are our targets,” Syeth said. “John is as important to BioPure’s mission to stop the rebellion as much as he is for ours to do the same to them.”

      “So, the Vault, then?” Yvette asked. “Since the others are headed there, we’ll follow behind them and let them do the heavy work while we swoop in and get your scientists.”

      Harper opened the pack attached to her hip. She handed out small explosives. “They’re safe until activated.”

      “Where did you get those?” Yvette bumped Harper’s hip.

      Harper shrugged. “I was saving them for a rainy day.”

      “Well, it’s pouring,” Warren said.

      We each took a charge, and I held it gingerly in my hand. Syeth pointed to the trigger on the explosive. “Release the safety, push the button, and get out of the way.” I nodded my head and gently placed the charge in one of the smaller pouches at my waist. My trembling hands struggled to get it inside.

      Syeth watched me but didn’t help. I slid it inside and buttoned the pouch shut. He lifted his eyebrows in a silent question, but I didn’t respond. Now was not the time for me to be squeamish about having to use weaponry.

      “Let’s load up,” Albrecht said.

      Around us, everyone was getting into position on the choppers.

      “It doesn’t look like we’ll make it all on one chopper. As soon as we land, we’ll reconvene behind the lead assault team and follow in behind them,” Warren said.

      Albrecht and Warren boarded two separate helicopters while Yvette and Harper hopped on one together.

      Syeth and I headed toward the stolen BioPure chopper. We found two spots together and settled in. My stomach twisted with anticipation, and I spotted Isra near the cockpit.

      I should have known Isra would be inside this one, but I had no time to deal with the glares she shot at Syeth and me. No doubt, she thought we wouldn’t succeed, but I wasn’t leaving without John. There wouldn’t be another opportunity—at least not one that had Isra’s tangential support. Once she had her people back—and I had no doubt that she would get them—then she would move on with the next phase of their plan to take out BioPure. John had never been on her radar, and we were there to make sure he was for today, at least.

      The ride moved much quicker than I’d expected as the helicopter navigated the edge of the BioPure-sanctioned areas. My heart thundered in my chest, but I barely heard it over the rumble of the aircraft.

      The other commanders spoke on their radios the entire time, calling out orders and checking in on the status of the land and lake teams. To make the twenty-five-minute deadline, we were to arrive at the prison just seconds after the defenses were brought down. We relied on everyone to do their job so that the pinpoint timing would be accurate. There was no room for error at any point in this mission.

      I wasn’t near the window, but the sky went from inky dark to being lit up with moving beams of light. The helicopter jerked to the side, and as we dipped lower, I spotted the prison on the ground. We were practically on top of it and getting closer. I couldn’t hear or see what was happening outside the immediate area of the windows, but from the quick descent we were making, it seemed as if the plan was going off without a hitch.

      My stomach swooped in my gut and I grabbed onto the seatbelt hitched around me.

      I couldn’t hear what was going on outside over the sound of the engine, but the radios screeched out reports of casualties on both sides. I couldn’t hear much other than the numbers, and I wished I had a window seat so that I could see what was going on below. Throughout it all, Isra’s face remained impassive as she barked out orders in response.

      The Unpaired nearby leaned closer to her as if to listen as their comrades fell to BioPure security. I couldn’t help the jolt in my heart as the numbers climbed, and I wondered how many of the fallen Unpaired I knew. Syeth’s hand found mine, and a swell of confidence moved through me. There was no room for doubt or error. We were getting John and Marisha back tonight, no matter what.

      Isra turned around and shouted at the pilot. “We’re a go!”

      When the helicopter touched the ground, everyone unbuckled their seatbelts and poured out into the prison yard.

      Cement, with white lines cutting across the ground and the size of half a football field, it was big enough for the helicopter to land among the metal workout equipment scattered around. Tall fences with barbed wire surrounded the yard, reaching toward the sky. Once we were out, the helicopter lifted into the air to make room for the smaller ones, creating a whipping wind all around us.

      Gunshots filled the air as the Unpaired quickly took down the remaining security on the other side of the fence. Within seconds, the dozen or so of them were neutralized.

      The other helicopters barely touched down as more Unpaired poured out of the hovering crafts and dropped into the yard.

      Beams of light shined from several points along the prison walls, giving us a view of our surroundings. I smiled at the fact that Unpaired were already neutralizing the security forces at the prison. But in less than thirty minutes, we’d come up against even more of them. I doubted it was going to be an easy escape. I shook away the negativity, though. I couldn’t think about it yet. Not until we had John and Marisha with us.

      We gathered around Isra and the other generals as they divided into three designated teams, each team heading to the Vault from a different direction. The plan was that two of the teams would sweep the prison, taking out any security and then convening at the Vault, where the primary team would concentrate their efforts.

      Isra locked eyes with me and tapped her wrist. “We’re leaving in eighteen minutes with or without you.” With that, she lowered her visor and sprinted after her team.

      Albrecht, Harper, Yvette, and Warren joined us as we sprinted after Isra’s team. I gripped my rifle with damp hands, focusing on the back of Syeth’s head.

      I tried to ignore the bodies already scattered behind the fence as we sprinted through the fenced walkway leading from the yard back into the prison. Red swirling lights blinked against the walls around us. More gunshots sounded on our left, and we took that direction toward the Unpaired. We had run only a few yards before we entered a cavernous space spanning two levels, with an open railing across the top level. Prisoners in the occupied cells banged their hands against the bars, screaming at us. The sound of their pleas for help was deafening. We stayed our course for the Vault even as the noise continued to ring out around us.

      They threw trays and other items from their cells as if to get our attention, but we avoided them. I tried not to look at any of them as we left them there.

      When we left behind the prison cells, we entered a darkened corridor and followed the sounds of gunfire. More security members littered the ground. Ten in this hallway alone. A quick look as we navigated past them confirmed they were all dead. The Unpaired team we were following weren’t in our sights anymore, but their gunshots became louder as we passed through another doorway and the corridor widened in front of us. The barred metal door hung from its hinges, looking as if it was about to crash to the ground at any moment. Moving quickly, we passed offices with large glass windows, some of them blown out from gunfire and the occupants inside all dead.

      “We’re approaching the stairs,” Warren said, pointing to the sign on the wall with his rifle and slowing his pace. “It’s three levels down. Come on.”

      We entered the stairwell to find the door to the lower level was smashed, but this one had a fist-sized hole where the handle should have been.

      A series of explosions forced me back against the wall. They were coming from the stairwell right below us.

      Harper dropped into a crouch and moved to the stairs, going down slowly as she peered downward. Half her face was hidden in the shadows. She lifted her hand for us to follow. “Approach carefully.”

      Yvette took up the rear position, keeping her back to us. Her gun pointed outward. Even though there wasn’t any security we could see, I wondered what was going on down there and if we were about to walk into a war zone.

      “This is where most of the security forces would have gone,” Yvette said, following along behind us.

      Of course, they would protect the prisoners, but there had to be more of us than them by now, based on the body count in the yard and scattered around the hallways.

      The stairs were steep and uneven as we headed down into a much older section of the prison. The railing wobbled when I grabbed it, so I pressed my hand against the wall, dragging it along as we descended. Every few seconds, a barrage of gunshots rang out. Twice, someone cried out, and groaning filtered up the stairs.

      Rounding the stairs to continue down to the next level, curses filled the air before a bright light turned in our direction. Syeth had flipped his flashlight on before attaching it to his belt. We paused to take a breath and Warren and Albrecht took the lead, and I followed Syeth as we descended to the lowest level of the prison. My breathing intensified with each step.

      “Thank God!” a voice called out from the darkness. “I’m out of ammo.”

      One of the Unpaired approached Harper at a fast trot from the direction we were headed and she handed over a clip from her belt. “What’s the status?”

      The Unpaired leaned against the wall, pulled the clip from his rifle, and inserted the new one. “Security came out of nowhere. We think it’s an ambush. We used the majority of our explosives getting through those damn doors to get down here.”

      That worry I’d tried to push aside came back as I wondered what we were walking into. The Unpaired seemed unprepared for the intensity with which security was trying to thwart their attack.

      Two other Unpaired joined us and Syeth handed over an extra clip along with the flashbangs and grenades.

      As a team, we continued down the stairs toward the Vault. In a low voice, Yvette told us to wait while she and Harper took point. At the final turn in the stairwell, they knelt. It was pitch black down there.

      I couldn’t imagine what the prisoners had to be thinking. Did they know we were there to rescue them?

      “These will be enough,” one of the Unpaired called. “Three, two, one!” A brilliant light lit up the corridor in front of the Vault. With the momentary illumination, I spotted at least twenty Unpaired waiting near the stairwell. Three security stood in the corridor, holding their hands over their eyes before the light blinked out. Our soldiers rushed forward, taking them down. Then the rest of us followed. With bodies bumping against mine, the stifling feeling of claustrophobia clamped onto my throat. Syeth came to my side and we pushed through. Shouts burst from the front of the group.

      Flashlights appeared and the hallway lit up, giving me a sense of my surroundings. There were cells on either side of the hall, but they were empty.

      “Charging!” someone called out, and Syeth grabbed me, pulling me away from the metal door in front of us. Other soldiers ducked into the open cells on either side and pressed against the back of them. Syeth and I huddled together in the nearest one.

      Someone called out again, and then an explosion shook the foundation of the prison. Bits of debris rained down around us and I grabbed onto Syeth, thinking we were going to be buried alive.

      Syeth’s breathing pressed against my face. “We’re okay.”

      We poured into the corridor again as those in the front started to shoot. Where the door had been was now a gaping hole tall enough for any of our soldiers to stand at full height. I had no idea what that door was made of, but I couldn’t help thinking where we would have been if we hadn’t arrived in time with the grenades and flashbangs.

      We were closer to John and Marisha than ever, and I could practically see my father in front of me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      The opening in the doorway gave us access to the Vault. It was as dark in there as the rest of the lower level, but beams of flashlights cut through the space. Smaller holding cells were on either side of the hallway. They were about four feet wide and deep. The ceilings were shorter, making the cells seem even more cramped. With my thoughts on finding John and Marisha, though, my claustrophobia disappeared. The scene was utter chaos as Unpaired moved from cell to cell searching for their comrades. Outside, shouts to halt were punctuated by gunshots. I began to search the open cells, but each one was already empty. One of the Unpaired called out the remaining time, and they quickly began exiting the Vault faster than they’d come in.

      One of them mentioned a retreat. I backed out of the way until I bumped into a wall. “Do they have John?”

      Syeth’s mouth cut into a deep frown as he scanned the Unpaired around us. “I don’t see him. I’ll keep checking the cells.”

      Isra hobbled by, propping up another person against her. His chin bobbed against his chest as they headed for the exit. He looked to be semi-unconscious—either from the fray or what BioPure had done to him.

      Syeth reached forward and grabbed onto the arm of one of the commanders. It was the same guy who had opened up about the plan during the strategy meeting. His dark eyes flicked to Syeth’s hand.

      “Has anyone seen the scientists?” Syeth asked.

      “We have who we came for,” he said. “We didn’t see anyone else.”

      My heart lodged in my throat and I rushed around checking all the cells, coming up empty each time. No John and no Marisha. Where were they?

      The commander checked his watch. “Six minutes remain; we have to head back to the choppers.”

      He left, and I whirled on Syeth. “We can make it.” I set the alarm on my watch for three minutes. “This is our only chance.”

      Syeth knew me well enough not to argue, and we squeezed through the bodies leaving the Vault. I dug my hand into the pocket on my hip. The smaller charge was still in there. It wasn’t big enough to blow open a door, but it would get us through any oncoming security we might come across. I would have given it up before, but it had seemed as if the soldiers had been satisfied enough with the bigger explosives. Now, the Unpaired had completed their mission, but mine was far from over. I needed to find my dad.

      The Vault cleared out, and not even our team was there to back us up as we frantically ran from cell to cell. I swallowed against the lump in my throat as I sprinted by the cells, my eyes on the right side of the hallway. Syeth checked the left. With each empty cell that passed, my breathing intensified.

      “Where is he?” I hissed. I was hesitant to yell and give up our position to any leftover security.

      When the cells ended, the only life in the Vault included me, Syeth, and three security personnel sat leaning against a wall, all wounded. Their features were in shadow, but the way they backed away from us showed how scared they were.

      We turned our guns on them as if sharing the same mind. The Unpaired had a reputation, and I didn’t mind borrowing on it for the moment. The timer counted down in my head. We didn’t have time to pry the information from them. We needed it now.

      “Where are the prisoners?” I asked, moving my gun closer to them. “John Wingum and the other researchers.”

      “D-Don’t kill us,” the shorter one closest to me said. “They already took our weapons. Everything.”

      I sucked in a hard breath, hyper-aware of everything in the space—my racing heart, the ticking time, and the empty cells.

      “They were already transferred,” said the one holding his right arm against his chest.

      My stomach dropped. “Where?”

      “I-I don’t know,” the middle one said. His chin was against his chest and his eyes were closed. Syeth flicked his flashlight on, and the man’s face scrunched up even more. The last one sobbed and recited a prayer. “They were given a priority bump. Someone in New York demanded the scientist’s immediate extraction. He was on the first train this morning.”

      “No!” I said, whipping around to face the empty cells. They mocked me with their open doors like jeering mouths.

      “Lora! Syeth!” Harper’s voice echoed down the hallway, and then numerous footfalls came running toward us.

      “We thought you were with us.” Warren’s face dripped with sweat. “We didn’t find anyone else. I’m sorry, but we need to leave now.”

      Syeth slung his gun over his shoulder and we took off toward the exit, leaving the wounded security forces behind; they were all either too wounded or too scared to consider coming after us.

      We charged up three flights of stairs to the main level and took a sharp right.

      “Ninety seconds,” Albrecht said as we raced through the area with the prisoners. They continued to call out to us, but they didn’t matter. The deep ache in my muscles threatened to drop me to the ground, but I continued to pump my arms and legs toward my goal. If we made it to the prison yard, we were sure to catch the last chopper out.

      “One minute!” Albrecht yelled, as if that would add more energy to my already drained body.

      We ran for the open outer door. Through the windows, the thumping helicopter blades cut through the lights outside as I watched two of the smaller ones lift off. A final burst of adrenalin hit each of us as we sped up, exploding out the door as the last of the rebels were climbing onto the remaining helicopters.

      The wind from the propellers whipped around us and my eyes blurred until I pulled my visor over my face. Soldiers waved us over to the choppers and I went for the first one. The female soldier hanging out of it held up one finger.

      Once I jumped into the helicopter and turned around to find Syeth, I realized she hadn’t been telling me the time we had left. They’d only had room for one more person. I shoved to the front of the group and spotted Syeth, Harper, and Warren getting onto another chopper; Albrecht and Yvette were nowhere to be found. I hoped they were on another one as a pair of hands pulled me back into a seat.

      As I sat, the timer from my watch blinked onto zero. Then, the helicopter lifted from the ground. My stomach dropped at the change in altitude as we climbed into the sky. I buckled my belts around me and glanced around the space. Our group was a mix of soldiers and a half dozen prisoners. There had been more rebels in the Vault than Isra had let on. There weren’t that many commanders, and I wondered if Isra had found it hard to refuse helping John and Marisha when looking into my face because she’d had plans of her own to bring back more of her soldiers.

      My chest burned at the thought of John and Marisha already being on their way to New York. Had the Unpaired known about the other train? I couldn’t imagine Isra wouldn’t have tried to deter me if she’d known. My mind turned over the idea of someone in New York wanting John alive and making him a priority even though the rebels in Chicago were proving a bigger threat to BioPure by the day.

      Unlike how I’d felt on the ride to the prison, I wasn’t worried about looking out the windows now. We swerved a few times, avoiding whatever air defense the security had set up after we’d taken down most of it. But within a few minutes, the helicopter screamed across the open water and then looped around into rebel territory, where we were safe.

      Safe for now.

      I couldn’t say the same for John and Marisha. Were they safe on that train? And for how long?

      I leaned back in my seat, breathing a full and refreshing breath—the first one I’d taken all night. The ache in my legs and back settled into a vibrating numbness spreading across my body. The helicopter took another sharp turn, giving a skyline view of the downtown area of Chicago. Those glistening buildings from the other day twinkled with tiny lights from each of their apartments and offices.

      Now that we’d failed in our rescue attempt, I had no choice other than to get in touch with Jarid. He was the only person within BioPure who could give us any insight to where they had taken John and Marisha, and for what purpose. I almost regretted not getting in touch with him sooner. Who knew how long it would take for him to feel safe enough to contact me back? It had already taken six months. With John headed to the East Coast, I felt more out of control than ever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The past few nights, all I’d done was miss sleep due to the issues in my life. Wanting to get more information on John and Marisha, I’d stayed up the night before the mission with Decker and Eve. Then, I’d stayed up late again after the message from Jarid that had kept me awake. On top of that, piling onto the non-sleeping nights, there’d been nightmares about my parents’ worsening conditions.

      After the raid at the prison, my body had had enough. Even though I woke up late, it took about an hour for me to muster up the strength to get out of bed. My entire body felt as if I had been run over by a truck and only somehow made it out alive. I replayed the night repeatedly in my mind, seeing every detail play out due to my perfect memory.

      Disappointment flooded me, creating an even heavier weight pressing me against the mattress.

      My legs ached from how quickly we had sprinted through the prison under the fear of the choppers leaving us behind. The hole in my chest widened as I recalled that John and Marisha were already on their way to New York and some unseen future. I didn’t blame anyone else for that since we’d acted on the information we had, but it still stung that there was nothing I could do for them. And there was nothing we could do for the cure without John.

      I rolled over and pressed my hand against the mattress, stretching out my fingers. They were like claws after I’d spent all that time gripping my rifle so tightly. As I stretched them, the tethering muscles in my arms and shoulders went taut. I groaned with the effort.

      The door to the bathroom opened and Syeth came out fully dressed. His hair was damp and slicked back. “Morning.”

      “Morning,” I said, sitting up. I tried not to wince, but from the grimace that ran across his face, I knew I hadn’t been successful.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Sore.” With him, it was better to be honest—at least when it came to me. His brother and a secret message from inside enemy territory, maybe not so much.

      “I was going to meet the others for a late breakfast. Do you want to come?”

      I couldn’t imagine spending the morning rehashing the night before on my own. At least if there were others, then maybe we could think of a different plan to get John and Marisha back—as small of a chance as that seemed. “I do. Just give me a minute.”

      I’d showered the night before, so all I had to do was splash water on my face, change, and brush my teeth before I was ready to go. A dull ache settled in my head, so I kept my hair down for the time being.

      Outside, the sun shone brightly, but the temperature was still low enough that we needed hats, gloves, and thick coats. Walking proved quite painful, but I tried to keep my expression impassive with each step. The stiffness was only temporary, but at least it distracted me from the ache in my heart.

      We met at a small cafe in town. It was a bit run-down and only served the bare minimum for rations. While it wasn’t my favorite place to dine, most civilians steered clear of the site. Rebels were the only patrons, and that was visually clear when all of those seated at the tables that morning turned out to be Unpaired.

      Every few feet, the floral wallpaper peeled away from the walls, leaving thick stripes down them as if a giant cat had raked its claws downward over the decor. A host stand stood by the door, but we knew better than to wait for someone to seat us.

      With only ten square tables in the whole place, Harper, Yvette, Warren, and Albrecht had pushed two of them together to accommodate our little meeting. After getting to the chopper with no minutes to spare last night, it was a miracle that we’d all survived the mission unharmed. Glancing at myself in a mirror attached to the wall, I noted that I looked worse than all of them. They had wanted to help us get John, sure, but he was my father. The brunt of the pressure fell to me alone.

      Harper and Warren warmed their hands around mugs of black coffee while Albrecht scooped thick oatmeal into his mouth. Warren stared across the room as if in a trance.

      All four of them snapped to attention when we got to the table.

      “You two look like crap,” Harper said, sliding two bowls of oatmeal in front of the only empty seats at the table. She winced with the effort and flexed her hand a few times. I understood the feeling.

      “You don’t look so great yourself,” Syeth said with a grin.

      They had more physical training than me, but with our last-minute escape, I could imagine I wasn’t the only one feeling the physical effects of the mission.

      “We figured we could use a debrief after last night,” Albrecht said.

      Yvette sat up straighter and pushed her shoulders back.

      Syeth dragged a spoon through his oatmeal, not eating it. “We didn’t complete the rescue mission, so what else is there to say?”

      My stomach growled, though I wasn’t sure I could eat anything during this conversation.

      “It wasn’t without effort,” Harper said, locking eyes with me.

      “But the target is beyond our reach,” Warren said. “Despite our courage and resistance to folding under pressure, John Wingum is gone.”

      I nodded, fighting back the urge to throw my bowl across the room. I had cried enough tears for John. All I had now was a burning hatred for BioPure. At least with John in Chicago, there’d stood a chance for his rescue. Now, there was nothing.

      No, not nothing. If these rebels were loyal to Syeth and me…loyal to our cause, then maybe they could help.

      “I think I know how we can get to John,” I said. I glanced at Syeth, seeing his brother in his eyes. “I have something I need to share with you, and it might as well be all of you.”
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        * * *

      

      At any other time, the park would have been a peaceful place to have a picnic or play a sport with friends on a warm summer day. The grass was stiff even in the middle of the afternoon. Some spots held more brown than green.

      Jarid had asked me to meet him at the wide-open spot between the children’s playground and the pavilions, where I imagined that families had once held parties or barbecues.

      There were no trees around to cover us from an attack. Syeth and I had been over the plan again and again to make sure we weren’t walking into a trap. I had promised him that Jarid was still on our side.

      Whether it was spending too much time around the Unpaired and Isra’s agenda against “traitors” or the fact that his brother had abandoned us with only a note, Syeth wasn’t as trusting as me. He’d reviewed the video himself about a dozen times, and about that many more with our team before we crafted an email to Jarid.

      Jarid had responded in less than an hour, and from there on, the plan had taken effect. He’d asked me to come to the park alone, but none of the team had been willing to let that happen. To appease them, I promised I’d wear an earpiece and mic so that they were in on the conversation as much as me. If they sensed a hint of danger, they would shut down the mission.

      Agreeing was the only way I’d been able to make the meeting happen.

      Syeth and the team had scouted the location for almost an entire day while I’d visited with my parents and stayed around town to keep up appearances and better suggest that there wasn’t any unseen plan going on. The Unpaired were always out on missions or patrolling, but Isra would have noticed if I’d gone missing for an extended period of time. No doubt, she expected I’d be thinking of another plan to get John.

      Before the meeting, I had managed to spend two hours with my parents at the hospital. They weren’t better or worse, but I couldn’t help watching the others in the hospital unit and wondering how we were going to help all of them with John hundreds of miles away from our location. Even if he managed to send information back to our camp, there was no way we could make a cure without him.

      Jarid was our only hope. If he was on our side, surely he could get us information about the cure so that we could replicate it and produce more.

      The weight of the meeting with Jarid pressed against my shoulders as I paced around the abandoned play structure. Realizing I was an easy target, I pulled my phone out, pretending to be engrossed in what was on the screen.

      “Do you see anything?” I asked under my breath. The mic was clipped to my jacket, hidden under the fold of my collar.

      “Movement at the entrance,” Harper said.

      I turned to face the direction of the park’s entrance. We were at least a five-minute walk from there. Each second dragged on as if I were caught in a time loop.

      “He’s keeping to the outline of the fence,” Warren chimed in.

      Listening to the team watching Jarid made my heart race.

      “He’s in a navy blue jacket and jeans. A cap is covering his face,” Harper said.

      “Are we sure it’s him?” Syeth asked.

      “Well, he looks exactly like you, so yeah,” Harper said. Even without seeing her face, I could hear the sarcasm.

      “Why is he by the fence?” Syeth asked, ignoring her. “He’s taking the longer route to get here.”

      “Are we sure about this guy?” Yvette’s voice filled my ears.

      “I’m sure he wants to help us,” Syeth said. “But that doesn’t mean BioPure isn’t using him to get to us.”

      My stomach plummeted. Had I misread the situation entirely? Had Jarid been playing me from the start? Was that why the message had been in my name only?

      I glanced at the sky, waiting for whirring doves to descend on us, signaling security to surround us and take another high-value target from the rebels. Was I about to be shipped off to New York, too? Or worse?

      “We scoped the place already,” Albrecht said. His voice sent a wave of calm over my body. “If security were coming, we’d see them from a mile away. He’s probably just being cautious. He has a lot to lose here, too.”

      I tried to calm my overreactive imagination. We could trust Jarid. He was the only one we could trust in BioPure.

      “I’m moving closer, Lora,” Syeth said. “Look to your left.”

      I did, and spotted movement by the pavilions. Syeth crouched behind the railings so that he was barely visible. The glint of his weapon caught the sunlight, and I was able to breathe comfortably for the first time in a few minutes.

      “I see him,” I said as a figure appeared at least a hundred yards away. I side-stepped behind the red tube slide and watched him.

      Jarid walked out of the small copse of trees. His pace picked up considerably, and before I knew it, he sat on the designated bench where I’d told him to meet me.

      I couldn’t get away from my hiding spot fast enough.

      Jarid’s head lifted as I came nearer. He didn’t get up. I hoped he’d stay that way, too, for fear of the team thinking he was going to hurt me.

      When his features were sharp and clear, a relieved breath surged out of me. “It’s you.”

      I sat next to him, still holding my phone and looking down at it. We kept about a foot of distance between us, but we could have been on top of each other for the way my body tingled all over. Excitement moved through me. He angled himself toward me and placed a hand on the wooden bench between us. It took all of my strength not to touch it—to make sure he was real and wasn’t a part of my imagination. After so many months of wondering the worst about him, and then worrying he was setting us up, this was a welcome relief.

      “Get him to talk,” Harper said in my ear, snapping me back to the mission at hand.

      I turned to face the playground and scooted away from him, showing that I was all business. Through his actions in the video message and his promises in the encrypted email, I wanted to trust Jarid in the way I was sure he wanted me to, but I had to keep my personal feelings out of this. He worked and lived in enemy territory. For the sake of the rebels, I had to be sure before I let him into my life again.

      Jarid licked his lips. “It’s so good to see you, Lora. Gosh, I’ve missed you. And Syeth. You two are the only family I have.” His hand twitched closer to mine. His chest heaved and he breathed as if he had run to the park. Since I’d had the team watching him, I knew he hadn’t run, so I figured—or hoped—that he was excited to see me again, too. “I’m glad you are okay. How is Syeth?”

