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      She’s a miracle—one BioPure intends to recapture at any cost.

      In a world devastated by the Zero Virus, the BioPure vaccine was the cure that saved millions in the apocalyptic aftermath. Yet, it had an unfortunate side effect: it inhibited reproduction, necessitating the Parings system, which matches couples to one another in order to produce healthy, test-tube babies. But Lora Flannigan is the naturally conceived miracle child with a single genetic flaw that has become her greatest weapon. Perfect recall.

      Since Lora uncovered and exposed BioPure’s treachery, the enemy has stopped at nothing in their quest to hunt her down. Now part of the rebellion, Lora sets out with her loved ones across the rugged and untamed desolation of New California in order to discover what really happened to her mother.

      But Lora isn’t the only one interested in finding her creator. A vicious Biomodded security officer tails them, using Lora to track the researchers leading the rebellion.

      She plans to wipe them from the earth before anyone learns the awful truth about Zero or BioPure’s true intentions.

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

    

    
      
        End of The Carrier

      

      
        About Ramona Finn

      

      
        Thank you!

      

      
        Sneak Peek: The Carrier

      

      
        Also By Ramona Finn

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The air surrounding us was hot and sticky, and it clung to my lungs. The water bottle in my pack no longer swished with each of my footfalls.

      A month ago, I wouldn’t have pictured us trekking across New California toward a rebel cell mostly on foot, but here we were.

      The dirt road under my sore feet stretched on in front of us, kicking up dust which didn’t help the breathing situation. I adjusted the fabric covering my chapped mouth and sunburned nose. While I didn’t wish for the rain, which would have offered up gray clouds as well as a whipping wind, one or two clouds might have helped mitigate the sun beating down on us.

      Syeth and Dad walked in front of me. But Dad was the only one who turned in my direction every few minutes. No doubt, he understood the status of our water situation. There hadn’t been a building or house for two days, and our supplies were severely low.

      “Let’s check the map again,” Dad said, as if he knew I needed a break.

      The paper map Dad had brought with him read that we were somewhere called Colorado. Our destination was the central city of Denver, which seemed to mean a never-ending journey now that we were on foot. Dad’s motorcycle hadn’t been in the best shape, and it died after our failed attempts to repair it back in Illinois. We’d lost a full day to that hunk of junk, and our trip hadn’t improved since then. After two instances of hitchhiking on the back of a trailer and with a man who’d seemed a little too interested in Syeth, we hadn’t tried again. Although, maybe that was also because we hadn’t spotted anyone else since.

      We stopped, and Syeth silently opened the map from his pack. Earlier in the journey, he and Dad had checked it frequently. With the vast space in front of us, though, there didn’t seem a reason to bother. Another theory was that the less we stopped to talk about the traveling, the less Syeth had to say to me.

      Other than grunting or offering one-word sentences, he hadn’t spoken much to me for sixteen hours. I hated that I’d counted how long it had been. His distance began after the motorcycle broke down. It wasn’t easy to push it to the first shelter we saw—an old gas station. There were parts available, but few for motorcycles. Syeth’s mood deteriorated throughout that day until he was at the point of throwing parts around the garage. Eventually, Dad told him to get supplies from inside the small convenience store. When Syeth left, Dad didn’t question me about him. It appeared as if his parenting style was still just as hands-off as it was in New Manhattan. While I never wanted to go back to that place where the VaxWell corporation ran our lives with a strict hand, I wondered if Dad would ever change. Though, talking to him about my relationship with Syeth wasn’t anything I aspired to do.

      I tried to recall the last time Syeth and I had kissed—the last moment we were both happy. The train station, maybe? After we said goodbye to his twin brother, Jarid? Over the last few days, I’ve wondered if we should have invited Dad on the train, as well, instead of taking his motorcycle. Then maybe Syeth and I wouldn’t be feeling the pressure of our situation like this. Both of our lives were hard at that moment, that point of leaving, but at least I was still talking to everyone in our group. When I planned this trip to New California, I never expected us to end up barely speaking to each other.

      Really, I’d started to wonder if working with the rebel forces had forced us together to begin with, and if we’d ever been compatible at all.

      “It’s not much further,” Dad said, marking the map with a worn-down pencil. He’d used his knife to sharpen it while we walked. It helped keep the path laid out on the map. Each day, he marked our progress. Inch by inch, we made our way closer to Denver.

      Syeth took the map from Dad, then folded it again and stuffed it in his bag. He sighed and continued forward as if the break was already too long.

      Dad glanced at me, but I shook my head. During the last two days, we had honed our mental communication through looks at each other. The break hadn’t been that long, but I wished Syeth could have had said something, even to Dad. Instead, Syeth continued walking. Putting as much distance between us as he could.

      “How are you doing?” Dad asked.

      “I just want to get there,” I said as we followed Syeth.

      “We’re almost there.” He put an arm around me and I leaned against him. The trip had brought Dad and me closer, but he wasn’t who I wanted holding me right now.

      I still wanted to be with Syeth, but I wasn’t sure he felt the same. It wasn’t as if Dad didn’t give us space when we needed it, but maybe that was the problem. Eventually, I’d let Syeth be his stubborn and brooding self, and prayed that when we reached our destination, the pressure would be off our trip and he would come back to me.

      I was learning that the more I thought about us, the more dire our relationship seemed.

      And the one person I wanted to talk to about Syeth was miles away. At least, I hoped she was. The memory of my mother had always hovered over me like a ghost, but now I knew she hadn’t committed suicide. She was more real than ever before, and each step brought her closer to me.

      While walking, I had a lot of time to think about her. Our trio had been through a lot since we’d left home. I couldn’t imagine what my mother’s journey had been like all those years ago. At night, the sounds of the world around us, blanketed in darkness, kept me awake for hours. Had she felt the same way? Had she crossed the country with others or by herself? I couldn’t imagine doing it alone. From what she’d done during her time at VaxWell, she seemed like a resourceful person. I hoped I’d be able to see her again soon. When we reached the rebel forces in Denver, I expected to find out more about her location. There was no way I’d let myself believe that she wasn’t alive.

      This journey wasn’t for nothing. It couldn’t be.

      We walked for several more hours. I finished the rest of my water and pretended to ignore Dad’s concerned looks in my direction. If we kept walking, we’d find another source of water soon.

      At least, I hoped we would.

      The sun dipped lower toward the horizon, making it impossible to see in front of us. At this point in the day, we stared at our feet until we could see ahead of ourselves again.

      “There,” Syeth said, and I whipped my head up. Hearing his voice made my heart sting.

      I blinked up at him and shielded my eyes against the blazing sunlight. “What is it?”

      “The highway,” Dad said with the biggest smile on his face. “We’re almost there. Syeth, may I see the map again?”

      Syeth slid his bag to the front of his body and unzipped it. His eyes were low, but I didn’t miss the glance in my direction. It was the most interest I had seen from him for a while. It was the drop of water I needed in the drought of our relationship to keep me going.

      Dad stepped between us and unfolded the map. He lifted the pencil from behind his ear where he stored it—a habit left over from his job.

      While he worked on the map, I kept an eye on our goal as if it was going to disappear like a mirage. The highway was elevated over the plains. Sunlight reflected off the windows of the moving cars zipping to their destination. It was three lanes wide, with the middle one reserved for the train moving even faster than the cars into the city.

      A sliver of regret flowed through me over taking the longer route to get here. At the time, having our own transportation had seemed ideal and like it would allow me to enjoy the journey with Dad. But since the motorcycle had broken down, we’d lost sight of the path of the train; that method of transportation would have had its own complications, though, since we would still have had to walk a distance. Traveling into that city so visibly, via train, would have ruined all of the plans we’d had for joining the rebel forces. Even though the corporations wanted nothing to do with the land outside of their guarded cities, they wouldn’t allow flagged rebels like Syeth and me to walk through the front gates. Though, we’d never expected it to take a month to get there.

      Instead of worrying about where our travel took us, I focused on our destination. Denver was a fortress city run by BioPure. The idea of its location seemed as unattainable as seeing my mother again, but it laid within a day’s walk. She had to be alive and waiting for me.

      “We need to be cautious,” Dad said. “Sarah mentioned that the government monitored the space around the city just as much as the space inside.”

      Syeth sighed. “There’s nothing out here.”

      I couldn’t help siding with Dad. “We should still be careful.”

      Syeth’s jaw clenched. “Fine. Then we should go under cover of night. If you want to be careful, we should do it now or wait until tomorrow night.”

      There was no way I was going to wait longer than we needed to.

      “We should go tonight,” Dad said. “I don’t expect we’re going to be at our best strength tomorrow, considering our lack of supplies.”

      “Who knows if our contact is even out there anymore since it took so long to get here?” Syeth asked.

      Dad cut a look his way before glancing at me. I slowly shook my head. Since Syeth’s attitude started to fail, Dad had tried to patch things up between us. Little did he know that Syeth was like a brick wall when he wanted to be.

      “They’ll be there,” I said. There was no harm in staying positive. Someone had to be.

      Syeth nodded and took the map from Dad. We didn’t need it anymore. It wasn’t as if we could tell where BioPure had their security cameras. We hadn’t seen any doves yet, but I had a feeling those drones would appear sooner rather than later.

      We walked another hour or so before the sun left the horizon. The trip over the plains didn’t show many houses or businesses for us to raid, but the closer we got to the city, the more cover we had from stretches of shopping centers and what had once been office buildings. Neighborhoods filled with abandoned homes were scattered between them. Even though the streets were paved, some were cracked so badly from previous years that we found walking on the fringes to be easier. We only had the light from the distant city to lead us forward. Our flashlights could only be used sparingly since we were on our last set of batteries.

      The space between buildings decreased, giving us enough cover to sneak closer to the city. But at the familiar sounds of buzzing doves closer to the city, we ducked behind the nearest building—waiting to get caught.

      Worry wrapped around my stomach, squeezing it as I held my breath as if the dove had flagged my signature. It wasn’t possible, but with the recollection of the tracker that Syeth’s mother, Esperanza, had used on me, I felt I could never be too sure. Being so close to the city with the security drones flung me back to a month ago, when Syeth and I ran for our lives to escape his mother’s company, VaxWell.

      Little did we know then that we were dealing with the overarching company of BioPure. It was uncharted territory for us, and with Dad by my side, I had more to lose if they caught us.

      Syeth took the lead, and Dad and I were right behind him.

      After a little while, Syeth put up his hand and made a fist. He turned to face us. For a moment, I thought he was going to apologize for acting so distant the last few weeks. We were finally at our destination, and maybe relief could push him to be more like the boy I’d gotten to know when we’d first met. His green eyes trapped mine before their emotionless depths moved to my father. “Sarah didn’t tell us anything about getting through that.”

      Dad rushed forward, peeking around the corner of the two-story brick building next to us. I went to his side to check out our situation and what Syeth had seen. And also to avoid letting him see the hurt in my own expression. Why couldn’t he get over this? It wasn’t my fault that our plan hadn’t gone as expected.

      I pushed all that aside in my mind as another barrier formed across the street from our location between us and the rebel forces of Denver. A cinder block wall stood as a physical barrier between us and the rest of the city. The wall reached high enough that we couldn’t see through, only glimpsing the tops of the buildings behind it. At the top of the wall was coiled barbed wire like I’d seen on the fences between the vaccinated and non-vaccinated districts of New Manhattan. No one was getting over that without getting caught or seriously injured. Besides that, we were fresh out of rock-climbing equipment.

      Dad dragged a hand down his stubbled cheeks. “We have to figure out how to get in.”

      “Without making this trip for nothing,” Syeth said.

      “Sarah wouldn’t have sent us here if it was impossible.” Thick annoyance dripped from Dad’s voice. It was the same tone he had taken with me on numerous occasions when I’d talked back to him.

      “We should walk around and see if there’s an unguarded spot,” I suggested.

      “Anything close to the entrance through the barrier is going to be guarded.” This time, there wasn’t any snark from Syeth, but I wasn’t sure if I preferred that over the impassiveness.

      “Sarah would have told us if there was another way inside,” Dad said.

      Syeth turned around. “The communication between the rebel forces hasn’t been the best. Maybe they have different security now.”

      The whirring from a dove neared our location. Syeth pulled me out of the line of sight, against him, and I lost my breath as my back pressed against the wall. His breathing was heavy beside my ear. His lips were so close to my cheek that I wasn’t sure if I was more scared of him or the dove.

      The seconds passed between us like days. We could say anything to each other. If Syeth uttered one apology to me, the last few weeks would flow out of my mind permanently.

      But Dad cleared his throat, and Syeth moved away from me as if I had lit him on fire. His hooded gaze drifted toward the fence before he turned his back on me. “We should retreat to the edge of this area and get a better idea for an entrance.”

      Syeth started forward, but I couldn’t move from my spot. The rush of my heartbeat filled my ears. Syeth had said nothing to me, but he’d protected me as he had in New Manhattan. That had to mean something.

      “Come on, honey,” Dad said, breaking through my thoughts. I avoided looking at him for fear of exposing what was inside of me.

      Walking alongside Dad, I stared at the back of Syeth’s head. Syeth had helped me avoid the dove, yet nothing had changed. The conclusion pounded itself into my head with each forward step from the city. Syeth knew how I felt about him, and yet he couldn’t even say one word to me when we were less than an inch apart.

      A knotted ball formed in the center of my chest. I still ached for Syeth as much as I had at our home. But I sensed it was more than our new situation pulling him away from me. I wouldn’t give up on him, I decided, but he made it difficult.

      The only way I could protect myself was to build a wall of my own. This one wouldn’t be solid, but it would protect my heart before it shattered along the abandoned streets under our feet.
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      We settled behind the tall grass of an overgrown field outside the city, trying to locate the best way for us to enter. The drones seemed to have multiplied as they congregated around one particular area of the barrier—the entrance. Vehicles drove off from the highway toward a two-lane road offering the only access to the city. At least, it was the only option from what we saw. Outside, several booths stopped every car, checking IDs and scanning the cars with electronic monitoring wands attached to long sticks that reached under the vehicles. Nothing was getting by these security forces.

      Dad and Syeth sat side by side, looking through matching pairs of binoculars which Syeth and I had brought. Syeth didn’t move much—not even to breathe. His shoulders rose and fell in minuscule shifts as he watched the entrance. Given the heightened security, it seemed as if Sarah hadn’t had all the information required for us to get inside the city successfully.

      I leaned back and stared at the stars above us. We were where we needed to be, but without the proper information, we were as good as stuck. I wondered if Sarah’s sources had misinformed her about the path of our journey, and if the rebels she’d referred us to we were even around anymore.

      A rustling sound pulled me back to the present. I suspected Dad was uncomfortable on his knees. He always complained that his legs and hands were taking the brunt of his job’s hardship. But he wasn’t moving… yet the rustling sound continued.

      My body tensed. “Dad.”

      He turned to me. My eyes had adjusted enough to the darkness to see the expression in his eyes. He was only concerned with why I’d hissed at him.

      “Do you hear that?” I asked in a low voice.

      “The wind—” he began mouthing, before his lips clamped shut.

      He heard it, too.

      Syeth moved the binoculars from his eyes and slowly turned in the direction of the sound.

      A large shape took form about fifty feet away from us. Syeth motioned for us to get down. I did as he asked, pressing my body against the soft earth. Was security out in the field, as well, looking for rebel forces? Had we walked directly into their trap?

      Dad crawled up next to me and slowly raised his head above the grass. A few seconds later, I did the same.

      People were moving past us, toward the wall. They were several car lengths away from us. If they turned in our direction, we’d be spotted.

      Syeth knelt and moved his head higher before his face scrunched up.

      “What is it?” I asked, forgetting all about our non-speaking truce.

      “It looks like people with massive backpacks.”

      “Rebels?” Dad asked, popping up.

      Syeth stood, and I did the same. He was right. There were about eight of them moving through the grass, leaving a trampled path behind them.

      I held my hand out to Dad. “Can I see your binoculars?”

      He lifted the cord from around his neck and gave them to me. The eye sockets were warm against my skin. The people were much clearer now. As they continued ahead of us, the glow from the city’s lights outlined their bodies. Their backpacks made them look like large, misshapen creatures in the night. I wondered where they’d come from and if they were like us or not.

      “They can’t walk in there.” Or could they? Was there a secret way inside that Sarah hadn’t informed us about? She might not have known it existed.

      “There’s only one way to find out.” Syeth shoved his binoculars into his bag and hefted it over his shoulder.

      “Wait,” Dad said to him. “They’re not going for the entrance.” Surprise had laced his voice.

      “They must have another goal in mind,” Syeth said. “We should still go.”

      “We have no idea who these people are,” Dad said. “Let’s think about this first.”

      Syeth let out another exasperated sigh. A sound I’d heard more times during our trip than I cared to count.

      “Are we sure this isn’t a trap?” I asked.

      Syeth shifted from foot to foot as if itching to run after those people. “Following them is better than standing here and waiting for morning when the doves and security will have an easier time finding us.”

      Dad stared off toward the city, his mouth screwed up in thought. “That’s why we should wait here and see what they do.” He knelt on the ground next to me to keep himself hidden behind the high grasses.

      Syeth ground his teeth and pulled his binoculars out again.

      To do something useful, I watched the group stop a considerable distance from the wall and then huddle in a circle. They looked to be talking to each other. A few seconds later, one of them leaned down and moved an entire shrub that looked to be almost as big as his or her body. Then, one of them disappeared under it.

      “It looks like there’s another way inside which isn’t crawling with security,” Syeth said.

      “If so, we should wait and see if they succeed,” Dad said. “If we can replicate their movements, then we might stand a chance of getting inside.”

      The rest of the group disappeared under the shrub. The last one scanned the area before going, then replaced it.

      Syeth didn’t listen to Dad. Instead of waiting, he took off toward that shrub. Quick enough that he might have expected it to disappear.

      “He’s going to get himself into trouble with his impulsiveness,” Dad said, lifting his bag from the ground. He grunted but hefted it fairly easily; over the month of traveling, he’d gotten to be much stronger than I’d ever seen him before.

      “I’m sure he wants to help,” I offered, unsure about siding with Syeth. He was impulsive, and I wished he would make decisions with the group and not just for himself.

      Dad and I struggled to keep Syeth in our vision as we moved in the darkness. From the way Syeth cut through the tall grass, I assumed he knew where he was headed. After a few seconds, Syeth picked up his pace, and lowered himself as he almost ran in the direction of where the others had disappeared. Dad and I followed, and my legs ached with the effort. We hadn’t run much during our trek across the country, so the burst of energy was enough to leave me a little winded.

      One minute, Syeth was in front of us, and the next, he disappeared as if the world had swallowed him whole. I bolted in the direction he’d been going when he disappeared. Was Dad right about those people? Had this been a trick?

      But the moment I saw the top of Syeth’s head, I skidded to a stop. He was kneeling on the ground, his focus on the shrub several yards in front of us. The tall grasses thinned around the shrub, so it would put us in the open if we went for it.

      “Now, we wait,” Syeth said quietly. I wasn’t even sure if he’d intended for me to hear that. When it came to Syeth, I wasn’t sure what to expect anymore.