      Heat pricked my ears and I glanced at the pavilion. I couldn’t see his brother anymore, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t there with us. We hadn’t discussed ahead of time what I’d say to Jarid regarding Syeth and the other rebels. Only how I could make sure Jarid was on our side.

      “He’s good.”

      “That’s great,” Jarid said. “Sorry I made you come alone. I want to see him. But I was unsure if he felt the same.”

      “He does,” I said.

      Jarid smiled again, and my insides twisted.

      “Did you find anything out about John?” I asked immediately. In the second email we sent, I’d asked him to find out where exactly John was in New York. I wasn’t sure what we could do with the information, but at least then we’d know that we could trust Jarid. The others wanted him to prove himself to us, and this was the perfect way. If he had enough pull within BioPure, then he’d be an asset to our cause.

      Jarid shook his head slowly. “I wasn’t able to find anything out. I knew about the capture when it happened. Everyone was talking about it. But any details after that have been kept top secret.”

      My chest deflated at the lack of information. Though, I almost felt bad for the way I had treated Arnold after he’d told me the same thing. John’s location was a secret for a reason. Whatever the reason, it didn’t bode well for us rescuing him and Marisha, or even getting the message to him to show that we’d never stop looking.

      “I’m going to keep digging, Lora,” Jarid said, taking my hand in his.

      I should have pulled away, but I didn’t. Without Jarid, I had no chance of finding out about John. Insulting him might have shown my disloyalty toward him.

      “I have to be careful, though. It might be a while before I can find anything out. The communication within the ranks of those against BioPure is complicated for those living in the city. I can’t promise you information, but I can promise I will try every avenue I can.”

      John had been captured and transported again within a matter of days. How much longer would they bother to keep him alive? “That’s not what I was hoping for,” I said simply. My hand moved out of his and rested on my lap. I glanced at Syeth’s hiding spot again.

      “I’ll find what I can,” Jarid said softly, clearly bothered by my response. Though, could he expect me to be happy about it? “That’s not why I initially contacted you. I’ve been checking out opportunities for resistance from inside. I already have a team of six middle managers. They’re young, like us, hungry for change after what’s been happening within the company. The war has changed so much, and none of us can stand for its brutality anymore.”

      “What do you think I can do?”

      Jarid leaned closer, a smile dancing on his lips. “We’re finally ready to move against Sledge and stage a coup within the company. But, first, we need a cure for New Zero. I’m hoping you can help us.”
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      “Doesn’t BioPure already have a cure?” I tugged at my coat, not realizing that the mic was still there. My fingers brushed against it and I tried to make it appear as if I was fixing my hair.

      “That’s what they want everyone to think.”

      A small gasp escaped my mouth. “Jarid, they have my scans! That was what they needed. I can’t help any more than they already forced me to. What is going on over there?”

      Jarid sat back against the bench, twining his fingers together. “That’s the thing. They don’t have the right scans. When you—when we were taken into the lab at VaxWell, my mother…” His lip curled, and then he continued, “What she did to you wasn’t right. But with you fighting back and resisting the scan before it finished, BioPure doesn’t have what it needs to cure New Zero. There was enough to develop the virus and the initial cure. But we discovered that New Zero has mutated. Those in the government are treating their families and themselves to prevent memory loss. But, currently, there’s no cure. It’s out of control. They know it, and it’s the perfect time for us to strike.”

      “What are you saying, Jarid?”

      “We need a new scan from you.”

      Someone’s voice crackled through the earpiece. I wasn’t sure, but it had sounded like a curse.

      “We, as in BioPure? N-no,” I stammered. Was he serious? Going back to another corporation for a voluntary scan and submitting myself to them so they could control their citizens? Not a chance.

      “It’s not really BioPure. We have our own plan.” Jarid cleared his throat. “There’s panic in the upper echelons of BioPure and a lot of unrest. A lot of people think Sledge has gone too far this time.”

      “This time? Both Zeros were and are horrific.”

      “I know. That’s what’s causing the issue. They believe that Sledge released a weapon he couldn’t control, and it’s boomeranging back on them.”

      “No kidding.”

      Syeth’s voice sounded in my head. “Keep him talking.”

      Once again, I was stuck between these two brothers.

      Although Jarid didn’t need any prodding from me to keep him talking. He spoke quickly now, as if he had held in this information for weeks. Maybe he had. “So far, Sledge has kept control of the company by promising all of his managers that he’s the only one who can cure the disease. He’s convinced them that they need him to fight the war against the rebels and cure New Zero just like he found a cure for old Zero. It’s why there haven’t been any other competing labs. He has control over all the facilities. But if we can get our hands on a cure without him, the coup’s faction thinks we can wrest control of the company from him. Once we make peace with the rebels and turn BioPure back into a company again, we can restore civilian government control.”

      Jarid’s ideas sounded like a dream. My heart fluttered at the thought of us regaining control of our own lives and starting anew after curing everyone of New Zero.

      But I wasn’t the naive girl he’d met in New Manhattan. I had to think everything through before giving myself over to BioPure, even if the people there were on the resistance’s side. The plan sounded wonderful, but it was quite a promise. Other than Jarid reaching out to me, I had no proof that there were others in that megalithic, evil corporation who wanted to make things better. And now he was asking me to take him on his word.

      “I don’t know, Jarid. This seems too far-fetched. How do I know that they have our best interests in mind? It’s fine if you trust them, but how can I do the same without proof?”

      “You have no reason to trust me,” Jarid said. “Hell, I wasn’t even sure you’d come out today. This meeting was a miracle. But you’re smart, and I knew you’d need proof. Let’s start with the cure.”

      “What about it?”

      Jarid stood so suddenly, I glanced at Syeth’s position to make sure he wouldn’t think I was in danger. Jarid clasped his hands in front of him, rubbing them together vigorously. “Someone high up—way high up—who’s right next to Sledge has started working with us. We have a dedicated team of researchers who are willing to put finding the cure ahead of loyalty to BioPure. In the last six months, I’ve found so many others who believe that Sledge will monopolize the cure and use it to maintain power if they find it in a BioPure lab.”

      “This isn’t helping your case in getting me into that lab.”

      “Hear me out.” His words flowed faster. “The techs are ready to defect with copies of BioPure’s research. My contact has been secretly diverting lab equipment to a neutral site to get it ready for them to use.”

      “Then what do you need me for?”

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small vial that was the length of my pinkie. Amber liquid swirled inside.

      I couldn’t take my eyes off of it. It couldn’t be.

      “My contact gave me this sample of what they have. It’s a treatment that doesn’t just stop New Zero, but reverses its effects. But it’s only temporary. We’re so close, Lora.”

      My fingers twitched, aching to snatch the vial from his hand. If it did what he said it did, then there was hope—even without John. As much as it pained me to think of doing this without my father, what choice did we have other than using the vial in front of me? If it worked.

      “Right now, to be effectively treated by it, a person would have to get regular injections for the rest of their life.” Jarid moved until he stood inches from me, holding the vial between two fingers. “I’ve seen it work. This is for you. Test it yourself. Use half the contents and inject it in an adult, and keep the remaining for your researchers to study. Lora, we have BioPure’s research, the equipment, and the personnel to make the cure, but we need you.”

      I took it and cradled it in my hands. I thought of my parents and seeing them recognize me. If Mom was coherent again, she could try to help where John had left off. But Jarid was right. BioPure would be able to produce the cure faster if they had one more piece. Me.

      “They need your brain to give us the blueprint to map the neural pathways that lead to our memories. Once they have that, the next step is the cure. Think of it, Lora, a complete reversal.”

      A wave of chills moved through me. John had told me that so many times before. If this neutral lab had BioPure scanning equipment, though, they’d be able to get the scans they needed faster than our destroyed lab ever could, even with John there.

      I rolled the vial over in my hands. Working with BioPure was the last thing I wanted to do.

      Once again, Isra’s harsh warning not to trust Jarid tugged at me. She had said he’d tried to contact me before. How long had he had this temporary cure, and yet she’d kept it away from me? Or was she right in thinking that we couldn’t trust him? Did she think it was a trap, too? VaxWell and BioPure had always been the enemies, but John and my mother had come from their labs, too. Some people wanted to do good, and maybe this was another group I could trust.

      I stood still, needing a minute as Jarid waited for an answer from me. I shoved the vial in my pocket, resisting the urge to check to make sure it wasn’t all a dream.

      Turning in the opposite direction of Syeth and his watchful stare, I considered the loss of treatment within the rebel community. Between the lab working with barely functioning equipment and the treatment lost after the raid, there wasn’t much hope for my parents and all those affected by New Zero other than what was inside my pocket.

      I sighed, knowing I needed to see if it worked before I could make any decision. “If this hurts anyone, Syeth and I will never speak to you again.”

      Jarid nodded as though he’d expected that. He reached out and touched my arm, but even his nearness quickened the pace of my heart. I hated how he made me react that way. For a moment, I recalled us going on dates together in New Manhattan. He had to be the same person that I’d trusted all those months ago.

      He captured me in his unblinking stare. “It won’t. Once we do the scans and complete the cure, it’s going to save them all.”

      “You understand that I need to see if it works first.”

      “Yes,” he said, glancing over my shoulder at the city behind me.

      “If it works, I’ll be in touch.”

      “I didn’t expect any less from you. But here…” He reached inside his pocket again and retrieved a gray cell phone. “This device is secure. No one in BioPure is aware that I have this, and they’re unable to access it. There’s only one number saved in the contacts. Call me after it works.”

      I placed the cell in my other pocket, not wanting to disturb the vial. I couldn’t help the hope blooming in my chest at the idea of moving forward with the plan as John had intended. He was unreachable for now, but I could continue his work in this way in his honor.

      “Goodbye, Lora,” Jarid said, and he turned away from me.

      I watched him disappear into the trees before walking to the pavilion alone. The team would sweep the area, making sure he was gone and that Jarid hadn’t been followed to the meeting. Only then would they retrieve me so that we could head back to the base.

      The first stop on my list was the hospital. I wasn’t waiting a moment longer to see if Jarid was telling the truth and if there was hope for the cure. Only then would I submit myself to the scans, and not a moment sooner.
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      On the way back home, Albrecht debriefed me about the conversation. I told him repeatedly that Jarid had seemed like his usual self. Though, I wasn’t sure if I was fooling myself. Jarid had seemed more refined and happier than I’d seen him before… but that didn’t mean he was a spy for the other side. But whether it was his alter-ego within the company or this was who Jarid truly was, all that mattered was if we could trust him.

      When we reached the center of town, the other Unpaired broke away to return to their bunker while Syeth and I headed for the hospital.

      The horizon hid half the sun. The day had gone by so quickly, and I wanted to get to the hospital before the workers started getting the residents to bed.

      My feet couldn’t take me there fast enough. I regularly checked my pocket, still concealing the vial, to make sure that it was still there. By the time we reached the front lawn of the hospital, I was sprinting toward the front door.

      “Wait,” Syeth said.

      We were inches from the door and my mind was a whir with the possibilities of finding a cure, or at least, in the interim, manufacturing more of the contents of the vial to help our loved ones.

      “I want to make sure this is the right thing to do.” He sighed, swiping a hand over his mouth. “This is important, and I would never want to get in the way of helping your family. But we have to be sure.”

      I understood the risks. If Jarid wasn’t on our side and whatever was inside the vial hurt my father or mother, there would be no going back with him. Syeth understood the weight of the decision, and so did I. “He’s telling the truth. He wouldn’t have done this otherwise. He has nothing to lose. They need me.” I believed in my words, in Jarid’s truth.

      Syeth released my arm and nodded.

      I pulled open the door. The heat inside the building warmed my cheeks. My heart thumped in my chest in time with the steps I took to the basement level.

      “Have you decided which of your parents to test it on yet?” Syeth asked.

      “My father.” The decision had been all I’d thought about on the way back from the park. Choosing between my parents had been like choosing between my heart or my brain. I needed both of them to live. So, I’d used logic instead of my emotions.

      Dad had been getting progressively worse even before BioPure had decimated our warehouse. If Jarid claimed they were close to a cure, then he was the one to test this formula on. If Dad came back to me, even a little, then we could move forward with helping Jarid’s cause. Meanwhile, I told myself that there was no way anyone in BioPure would dare defy the corporation unless they had leverage.

      I touched the outside of my pocket again. This vial was the leverage, and I had never hoped for anything in the world to work as much as I did the liquid inside.

      When we reached the intersection between the hallways leading to both my parents’ rooms, I hesitated for a moment. The choice had seemed so easy when I’d been outside and had logic in mind. But with both of them so close, I second-guessed myself.

      But not for long. I couldn’t wait.

      Taking a deep breath, I charged down the hallway toward Dad’s room. The guard opened the door before we got there, holding it open for us.

      Slipping by, I passed Dad’s closed door and went to the nurse’s station. An older nurse sat at the desk, thumbing over her tablet. It had all of the information on each of the patients. She must have been a night shift nurse since I hadn’t seen her before.

      “Can I help you?” she asked without looking up.

      “My father, Finn Flannigan…”

      Her head snapped up. “Oh, yes. I heard you were coming.”

      I glanced at Syeth, and he gave me a slight shrug. Maybe the team had given the hospital a heads-up that we would arrive soon? No doubt, they wanted to see if the cure worked, as well.

      “We have a treatment from the lab that we want to test on my father.” The lie had come to me so quickly, I almost felt bad for speaking it.

      “Okay, what do you need?” She rounded the desk, heading toward a locked closet, and opened it.

      I paused, having never given anyone an injection before. I felt momentarily helpless. Pulling the vial from my pocket, I held it up. “We need to give him half of this. An injection, that is.”

      The nurse nodded her head, already pulling supplies out. “We’ll need a syringe and alcohol wipes. Have you ever given anyone a shot before?”

      “No.” I hadn’t thought this through.

      She slipped on latex gloves. “He’s worse today, I’m afraid. This treatment comes at the perfect time.”

      A lump lodged in my throat. I hoped the serum was what I needed from Jarid and that it would help Dad. Then, we could help everyone. Tingles skittered over my skin, forcing all of the hairs on my arms to stand. This moment seemed important, and it was moving by much too quickly.

      The three of us went to Dad’s room. I knocked on the door and waited for his response.

      Nothing.

      I knocked harder, and a muffled voice said, “Come in.”

      Inside, Dad was curled up on his chair with a green blanket covering more than half his body. He had the same book in his hand as always. But the furrow in his eyebrows hit me harder than him rereading that story.

      “Hello,” Dad said, glancing between us. “Are you here to give me medication?”

      As we neared, I noticed his pallor had changed. His eyes were teary, yet determined—as if he was trying to be brave for strangers. The lines of his forehead creased deeper than I’d ever seen.

      “Yes, we’re here to give you medication,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady.

      His lips pressed together in a hard line. “I didn’t know I was sick. My memory isn’t what it used to be.”

      “It’s okay, Finn,” Syeth said. “This will only take a minute.”

      I handed the nurse the vial before turning around to face Dad. Behind us, she prepped the syringe, loading in what I hoped was enough serum to make a difference. I had no idea how to inject someone with medication, and I wasn’t going to screw it up. Besides, John was the one who knew how to do all of this. Thinking of him made my throat clench.

      The nurse stepped forward as Dad rolled up his sleeve, exposing the vein in the crook of his arm. It seemed more of a habit than any symptom of his willingness to allow someone to poke holes in him. It wasn’t the hope I was looking for, but at least he wasn’t gone for good. The thought that going without such treatment might make that happen made this event even more important than I had initially conceived.

      The nurse gently cleaned Dad’s arm around the bulging vein. It was slightly bruised, but he didn’t even flinch when she plunged the needle inside.

      The amber liquid filled Dad’s vein before the nurse gently pulled out the needle. She placed the syringe on the table and snapped off her gloves before gathering her supplies and leaving the room.

      I stared at Dad, waiting for the treatment to work. Or not work. I shook away the negativity. Jarid hadn’t said how long it would take. Should I have asked him? The very idea of having this treatment at our disposal even after John’s capture was a godsend. I chided myself for not getting the full details.

      That was until Dad shook his head and blinked a few times. The fogginess in his eyes cleared away as if it were only a cloud moving away from the shining sun.

      He looked at me. Really looked at me… and took a deep breath.

      His hands reached up to me, and his lips quivered. “Oh, Lora. It’s you.”
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      The next morning, I sat on my bed recalling the amazing transformation in Dad, which had happened the day before. His lucidity had lasted for about two hours. It was the longest I had visited him while he’d had a full memory since we arrived in Chicago. We’d talked about everything that was going on, including the raid and John’s capture. We’d briefly mentioned the treatment, too, but not where we had received it from.

      It was better to keep our cover with Jarid in any space the Unpaired occupied. Visions of a pissed-off Isra filled my mind; that’s what we’d face if Dad ever accidentally told a nurse or a patient about us working with Jarid and testing out a trial of a New Zero cure outside of our lab.

      We had tested Dad, though, and he’d recalled more than just his life before the virus, but everything that had happened in between. Each visit I’d had with him while he’d been in the hospital was there in his mind, but New Zero had blocked them until yesterday.

      He’d apologized for making me feel bad every time I had visited, but I’d told him it wasn’t his fault. I thought of Mom and how she would react when we eventually got the cure for her. All those times when she’d flirted with John in front of me. I smiled at the thought. Her embarrassment was the least of my worries, as she would have full memory of the entire experience and we wouldn’t have to fill in the gaps.

      Somehow, the treatment had reset the connections in Dad’s brain for memory, and it had come back with more clarity than ever before. It had been astonishing, but when he started to fade, there’d been a difference between his clear eyes and the ones slowly clouding over. He had tripped over his words, but his final ones were burned into my mind like a searing brand.

      “It’s going. Lora, I can feel it going…” his voice trailed off before he’d started speaking as he had before. His memories had come in spurts then, and they’d been a stark difference from what we had seen just minutes before.

      Four hours after the injection, he had reverted to the original state we’d found him in.

      I’d had all night to think about a solution. Jarid was right. They were onto something, but they needed that extra piece—me—to figure it out.

      While he had to know I wasn’t going to allow my parents to suffer when we had access to the treatment, I couldn’t let him get any more scans without me getting everything I wanted in return.

      Syeth and I had discussed a plan, as I wasn’t leaving him out of any decisions anymore. Jarid wanted to work with us, and he had a bargaining chip to assure success for whoever had joined him from Sledge’s team. Me.

      The phone that Jarid gave me sat in front of me on the bed. I sent the message, and it had been over twenty minutes already with no response.

      I rechecked the screen as if I wouldn’t have heard the notification even though I had the sound turned up all the way.

      The treatment worked. I’m in. Only on one condition: We get John back.

      The BioPure scientists had the knowledge, but John was the only one I trusted to find a permanent cure for New Zero. The treatment Jarid had given us was proof BioPure was onto something, but I wasn’t about to give up my mind without getting something in return. I wanted my dad back.

      If Jarid’s contact could supply John, I would give them the willing mind they required for the scans.

      My phone pinged, and I clicked on the pop-up at the very moment it appeared on the screen.

      I need to see if it’s possible. Give me some time.

      Time was all I had. Without John, I didn’t see a reason to go to the lab and get in the techs’ way. I wasn’t a part of that team without my father. I was the guinea pig while he was the brains of the operation. Besides that, I wasn’t going to slow the production of the treatment, which I was sure would happen if they split their focus in order to train me. I had one goal, and that was getting a cure. It was John’s legacy, and I wasn’t going to let it end quite yet.

      I tried to busy myself with cleaning up around the apartment and making myself a late breakfast. I constantly heard phantom pings from my phone, but it wasn’t until later in the afternoon that I received another text.

      It’s on. We can get him. More details soon.

      I gasped and read the message three more times before putting the phone on the counter. I retrieved my own phone from the charger by the door to call Syeth. I dialed anxiously. Besides, I wanted to share my excitement in more than just a hundred exclamation points.

      A knock at the door stopped me before I could complete the call. “Syeth?” Had he forgotten his key?

      I opened the door. “You’ll never believe it…”

      Instead of Syeth, four Unpaired stood in the doorway. The one in the front of me was a frowning Isra.

      “Oh, hi,” I said. “Syeth isn’t here.”

      “We know. We have him at the bunker.”

      I tucked my phone into the back of my pants. “You’re looking for me, then?”

      “We can do this the easy way or the hard way. Your choice,” Isra said. Like a flash, she reached around me and plucked my phone from its hiding spot.

      I reached for it, but the other Unpaired around her lunged forward.

      Isra lifted her hand to stop them. They didn’t move any closer, but they all had their hands on their guns. Since when had I turned into the enemy?

      Isra held the phone. “I never thought you were this stupid, Lora. I warned you.”

      Marching across the town with a group of Unpaired wasn’t how I’d intended to spend my morning. Isra flipped through my phone as we walked. It didn’t take a genius to figure out why she’d wanted it. Though, how did she know about Jarid and the phone? Syeth wouldn’t have told her. Maybe one of the others on our team had?

      I couldn’t imagine any of them doing that—especially after what we had gone through at the prison. Then I recalled the set-up in Isra’s office. All the monitors and equipment. She had intercepted earlier messages from him. They must have found a signal or loophole from there and figured it out.

      Once we reached the Unpaired bunker, Isra led the way into a small room that was barely big enough to fit a table and two chairs. On the way, I peered into each of the other spaces we passed, but didn’t see Syeth anywhere.

      The door closed behind Isra, leaving us alone.

      “Sit,” she said, indicating the chair furthest from the door. I did. She moved her chair to the side and tossed the burner phone on the table.

      “Where did you get that?”

      “A soldier swept the room after we left.” Isra pushed off the table and crossed her arms. “I knew you saw him, but I didn’t think you would be idiotic enough to take a phone from him, Lora. Did you even attempt to think about what I said about him? BioPure could easily track your whereabouts and listen in on any conversations so long as you had that phone on you. You could have impacted all of us.”

      “Jarid wouldn’t do that!”

      “Why not? I did.”

      I glanced at the phone and then back at her. “You bugged my phone.”

      “You were and are a liability, Lora. We know you met with Jarid. We’ve been monitoring you since you checked it at the door last time I saw you.”

      “That’s an invasion of privacy!”

      “It’s security.” Isra dragged her chair across the floor and placed it next to me. “Give me a good reason why I shouldn’t treat you, Syeth, and your little gang like traitors.”

      Isra had called Jarid a traitor so many times, but hearing that term directed toward Syeth and the others seemed wrong. We were trying to help everyone afflicted by New Zero.

      Even though my body buzzed with anger and I wanted to tell Isra off, I wasn’t in the position to. I had every right to be angry with her for tracking my device, but I was even more upset with myself for not realizing they would when they’d had my phone. If I hadn’t been so desperately focused on finding John, I might have understood the trap I had walked into. But, I had no idea where she had Syeth and if she had the others in another interrogation room. I had to be stronger than my emotions in order to get through this conversation—and get the others out of Isra’s line of fire.

      I took a deep breath. There’d always been a risk of Isra or the other Unpaired finding out about our communicating with Jarid. But I thought I’d have more time to prepare an explanation. I had been too focused on getting the cure. As she said, I’d been a fool for not understanding the danger.

      Isra rolled her hand in a circular motion, pushing me to tell her everything. From the conversation I’d had with her in Denver, I knew she wanted nothing more than Jarid in a body bag. She was black and white in that sense, not believing that Jarid wanted to help us in a different way.

      Right now, he wasn’t in immediate danger from the Unpaired. I was, and so were the others. The only way Isra would let us out now was if I told her the truth. My priority was the cure, and Syeth, but I couldn’t let the rest of the team fall to Isra…not after everything they’d done and tried to do for me. Taking a deep breath, I began to speak.

      “Jarid is working with someone high up in BioPure. They’ve opened a lab to research the cure for New Zero—outside of what is known to the corporation. They’re tired of having BioPure control them. Jarid gave me a sample of what they’ve been doing. I tested it on my father.”

      “You trusted him enough to put your father at risk?”

      A lump formed in my throat over the idea of what I had done to Dad. At the time, I had thought it through. Hearing that question come from Isra with such scorn made me double-guess everything, though. Still, it had worked. And now I had no reason not to trust Jarid.

      “They’ve made a breakthrough. It’s only temporary, but they’re closer than any of us have been so far,” I said.

      Isra tapped her rifle as if she still didn’t believe me. Her face had been a mask through the entire explanation.

      I’d never understood her hesitance to fight for something that affected everyone from rebels to people within BioPure and their families. “There’s potential for a real cure,” I said, “something that will help the rebels, the whole world. The vial Jarid gave me had enough serum to test on one patient, with enough left over to give it to our lab for study. The researchers at his lab need scans of my brain to figure out how to make the cure permanent. John and I were heading in the same direction, but they’re so much farther along than we were. They have the equipment, and the knowledge. All they need is—”

      “You,” Isra finished for me.

      “Yes.”

      She rubbed her chin against her shoulder as if she was scratching an itch. “You heard all that?”

      I shook my head, wondering what she was talking about even as I spotted the small black device on her collar.

      That lump in my throat hardened.

      “Yeah. Check the surveillance video at the hospital. See if you can verify.” She wasn’t talking to me. Until her eyes met mine. “I understand you want to help those afflicted with New Zero. It’s an honorable desire. From the surveillance, it seems as if that traitor Jarid wasn’t lying about this attempt at a cure, too. If I let you do this—and that’s still a big if—I have a condition.”

      I leaned closer, wanting to show her how much I wanted this.

      “You will tell me where you’re meeting up to do this research. I’ll need time to get my forces in position.”

      “To do what?”

      “When you have the cure, you tell me it’s done.” Isra had ignored my question entirely. She reached into her pocket and retrieved a round pin with a blue glass bead in it. It seemed more decorative than militaristic. Why did she have it? I recalled seeing similar pins on rebels as memorials to lost comrades. She placed it on the table in front of me. “This is a signaling device. Click it once, and it’ll ping me your location.”

      There was no way I was getting out of this situation without agreeing to her demands; following them was a different story, but I wasn’t going to tell her that.

      I peered up at her, and saw she was staring at the wall behind me. “Get the honchos together. Tell them I’ve found something important, and that I’ve got a plan to exploit it.”

      She turned back to me again and held up a finger. “Last thing. You won’t get in my way when I raid the lab, kill anyone affiliated with BioPure, and kill Jarid.”

      “What? He’s helping us. He’s working on the cure. He set this all up. Can’t you—”

      “Save him? You have no negotiation power here, Lora. You went against direct orders not to speak with a traitor. That’s what he is. He’s dangerous to the rebel agenda. Think about what side you’d rather be on.”

      My heart plunged in my chest.

      Isra swung the rifle over her shoulder as she turned.

      There had to be a way I could get around Isra’s conditions. There will be innocent people in that lab.

      Isra’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t bother trying to help him. We’re better trained. And just to make sure you’re honest with me, I want to be crystal clear. If I find out you helped Jarid again, I’ll kill you instead.”
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      It took two weeks for us to set up a time with Jarid to meet at the secret laboratory within BioPure territory. Two weeks of Isra tracking me around the area while I visited my ailing parents and tried to help as much as I could at our lab. And two weeks of three hours of sleep each night with my dreams filled with Isra murdering Syeth’s twin.

      Watching Jarid repeatedly die in my head might have been an omen, or my mind preparing for the inevitable.

      I replayed Syeth’s release from the interrogation room in my head, he’d been less than thrilled with Isra’s plan. From the way his cheeks had puffed and the acid pooling in his eyes, his previous frustration with the rebel system had more than bubbled to the surface again. I kept hearing his response in my head, over and over, after I’d told him everything about Isra’s plan for killing the workers and Jarid.

      “Over my dead body,” he’d said, and I worried that might become true.

      For us, there was no longer a question of Jarid’s loyalty. No matter what, he was still family. To Isra, he would always be a traitor—and she’d pretty much accused us of the same thing, making it impossible to dissuade her. I knew without a doubt that she wouldn’t be satisfied until she’d killed Jarid or me. Probably both if she had her way.

      We sat outside watching the sun set. “Isra and the other commanders aren’t ever going to stop this war until one side is completely obliterated.” Syeth sounded sad as he spoke, and I thought of my parents—John included—and worried about all of the innocents who would get caught up in their war.

      “Escaping is the only option. Once we get the cure, and get your parents well, we have to leave and strike out on our own.”

      I nodded my head. He was right. Based on her past with my family and the Rothkinds, it wasn’t hard for me to imagine Isra taking her anger out on my family if they were left behind. “We need another way.”

      After clearing our clothes and cell phones of any possible tracking devices or software, again, Syeth and I ran through different scenarios to keep Jarid and my family alive. Every time either of us hit the streets, I was certain Isra had eyes on us, which meant that, in all likelihood, someone would be following us when we eventually met up with Jarid. I could only hope that she would honor her agreement, allowing us to work on the cure before she attacked the lab on the hunt for Jarid. Granted, we were brainstorming ways to outwit her, so realistically, she was planning the same for us. Most of our concerns centered on the lab’s location and layout. We couldn’t ask Jarid about the layout or exits because it would alert him to a problem, and there was still much to do before a cure could be finalized.

      The only potential plan we had was to complete the scans, find a cure, and then ping our position to Isra and run for our lives, bringing Jarid with us. As much as Jarid had worked to keep his cover in Chicago, as a loyal employee of BioPure, it wasn’t worth keeping if he was going to pay for it with his life. I was nervous about all of it. We needed to protect Jarid and my parents while helping those affected by New Zero. I had no idea how we were going to save everyone, but we were definitely going to try.
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        * * *

      

      The idea that our plan might work carried me through the days until I was to report to Jarid’s lab. He’d given us map coordinates to follow, and we knew we’d have a two-hour drive to the abandoned biotech facility located in a small town north of Chicago. As Syeth drove, I kept looking in the side mirror for any vehicles attempting to follow us or drones overhead, but all was quiet. I didn’t trust Isra, but so far, it looked like we were alone.

      Syeth’s radio crackled, and I grabbed it from the cup holder.

      “Go ahead,” I said into it.

      “The facility is almost ready,” Harper said over the radio. “It needs new locks and several cameras, but Albrecht and Warren are working on completing everything.”

      “How long until it’s ready?” Once our plan worked, we were going to bring the cure from the BioPure facility to the new manufacturing facility we’d chosen. The two weeks while we’d tried to coordinate with Jarid had given our team enough time to find a suitable location and move in supplies and equipment for our researchers.

      “Tomorrow at the earliest,” Harper responded.

      Syeth glanced at me. Along with rescuing Jarid, we had every intention of retrieving as much research as we could while we were in the lab before the Unpaired swooped in and destroyed everything. I wasn’t about to watch another lab be destroyed in front of me unless I was able to get what I needed from it first, and I knew that Isra’s first priority was killing Jarid and not the cure for New Zero.

      “That’s fine,” I said into the radio. Tonight, we would find a location to hide Jarid when the time came, and then we’d figure out the rest in the morning.

      I placed the radio down on the seat between us and stared out the window. As much as we’d discussed all the potential scenarios which could arise once we arrived at the lab, there was a niggling thread of doubt in the back of my mind. It was something Syeth and I hadn’t talked about aloud, but it hung over us like a thick raincloud, ready to explode and drown everything we had hoped for. There was the possibility that this was all a ploy by BioPure to take me prisoner. I imagined getting strapped to another gurney and BioPure finding a way to get the scans of my brain without my consent, or worse, running experiments on me. Though, there was a distinct possibility that Isra wouldn’t let it go that far. Especially once I pinged the location. The button remained on my collar, and it was a soothing back-up plan in the event that things went south fast. But if that were to happen, both Jarid and my parents would be at risk, so I really hoped I didn’t need to use it.

      On the other hand, we had Isra’s volatility to consider. Syeth and I had discussed Isra bringing her forces into the lab before the cure was finalized. Even if she allowed the mission to unfold as we had planned, her threat echoed in my mind each time I thought about us betraying her.

      If I don’t find Jarid there, if I don’t find those scientists, I’ll kill you instead.
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        * * *

      

      The coordinates for the lab drew us to a non-descript two-story warehouse in the middle of an industrial park. We passed graffitied buildings with colorful anti-corporation sentiments on the crumbling structures. I peered at the side mirror again, looking to see if I could catch a glimpse of anyone following us, but it was still clear.

      Syeth parked the truck in the parking lot outside of what looked like the main entrance. Jarid hadn’t given us any more information than a scrambled version of the latitude and longitude of the building, which hadn’t taken Syeth long to figure out. It had been a cipher from their past when they’d played “spies” as children.

      Once we were outside, with not a noise to be heard other than the slamming of our doors, the air around us seemed to stand still, waiting for whatever unknown laid inside the building. Syeth and I scanned the area.

      “Do you think we were followed?” I asked, wondering if I had missed our tails.

      “Probably,” Syeth said. “There’s no way Isra would have let us get this far from Chicago without having an idea where we were going. I’m sure whatever eyes are on us are already reporting that we’ve stopped. But it will take time to get an assault team here, which will buy us a little time to ourselves before they strike.”

      I glanced at the windows of the building. They were near to the roof, eighteen or so feet from the ground. There wasn’t any movement around, but Syeth and I stayed vigilant, arming ourselves. Syeth held his gun pointed downward as he pushed open the main door.

      My rifle was in a similar position as we spilled into the warehouse.

      The moment we were inside, Syeth closed the door tightly. There wasn’t a lock, but at least the door would be a brief deterrent to the Unpaired getting into the building. The room was a wide-open space, most of it filled with shelving units that spanned both stories. Each shelf was tall enough to fit our truck parked outside. But they were all empty.

      Our footsteps echoed around us as we headed toward the other end of the room. It must have taken up most of the square footage of the building, and we didn’t see any signs of life.

      “Let’s make sure we’re alone here,” Syeth said.

      Being alone was the last thing I wanted. A familiar feeling of betrayal snaked through me. This couldn’t be it.

      But there wasn’t anyone in the main room. There were two bathrooms on the far end—a men’s room and women’s room—but both were empty.

      We walked the space twice more. “We must have the wrong building,” I said.

      “This is what the coordinates said.”

      I couldn’t help thinking that it might be a trap. Isra would revel in proving Jarid untrustworthy.

      Syeth’s phone rang. “It’s Isra.” He picked up. Her voice carried through the line, telling them she knew they’d stopped and demanding to know what was happening. “This place is empty,” he replied. He paused. “Yes, we looked around.” Another pause. “Well, Lora doesn’t care for you threatening her life, so we are telling the truth. You can come here and see for yourself. There’s no one here.”

      The mention of the threat to my life made my throat clench, but not as much as the thought that Jarid had lied to us about his location. Had his team somehow been tipped off that the Unpaired were planning to attack? Or had he lied to us the whole time? The cure had worked on Dad, but what if BioPure meant to use that to lure me to a location and steal another uncooperative scan from me? His mother hadn’t seemed worried when we had been in the VaxWell lab. Was I a fool like Isra thought?

      I leaned against a shelving unit between the two bathrooms, not expecting it to shift against my weight. But it did. When I turned, I could see something of interest behind it.

      A set of elevator doors.

      Why on earth would someone hide them if we were expected?

      I whipped around to Syeth, but his gaze had already snapped to what I saw—another entrance. He strode over to me and turned his phone on speaker, and held it between us.

      “There are Unpaired on the way to your location, but we will wait to hear from you,” Isra said. “Once you make contact again, let us know. Otherwise, we will be monitoring his communications.”

      The phone switched off, and Syeth dropped it to his side.

      “Do you think that’s where the lab is?” he asked.

      I nodded and touched the pin Isra had given me to remind myself that both help and hindrance were just a click away.

      Syeth and I moved the shelving unit, which slid easily on rollers, to give us enough room to slip by. He clicked the button next to it. I almost expected it not to work since the place seemed deserted, but the answering whine of the motor humming to life gave me a surge of hope. We were close.

      When the doors opened, Syeth and I didn’t hesitate to get inside. There were two basement levels, but the lower one had the number scratched off. I pressed that one before the doors slid closed, sealing us inside.

      “Do you think they’ll wait for us to contact them?” I asked.

      “No idea. Which is why we need to focus on getting your brain scanned and then getting Jared to a safe place.”

      Visions filled my mind of going up the elevator with Jarid in tow, and Isra at the main floor with her gun pointed at him when we arrived.

      The doors opened, squashing that image from my mind before it was blown away with another.

      Syeth and I stepped out of the elevator, and for me, time seemed to stand still.

      “Holy shit,” Syeth said, reading my mind.

      The laboratory wasn’t anything like the abandoned first floor or the surrounding area and buildings. It spanned about half the size of the main warehouse two levels above us and was even more technologically advanced than anything we’d seen at VaxWell or the BioPure lab in Denver.

      Gorgeous, brand new, gleaming equipment filled a partitioned space to our right. At least thirty researchers sat at computers or scurried across the room, visiting at other stations as they moved. There was enough light in the space to make my eyes water a little. There were three full-sized scanners hooked up side by side next to groups of biomedical fabrication equipment. No wonder they were able to afford to give us some of their treatment. They had enough staff and equipment to make vats of it if needed.

      The other side of the room was blocked off by walls with the word DORMITORY written on a placard next to a set of double doors.

      “Come on,” Syeth said, waving me along. No one seemed to pay us any mind as we walked through the open path in the center of the room. Either they’d expected our arrival or they were too busy with more important tasks.

      “How have they not been found out yet?” I asked. “The electricity they’re using in this place alone… Isn’t it dangerous?”

      “It must be solar or wind power. It’s the only way they would’ve been able to stay under the radar for this type of operation.”

      And what an operation it was.

      We passed a long table with a dozen researchers around it, with one at the head of the table pointing at a whiteboard with black-markered equations etched across it.

      I wasn’t sure why I slowed down, but the faces of all of the people at the table seemed important. I didn’t recognize anyone until I noticed a young man standing next to the guy with the black marker.

      Jarid turned around then, and Syeth let out what sounded like a gasp mixed with a groan.

      “Lora!” Jarid said.

      The man holding the marker turned around and so did the rest of the researchers. I only had eyes for him, though.

      “John?” I asked.

      A wide grin crossed his lips, and he rushed over and pulled me into a hug. I squeezed his arms, trying to be sure that I wasn’t dreaming and he was really there. Right in front of me.

      “I can’t believe it,” I said against John’s shoulder. “I can’t believe it. Jarid, you did it.”

      I couldn’t believe that Jarid had come through. John was safe. He was with us again. A rush of relief coursed through me, slamming into my body hard enough that my legs almost gave out from under me. I held onto John harder.

      Jarid quirked a smile and clapped a hand on Syeth’s back before Syeth pulled him closer into a hug.

      The others at the table seemed almost as proud as Jarid. All of these people wanted a better life for their families. Everything that we had been working toward aligned again. Suddenly, everything seemed possible. We could find the cure for good this time. We could help my parents and everyone else who’d been diagnosed with New Zero, and without BioPure’s control. We could take that corporation down for good and end the war.

      When John pulled away, he raked his hands through his hair. It was much longer—or maybe it only seemed that way since we hadn’t seen him in so long. He was freshly shaven, though, and the others in the lab seemed to feel comfortable in his presence. How long had he been there waiting for me?

      I launched myself into Jarid’s arms, wondering how I could ever repay him for getting John back. I almost regretted complaining about the two-week wait for the plan to take place because it had given Jarid enough time to work his contacts and perform a miracle in getting my dad back.

      “Thank you,” I said to him again. “But wait, where’s Marisha? Didn’t she come with you? Is she okay?” My mind immediately began thinking that something horrible had happened to her, but John spoke up.

      “She’s safe, but they weren’t able to bring her, too.”

      I wanted to ask more questions, but Jarid cleared his throat and untangled himself from me. “Guys, I’m so glad you made it. But there’s something I need to tell you.”

      Not waiting to hear what he had to say, I jumped in. “I’ll do the scan now,” I said, knowing this was how I could help him as much as he’d helped me. I knew John would want to get back on track right away, especially if Marisha wasn’t there to help. He had been a rebel for so long, I felt sure he’d been excited to get back into the lab to go against BioPure. Especially with the high-tech equipment they offered. It was ten steps up from where we had been in our lab.

      Jarid massaged the back of his neck. “That’s not what I meant.”

      “What did you mean?” Syeth asked.

      A tingling sensation rippled at the bottom of my spine. His expression didn’t match our elation.

      Jarid glanced over his shoulder.

      I spotted John’s reaction—a restrained one as he sucked his lips inward.

      “Jarid, what’s going on here…” I trailed off as the tall woman behind him, who had been hunched over a computer right next to us, turned around and straightened her spine.

      My heart ached as if someone had just punched me in the chest.

      “Hello, Lora darling,” Mia said, moving her silky black hair over one shoulder. Her eyes shifted from me to Syeth. His hand reached for his gun while Mia’s pursed lips spread into a wide and wicked grin as if she was in on a joke that we certainly weren’t. “It’s so good to see you again.”
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      Seeing Mia again brought back the last time we’d seen her at the BioPure headquarters in Denver. She had stalked us around the building, killing most of our team and nearly killing us.

      I stumbled backward, recalling with perfect clarity the moment she had dropped into our trap in the office. We hadn’t expected her arrival through the closet, and she had nearly murdered me, Syeth, and John before we’d managed to get the best of her.

      Jarid reached his arms out to me as if to comfort me, but I only wanted Syeth. I backpedaled toward him.

      John’s mouth opened as if there was any way he could explain his betrayal, but my heart pounded in my ears like the gunshots which had killed our team in Denver. I fell into the vision of that night, seeing Mia covered in rebel blood, still with the same wicked expression on her face.

      I reached for my rifle and pointed it at her face.

      Mia moved like a lightning bolt. Her hand struck forward like a snake catching its prey within its fangs and gripped the muzzle of my gun. She held the rifle down, even against me pushing it up toward her. She was impossibly fast and strong. Her long fingers squeezed the front of the barrel, holding it down effortlessly. “Careful,” she purred. “Someone might get hurt if you keep waving that thing around.”

      The researchers who, only moments before, had been busy in the room, quickly filed out, and then a click sounded behind me.

      Mia’s gaze flicked toward Syeth. She might have been juiced up on mods, but she wouldn’t be able to stop both of us at the same time.

      “Get away from her right now,” Syeth growled. “Or I blast your brain open all over this place.”

      Her lips mashed into a line, but her gripped loosened.

      I tugged at the rifle, and surprisingly, she let go. Though, in a matter of seconds, she grabbed my arm. Her nails dug into my skin like claws before she spun me around. I tried to get out of her grasp, but she had an impossibly strong grip. It was like fighting against my attraction to Syeth or the Unpaired as a force. I didn’t stand a chance.

      Mia’s hand wrapped around my neck and squeezed until I choked on the lack of air.

      “That seems unwise, Syeth,” she said. “So, why don’t we all just stand here like this while Jarid explains? Since I doubt you will believe anything I have to say right now.”

      “Step away from Lora and try me,” he said. Then, Syeth turned a murderous glare on his twin brother. “Start talking.”

      Mia’s hand loosed slightly, and I sucked in a breath before she tightened it again. Spots filled my vision as Jarid started to explain.

      “Remember I told you about the mysterious benefactor placed highly in BioPure? Close to Sledge?”

      “Her?” I croaked out. “You can’t be serious.”

      I slid a glance toward John. The way Mia held me didn’t give me much opportunity to turn my head, but he should have known better. He knew what she was like and what she did to people. He rocked on his heels, not looking me in the eyes.

      My mind whirred. Jarid hadn’t been on our team in Denver, but surely John must have told him about her reputation. Mia’s hand was steady, but I didn’t dare move. If she was the one who Jarid had chosen to help us, I wanted to hear that nonsense from him.

      “She helped get John back from the train to New York. She made all of this possible.”

      “The lab? You did this?” Syeth asked.

      “Why not?” Mia asked.

      “Because you tried to kill us in Denver!” Syeth’s hands kept the pistol trained on her. “And you work for Sledge.”

      “Formerly,” she commented.

      “We can’t trust her,” I said, knowing I wasn’t in any position to insult her since she could snap my neck without a second’s notice.

      “She brought me here, Lora,” John said.

      Even if she had saved John, she was Sledge’s second in command. What could have happened in the six months since we’d last seen her to make her switch sides? She was highly modded and beautiful. BioPure gave her the ability to be the worst kind of assassin and look good doing it. Why would she ever move away from BioPure and leave her access to the mods behind? It made no sense.

      “I might have thought so, too,” Jarid said with a pained expression on his face.

      “What do you mean?” Syeth asked.

      “She didn’t share her identity until I came out to the lab,” Jarid said. “I promise I would have told you ahead of time. Though, you probably wouldn’t have trusted me then, huh?”

      “Nope,” Syeth said.

      “You can trust her,” Jarid said, staring at Syeth’s gun. “She’s had so many chances to betray us already and hasn’t. She brought a serious enemy against BioPure to this place at the risk of her own life.”

      I glanced at John, who gave a slight nod.

      “Sledge is after her,” Jarid continued. “She’s just as desperate to take him down as we are. Right, Mia?”

      Mia didn’t say anything at first, which made her seem guilty. But her hand disappeared from around my neck, and she shoved me forward. I stumbled into Syeth, who held me against him as he finally lowered his gun. His hand brushed against my neck and I sucked in a breath. Heat seared the spot, and I wondered if her fingerprints were burned into my skin.

      “I didn’t need to get my brain split open—as you said, Syeth—before Jarid explained his side. It seems, though, Rothkind number one, that your family doesn’t even trust you. So, I suppose I could try and ease your minds.”

      I wasn’t sure if that would ever be possible. My neck ached from her touch and my hands trembled with anger. I hated her, and now I was expected to trust her?

      “Is what he said true?” I asked.

      “Yes,” she said. “Sledge knows someone tipped the rebels off about his plans in Denver. He’s been hunting for that person, trying to pin a hole in that leak.” She made a cutting motion with her finger across her own neck. “I’ve directed his suspicions at several other members of his inner circle. He’s torturing them right now, and since they didn’t actually do it, he’s eventually going to figure out his mistake. Then, things are going to get a bit trickier. His suspicions will lead him to the person who fingered them.” She pointed both thumbs at herself. She was so calm at the mention of someone threatening her life.

      “Now,” she continued. “I have to get Sledge out of power before that happens. Helping you all is my best shot, and I’m taking it. I’ve stolen top-level prisoners and left the company, with its most prized research team in tow, as well as a boatload of expensive equipment. I can’t go back until Sledgie’s gone and Jarid and his friends here are in charge. I’m not about to spend a single hour in Sledge’s torture chamber. Mostly because I designed it, and it’s a bitch to escape from. I made it that way, and I never want to be on the other side of any of that equipment if I can help it. So, I think maybe we should all get along. What do you think?”

      Even if Mia gave us more information about Sledge, as she had in Denver, that didn’t mean I trusted her one bit. She had everything at BioPure, and if she could supposedly turn on Sledge, what would stop her from turning on us when she wanted to?

      I wasn’t sure what to say. The other researchers had already cleared out when we had pulled out our guns, and business seemed to move as usual around the lab even though our conversation was anything but casual. Mia had brought them here, so they trusted her. Or did they?

      The tense standoff was broken by John’s voice. “I didn’t trust her immediately, either, Lora.”

      Mia pursed her lips and crossed her arms.

      “Once she found me on the train to New York, though, it was hard not to. She did bring me back here.” He glanced around the immediate area with excitement sparkling in his eyes. “Look around. This is it, Lora. We can do it here. We can cure New Zero. Here, we can break Sledge’s grip for good. That’s all that matters.”

      I swallowed against my probably bruised throat. It was uncomfortable—almost as much as having Mia around was. But everyone in the lab had accepted her story. I didn’t have to, but I still needed to work with her.

      “Fine,” I said to Mia with the angriest glare I could muster. I couldn’t help thinking of the people Mia had killed in cold blood, along with all the crimes she’d committed. If we were going to move forward, I’d need to put up with her. This had to be for something.

      It had to be.

      “If you betray us,” I growled, “I will make sure you die before we do.” Even though, days ago, Isra had threatened my life over us trusting Jarid, I channeled her rage in focusing this way on Mia. I would never trust her, but if working side by side gave us the opportunity to save my parents and everyone inflicted with New Zero, my hatred for her would have to wait until we completed the cure.
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      Mia didn’t seem concerned about my threat, but I meant every word of it. I had been there when she’d almost killed Syeth and John without any care for the consequences. It had only been when we’d threatened her life that she complied with our requests and gave us the information we’d needed. She had done it for herself, and I doubted this was any different. Her survival was the only thing that mattered to her, and I would never forget that. I wasn’t sure if she was going to betray us this time, but I wasn’t going to trust her until she came through on her promises.

      “We should get back to the meeting,” John said, walking away. He eyed Mia, and she twisted away from us and went over to the table. She had a folder with paperwork inside, and she flipped through it while waiting for the others to return.

      “I don’t know about this,” Syeth said. “Should we grab John and Jarid and get out of here?”

      “John won’t go. Not now. He’s too close. Syeth, look around. This is where we can find a cure. Isra said she’d wait for our signal. I need to hope that’s the case; otherwise, this will all be for naught. There’s too much at stake for us to leave now.”

      “She’s still going to want to kill Jarid and the other BioPure researchers.”

      I sighed. He was right. “First things first. I do the brain scan. John formulates the cure. Then we can get Jarid and John to safety before pinging the location. It will take some time for the Unpaired to get here.”

      “And the other researchers?”

      I glanced around the room and tried to swallow around the tightness in my throat. Not one of these people deserved to die under the Unpaired’s hands, but if Isra was giving us no choice… “We’ll have to see.”

      “I don’t like having Mia here.”

      “We’ll have to keep an eye on her.”

      John gathered the researchers back to the table to continue their conversation. Mia stood at the back of the table while John invited Syeth and me to sit at the front. From there, I wouldn’t be able to see her unless I turned around. I didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of knowing she was on my mind, though.

      John jumped back into the conversation they’d been having when Syeth and I had interrupted. Most everyone spoke during the meeting. There were a lot of technical terms that I missed out on, but I understood the general idea. These were the smartest scientists in Chicago, and most likely in the populated country. John must have loved being with such great minds and having all the equipment on hand that they needed to create a cure. Which made my point to Syeth about us having a hard time getting him out of there.

      Mom and Dad were on my mind as the scientists excitedly defended their theories for how to get the final version of the cure ready to fight New Zero. With me there, John would be able to complete the scans and get the cure faster than he ever would have been able to at the rebel base.

      The conversation continued with them comparing their most recent findings in addition to past ones. John ran the meeting with his usual confidence and grace. As much as Mia’s involvement wasn’t ideal, he was there because of her. I forgave her appearance in my life for the moment and focused on what I could do to cure New Zero.

      It took about two hours, but after the researchers decided on the next course of action, John invited me to tour the room with him. Syeth and Jarid were behind me, but neither of them spoke to each other.

      “I know you just got here,” John started, “but getting your scan sooner than later will only help the cause.”

      “I’m here to help.”

      “That’s what I thought you’d say. I’ve seen the effects of the temporary cure first-hand. It’s remarkable. Tell me, how did the cure affect Elsie?”

      I sucked in my lower lip before responding. “I used it on Dad.”

      “Oh.” He cleared his throat. “Of course.”

      “He’s worse off now. Even more so than Mom. At that point, we had to be sure it worked and that Jarid was telling the truth.”

      “I understand,” he said, smiling at me. “There’s no need to explain.”

      I wasn’t sure why I wanted his approval. Though, I was sure I’d feel the same way no matter who I had tested it on.

      “Look at this,” John said, bringing me in front of a scanner. It was similar to the one that Syeth’s mother had strapped me to in the VaxWell lab, but newer and more high-tech.

      Jarid and Syeth continued walking. Somehow, they had found their silent communication stride again. I hoped Jarid continued to prove himself to us, regaining Syeth’s trust. He didn’t need to worry about me. While his trust in Mia left a lot to be desired, he had good intentions.

      John approached the computer station next to the scanner. He touched the screen and typed in a password.

      I glanced over my shoulder. Mia was nowhere to be seen, and the twins were at another station. Jarid showed Syeth something on their screen.

      John and I were finally alone.

      “I was so worried about you.” Tears stung my eyes, catching me off-guard. “What was it like?”

      He shook his head. “It wasn’t as bad as one might expect.” He led me to the scanner and opened the door. It was much wider than the others I’d been in.

      “How so?”

      “They had come to the base to capture both me and Marisha.”

      “How is she?”