      Dad rubbed a hand over his cheek. The scratching sound against his stubble was a familiar one. “This seems like a good idea, but I want to be sure we look at this from all angles. We don’t know where they went or where that entrance leads. There’s no reason to believe security didn’t catch them on the way in.”

      “It seems as if it could be a rebel entrance, though.” We were so close, I could taste it.

      “I could go inside alone,” Syeth said. “Once I figure it out, I’ll come back.”

      My mind rushed to the idea of him not coming back at all, leaving Dad to wonder and me to panic.

      Dad clicked his tongue. “Absolutely not. We came here together, and we’re going to stay that way. As I said, there are only two options here. This is either the entrance into the city for the rebels or it’s not.”

      Syeth stood and tucked his hands into his pockets. “I’m willing to take the risk. It’s not like we can walk into the city or take public transportation. We stumbled across those people for a reason.”

      “I think we should go, too,” I said. “When we were with the rebel forces, they used a lot of underground networks. So, at least there’s a pattern to their methods.” It was a thin string to hedge our lives on, but we had to take a chance at some point, or we’d never get inside.

      “Two against one. Can’t go against those odds.” Dad cracked a smile, and I met it with a shaky one.

      Syeth started forward without another word.

      While the others hadn’t come up against any roadblock that we’d noticed, we couldn’t be too careful with the doves whirring over the top of the wall. The closer we were, the more risk we took of them catching us. Once again, Syeth led the way, and Dad and I walked behind him toward the secret entrance. I had no idea what to expect, but my heart thrummed in my chest at the thought of getting into the city tonight.

      The shrub was much bigger than I’d realized, and Syeth grunted as he moved it away. A brick was tied to the bottom of the roots, probably so that it wouldn’t tumble away with the wind. A tingling sensation rolled up my arms to the back of my neck. This was where we needed to be.

      To anyone else, the cylindrical plastic pipe in the ground might have looked like a utilities access point. But since the people had gone inside and not come out again, this seemed like it had to be our way inside. Dad crouched next to the pipe and flipped his flashlight on, pointing the beam down the hole. It was wide enough to fit one person at a time. A metal ladder plunged into the dark abyss below.

      “I’m going in first,” Dad said, clicking off his flashlight.

      Syeth didn’t argue this time. That was a first.

      Thinking of him that way made me inwardly cringe. Somehow, I had taken on his attitude, his sarcasm, with no real reason for it. His twin brother, who he had spent his entire life with, was across the country… and who knew when we were going to see him again? Syeth had reason for his attitude. Meanwhile, I had my only family with us, which wasn’t entirely fair. Though, Syeth could have talked to me about it instead of ignoring me.

      Dad swung his leg over the edge of the pipe and held onto the side. He bounced on the ladder a few times before giving me a smile and a thumbs-up. “Seems sturdy enough.”

      “Be careful,” I said as he started to descend.

      Once his head disappeared into the pipe, Syeth and I were alone for the first time since we’d been at the rebel bunker. Syeth’s eyes locked with mine, creating a snap of electricity that ran through me fast. Had he waited until my father disappeared to get the opportunity to tell me what he was feeling?

      His lips parted, and I instinctively leaned in.

      “You’re next,” he said. “I’ll hold the flashlight for you.”

      A response died in my throat. I must have imagined it all. Syeth wasn’t any different. He was focused on the mission, and I needed to be, too. I grabbed onto the ladder and descended into the darkness. Even though my legs were shaky as I climbed into the unknown, I didn’t have a death wish, so I kept my hands firmly on the rungs of the ladder.

      Bright light filtered down over me from Syeth’s flashlight and I tilted my chin down against my chest. The outline of Dad’s form moved beneath me.

      “I’ve hit bottom.” Dad’s voice echoed around me. “It’s just a little further, Lora.”

      Another light blared from below me before Syeth’s went out. A vibration moved through the ladder as a shuffling sound filled the space. Leaves and dirt peppered my head. I focused on the ground without bothering to wipe the debris away until my feet were firmly on the ground.

      Syeth moved quickly down the ladder—quickly enough that I had to jump out of the way when he landed at the bottom.

      The stale scent of our surroundings tickled my nose. I tucked the top of my shirt around my face to dampen it.

      Syeth and Dad turned their flashlights toward the tunnel, outlining the path. There was only one way to go—it had a circumference five times the size of the pipe we’d climbed down. More than enough room for the three of us to walk side by side. But, per his usual style, Syeth took the lead.

      The floor wasn’t the cleanest, but there were shoe prints. I assumed they were from the people we followed.

      As we walked, the beams from the flashlights climbed up the walls and followed the trail the others had left for us. There were off-shoot paths from the main one, but we stayed on the course of following the people I hoped were rebels.

      As we walked, the hairs on my arms and neck prickled. I tried to push away the claustrophobic feelings pressed against all points of my body. After being in the wide-open space of New California,  it was difficult to keep my composure as we walked closer to whatever destination the backpacking group led us to. My gut continued to pull me forward, too, and it hadn’t proved me wrong yet.

      Loud rumbling sounds moved over us, traveling fast. We were under the city streets now. The rumbling followed us as we continued along what seemed like an endless path.

      At some point, Syeth spun around, turning off his flashlight.

      Dad did the same. “Did you see something?”

      Syeth’s hand clamped onto my arm and held me in place. “There’s a door up ahead. We need to tread carefully.”

      “I should go first,” Dad said.

      Syeth turned to face him. “I thought you didn’t want to separate?” Sarcasm had all but dripped from his words.

      “Sarah gave me explicit instructions,” Dad said.

      I spotted a blinking red light ahead of us. “Did you see that?” I asked.

      No one spoke until it blinked again.

      “If that’s a camera, they must already know we’re here,” Syeth said.

      I grabbed the flashlight from his hand, clicking it on. There was no use hiding now. Besides, if whoever was on the other side of that door thought we were hiding, then they might not trust us. We needed them to let us in.

      I tried to ignore the stirring in my stomach I felt over touching his hand to get the flashlight; we had bigger issues to deal with. At the end of the corridor was a large iron door. Next to the top right corner was the blinking red light. I’d been in enough of VaxWell’s secret labs and headquarters to recognize that sort of camera.

      “We shouldn’t keep them waiting,” Syeth said before Dad reached out his arm to stop him.

      “We should think about this,” he said.

      “Syeth’s right, Dad. We haven’t run into the backpackers, so they must have already gone inside.”

      Dad scrunched up his face before speaking. “Let me talk to them.”

      Syeth grunted his agreement and we walked toward the door.

      A crackling sound emanated from a small speaker next to the door. I hadn’t noticed it before, as it was only the width of two of my fingers put together.

      “State your names,” a voice said. It sounded like a man, but I couldn’t be sure from the gravely quality of the sound. This certainly wasn’t a government-run space. The technology seemed dated, and possibly refurbished from another time. That was another clue that this had to be rebel territory. The corporations spared no expense when it came to implementing the newest technology to control citizens of their city.

      “We’re sure about this?” Syeth asked under his breath.

      The camera moved until the lens faced me. “There’s only one way to find out.” I stared at the red blinking light.

      “I’m Lora Flannigan. This is my father Finn, and this is Syeth Rothkind. Sarah Hodges sent us.”

      For a few seconds, nothing happened. The world seemed to stall around us—all except for the rush of my breathing whooshing in my ears.

      A loud creaking made me jump back from the door, and Syeth and my dad followed suit. The sound of metal on metal screeched out before it swung open toward us.

      A brilliant light shone behind the figure of someone stepping out. Her tall and lithe figure sashayed from her place behind the door before she shifted to the side of the doorway. Without the light behind her, her features sharpened. The slow parting of her lips and a small shake of her head didn’t hide her surprise.

      “I would never have believed it,” she said. “It’s you.”
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      “I’m Naomi Walsh,” the woman said, extending her hand to me. I took it. It was much larger than mine, its skin rough as if she had lived out in New California instead of inside the walls of the city. She had a kind, crooked smile which made me want to trust her. The lines of her face cut across her cheeks and the corners of her eyes. I put her in her forties, but she looked more in shape than me. Her arm muscles tensed as she shook my hand.

      Syeth rocked on his heels. “You know Sarah Hodges?”

      Naomi tilted her head in his direction while sliding a chunk of dark hair from her face. “I know of her. We received a message about a month ago that rebels were headed to us from New Manhattan. For a moment there, I started to give up hope.”

      “So did we,” Syeth said with a scornful laugh.

      Ignoring him, I changed the topic. “What is this place?”

      “I’m sure you have a lot of questions,” Naomi said. “Our cell controls this tunnel, which has been used to smuggle food and supplies from New California. It was one of my first projects when I became the leader of our group.”

      If she was the leader, she’d have to know about my mother. “Do you know my p—mother?” I’d almost said parents, but with Dad there, I wasn’t going to claim my supposedly biological father, John Wingum, just yet.

      “I do. You look just like her.” Then she turned to Dad. “Finn, it’s nice to see you again.”

      “Again?” I asked.

      Dad’s eyes narrowed before they flooded with recognition. “Yes, now I remember. You worked with Elsie. I didn’t recognize you.”

      Naomi laughed, and it was a sharp bark of a sound. “Losing fifty pounds might do that.”

      Dad scratched his cheek as the smile faded from his lips. He said nothing, but it was the same look he always exhibited when he thought of Mom.

      “We should get inside,” Naomi said, sliding a glance over to Syeth.

      He still had a scowl on his face, but I wasn’t in the right headspace to deal with him at the moment. I wanted to get started on finding my mother, and nothing was going to stop me.

      Naomi led us through the doorway, down a tunnel. The air was no longer stale, as if they pumped in fresh air from outside. I wasn’t sure of the next time I’d be in the countryside, so I inhaled and savored the scent. Another iron door sat at the end of the tunnel, but this one was cracked open. Inside sat a small booth with several screens showing various parts of the city, including the tunnel through which we’d arrived.

      Naomi nodded to the young man sitting in the booth, and he eyed us before quirking his lips. His gaze returned to the screens as we passed.

      The next door was of a standard size, but what lay beyond it wasn’t anything like I’d expected. The door opened into a cavernous room, not unlike the warehouses in the non-vaccinated parts of New Manhattan. Vehicles slowly moved throughout the space, some heading toward a parking area at the far end that held more cars than I could count. On the other side of the room, dozens of people worked in front of computer screens. I had no idea how this place was hidden underground, but it made me all the more excited to learn about this rebel cell.

      Each person nearby had stopped what they were doing to stare at us, but with one look from Naomi, they quickly went back to work. A swell of pride puffed up my chest at being with her. And all the better, she seemed to want to help us. We had finally found our place. At least there wouldn’t be any more nights of staring up at the sky and wondering when we would meet up with the rebels.

      As we walked, my shoulders relaxed for the first time in weeks.

      When we reached the far end of the warehouse space, Naomi stopped in front of a massive screen with blinking lights. At the bottom of the screen was the location’s name. Salt Lake City.

      “There are thousands of us living out there now,” Naomi said.

      “Rebels?” Syeth asked. Up until now, he’d been pretty much silent. I bet he was overwhelmed, too. I wanted to think he would start to relax, as well, but I didn’t want to get my hopes up.

      “Yes.” Naomi zoomed in the screen, homing in on a small section where the blinking dots increased. “Our rebellion is much bigger out here than back east. We’re going to be large enough to take on BioPure very soon.” Her eyes lit up, and not just from the screen. As a leader of this group, she would be proud of her accomplishments.

      Though taking down the corporations was part of the rebel agenda, I couldn’t fathom it ever happening in New Manhattan. But here? Here, I thought we had a shot, especially with the number of people involved. I released a breath, trying to unknot the tension in my chest.

      Naomi zoomed out of the screen and turned to me. “We have a lot to catch up on. John and Elsie sent word out to us a few months back that finding you and keeping you from the corporations was our immediate priority.”

      “You spoke with them?” I asked.

      Naomi gave a sympathetic smile. “Not face to face, but through communication between cells.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek so she wouldn’t see my disappointment. But from the way her lips quirked, I knew I hadn’t been that successful.

      “We received a tip from someone in BioPure that they found the carrier of John’s perfect-memory biomod, and that VaxWell was planning to use the carrier to finish John’s memory-wipe research.”

      The carrier—me, in other words. My photographic memory had always seemed weird to me, so I’d tried to hide it for most of my life. But when I’d met the rebel cell in New Manhattan, I’d become an asset to them. But calling it perfect seemed a bit much.

      “You didn’t do much to protect her,” Dad said.

      Naomi nodded. “We contacted Sarah’s cell. It was all we could do at the time.”

      “What about us coming here?” Syeth asked. “We’ve been wandering around for a month, trying to get to you.”

      Naomi sighed and nodded. “I agree with you whole-heartedly. Sarah should never have allowed you to come out here without an escort.”

      “VaxWell has the brain scans. They don’t need me anymore.” We’d decided to come out here with Dad, so I didn’t want them to blame Sarah. “Sarah’s group was overwhelmed, to say the least. They couldn’t spare anyone else. We made it here, and we’re fine.”

      Syeth scoffed, but I didn’t bother to acknowledge him.

      Sarah had mentioned receiving a message that a girl with a perfect memory might be important. But what struck me now was where that message must have come from; I couldn’t help the shiver rolling down my spine as I realized the news had come from my mother.

      Now, the more important question was finding her location. I hadn’t come across the country to stop now. “Do you know where my mom is and if we can get to her?” Sooner rather than later.

      “We do,” Naomi said. “But we need to act quickly. Most of our cells move around in order to lower the risk of getting caught.” She turned to the screen again and brought up a map of the country.

      In school, I’d mostly been taught about the country before Virus Zero and the geography of New Manhattan. But this map was different. I leaned in to get a better look. Where the maps in our classrooms had focused on the colonized corporate cities, this one had much more detail when it came to New California. Bundles of red blinking dots were scattered all over the terrain. Where we’d been taught that New California was littered with the remnants of humanity and non-vaccinated people who had survived Zero, it seemed as if it was quite the opposite. Non-vaccinated people could survive in New California, and they were a part of the rebel cells which linked my mother and me together. For the first time in a few weeks, I started to have hope that we could have some freedom from the corporations at some point in the near future.

      “This is the safest passage we’ve managed to find near Denver,” Naomi said, zooming in on the map. She pinpointed a location right outside the city. “Most roads have several closures, which BioPure security forces have set up to block travel through there. This one has the least. We’re going to avoid the major checkpoints and bring enough weaponry to defend ourselves. With the information we’ve gathered, it seems as if Denver will be cut off completely before long. If you three are willing to ride as guards on our caravan, you’ll get to see Elsie again. But there’s only a small opportunity for that, and the window is closing soon.”

      Syeth crossed his arms. “What if we wait?”

      “Then, it might take months before we can figure out a new route west,” Naomi said. “And there’s something else—” Naomi began, but she trailed off upon seeing someone rushing up to us.

      The older man who’d scurried our way had a tight smile, and his eyes narrowed before darting around our group. “Naomi, can we borrow you for a second? We’ve found something on the radar.”

      “Sure thing.” Naomi touched Dad’s shoulder. “You three can talk about what you want to do. I’ll be back soon.”

      The moment Naomi left, Syeth spoke. “The caravan seems risky. She’s pushing it and we haven’t even been here an hour. We don’t know the plan, and now we’re going to be guards? I know you want to see your mother, but we should think this through.”

      “What’s the alternative?” Dad asked. “If we wait, it might be even riskier for us to go through the mountains ourselves, and with fewer people.”

      Dad’s eyes found mine. At least he was still on my side. “But I’m not sure if I want to put you in danger, Lora.”

      So much for his being on my side.

      “Syeth is right that we’re going into this quite quickly.”

      I debated over reminding him that I was eighteen and could do whatever I wanted, but it wasn’t the time. “I know you don’t want me to be in danger, but ever since Esperanza found me, I’ve been there. We can’t stay here and wait for BioPure to find us. We’ve come too far for that.”

      “Have we?” Syeth asked.

      I shook my head. “What are you talking about?”

      Syeth shrugged. “We traded one rebel cell leader for another. Sarah always held all the cards and told us what to do. Remember when she left us to stay overnight under a bridge?”

      “She did what?” Dad asked.

      I waved my hand at him to drop the subject—that was not a story I wanted to get into at the moment. Dad knew most of what Syeth and I had done for the rebel group, but not all the explicit details.

      “What does that have to do with anything?” I asked, pushing to change the subject.

      “We’re better off on our own. What’s the point of trading one set of chains for another?” Syeth locked eyes with me. The familiar swoop of my stomach betrayed how I wanted to feel about him after his cold shoulder during our trip. “The deeper in we get with the rebels, the more we’ll be doing what they want us to do, without the ability to think for ourselves.”

      “You were the one who wanted to get into this place,” I said, unleashing my frustration with him. “You pushed for us to come here tonight, and now you don’t even want to hear their plan?”

      “We were supposed to come here and help! Not risk our lives ten minutes after we’ve arrived.”

      “They have weapons, and the numbers.”

      “Not if they keep getting taken by the same forces they’re trying to fight,” Syeth said. “We need to figure out what her plan is.” Without another word, he took off toward Naomi.

      Dad mashed his lips together before we followed Syeth.

      Naomi’s back was turned to us, but as Syeth approached, he stopped in his tracks. “What did you just say?”

      His tone was sharp, and I wondered what Naomi had said to make him so angry.

      She turned to face him, her arms crossed, but her eyes were still kind. “I have some news,” Naomi said. “If you’ll give me a moment to explain.”

      Syeth let out a sharp breath through his teeth. Before I could ask, she continued.

      “We just got word from another cell about a distress signal from survivors of the last caravan that headed west.”

      Dad sent a pointed look at me, complete with an eyebrow raise.

      “Are they okay?” I asked.

      “Right now, those who managed to flee are hiding out in the mountains and need rescuing.”

      “Jarid is with them,” Syeth said. “She just mentioned him.” The coldness of his tone sent a chill down my spine.

      “What?” I asked.

      Dad lifted a hand to cover his mouth.

      “He asked about the two of you when he joined up with the convoy,” Naomi explained. “That’s why I think you might be interested in what I have to say.”
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      “What are you going to do to save my brother?” Syeth asked Naomi.

      I couldn’t believe Jarid had already come through this rebel base. My insides twisted at the idea of him passing us at some point during our travels. This wasn’t the first time I’d regretted the motorcycle ride, but talk about a surprise.

      “How about we get you all something to eat first?” Naomi asked.

      None of us argued as we followed Naomi toward the corner of the space where there was a kitchen area with tables and chairs. At this point in the night, it didn’t seem as if others were looking for food, and we were mostly on our own.

      “How did he get here before us?” I asked.

      “A convoy from New Manhattan made it through here two days ago before heading out last night. Your brother asked for you, Syeth, but unfortunately, I had no information for him.”

      Syeth gnawed on his lip, biting into it as if that could have made us get here any faster. Or maybe he blamed Dad.