      “She’s alive,” he said, grabbing four sticky pads with sensors in them and placing them on either side of my head. “I advised her to make a deal with them to work in their lab. There are several workers here that have been keeping tabs on her for me. She’s alive and well, but kept under guard.”

      That was a relief. I sat back against the scanner as John booted it up. It wasn’t as loud as our scanner on the rebel base, and I could hear John tapping his finger across the screen as if he’d been standing right in front of me.

      “They don’t believe in letting a good mind go to waste,” he said. “At least not here. BioPure wanted me to work with them to create a cure.”

      “The list you and Mom were on. That was for working with them in their lab?”

      He nodded, and the scanner whirred to life. “They’re desperate. They’re scared of the monster they’ve let loose, scared of the damage it’s done even at the highest levels.”

      The scanning device moved down from the top of the tube and hovered around my head. It spun around, stopping before turning the other way and back around.

      Then it idled for a few seconds as it processed.

      “What do you think about Jarid and Mia?”

      The scanner moved again, based on John’s specifications. He walked closer to the tube as if he was checking on parts of it.

      “Jarid believes in what we’re doing.” He sent a pointed glance over his shoulder. “He’s so earnest and full of hope and excitement. He thinks we’re on the cusp of taking down BioPure.”

      The scanner moved again, and John lifted the portable tablet while focusing on the screen. He glided around the tube, keeping his attention on the screen as he asked me questions which were similar to the ones we’d gone over before. We fell into a rhythm that I had only dreamed about since BioPure had stolen him from us.

      Here, the process seemed effortless; the more sophisticated equipment could map my brain with only my cooperation and no issues.

      The scanner idled, and John stood next to the door again. “Mia, on the other hand.” His attention was still on the tablet, concealing his real purpose for standing so close. I could tell he didn’t trust her entirely, just like me. At least his memory hadn’t been scrambled while he’d been gone. “I can’t get a read on her. She’s pumped full of so many top-shelf biomods. Her mind and body are on overdrive. She’s quick and strong, and not really a normal human anymore. For all we know, she can suppress her pulse and fully control her body language when she’s lying.”

      “Is that possible?”

      “Anything is possible with BioPure. Sledge is pumped up with them, too. I wouldn’t put it past them to protect their own interests. Her specialties are murder and interrogation, so she would have to be good at both sides.”

      I couldn’t imagine.

      The scanner read me another time before he continued. “Her story is plausible, but I’m not sure whether it’s true. I don’t trust her.”

      “That makes two of us.”

      “But we wouldn’t have this lab without her. To be honest, I’m torn between what I’ve seen from her in the past and what she’s done for us here. All we need to do is get the cure, though, and then she can do whatever she wants with Jarid and the managers.”

      The scan ran another twenty minutes before John concluded that they had enough from me for now. Like he’d always done at the rebel lab, John reviewed the scans with me and spoke about how they were going to be used to help manufacture the cure. The spinning brain on the computer screen was lit up yellow, with only a few black spots left scattered across the surface.

      “Is this enough?” I asked.

      “More than we could get at the other lab.”

      John talking about the other lab reminded me of another threat against us, but from the other side. “The Unpaired commanders know about Jarid defecting from BioPure. They don’t believe his story.”

      John’s eyes widened. “Are they going to attack? We need to finish this work. If not, it’s all for nothing. Lora—”

      “As of now, they’re waiting, out there somewhere, for a signal from us.” John’s breathing slowed. “But Isra is out for Jarid’s blood.” I wasn’t going to discuss the fact that she had wanted mine, as well.

      “First, we need to figure out the cure; then we can worry about them.”

      “Are you closer now? The one I tested on Dad only lasted for two hours. Almost to the second.”

      “We did realize that half-life. While I can’t promise anything, with your scans, we’re going to be more on track.” John scratched his chin as he peered over at Jarid and Syeth. “Though, with the Unpaired sniffing around here, it might not be a bad idea for someone to set up a safehouse that they don’t know about.”

      The hours turned into days, with Syeth checking in with Isra at regular intervals to assure her that the researchers were indeed making progress. If it hadn’t been for the fact that more and more rebels were falling to New Zero, she might have given up on waiting and invaded the lab by now in her quest to take down Jarid.

      With the scans from my brain safely uploaded to their system, the cure came together much quicker than I’d anticipated. At the rebel lab, everything had moved so slowly because the equipment was rarely reliable. But John and I had fallen into a groove working together, and I was there every step of the way, with each new iteration of the cure. It took two weeks to create a batch that was worth attempting more human testing.

      Meanwhile, Syeth recruited our team from the prison to help supply a safehouse about fifteen minutes away from the laboratory. Harper and Yvette were in charge of getting my parents out of the camp if anything happened.

      I split my time between sleeping at the lab and our apartment, unable to leave either place for too long. With each visit, I worried about John and Jarid as much as I feared for my parents’ health when I was at the lab.

      One afternoon, I left the hospital to head back to the apartment and gather Syeth for our ride to the lab. We were testing the newest batch of the cure the next day, and I wanted to be there for it.

      I didn’t expect to find Isra at the front door waiting for me.

      Shoving back my shoulders, I walked straight up to her. “Hey.”

      “I’m here for a report.”

      “Syeth’s been giving them to you.”

      “I want to hear it from you.”

      My heart skipped several beats as I wondered how best to answer, but then I decided on honesty. “We have the cure. Well, almost. We’re testing it tomorrow.” I waited for her response. Everyone affected by New Zero was counting on this cure.

      Isra’s fingers glided over her waist, resting one hand on her gun. “How do I know you’re not lying to me and planning something else?”

      She had no idea I was planning to hide Jarid, but I needed to buy more time. “I wouldn’t lie about this. Both of my parents are affected.”

      Isra chewed that over for a moment while her tapping fingers pulled my attention to the gun strapped to her belt. As long as it stayed there, we wouldn’t have any trouble between us.

      “When will you be sure of its validity?”

      “If it’s like the temporary one, it should work right away. But the researchers set a waiting period of forty-eight hours to be sure the cure sticks and there are no side effects.”

      She checked her phone and then shoved it into her pocket. “Turns out, we need the cure more than I thought. More Unpaired and rebels have fallen ill and we’re going to need that cure to get our numbers back up to where they need to be. I’m going to give you until twelve-hundred hours three days from now to clear out of the lab before we take over. Understand?”

      “What if we need more time?”

      “The longer we allow that lab to be open, the riskier it becomes for us. We need to take down those traitors and prove to BioPure that we’re steps ahead of them.”

      “But what if more work is needed? You can’t just come in guns blazing.”

      “I can and I will.”

      I knew better than to continue arguing with her. “Okay.”

      Isra nodded and turned on her heel. “I hope I don’t see you there.”

      I understood the threat loud and clear.
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        * * *

      

      On the morning of the human trial, I was a bundle of nerves. I had barely slept the night before, bunking in the small dormitory section of the underground lab so I would be there as soon as John had the test subject ready to go.

      But when Cameron walked into the room—offering a mirror image of the blank stare my parents exhibited every time I saw them—I crossed my fingers and prayed to the great beyond that this iteration worked for longer than the previous cure. At least then we’d know if we were on the right track. Cameron was a volunteer who’d been an early victim of the mutated Zero. The researchers had taken a dozen of the diagnosed New Zero patients with them when they’d defected for this new round of testing.

      Cameron asked questions of the two female researchers who brought him toward a folding chair next to one of the scanners. It was standard procedure to scan the human subjects after the potential cures wore off—to determine if there were any changes to their brain activity.

      Everyone in the lab gathered around Cameron, waiting for the results.

      John introduced himself to Cameron and attempted to ease his mind with calm, soothing words. Then John injected the cure into Cameron’s arm. The subject winced, but within seconds, the lines across his brow flattened and the clouded look in his eyes disappeared before our eyes.

      Cameron shook his head, dropping his chin to his chest.

      John lunged for him, thinking he had passed out, but he looked up with tears swelling in his eyes. “I remember. I remember everything.” He choked out a laugh. One of the researchers asked him questions about his past and what he remembered. Like Dad, he was able to recall the time in their quarantined section and everything in between.

      Then it was time to wait. The first two hours went by quickly since we already knew the cure would last that long. But the next hours slogged by. Two turned to four, then six and then eight. At each hour mark, John scanned Cameron’s brain. Each time, his brain function looked perfectly normal. The cure seemed to be holding steady. The scan looked almost exactly like mine, with the modified Alpha Form virus overriding New Zero. It had worked in piecing Cameron’s brain back together even after the devastating effects of Zero.

      After twenty-four hours, the researchers were ready to call it and the celebrations started. There was no deterioration of the brain in any capacity. Workers brought out bottles of champagne and passed cups all around. Everyone toasted and cheered each other for a job well done.

      The only person who seemed upset was John. Tears streaked his face, but he wasn’t frowning. He was smiling. When he noticed me looking, he swiped at his cheeks.

      “We did it,” he croaked. “We really did it.”

      “Shouldn’t we wait the full forty-eight hours?”

      John shook his head. “It was an arbitrary number we chose in the event the cure took longer to take effect. There’s no need now. We have it.” He took a cup of champagne from the table and went off to celebrate with his team.

      I watched him until I felt a hand on my shoulder. I didn’t need to turn around to know it was Syeth. He was smiling, but his smile was tighter than it should have been. I understood why.

      “That’s it, then,” he said. “We’ve got the cure.”

      “We do.” My smile and relief melted away as I understood what he was going to say next.

      “Now, we have to warn Jarid about Isra. And we have to run, Lora.”
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      As much as Syeth wanted to push us out of the line of fire as soon as possible, John and I wanted to make sure we had the cure in place—without any doubt in either of our minds. It had only been twenty-four hours since we’d given Cameron the injection, and while his memory was as good as it had been in the few minutes after John had had given him the cure, we still needed to be sure.

      While they continuously scanned Cameron, John ordered the production of more of the cure to be delivered to the other test subjects.

      After the round of champagne had been shared, we injected more of the subjects and tracked their miraculous recovery. We monitored them carefully, but as time was drawing near for Isra to invade the lab, I found myself watching the clock more than them.

      The confirmation of the cure’s vitality was clear, but that meant we were approaching the next step, which was to get as far away from the lab as possible. With each check-in Syeth made with Isra, her desire to kill Jarid only seemed to grow. It was time to go.

      Forty-eight-hours after Cameron received the injection, John and the other researchers reviewed his final scan. The cure had stayed—none of us had doubted it wouldn’t by this point.

      They planned for another celebration, this one bigger and more final, after which everyone would help break down the lab and disperse, returning to their lives. The distribution of the cure would be split between the rebels outside the city—helped along by myself, Syeth, and John—while the rest would go back to Chicago, where the researchers would distribute it to the insurgents living within the city and then the rest of the population. It was going to be a long, drawn-out process, but the eventual goal was to put the cure into the hands of the doctors treating any new cases as soon as they came up.

      As much as I wanted to warn all of the researchers about the impending raid from Isra, Jarid and John were our top priorities. Jarid’s life was on the line, and we needed to get him out of there.

      The hours were ticking down, and Syeth and I pulled Jarid away from the start of the celebration.

      Jarid’s smile might have been infectious if I hadn’t been about to deliver bad news. “We need to get out of here. The Unpaired are coming.”

      His eyes widened and he shook his head in disbelief. “Lora, what are you talking about?”

      “Isra knows about the lab. She and the Unpaired are going to raid it any minute now.” I checked my phone. We needed to get Jarid out of there before the Unpaired arrived; we couldn’t risk getting caught up in the impending chaos.

      “But the cure? Don’t they know how important it is to all the civilians, rebels included?”

      I moved closer to him, not wanting anyone to overhear us. If Isra thought I had warned the entire lab, she wouldn’t hesitate to break our already fragile truce, and I still needed to make sure my parents were safe. “They were waiting for it to be certified. They’re going to swoop in and kill you, and anyone else they think is associated with BioPure.”

      Jarid’s face paled, and his lips went practically white. “You told her about this?”

      The hurt in his voice was a punch to my gut. “I had no choice. Isra stuck a gun in my face and told me how she was going to handle this. I’m risking lives by tipping you off. We have a safehouse. This is the location.” I handed him a slip of paper with the coordinates of the safehouse. If the three of us went together and were spotted, Isra would never stop until she found us. “Sneak away. That’s what Syeth and I are going to do because Isra will kill us if she finds out we told you about this.”

      Jarid stared at the paper. “I envisioned us all doing this together. I wanted you by my side. I wanted…”

      His next words were cut off by three gunshots and shouting by the entrance of the lab.

      I checked my watch. No! It was too soon.

      Jarid stepped in front of me, blocking my view of the doors. I lifted onto my toes to search for Isra, expecting her to lead the charge through the door. But I didn’t see any of the Unpaired.

      Glasses dropped to the floor, shattering even as some researchers ran away from the ruckus by the door; others didn’t even move, too shocked by the sudden violence.

      Two of the guards raced for the door with guns drawn. Two shots went off, and they landed on the ground in crumpled heaps.

      Jarid and I ducked for cover before crab-walking to get a better look without getting shot. I scanned the area for Syeth as BioPure-uniformed soldiers poured into the lab.

      There had to be at least twenty of them rushing out of the stairwell in the corner of the room. Several soldiers who had defected from BioPure had been stationed at that door. Now, they were most likely dead.

      “DO NOT MOVE!” the BioPure soldiers screamed over several more gunshots. “HANDS IN THE AIR!”

      Two of them rushed over toward Jarid and me while the rest fanned out across the room. I squeezed the pin on my collar and clicked it several times before sticking my arms in the air. As much as I didn’t want to deal with Isra, she and the Unpaired were the only way we were getting out of the lab alive.

      The researchers next to us dropped whatever they were holding and put their hands in the air, but the soldiers shot them anyway. Blood splattered across the floor, soaking their white lab coats. My stomach pulsed, and I had to swallow the bile rising in my throat.

      I spotted Syeth. He stood several desks away from us, his gaze darting between the closest soldiers and me. His hands were interlocked and resting on his head.

      Where was John? I couldn’t find him among the others. Was he hiding? If BioPure knew he had escaped and was here, there was no telling what methods they would use to keep him under their watchful eye the second time he was captured.

      The soldiers moved from the stairs and elevator in a jagged line and without much space between them, forcing us backward. Everyone who didn’t comply or spoke against them was shot down without any hesitation. I didn’t dare move my hands off my head for fear of them taking out the hit that Isra had promised if I warned Jarid.

      When we were backed against the wall, far from any escape, I noticed one person moving leisurely among the research computers and retrieving hard drives. Mia placed each one into a plastic container before moving on to the next.

      “Her!” I hissed through my teeth.

      Jarid peered over at Mia, and his face fell. He hadn’t been in on the betrayal. At least my instincts about both of them had been correct. He’d really thought that, after we found the cure, we’d be moving to take down BioPure with her leading the charge. We were all fools for trusting her for more than one second.

      A couple of the soldiers moved through the lab, pointing to eight of the workers even as they then took their hands off their heads and walked toward the nearest exit. My heart thumped in my chest and a rush of blood moved to my ears. They must have been in on the BioPure plan all along.

      The soldiers kept their guns and eyes on the rest of us who had wanted to create the cure for a better world for our friends and families.

      The only hope we had was that Isra had received the signal and had a team ready nearby. With the soldiers in the lab, the Unpaired would be busy enough to where Syeth, Jarid, John, and I could escape.

      The elevator doors opened even as I thought this, and a man walked out. He paid no mind to us but headed straight for Mia. He clapped his hands, and the soldiers snapped to attention and parted into two straight lines.

      “Sledge,” I said through my teeth. He was taller in person, and remarkably good-looking despite his age. His expensive silk gray suit moved with him as if it was an extension of his body. As he neared us, I spotted his striking silver and lavender-tinted eyes, modded to perfectly set off his bronzed skin and light blond hair. He looked at everything as if he was sorting the items and people in the room into two categories: something to be used, or something to be destroyed.

      John was at the back of our group, only a few people away from me. Syeth had moved closer until he’d gotten just one person away from me. I reached out, and our hands brushed. Having him close by gave me slight relief, but it wasn’t enough to stop my hands from trembling.

      My attention moved back to Sledge, who had floated to the front of our group. His nostrils flared as he sniffed disdainfully. “Tarrolf, you have all the data on the cure?”

      Mia shook the box to indicate she did.

      He smiled. His teeth were unnaturally white and quite large for his mouth. “Excellent. You’re sure these are all the defectors?”

      “Looks like it.” Her wicked grin was back.

      I’d never trusted her, but I had wanted to. I wasn’t willing to trade anything for the cure, but I should have done something to keep Mia from betraying us. Refusing to follow my instincts had put everyone in danger, including my parents.

      “Where is John Wingum?” Sledge asked.

      It took all of the strength in my body not to look at my father.

      The others around me shifted, pressing closer to John. Five soldiers broke ranks and shoved the rebels who were protecting him aside.

      Syeth and Jarid moved until they stood between John and me.

      “Stay put,” Syeth grunted at me as one of the researchers backpedaled into him.

      “The tall one with the glasses,” Mia offered.

      “Step forward,” Sledge instructed him.

      Some of the workers who had been standing in front of him stepped forward to protect him, but stopped when soldiers pointed their weapons at them. “It’s fine,” John said.

      John moved around those protecting him. The researchers and workers created a path leading him directly to me.

      My hands fisted as John touched my shoulder. “Courage,” he said to me. “Do what it takes to stay alive, and never stop fighting them. You—”

      A soldier yanked him by the arm, tearing him away from me.

      I reached for him, but he was gone before I could touch him. My hand clamped over my mouth to hold in a scream as they brought him to Sledge. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from John. The vision of him blurred as angry tears stung my eyes.

      John was a few inches shorter than Sledge, but the strength in his eyes showed that he was every bit the man’s equal.

      “You thought you’d won?” Sledge asked.

      John narrowed his eyes and lifted his chin. “I think I still have.”

      Sledge laughed—a high-pitched sound. He continued by himself before he cut off abruptly. He snapped his fingers at the nearest soldier to him. “Shoot him.”

      At his words, two of the defected workers surged forward. The BioPure soldiers held their guns across their bodies and used them to block us from moving toward John.

      Syeth punched the nearest soldier in the stomach, and he doubled over before the one next to him took his place. More workers surged forward to try to take down the soldiers, but they outnumbered us by at least double.

      I shoved myself forward, trying to get to John before it was too late, but the soldiers held their ground and pushed me back against the wall. I screamed in both fear and frustration as the soldier next to Sledge raised his pistol. “No!”

      John locked eyes with me. His mouth was set in a determined line as the soldier took aim and shot John in the chest once, then twice more.

      John blinked and attempted to reach for his chest before his legs collapsed under him and he fell to the floor.

      “JOHN!” I screamed.

      Before I could get to him, something rocketed through the air and dropped between Sledge and our group. Two more appeared before I realized what they were. Flashbangs.

      I whirled on Syeth, and he wrapped his arms around me before they detonated. The sound was deafening, reminding me of the rescue mission at the prison. When I opened my eyes, everything was white for a long moment.

      Gunshots filled the space. Syeth, Jarid, and I moved along the wall. The soldiers who had blocked us from John went down one by one as the Unpaired navigated their way into the room. They moved through the lab like a virus through a host.

      My breathing roared in my ears, as I still hadn’t recovered from the flashbangs yet.

      “We have to get out of here,” Syeth said.

      I spotted Isra striding around the soldiers, shooting each one she came to in the chest before moving to the next. The other Unpaired were unrecognizable blurs of black against the white uniforms of BioPure soldiers.

      Mia and Sledge were tethered together by locked arms as Mia protected him with her body and pistol. He held the box of hard drives in his free hand as they sprinted for the exit.

      Among the soldiers on the ground in front of us, I spotted John’s body. His chest heaved as a pool of blood spread across the floor around him.

      I lunged forward, but Syeth grabbed my arm.

      “I have to save him.”

      Syeth let go and I raced to him. He was still alive, and we could make it out of there with him. We had to.

      Blood pooled around the bullet holes, and I pressed my hands against them to stop the flow. It was sticky and continued to burble from his body. I pressed as hard as I could, so that John grunted and his eyes flung open.

      “It’s okay, it’s okay,” I repeated. “We’re going to get you help. You’re going to be fine. Once we stop the bleeding, we can, we can…” I sobbed. It appeared as if I wasn’t helping at all. My hands were soaked with his blood, and it didn’t seem to be stopping.

      John’s face turned ashen, and his eyelids fluttered open and shut. His hand wrapped around mine, and he moved it away from a bullet hole.

      “No, I need to—”

      His other had reached up and cupped my cheek, stopping my words.

      “Listen. Lora, you know—you know…”

      “What is it? John, what—”

      His hand touched my forehead as if he was brushing hair from my face. Then, his hands went limp and fell against his chest. John’s eyes blankly stared up at the ceiling as the life drained out of them.
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      I stared at John’s body—his dead body on the floor in front of me. My father. The one who had fought his entire adult life against BioPure and the evil things they were doing to humanity. He had risked his life over and over again, and now it was gone. Just like that.

      I squinted my eyes, though I didn’t need to blur any more of my vision. He didn’t move, and for once in my life since beginning to fight for the rebels, I wanted to lay down with him and not get up.

      “Lora.” Syeth’s voice crawled into my thoughts, but all I could see was John. He was there one minute and gone the next. All because of Sledge. All because of Mia. “You need to get up. We have to leave. I’m so sorry, but we have to go. Come on.”

      I swatted away his hand. Blood spattered on the floor as it dripped from my hands. It wasn’t fair. John had worked his entire life in the service of helping people. He had been captured and rescued all in service of the cure. What was this world without him?

      At Syeth’s insistence, I shoved myself up off the ground, getting even more of John’s blood on my hands. They fisted at my sides as I watched the BioPure soldiers protecting Sledge and Mia. They were close to the stairwell where they had come down earlier. The BioPure soldiers surrounded Mia in a tight group while she barked orders at them. Sledge cowered in the middle of the group, also shouting at them. He cradled the box with the hard drives in his hands.

      Mia pointed at the door, and two soldiers broke away from the group and walked through the door to the stairs. Then, four others stood with their backs to Sledge as he retreated from the mess he’d caused. The mess on my hands and the floor at my feet.

      Once Sledge was gone, with Isra and most of the remaining Unpaired in pursuit, Mia turned and headed back toward the row of computers in the research area.

      This was my chance. Mia was going to pay for John’s death. She was a blemish on humanity and needed someone to wipe her off the earth. After betraying us, she wasn’t leaving this room alive.

      “Lora, what are you doing?” Syeth asked as I picked up the rifle from the nearest dead soldier. I weighed the gun in my hands before checking if it was loaded.

      It was.

      “I have a promise to keep.”

      “Not now,” Syeth said. “We need to get to safety.”

      “You can’t stop me. She killed John. She needs to die, too.” My voice cracked with emotion, but I swallowed it. I needed to focus on taking down Mia and worry about mourning John later.

      “Syeth, Lora,” Jarid said, rushing over to us. “Oh, God.” He spotted John on the ground and his face fell. “We, uh, need to go now.”

      He was right. That had been the plan before Sledge had ordered John’s death, but I wasn’t leaving now. “I’m not going until Mia’s dead. You can either help me or leave without me.”

      They glanced at each other for a brief moment before they moved in sync, grabbing guns from nearby fallen soldiers. I avoided John’s body by heading toward Mia, navigating between the piles of toppled equipment that had been upended by the soldiers and Unpaired in the fight as I moved toward my target.

      “Why is she still here?” Jarid asked. “They have the hard drives, so why haven’t they retreated? What more do they want?”

      “It doesn’t matter.” I had one objective, and that was taking the light from Mia’s eyes in just the same way that Sledge’s soldier had for John.

      An Unpaired tried to stop Mia and she did a roundhouse kick, throwing him into a nearby desk so that his body made a sickening crunch as he landed. He didn’t move again.

      The remaining BioPure soldiers who hadn’t retreated were taken down one-by-one by the Unpaired until there was only Mia standing against two Unpaired.

      BioPure’s numbers had been higher than that of the Unpaired, but the Unpaired had surprise on their side. Still, it had all been too little too late. John was gone and Mia was going to pay. With Sledge out of the lab with the hard drives and all of our research, I watched as Mia took out one of the Unpaired before dodging gunfire from the other one. Diving across the nearest desk, Mia rose up, already lifting her gun to shoot the last remaining Unpaired point-blank in the chest. She turned away from them clutching her side and leaning heavily against the desk next to her. Syeth and I lifted our guns. I had a perfect shot—until Mia snapped her attention in our direction and ducked behind cover as Syeth and I let loose a barrage of rifle fire.

      Most of the bullets lodged in the metal desk, but the rest ricocheted off.

      Syeth was the first to stop firing. He glanced and me and opened his mouth to speak.

      Before any words came out, Mia popped up from behind the desk with two pistols in her hands. Syeth gripped my shoulder and shoved me to the floor. Jarid crawled over to us as the bullets smacked into the desk, amplifying the sound of Mia’s intention to kill us.

      “We need to get out of here now,” Jarid said. “Mia isn’t worth all of this.”

      “She lied to you, Jarid, and she’s killed so many people. I have to stop her!” I said.

      “If she can take down the Unpaired, how do we stand a chance?” Jarid asked.

      Syeth moved to the other side of the desk and peered toward Mia. “She’s dropped one of her guns. She’s going to reload soon.”

      That might be the only chance we had to get at her.

      “When she stops, keep up the pressure on her,” I said.

      “What are you—” Jarid began before the shooting stopped, and Syeth jumped up with his rifle at the ready.

      Mia ducked, and I took off toward her. I didn’t know if I had five seconds or a minute until she fired at us again. I sneaked behind another desk as her black hair appeared from cover. She shot twice at Jarid and Syeth. She didn’t hit them, but they fell to the ground for cover. I pressed my body to the ground and watched her feet from under the desk as they sprinted away from me.

      I let out a curse and rounded the desk to follow her. Between the raid from both BioPure and the Unpaired, the entire lab was scattered with upturned desks, equipment, and bodies. I had enough cover that she didn’t see me coming yet.

      I kept her in my sights, moving as quickly as I could toward her. Her focus was on Syeth and Jarid—probably thinking that I was with them. At least I had the element of surprise; I wasn’t going to give up my position until I had to.

      Mia ended up back by the research computers again, close to the stairwell exit. Each time Jarid and Syeth moved, Mia pinned them back with firepower. They were close enough to have gotten her in the arm with one of their bullets, but I hadn’t seen who shot her.

      Mia ducked behind one of the research tables. The monitors on top were riddled with bullets, much like the rest of the laboratory. Especially the scanner to my right. I waited until Syeth and Jarid had her attention again before standing behind the scanner. The clear tube was no longer gleaming and see-through, but filled with bullet holes that had destroyed the glass. I held my gun in front of me before lining up my body with the scanner so that I was only partially blocked by it.

      Mia was sitting on the floor, reloading her gun with one hand while her other pressed against her collar. Blood squirted from her leg onto the floor, but she seemed preoccupied with whoever she was shouting orders to. I couldn’t quite hear the words themselves as Syeth and Jarid continued firing.

      Once she reloaded, she rolled over and lifted herself with her non-injured leg. Instead of going after the twins, she sprinted toward the exit.

      It was now or never.

      I sprinted from my hiding spot as a body launched from her left and wrapped his arms around her, dropping her to the ground.

      Even with an injured leg, Mia wrapped her legs around Jarid and rolled him until he was underneath her. She lifted her hand and punched him across the face.

      Blood leaked from his mouth.

      The entire world fell away from me; only Mia and Jarid came into view. As I ran toward them, I lifted my gun. Jarid’s head lolled to the side and spotted me. His head nodded even as she landed another blow to his face.

      She started to stand, and I squeezed the trigger. The first shot stunned her, and the second and third launched her backward. She stumbled toward the door, her freaky strength carrying her on. I put one more bullet in her back before my gun was empty. I was about to reach down to retrieve another gun from a nearby dead soldier, but Mia crashed to the floor with a gut-wrenching smacking sound of flesh against tile.

      Jarid pushed up from the ground as Syeth appeared at his side. “That was stupid, you know.”

      “I stopped her, right?” His eye had started to swell and blood trickled down his lip.

      Trembling, I kept my rifle trained on Mia’s unmoving body, half-expecting her to get up again. She was modded up and had run away with more than three bullets in her. What was stopping her now?

      Slowly, I moved forward, keeping her in my sights. Syeth and Jarid walked alongside me, both with their guns raised. Mia faced the opposite direction from me, and I didn’t see her chest moving. Again, I thought of the mods. They could be making her appear as if she wasn’t breathing, her just waiting for us to get close enough for another attack.

      The lab was empty, and almost too quiet compared to the continued fighting we could hear going on in the warehouse upstairs. “I can’t believe they’re still fighting,” Jarid commented. “We should get up there and help.”

      “Or escape,” Syeth said. “Isra’s not going to give up on us that easily. She’s still after you.”

      He was right, but my focus remained where it was. I approached Mia’s body and stared at it for a moment. I kicked her in the side. Her body moved with the force of the kick, but she didn’t lift her head. I dropped to a crouch and pushed her hair away from her face. The same blank stare that John had stared off into the afterlife.

      Stepping back, I released a breath and my shoulders slumped forward. We were surrounded by so much death. This was the worst scenario we’d been in so far. And it had all been for nothing, so far as I was concerned.

      My legs started to tremble as Mia’s death weighed down on me. I’d killed a person. I was responsible for taking life from this world.

      “Guys!” Jarid said excitedly.

      I glanced at him.

      Syeth touched my shoulder, as if he knew my mind wasn’t really in the present. We joined Jarid, who stood in front of a computer that was half torn apart, over at the edge of the research area where someone had been working on it prior to the attack.

      “Mia must have forgotten about it,” Jarid said. “Sledge probably made her stay back and make sure they had all the hard drives.”

      Thinking about her movements, I realized she had made a point of heading to this area specifically. I’d thought she had been working toward getting to the exit unharmed, but she must have realized that there was one more hard drive to retrieve.

      “So, that has more information about the cure?” I asked.

      “It has to. They were on a cloud server so any one of the researchers could use the computers and continue their work. If anyone had downloaded the research here, it’s probably still here,” Jarid said.

      “Can you get it out?” I asked.

      “Yeah, definitely, I—”

      A loud whine cut off his words, and then the entirety of the ground shook around us. My teeth chattered as I looked around the space. Several of the ceiling tiles crashed to the ground before another explosion rocked the ceiling above us.

      “Get to the stairs!” Syeth said. “This place is going down!”

      “I have to pull the hard drive!” Jarid said, already trying to pull the case off the machine.

      “She was calling someone before you got to her, Jarid,” I said as another explosion rattled the building.

      Syeth cursed. “Must have been air support. If she had any clue that she was leaving without the last hard drive, then they had to bring down the building or risk others getting a hold of the cure.”

      “We need to get it,” Jarid said. “I can do it. I just need a screwdriver.”

      “We need to leave!” Syeth argued.

      I glanced at Syeth and then Jarid, who was now opening drawers to find something to use to remove the hard drive. “This can’t be for nothing.”

      Jarid nodded as if answering the question in my mind. “Go,” he said. “I’ll do it.”

      I shook my head and squeezed his arm. “We do this together, or we don’t do it at all.”

      “You both need to get up there. I’ll be right behind you,” Jarid said. “Let me make up for my mistake. Go.” Without waiting for us, he went back to yanking open drawers. Syeth grabbed my arm and pulled me to the exit. “Let him go! We’ll meet him upstairs!”

      It was hard to make my legs move at first, but Syeth was right. The sooner we got upstairs, the sooner we’d know what was going on.

      We reached the door, then turned and looked back for Jarid. I could just see the top of his head as he bent over the computer.

      “Come on!” I screamed for him.

      Suddenly, another whine filled my ears. Syeth’s hands pulled me away from the laboratory door before he kicked it closed. My last view of Jarid was him disappearing in a shower of fire and concrete.
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      The scent of soup wafted through from the kitchen into the living room. My muscles still pulsed from our run to the safehouse, and the lumpy brown couch didn’t do much to ease my pain. The black-out curtains cut the afternoon light out of the entire house, making it appear as if it was the middle of the night. The steady sound of heavy breathing carried from the bedroom behind me. I’d insisted the door stay open whenever I wasn’t at the bedside. The only folding chair in there made my back stiff from the hours I’d spent there.

      I closed my eyes, leaning my head against the back of the couch. It was my sentry position. The snores filled my ears as the past day played over again in my mind. It was my own version of a punishment for the many mistakes I had made.

      Flickers of Mia’s dead eyes stared back at me. Not for the first time did I think about what I should have done instead of accepting what she’d said as truth. I should have done something to keep her from betraying the cause. The others had told me repeatedly that there wasn’t anything I could have done since she’d been the one to help set up the lab and “retrieve” John, but I knew now how simple a task that had been since she and Sledge had never been on opposite sides.

      Other than Mia, there were other agents for BioPure who’d been stitched into the group, hidden until Sledge arrived. We had needed them to help create the cure that worked, but in turn, Sledge had taken it from us within seconds of arriving.

      And, in the end, he’d taken more than the cure from me, too.

      I stretched my arm over my head, the muscles tugging with an ache that I wasn’t sure I’d be able to shake for a while. After the last airstrike, which had demolished most of the warehouse, it had taken Syeth and me nearly two hours to find Jarid among the destruction. He’d had more blood covering his skin than I’d ever seen on someone before, but he stood up on his own and claimed he was okay. And, he’d been clutching the hard drive.

      The three of us had climbed through the rubble and up to the main level of the warehouse. A giant hole big enough to fit one of the Unpaired’s helicopters had been our exit. Night had already fallen, and we’d run-walked for a half mile before the rest of our team located us.

      It had been chaos then, between getting us to safety, helping Jarid with his wounds, and recounting the last twenty-four hours.

      Syeth and I had wanted to know where Sledge had gone. Now that Mia was gone, I wanted to offer the same fate to Sledge. He didn’t deserve to live another day after the destruction he had caused at the laboratory and to our country.

      Harper had delivered the bad news about Sledge and his soldiers fleeing the site as the last airstrike had taken place. The Unpaired had tapped into BioPure radio communications. Apparently, they didn’t seem to care about the people who’d still been inside the building, or what side those people might be on. With the cure in his hands, Sledge had ordered the lab obliterated just in case any research of use had been left behind.

      In a way, I wished Mia would have been concerned that Sledge was in it for himself, through and through. It would have given me a little satisfaction—to see her face once she realized she was going to die within the building, without her boss caring. Mia had meant nothing to him. And now she was nothing to no one.

      Once we’d reached the safehouse—a two-story raised ranch in the middle of a suburb of Chicago—Yvette and Warren had checked us for injuries. I said I was fine, but they’d wanted to be sure. The stairwell had protected us from a lot of the damage.

      Syeth and I had checked out okay other than having loads of bruises and cuts—nothing serious. But Jarid wasn’t so lucky. He had all the injuries of someone who survived being buried in a massive building collapse, including a concussion. He could barely handle the light in the bedroom where he rested. We kept the curtains drawn, but any time he wanted to get up, he was incredibly dizzy and still complained of a headache.

      It seemed like a curse, that Jarid had very nearly fallen back into the state he’d been in when I’d met him. His memories were there, but he was in pain and unable to help us with the mission until he recovered. The others had no idea how long that would take, but I wasn’t about to leave his side after he had saved Syeth and me. If we had moved into the stairwell seconds later, we might not have survived at all. Jarid had been lucky to duck under one of the desks, but it had still caved in some under the weight of the ceiling and the floors above it.

      Harper, Warren, and Yvette’s hushed voices discussing what had happened and our next plan of action floated into the living room. Warren raised his voice and one of the others shushed him. Flemming—one of the three they had recruited from the Unpaired during their supply runs—peeked his head into the room. He was a massive guy, almost as tall and wide as the door frame, which made it easier to spot him, and I half-lifted my hand in acknowledgement.

      I curled my hands into fists, and my joints popped with the effort. All the work we had done was for nothing. We had retained the hard drive from the rubble, but despite Jarid protecting it and getting it back to the safehouse, there weren’t any files related to the research—only employee records. The essential formula we needed for the cure was in BioPure’s hands, and we’d been left with nothing.

      John was gone, too. I tried not to think of him because I ended up crying every time I did. There was no stopping the tears when they started. He had been a hair’s breadth away from saving Mom from New Zero. His happiness had been infectious at the celebration. Little had we known about the traitors we had celebrated with.

      I listened as the others talked, their murmur of voices a soothing balm after everything that had happened.

      “The surviving Unpaired have returned to base,” Yvette told everyone. “There were more casualties than anticipated, though, and they’re attempting to regroup and rebuild after the devastation of our Chicago forces.”

      “It could have been worse,” Harper’s voice cut through the fog of fatigue I was in.

      “How?” Warren demanded, his voice rising before he was shushed.

      “We got Syeth and Lora out,” Harper added, defending her response.

      “But at what cost?” Warren hissed through clenched teeth. “We aren’t welcome there anymore.”

      Harper was right. It could have been worse. We had the Unpaired to thank for helping us survive. If they hadn’t arrived in time, I doubted Sledge would have let anyone who’d helped with the cure come out of that warehouse alive, including me. Or worse, I could have been taken back to BioPure and hooked up to more equipment for study.

      Syeth and Albrecht entered through the back door carrying bags of supplies. Syeth dropped a bag on the table while the others dug through the supplies pulling out food to eat. He peered into the room where Jarid slept. “How’s he doing?”

      It took most of my effort to answer. “The same.”

      He sat next to me, and his hands flexed before landing on his knees. I had a feeling he wanted to comfort me, but I wasn’t sure anything he could do would help get us out of this hopeless situation. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “What’s the point?” I asked, shoving myself up off the couch. A burst of anger flowed through me. “John was murdered in cold blood. For no reason other than wanting to help people. If someone like him could die like that, what does that say about any of us? The Unpaired want nothing to do with us, and with the cure in BioPure’s hands, who knows if any of the patients will receive it? My brain scans were the only bargaining chip we had to play. Now it’s died along with John and the lab.” Tears stung my eyes, and before I knew it, I was bawling again.

      Syeth’s arms wrapped around my shoulders and he helped me back onto the couch. The others had gone silent—probably because of my outburst. He moved his hands through my hair, clearing it away from my face.

      “We can’t cure New Zero,” I said after composing myself. “We can’t beat BioPure.”

      “Right now, we have to focus on getting one-hundred percent again. There’s no use thinking about BioPure right now when we just had a hell of a fight. None of us is thinking clearly right now.”

      He was right. I wished he wasn’t. I sighed. “I think I need to rest.”

      “That’s the best idea you’ve had all day.” He smirked at me.

      Even after everything we had been through, Syeth still held onto his charm, which I was incapable of ignoring. I bit down on my cheek to keep from smiling, but found it challenging.

      “I’m going to help with the supplies. Why don’t you go check on Jarid, and I can let you know when dinner is ready.”

      The bedroom seemed calmer, and goosebumps skittered up my arms. It took a few seconds for my eyes to adjust. Jarid’s heavy breathing led me toward him until my legs bumped against the edge of the bed. I stood still for moment, not wanting to jar him awake.

      The quiet room made my heartbeat sound as if it came in stereo. Loud enough that I could swear Jarid could hear it, too.

      The exhaustion I’d been fighting crept over me and I crawled onto the bed, slowly moving toward the other side. Jarid barely moved as I settled in next to him. There was at least a foot between us, but I scooted over until I was against the wall, leaving plenty of room between us.

      Closing my eyes, I let my vision fill with memories sifting through my mind. John’s death was the first image. The bullet ripping through his chest—

      My eyes flung open and I glanced around the room. It seemed darker than before. My vision blurred and I closed my eyes once more, trying to keep John from my thoughts.

      I wasn’t successful, as my mind wandered back to the scene. Mia’s incredibly fast form racing through the lab. Syeth and Jarid shooting at her before I ended up killing her myself. Jarid’s insistence on getting the hard drive. The explosions. The destruction. Us walking away from the rubble with Jarid between us. Me looking over my shoulder at the place where John would always remain.

      Tears leaked from my eyes, but I was determined to move past the memories and into my dreams.

      Losing John so quickly after I had met him wasn’t fair. We’d worked together a lot, and he had become a second father to me. He had wanted me to follow in his footsteps, and he’d worked to mentor me.

      My mind backtracked to us and the relationship we’d had working together the last two weeks on the cure. The more I dug into the memory, the more my senses flared. The scent of the crisp, clean air of the lab. The sounds of all of the computers buzzing and the fingers typing across keyboards. John’s voice, deep and low. Whenever he’d worked, his voice had held a hint of excitement, even during trials that had failed. “The more we fail, the more we know,” he’d said. The memory was crystal clear. Even the glow of the computer screen reflecting in his glasses made it seem as if I was right there with him again.

      His mouth moved, and his words jumbled together until the memory of his death came back with full force.

      My eyes snapped open. The inky darkness around me made my stomach swim. My hands dug into the comforter and I pushed up. My breathing intensified as I realized the most important part of John’s last moment.

      He had touched my forehead not in an emotional gesture, but to point out the key to us winning. My mind.

      I’d seen so much of John’s research. Equations, notes, formulas, ingredient lists, the programming language for the biomod machines, which created the real cure’s solution. His last words had been meant to tell me that I still had the formula for the cure in my mind. I was the hard drive that BioPure hadn’t taken with them.

      My entire body shook as waves of shivers rocked me. John had put a lot of faith in my mind. But I was also one of his experiments—one with a perfect memory.

      For once, suddenly, I doubted my mind and how much I could remember. And even if I recalled all the formulas, how much could I recreate? Though, could I let John’s final request go unfulfilled?

      Other than snippets of memories that I had lived through, I’d never remembered anything that large, or so precisely as this task would require. This would mean recreating thousands of lines of computer code and pages of lab notes. As they flitted through my mind, I wasn’t sure what all of it meant. Misremembering a single line or digit would mean the difference between success and catastrophic failure. As much as John had wanted me to have a perfect memory, I wasn’t sure if it was that perfect.

      I crawled off the bed carefully, so as not jostle Jarid, who still slept. The living room was darker than it had been when I’d lain down. Four of the group were asleep on the floor in sleeping bags.

      I walked around them and peered through the shades. The moon shone above the house, throwing beams of light across the lawn. I must have been in the bedroom longer than I’d thought.

      Warren let out a grunt and rolled over, tucking his head into his hands. I took a moment to appreciate how hard they had worked to help keep us safe during the production of the cure and while supplying the safehouse.

      It would be for them and Jarid, who had risked his life so that I hadn’t needed to. I had to try.

      Quiet voices carried from outside. I walked through the kitchen, which led to a small screened-in porch. The screen had enough holes for it to have become obsolete in keeping out bugs or other critters.

      Syeth and Harper sat on rocking chairs holding mugs of dark liquid. Next to Syeth, on a small table, was a can of instant coffee. I knew without touching it that the coffee would be cold. They wouldn’t risk a fire alerting anyone to our location.

      “Hey,” Syeth said, standing.

      Harper offered a brave smile.

      “How are you feeling?” Syeth asked.

      “Better,” I said, holding onto the strength building within me. “And, more importantly, I’ve got a plan.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      After I spent time explaining the revelation I’d had, which might turn the tables on the war, Syeth and Harper seemed as excited as I felt. They wanted to inform the team immediately and get started. It was the last hope we had for the cure since going into BioPure territory to retrieve the hard drives was a suicide mission, especially with our limited numbers. As far as Sledge knew, whatever remaining hard drive existed had been destroyed in the airstrike along with John and myself. He didn’t know that my memory of the cure he’d killed for lived in my mind. John’s brain and life’s work had been recorded into my perfect memory, and now we had the opportunity to replicate the cure without any of the hard drives.

      I had no time to doubt myself as Syeth and Harper woke the others and detailed the plan for them. They would work in teams to write down everything I said on their tablets, and then I would go over their notes later to make sure it was all correct. Any drawings would be made by me using a drawing app. Once we had everything together, we’d pass it on to the rebels working in our lab. We wasted no time as Yvette and Syeth took the first shift with me, set up their tablets, and we all settled around the living room.

      “Lora, lay down,” Yvette suggested, indicating the couch. “We need you as comfortable as possible.”

      I knew how grueling this process would be, and I didn’t argue with her as she propped me up with pillows.

      John was with me every step of the way as I drew out the memories deep within me. I homed in on the computer screens and all of the data I’d seen flowing and began talking.

      The first day was the hardest, and I lost my voice after talking non-stop for almost eight hours without any breaks. The next day, I could barely speak beyond a whisper without pain, so I excused the others and started entering the information into a tablet myself. My ten- to twelve-hour sessions lengthened, and I became used to the ache in my mind as I furiously pulled the information into my head and entered it all into the tablet.

      The house became silent as the others crept around me, eating outside for most of the meals to give me privacy and time to draw out the memories. Remembering the two weeks in the lab and every detail was grueling. Because my memory wanted to play everything out just as it had occurred in real time, holding images in my mind until I could record them wasn’t easy.

      I wasn’t doing much outside of thinking, but the process was exhausting. I fell so far into the memories that at times, when Syeth woke me to eat or stretch, the present crashed over me and I realized all over again that John was gone. Those moments of doubt and anger overwhelmed me for a time until I could calm down enough to successfully enter my memory again. Eventually, the urge to fall back into the memories was an itch I couldn’t quite scratch. Along with finding each character of the formula, spending time with John again—even if it wasn’t real—was worth the ache in my head.

      The first few days, I’d been able to sleep around six hours per night, but as the formula became longer and more complicated, I tended to go back to the couch after three-hour stretches of sleep.

      Syeth waited until I came out for my breaks before encouraging me to rest more.

      “Your eyes are bloodshot,” he said once. “You need more sleep.”

      Eventually, I’d nod my head enough to get him off my back before sneaking into the living room to work while everyone slept.

      My headaches worsened as Jarid’s started to get better. He didn’t say much about what had happened in the lab, and Syeth and I had the idea that he was still embarrassed about trusting Mia. We could have died that day, and he blamed himself.

      On the fifth day, all hell broke loose in my mind. The encouragement from Syeth to sleep more moved to the front of my mind as memories flickered in and out of each other. One moment, I was with John at a station, and the next, he stood up straight as blood leaked from his chest. It pooled on the floor. I tried to help him, but I couldn’t move from my spot. I knew my mind was mixing up the memories, laying one on top of another, but I pushed through, wanting to get back to the computer screen to see the data.

      I moved to another memory, but John’s death followed me faster this time. The gunshots rang out, and his body fell on top of mine before we tumbled to the floor. The memories turned into nightmares, and I got so tangled in them that I couldn’t make them stop.

      The loop repeated so many times that I lost count. When I had the strength to break through, my vision went dark. My eyelids were heavy, but I could have sworn they were open.

      “Lora,” a voice said. It sounded like Syeth. But when the voice repeated my name, I thought it was Jarid.

      “Lora. Lora. Lora,” Syeth or Jarid repeated, drawing me from my nightmares. The darkness swallowed the voice, and then I was back into the loop of dreams.

      “It’s okay,” Syeth/Jarid said. “Sleep now.” One of them—Syeth, probably—rubbed his fingers over the back of my hand. I focused on the movements, unable to fully wake up. His earlier warning about my not sleeping enough broke through my stubborn refusal. Now was the time to listen.

      “I’m here. Come back to me, and don’t go back there again. I love you, Lora.”

      My mouth tried to form the words, but all of me was too worn out.

      The lab blinked into view again. I watched the soldiers fight each other, but the sounds of their gunshots faded away along with John’s dead body lying on the floor amid the fight.

      Then, there was peace.
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        * * *

      

      When I woke up, the room was dark. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust. None of the others were sleeping on the floor. I put my hand down at my side, and the spot was warm as if someone had been sitting there seconds before I’d woken up. I smoothed my hand over the blanket, wondering where Syeth had gone and why. A part of me wondered if it had been Syeth at all, or if it had been Jarid. The voice had said he loved me, so it had to have been Syeth. I thought.

      Why wasn’t I sure of that?

      I lay back down, wondering if whoever had left—Syeth or Jarid—would come back once they realized I was asleep again. My head didn’t hurt as much now, but if I was going to continue with the cure, I had to rest. With a clear head, taking my time would only help assure the validity of the cure. I couldn’t imagine starting over again, pouring over all of the details to find out where I’d gone wrong with the formula.

      While I waited for someone to return to the rapidly cooling spot next to me, my eyelids started to get heavier until the entire room went dark once more.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I woke with sunlight outlining the thick curtains around the windows. It was enough of an indication for me that it was time to peel myself off the couch. My stomach groaned with hunger, but I went to the bathroom first to use the facilities and freshen up. The person staring back at me wasn’t anyone I recognized. My cheekbones were sharper than they’d ever been, and my skin was a grayish color.

      I splashed water on my face and blotted it with a towel before heading to the kitchen to take care of my growling stomach. Sustenance and sleep were necessary for my success in getting to the cure, and I wasn’t going to risk my health again. Not once during all the time I’d spent with John in the lab had he risked himself in that way to complete the cure. Sure, he hadn’t slept as much as everyone else, but he’d understood the need to have a clear mind.

      I held him tightly in my memory as I walked into the kitchen.

      Syeth, Harper, Albrecht, and Warren were squished together at the table. And, walking into the room, I noticed one more. He stood next to the refrigerator, leaning against the counter.

      “Jarid,” I said. “How are you feeling?”

      “I’m okay,” he said. “The better question is, how are you feeling?”

      “I’m—”

      “Don’t say fine,” Syeth said. He dropped his spoon into his oatmeal and stood. “Lora, you’ve been out for twenty-six hours.” He checked his phone for emphasis. I noticed it was a different one than the one he’d carried before. They must have traded their phones for burners. “You need to take it easy. The cure isn’t worth you hurting yourself.”

      I disagreed with that statement, but he was right about me needing to take it easy. “I’ll take today off. Then I’ll take it a day at a time.”

      “Good,” he said, kissing me. “Now, you should eat. You’re probably starving.”

      He went to the counter to spoon more oatmeal into a bowl.

      “It’s good to see you awake,” Harper said. “I feel like I haven’t seen you in days.”

      “You haven’t,” Warren said with a grin before turning to me. “Lora, you’ve been a big asset, but risking your perfect brain won’t help anyone. We appreciate you and want to keep you safe.”

      “Thanks,” I said, accepting the oatmeal Syeth placed in front of me as I sat at the table. I dipped my spoon in and started to eat. “Have we been in touch with anyone in the new rebel lab yet?” I wasn’t sure how much I’d missed since I’d been out.

      “Yes,” Albrecht said. “We’ve given them the data you’ve already retrieved. They want to be as prepared as possible when the final piece comes through. But take your time, Lora. They’re still in the process of gathering equipment and supplies to produce the cure.”

      “How are they doing that?” I asked.

      “We were hard at work while you were in the BioPure lab. We always like to have a Plan B.”

      It was a good thing, too, since I doubted anyone had expected the demolition and death we’d seen around the BioPure lab. Thinking of John made my chest pinch with pain, but none of the tears I’d become accustomed to came—not as they had before. Spending so much time with him in my memory must have helped the grieving process. But I wouldn’t know that for sure until I went back into my memories.

      “And some of the other research team members survived the airstrike,” Syeth said.

      “Really?” I asked. “How many?”

      “Only four, but they were all on our side. It took them some time to move through the border of the rebel camp, but they’re helping the cause.”

      “Isra doesn’t know about them, right?” I worried that, in her need for vengeance, she would want to detain them, or worse

      “If she does, they’re the least of her worries right now,” Jarid said. “She has her hands full rebuilding her army.”

      I played catch-up all morning and started to feel like a normal person. The task at hand began to weigh on me, though, as I knew I’d have to head into my mind eventually in order to continue my work.

      After breakfast, Syeth and Jarid sat with me on the couch and we watched television for hours.

      Somehow, Syeth had been able to rig the satellite to pull in shows from inside the city. They had a lot more programming than we’d had in New Manhattan. The corporation strictly regulated the shows, but some of them were amusing. For a few hours, I was able to forget the desperate situation we lived in while most of the country was suffering and I was able to relax. The cure would come to me in time. John had never rushed in his process, and in order to be sure I recalled it with perfect clarity, neither would I.

      With the two brothers there, I was still unsure which one of them had sat with me and brought me back from the brink of my memories.
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        * * *

      

      The process of getting back into my memories was easier than I’d anticipated. After an entire day of resting, I was refreshed and ready to start again.