      “I’m sure you all want to see him as soon as possible,” she continued. “Syeth, I want you and Finn to go along on the rescue effort.” She opened a container with portable rations. She handed each of us two rations each. “He came out here trusting the rebels, but after all he’s been through, I think he could use a familiar face.”

      “You’ve also lost several of your crew,” Syeth added, ripping into his ration pack.

      Naomi pulled a face, but ultimately nodded. She pulled out several bottles of water and handed them over.

      “When do we leave?” I asked as we took seats at a table and began opening up our food. The ration pack had some sort of beef flavor, but I didn’t care. It tasted better than any meal I’d had in the last two weeks.

      Naomi licked her lips. “Lora, you’re important to the mission, but I would prefer that you stayed here for this part. You’re an asset we need to protect.”

      “No,” I said.

      “It’s dangerous,” Naomi said. “Sometimes, the corporation’s security forces hang around and try to pick off rescuers.”

      “I don’t care,” I said. “We came across this country together, and I’m not staying here. Jarid is important to me, as well,” I added before she could argue. Months ago, I’d imagined my life with him. VaxWell had paired us up, and, for a while, I’d lived as if we were going to spend the rest of our lives together. I couldn’t abandon him now, when he needed help.

      “Was Isra with him?” Syeth asked.

      Naomi shook her head. “No one by that name was a part of the convoy.”

      Syeth wrinkled his nose as if he’d inhaled a horrible scent. Jarid had stayed behind with the rebel forces in New Manhattan so that he could get together with his ex-girlfriend, Isra. What had happened in the last month? There were so many questions lingering, and I wasn’t going to wait at the base until Dad and Syeth returned. From the way Naomi had spoken, it seemed clear that she was going, too; no way would I stay behind while everyone I knew risked themselves. I wanted to reunite our family with Jarid, and I wasn’t going to wait another moment to do it. We’d been through so much together, and I couldn’t sit back and wait to find out the answers to my questions while Naomi put my family in danger.

      “I want to go,” I said.

      Naomi sighed. “We can’t afford any distractions.”

      I wasn’t the most physical rebel-type. My mind was my weapon, and I knew that, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t useful. The only worth I had, as far as Naomi was concerned, was in relation to the mission to Salt Lake City. Naomi wanted us to go with her on that trip, but Syeth and Dad were still against it.

      “I’ll go with you to Salt Lake City if you allow me to be a part of rescuing Jarid.”

      Dad narrowed his eyes at me while Syeth tilted his head curiously.

      “If you don’t,” I continued before I lost my nerve, “then we’re going to find our own way there.”

      Naomi considered me for a moment, probably thinking I’d back out once she tried to push me to stay at the base. That wasn’t going to happen. Esperanza had pushed me around too recently, and I’d never let that happen again. I was worth more than just being made into a piece of her bigger plan.

      “Okay,” she said finally. “Let’s go, then.”

      Naomi turned on her heel and walked across the space. I kept pace with her, not allowing Syeth or Dad to try and talk me out of going with them.

      Naomi led us to their armory where we geared up with bulky vests and helmets, and within ten minutes, we were inside the tunnels again. There were ten of us on the rescue mission, and we were headed to collect the convoy trapped in the mountains. Our group of rebels left through a different path than the one we’d entered through. As we squeezed through the winding trail of underground tunnels, the system seemed more complicated than I’d initially guessed. Maybe this was how their base was able to stay in existence in the corporate-run city—it might as well be a maze. Again, another way to compare this sector of rebels to the ones we had joined in New Manhattan.

      Sarah’s operation left a lot to be desired compared to Naomi’s. Though, it also occurred to me that their seclusion probably forced the rebel forces together on this side of the country. If they’d been split up as much as they were in New Manhattan, then they wouldn’t have been able to create a force so large as they apparently had, capable of helping those in the city and beyond.

      We stopped at the outskirts of their base when we reached another ladder. This one wasn’t going to lead us into the field we’d entered through, though. Fresh air pumped down into the tunnel.

      When it was my turn, I glanced upward to see the man who had gone up before me staring down at me, waiting. I climbed as quickly as I could, and he assisted me at the top. As I inspected my surroundings, my breath fogged the air around me. Stacks of food items stood against the wall of the tiny room we’d entered.

      We were inside what looked like an industrial freezer. It was big enough to fit three people comfortably, or uncomfortably given the temperature.

      “Lora,” Syeth said from the floor.

      I scooted back, bumping into a metal shelving unit. Syeth climbed into the freezer and glanced around before heading out the nearby door toward the other rebels. I waited for Dad. He seemed to struggle to move up the ladder, and I remembered how long it had been since we’d slept. To keep him safe, truly safe, I would have been okay with leaving him behind at the rebel base. But he hadn’t pushed me to stay, and it wouldn’t be fair to go without him, either. At least knowing where Syeth and Dad were at all times would ease my anxiety about the entire mission, as separating from them at this point seemed less than ideal.

      “This is interesting,” Dad said, looking around.

      “Let’s go,” I said.

      Dad and I left the freezer and met up with Syeth inside a restaurant kitchen. The workers moved around the space as if we weren’t even there.

      Naomi spoke to a man who wore a white hat and apron, and then waved us over to follow her before heading for another door.

      The rebel team assembled in the alley behind the restaurant. The sounds of the city reminded me of home in the Level One district of New Manhattan. Cars honked at each other, and the movement of the city vibrated under my feet.

      “Stick close,” Naomi said, more to us than the rest of her group.

      Humming drones whizzed by, overlooking the streets while we sneaked through alleys and side roads. The rebels in front of and behind us moved as one, as if they shared the same mind. No one spoke; instead, Naomi made hand gestures each time we were to move from alley to road and back again. None of the drones found us, as if Naomi knew their path.

      As much as I had started to trust her, though, the next hour we spent pushing through the city undetected dragged on as if we were walking for days; it made me realize that the long day of travel was wearing on me, as well. But she continued to impress me as she checked her tablet each time we slowed. Their forces seemed more technologically advanced than what I’d seen of the rebels in New Manhattan. Though, from the trouble they seemed to get in with the outside caravans, I wondered if we were walking closer to danger with each forward step. I would do anything to protect Syeth and Dad, but I wanted Jarid to be safe, too. I’d give anything to have us all together again. And Syeth would be happier, too, if we were able to reunite, allowing us to make the trip to find my mother with smiles on both our faces.

      When we reached the edge of the city, the fence loomed ahead of us. We wandered through a sleepy neighborhood, stopping behind cars and moving in smaller groups. I didn’t want to leave Dad or Syeth’s side, and Naomi didn’t separate us. I could feel grateful for that.

      Behind the last row of houses before the wall, about an acre of land separated us from freedom. Patrolling doves whizzed by every two minutes, based on the rebels’ calculations; I thought they came by even more often than that.

      Split into threes, our group made ready to move. Each small group raced into the only blue house on the street, the next group of us waiting for the break from the doves’ watchful eyes.

      I had no idea whose house this was, but I guessed we weren’t staying for breakfast.

      Inside, we charged through the house and down the basement stairs that sat next to the front door. Naomi stood at the entrance of another tunnel and ushered all of us inside. A large wardrobe stood off to the side, and I guessed that it had blocked the access point before we’d arrived, guarding against any security finding out how the rebels were moving in and out of the city.

      This tunnel was much tighter than the previous one at the base. The further we walked, the harder it was to take a full breath.

      The tunnel seemed to close around me, and I stumbled a few times. Dad was there each time with a smile and a hand to keep me upright, but the hint of an unanswered question hovered on his lips.

      “I’m fine,” I said every time. In his typical, non-confrontational manner, he didn’t push to understand how I truly felt. Though, would I be able to explain the tightness in my chest at our current surroundings and how I felt about Jarid being in danger? Tendrils of panic formed around my heart and squeezed.

      From the way Syeth glanced over his shoulder at me every few minutes, he had some idea that something wasn’t right with me, too. If only he would ask, I thought, I’d try to tell him everything on my mind.

      The end of the tunnel pitched upward until the fresh air of the outside poured into the space. When we came out, I turned. We were hundreds of feet beyond the outer wall. The trek from the house to the outside didn’t look to be that far, but my chest unclenched at the distance we’d put between ourselves and the city. I wasn’t sure if I’d ever be able to have a standard heart rate in any corporation-run city as long as I lived. Or at least not until the rebels overpowered them.

      Outside of the city, we moved ever more quickly. Security forces were only stationed on the main roads from city to city, so we had a little breathing room from worrying about getting caught.

      We jogged for a mile or so, pushing ourselves. Along the way, there were abandoned houses, shopping plazas, and office buildings. Against the light from the moon, the structures looked as if they were the ghosts of humanity past.

      The mountains which had looked to be in the distance when we’d originally entered the city were now in front of us. The massive forms disappeared under the darkness, their depths untouched by the moonlight. They were the only remaining barrier between Jarid and us, and a renewed purpose filled my body.

      At the base of the mountain ahead of us sat a dilapidated car repair garage.

      “A little obvious,” Syeth said.

      “Or hiding in plain sight?” I suggested, loping along in front of him. I didn’t have time for his negativity.

      The inside of the garage held three unmarked trucks. Rust outlined the edges of the metal in several areas, but it was the perfect camouflage against the night.

      Naomi and two other rebel women opened the back of each, pulling out plastic containers. Inside were thick coats and gloves along with several guns. Instinctively, I recoiled at the sight of them.

      “It’s going to be cold out there if we need to stay the night,” Naomi said, handing me a coat. Fake fur lined the neck, leading down to the zipper. Then she picked up a gun and pulled out the magazine before inserting it back inside. These didn’t look like the guns used inside the city. They looked like something out of a history book, and with ammunition to keep a person down for good instead of utilizing a temporary stun patch. She handed it to me. “The safety is on.”

      “No, thanks.” If I’d barely been able to shoot the guns we’d had during the rescue attempt with Syeth and Jeremy, I’d never be able to use these. I wasn’t going to risk hurting the rebels because of my incompetence when it came to weaponry.

      Syeth reached out and Naomi handed it off to him.

      I couldn’t help my jaw dropping. “Do you know how to use that?” I asked.

      “Of course,” Syeth said with a smirk. The smile was a shadow of the heart-melting ones he had tossed my way more than a few times in New Manhattan, but it was a smile. “My father believed that we should be able to protect ourselves. He used to take us to the shooting range when we were kids.”

      I wasn’t sure what a family in Level One needed with protection, but it wasn’t like I’d thought his parents were the best influences anyway.

      “Finn?” Naomi picked up a rifle for him.

      Before I could refuse the gun for my father, he took it and clicked around the mechanics before settling it by his side. “Dad?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “I wasn’t always a city boy. I came from a place where learning to shoot was part of your birthright. I used to think that was a good thing.”

      I didn’t have much time to be shocked. Before we knew it, everyone piled into the trucks and we were off to rescue the lost rebels, including Jarid. I stuffed the information about Syeth and Dad into the back of my mind; I’d question them about it later.

      The vehicle rocked along the rough terrain up the mountain at high speed. The headlights were kept off to keep security from flagging us, and that shrouded our path in darkness. Syeth, Dad, and I were under a small overhang behind the cab of one of the trucks. It was a good thing Naomi had given us thicker jackets. The wind whipped around us and down the back of my shirt. I sat behind Naomi and gripped the open sliding window behind her.

      Every so often, the first vehicle would flash their headlights. I had no idea if that was meant to keep us on track or to signal the rebels—wherever they were. The headlights cut through the trees ahead when they shone, and I peered as much as I could through the brush in hopes of getting a first glimpse of the survivors.

      The truck in front of us slowed. The blaring brake lights forced me to turn away.

      “What’s happening?” I asked Naomi.

      “We’re close,” the driver said. He was a man in his thirties with a thick black beard.

      We crawled along the road for some time until the scent of burning diesel and rubber filled my nose. I tried to breathe through my mouth, but that only made it worse. The smell clung to my throat. A cough forced its way out of me.

      “This is the last location we received for the survivors,” Naomi said. “Keep your eyes peeled.”

      Taking the order seriously, I gripped the side of the truck and peered through the thick woods surrounding us.

      “Over there,” the driver said, gesturing with one hand.

      Naomi unlatched her seatbelt and sat at the edge of her seat. “I see it.”

      “See what?” Syeth and I asked at the same time.

      I locked eyes with Syeth. He looked more scared than he ever had before. I understood.

      Naomi pointed at the trees, and the truck slowed. The forest seemed like nothing but a blur of darkness until three flashes of light appeared through the trees. The pinpricks of light didn’t give me much of an indicator on how far away they were, but they were there. If they could see us, then they had to be close.

      Naomi sighed. “That’s them.”

      A rush of people appeared from the trees with their flashlight beams bouncing across the ground as they ran toward us. There were at least six flashlights cutting through the forest.

      There was no way they were security because of the way they’d made themselves known to us. We’d found the rebels, and Jarid had to be among them.

      The tightness in my chest unwound as Jarid’s name fell from Syeth’s lips. He hopped over the edge of the truck and onto the road.

      Before I could tell him to wait, he was already moving off the road toward the flashlights. I scrambled out of my kneeling position and followed him.

      Naomi had warned us that security forces could be nearby, but I wasn’t going to allow Syeth’s impulsiveness to get him caught. I wasn’t willing to lose one Rothkind twin for another. Selfishly, I needed them both.

      The group of survivors cleared the trees. The rebels from the two other vehicles jumped out and opened their doors to their comrades. Falling behind the group was a familiar face. One I hadn’t seen in a month, and yet had also seen in Syeth’s every single day of our travels.

      Syeth skidded to a stop then, and I almost asked him what had happened before I heard a familiar voice call out his name.

      “Jarid,” his voice came from my mouth as a choked whisper. We found him.

      Jarid came from the trees, sprinting in our direction. He wore a dark jacket with a hood, but I couldn’t mistake that brilliant smile anywhere.

      My entire body flooded with relief as he opened his arms and pulled Syeth and me into a tight hug. Syeth’s cheek pressed against mine, but his hands gripped his brother. Jarid’s damp hair brushed across my cheek.

      “Are you all right?” Syeth asked him.

      “Now, I am.”

      “Come on!” Naomi called from behind us.

      We led Jarid toward our truck. Dad stood outside it, but his tight expression loosened as we approached. “You shouldn’t have run off like that,” he told me.

      “We found him, didn’t we?” I asked with a grin. Another piece of my family was back in place, and now I could go off and find the last missing piece—Mom.

      We situated ourselves in the bed of the truck. Dad took my old spot, and Syeth and I sat across from Jarid. The first truck began turning around. It took some maneuvering on the narrow road, but the headlights cut through the darkness as it finally finished turning around, their lights landing on Jarid’s face. Now that we weren’t running for our lives, the bags under his eyes were more noticeable, and the sharp lines of his face made it seem like he had a heck of a story to tell. He leaned against the side of the truck as if he might pass out right then and there from lack of sleep.

      “Moving out,” the driver murmured. The vehicles curved around each other, and we headed back toward the rebel base. The trek through the tunnels of the city didn’t seem so daunting now that we’d found the survivors, and I looked forward to repeating the trip and getting some rest that night.

      “What happened?” Syeth asked. “Why did you come out here?”

      A dark shadow crossed his features. “I came to find Isra.”

      “I thought she was meeting you in New Manhattan?” I asked.

      “She did,” Jarid said as a sad smile crossed his lips. “We went through the treatments and they restored our memories. All thanks to you, Lora.”

      I leaned closer to him. Even though I was helpless when it came to guns, at least my messed up experimental brain had been good for something. “Tell us everything.”

      With that, Jarid explained that Sarah’s group had used my brain scans to figure out how to restore memories. He paused, and then added, “Isra and I volunteered to be the first test subjects, and it worked—”

      A flash of light filled his face then, and the truck skidded to a stop. We were looking up and out the front window to see what was going on when flames engulfed the last truck in the convoy behind us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Naomi and the driver let out a string of curses. The red lights from the vehicle in front of us disappeared as we reversed. Dad grabbed my shoulders to keep me steady even as we whipped around.

      Only one of the rebels from the burning vehicle came out onto the road. He or she was covered with flames. Two rebels from the other truck jumped out to help. The rest moved behind the vehicle—using it for cover—as bullets slammed into the truck. The rebels shot into the trees, almost blindly. I suspected it was security forces hiding in the forest.

      “Stay down!” Naomi shouted instructions at the driver. “We need to get them to cover and we’ll come back to help.”

      Dad, Syeth, Jarid, and I dipped lower behind the short barrier of the bed, avoiding a barrage of bullets coming from the trees. Small flashes of light accompanied the pop pop pop of ammunition. I held onto Dad’s arm as the truck accelerated forward.

      “We’re going to get through this,” Naomi called back to us. Her voice was close. She hung out her window with a long rifle in her hands. She peered through the scope but didn’t fire. I suspected she didn’t want to draw attention to us fleeing the scene.

      I locked eyes with Jarid, and as he reached his hand toward mine, the driver cried out. Naomi swore as the truck bucked and swerved.

      My ears homed in on a gurgling sound from the driver before the truck bumped against something. Syeth, Dad, and Jarid gripped the edge of the bed as it sped in a downward path. My legs lifted from under me and then I was flying through the air. I blinked as the world moved in slow motion. Dad’s arms disappeared from around me as the world fell away.

      It quickly returned—and with a lot of pain. I crashed onto the ground and rolled a few times. My hands were useless under me. Branches and leaves slapped against my face, and my harsh breathing echoed in my head. When I finally stopped, radiating zips of pain ran through my body and, for a few moments, I lay there expecting security forces to rush out of the trees and find me.

      The thought propelled me to my knees, and I stood on wobbly legs. A ringing sound settled in my head, and I reached out toward the closest tree. Opening my eyes against the ache in my head, I took in the scene around me. The front of our truck rested at the bottom of a ditch. Its headlights bored into the ground, giving an eerie glow to the otherwise dark area.

      Then, another succession of gunshots sounded out.

      “Dad?” I croaked.

      “Lora?” his voice called from somewhere in front of me. It was low, but when he said my name again, it was stronger. He couldn’t be too far away from me.

      His dark jacket had camouflaged him against the ground, but his voice helped me home in on him. I raced over to help him up. “Are you hurt?”

      “Not too bad,” Dad said, pushing himself up into a seated position.

      A streak of blood stained his hairline. “You’re bleeding.”

      “You, too,” he said, touching my face. I winced as his finger moved against my cheek. “I’m fine, though. We need to find Syeth and Jarid and get out of here. Someone will come looking for us.”

      I glanced at the truck. The driver was still, his body slumped over against the wheel. Naomi was gone. I scanned the area for her, but she wasn’t in the immediate area. As the leader of the rebel group, I guessed she’d probably gone off to fight the security forces. At least, I hoped so. I’d hate to think of her abandoning us entirely. Especially since she’d made a point of telling me how important I was to the cause.

      Syeth’s head leaned against the side of the truck seat, unmoving. As fast as my legs could take me, I rushed over to them. “Syeth? Jarid?”

      Both twins were unconscious, one on top of the other.

      “Dad?” I called. “I need your help.”

      He trudged over, his feet sounding out like a giant’s as he came closer. A few gunshots could be heard in the distance, but not as many as before. I wondered how many rebels had been taken out. With an ambush like that, it had to be a lot; I couldn’t allow myself to think about that right now.

      Security forces would do their best to make sure they didn’t leave any survivors, though, so we didn’t have time to stick around. They’d come looking for us any minute.

      Dad touched the side of Jarid’s neck and did the same for Syeth. “Their pulses are strong.”

      “We can’t stay near the truck,” I said.

      “I know,” Dad said, peering into the front. “Lora, don’t look”

      I didn’t need to. That was when the thick scent of blood grabbed my nose and didn’t let go, as if Dad’s words had reawakened my senses. My stomach recoiled and I leaned over, swallowing against the nausea rising in my throat.

      “We need to get out of this area. Help me with Jarid.” Neither of us could lift the twins on our own, so we worked together to separate Syeth and Jarid.

      Dad went to move Jarid first since he’d rested on top of Syeth, though choosing between them was like debating between losing one of my arms or legs. Dad held Jarid’s legs while I tucked my arms under his. We moved up the side of the ditch. Dad checked both sides of the road before leading us to a covered area on the other side of the road. We couldn’t stay near the truck for too long, but at least if security came looking, we wouldn’t be at the scene of the accident.

      Each second dragged on like years, and I couldn’t help keeping my eyes on the spaces between trees, expecting security to come out with their guns raised, prepared to take us down.

      Dad and I set Jarid on the ground. From our spot, the road was barely visible. We had just enough distance to see anyone coming without proximity giving away our position. Jarid’s breathing was steady, but Dad’s wheezing was loud enough to make me stop.

      “I’m fine,” he said, waving his hand at me. I hoped he wasn’t more injured than he’d let on.

      “You need a break.”

      “We need to get Syeth.”

      I glanced toward the road. Syeth was over there, alone and unarmed. “Take a minute.” There was no use having Dad’s help if he wasn’t at his full strength.  “I’m going over there to stay with him.”

      “I’m coming,” Dad said, standing. He grabbed onto the tree next to him to prop himself up.

      My heart thrummed in my chest. We had to get Syeth out of there, though. “He might be up now.”

      I took off toward the truck, ignoring Dad calling from behind me. I crossed my fingers, hoping that Syeth was awake and we could hurry back to cover.

      Glancing in either direction, I noted that there weren’t any other vehicles or lights. Three rapid gunshots rang out in the direction from where we’d come. Then, quick footfalls. I launched myself forward, getting almost to the ditch before someone called out for me.

      “Lora, wait!” Naomi called out. “It’s me.”

      I tripped over my feet and slid down the edge of the ditch. Naomi followed. We ducked so we wouldn’t be visible from the road.

      “Naomi. You’re okay. We thought you were hurt.”

      “I had to go back for them.” It was dark, but her tone was blacker than the night around us. “It’s bad. I came back to warn you. You have to hide. Once you’re sure they’re gone, get to Salt Lake City no matter what. Don’t let any of them catch you. Oh, and tell your parents I’m sorry for not getting you there myself.”

      “But—”

      “Now!” Naomi said, and she shoved my shoulders forward before going back up to the road. She stood there, holding her gun aimed toward the area where we had left the other rebels. I wanted to ask her why she wasn’t coming with us, but the sharpness of her order propelled my legs forward.

      Syeth wasn’t in the bed of the truck anymore, though. I hadn’t seen him pass us. So, he must have gone the other way, putting more distance between us and Dad and Jarid.

      “Syeth?” I called out, knowing there wasn’t time for this.

      “Lora?”

      A beam of light flashed from ahead of me. It flickered before going out. I raced for it and found him leaning against a tree about fifty feet from the truck. He’d headed in the wrong direction, unknowingly putting distance between himself and where I’d left his brother, but at least he was conscious.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      “Yes. You?”

      “Peachy,” he said with a groan. “Where are Finn and Jarid?”

      “Across the road. I came back for you. We need to get over there. Can you walk?”

      Flashes of light accompanied by loud shots filled the air. Syeth grabbed me and pulled me to the ground by his side. His grip was firm as we maneuvered around the tree. I peered around the side of it.

      “We need to get out of here.” The further away from the security, the better. “Naomi told me we should go to Salt Lake City on our own. She’s out there. I think they followed her.”

      Then, another gunshot sounded out and someone cried out. I clamped a hand over my mouth, stifling a cry of my own.

      “Lora, I need you to help me up. My leg is useless right now.”

      He wrapped his arm around my shoulder, and we stood. His hand pressed against the tree in front of us, but he favored his left leg.

      A beam from a flashlight cut through the darkness, and we froze.

      “Is that Finn?”

      “He wouldn’t use his flashlight.”

      “Shit,” Syeth said. “It must be security. How are we going to get to Jarid?”

      Naomi cried out. There wasn’t a gunshot, but my imagination took me to wilder places.

      “Syeth, we need to help her.”

      “Not a chance. She told you to hide.”

      She was also risking her life for us to do so. If I could help, I had to. “That’s the shortest path to Dad and Jarid.”

      “We can go around.”

      “I just want to check it out. If there is security, I’ll come right back.”

      “There’s no reasoning with you,” he grumbled.

      “I won’t get caught.”

      Syeth sighed and pulled the gun from his belt. “Take this, please. Do not let them see you.”

      I took the gun and held it at my side, though I didn’t want it anywhere near me.

      As I neared where I’d heard her cry out, I stayed hidden behind the trees. A figure appeared on the road, and I stopped. Then, he moved toward the truck, his footfalls crunching over the leaves. My stronger and more curious side propelled me nearer Naomi.

      A flashlight beam remained on the ground behind the truck. That must have been Naomi’s.

      I tucked myself between two close-together trees.

      Naomi struggled on the ground near the back of the truck. I couldn’t make out her face, but the flashlight beam from the security person illuminated the rifle in her grip. Then, a boot kicked out and the gun flew several feet away—too far for Naomi to reach it. She rolled over and started to crawl toward it. Naomi’s arm remained pressed against her middle, and I wasn’t sure how much longer she would last in her condition without medical help. My stomach rolled, and I clamped a hand over my mouth to keep myself quiet.

      The boot shot out again, this time connecting with Naomi’s shoulder. Her cries echoed through the trees and ricocheted within me.

      Naomi pulled out the knife at her belt and swung it out.

      A hand reached down and twisted Naomi’s wrist before she let go of that weapon, too. The person reached down to get it, and I saw the ends of long, dark hair.

      “Don’t bother,” an unfamiliar female voice said. “Been looking for you for a long time.” The woman had dragged the word long out. Her voice purred like a cat, but it was filled with enough poison to sound more like a snake.

      My hand tightened around the gun I held.

      “One of the seven,” the woman continued. “This is a big payday for me. It’s a shame, really, that there’s only two left now. You wouldn’t happen to know where John Wingum and Elsie Flannigan are, would you?”

      I stifled a gasp.

      Naomi grunted, but the noise sounded like a curse.

      The woman kicked Naomi again. The flashlight washed out Naomi’s face. She held up a hand to shield against the light as she stared up at the security woman.

      Without thinking, I raised Syeth’s gun. The woman just stood there, holding a flashlight and a gun in Naomi’s direction.

      My hands shook with Syeth’s gun. If I’d been a better shot, I might have been useful to Naomi. But I couldn’t risk giving away my position. Not with Syeth injured, and Dad and Jarid waiting for me. This woman seemed to be in control of the situation, and I didn’t think Naomi was coming out of the night alive at this point. My throat ached with guilt, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away.

      “You know where they are,” the woman said to Naomi. “Tell me, and I’ll make this painless for you. I could beat it out of you. But, frankly, I don’t have the time.”

      Was I about to watch this woman execute Naomi?

      “I don’t know,” Naomi said, her voice weak. “They don’t keep in touch.”

      The woman sighed and raised the gun again. “You could have made this easier on yourself.”

      As if my body knew what was going to happen, I sank to the ground and squeezed my eyes shut as a gunshot pierced the air. I stifled a scream in my hands as my opportunity to help Naomi disappeared.
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      My entire body broke out in a sweat as Naomi’s death repeated in my mind. The woman who killed her moved around the truck as if shooting Naomi was an errand she’d needed to accomplish and nothing more. The door to a vehicle opened and closed a few seconds later.

      My feet sank into the dirt, or at least that was what it felt like. I couldn’t move from my spot, even though we needed to get away. Panic seized me. I should have run away already, but I couldn’t. I pictured this woman approaching and killing my mother and John. They were on her list.

      That thought snapped me back to reality. I had to get back to Syeth and away from the area as soon as possible. Naomi was right. I had to get to my mother in Salt Lake City and warn her about this woman and her mission to take down members of the rebellion.

      I glanced over my shoulder in Syeth’s direction. I wasn’t sure about his injuries, but I hoped he’d stay put. I was far enough away from that woman to hear and see her movements, but I didn’t want to alert her to my location.

      Crashing footfalls vibrated the ground around me, and they were accompanied by the roar of large vehicles on the road. Voices—presumably from the other security force members—filled the night air. Without thinking, I dropped to the ground and closed my eyes.

      “She dead?” a man’s voice asked.

      “What do you think?” The woman’s cold voice struck me once again. It was a voice I’d never forget.

      The man didn’t reply, but shuffling feet came closer.

      With the slowest steps possible, I rose and backed away from the tree. No doubt, they were searching for survivors. They weren’t going to discover me.

      “That’s a wrap!” the woman called out. “This was the last of the Alpha Team in Denver.” Her voice neared, and I squeezed my eyes closed, praying that she didn’t spot me. “Clean up here and get back to the base. We’re headed west tomorrow.”

      Murmurs of agreement rang through the group, and I remained in place as the security force moved around the ditch. The doors to the truck opened and then slammed shut a few seconds later. I tried not to pay attention to the way they spoke about the driver—as if he were an object instead of a person.

      Once they left, I could seek out the others, and then we could plan. Together, we could figure it out. We had to.

      A crash sounded on the other side of the truck before the idling vehicles rumbled down the road. The sound of them became a distant echo in my mind as crackling and popping overpowered their retreat. The awful scent of burning filled my nose. The bed of the truck was filled with flames, and it was only a matter of time before the crimes committed there disintegrated into ash.

      “Lora!” Syeth’s voice sounded behind me.

      I whipped around and almost crashed into him. “We need to get out of here.”

      His hands gripped the top of my arms. “I agree.”

      We walked around the area, careful not to get too close to the truck. The debris on the ground turned into kindling, and the fire spread quickly.

      I didn’t bother to look at Naomi. One dead body was enough for me. Besides, with my photographic memory, I already had enough images to fill my mind with Naomi and the driver for the rest of my life.

      When we reached the road, I peered both ways—twice—before Syeth and I moved quickly across. With only the sounds of the crackling fire eating away at the truck to fill the air, it appeared as if we had escaped the security forces. For now. I doubted they were coming back. The woman had seemed adamant about moving on, and so was I.

      The clearing of the trees above the road showed streaks of color cutting through the sky. I had no idea what time it was, but my muscles ached as if I had been on the run all night.

      “Lora!” Dad waved me over.

      I had misjudged where we had left them.

      He rushed over and helped me with Syeth. My legs nearly collapsed right then, but I pushed through.

      Once we were under the cover of the trees, he threw his arms around me and I put all my weight on him, hugging him back. “Thank God. Thank God,” he repeated. Then, he held me at arm’s length, his teary gaze darting over my face. “Are you okay? What happened?”

      I sighed, releasing the tension in my shoulders. “We’re okay.”

      Dad shook his head and wrapped his arm around my shoulder. “We can talk later.”

      Sometimes, he had the uncanny ability to read my mind. And I needed that, given that my thoughts were a jumbled mess. Thank goodness he didn’t want to talk about everything right away.

      Syeth settled next to his brother. Jarid held a cloth against his forehead. The edges were stained red, but he seemed coherent.

      “What happened to you two?” Jarid asked, removing the blood-stained cloth from his head. There wasn’t much, and most of it looked dry. He refolded it and placed it there again.

      Three pairs of eyes looked at me, and I couldn’t hold back any longer. Sobs shook my body as the rest of the night washed over me. I told them everything, punctuated by heaving breaths. It was as if a truck was on top of my chest, not allowing me to breathe. The world tilted and blurred, but I got it out—every single terrifying moment since I’d gone back to find Syeth.

      After I spoke, no one said anything for a while. There was no reason to move since we knew the security forces were gone, and we didn’t have another plan anyway.

      Syeth sat between me and Jarid, his head pressed between his hands.

      It seemed like an eternity before someone spoke.

      “What do we do now?” Jarid asked, quietly enough that I wasn’t sure if I’d imagined it or not.

      Syeth scoffed. “What can we do?”

      “We could go back to Denver and meet with the rebels,” Dad said.

      “If they even exist anymore,” Syeth said. “Who knows if security went after them at the same time as ambushing us? From what Lora said, they already knew about Naomi. The security forces are massive out here.” He hesitated. “We could disappear into New California and make a new life for ourselves? It’s possible. We can’t settle near any big cities, though. Not with our reputation.”

      We had no idea what had happened to Esperanza, but we’d never be too sure she wasn’t out there looking for us.

      “We need to go to Salt Lake City,” I said, my voice sounding more like a croak. My throat was raw from crying, but there was no other option. I couldn’t allow that woman to get to Mom without trying to warn her first. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself. Hiding in New California wasn’t an option, and neither was going back to Denver. Even if security had known we were out there, the best thing was for them to think we had died in the woods.

      “Lora—” Dad began, but I put up a hand to cut him off.

      “We have to try and help Mom! Isn’t that why we came out here? To find her? Now there’s a madwoman on her heels, and she has no idea what’s coming.”

      Syeth scrunched up his face, but stared at the ground.

      “Our convoy was headed to a rebel-friendly fuel depot when we were ambushed,” Jarid said. “We could keep going there.”

      The heart of the rebels in Denver were dead. But I didn’t need to say it aloud. My gut already twisted at remembering the cold stare of the driver—those unblinking eyes which would never move again. My stomach heaved, and I swallowed against the gagging tightness in my throat.

      “If we can get there on foot, then we can probably hitch a ride to Salt Lake City,” Jarid said. “The rebels are trying to turn that into the capital of their new society on the frontier.”

      “We’re never going to beat the security,” Syeth said. “And just because we got away tonight, that doesn’t mean we’re going to be able to do it again.”

      “Do you know where the fuel station is?” I asked Jarid.

      “It’s in the first town after the forest roads.”

      “We have no supplies,” Syeth said.

      “We have to try,” I said.

      Syeth looked at me with the same coldness as he had throughout most of our trip. “Do we?”

      “Yes,” I pressed. “You wouldn’t let us leave your brother out here, so why do you think I would allow my mother to come under the same fire?”

      “We don’t know she’s there,” Dad said softly.

      I whirled on him. Since when were he and Syeth in agreement on anything? “Naomi said she was. It’s the only lead we have.”

      “It’s just that, a lead,” Syeth said.

      “I think we should go,” Jarid said, lifting his gaze to mine. “Supposedly, there are markers along the way, so it shouldn’t be too hard. It’s better than hiding.”

      “Surviving isn’t hiding,” Syeth said.

      Jarid shrugged. “I’m all for helping Lora’s mother if we can.”

      “Dad?” If I could get him to agree, then Syeth would have to go along with the majority, right? “Our mission was to find her,” I pointed out. “It was why you came out here. We can’t give up now.”

      Dad licked his lips and poked at the dirt with a small stick. He made a circle in the ground before tossing the stick aside. “I don’t want to hide in New California. And you’re probably right about Denver.”

      “If we walked most of our trip here, we can do this.” That woman was after my mother. I couldn’t stand by and allow her to take another person from my life. I hadn’t known Naomi long, but she’d been welcoming from the moment we arrived, just based on what my mother had told her. I wanted the chance to get back at the person who’d killed her in cold blood. I was tired of getting pushed around by these corporations who thought they could silence humanity. We were alive for a reason, and I would fight until my last breath. “I’m going to Salt Lake City. Who’s with me?”

      Jarid smiled at me and nodded.

      “Dad?” I asked.

      “I know how strong-willed you are, Lora, and I wouldn’t dream of going anywhere without you by my side. We’re in this together.”

      “Syeth?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “This is a suicide mission. We have no supplies and no hope of getting there without getting caught. But… if you want to fight against all the odds to find your mother, I’m not sure I can refuse. I won’t let any of you head toward your imminent capture without me.”

      It wasn’t the most valiant speech in the world, but he’d agreed to come with us. It was all I needed to move forward.
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      We spent the next hour or so foraging through the crash sites for any supplies. Most of the food and clothing were burned beyond recognition or usefulness, but we did find two backpacks which had either been thrown from the vehicles or tossed out by the rebels. They contained enough water to get the four of us through a couple of days, with rations of food, as well. With the sunlight peeking through the trees, the area was much warmer than it had been overnight.

      Even though the twins were in rough shape after the crash, everyone seemed strong enough to push through the next part of our plan. Syeth favored his right leg, but he brushed off the discomfort when I asked about it.

      Jarid had informed us that the town we needed to get to was around twenty miles away. We kept away from the roads which dipped through the valleys. There was no chance I would risk another security team finding us. Instead, we took the harder but safer route up the side of the mountain. The journey across the country had prepared me for the long hours of walking. We hadn’t gone through many mountain ranges after the motorcycle died, but my legs were conditioned for this.

      Chirping birds peeped from the trees above us as the morning broke.

      It was a long trek for us, but we were determined. At the very least, I was. The movement and new surroundings distracted my mind enough to veer it away from the images of Naomi’s body and that horrible security woman who’d killed her.

      I hadn’t seen exactly what she’d looked like, but I knew I would recognize her if I ever saw her again just because of her voice. Though, if I did encounter her again, it would already be too late. She was precise and uncaring in her methods. Who was I against her?

      A shiver moved through me, and it was enough to catch Jarid’s attention. “Are you cold?”

      I mustered a smile to ward off any more concern. “No.”

      He eyed me as if he didn’t believe me.

      The more I dwelled on Naomi in my mind, the more it would interfere with our current mission. Keeping her in the back of my mind would propel me toward the goal, but if memories of the night crept to the front and took over my thoughts entirely, then I wasn’t sure if I’d ever be able to peel myself from a fetal position on the ground.

      “Jarid, what happened with Isra?” I asked.

      Syeth glanced over his shoulder at me and then his brother.

      “After BioPure took my mother, the security forces fell hard on the rebel groups. When Isra came to the camp, it was—”

      He trailed off, but I didn’t miss the sad smile on his face. My insides fluttered at the bliss whispering across his features. “You remembered her?” I pressed.

      Jarid blinked as if coming out of a deep thought. “The rebels restored our memories. Thanks to you, Lora.”

      Heat flushed my cheeks, but the trees shaded us enough that he didn’t seem to notice.

      “So, where is she now?” Syeth asked.