      Right away, the difference between the memories was stark. By the end of my memory binge before, they had been blurry and jumpy. With rest and nourishment, the memories were crisper… as if I was living them in real-time.

      It took another week, as I moved slower and more purposefully through my mind to complete the research. Harper and I reviewed the wealth of data: formulas, memos, and coding that encompassed the entire process of creating the cure. The information was being plucked straight out of my memory, and my mind and gut knew it was all perfect. John’s final gift to mankind would be the cure, and I felt as if I was honoring him by bringing it all together.

      “Are you sure that’s everything?” Harper asked as she packed the tablet into her bag to drop it off at the rebel lab later that afternoon.

      I paused, thinking through the last few hours to make sure we hadn’t left anything out. Nodding my head, I gave her the go-ahead. “That’s everything I have. The rest is up to the researchers in our lab.”

      With my part completed, I wasn’t sure what to do with myself. I’d given my all to finding the cure, and as it walked out of the safehouse, I collapsed on the couch with a sigh that seemed to come from the bottom of my lungs.

      “You should rest,” Syeth said. It had been his motto all week. I did appreciate the reminder, though. We had at least a day before we heard any news from the lab, too, but I wasn’t an ounce tired. I pulled the blanket from the top of the couch around my shoulders and curled my legs under me. My back was stiff from staying in one position too long on the couch while working; I needed a new position.

      I would have liked to go for a walk, but we were careful only to move at night around the safehouse. After everything that’d happened at the warehouse, we were overly cautious of anyone finding our location.

      “Do you want to play a game?” Jarid asked Syeth.

      “After I get some coffee,” he said.

      “Why don’t you get some rest?” I asked, half-teasing.

      “I get my five hours a night and that’s all I need.”

      “I need at least eight,” Jarid said, pulling the coffee table into the middle of the room. It was the right height for the brothers to sit on the floor facing each other. Syeth moved around in the kitchen while Jarid shuffled a deck of cards.

      Syeth peeked his head into the room. “I suppose living in BioPure territory gave you that luxury.”

      Jarid rolled his eyes. “I did good work. Even if I was screwed at the end there.”

      “We’re all safe, that’s all that matters.” I smiled at him, which was the best I could offer in this situation. With the cure on the way to production, we were about to make up for that betrayal the best we could.

      Syeth returned to the room with three mugs of instant coffee. After a week of it, I was used to the bland taste. It did offer an extra boost of caffeine, which was all I had needed. Especially because I wanted to be awake for when we heard if the cure worked.

      Syeth sat across from Jarid, and Jarid offered to deal me in, but I declined. I wasn’t in the mood to use my brain more than I had to. They played a few games together, and I settled into the couch watching them. The conversation stayed on the game while we waited on word from Harper or Albrecht.

      The longer I watched them, the more my mind wandered to the night I’d woken up from my breakdown. I had perfect clarity regarding that night, but without knowing who sat next to me, I still considered the fact that it could have been either of them.

      The twins seemed more alike the more time they spent together. Their mannerisms and voice inflections were so similar that, if they’d dressed alike and worn their hair the same way, you wouldn’t have been able to tell them apart. They were equally competitive when it came to the games they played, each of them wanting to come out the victor, which was different than when they were with me. Both were gentler and more understanding when I was around. When it came to those they cared about, they had the same level of determination to keep them safe, yet Syeth was led by his instincts and heart while Jarid reacted to things more pragmatically.

      Their game and conversation blurred as I dozed. I didn’t have any dreams of the laboratory this time.

      The timeline of my memories shifted until I was back as a Level Three in New Manhattan. I walked onto the stage during the pairing ceremony. My principal handed me two certificates. The twins’ names were on them. I held them in front of me, considering my options against what I knew about both of them. The dream wasn’t real, and it started to fade fast the moment I realized it, but as I entered a more conscious state, I wondered if my life would have been different if I’d had a free choice.

      That was the hope for after we’d finished taking down BioPure, for both myself and all future teenagers.

      “Lora,” Syeth’s voice roused me out of my dream. Or was it Jarid?

      My eyes opened, and I spotted Syeth at the edge of the couch. Jarid peered into the room from the kitchen. “What is it?” I asked.

      “I got a text,” Syeth said, turning the screen to face me. It was from Harper.

      It works.

      Shoving the blanket off, I scrambled over to take the phone from his hands. I wasn’t quite sure if I was still dreaming or not. “It works?”

      “Yes,” Syeth said. “All because of you.”

      I wrapped my arms around Syeth and hugged him. His strong arms held me against him as voices filtered in from the others who had been on watch. They came into the room and we all hugged each other, and there were smiles all around. The same joyous feeling we’d all had at the lab was carried over to the safehouse now. We had the cure, so our plan was back on track.

      I closed my eyes, silently thanking John and promising myself that his legacy would continue, and we would end this once and for all.
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      “We need to celebrate,” Warren said, rushing into the kitchen. He returned with a bottle. There was no label, and he wiped a hand over the dusty cork. “This is homemade and delicious. I’ve been saving it for a perfect occasion. Here’s to Lora’s perfect brain!”

      He popped the cork off the top and poured heaping cups of the dark red liquid for all of us.

      “Also, to John,” Jarid said, lifting his glass to me. “Without him, none of this would have been possible.” He locked eyes with me, and I nodded my thanks for my father’s inclusion. He’d been paramount to the cause, and he finally had succeeded—even if he wasn’t around to see it save everyone.

      “Hear, hear!” we all said.

      The others gulped the liquid, but I took my time. It didn’t smell like anything I’d ever experienced before, but the taste was strong and dry, and it eased the tightness in my throat over recognizing John again for his work. He had been the orchestrator of this even from before I’d been born, and before he’d been aware of the impact it would have on our world. Almost immediately, my brain tingled from whatever I had drunk and my body instantly relaxed. This was strong stuff. I took another sip.

      “The Unpaired will have to let us back in after this,” Yvette said, offering her cup to Warren for more.

      “For sure,” Warren said. “I hate being in hiding. Once they realize we were able to get the cure and show our commitment to the rebel cause, there’s no way they can reject us.”

      “They still need numbers, too,” Yvette said.

      As they discussed their entry back into the Unpaired, Jarid slipped away from the team. Syeth and I were the only ones to notice. But for some reason, Syeth said to me, “You should go talk to him.”

      “What about you?”

      Syeth shrugged. “I think he’s tired of hearing from me. Because I was a part of the Unpaired, he doesn’t think my interests lie with his anymore. Or maybe he thinks that I’ll turn him in.”

      “That’s not at all true!”

      “That’s what I keep telling him.”

      I shook my head and handed my cup to Syeth. He kissed me, and then I headed outside.

      Jarid was on the porch, acting as a sentry for the safehouse.

      I sat in the creaky wicker chair next to him, noting that his eyes were trained on the empty street. “What’s on your mind?” I asked.

      He rubbed a hand over his face. I hadn’t noticed before how tired he looked. He had healed from the raid on the lab, but the stress from whatever he was thinking about tightened the corners of his eyes. “I’m wondering what to do next.”

      “You can always come with us.”

      He snorted out a laugh. “Yeah, right. Isra won’t even speak to me before shooting. She’s threatened my life so many times, it would be best if we kept our distance.”

      “Jarid, we will always vouch for you. You’ve proved yourself to be on the rebel side at this point.”

      He turned to me and smiled. “I appreciate that. But I don’t think it will matter. The Unpaired’s reputation for savagery is well known around BioPure. And I know Isra. I bet she’s already turned all the commanders against me. One look and I doubt they’ll ask any questions. There’s no place for me with the rebels anymore. As long as the Unpaired are in charge, there never will be.”

      A chill moved down my spine. It wasn’t entirely from the cool air around us, either. He was so certain and fatalistic. It seemed Jarid already had a path in mind.

      “What do you want to do then? Are you going to hide here forever?”

      He shook his head slowly. “I have a plan. I want to continue to take down BioPure from the inside. Mia is gone, so there’s no one there eager to kill me as I walk in the door. I’m betting Sledge won’t even notice I’ve returned with everything going on.”

      “You could be wrong. Is it worth risking your life?”

      Jarid seemed to weigh his answer before speaking. “It is. It’s the only way, Lora. I still hold my position as manager, so I’ll have some sway if anyone says anything.”

      “But what’s the plan? How are you going to help when we have the cure?”

      “The hard drive from the lab isn’t as useless as everyone thinks. Maybe because I’ve been inside for so long, I knew what to look for.”

      “What did you find?”

      “While you were working on the cure, I found records of BioPure performing a shocking amount of illicit testing of biomods designed to increase obedience to authority and decrease individual or rebellious thoughts.”

      “What?” John had never trusted what BioPure might have put inside the formula with their cure. These biomods must have been what he’d feared. It all made sense now. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “I wanted to be sure. I’ve been in contact with my old department. I told them I was in hiding until I was sure I was safe. I’m going back, Lora.”

      “So, it’s already a done deal?”

      “On top of the support I already have, I know of several highly placed managers and other top people who’ll flip sides if they discover what’s in those files. A lot of them are at a tipping point, and this will seal the deal for them. They and their families were already given the treatment from BioPure. Once they know they were modified for BioPure’s benefit without their knowledge, they’ll be on the rebel side, for sure.”

      “What if they don’t believe you?” I hated to think that, even with Jarid’s confidence, those in BioPure would already believe he was a defector after going missing for so long, but it certainly seemed possible.

      “They can look for themselves in the BioPure research database. Once they see the proof, they’ll welcome me back into BioPure and we can still take down Sledge. It’s not too late, Lora. We can do this from both sides.”

      His optimism might have fueled me when we were in Denver, but I was reluctant to believe him after Mia’s betrayal. She had convinced him to think that she was on his side. What was stopping these other people from doing the same? I couldn’t let him make the same mistake again.

      “Do you have proof that these people will really help?”

      “I know they will.”

      “I know you believe that, but when you trusted Mia, she betrayed us all. And there were others in the lab who we had no idea were still working for BioPure. How do you know that the people you’re speaking of are truly willing to help?”

      Jarid hesitated before answering. “I made a mistake with Mia. But I know this will turn out differently.”

      “How?” My worry for him grew. He seemed to be holding back, and I wasn’t willing to let him leave our group to go back to BioPure without a better explanation of his plan.

      “The differences between them and Mia is that I sought them out. Mia came to me, and I’ll forever regret the mistake I made in believing her.” He couldn’t quite meet my eyes. “Mia brought a plan to me, whereas these people listened to my plan and brought up their conditions surrounding any willingness to participate. They all want to help their families. Unlike Mia, who wanted to manipulate me. I was so stupid to allow my excitement to cloud my judgment. I should have known that nobody that close to Sledge would be operating without his blessing. But this is different, Lora. These are middle managers, and several people recently elevated in the company after New Zero took out many of Sledge’s loyalists. They’re people with track records of resisting Sledge’s worst directives. If we can’t trust them, we can’t trust anyone in BioPure.”

      “I don’t trust anyone in BioPure,” I said.

      “They’re not all bad people like Sledge and Mia. Many of them aren’t the open rebellion type, like me. If we want any chance of bringing down Sledge, we need people on the inside.”

      “How much time before you go?”

      “I’m leaving as soon as possible. I’m not sticking around the safehouse to hide away forever.”

      “I’m assuming you can’t do this on your own. What do you need from us?”

      Jarid smirked, as if he’d been waiting on me to ask just that. “I’ll need some help contacting them discretely, as well as help getting out to meet them so I can convince them to work together to plan the coup from inside BioPure.”

      Jarid’s plan had a lot of risks, not the least of which was trusting more BioPure employees. We had to be cautious—it was the only way we’d survive.

      “How can you be sure none of these people will turn you in to Sledge? It’s too risky, Jarid. Once you’re inside, we can’t protect you.”

      Jarid began to pace. “Then, how else can the rebels win?” he asked. “The Unpaired force in Chicago has been decimated. It will be months, if not years, before they’ll be able to mount another offensive, and by that time, it will be too late. Sledge will have all the civilians under his control. I need to work from the inside.”

      “Once the cure has been dispersed amongst the afflicted, we’ll rebuild. It will happen. Once our rebel force has grown, we can take the fight to BioPure and stop Sledge once and for all. We’ll come out on top, but it will take time.”

      “You sound like Isra,” Jarid said, and my heart ached. “How many people will die if we do it that way? How many Unpaired and how many BioPure soldiers who are just trying to put food on their tables? How many civilians? This is a way to do it quickly, Lora. We can take out Sledge from the inside, take over the company. No drawn-out fight, no more cities turned into battlefields, no more years lost to war.”

      It seemed like a good idea, if we could pull it off. Once Sledge was gone, there would be no more need for death or fearing a new iteration of Zero. I’d been so jaded by the soldiers and security I’d faced up against from BioPure, sometimes I forgot there were so many innocent people inside, as well, all of whom just wanted to survive, no matter what. Jarid was right…with people on the inside, we could attack from both sides. My gut warmed, and I knew he had the right idea. “No more families broken apart.”

      “So, you’re in?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      Jarid reached over and hugged me. “Thank you. I promise I won’t let you down again.”
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        * * *

      

      Jarid and I brought the plan to the others in the safehouse. Syeth seemed skeptical at first, and it took both Jarid and me to convince him to let Jarid return to BioPure.

      This time around, I wasn’t putting my blind trust in Jarid. I had every intention of being with him when he first met with the BioPure employees he planned to bring over to our side. The plan was for him to seek out several of the middle, and some upper, managers and get them to meet with us. He would show them how Sledge had been manipulating them and then present the unmodified cure. Once those managers agreed to help, they would then come up with a plan to strike out and stop Sledge, internally. After explaining the larger goals, I showed the group that I was a part of this plan and would see it through to the end. As much as I wanted to go to the rebel camp and see my parents during their recovery, I had to be a part of the next steps. Knowing my parents were going to recover was enough to propel me into helping Jarid make contact.

      Syeth and Yvette offered to stay with us while the rest needed to return to help at the rebel base, though they’d plan on keeping in touch with us through our burner phones.

      They left the next day, and then we got to work.

      Syeth helped Jarid send encrypted messages to his contacts in BioPure. Jarid had explained that half of them had been on the fence before—not wanting to lose their jobs or risk their families— and had been buying Sledge’s insistence that only he could turn back New Zero and save the world.

      After showing them what he had found, he laid out the plan and encouraged them to do their own research in the database. Then the waiting began. We played enough card games that I had paper cuts and callouses on the edges of my fingers from the games. After only a few days, though, all eight managers we had messaged agreed to help.

      After verifying Jarid’s allegations against the files in BioPure’s research database, they were furious, based on the colorful remarks they made in their messages about the corporation. On top of that, they were eagerly looking forward to the distribution of the cure Jarid had promised them. Once we showed them that our cure worked, they’d flip sides to take Sledge down.

      Jarid was relying on these managers to help from the inside, and I looked forward to seeing the faces of those whose lives we were going to change.

      Our lab was working non-stop to produce the cure—having enlisted five more rebels to the cause in order to produce and distribute it as quickly as possible—and they promised to give us two doses to bring to our meeting.
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        * * *

      

      Two days later, it was time for Jarid and me to go meet with the managers from BioPure. I wasn’t exactly sure how the day would go since Jarid was unclear on whether they’d be testing it that same day or bringing it into the BioPure-controlled area for their own trials. Jarid seemed confident that it would all work in our favor, though, while Syeth still wasn’t convinced.

      “I’m coming with you,” Syeth said as Jarid and I headed out the door. We both turned to face him. He was supposed to stay at the safehouse. Jarid had promised the managers he’d only take one rebel with him—me.

      “That wasn’t what we discussed,” Jarid said.

      “Change of plans,” Syeth countered. He glanced at Yvette and Albrecht, who seemed content enough to stay out of the conversation.

      “You still don’t trust me?” Jarid asked, getting in Syeth’s face.

      “I trust that you’re not on BioPure’s side, but I also don’t trust your judgment. You don’t even know what they’re going to do with the cure today. You were tricked once, so they might well think you’re a willing target and able to get tricked again.”

      “That’s great,” Jarid said. “So, what are you going to do? Act like Sledge and fire the place up when you arrive?”

      “Not at all,” Syeth said. “I’m going to be there to help in case something goes wrong.”

      Jarid sighed heavily. “Fine. Just don’t get in my way. They trust the Unpaired less than they do BioPure.”

      Syeth removed the armband from his uniform. “It’s a good thing I’m not Unpaired anymore.”
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        * * *

      

      The neutral site where we were to meet the managers was a bombed-out commercial area about a mile from the safehouse. We hadn’t let them know where we were located, and I doubted they were willing to give up many of their secrets, either. We were close enough to the border of BioPure-controlled territory to cause extra worry that we were being tracked. I tried my hardest to trust Jarid’s contacts, but we wouldn’t know anything for sure until the meeting.

      The site was a dilapidated office of a defunct biotech company where the oldest of the coup managers had used to work before the original Zero crisis had come about. There was an SUV outside the building, and Syeth lifted his gun from his belt.

      “That’s a nice way to greet them,” Jarid said with a snort.

      Syeth sniffed in annoyance and holstered the pistol, but his hand rested on it—ready to pull it out at a moment’s notice.

      We walked through the lobby, finding that debris and a thick layer of dust covered the floor. I coughed a few times, unable to dislodge the dirt from my lungs until Syeth handed me his water.

      “Thanks,” I said as my feet crunched over the floor.

      “Psst,” a voice called from our right.

      Syeth moved in front of us as we faced an older man who was probably in his fifties. He had salt and pepper hair, and wrinkles cutting across his face.

      “Marcus,” Jarid said, moving away from Syeth and me. They shook hands, but Marcus held our gaze.

      “We’re in here.”

      Inside the conference room was a large table with only a few chairs and three other people. They wore various shades of white outfits.

      Jarid introduced two of them as the other managers—Felicity and Hester. Felicity was a short, squat woman with frizzy hair and a questioning eye. Hester was a thin woman of average height with pale blonde hair, and she looked as if a weak breeze could knock her down.

      A man sat next to Felicity, and he appeared to match her in size. She introduced him as her husband. I had never met this man, but I recognized the blank stare of someone infected with New Zero.

      We were testing the cure now. It was the best-case scenario since I hadn’t seen the cure work in person since retrieving it from my memory and had only gotten the word of the laboratory techs. And we wouldn’t have to wait long for an answer from them. I knew the cure worked, and soon enough, they would, too.

      “This is my husband, Boris,” Felicity said, eyeing Syeth.

      He stood by the door, his hand on his gun. Her eyes narrowed. The distrust between the sides was palpable.

      “That’s my brother, obviously.” Jarid chuckled, trying to make a joke, but the others didn’t join his laughter. “He wanted to accompany us and meet all of you.”

      While their distrust was a bit disconcerting, I understood that they wanted to be on Jarid’s side. They didn’t need to be there. They could have betrayed us already, but they looked more scared than anything else, and they were nothing like Mia.

      “I’m Lora Flannigan,” I said to the group. “My father helped create the cure. Many people I love are infected, and I would like to help your husband, Felicity. If you’re willing.”

      “Boris has been getting treatments from BioPure, but it hasn’t been working and he’s only getting worse, so I stopped them. Will this bring back all of his memories?”

      “Yes, and those he’s gained while afflicted with New Zero, too.”

      Felicity squeezed his shoulders, and he jumped as if he hadn’t realized where he was. Her lower lip trembled, but she held her composure.

      I walked over to Boris. I placed my bag on the table and opened it as slowly as I could. Boris looked up at me with wide eyes. “It’s going to be okay. I’ve done this a bunch of times. I’ve heard that it barely feels like a pinch.”

      Boris smiled up at me. “Are you a doctor? What’s wrong with my head?”

      I smiled back at him. “I’m not a doctor, but I’m here to help you feel better. Are you ready?”

      I glanced at Felicity, who nodded before rolling up one of his sleeves. Loading a syringe, I quickly swabbed a spot on the inside of his arm with rubbing alcohol before warning him of the impending pinch. A lot had changed since I’d had to let that nurse give my dad his injection; after all of our work in the lab and all of our testing, this was old hat to me.

      Without prolonging the process, I injected him as quickly as I could. Once they saw it work, maybe the tension in the room would lessen.

      Putting the cap back on the syringe, I stepped back while the managers drew closer to observe him. Silently counting backwards from ten, I made it to three before the haze and fog over the volunteer’s eyes cleared. Boris stood up and faced his wife. “Fel. Oh my gosh. I remember. I remember everything.”

      Heat stung my eyes. I wasn’t sure if I would ever get used to any of the New Zero patients coming back into their own minds, recollecting everything they’d experienced before and during their infection. He glanced around with new clarity and tears in his eyes before Felicity sobbed and fell into her husband’s arms.

      Marcus and Hester went up to them, checking out Boris.

      “This is incredible,” Marcus said. “It’s so much different than the one that BioPure has been peddling around. Even physical clarity is much quicker and clearer.”

      “So, you’re in?” Jarid asked.

      “We want to be sure the cure sticks,” Hester said. “You understand that.”

      “Absolutely,” Jarid said.

      Marcus turned to face our group with a little less anxiety than he’d shown before. “If it’s still active in three days, we’ll help you remove Sledge and take down BioPure.”
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      It had been three days since the cure had worked for Boris, and the BioPure managers had been elated, immediately agreeing to help.

      “Do we still agree that this is a good idea?” Jarid asked through the phone. Syeth had him on the speaker on a secured line from within the boundaries of BioPure, where he was now back to work. He’d had to endure intense scrutiny from some of the higher-ups, but that had been short-lived since everyone at the company was busy promoting or working on the modified cure. While the pressure was currently off of him, he was doing his best to keep a low profile while coordinating the other managers to gain additional allies.

      Now, Syeth and I were standing outside the Unpaired base and hoping to convince the Unpaired commanders to help, too. We needed to attack BioPure from both sides, and our plan wouldn’t work without everyone working together.

      “Not at all,” Syeth said. “But she agreed to meet with us.”

      We peered at the school in front of us. Beyond it was the Unpaired bunker, where we had to talk to Isra.

      The Unpaired losses had been staggering once all the bodies were counted. The Unpaired had anticipated some pushback when they’d raided the warehouse, but no one had expected the large-scale, pitched battle, which our side couldn’t have won—especially after Sledge had called in air support and artillery. And when all was said and done, Isra had never gotten her revenge against Jarid since we’d managed to get him to safety. Would she make that a condition of helping us now?

      I hated the idea of having to work with Isra, and I worried over what conditions she would place on assisting us. “Harper got us in touch with the rebels in New Manhattan; maybe they will be enough and we won’t need the Unpaired here.” Even as I’d said the words, I knew the answer. Going up against a much larger force, there was too much potential for things to go south. We would need every able fighter on our side.

      We had heard that Isra was promoted to the commander in charge of the Unpaired in Chicago, and we suspected that was mostly due to the sheer losses the rebels and Unpaired had faced. Not that she didn’t deserve it, as far as I was concerned; she had more field experience than many of our other soldiers. Her being on top, she was the only one we needed to convince of our plan. On the way there, we’d debated leaving Jarid out of it for fear of her still insisting on his head on a platter, but after much discussion, we’d decided the best way to work with her was to be upfront about working with Jarid. He was our inside man, and there was no way we could take down Sledge without him. Besides, she wouldn’t be a good commander if she turned down intelligence needed by our side.

      We always had the bargaining chip of us being the discoverers of the cure to use, too. We were being lauded as heroes, so that had to count for something. Right?

      “They’re coming.” Syeth didn’t grab for his rifle as he might have over any other potential danger. We couldn’t give them reason to feel threatened. Not now.

      Isra strode toward us where we still waited at the base gate, followed by a half dozen Unpaired guards holding their rifles at the ready. As she neared, I caught a glimpse of the jagged wound cutting across the side of her face. It was pink, and looked to be as healed as it would ever get without a biomod to remove it. The other rebels had mentioned how sensitive she was about her shrapnel wound, so I tried to focus on her eyes instead.

      “You’ve got some guts, coming back here,” Isra spat.

      “We need to talk,” Syeth told her, ignoring her verbal jab.

      Isra sighed and gestured to her bodyguards to stand at ease. “I assumed that when you said you were coming here to speak with me. Where’s Jarid? I can practically smell him on you two. Neither of you defied the rebel agenda until you connected with him again.”

      “We have a plan to take down BioPure for good. Are you interested in hearing more?” Syeth asked her. From the way he fisted his hands and relaxed them, I could tell he was itching to say more.

      “Where have I heard that before?” she asked, not moving from her position at the gate.

      “We said we’d find the cure. We did that,” I said.

      “At the cost of my men!” she shouted.

      “Wars do that,” Syeth said. “We’re here to end it. Just let us in so we can talk.”

      Isra lifted her chin. With the sun on her face, her wound appeared even brighter than it had. She looked like she planned to argue more, but then she stepped to the side and waited as one of the guards opened the gate for us to come in. Turning without a word, she headed back to the school. We followed behind her, flanked by the guards.
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        * * *

      

      The walk through the rebel camp didn’t go unnoticed. Several lab techs on the way to work stopped in their tracks when they saw us. I gave them a small wave, silently promising that we’d visit soon.

      In Isra’s office, we were surprised when two other officers followed her in, taking a position along the wall near the door. Syeth and I sat down, expecting her to take a seat behind her desk, but she came around the front to perch on the end of the desk with her arms crossed. We looked at each other in one last silent confirmation that we were really doing this, and then we began to tell her everything. Starting with Jarid drawing out the managers and showing them the cure, we worked to him going back inside to coordinate with the managers to convert others to our side and help bring Sledge down.

      “You think middle-managers can get us close to him?” Isra asked. “Sledge is paranoid these days. Even more than usual. He surrounds himself with impenetrable security and multiple layers of quarantine to keep New Zero out.”

      “He’s planning an event,” Syeth said, relaying the information we had from Jarid. It was the only opportunity to get to him, and it was scheduled for when he was most vulnerable to the public. “It’s a massive rally to announce BioPure’s successful development of the cure before they begin rolling it out to the public.”

      The doctored “cure” would include wide-scale distribution of biomods that would make people more docile and easier to control.

      “It’s why they haven’t released the version of the cure that we already have,” I said. “There’ve been delays getting the additives to work.”

      “Where is this event?” Isra asked.

      “It’s in New York,” Syeth said. “At BioPure Field.”

      When I lived in New Manhattan, I’d only seen the big and flashy glass-and-steel stadium from a distance. It had been reserved for Level Two and One citizens only.

      “He’ll be in the open there, surrounded by people. It’s the only opportunity we’ll have,” Syeth added.

      “What about the harmonic shielding? He wouldn’t be stupid enough to stand on an open stage without protection.”

      “Jarid said BioPure has rifles, which have specific tuning to pierce the magnetic fields, removing the bulletproof screens and making them penetrable enough for us to take him down,” Syeth said.

      Isra’s eyes widened with interest. “You have access to these rifles?”

      “The managers will hand them off to the Unpaired whenever you want,” I said.

      Her eyebrows lifted. At her reaction to the mention of weaponry, I knew we had her.

      Syeth tapped his fingers on the edge of his seat as if he’d started to believe in this plan with as much conviction as Jarid. His excitement was infectious, but we still needed to get Isra on board. “With their pull, they can get us inside the rally via compromised security.”

      “It’s a good plan. In theory.”

      “What questions do you have?” Syeth asked.

      Isra reached up to touch her scar, but her delicate fingers hovered over it as if she questioned scratching the sensitive pink skin. “It’s risky. We’re already down in numbers. Entering a facility like that, we could end up on a suicide mission—ending the Unpaired for good.”

      “No,” I said. “We don’t need your soldiers for the stadium work. We’ve connected with rebels in New Manhattan and surrounding areas. We have strike teams available who are connected within the city and will be able to enter unnoticed. We’re not interested in another incident like what happened at the lab. We’re hoping to minimize the bloodshed as much as possible.”

      “So, where do we come in?”

      Syeth took up the plan as he told her, “There’s a base just outside of the city that Sledge will call on for support once he realizes he’s under attack. We need the Unpaired to secure the base, take out their air support, and prevent any soldiers from leaving.”

      “If everything goes according to plan, they won’t expect the attack and you should be able to secure the base before they realize what hit them,” I added, hoping I wasn’t pushing too hard. From the look on her face, she was still interested.

      “Tell me how that’s going to work,” Isra said.

      “One of the managers will hack into the system and release the BioPure records, showing that the company has been illegally testing biomods on the public. They’ll ping the information to everyone in the stadium and the city. Once the citizens realize what their government is doing, we’re expecting mass outrage.”

      “Then what? Will the citizens rush the stage and take down Sledge? They’re no match for his elite security team. Civilians will die.”

      I couldn’t help smirking at the next part of our plan. “You’re right. That would be suicide; especially with his elite force hopped up on biomods that keep them in peak fighting form. No. The managers will provide some of the rebels, who will be infiltrating the stadium, with the same top-flight biomods his elite team uses. Once they are juiced up, it will be their job to take out the elite force. Then, our team will take out Sledge.”

      “We all need to work together so that we’re able to take down BioPure,” Syeth said. “Once the citizens see the records, we’ll need to attack simultaneously, both outside and inside the stadium. That way, Sledge won’t have any back-up.”

      Isra sniffed and nodded her agreement—at least with that part. No doubt, she was recalling the previous raid where that final airstrike had destroyed most of their forces.

      “These people are smart,” Syeth said. “They have loved ones attending this event, and all we want to do is expose the truth. Working together is the only way that we can succeed and take down Sledge once and for all.”

      Isra crossed her arms and walked over to her commanders. They spoke in hushed tones—enough that I couldn't hear their exact words.

      Syeth’s hand snaked over mine and squeezed. I wanted to feel reassured, but I wouldn’t be until Isra agreed.

      “We know the base you’re talking about,” Isra said after a few minutes of deliberation. The masks of impassivity from the other commanders stared back at us. I had no idea if they were willing to help or not. She turned to her commanders asking them, “With your intelligence on the location, tell me if we can raid it successfully. With our current numbers, as well.”

      A somewhat intimidating guy with tattoos racing up and around his neck stepped forward. His hands remained clasped behind his back as he looked at Isra and Isra alone while he spoke. “The main issue isn’t the base. It’s getting from here to New York intact. Traveling with a group large enough to complete the task at hand is going to be tricky.”

      “But not impossible?” she asked.

      “No,” he said. “Not impossible.”

      “Possibly suicidal,” the female commander said. She was as tall as the tattooed guy and had a grimace across her face that could have made a flower wilt.

      “We’d be risking more soldiers than we have to spare,” the female commander said. “If we wait until Sledge is back in Chicago, at least we don’t have to use all of our resources to get there.”

      “But when will there be another opportunity?” Syeth asked. “You even said that his security has tightened. Right now, he thinks he’s invincible with just the few safeguards he’s put in place. We have the managers’ help and that of the other rebels in New York. If we wait until he comes back here, we’re in the same boat as we are today. Possibly worse if he feels his life is at all threatened.”

      Isra listened to both sides as the commanders picked apart every inch of our plan—even parts where they weren’t involved. Syeth had anticipated that and answered their questions flawlessly and without hesitation.

      Isra had remained relatively quiet during all of this, only interjecting comments that questioned either side of the plan. There was a change with her since I’d seen her last. That instinct to strike first and ask questions later seemed to have dissipated and been replaced by a leader willing to listen. I wasn’t sure if I would ever let my guard down around her, but as we persisted in our side of the plan, I had a feeling she wasn’t going to dismiss us without just cause.

      When neither Syeth nor the other commanders had any more questions, Isra finally agreed to help us.

      My internal celebration momentarily stuttered when she said, “We’ll go forward with your plan on two conditions. One, operational security is paramount. We will not communicate with you about our location or who on our team will travel to New York. Nobody—including Jarid—will know anything they don’t need to know about what my soldiers are doing.”

      “Okay,” I said. They had their mission, and I understood Isra’s hesitation about trusting Jarid again. Even though they weren’t directly raiding the stadium, this was her turn to shine as opposed to the lab raid where their ranks had suffered.

      “And two,” she continued, “you two and Jarid either come back here successful or you don’t come back at all. This is the final chance I’m giving the three of you, and I’m not going to bend on this again.”
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      We had a week to coordinate the plan to take out Sledge and gather the teams on all sides before we needed to get to New York. We communicated with Jarid and the managers inside BioPure, who assured us things were going according to plan. Our rebel contact in New Manhattan was Sarah, thanks to Harper, and I was glad to know she was on our side again, ready to help in the stadium. Isra was scarce with her details—as promised—but I had faith in her team. Our team was set to travel at the end of the week, so we had enough time to get there and settle in before the rally.

      I spent at least an hour a day with my fully-cured parents. Seeing them again created a renewed sense of purpose in me. Most of the hospitals were cleared out, and only new cases were being introduced and cured within hours of arriving. They continued to house the patients for three days—the allotted incubation period—before sending them off to be with their families. More people filled the streets, giving us a reason to keep going and finally take out BioPure. Humanity could survive without the rigid control of the corporation, and we had proved it.

      We’d held a small remembrance ceremony for John, and the town had plans to construct a statue in his honor. I couldn’t wait to see it, but until then, we had a corporate mogul to overthrow.

      Saying goodbye to my parents wasn’t easy. Dad had been there for me since we had traveled from New Manhattan, and it was a little strange packing my things and heading off to the train without him, but there was no way I was going to risk them being captured. I wouldn’t have been able to concentrate on the job ahead, for all the worrying I’d be doing over their safety. But now I could leave knowing they would take care of each other.

      Mom hugged me harder than she had since I’d known her. We’d had barely any time together before coming to Chicago, and then she’d gotten sick. Even though she remembered everything that had happened while she’d been in the hospital, she told me that the time we’d spent together while she’d been under the effects of New Zero didn’t count in her mind.

      After a tearful goodbye with my parents, Syeth and I loaded onto the waiting train for our two-day trip. The Unpaired had commandeered one of BioPure’s commuter trains and decommissioned its tech so that BioPure no longer tracked it. They had also recruited rebels who had worked the trains and would be able to help us by adding our untrackable train cars to the scheduled trains when they came in and out of stations, offloading passengers and supplies. This gave us the best chance of getting to New Manhattan undetected, as no one seemed to notice the additional cars added to the already lengthy train.

      The Unpaired kept to themselves in one car while our team, along with Syeth and me, did the same in the other car. Everyone was deep in their own thoughts over the upcoming mission. Syeth and I rehashed the plan once again, with our team asking additional questions and going through various what-if scenarios. We’d gone over it so many times that I was seeing it in my sleep.

      When we arrived in New Manhattan, the Unpaired separated from the train, heading to their destination while our team went to meet with Sarah and her teams.

      In the time that we’d been away from the city, the rebels had joined forces to create real issues for BioPure. The rebels had sabotaged kiosk centers, and the lines to active kiosks now curved around the prominent BioPure facilities in each district so that citizens could receive their mods.

      VaxWell had been wiped out and now it was our turn to do the same with BioPure.
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        * * *

      

      On the morning of the rally, I woke without an ounce of nervousness. Today was the day, and I was more than ready to see it through. Sledge was going down. Grabbing a cold cup of coffee, I stared out the window of the Level Three safehouse at what I could see of New Manhattan and realized that I didn’t belong here in this city anymore. My connection to it disappeared the moment I’d left. It had only taken me months to realize it. I was a rebel through and through now, and I found it hard to think of what my life would look like when this was all over. There was a lot of work to be done to rebuild our society, but I couldn’t imagine where I would end up.

      We received word from Isra and her team via a hacked dove, telling us that they were in position before the dove crashed to the ground into unusable pieces.

      “Dramatic much?” I asked Syeth. We were both fully outfitted in our tactical gear under thick jackets and making our way out of the safehouse to meet the others. Sarah had set us up a few blocks from the meeting point where we were going to convene before raiding the stadium.

      “At least she’s consistent,” he said.

      “Have you spoken to Jarid?”

      “I received a message from him this morning. He and the other managers will be in position, as well.”

      “Good.” Syeth took my hand as we walked together through the streets of New Manhattan. We were connecting with the others a block away from the rally. And the closer we got to the stadium, the more we could blend in with the crowd.

      The temperature was still cold, but not as bad as what we’d dealt with in Chicago. We played it up and wore scarves and hats to conceal our identities from the doves, which flew in a grid-like pattern to surveil the crowds entering the stadium. Security was on high alert based on the number of doves and personnel canvassing the streets. With our heads covered, we were confident that we wouldn’t be identified from above, and we were banking on BioPure security not looking for us in New York.

      When we made it to the meeting point, we entered through the back of what appeared to be a long-closed restaurant. The interior had been demolished so that the kitchen and dining areas were one room. However, the place was filled with computer equipment and dozens of rebels stopping or walking between stations.

      The floors were uneven from the renovation, and the lack of decor left a lot to be desired, but this was all we needed.

      A familiar face raced toward us. Jeremy’s hair was much longer and tied back at the nape of his neck, but it was him all the same.

      “I never thought I’d see you again,” my best friend said.

      “Me, too,” I said, hugging him against me. “How are you?”

      “Great,” he said, shaking Syeth’s hand. “I can’t believe you orchestrated all this. We’ve come a long way, huh?”

      “Oh yeah.”

      Sarah came into the room with an older, mousy-looking man and they stood at the center of the room, waiting for everyone to quiet down before they gave out instructions. A memory washed over me, from back when Sarah had run her small sector of rebels and Syeth and I had been new to the cause.

      “You each will need a ticket to get inside,” Sarah said. “Check your body for any metal because security will stop you at the entrance if you flag the system in any way. No bags, either. That will slow down the process.”

      “Stay with the flow of the crowd and be as inconspicuous as possible.” The scrawny man had a gravelly voice. It seemed as if he strained to speak. “Once inside the stadium, move into position as quickly as possible.”

      Sarah separated us into three teams. We were on a team with two serious-looking men named Xavier and Pieter. They were dressed for the tundra, but I imagined their coats were built to conceal the weapons, which Jarid and the other managers had planted inside the stadium already.

      “Each team has a designated manager to meet with on each of the floors,” Sarah said.

      She assigned us to the second floor and handed each of us a ticket. Her fingers held onto mine a few seconds too long. “Godspeed, Lora. None of this would have been possible without you.”

      “You recruited me,” I said, smiling.

      Sarah nodded and handed over the ticket. I slipped it into my jacket pocket and followed my team out the same door we’d entered.
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        * * *

      

      Falling back into the moving crowd was easier this time. We had a purpose. Syeth and I stayed together, walking with the growing crowd headed to the stadium while keeping the rest of our team moving along ahead of us, just within view.

      BioPure’s elite soldiers paced in front of most of the entrances to the stadium, their eagle eyes on the crowd as they entered. We passed security without much more than a glance passing between us. The metal detectors hadn’t picked out any of us, and neither had the doves.

      Inside the stadium, people were filing to their seats while others waited in line at the food stations and biomod kiosks, all of them set up specifically for this event.

      “Through here,” Syeth said, catching my attention and bringing it back to the mission.

      People filled a stairwell leading to the second floor, walking on either side and heading toward their seats. The rally would take place in less than twenty minutes, and we had to be in place before everyone found their seats. The fewer people around in the hallways, the higher the chance of us getting caught.

      On the second floor, we walked as quickly as we could toward a storage room as the rest of our team arrived.

      Jarid stood nearby in a suit which was tailored to his frame. His hair was slicked back, making him look like a replica of his father and even more opposite from Syeth.

      “Where is Marcus?” I asked.

      “He’s covering us,” Jarid said, ushering all four of us inside.

      It was a tight fit with all five of us, but we gathered around a bag Jarid retrieved from a bottom shelf and set at the center of our little group. Jarid reached inside and picked up one of the guns. It didn’t look like a typical rifle and appeared to be made from some sort of composite that definitely wasn’t metal.

      “How do you expect us to walk around with that?” Xavier asked. He had a permanent frown on his face, which had deepened even more at the sight of the gun.

      Jarid grinned. “They separate into three parts, making them easier to conceal.”

      He held the rifle in front of him and snapped the three pieces apart; the stock, the body, and the barrel. He then handed rifles out to each of us. I disassembled and reassembled mine twice—being quicker the second time—so I was sure I could do it correctly.

      “Here’s the ammo,” Jarid said, handing off a cartridge to each of us. We were only able to get a limited amount of ammo, so you’re being given six bullets each. You’ll need to make them count.”

      I looked at the shells in the cartridge. They shimmered green and violet against the overhead light.

      “Are we ready?” Jarid asked as his phone pinged from his pocket. “Wait.” He read the screen, his gaze darting across it. “We need to meet the others.”

      Jarid opened the door and rushed out. We struggled to conceal our weapons as he ducked into the nearest door on the opposite side of the hallway. The conference room had a panoramic view of the city, with floor to ceiling windows.

      A long table and chairs took up the room, and so did three other managers. I only recognized Felicity. Marcus wasn’t there.

      A pit formed in my stomach when I saw the sour faces of the managers.

      “What happened?” Jarid asked.

      “One of the rebel infiltration teams got picked up by security,” Felicity said. Like Jarid, she was dressed more formally in an expensive pantsuit. Her hair was slicked back into a chignon. “The operation might be compromised.”

      “It’s too soon,” Jarid said.

      I didn’t miss the glance in my direction. I had a feeling he was thinking of his previous failed mission.

      “It was one team,” Syeth said. “Let’s try and figure this out.”

      Xavier and Pieter held sentry positions, one near the door and the other by the windows.

      “We’re still going to the private boxes, yes?” Pieter asked.

      “As far as we know,” Jarid said, and then he turned to the other managers. They huddled together and shared their phone screens. It was hard for me to concentrate on anything, though, knowing that a team had been taken down—especially when Jarid hadn’t shared any more information than that.

      I was growing impatient, and interrupted Jarid. “What’s happening? We don’t have a lot of time before we have to get to the box.”

      “We’re not sure yet. Hold tight.”

      He turned away from me, but I grabbed his arm and whipped him around. “I won’t hold on. I have to know if this is happening.”

      Jarid glanced at the other managers and sighed. “Marcus is using his security access to track messages as BioPure security decides what to do with the infiltration team.”

      “What will they do?”

      “If the captured team can convince security they were acting alone, chances are the rally will go on and this will still be our best chance to get Sledge.”

      “And if they can’t?”

      Jarid pressed his lips together before speaking. “If they can’t, we’ll have to abandon the mission.”

      “No! We’ve come too far to bail out now. Everything is in place and Sledge isn’t expecting us. This has to happen today.” I knew I sounded panicked, but there was no way I was watching Sledge walk away again.

      “We don’t want that, either,” Felicity said. “But we can only do this if we have the go-ahead to do it safely.”

      Messages scrolled over Jarid’s phone screen. He read them off to us. “Sledge is still coming. He doesn’t want to cancel. His ETA is ten minutes. Security’s updating their protocols. They’re putting extra precautions around the stage—” Jarid sucked in a breath and shook his head violently before backing away from the group. “No!”

      “What is it?” Xavier asked. A chunk of his dark hair flopped into his face, cutting a shadow across his eyes.

      Jarid looked up at me. “We have to leave.” His face had drained of color.

      Syeth grabbed his brother by the shoulders. “What’s the matter?”

      “They cracked under the interrogation.” Jarid moved away from us, staring at his phone. “Security knows there’s more than one rebel team in the stadium.”

      “None of us would have said anything,” Pieter said. “There’s too much at stake.”

      “Someone ratted us out,” Jarid said.

      “This was a mistake!” Felicity shrieked. “They’re going to kill us all.”

      Xavier shushed her. “It will be fine. What else does your phone say?”

      “Uh,” Jarid muttered as his gaze darted across the screen. “There’s been a priority message issued for all security teams to find and capture—”

      “Capture who?” Pieter asked.

      Jarid looked at me again. This time, there wasn’t the same urgency in his eyes. It was fear I was seeing. “Lora.”

      “Me? How do they know I’m here?”

      “Someone must have told them,” Jarid said.

      Syeth glared at Xavier and Pieter. “We trusted you all. We put this together for the greater good.” He lunged at Pieter, and I reached out to grab his jacket to stop him.

      “We can’t fight here.” I turned to his twin. “Jarid, you know this place better than us. Where do we go to find safety?”

      “We have an evacuation plan if things turn sour,” Pieter said. “Come on.” He didn’t waste any time waiting for us as he opened the door and strode out.

      As much as Syeth questioned their allegiance, we were all on the same side. Any rebels caught in the stadium would get punished, and we couldn’t risk any more rebels being caught. As much as I hated the idea, it looked like Sledge would walk away. Again.

      “We staked out an emergency exit ahead of time,” Xavier explained.

      Felicity and the other managers took off in the direction we had come from. She shouted an apology to us, but it wasn’t sincere. At least not in my eyes. At the same time, I understood. She had a family to protect—as did I.

      “On the other side of the concession stands on this level is a utility room that leads to a network of passages that connect all over the stadium; they’ll lead us down to the ground level,” Pieter said as we followed him. “Maintenance workers access them when working on electrical and plumbing. It will be a tight squeeze in some areas, but we’ll make it.”

      Then what? That was the question, but there was no time to think about it. One step at a time. We needed to get out of the stadium and regroup. I’d no idea when we would ever have another chance at Sledge, but we couldn’t risk getting caught.

      The closer we got to the more populated areas, the more security we saw ahead. They instructed the civilians to clear the concourse and go find their seats. To those who weren’t rebels, it might have seemed as if the rally was about to begin, but I knew the security forces were clearing the hallways in order to find us.

      Syeth and I ducked away into a small alcove leading to seats. Jarid slowed and nodded at the security passing us.

      Xavier and Pieter moved off to the other side of the concourse, heading toward more seating. There were still enough civilians milling around to hide us, but I wasn’t sure for how long.

      “I heard there’s a breach,” Jarid said to security.

      “What is he doing?” I hissed.

      “Buying us time. But we can’t go anywhere.” Syeth checked inside the stadium and hurried back to me. “This place is crawling with security. I don’t see a way out.”

      I looked around our immediate area. If we moved from our spots, then we would appear in the open and there was no way we wouldn’t get caught. Across the alcove was a closed concession stand. I risked moving from our spot to the stand and walked around the side to see if we could get in. The door was locked, but I tried it a few times for good measure.

      Syeth joined me and kicked a panel. It let out a tinny sound and both of us turned to make sure security hadn’t heard him. He reached down and pulled the panel away from the wall. Syeth bent down. “There’s room for only one of us. You should hide.”

      “No.” If I hid, Syeth would be at risk.

      “They’re looking for you.”

      “And they won’t stop until they find me! At least if you’re hidden, then they won’t take you, too.”

      Jarid found us, still arguing about who would crawl in. He looked up from his watch and frowned at us. “I’m sorry.” Before I could ask, Jarid turned toward security and called out, “They’re over here!”

      “What?” I screeched as six security rushed over to him.

      “Jarid, what the hell?” Syeth screamed.

      Jarid stepped back and then walked away from us without a second glance.

      Syeth grabbed my arm, yanking me behind him. Security descended, all six raising their guns in our direction. I couldn’t believe Jarid would do that. Not after everything. It didn’t make sense. Security shouted at us, but I couldn’t make out the words over the rush of blood in my head. He’d betrayed us.

      Three stun patches slammed into Syeth’s chest, and he went down almost immediately. Before I could move, something hard slapped me in the forehead. The mild zing from the patch radiated from my head and down my body. The world went black before the electricity flowed down to my toes.
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      I could feel my body swaying, and my head felt thick, as if I’d been drinking too much home brew. The nausea came next, so I took slow, deep breaths, willing my stomach to calm, but the constant sway of my body only seemed to make it worse.

      A buzzing filled my ears. It started low, as if I was next to a humming computer. As I continued to sway side to side, the rush of sound intensified to deafening levels. I reached up to cover my ears, but my arms didn’t move. I tried again. Pressure built around my arms and chest.

      “Stop squirming,” a gruff voice said from above me. It wasn’t Syeth or Jarid, or anyone I recognized.

      Focusing on the voice, my vision cleared and I could see that I was being carried by two BioPure soldiers. One had his arms wrapped tightly around my torso, pinning my arms to my sides, while the other gripped my legs, holding them against his hip. The soldier holding my torso lifted me higher against him, which gave my body a bit of a shake and renewed my nausea. I stopped trying to look around and closed my eyes again.

      The buzzing noise was increasing in volume again, and I opened my mouth to scream, but was silenced when the soldier holding my legs shoved fabric into my mouth. My tongue pushed forward to get rid of it, but there was too much of it.

      Patting my leg as if I were some sort of the pet, the soldier chuckled. “You don’t want to choke now. The boss has an important job for you.”

      The boss. Sledge. That was why Jarid had wanted to run. He had wanted to protect himself.

      I couldn’t believe I had trusted him, only to be betrayed—again. I wasn’t sure what Sledge wanted with me. I thought of how he’d ordered his security to kill John and wondered if I would leave the stadium alive.

      Thumping music filtered down the hallway we were walking through. Was Sledge going to hold me there until after he spewed his lies to New Manhattan? Then what? A voice echoed in the distance and then the screams and applause from the civilians got even louder.

      They brought me behind a thick, black curtain that dampened the light from the hallway and dropped me onto a padded table.

      The room looked to be a staging area, and from the deafening sound of thousands of voices screaming and yelling, we must have been just below the stage. The soldiers wore violet armbands. During our strategy meetings, we’d been informed that those bands were only given to the most elite soldiers—Sledge’s personal bodyguards. I knew I was in trouble, and I started to try to get up so I could run.

      One of the bodyguards pressed a hand to my chest, pushing me back down. The padding under me was paper thin and the cool metal radiated against my back. I knew what was coming as I fought them, kicking and flailing my arms; anything to stop what was going to happen next. I’d managed to kick one of the bodyguards, and with a growl, he pinned my legs to the table before strapping them tightly down. Then he helped the other guard strap my torso and then my arms to the table. I thrashed against the bindings, but it was no use. I wasn’t getting off the table on my own.

      They stepped away from the table and stood at attention.

      I screamed against the gag, shaking my head to help dislodge it from my mouth, but it clung to me.

      They didn’t even blink. The last time I had been strapped down against my will had been in New Manhattan in the VaxWell labs with Esperanza Rothkind. The thought of Jarid forced heat through me. He had betrayed us in the end. Sucking air into my mouth through the gag, I puffed up my cheeks, blowing out as much air as I could. The gag shifted enough that I could spit it out.

      I opened my mouth to scream. The guard closest to me reached down to retrieve the gag and waved it in front of my face.

      “You want this again?”

      I turned away from him, pressing my lips together.

      “Then be quiet. He’s almost here.”

      Before he finished his sentence, the curtain opened and Sledge walked through, looking exactly the same as he had at the lab with not a hair out of place.

      “Lora Flannigan,” Sledge said, walking around the table. In my position, he seemed much taller, but not menacing enough for me to cower under his gaze. He was the enemy I’d sworn to take down. His lower lip jutted out. “This is it?” He glanced at his bodyguards. “This is all John Wingum’s protege has to offer? A half-baked assassination plan thwarted by a stun patch to the forehead?” He shook his head and clicked his tongue. “You hardly seem worthy of him. A little chick barely out of the nest.”

      “You have no idea what I’m capable of.”

      “Oh yes, I do. Well, maybe what you used to be capable of. With the scans of your unusual brain completed, there’s no use for you anymore.” Sledge’s finger moved my hair aside, and my stomach rolled at his touch. I moved my head to avoid his touch.

      A slow smile moved across his mouth, and he did it again. “At least that was what I thought. I have the perfect end to your silly, weak rebellion.”

      “You’re not going to win,” I said through gritted teeth.

      He leaned closer to me, enough that his hot breath seared my cheeks. “I already have.”

      “Mr. Hornmeister,” a voice said from the entrance.

      He winked at me and then stood up straight as if nothing had occurred between us.

      The woman walked up to him, her gaze flicking to me with momentary interest before moving back to him. A headset curled around one ear and she referenced the tablet splayed across her palm. She leaned closer to him and whispered something.

      “Excellent,” he said to her, and she scurried out of the room without a second look in my direction. I didn’t like the sparkle of excitement in Sledge’s eyes. His shoulders pulled back and his bright smile made my stomach churn. “Now, it’s time to put you to good use.” He reached for something at my side. I could hear the whir of a motor, and the table began to tilt. I tensed as my feet began to drop and my head rise. Soon enough, I was upright, coming face-to-face with my enemy. His bodyguards shifted their weight and strode out of the room, leaving us alone. Then Sledge leaned in and snarled, “Showtime.”

      A loud clunk sounded and the ceiling above us began to separate. I blinked at the bright light as I felt us start to rise. “What’s happening?”