      Jarid stared off toward the trees in the distance ahead of us. “We were in recovery when BioPure hit our cell. We were in separate rooms, and I couldn’t find her when we evacuated. It took a few days for us to regroup. Unfortunately, Isra wasn’t among the larger group once we all got back together. We heard a rumor that the rebels who helped her escape were headed west for New California.”

      “They weren’t a part of Sarah’s group?” Dad asked.

      “Not the ones she was with. They call themselves the Unpaired. They’re a radical faction among the rebels. After that, all I knew was that I needed to get out of New Manhattan. So, I volunteered for convoy duty—it was the only open spot—but I knew if I met enough rebels, then I’d be able to find either Isra or you two.”

      “Sorry we were your second choice,” Syeth muttered.

      “Don’t be like that, Syeth.” Exasperation colored Jarid’s voice. It occurred to me that, since they were twins, Jarid had probably lived with Syeth through many bouts of stubbornness. Maybe he would be more equipped to snap Syeth out of his mood.

      I’d thought Syeth would have been happier to see his brother again. If he couldn’t break free from his mood even now, then maybe it was me who was putting him in that headspace. My stomach churned at that possibility. I wasn’t willing to give up on us yet, but maybe that was exactly what Syeth wanted.

      “Go on,” Dad said, prompting Jarid.

      Jarid pulled a face at his brother before continuing. “Before security ambushed us, we got word that the Unpaired group had made it to New California. But there wasn’t a location attached to the message, and I’ve heard nothing about Isra.”

      I reached out to touch his arm. “I’m sure she’s fine.” Though, after the trouble we’d had and us barely scraping by, I wondered how true that was.

      “I hope so,” Jarid said. “But things were a little awkward for us at first at the base. I hoped that, after our memories returned, we could start up where we had left off. We weren’t even given the opportunity to try. I don’t know what I’ll do if something happens to her before I find her. But maybe she wants to keep it this way. Maybe she changed her mind about me.”

      “I don’t think so,” I said.

      “It could be true,” Syeth said.

      “What are you talking about?” I asked.

      Syeth shrugged. “You loved each other at some point, but Mother wiped both of your memories. It would make sense that she’s wary of being with you.”

      While I expected Jarid to fight back, he only shrugged. “I wouldn’t blame her. But I would like to make sure she’s safe.”

      These boys surprised me more and more each day. Jarid was willing to give up having the love of his life, but he just wanted to make sure she was alive. Did Syeth feel that way about me?

      Rumbling from a distance made our steps slow. We were a distance from the road, but I didn’t discount any of the technology that the security forces possessed when it came to locating rebel forces.

      Syeth shot off in the direction of the road, keeping low. We did the same. As much as I figured it was security forces passing by, I held out a little hope that the rebel forces were out there, and that we could cut our trip short by joining with a group who had vehicles, weapons, and access to shelter.

      We stopped about fifty feet from the road, hiding behind two thick trees. The first three vehicles were massive utility vehicles with tires almost as tall as me. Their windows and windshields were tinted black so that we couldn’t see inside. Behind them were three armored vehicles. At the top of each one was a small station, just big enough for one person with a long barrel facing forward. Then, four more of the utility vehicles roared along behind them.

      I could barely hear my thoughts as they overtook all of the sounds of the mountains.

      Syeth lifted his binoculars to his face and watched the convoy speed down the road. The vehicles looked like they’d driven off the pages of a history book. In school, we’d studied all the wars which predated Zero, and these vehicles appeared as if they were ready for battle. The road they were on was taking them west, and it wasn’t until they were out of sight that any of us spoke.

      “Is it even worth it to go to Salt Lake City?” Syeth asked.

      “They didn’t see us,” Dad said.

      Syeth raised a hand toward the road. “Security forces are headed in that direction. They’re going to destroy it before we even get there. Then what?”

      “No,” Jarid said. “From the information we received, Salt Lake City is well defended by the rebels.”

      “Did you see the armored vehicles they had? They looked as if they were preparing to mow down the city before the rebels even saw them coming.”

      “A convoy that small couldn’t take out the entire city,” Jarid said.

      “Explain, brother, what did they intend with all that firepower?” Syeth asked, crossing his arms.

      Dad scratched his cheeks. “A smaller mission? One that would require a strong force to get inside and out?”

      “A rescue mission?” Jarid suggested.

      Or a homicide mission. I couldn’t even say those words aloud, though. The woman who’d killed Naomi wanted to take out my mother and John. They were in Salt Lake City. That was the last of her mission. “They’re going to try and get to Mom and John.”

      “How do you know that?” Dad asked.

      “It’s a smaller mission for them.” I didn’t want it to be true, but it was all we could go on. “We have to get there, or at least warn them somehow.”

      “The rebels will help us,” Jarid said. “We have information about the convoy coming for those in Salt Lake City.”

      I didn’t miss the omission of my parents’ names.

      “They’re smart and well-armed. We’re going to be safer with them,” Jarid said.

      “By the time we get there to warn them, it will be too late,” Syeth said.

      “You’re forgetting that you’re talking about my mother,” I said through gritted teeth.

      Syeth’s jaw clenched. “I’m trying to keep us alive. We need to think this through before we join up with another group that could get us killed. Just stop and think about it, okay?”

      “We’re trying,” Dad said calmly.

      I couldn’t help yearning for what Jarid wanted, siding with him over Syeth. Since leaving New Manhattan, I hadn’t felt safe until we’d met up with Naomi and her group. Now, we were on our own again. The insecure feeling tugging at my gut had returned, just as it had accompanied me on our trip toward Denver. With the rebels, we were a force. There was security in that. Even with Sarah, I’d enjoyed being a part of a bigger plan, rather than me and Syeth just figuring it all out on our own and executing plans, too.

      “You don’t know this group,” Jarid said. “It’s different than it was with Sarah. They’re more organized, and I think we’d be on the winning side.”

      Syeth grunted. “Say that to the trucks and rebels who are ash right now.”

      “That was something else,” Dad said. “No one could have predicted that. We’re armed with more information now.”

      “Heading toward a gas station somewhere out in New California,” Syeth bit out sarcastically. “What if those security vehicles attack them before we get there? Then what?”

      “At least Jarid has a plan,” I said, unable to hide the frustration in my voice. It trembled slightly, and I cursed myself for allowing my feelings to show through. I was more determined than upset, but I had no idea which emotion came through most. “You’re just going against everything we’re saying. This is something to move toward instead of standing around and waiting for something to happen.”

      Syeth stepped toward me. “I’m not about to watch any of you walk into an ambush.”

      For a moment, I thought he was going to take my hands in his or embrace me. But he did neither. His hands remained at his sides while his jaw stayed fixed.

      “Take a breath,” Jarid said to his brother. “We can trust that they will take care of us. We have to get there.”

      I couldn’t help staring at Jarid after he said that. He was so different than he’d been in New Manhattan. From the night I’d met him, we’d battled with his headaches, and his memory loss had prevented us from getting as close as Syeth and I had. But here he’d finally stood up for himself, even against his brother. He certainly wasn’t lacking the confidence of Syeth, and he actually looked me in the eyes when I spoke to him.

      “The rebels haven’t done a great job of protecting us so far,” Syeth said. “How do you know they can do that now?”

      “They can,” Jarid said with a grin. “At least, the ones in Salt Lake City can. From what the rebels told me, those are the forces that are going to take down the corporations.”

      I recalled—with perfect clarity—the map Naomi had shown me at the rebel base. The number of rebels in Salt Lake City was astronomical. More than enough to be a force against the corporations, for sure.

      “I’m still not convinced,” Syeth said.

      Dad narrowed his eyes at Syeth. “Other than you not wanting to go, what is your other option? You do realize Zero is still out there in New California. It’s not as if we can set up a farm somewhere and hide. We’d never survive.”

      “Others have,” Syeth said.

      “The rebels have scoured much of the country looking for survivors,” Jarid said. “There aren’t many left who aren’t already a part of the rebel forces.”

      Dad sighed, his breath no longer visible in front of him now that the day was warming up. “How about we go to the fuel depot and see what our options are? It’s closer than Denver, and from what Jarid says, it looks as if they’re recruiting.”

      We all looked to Syeth. He was the only one with a scowl on his face, and the tipping point of us not going to the fuel station.

      But no one was willing to push him except me, it seemed. “Come on, Syeth. The Denver base wasn’t what we expected, but we should give the rebels one more shot. If we don’t like what we see there, then we can figure out another plan. There’s no harm in looking. We have enough supplies to last us that long, and we can always change the mission if the depot doesn’t offer us a good option.”

      Syeth released a deep breath. “Fine.” He looked up at the sky. “We should get going. Those trucks are going to be ahead of us no matter what.”

      I wanted to hug him and thank him for agreeing to go forward with the plan, for what it was, but he turned and walked away before I could. I wasn’t going to let him get away that easily, though. We had to work cohesively on the plan, or else our group would remain fractured.

      I glanced over my shoulder at Dad and Jarid. They both understood to stay a few steps behind us.

      Syeth and I walked together for a few minutes before I spoke. “What’s going on with you?”

      He held his hands out in front of him, his wrists touching. “Chains.”

      “We’re not going to wear chains for anyone. I promise.”

      Syeth sighed, unconvinced.

      I wasn’t going to push him anymore about his feelings on our plan and the rebels. He’d already made them clear. Instead, we simply walked together for a while. The movement which drew me back to him and away from my thoughts was him adjusting his belt. The pistol attached to it had caught my attention more than once. Immediately, I was taken back to the moment when Naomi had died. The weight of the gun had been pressed against my hand, and I’d flexed it. If I had been a better shooter, I could have saved Naomi. But, as it turned out, I was ill-equipped to be a part of the rebel forces.

      I wanted to be better—to contribute more than my memory to the cause. Especially with that woman hunting my family. Jarid and Syeth both wore pistols on their belts while Dad had the rifle slung over his shoulder. I wondered if any of them would want to show me how to use one as we made our way to Salt Lake City.
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      Late in the morning, we reached the abandoned town of Silver Plume. Forest stretched out on one side of the main road while the other side offered a few houses spaced a considerable distance away from each other. A crawling sensation moved up my arms at the eerily quiet ghost town. If security came through this town, we wouldn’t miss them.

      The fuel depot was further up the road, but we were exhausted and needed rest.

      We snuck into one of the houses far enough back from the highway to keep us hidden, but we had a view of it from the living room windows. The moment I hit the dusty mattress in one of the bedrooms, I was asleep. It wasn’t until Dad woke me some time later that I realized we hadn’t rested before that in over a day. While I could have laid there for another week, we had to get moving.

      We met Syeth and Jarid in the kitchen, where the twins were separating out the spoils from the house. There wasn’t much in the way of food or provisions, but even the few cans of non-expired food we found were helpful.

      Their guns were on the table, and Jarid had another box of ammo, too. I stared at them, remembering how useless I’d been in the forest. Jarid noticed my staring. “Lora, do you mind loading this for me?”

      “I don’t know how.”

      “Oh,” he said. “You looked interested.”

      “I’m interested,” I said quickly, “in learning.”

      “Let’s go in the back and I’ll show you how to handle it. It’s easy enough once you’re comfortable.”

      Syeth had started to shove the cans of food into his bag. “We’re leaving in five minutes if you want to get there before the sun rises. It would be better not to get caught on the highway.”

      No one had driven down the road the entire time we’d been there. We were safe, but I also wanted a lesson, so I wasn’t going to waste time arguing.

      “Five minutes is fine,” I said.

      Jarid and I went into the backyard of the home. The grass was overgrown, and that plus the wooden fence around the property gave us enough cover from the road. The moon was the only light outside—offering enough illumination for us to see the outlines of the roofs of other houses in the neighborhood. The world was silent except for my breathing in my ears.

      “We don’t want to waste all the bullets,” Jarid said, offering to take the gun.

      I stood back, but he moved toward me. Our arms bumped, and I swallowed the hitch in my throat.

      Jarid showed me how to safely load and unload the gun before handing it back to me. “It really is just point and shoot for now. If we had more time, we could work on marksmanship. There’ll be time for that once we’re with another rebel group.

      The confident grin had returned. I tried to match it as much as possible. Guns terrified me, but if I was going to be a real help to the group, then I had to get over that fear. At least enough to be able to help scare away any potential foes who came against us.

      “Square up your body,” Jarid said, checking out my stance. “You want to aim for the largest part of someone’s body. Usually, that’s the torso.” He pointed at his own chest for emphasis. “Now, aim at the fence.”

      I did as he said. The gun wasn’t loaded, but the weight of the memory of the ambush made my hand tremble.

      Jarid didn’t seem to notice, or he just wasn’t drawing attention to it.

      “Take a breath,” he said, “and release it when you pull the trigger.”

      I held my breath long enough that my lungs started to burn before depressing the trigger. My eyes squeezed shut, and my body tensed at the slight click of the gun.

      “That was good,” Jarid said.

      I snorted a laugh. “How could you tell?”

      He smirked. “You have to feel the sensation of firing the gun first. Most mistakes happen when people don’t realize how it feels to pull the trigger.”

      “Okay,” I said.

      “Let’s try again.” Jarid loaded the gun. I watched his hands move swiftly over the metal.  “Now, we’re going to focus on aiming a little more. Line up your sight.” His hands brushed against mine as he adjusted my grip. “Loosen your elbows.” He gripped them and squeezed a little until I relaxed against him.

      His breath tickled the hairs on my neck as he spoke, creating a wave of flutters in my stomach.

      I took a breath and released it as I pulled the trigger. My hands moved as if they were controlled by someone else. The gun bucked, but I held tight as the blast settled into my ears with a dull ringing. A hole marked the wooden fence where the bullet had landed.

      “Good,” Jarid said. I’d barely registered his hands on my waist, holding me steady.

      But when someone cleared their throat behind us, fear rose up again.

      Jarid moved away from me, dropping his hands to his sides.

      “You done?” I didn’t need to see his face to know Syeth wasn’t pleased.

      “Yes,” Jarid said, heading for the house.

      Whether it was because we’d been wasting time or because his brother had just been closer to me than he had for most of the last month, I wasn’t sure. I wasn’t about to ask, though. There was no reason for the swirl of guilt in my gut, but it was there in the way that I couldn’t look him in the eye as I walked past him, following Jarid into the house.

      In the kitchen, Jarid slung his bag over his shoulder and faced me. “I’ll finish packing the ammo.” Syeth came into the room and walked by me toward the front door. He balanced the heavier bag on his back, and I noticed his limp was almost gone.

      I waited for Jarid while he wrapped the holster around his belt and adjusted it before we followed Syeth and Dad out of the house.

      Outside, Jarid caught up with his brother and they talked about the location of the fuel depot.

      “We should be cautious,” Syeth said.

      “We’ll let them know who we are and how we’re a part of the rebel forces. If they’re recruiting as much as the others made it seem, then they’ll be happy to have us. Especially with the information we have. They might be able to contact the Salt Lake City rebels to warn them about the convoy.”

      Jarid’s hope for the rebels at the depot helping us forced a sliver of hope to move through me. As we walked the deserted streets, I even began to believe we were moving down the right track to finding my mother.

      We walked for almost an hour before we found the station. The houses had become sparser during our walk, and the depot was off of a road filled with dips and cracks. It was four lanes and might have been a highway at some point in the past. Up ahead, we saw the fuel depot. It looked to have been built to service up to twenty freight trucks at a time. The massive overhang loomed over and away from the main building, which appeared to be a garage. Spray paint marked the poles in front of all but one of the fuel pumps. Over the years, I guessed they might have fallen into the same disrepair as the rest of New California. Flickering lights gave me the idea that there were people inside, though, and that hope bloomed within me—it was the same feeling I’d had when we first met Naomi. The thought of her lying in the middle of the forest pinched at my chest. I wondered when the others would find her remains. If they bothered to go out there and look for the other rebels at all.

      “Someone is moving in there,” Jarid said, pointing at the garage.

      “That’s a good sign,” Dad said.

      Syeth grabbed his gun and held it at his side. “Not if security has taken over.”

      “It would look a lot different if they had.” Security forces run by the corporations made sure to put their logo on everything. This place was devoid of any such signage.

      Syeth cut a look my way. “Unless it’s a trap.”

      “The information came in a few days before we arrived in the mountains,” Jarid said. “It hasn’t been taken over.”

      “So you say.” Syeth shrugged as if he was still waiting for someone to give him better proof.

      We walked under the canopies next to the fuel tanks, heading toward the front door. Above it, a bulb swung from a thin cord. A sign with the word REPA RS loomed over us.

      We were close enough that whoever was inside had to have seen us coming by now. I briefly pictured a group of them coming outside with their guns raised in our direction.

      “I remember places like this as a kid,” Dad said with a beaming smile, breaking through my fear. “I used to love watching the semi-trucks come through. I’d always pull my arm down to make them honk their horn.”

      Jarid glanced at me and I shrugged. I didn’t know why Dad would want to be honked at, but he’d grown up in a different time.

      Jarid stepped forward and knocked on the door. Syeth walked to the other side of me and scanned the area. There weren’t any people around that I could see, but we had to be on high alert for the security vehicles. Jarid touched the gun at his side, preparing himself for anything.

      After a minute or two, the door opened a crack. A girl stuck the top half of her body out. Her eyes were narrowed at us.

      The girl looked to be in her early teens. She wore a thick jumpsuit with the name JAMES on the lapel, but she’d tried to scratch out the ES and put IE above it.

      “Hey,” Jarid said. “Jamie, right? I’m Jarid and these are my friends.” He gave her all of our names.

      She wrinkled her freckled nose and opened the door wider. “You must not be from around here.” The moment we were inside, she slammed the door and locked the deadbolt. We were in a small office without much room for more than two desks and a metal cabinet with several rust spots. The office held a layer of dust over all the surfaces. Dad bumped his arm against mine, and I turned my body. She had her back against another door across the space, her eyes darting between us. Jarid led the group while the rest of us hung back.

      The light from outside filtered through the window and made her blonde hair shimmer. “Don’t you know the corridor is crawling with Corp Cops?”

      “I was told to come here,” Jarid said. “The convoy I was attached to was headed here from New Manhattan.”

      She let out a low whistle. “You’re pretty far away from there.”

      “Security ambushed us. We’re the only survivors of that group.”

      The girl cursed under her breath. Because of where I’d grown up, and the strict laws on us for swearing, I couldn’t help the jolt I felt hearing her use the words so casually. I supposed it was something else I’d have to get used to. She was young enough that she’d most likely been raised since birth in New California. I wondered what that must have been like.

      Jarid explained what had happened, and Jamie’s expressions went from horrified to terrified. “Oh man, oh man, I gotta… I gotta ask somebody about this. You four, stay here until I come back, okay? I gotta wake up my boss.”

      She fled through the door behind her. “Stay here!”

      Syeth shoved by Jarid and held open the door through which Jamie had left.

      The inside of the garage was filled with at least a dozen trucks, SUVs, and vans crammed into the space. Jamie raced up the wooden staircase at the back of the garage. She disappeared behind another door.

      Syeth walked into the garage and quickly walked away from us until he was behind the vehicles.

      I glanced at Jarid. He frowned at his brother and walked into the garage after him. As he disappeared behind the vehicles, he hissed Syeth’s name.

      I rocked on my heels, unsure if I should follow them. I glanced at a road map attached to the wall; it was set behind plastic, though the frame was cracked in several areas. But that didn’t matter because, upon closer inspection, I saw that this map wasn’t a normal one. Thick red ink outlined hiking trails and service roads throughout the forest behind the fuel station. The handwriting wasn’t legible in some places, but I memorized it anyway. My gut told me this was important, even though I was unsure how.

      A blast of light filled the garage, beckoning me inside.

      “Stop it,” Jarid’s voice echoed from the back of the space. The lights turned off.

      Syeth let out what sounded like a scoff. “Relax,” he said. Then the lights went on again.

      Then off. “Why are you being like this?” Jarid’s voice grew further away as they walked through the garage.

      I caught Dad’s eye, and he shook his head. “We should bring them back here. We have no idea about these rebels, and I doubt they care to have strangers going through their supplies.”

      We walked by metal shelving units, all filled with spare parts. I navigated around the vehicles squished inside the space. There wasn’t much room to walk other than on the outside edges of the room.

      “We can’t antagonize these people,” Jarid said as I moved closer to them.

      They stood behind two trucks which had seen cleaner days. They looked as if they had been used a day ago for a serious off-roading trip.

      “There.” Syeth darted away. He ended up next to three dirt bikes. The surfaces were caked with dirt, but Syeth was trying to clean them up with his sleeve. “This is what we need.”

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “This is Plan B,” Syeth said as he grabbed a fuel can from a nearby shelving unit. He held it against the panniers of the bike before grabbing a stretchy cord to fasten it.

      Jarid ripped the can from Syeth’s hands. “These people are good. We can’t just take their things.”

      Syeth’s lips mashed together in a hard line and he reached for the can again. “It’s about survival out here. If you want to get to Salt Lake City, we need to get there faster.”

      Jarid pulled his hand back and Syeth lunged for him. They held onto the can between them and tugged it back and forth. Then it crashed to the ground and Syeth dodged Jarid to get it. Jarid grabbed his coat and pulled him back.

      “Let go,” Syeth said.

      “We’re going to wait for their leader,” Jarid said. “Why are you trying to ruin this? I know you don’t like the plan, but it’s three against one here.”

      Syeth jumped up from the ground before Jarid grabbed the back of his jacket and pushed his brother against the nearest van, pressing his cheek against the window.

      “Stop it!” I hissed, glancing over my shoulder at the stairs. The door at the top was still shut.

      Syeth reached back for his brother, his hand claw-like and ready to strike. In the process, his gun fell to the ground. He made a move for it before Jarid ended up knocking his hand out of the way. Syeth’s foot shot forward and connected with the gun, sending it sliding away till it skidded to a halt by my feet.

      I picked it up. “Enough, you two!”

      Dad reached between them and tried to pull them apart. From the way they held onto each other, though, it was as if they were glued together. Dad grabbed Syeth by the shoulders. He pulled him away and Jarid backpedaled, nearly crashing into the bikes.

      “What the hell is wrong with you, Syeth?” Jarid rolled his shoulder in irritation.

      “What’s wrong with me?” Syeth spat back. “I’m the only one preparing for these people to end up dead like the rest! So, what’s wrong with you? We need to think about ourselves for once!”

      Dad let go of Syeth, but then he lunged for Jarid again.

      Before they clashed, the rumbling sound of an engine made everyone freeze. I sprinted for the nearest window as more engines flooded the air. A film of dust blocked my view, so I wiped a hand across the surface, creating a clearer streak. My jaw dropped as I watched a convoy of security come rumbling down from the forest, traveling on the road toward us.

      “They’re here,” I sputtered. My hands shook as I grabbed the gun from the bumper. For some reason, my shakiness stilled as it settled heavily into my hands.

      The vehicles came up quickly as Syeth continued to pack up the fuel with the bikes. “We can go out through here.” Both sides of the garage had large doors to filter vehicles in and out.

      With the convoy parked right outside, we had no opportunity to escape without them noticing.

      A tall, muscular woman with long, flowing dark hair strode across the lot toward the office.

      That eliminated our escape through there. If we stayed put, then maybe she wouldn’t notice us.

      Syeth continued to strap cans to the bikes while Dad waved me over. We hid behind an SUV with Jarid. My instincts were to flee, but if she spotted us, there was a chance we would get gunned down in the same way the rebels in the woods had.

      I whipped around to the others. “What are we going to do?”

      A pounding on the office door made my entire body pulse.

      “Syeth!” Jarid hissed. “Get over here.”

      “We have to go.” Syeth kept loading the fuel cans onto the dirt bikes.

      For once, I agreed with him. Though, I had no idea how to drive one of those things. I doubted the armored vehicles could keep up with a bike, but we had no opportunities for failure. Once they spotted us, I doubted they would let us go again. The thought made me shiver.

      I peered through the window of the SUV, which had a view of the office. As the door slowly opened, I clamped a hand over my mouth to stifle a scream.
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      “Hello?”

      I sucked in a breath. That voice. Her voice. The woman who had killed Naomi in cold blood in the forest. If I’d had any doubt whether or not the woman who had walked casually across the lot was the one who’d killed Naomi, it was gone now. That voice would forever haunt my nightmares. “Is anyone here? You have paying customers.”

      I turned to Jarid. “She killed Naomi. We have to leave. Now.”

      Jarid nodded and glanced at Syeth. He had stopped moving around the dirt bikes. Instead, he stood as still as a statue with his eyes pointed at the door. I wasn’t sure if he could see her from the doorway or not, but he seemed to understand the danger.

      Footsteps shuffled across the space. The sound of movement grated on my ears, though it was almost drowned out by my ragged breathing.

      “We don’t have all day here!” the women called.

      The door at the top of the stairs burst open, and Jamie thudded down the stairs. I craned my neck to see her frowning face before she disappeared from view, flying down the stairs to answer to her new ‘customer’. “You can’t just come in here like that.”

      “Get me the key to the pump so my men can fill our vehicles.”

      “W-we need payment first,” Jamie said.

      As much as life in New California was tough, I couldn’t imagine being that young and dealing with security forces the way Jamie did. And meanwhile, I wondered, where were the rest of the rebels? Were they planning an attack? Were they in hiding? Or had we missed them completely?

      “Now, the key? We’re far enough behind schedule as is.”

      A long silence stretched between them. Was Jamie at gunpoint, or had she just been paid for fuel? Were we about to witness another execution?

      Keys jingled, and Jamie said, “All right, all right. I have to program the pump for the proper amount.”

      I let out a breath, expelling the searing hot air in my lungs.

      “There’s no need for that,” the woman purred, creating another uncomfortable shiver throughout my body. “That is more than enough payment for our vehicles. Also, we’re looking for a girl. Here’s a photograph of her. She used to go by the name of Lora Flannigan, though she might be using an alias now. Have you seen her?”

      At the mention of my name, Dad’s face fell. I shook my head at him and pressed a finger to my lips. As long as we stayed quiet and remained hidden until that woman was gone, we’d be fine.

      “No,” Jamie answered.

      “Look again and think very carefully before you answer,” the woman said.

      My gut twisted, and Dad took my hand with a reassuring squeeze.

      “Um, nope, I told you,” Jamie said. “I’d remember her red hair. Few people come through here—mostly you government types.”

      The silence stretched on before the woman said, “Pity. If she comes through, you will report it. Or, the next time I come through, there won’t be enough left of you to feed the crows. Understand?”

      “G-got it,” Jamie stammered.

      I thought that would be the end of it, but from the hard footfalls sounding from the woman, I sensed her moving around the space, possibly closer to our direction.

      “Go get the others who are living in this dump and ask if they have seen her.”

      “They’re sleeping…”

      “Go, girl,” the woman hissed. “We’re not leaving until it’s confirmed.”

      “Oh, okay.” Jamie sprinted up the steps, the wood creaking under her weight. She spotted me behind the vehicle and her mouth pressed into a hard line before flinging open the door to what I now guessed must be their living quarters.

      With Jamie gone, I was hyper-aware of the sounds the woman made. Her boots shuffled around as if she had all day to wait for a reply.

      Would Jamie give us up? She had no idea who we were. I glanced at the dirt bikes. Was Syeth right about taking them? If we did, we’d never win the trust of these rebels. But if they were willing to give us up to survive, then I wouldn’t want to be with this group anyway.

      The woman’s feet shuffled over the space in our direction.

      Syeth and Jarid both had their gazes trained in the direction of her movements, as well. Dad and I slowly moved over, keeping hidden behind the vehicles. It was a dangerous dance, but we had to keep out of sight. She already had a picture of me. I had no doubt in my mind that this woman would take out me and my family in minutes. I couldn’t let that happen.

      Syeth’s pistol at my side burned against my leg, calling for me to use it. Moving as slowly as possible, I gripped it, keeping my trigger finger on the side. I had thought this woman was after my parents, but now, somehow, she knew I was out here. After just the one shooting lesson with Jarid, my confidence wasn’t there. Shooting for practice was different from a moving target, too—especially one who seemed to be better at killing than me. A tight lump settled in my throat.

      Dad and the twins kept their hands on their guns, but none of them aimed in her direction. They knew as well as I did that we couldn’t fire without alerting the security outside.

      I adjusted my grip—ready for anything—when a loud metallic scraping filled the air.

      Syeth froze, and then bent to pick up one of the cans from the ground; he’d accidentally kicked it.

      “Who’s there?” the woman asked. A flash of her moved across my vision. She was on the other side of the garage near the larger doors. Her movements were quick, like a prowling cat ready to pounce.

      I ducked next to the truck to my right. I lowered myself to the floor and peered under the vehicle. My hand tightened around the gun, but it started to tremble. I tried to slow my breathing, but that seemed impossible.

      Syeth’s boots appeared, crossing behind the SUV next to me while Jarid sneaked around the back of the truck. Dad stayed at the back of the truck.

      All of them protecting me.

      I would have done the same for any of them. Syeth moved similarly to the woman. Heel to toe without a sound against the concrete floor.

      Maybe they were surrounding her, but I spotted her boots headed in my direction. I came out from my hiding spot, determined to fight alongside the twins and Dad. I slowly stood, pressing my back against the truck. I held the gun out in front of me, just the way Jarid had instructed at the house.

      “Whoever you are, come out now,” she said, her voice much closer than I’d anticipated. “If I have to come around to find you, I’m not going to ask any questions. I’m just going to kill you.” The woman’s voice held no hint of teasing or backing down.

      The side of her face peeked out from behind the van in front of me. But her eyes weren’t focused in my direction. I couldn’t move from my spot, but I couldn’t allow her to hurt Dad or the twins, either. She took a step forward and her entire body came into view. Her eyes scanned the area. She didn’t make any sound, so I doubted the others knew she was so close.

      Without thinking, I whipped toward her and squared up my shot. With one calming breath, I stood up straight and pulled the trigger.

      The shot echoed in the room, and the gun recoiled, vibrating up my arms enough that I almost dropped it.

      The woman ducked and grabbed her leg as she let out a frustrated cry. I fumbled with the gun, and by the time I looked up again, she was gone. Then, with one blink, she was back, crouched and aiming her gun at me. The side mirror of the truck blocked my face, but she knew where I was. I stumbled backward and made it behind the truck as a bullet planted itself in the bumper. Jarid and Syeth shot out from their hiding spots with wide eyes. Syeth’s gaze darted over my body.

      “I’m fine.” Even though I felt anything but. They were only a few feet away from me, but with the woman there ready to kill us, I didn’t want to risk moving. That was if I could even get my body to listen to me. The muscles of my legs tightened so much that they trembled, keeping me in place.

      Dad appeared behind the twins. He lifted his rifle and started shooting.

      My hands gripped my ears as shots came from his direction and the woman’s. Visions of his dead, lifeless eyes filled my mind, and I let out a frustrated groan as another set of shots rang through the space.

      “We have to go now,” Syeth said, reaching for me as he and Jarid ran toward the dirt bikes. They kicked at the stands and navigated them to the doors at the back of the garage. It was a good thing they were there, too, because there was no way that woman would let us by her easily. I went for the last one, but it was heavy enough to slow me down.

      “Lora!” Syeth shouted. “Come on!”

      I swore I heard the woman say my name, but it sounded more like a curse than anything.

      “Go, Lora, now!” Dad said, and he started shooting again. He was dragging the attention away from me, and I couldn’t make it all for naught.

      I couldn’t leave Dad there without a way out. Syeth was on his bike, already at the doors. Jarid’s bike was closest to me, so I jumped on the back and wrapped my arms around his waist. I turned to Dad and called out for him. The gunshots were too loud; he didn’t hear me. The woman seemed to have an unlimited supply of bullets.

      I didn’t want to leave him behind. I couldn’t. But Jarid and Syeth started the bikes as if we were. Before I could say anything, the front garage door next to the woman splintered and fell in on itself as a massive vehicle crashed through. The truck in front of it crumpled as the six-wheeled tank drove over it.

      She leaped away from it, giving us the opportunity we needed.

      Dad whipped around before shouldering his rifle and sprinting toward us. The top of the military vehicle lifted, and before someone came out, Syeth pressed the button on the wall to lift the back door. The moment it was open enough for us to fit, he rode through.

      Our bike revved before Jarid followed him out. I twined my fingers together and risked a glance behind me. Dad was right behind us on the third bike, and I let out a relieved breath. The rest of the security forces must have moved to the front of the garage to fuel up, which gave us a few seconds to get ahead.

      The world zipped by us as at least a dozen people fled the scene. It had to be the other rebels from the depot. My eyes watered and I couldn’t get a perfect view of them. Though I spotted Jamie at the front of the charge, running toward the copse of trees behind the building. We passed the back of their group, headed for the woods. As much as I worried for them, though, they knew the area better than security. I could only hope they’d be okay.

      The map from the office popped into my mind.

      “You see that opening over there?” I called to Jarid.

      He nodded, his cheek moving against mine.

      “Get ahead of Syeth and go there. There’s a path through. We can lose them in there.”

      Jarid leaned forward in his seat and pressed the throttle. We bucked forward, and within seconds, we were next to Syeth. He made a gesture for Syeth to stay behind him. Gunshots rang in the air, and I tucked myself against Jarid. I didn’t want to turn around, as I had to focus on our escape.

      The moment we crossed the threshold of the forest, the air was cooler and whipped against my cheeks. I buried my face against Jarid’s back as the whine of the bikes filled my ears. The path forked in new directions every several feet and I guided Jarid through based on the picture in my mind. Unless security found the map at the depot, there was no way they’d be able to keep up in those vehicles using the correct trails.

      I shouted directions based on the map in my head. Jarid moved the bike as if we were one cohesive unit of head and body.

      We wound up a mountain into the thickness of the forest. The more we pushed through, the more distance we’d be able to put between that woman and us. The paths were barely big enough for those vehicles, and I wondered how long it would take them to navigate their way after us. Would they give up, not thinking it was worth it, and head toward Salt Lake City regardless?

      Either way, that woman knew who I was and where we were going. At least we had the bikes to get us there faster than on foot, but it would take longer without a map. I only knew so much from the map in the garage office. I hoped it was enough to put us on track to reach Mom.
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      We rode for a few hours without stopping to fuel up the dirt bikes. I couldn’t imagine how much longer it would have taken us if we’d been walking the trails. In that time, we saw no signs of the military vehicles behind us. They were either lost in following us or they’d abandoned the effort to find me and instead continued on their way toward Salt Lake City and my mother.

      As much as the bikes helped us, I couldn’t push down the snaking guilt slinking through me at the cost. Those rebels we’d left behind had paid the price for attempting to help us. They’d allowed us into their space, and we’d brought it down within a few minutes. I wondered what else we could have done differently. And, at the same time, it hadn’t been our fault. That woman held a vendetta against any rebel in her way, especially ones related to my mother.

      The moment Jarid slowed the bike, I shook away those thoughts. We had to create a new plan since we’d been forced onto another path. One that would take us longer but keep us safer.

      Syeth pulled his bike to the side of a small clearing and kicked the stand harder than necessary. Jarid slowed and allowed me to get off before he leaned ours on its stand.

      Without the rumble of the dirt bikes, the world was silent other than the wind filtering through the trees and the crunching of our feet on the forest floor. I inhaled the fresh air, so much different than the scent of fuel from the depot.

      “That was a close call, Syeth,” Jarid said. “If you would have listened to me, we could have hidden before that woman came after us.”

      “I gave us a way out,” Syeth said. “That girl was going to rat us out.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I would have done it to save us. Out here, it’s about survival. If you want to get to Salt Lake City, we can’t be friends with every supposed rebel we meet.”

      Jarid’s eyes narrowed as if the brothers had been arguing ever since we’d left. Their twin closeness involved a lot of silent conversations, but it appeared as if both of them still held onto the grudge from the garage.

      “Well, you nearly got us killed, twice,” Jarid said.

      “What did you do? Nothing. Who was the one who got the bikes ready?”

      I glanced at Dad, and he shook his head, seeming to want to allow the boys to get whatever they needed off their chests. From the way Syeth bounced on his feet, he looked as if he wanted to fight his brother physically. I’d never seen him so mad.

      “At the risk of our lives,” Jarid said.

      “We’re alive, aren’t we?”

      “That’s not the point.”

      “Isn’t it? Why can’t you say, ‘thank you’? I’m always the one with the plan while you sit back and rely on others.”

      Jarid rubbed a hand over his face. “We’re a team. But the last person I want to rely on is you.”

      Syeth lunged for him, and before I knew it, he’d shoved his brother backward. Jarid backpedaled, whipping his arms out to steady himself. “I saved our lives back there. You would have us sitting there, waiting to get captured or killed. What did you think those rebels would do? We hadn’t seen one of them until the security came in. They didn’t want to protect us.”

      Jarid whipped his hand out, almost connecting with Syeth’s cheek. Syeth lifted his fists and swung for Jarid, connecting with his side. Jarid grunted as he wrapped his arms around Syeth. In another moment, they’d tumbled to the ground. Given their teeth flashing and the acidic words that kept flowing from their lips, Dad and I sprung after them. This time, it took both of us to separate the brothers.

      Somehow, I managed to avoid getting in the middle of their fight in a way that got me injured, but neither of them came out unscathed.

      My hands dropped from Jarid’s arm. He swiped at the blood seeping from his nose. A slice parted the center of his bottom lip.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “Fine,” he muttered, and kicked leaves and dirt away from him. Since I’d known them, Syeth had seemed like the dominating brother, and they’d seemed to be complete opposites from each other. But since Jarid’s memories had returned, their similarities came up more and more often. There was a whole new dynamic between them. I wondered if I was getting a glimpse of their childhood together. With parents like Esperanza and Damian, it wasn’t unexpected that there’d be conflict between them.

      Dad had dragged Syeth across the clearing. He stood in front of Syeth with his arms crossed, as if waiting for him to come after Jarid again. Syeth limped away instead, distancing himself from all of us.