      “It’s your debut,” he said, throwing on his fake, camera-ready smile. He laughed, and the roaring crowd swallowed his voice. They were even louder than before.

      The sun shone down on me as a breeze of cold air rippled over my clothes. I blinked a few times to get my bearings, and I couldn’t stop the gasp that crossed my lips as I took in the thousands of people who surrounded us. The stage was positioned at one end of the stadium, and it looked as though every seat was filled. That sickening nausea was coming back, but this time, I knew it was from fear.

      Once we were level with the stage, Sledge stepped away from me and toward a microphone stand. He opened his arms wide, and the crowd went crazy for him as he spun around in a circle, doing a little dance before throwing his arms in the air again. With each crazy dance move he made, the crowd ate it up, screaming for more.

      He lifted the microphone from the stand. “I want to see which side is the loudest. How about here?” He held out the mic toward the center of the stadium in front of him. They screamed and cheered. He laughed and moved on to the other side of the stage. He carried on as if he were a rock star, churning up the excitement from the crowd who worshipped him.

      I screamed out in frustration and fear, but my voice didn’t carry against the deafening roar of the crowd. A warning look from Sledge silenced me, and I looked out at the audience. We were surrounded on three sides. The seats closest to the stage were filled with white-clad people, though the colors darkened toward the higher levels. All of the levels were represented, and everyone watched him with rapt attention. No doubt, they wanted this cure to help their families. I didn’t blame them, but they needed to know the truth.

      “It’s so lovely to see you all here today,” Sledge said to more cheering. “I know you’ve been waiting on this news, and I’m so proud to stand here in one of my favorite cities in the country and tell you that we have found a cure for New Zero.”

      I went deaf as the stadium erupted once more.

      “Yes!” Sledge called out. “Your suffering will end soon!” Even his voice was being swallowed by the cheers. “The virus that has been hanging over us for so long will cease being a threat to you! To me! To the country!”

      He held the microphone at his side and soaked up the attention like a sponge. After a few seconds, he held his hands out in front of him and bounced his hands in a “quiet-down” gesture.

      The voices began to quiet until there was only a dull roar of activity among them.

      “While that is the reason I’m here, I want to share even more good news.” He made a show of walking across the stage, nodding his head and pressing his lips together. He let out a bark of laughter as he looked at me. “The rebellion responsible for creating New Zero in the first place has been crushed.”

      Creating New Zero?

      “Its leaders are dead or captured; its fighting units are out of commission.” He gestured to me, and the excited and bright expressions that had been sent in Sledge’s direction turned to sour and hateful scowls centered right on me.

      Sledge turned to me. “In fact, we’ve captured the woman responsible for New Zero.”

      What? This wasn’t true. I fought against the bindings, but they were too tight, and I couldn’t loosen the straps. I shook my head, trying to tell them he was lying.

      The booing intensified until it was a dissatisfied roar among the crowd. Sledge waited a beat before continuing. He smirked at me as if we were both in on a joke.

      “A rebel leader who led the Denver raid, which left so many out west without their memories.”

      “Kill her!” several people in the front shouted. “Her blood for their blood!” The chanting grew louder, and people whistled and booed even more.

      My heart raced. They had no idea Sledge had lied and tricked them. They believed in him and that I was the enemy. I had tried to save them, but they would never know that with Sledge holding the microphone.

      “He’s lying!” I screamed until my throat when raw. “He’s the one spreading New Zero!” I thrashed against the bindings so hard that the table rocked. I had to try to get through to them. If I could convince one person to listen, maybe they could find a way to stop him. But no one heard me, or no one wanted to hear me, as all eyes remained fixed on Sledge.

      “This is a message to all of those who choose to go against BioPure. We’re here for the people and always will protect you!” Sledge said.

      He stepped closer to me, and our faces flickered on the holograms scattered around the stadium.

      “Lora Flannigan, I sentence you to death by lethal injection.”

      My fear was reflected by the holograms. I wasn’t getting off of the stage until I was in a body bag. This was it.

      A shimmering object flashed to my left and I looked sideways to see a mechanical arm with a syringe attached to the end come out from behind me.

      “Shall we count it down?” Sledge asked the crowd. “Ten, nine, eight—”

      Numbers flashed above me on the holograms, and the audience counted down the seconds to my death as if it was an entertaining sports game they were witnessing.

      My thrashing intensified as the straps cut into my skin. I thought of Syeth, wondering where he was. Was he already dead, or was he going to watch me die on this stage? I screamed and cried out with everything I had as the needle got closer, but there was nothing I could do to escape it, and the tip punctured my arm.
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      The pinch of the needle into my upper left arm felt more like someone had grabbed my arm and twisted it. Or maybe that was due to me thrashing against the bonds, trying to prevent all of the serum from getting inside of me. When the needle pulled away, a dot of blood erupted from the spot where it had injected me. My breathing intensified and I began to pant like a dog, even though I knew I shouldn’t give the serum a quicker route to my heart. I couldn’t believe it. I was going to die. Tears streamed down my face as I thought of never seeing my parents or Syeth again.

      The stadium had grown silent as everyone watched me get injected and then seemed to hold their collective breaths, waiting for me to die.

      “Let this serve as a lesson for anyone who wants to defy BioPure!” Sledge’s voice echoed around the now quiet stadium. “We will not tolerate these terrorists breaking down our way of life.”

      The searing pain began to move up my arm and spread throughout my body, and I couldn’t stop the scream that came out of me. I could almost trace the path it took to my heart and whatever other organs the drug was about to destroy. My chest heaved with the effort of breathing. Fire blazed in my veins until I was sure I was about to explode. The venom raced toward my rapidly beating heart as I writhed in agony, sobbing from the pain.

      I’d never expected to be injected to die like this, but it seemed much more painful than I thought it should be.

      A flash of Mia’s face appeared in my vision. It wasn’t her dead on the floor, but we were back in the main building of BioPure. After she had injected herself to treat her wounds.

      As quickly as the pain surged through me, it died down. I sucked in a breath of air and looked around the stadium. Something was wrong. Was there a numbing effect before my final seconds?

      I spotted the faces of those in the first few rows. Their features were sharper. I could almost see the dilation of their pupils as they watched Sledge speak lies about the rebellion. The feedback from the microphone scraped at my ears, and I winced. Yet, no one else seemed bothered by it.

      My hands curled into fists as warmth spread through my biceps. Something had gone wrong. I didn’t want to die, but why wasn’t I dying?

      My heart rate slowed, but curling tendrils of strength tensed my muscles. I strained against the straps, leaning forward to give myself more room, and they seemed to stretch with me.

      “The good must outweigh the evil in this world if we are to survive and thrive!” Sledge continued.

      I lifted my right foot up a couple of inches and then pushed against the strap holding my legs, and I felt the strap start to loosen. I wasn’t dying. I was stronger. Whatever they had injected me with wasn’t about to kill me. No wonder Mia’s face had appeared in my vision. That night in Denver, she had injected herself with a biomod to keep her strong. This had to be similar. How else could I explain the sharpness of my sight and suddenly keener hearing? Homing in on individuals in the crowd gave me the ability to hear exactly what they were saying, even from on stage.

      A smile split my lips as a shimmering wave of light danced across the crowd. Everyone looked down at their devices—they’d lit up on their own.

      Sledge kept on talking as the people in the stadium turned to each other. Confused expressions and panicked discussion suddenly overwhelmed the stadium.

      That was when Sledge noticed. He peered around at the now distracted crowd before checking his own device. His face flushed with anger just as four of his violet-armed bodyguards rushed the stage and quickly surrounded him. Suddenly, the BioPure security, who had set up sentries in front of the stage and were standing in the aisles, began to fall to stun patches by the droves. I had no idea how they had gotten inside the stadium after my capture, but rebels were taking down the soldiers. I couldn’t sit idly by while they fought for our cause.

      “Sir, you need to come with us,” one of his bodyguards said.

      My head swam, but I didn’t let Sledge out of my sight. I was only a few feet away from him, and I couldn’t let him escape. Flexing my arms out to the sides, I stretched the straps enough to pull my arms free. Reaching up, I yanked on the one holding my torso in place, snapping it in two. Reaching down, I released my legs and stepped free of the table.

      This was my chance.

      My heart pounded as I surveyed the stadium. Soldiers continued to topple. Turning to look for Sledge, I saw he was already at the back of the stage. He shouted orders at his bodyguards. None of them saw me as I sprinted over to them. I nearly tripped over my own feet as the world readjusted itself around me. It was as if the world moved slower than normal.

      Within moments, I was behind the group and grabbing onto the back of one of the bodyguards. Fisting his jacket in my hands, I whipped him to the side, sending him tumbling into the scaffolding at the back of the stage. One of the other bodyguards rushed me and my fist shot out, connecting with his jaw. Blood spurted from his mouth as he crumpled to the ground. I flexed my hand, ready for the next one.

      Of the two remaining guards, one pushed Sledge ahead of him so the guard could cover his back and the other turned toward me, lifting his rifle to shoot me. I grabbed the barrel, pushing the rifle up and slamming it into the guard’s face. His legs crumpled under him and I wrenched the gun away as he fell. Lifting the rifle, I shot the bodyguard blocking Sledge, my aim true as he collapsed where he stood with a bullet wound to the chest. In slow motion, I caught the other guard reaching for his sidearm out of the corner of my eye and turned, shooting him in the head. The body guards had distracted me enough that Sledge was now backstage.

      A woman screamed, and I looked up to face the woman who had reported to Sledge earlier. He held her in front of him like a shield, taking rapid steps backwards as he dragged her along with him. With a hard shove, he sent her toward me with her arms flailing for balance, before he turned and ran away.

      Coward.

      She screamed again, and I pushed her aside and chased Sledge. My steps were quick and true, leading me toward him. I easily covered the distance exiting the backstage area to see him racing down a corridor, zig-zagging as he ran.

      I slowed and lifted my rifle. There wasn’t anyone else around for him to use as a shield, and my shot was clear the moment I put the sight against my eye. His movements were erratic, but I wouldn’t miss.

      I pulled the trigger, and Sledge went down with a bullet to his torso. He wasn’t dead, but he wasn’t getting far now.

      I walked over to him. The screams and shouts from the people in the stadium faded into the distance behind me as memories of my life moved through my mind as if they were a film.

      The weight of the rifle in my hand reminded me of Dad and all he had taught me about how to use guns and about his life living in the woods. Sledge and his mission had forced Dad to leave his home and live in the city. BioPure had forced him to become someone he hadn’t wanted to be and into a marriage that had led to so much heartache.

      Sledge groaned and flopped over onto his back. Once he saw me, he shrieked, rolled over again, and started to crawl.

      This man had orchestrated the pain of so many families. Mom had wanted to find happiness while helping others. BioPure had pushed her out of New Manhattan, making her leave her family behind as she fled with John. While BioPure had brought us all together while on the run, it had broken our family and prevented me from being with my biological father.

      And John’s lifelong fight for the greater good had been demolished by this man in a heartbeat.

      “Don’t kill me!” Sledge said.

      I stepped on his back, pressing him into the ground. I could snap his neck if I wanted to, but I wanted him to suffer the way I had. The way my family had.

      I had tried to be the perfect Level Three citizen, but I’d always known there was something more sinister lying under the surface of the city where I’d lived.

      Sledge tried to shift under my foot and I released him, watching as he rolled to his back and then sat up. Pressing against the wall, he shimmied up it until he was standing, his arm pressed to his side as his shirt soaked with blood.

      “You’re not walking away from here,” I said to him.

      “You’re not a killer, Lora,” he said, coughing.

      “You don’t know anything about me.”

      “I don’t know how you didn’t die on that stage, but if you let me go, I promise you will have immunity. We could use someone as resilient as you. I was wrong about you. Your brain is special. There are mods to make you even better than you are. They can enhance your life. I can do that for you.”

      “No thanks,” I said, raising the rifle. “Your reign of terror is over.”

      He reached out to swat at the rifle barrel, but I stepped back out of the way and he stumbled forward, almost falling.

      His terror had lived in every citizen of New Manhattan, including a younger version of myself. If I hadn’t met Syeth and Jarid, and fallen in love, I would never have known the truth. My childhood was tainted by BioPure, and it was over now.

      So many lives had been twisted, broken, and destroyed by this one man. I breathed out to steady myself, like Dad taught me, and pulled the trigger twice. Sledge slid to the floor once more, and his body twisted as the life drained from it. Then he slumped over fully as blood spread across the floor.

      I stared down at him, the rifle still at the ready, just as cautious as I had been with Mia. Both of them had been pumped up with biomods—as I was now—and I had to be sure this man was dead. Without Sledge around, there was a chance of a better life for all of us.

      I counted to one hundred before I dropped the rifle to the ground. The burst of strength I’d had deserted me, but my new senses overwhelmed me, and I slumped against the wall. I closed my eyes, but that only made my hearing even sharper. I plugged my ears with my hands as I focused on my breathing. The slow echo in my mind forced the movement of oxygen into my body a little steadier.

      Sledge was dead. I had killed him. It was over. BioPure wouldn’t be able to survive without their devious and destructive CEO.

      “Lora!”

      Syeth’s voice rang out even through my blocked ears.

      He appeared from down the hall where I had come with a whole group of rebels behind him. His rifle bounced against his back.

      I pushed away from the wall as both Syeth and Jarid raced toward me. The other rebels behind the brothers charged forward, spotting Sledge.

      “He’s dead,” I said, wavering on my feet.

      I still wasn’t used to my strength, and I pitched forward. The strain from the running and fighting with the bodyguards overwhelmed me. Exhaustion battered my muscles until I could barely stand upright. The corridor swam around me, and my vision blurred. Syeth or Jarid reached for me, wrapping his arms around me and holding me up. I breathed with relief and choked out a sob before my muscles finally gave out.
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      “Do you want a hand?” Syeth asked.

      Another shooting pain shot up my leg, over my hip, and wrapped around my waist. “Do I look like I need one?” I leaned heavily against the wall, trying not to wince. This would pass. It always did, until it happened again.

      Syeth smirked. “Kind of.”

      “I got it,” I said. “The doctor said that the more I move, the more the biomod will work its way through my system. I don’t know how Mia was able to function like this.”

      “She continued to inject, which prevented her from having these hangover-type symptoms.”

      Along with the internal and external bruising, and the limited use of my right hand, which was wrapped tightly with gauze, it appeared as if I would survive. Though, I hoped the soreness would subside soon. As it was, I felt as if I had been at the gym for hours and days at a time.

      Syeth slowed his pace to keep with mine. We both wore black pants—signaling the end of the level system in the city—and Syeth’s white shirt was unbuttoned at the top. The look of him reminded me of when we’d first met.

      “They better have comfortable chairs,” I teased.

      “We’ll leave if they don’t.” He took my good hand gently as we stopped in front of a door.

      I hesitated before opening the door. The stinging pain of Jarid’s betrayal at the rally rivaled the ache in my muscles. When they had found me, Jarid had tried to convince Syeth and me that he’d had to do what he’d done, but I wasn’t so sure. I had almost died at Sledge’s hand, and if it hadn’t been for our rebels, I might have. Which was how Syeth had obtained an invitation to the debriefing with the commanders. It hadn’t taken much convincing since I’d taken down the main target.

      “You don’t have to like him after this, but you should hear him out,” Syeth said.

      “I know.” I pushed open the door.

      A dozen people were already inside the main room of the penthouse apartment in New Manhattan. Syeth had suggested me using a wheelchair to get there faster, but I’d wanted to walk it myself. I was no longer a weak link to the rebellion and wasn’t afraid of showing my scars.

      I had no idea who lived here. The room was elegantly decorated, even more so than Syeth and Jarid’s penthouse had been when I’d first met them. Cream-colored furniture—sofas and leather chairs—filled the space.

      Jarid came over to us and looked me over, concern etched across his face. I hadn’t seen him since he’d caught me when I’d nearly passed out after killing Sledge. He and Syeth looked as opposite as they had when I’d first met them. He was clean-shaven and had buttoned up his shirt all the way.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked.

      “As good as I look.”

      “Come sit over here,” Jarid said before he led me over to a thick, oversized chair by the stone fireplace.

      I nodded but avoided looking him in the eyes. I wanted to walk myself, and I wasn’t entirely sure that what Jarid was about to say would convince me of his innocence.

      “We can get started now,” Isra said. She and two of her commanders sat on the largest couch while two others stood behind it, clasping their hands behind their backs.

      The nine remaining BioPure managers had spread themselves around the room, some sitting and others standing. Syeth stood behind my chair and Jarid stepped toward Isra while Sarah and her people stood off to the side nearest the door.

      One of Isra’s commanders stepped forward—a serious-looking woman. She was about my height and build, and her sure stride met Jarid in the center of the room. “The purpose for this debriefing is to go over what occurred at the rally. This information will be recorded and retained in the new government records.” She pulled a device from her pocket and placed it on the side table closest to my chair. She recorded the date and time, her name—Rickards—and asked Jarid to state his name, as well.

      “Thank you,” Rickards said. “Now, in your own words, tell us what happened at the stadium on the day of the rally.”

      Jarid took a deep breath and let it out slowly before he began to speak. “Two days ago, the managers and I split up in various locations throughout the stadium to meet our assigned strike teams. My team included Lora and Syeth.” He gestured to us. “We met on the second level of the stadium and I handed them each a BioPure rifle and ammo designed to pierce the shield Sledge had erected around the stage which he would be standing on for the rally. As we were preparing to go take our positions, I got word that one of the rebel teams had been captured and interrogated. Through them, BioPure had learned that rebels were going to make an attempt on Sledge’s life and that Lora was in the stadium. We decided to abandon the plan and escape.”

      Jarid took a breath, and my heart started to race. Ever since the biomod had been injected, my heart rate was erratic, almost as if it wanted another dose. But while part of my reaction was from the mod, I mostly wanted to know what had gone on in Jarid’s head when he had decided to throw me to the wolves.

      “Immediately, the BioPure security force began searching the stadium for any rebels, with orders to capture and detain Lora. Before we could reach an exit, we were surrounded, and I had to make a decision.”

      I leaned forward, even though my back ached with the effort.

      “We still had plans to release the list of those civilians who had been experimented on without their knowledge, and it needed to happen before Sledge found out and managed to put a stop to it. I had an idea, but it required giving up Lora’s location in order for me to remain free.”

      Jarid’s words stung, and I fought back tears at hearing him say them aloud.

      “I had to get away without them suspecting my involvement with the mission,” Jarid said. “There wasn’t time to explain, so to keep my cover, I was the one to blow hers. Watching them take Lora and my brother, it was—” his voice cut off before he cleared his throat. “It ended up in our favor, though. Once Lora’s team had been captured, Sledge thought the threat had passed and carried on with the rally, which meant we could still move forward.”

      Jarid stopped and swallowed. “I—uh—I thought we were in the clear and everything would work out until even more messages came through the system. Worse messages than I’d expected. We…we received word that Sledge planned to execute Lora on the stage.” Jarid’s voice was thick with emotion, and I ground my teeth together to hold back my own.

      “Since I had put her in that situation, I saw it as a blessing in disguise. Two of the managers who hadn’t been rounded up, along with me, made our way backstage, past security. We were there as loyal supporters to Sledge, so no one blinked an eye at us. We had obtained the super-soldier biomod prior to the event, with the intention of using it to juice up one of our teams while we were inside the stadium, but instead, we switched it out with the lethal injection planned for Lora.”

      I shivered at the prospect of coming so close to death, and Syeth squeezed my shoulder, reminding me that he was by my side and I was safe now.

      “The timing couldn’t have been better. Since we’d prearranged to have the experimental biomod records released to everyone at a specific time, and because there’d been a delay in the start of the rally, everything went down at once. Lora was injected with the biomod as the records were released. Those rebels that had eluded capture and were still in the stadium began taking out BioPure soldiers, just as planned. There was chaos as civilians began to flee the stadium. The soldiers who had been guarding Syeth left their post to help control the stampede of people attempting to leave, so I released him and together we found Lora, after she had taken down Sledge.”

      When he finished speaking, I stood up and hobbled over to Jarid.

      “Lora,” he said before I wrapped my arms around his shoulders and pulled him against me. “I’m so sorry. I would never try to hurt you on purpose. I just—”

      “I know,” I said, patting him on the back.

      “We have work to do here,” Isra said.

      I leaned away from a teary-eyed Jarid and took his hand, leading him back to the chair with his brother. They embraced, as well, and I swiped at my tears that were threatening to fall. We should be celebrating, not crying. Sledge was dead, and his elite soldiers were captured and currently being weaned off all biomods, which, judging from how I felt, was going to be a painful process.

      Jarid and his team of managers had temporary control of BioPure, and aside from the debriefing, we were there to figure out next steps.

      Isra rose and stepped to the center of the room. “I’ve been given authority to speak on behalf of all of the rebels. Moving forward, we want to motion that BioPure be disbanded, and that a new republic is instituted. No unaccountable corporation should have this much control over people’s lives from now on.”

      “Agreed,” Jarid said, speaking for what remained of BioPure.

      “Also, the Pairing system will be abolished forever,” Sarah announced from where she stood.

      Jarid lightly squeezed my shoulder. “Agreed.”

      “The cures for New Zero and old Zero will be distributed to everyone who needs them, free of charge. Civil liberties of all citizens will be reinstated and enshrined in a new constitution,” Isra announced as all of the rebels nodded in agreement.

      Marcus stepped forward. One of his eyes was closed shut with a thick bluish-purple bruise. “This is too much change. Too quickly.”

      “Everyone deserves basic rights,” Isra argued.

      Marcus cleared his throat, wincing. I wondered how much damage was unseen. “Who’ll keep control in the meantime? Who’ll keep people from rioting? Handle the policing? Who’ll keep order?”

      Isra faced him, taking several steps in his direction. “While you have been hiding in your penthouses with full access to anything you could possibly need or want, there were people out there losing their minds.”

      “We had no control over what Sledge did; we were trying to survive here, too.” Marcus’ voice had risen until it was high and hoarse.

      Arguing ensued from there, with both sides throwing out accusations as well as excuses. All the noise was making my head ache, and I was done with people taking sides. It was time for all of us to be on the same side.

      Taking an unsteady step away from Syeth and Jarid, I walked toward Isra and held up my hand for silence. It was strange to command their attention so easily, but so much had changed since I had killed Sledge. I was a new person physically and mentally, and it would take a while to get used to it.

      “Order,” I said firmly, “isn’t worth protecting when it’s unjust. Disband BioPure. Found the republic. Make it work.”

      Isra smiled at me and nodded her head with respect. Something I’d never thought I’d see. I met the eyes of each of the managers and commanders. One by one, they nodded their agreement.

      There weren’t going to be any more arguments. At least, not today.
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      The transparent billowing curtains threw orange and pink light across the room as the sun set in the distance. I walked out onto the balcony, taking in the stretch of greenery in front of our home. Several houses had begun appearing like pinpricks on the edge of the land, but otherwise, my family and I were secluded from the concrete jungle of the city.

      I gripped the metal railing, leaning on it and testing my hand. I was fully healed from the fighting in New Manhattan, but the memory of the deep ache remained, and I was sure it always would. That day at the rally had changed my life, and the entire course of our country.

      The only physical remnants were the scars on my body from all of the fights we had endured in efforts put toward creating that future.

      “Lora,” a voice floated through the house.

      “Coming!” I called. Having a place to call my own never ceased to surprise me. Each day, waking up in a place we called our own was enough to keep a smile on my face throughout my waking hours. With all of the hardships I’d endured, there were times when I’d wake after a nightmare reliving John’s death or any other fight which had taken place—I blamed my perfect memory for that—and I hoped that someday those nightmares would be replaced with an abundance of happy memories.

      Walking back into the house, I drew in a breath of the fresh air. The bar at the edge of the living room had been Dad’s idea, as he had always wanted one. I grabbed a bottle of bubbly wine and several cups for the dinner Mom and I had been preparing all day. It was our first-year celebration of having the house and our freedom from BioPure.

      As I walked to the back patio, I reminisced about what we had accomplished. I no longer pushed away from the influx of memories which bombarded my mind at times. My memory had been a gift from John, and even if I hadn’t had a perfect memory, I would have wanted to honor him somehow. My mind brought about the memory of him, and each day his death hurt a little less.

      While he hadn’t been a part of Sledge’s takedown, he had helped shape a new society. It was Jarid who would help mold that society—starting in New York—which was going to need someone with a lot of patience to fix most if not all of the mistakes that BioPure and VaxWell had created in their search for domination.

      That was his dream, while Syeth’s was to head out to New California, start a farmstead, live outside the pressures of society, and enjoy what we had fought so hard to create.

      Jarid had asked me to stay with him to help out the cause in New York and advance the changes taking place. But I had other plans, and would walk a different path. With Syeth.

      Walking outside, the scent of fresh pine after the overnight rainstorm hit me. I slowed, taking in the environment I never thought I’d love as much as I did.

      Mom’s laughter tinkled along with the windchime, creating a lazy song in the air.

      She and Dad sat at the table playing cards. Dad pumped his arms in the air and Mom laughed at his display of victory.

      I smiled at them. Fully recovered, and better friends than ever, Mom and Dad had decided to come with Syeth and me to the farmstead. Dad had wanted to return to his roots and Mom had promised she’d never leave us again.

      A pair of arms snaked around my waist and I leaned against Syeth, basking in his warmth and strength.

      Syeth sneaking up on me brought up a memory from when we had been in the safehouse together after I had passed out from working so hard to pull the cure from my mind.

      “I heard you, you know,” I said.

      “Just now?”

      “No,” I said. “In the safehouse. You brought me back to life when I thought all was lost. I didn’t know it was you until you called for me at the stadium after I’d shot Sledge.”

      “I thought you forgot about that.” I tilted my head up to look at him. Pink had spread across his cheeks.

      “I don’t forget much.”

      “That’s right. Well, in any case, I hoped you would know it was me.” He kissed me and the forgotten bottle and cups rattled against each other in my hands. Laughing, he released me, taking the cups from me to bring them to the table while I followed with the bottle. Over the past year, I’d fallen more in love with Syeth than ever. We finally had what we both wanted, and there was no reason for us to be unhappy or restricted anymore.

      I was ready for the life that Syeth had promised. A small one with him and my parents. Jarid and the others could finish the work that we’d started in New York and beyond. I had earned my chance for happiness.
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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.
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        * * *

      

      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.
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