      “You two can’t keep doing this,” I said to Jarid. “We’ll never make it to Salt Lake City if you two are at each other’s throats all the time.”

      “Those people would have helped us if he hadn’t been so ready to steal their things,” Jarid said.

      Syeth snorted a laugh. As much as it seemed he was ignoring us, he couldn’t help defending himself. Though, he kept his distance. A red mark on his face swelled part of his eye. “They would have given us over in a second. Did you hear what they shouted at us when we left?”

      I hadn’t understood the words, but I’d known they weren’t happy with us for destroying their garage and fleeing with their bikes and supplies.

      “Because you stole from them!”

      “It wasn’t the best idea,” I said. “If we’d talked to them first, they might have helped us. Protected us.”

      “Of course, you’re siding with him,” Syeth said to me. “Your beloved paired.”

      My jaw dropped as Syeth headed away from us, charging through the trees.

      Jarid shook his head and walked in the other direction. Syeth hadn’t expressed his feelings in a while, but how could he think that I favored Jarid over him? He was the one I’d asked to come on this journey with me, not Jarid. Was that what was really bothering him? Had I exasperated the tension by getting on Jarid’s bike? At the time, it had been the closest one. My preference for either of them hadn’t even crossed my mind. I just wanted to get out of there. How could he blame me for that?

      With the two brothers putting distance between each other, I did the same in my mind. They were both hurt physically and emotionally and were lashing out at each other. I couldn’t get in the middle of that, not more than I already was.

      I plopped down on a boulder jutting from the ground in the center of the clearing and rubbed my aching temples. If I talked to either brother, either would think I favored the other. When had our dynamic become such a mess? Had this been on Syeth’s mind even in New Manhattan? None of it made sense. In the process of rescuing Jarid, we had seen a lot of death and violence. Now our group was fracturing, and that wouldn’t get us to Mom any sooner. If anything, it would slow us down. They had to know the mission was bigger than the three of us. As much as I loved both brothers, Syeth was the one I had chosen back home. Him thinking differently made no sense to me.

      Dad dug through the saddlebags of the bikes a few feet away. I pushed up from the boulder, desperate to find something to occupy my mind. It would keep me busy while I debated what to do next. The map in the fuel depot office had shown the service roads through the woods, but nothing after that. Even the notes written on the sides had only applied to our current route. I wanted us to work together to find a way toward Salt Lake City, but that wasn’t happening until Jarid and Syeth made up with each other. My interference wouldn’t help, though. Especially because Jarid had been right about Syeth. I would never admit it aloud, but if he hadn’t continued to load the gas cans, that woman would never have wandered into the garage to find us.

      “Look, Lora,” Dad said, lifting a piece of equipment from the bag.

      “What’s that?” I asked, grateful for the distraction.

      “A gas stove. It looks like those rebels had the bags packed for a long-distance journey.” He pulled out four packages of ramen noodles—about the size of my hand—and placed the stove on the ground. Then he found a small gas can and hooked it up.

      “You know how to use that thing?”

      “Of course,” he said. “I didn’t grow up in the city, you know.”

      Dad didn’t talk about his past much. I assumed because it had to do with Mom. And I’d been so focused on getting a good immunity score and the pairings that I hadn’t bothered to ask. I watched him set the little stove up next to the boulder and heat the noodles for our dinner, using some water from a jug inside one of the other bags.

      “They’re both right, you know,” Dad said, settling next to me. He dipped a metal spoon into the mixture and stirred the noodles and water. “If Syeth hadn’t walked through the garage, leading us to the back, then she might have caught and captured us, or worse. But if he hadn’t loaded those gas cans, we probably would have escaped without the fireworks.”

      I groaned. “That’s not helping, Dad.”

      “I’m not asking anyone to choose sides. But, the truth helps, sooner or later. We need to work together instead of dividing between them, or else this journey together is going to be much harder than necessary.”

      As much as he was trying to help, my blood boiled regardless. It was all true, but entirely unhelpful for the moment. I didn’t know why I felt the need to choose, but it seemed like one of them ought to be right, one wrong. And maybe it went beyond the immediate argument, too.

      Guilt ravaged my insides. Riding with Jarid had been different than being with Syeth. He was gentler, and I couldn’t help my past feelings for him cropping up. I wanted to be with Syeth, but there was another part of me that appreciated Jarid’s non-impulsive actions. We both wanted to think through things instead of jumping into the next situation without considering consequences.

      We’d narrowly escaped an awful situation, and I wasn’t entirely over it yet. Somehow, though, even with their disagreements, both brothers had helped us to safety. They tore me up inside, as well, and I wondered if that would ever change.

      “So, where did you learn to shoot like that?” I asked Dad, wanting to get away from the topic of the twins for now. “And ride a dirt bike?”

      Dad grinned. “I grew up in rural New York, hours from New Manhattan. Shooting, riding bikes and snowmobiles… that was my family heritage. I started young, and by the time I was ready to leave for high school, I was as much an expert as the rest of my family.”

      I leaned against the boulder, staring at the night sky. “Sounds fun.”

      “It was. I have a lot of good memories from that time.”

      Dad stirred the ramen absently as his focus moved away from the pot. A frown creased his face. “It was only when VaxWell said they couldn’t support vaccinations in rural clinics that my family left and migrated to the city. Somehow, me and other teens from the rural parts of the country found each other. It wasn’t an easy transition, but they made it seem that way. We were all so close. When the corporations started to limit curfews, we weren’t having it.” He smiled to himself. “In a way, I started off as a rebel. The few of us who had guns showed the other kids in the neighborhood. Together, we created a small rebellion. Your mother lived up the street and was always organizing more meet-ups for us.”

      I couldn’t imagine VaxWell security had appreciated that, and I’d certainly never have guessed it of my father. “I had no idea.”

      Dad grinned. “We were always partners. But it wasn’t long before they passed more laws and seized all the guns from citizens. They claimed they were going to protect us, but what we needed protection from was them.”

      “What happened then? Did you and Mom still hang out?”

      “Our relationship was still strong, even without the training groups.”

      My insides soared. We were so close to seeing her again, but I liked feeling nearer to her through Dad’s memories. “Did you know you were paired with Mom?”

      He nodded. “The pairing system was different back then. It was much gentler. Rather than getting one set match, you were presented with three options. Without any hesitation, your mother chose me from the matches presented to her.”

      I couldn't imagine having to choose. There were so many factors which had already stressed me out about the pairing system, I couldn’t imagine what I would have done with options. Though, I guess since they’d already known each other, it would have been easier for them. With Dad talking about Mom in this way, I wondered why I’d never asked him more about his life. He’d always kept more to himself, so I thought he wouldn’t want to talk about the past, but now I regretted that part of our relationship, and I made a mental note to make more of an effort in the future.

      Dad walked over to the bikes and dug through the bags. I stirred the noodles, keeping them from sticking to the container as I wondered what my life would have looked like if I’d had a choice in my pairing. I couldn’t help placing Jarid and Syeth side by side. Even though they were twins, they were so different. Especially now that Jarid had his memories back.

      What would have happened if the pairing system had put the two of them in front of me for me to choose from, rather than my having a not-quite-himself Jarid thrust in front of me, and then feeling as if Syeth was my only other option?

      I shook my head violently, wanting to rattle that thought from my mind. But I carried it with me even as Dad and I scooped the noodles into bowls he had found.

      Jarid and Syeth were still on opposing sides of the clearing, so Dad went over to Syeth to give him his dinner. Jarid walked over to me and took a bowl from my hands.

      “Thanks for this,” he said.

      “You should thank the rebels we stole it from.” I sat on the boulder and Jarid stood near me. I couldn’t help sneaking a glance at Syeth. He remained in the shadows of the trees, but I could feel his eyes on me. When we’d traveled across New California, I’d looked forward to finding the rebels so that we could get back to the same place we’d been before we’d left. But I was starting to wonder if that was an option anymore. It appeared as if finding Jarid had made everything much worse. That sticky sensation of guilt snaked through me. If we hadn’t found Jarid… I couldn’t even think of what would have happened to him. But Syeth had distanced himself from us both. Whatever was going on with him wasn’t going to change.

      I feared it would only get worse.

      We ate in mostly silence. Jarid and Dad talked about the plan for the next day, but after that, there wasn’t a friendly and fun discussion over a roaring fire. We decided it would be best to rest for a little while before we continued. There were only three thick blankets—one from each bag. Dad decided I should have one, and somehow Jarid convinced the brooding Syeth to share with him. We laid down, huddled together. Jarid was in front of me, with Dad at my back. Before long, I wasn’t shivering as much in the otherwise cool mountain air.

      My eyes were closed, but my mind was far away from shutting down. Dad and Jarid’s breathing had slowed enough that I knew they were asleep. Syeth was too far away for me to tell, but I had a gut feeling that he was still awake. I didn’t want to wake the others or let him know I was awake, though. So, I settled into the hard ground and tried to concentrate on the good memories we had together amid the bad. As the blanket of sleep overtook me, Jarid and Syeth walked toward me in my mind, and I still wasn’t sure if, given the option, I would make the same choice.
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      The next morning, I woke to the sound of chirping and a deep ache in my side. The tip of my nose was numb, and I rubbed it to try to bring the feeling back. As I peeled my eyes open, my breath plumed around me. I tried to lift my head, but a sharp pain radiated through my neck. I let out a small sound, and Syeth’s body jerked.

      “I’m fine,” I whispered, not wanting to wake Dad and Jarid. I massaged the stiff knot in my neck.

      But, because of the way Syeth had moved the blanket, Jarid started to stir.

      Syeth shivered and scanned the area. He lifted his arms over his head and a sliver of his flat stomach peeked out from under his shirt. His gaze dropped to mine. As if a jolt of electricity had zapped me, I jumped up, too. The pain in my back didn’t like that so much, but I stretched it out as best I could.

      With all the movement, Dad and Jarid rose soon after us.

      Light in the distance threw a blueish hue onto the ground, so we were able to navigate our campsite easily enough. I wondered if there’d ever be a time where we wouldn’t have to sleep outside on the ground. The life of a rebel wasn’t at all glamorous, but the idea of fighting for the good of humanity made it seem worth it. At least, I hoped it would feel worth it if we ever joined up with them, which seemed questionable in itself.

      Jarid scrubbed a hand over his face a few times to wake up.

      Dad ruffled my hair and I slipped away from him, just realizing that I hadn’t fixed my hair yet. From the way the strands popped against my fingers moving through them, I knew it was a mess. I doubted there was a comb in the supplies, but that didn’t stop me from looking. No luck, as expected. Instead of worrying about it, I shoved my hair back into a ponytail—I’d lost my bobby pins in the first week of travel. It seemed as if the New Manhattan Lora was slowly disappearing from existence.

      Everyone gathered around the bikes. Jarid and Syeth stayed away from each other as much as possible, but I kept my eyes on them to be sure there wasn’t going to be another struggle between them. We discussed the plan for the day. We were going to ride as long as the dirt bikes could handle the travel to get us closer to Salt Lake City. The two of them fighting wasn’t going to make it any easier, of course. And, even worse, the map in my head stopped at a certain point, and I wondered what we were going to do after that.

      As much as I wanted to plan ahead, the way Jarid and Syeth glared at each other made me pause. They worked on either side of their bikes, digging through the supplies. Since they’d been so upset with each other the night before, they hadn’t bothered to check out what they carried in the bags. I sensed it was a way to keep them distracted from each other now.

      I made sure to ride with Syeth for the day. He’d been overly sensitive to the fact that I’d chosen Jarid when we’d fled the garage, and he didn’t seem to understand that it hadn’t been personal, but life or death. Since I had the choice now, I’d choose him and hopefully reconcile their differences, at least when it came to me.

      We packed the campsite as quickly as we had come, and we were on the road again. Syeth hadn’t said much when I’d told him I wanted to ride with him, and I imagined Jarid didn’t care one way or another. Jarid probably wished that he was with Isra instead of me anyway.

      Syeth liked to be in the lead. He had been since I’d met him. So, giving him directions from the map in my mind put us at the front of the group. The idea of living in New California had never crossed my mind when I’d lived in New Manhattan, but I felt a pinch of regret for not thinking of all those out here who’d been struggling to survive while I’d worried about my schoolwork and my pairing.

      All of that seemed a distant memory with the cool mountain air whipping across my face and through the strands of my hair. There was no one telling us what to wear, listen to, or eat out here. It was both freeing and frightening at the same time. One thing it had already taught me was to think ahead.

      Which was why, during each refueling break, I asked the twins or Dad to give me shooting lessons. Naomi’s lifeless expression and those cold eyes of the woman who’d killed her stared at me in my mind. It was the one thing about having a photographic memory which I’d never liked. I wasn’t able to forget anything I had seen, no matter how ugly or frightening it might be.

      We didn’t use live ammunition, which would have helped with my ability to handle the gun, but we had limited supplies. Instead, Syeth showed me how to clean and maintain the firearms while Jarid continued to help with my aiming. Dad went over the safety rules until they were rote in my head.

      Even though the security forces were hunting us, Dad seemed happier than I had ever seen him. He offered tips and tricks while I worked with the twins.

      “I’ve always wanted to do this with you,” he said on the way back to our bikes to continue with our journey after one of our short breaks.

      “Shoot guns?”

      “Yeah, I wanted to get you out of the city and pass on the family skills. As you can see, they’re becoming more necessary as we go.”

      He wasn’t wrong.

      “This wasn’t what I intended,” he said with a frown. “But at least you’ll be prepared next time.”

      Next time I saw someone about to get shot? Or the next time someone tried to kill one of us? A shiver skittered down my spine at the memory of that woman’s gun pointed at me.

      Syeth hopped on his bike and I slid onto the seat behind him, trying to loosen the awful memories from my mind. At the very least, I shoved them as far back as I could.

      Jarid shot me a small smile as he mounted his bike.

      In the time I’d worked with Syeth and Jarid individually, both of them had seemed to loosen up. It was exhausting to make sure I gave them equal attention so as not to be a reason for another spat between them, though.

      Jarid wasn’t the same boy I’d met during my pairing. His personality was less predictable since he’d had his memories restored. It was as if I was getting to know him all over again. Whenever he was alone, he’d stare off into the distance as if he was able to map out the path forward in his mind, as well. Or he was just deep in thought, reconnecting with all the new memories in his mind.

      As much as he’d been preoccupied with letting Syeth know he’d done the wrong thing back at the fuel depot, that argument seemed to have disappeared and been replaced by a more personal matter. Now, he was always the one pushing us to make quicker fuel breaks. He wanted to get to Salt Lake City to find Isra.

      He never said it aloud, but he didn’t need to. I had never met her, but I wondered how their relationship was compared to the one Syeth and I had. Between Syeth’s sour attitude and him ignoring me half the time, that spark we had was gone. And as much as that created an ache in my chest, I was starting to think I’d just have to accept it.

      When we finally reached the base of the mountain, both Syeth and Jarid slowed. The map in my mind ended, and now we were on our own. We had to cross the plains to get to Salt Lake City, though—we knew that much, at least. My gut twisted at the idea of leaving the protection of the forest. Without any map or directions, the world seemed wilder and more dangerous than it had before.

      The twins left their bikes on the stands and walked together toward the edge of the forest.

      Dad checked the fuel tanks. We’d already determined we could make it to Salt Lake City only if we went straight there. There was no guarantee we’d find more fuel along the way, so we had to be strategic.

      As I approached the twins, I noticed they were deep in conversation.

      “We should take the highways,” Jarid said. “It’s a straight shot there.”

      “Right, the highways which are crawling with security forces. We won’t last a day,” Syeth said.

      Jarid puffed up his cheeks before letting out a slow breath. The tension had built up between them again. I stepped between them and into the role of moderator.

      “What did the rebels tell you when you were on your way out here?” I asked Jarid.

      “The highways might be watched, but we had enough supplies and firepower to overcome the checkpoints if there were any. This was their first mission out here. But we also had maps.”

      Syeth snorted. “That’s no help now.”

      There was nothing burning around us, but the memory of security forces burning the remains of the convoy in the woods came back to me and made it easy to remember the disturbing scents, so much so that I could almost feel my nose stinging from the assault.

      “I’m trying here,” Jarid said. “Unless you can think of a better solution?”

      Syeth sucked in his lips and stared out into the distance. “There’s raised land over there. If we ride out, we can get a better idea of what we’re up against.”

      He was right. If the land was flat the entire way, then it would be riskier for us to travel as a group, so it made sense to go to high ground first and get an idea of what was coming. Anyone ahead of or behind us would be able to pick us off one by one.

      We jumped onto the bikes again. This time, I rode with Dad. I wasn’t going to get in the middle of the brothers’ family feud, and I needed to step back and take a break.

      As we came fully out of the forest, I watched the horizon. The highway was several lanes wide, so we were able to ride side by side. Syeth and Jarid fought for the lead, and Dad tried to keep up. They weren’t going to sustain fuel in any meaningful way if they continued on the way they were now.

      The road inclined, and Syeth and Jarid slowed as we reached the top. There was no one behind us on the highway, but that didn’t mean anything. This route was new and potentially dangerous, and we didn’t know if there were secret checkpoints built in for the security forces to police the roads.

      Syeth was the first off his bike. He grabbed his binoculars and pressed them to his eyes. Jarid walked backward, turning and scanning the area for others. He held his gun low in front of him, ready to fire at a moment’s notice.

      Dad shouldered his rifle as I walked toward Syeth.

      He knelt at the top of the incline. The highway ahead of us spanned miles into the distance. There were peaks and valleys, but we seemed to be on one of the higher ones, with the ability to see well into the distance.

      “The flat land is going to be a problem,” Dad said from behind me.

      “I agree,” Syeth said without turning around. “If we’re spotted, then there’s nothing we can do but try and outrun them.”

      “Then we’ll have a fuel problem,” I said.

      Syeth turned and stood, locking eyes with me. A hint of a smile danced on his lips. “Exactly.”

      “The route is safe,” Jarid said.

      Whatever smile was left on Syeth’s lips disappeared. “We need to be cautious. The bikes were a miracle for us. If we lose them, it’s going to take us much longer to get to Salt Lake City.”

      “The rebels said that no one’s been attacked on this route before. It is safe.”

      “Safe like how you all were attacked in the mountains, and how that woman almost executed us at the fuel depot? What about her convoy we left behind? Seems super safe,” Syeth bit out. I sensed an eye roll trying to come from Syeth, but he kept his eyes on his target. His brother.

      Dad stepped forward as if sensing another fistfight between the two of them.

      “The mountains were expected, but not the convoy,” Jarid said, eerily calm. “We didn’t damage their vehicles, though, and there was no way they could follow us. They’re probably a few hours ahead of us.”

      My heart clenched in my chest. If they were ahead of us, then Mom was in immediate danger. We had to keep going.

      “If they aren’t?” Syeth asked. “Or if there are more checkpoints along the way?”

      “It’s open land out here. I’m sure we’ll hear or see them coming,” Jarid said.

      “I say we keep going, but at a steady pace,” Dad suggested.

      Syeth crossed his arms, smug. “Lora, what do you say?”

      I hated that the only reason he spoke to me with any semblance of flirtation was because he wanted me to go against his brother. It was unfair to everyone. But, I wasn’t going to jeopardize Mom’s life, and the twins had the right idea. If there was a way to appease them both, then I was willing to go for the plan—as long as we were moving forward and not standing in the middle of a deserted highway.

      “Jarid, from what you remember from the preparation of the convoy you were with, are there a lot of these mesas?”

      “Yes,” he said. “I think that’s why the road was somewhat safe for them.”

      I nodded my head, formulating a plan. “Let’s keep going, but we can scout ahead to each mesa to be sure there aren’t security checkpoints along the way. We can save on fuel by keeping a steady pace, and make sure that we’re not caught in the process.”

      Dad tugged at the end of my ponytail, the way he’d used to tease me when I’d been a child. “A well thought out plan.”

      “I agree,” Jarid said.

      Syeth’s jaw clenched several times as he peered across the distance. “Fine. But I’ll scout first.”
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      We all rode to the base of one of the mesas before stopping.

      “I’m not sure you should go alone,” I told Syeth. He hadn’t gotten his way again, and apparently, I was going to pay for it. But not if I could get ahead of his stubbornness. “I need to be on a bike, and Jarid and my dad have weapons. Four eyes are better than two anyway,” I pointed out.

      Jarid stiffened, and a deep frown cut his face. I tried to ignore the skittering of tingles moving over my skin.

      From a logistical point of view, the plan made sense. It would also help Syeth realize that I wasn’t playing favorites between him and his brother. It was a delicate balance to agree with Jarid’s plan to move forward while incorporating a twist that would allow Syeth to feel as if he was in charge. But his pride was already hurt, so there was no reason I couldn’t ride with him and perhaps allow him to feel somewhat victorious against his brother.

      This wasn’t the first time I’d wondered how distant Syeth and Jarid might have been before Esperanza had removed Jarid’s memories. As twins, they would always be close, but maybe they’d never been as close as I’d thought when we’d been trying to restore his memories. Or perhaps I hadn’t paid much attention to their relationship at all.

      “Come on, then,” Syeth said. “I’ll make this motion when it’s safe.” He held up his hand and curled his fingers.

      Once we were all on the same page, Syeth got onto his bike and I jumped on. I wrapped my arms around him. Syeth and Jarid were different riders. Syeth was the “hold on tight because I’m going whether you’re ready or not” type of rider, whereas Jarid was gentler and cared if my hands were holding on for balance or because I was uncomfortable.

      It was a testament to their personalities, as well.

      A swell of excitement coursed through me as Syeth took off toward the mesa.

      The sun peeked out from the clouds above us and I tilted my chin toward the sky. The warmth on my face and the way the wind coursed through my hair took me back to another time with Syeth. His confidence on the bike and how he was comfortable with me against him reminded me of the first night we’d met and zipped through the streets of New Manhattan on a mission to reinstate Jarid’s memories. We’d both been different people then. I’d certainly never known I’d fall for someone like him, or even be able to imagine the possibility of us being together. Now, we had all the freedom in the world, yet we couldn’t go back to that point in our relationship.

      At least not when Syeth was scowling all the time.

      We reached the top of the next mesa after only about ten minutes of riding. Syeth hopped off first and held out his hands to help me. I was already halfway off the bike, so I just stumbled into his arms. His hands gripped my waist and held me against him. The sun reflected behind him, lighting the tips of his hair, which created a halo around his face. For a split second, I fell into my feelings and took in how close he was to me.

      But then I remembered that Dad was watching us. I twisted away from Syeth and walked toward the steepest part of the mesa. Syeth was on my heels and said nothing about us. Maybe all of his feelings for me were gone for good… and everything was in my head.

      As we walked, I tried to focus on the immediate task and not the ache in my chest for Syeth to tell me how he felt either way. It was maddening not to know.

      When we reached the side, my feelings started to bubble over. We were finally alone, I realized. There was no reason I needed to carry on feeling this way, experiencing this confusion, if he didn’t.

      As he lifted the binoculars, I held a hand out to press them back down.

      His eyebrows furrowed.

      “What’s bothering you, Syeth? Jarid and my dad aren’t around. You know you can talk to me.” I expected the worst. I expected him to want to leave our group and do his own thing. And if he left, he’d take a giant piece of me with him, but I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to handle it.

      “This is what I want,” he said.

      For a moment, I thought he meant me. But as he looked out over the stretch of land in front of us, I started to understand.

      He sighed as if pushing out the capacity of his lungs. It was a relieved breath. “I want freedom. Large spaces. No one around to tell us what to do.”

      Us. He still thought of us that way. My insides bloomed, but I tried to protect my heart as much as I could.

      “We’re so close to it,” he continued. “We’re throwing it all away by focusing on the rebellion. Mark my words, the minute we get to Salt Lake, they’re going to start telling us what to do. Eventually, we’ll just be cogs in the machine.”

      “I won’t stand for that,” I said.

      Syeth shot me a look. “These people convinced your mother to run away and leave her daughter behind. Do you think they have your best interests in mind?”

      Leave it to Syeth to hit me where it really hurt. That point was the dark cloud which had been following me around since I’d found out she was alive. I had to have hope, though. What was the point of moving toward her without it?

      “Yes,” I said firmly. Even though it hurt to think of Mom leaving Dad and me, she’d had a good reason. At least, that was what I needed to believe. Somehow, she had helped me get to this point, and I wasn’t giving up. The plan for the rebels to overthrow the government had been in place for a long time. I wanted to be a part of that, and then maybe Syeth could get his freedom the way he pictured it in his mind.

      Syeth went quiet as he scanned the area for security. We were high enough to see the road stretching toward the distance, but I doubted security would hang out on the road and not off it as they had in the woods when we’d found Jarid. With his focus on looking out for checkpoints or other dangers, my mind wandered again. As much as I wanted him to be on board with our plan, I shouldn’t have been so quick to cut him off. For the first time in a while, he’d opened up to me.

      Had I misjudged his anger? He seemed honest about what he wanted. He was always honest with me when it came to his goals. He’d convinced me to help his brother even when it had gone against his own mother. He’d left New Manhattan with me on an insane journey across the country. Was it even fair for me to think that he didn’t want to be with me when all the signs were there to suggest that he’d always been supporting me, at every moment since we’d left?

      “It’s clear,” he said after a few minutes.

      He signaled to Jarid and Dad. At the bottom of the mesa, Dad waved back. Syeth hesitated as if he wanted to say something more, but instead headed down to rejoin our group.

      Once we met Dad and Jarid on the highway, we then drove off together. With all the time we had during our ride, my mind buzzed with questions about my future with Syeth and my family. The reminder about how the rebels had treated us in the past made my stomach churn. Syeth was a keen observer when it came to their behaviors, probably because he had such a strong sense of self-preservation. I’d simply gone along with everything the rebels we’d met said, seeing it as part of my own journey toward fitting in with others who shared the same thoughts as me about the government.

      If Syeth didn’t trust the rebels, should I? I wondered how they had convinced my mother to leave. She was still a part of the resistance, clearly, but had she gone willingly? I couldn’t imagine how she’d felt about abandoning her family. Had the payoff been worth it for her?

      I couldn’t pinpoint how it would all turn out, but through the journey, Syeth hadn’t left my side. I hoped, at the end, that would still be true.

      We made good time, even with all the stops and starts. The monotony of the ride made it go by a lot quicker than I’d expected it might. Once the sun went down, we veered off the road and made camp hidden from view. There was no use checking for security when we only had the moon to light our path.

      The next morning, we headed out after sunrise. After another half day of traveling on the main roads, we veered through the mountains toward the town of Provo. From what Jarid knew of the plan from the New Manhattan rebels, this town was the gateway to Salt Lake City.

      I could almost taste how close we were. My heart seemed to be getting ahead of me as it skipped every few beats and we neared my mother.

      Syeth slowed the bike when we reached the base of a mountain. The trail up was much narrower than the one we’d been traveling on until now, with barely enough space for one bike. “Last trip,” he said, seemingly to himself.

      “We made it,” Jarid said with a disbelieving chuckle. “I can’t believe it.”

      “Believe it,” Dad said with the biggest smile I’d seen from him in a long time.

      Syeth placed his hands on mine, making sure my hold was secure before taking off. I sensed something had changed within him—there was a new charge of urgency. My insides fluttered at the idea of inching closer to our destination.

      He sped up the trail, and it took about ten minutes to get to flat ground near the top. I had the binoculars, and after getting off the bike, I checked on Dad and Jarid. I couldn’t see them, but they had to be safely nestled among the trees. My ears popped with the altitude as I followed Syeth to the opposite edge that faced toward the city.

      “This is it,” Syeth said.

      There were a few trees in front of us, and we stayed hidden among them since they offered good cover. But I remained on high alert. Throughout the day, we’d been mostly on the open road, but riding through a town was a whole other situation. For all we knew, Provo could be crawling with security.

      Syeth rubbed the back of his neck. “Thanks for spending the day with me. I don’t really feel alone anymore.”

      “You were never alone.”

      He grimaced. “At least in the way I’m thinking. Everyone is excited to keep moving and to find more rebels. No one’s questioning anything.”

      “We are, but you’re being overly cautious.”

      He snorted.

      I moved to stand in front of him. “That’s not a bad thing, Syeth. You were the one to load up the bikes for us at the garage. If you hadn’t…” I shuddered at the thought.

      “In any case, thanks,” he said.

      His hand turned over—an invitation. I took it without hesitation, finally allowing the tingles in my heart to wrap around me. With him was where I belonged. I leaned my head against his shoulder briefly before handing over the binoculars. Syeth was meticulous in his scouting and wouldn’t move on until he was sure it was safe.

      As he scanned the area, the sun dipped down across the sky, blooming against Syeth’s face and lighting up his features. The city wasn’t that far off. After we made sure it was safe, we could make it there before setting up camp for the night. Pushing on with our plan made the most sense, but for that moment, I wanted to be there with Syeth and worry about our next steps in a few minutes.

      I inhaled, taking in the scent of the fresh mountain air. A pungent, smoky scent clung to my nose, and I coughed instead. It smelled as if someone was grilling food, but the more I inhaled, the more my stomach clenched. A gust of wind blew across the land from behind us, bringing the scent closer.

      I wrinkled my nose. “Do you smell that?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Is that smoke?”

      We whirled around, facing the dark plume of smoke rising from the forest behind us.

      Blocking the trail between us and Dad and Jarid.
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      The acrid scent of the fire burned my nose, but all I could think about were Dad and Jarid. The smoke concealed them from view.

      “Do you think they’re on their way up here?”

      Syeth raced over to the bike; he lifted the binoculars to his face and then let out a groan. “I can’t see much with the smoke.”

      I twined my trembling fingers together, unsure what to do.

      Syeth straddled the dirt bike. “Get on, Lora. We’re going to Provo. It’s going to get much worse before it gets better.”

      It was the most logical plan, but it was hard to peel my heavy feet from the ground. What if something had happened to Dad and Jarid, and we abandoned them in their time of need?

      “Lora, they are smart. We will find them again.”

      Syeth’s words snapped me back to reality. He was right. They would do anything to survive, and so would I. I wouldn’t have wanted them to stay back and wait for me in these dangerous conditions. We had to get to safety before we could find each other again. I hopped on the bike and wrapped my arms around Syeth. The moment I settled into the seat, he took off without any hesitation, speeding toward the town.

      The trail we had taken up the mountain continued down the other side. My teeth slammed against each other as we hit the bumps in the ground.

      Syeth kept his eyes focused as we pushed further from the burning forest behind us. My hands tightened around him. We couldn’t afford for me to fall off the bike, injuring myself.

      Helplessness surged within me. I crossed my fingers that we’d make it to the town and find Dad and Jarid right away. If they had continued on the road, they would already be there ahead of us.

      Syeth hadn’t had time to fully explore the city from our hiding spot, and I hoped that it wouldn’t be security waiting for us instead.

      The trail leading down the mountain was rocky and unsafe for high speeds, especially moving on the downward decline, but we were making progress. Still, the smoke gripped my throat. I coughed, and Syeth turned his head.

      “I’m fine,” I called to him.

      He leaned forward and we sped even faster. The trail dipped in several spots, and he swerved the bike around them. Branches from the trees slapped against our bodies and pressed my face against Syeth’s back. My eyes teared from the wind whipping at us and the burning sensation of the smoke.

      Syeth swerved the bike to jump off a mound jutting from the ground. We were airborne before we slammed down again, and my breath caught in my throat.

      The path widened slightly, and I peeked at the trail ahead.

      Ash started to fall from the sky. The look of it reminded me of the snowy winters in New Manhattan, but it wasn’t cold and didn’t give me the inner warmth I’d always experienced during the winter snowfalls. The only sensation I felt now was the prickling heat against my cheeks from the not-so-distant fire.

      Chunks of ash clung to Syeth’s hair, and several landed on my face. I swiped them away, fearing that they’d set one of us ablaze. Worst-case scenarios bombarded my mind. And I had an idea that it was all only going to get worse before it got any better.

      Syeth leaned forward again as if he were about to lay against the front of the bike. I did the same as we zipped down the trail.

      Without having the advantage of the height of the mountain, we were driving straight into town blind. Thoughts buzzed through my mind. Most importantly, what or who had started the fire? Had we not been careful enough in our scouting missions?

      Or it could have been a complete coincidence that the fire had started when it had. Though, it was harder for me to believe that than not.

      Syeth’s influence of paranoia had affected me, I realized, but I kept my thoughts to myself. We had to focus on getting away from the fire before anything else.

      Like a snake in the tall grass, the glow of the flames coursed between the trees next to us. It wasn’t slowed by the thickness of the trees. As we drove, it was as if the fire had begun challenging us to make it off the trail before it could engulf us, too. As we sped down the path, it was all I could focus on. The world closed in around us, and I stared at the trail ahead. We were on level ground now, and a hint of the town peeked through the trees ahead.

      Tears continued to cascade down my cheeks —a mix of the heat-filled air and my bubbling emotions—as I expected the absolute worst outcomes. Syeth and I not making it into Provo. Or making it there only to get captured by security.

      I had no idea what to expect when we came out of the trees.

      “We’re almost there!” Syeth called out to me.

      I nodded as if he could see me, knowing he’d at least feel my agreement. It was the only thing I could do. If we could make it to the ruins of Provo, and find Jarid and Dad, then we’d be able to find cover together until the fire passed or come up with another plan in the meantime. But, at that point, we’d be together. That was the end goal, so we all had to survive the fire to get there.

      The longer we rode, the more hope started to bloom within me. The town appeared larger, and there weren’t any government vehicles waiting for us. At least none I could see.

      The trees cleared, and I squinted my eyes to narrow my view. When we burst out of the woods, I scanned the area looking for any hint of Dad and Jarid. The road was much smoother, and Syeth slowed the bike as his head darted from side to side. He was on high alert, too.

      Neighborhoods of houses were on either side of us. I didn’t spot any sign of life, which was a good and bad thing. Now that we were out of the blazing forest, where were Jarid and Dad?

      We passed an elementary school with a cracked stone sign as popping sounds filled the air.

      Syeth veered the bike to the right, pulling us away from the school. The popping sounds were gunshots, even louder than the roar of the bike engine. I held onto him as if my life depended on it.

      He sped further into the town, the shots coming from behind us. Security had been waiting, after all.

      Another set of pops filled the air, and the bike lurched. The ground sped toward me so quickly that I didn’t understand what was happening until the bike slammed into the concrete and skidded across the street. Heat seared against my leg and arm as we slid to a stop. Syeth jumped away from the bike and scrambled to his feet.

      I tried, but the bike had landed on my leg, pinning me to the ground. Pain radiated up my muscles and shot through my body.

      “Lora,” Syeth said breathlessly. His expression tightened as he gripped the bike, pulling it off me. There was a bullet hole in the back tire, and it was completely flat.

      I sucked in a breath through the pain. We had to get away.

      Another round of pops came from a distance.

      Syeth shoved his hands under my arms and pulled me up. One of my legs ached, but there was no way I was sticking around to get shot. With Syeth by my side, I moved as quickly as I could toward cover.

      Down the street to our left, a large vehicle, similar to the ones from the mountains and fuel depot, rolled toward us. A person stood behind the long gun attached to the top as it aimed in our direction.

      We bolted forward, away from the vehicle. Syeth led us to a building across the street. It was a warehouse with no windows to the outside. We ducked behind it seconds before more shots rang out. I blocked the sound from my ears with my hands, wishing it would all end. They already knew where we were, and it was only a matter of time before security crawled all over this town to find us.

      The shots had stopped in the distance, but they started up again, further away this time. The edges of the brick building next to us were still; the convoy had found a new target.

      “Do you think that’s them?” I asked Syeth.

      He stood by the door, holding it open. “Lora, get inside.”

      The high-pitched sound of dirt bikes filled my ears. As much as I wanted to save myself, I had to know. If Dad and Jarid were close, we could signal them.

      “One second!” I sprinted for the other side of the building and rounded it. I spotted them on the opposite road from where we had come. Jarid and Dad were on their bikes, idling with their backs to us. Both had their guns raised. Dad fired a few times before slinging the gun across his back, and then they headed down the road away from us.

      Syeth pulled at my arm. “Lora, what are you doing?”

      “They’re out there!”

      “We need to get inside.”

      He was right, but my heart tugged me toward Dad and Jarid as my legs took me to safety. They were alive and in Provo. It was the hope I needed to push through what I had to do. Separating from them wasn’t the plan, but I had to believe we’d find them again.

      Once we were inside the building, Syeth closed the door and locked it. The sounds from outside were muffled enough that I heard the rush of my heartbeat in my ears. “They’ll be fine. Your father and Jarid have all the skills to make it out here.”

      Syeth was right that we should hunker down, even though I didn’t want him to be. We would find Dad and Jarid after escaping our enemy. We’d have to.
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      The warehouse offered a vast open space. Syeth walked the perimeter of the room, checking for other doors. There were three more, and Syeth double-checked all of them.

      I wandered further toward the center. Cream-colored blankets were draped over machinery, which made the space seem as if literal ghosts haunted it. A stale scent clung to my nose.

      Scattered across the space were desks, chairs, and boxes shoved together in haphazard clumps.

      Syeth made his way back to me and lifted one of the cloths from a machine.

      “What are we going to do?” I sighed. “There’s no way we can fight back.”

      He pulled out his gun and checked the ammunition. “We have six bullets left. We might as well not have any. I’m not wasting them unless we’re at close range. And at that point, we’re screwed.”

      “Do you think there’s anything in here we can use?”

      Syeth shoved away from the window and explored the stacked boxes. We broke down the piles and sifted through them. Without the bike to get away quickly, we needed to defend ourselves.  I wasn’t sure what we expected to find in an abandoned warehouse, but I didn’t want to stand there uselessly. Syeth dug through the boxes so vigorously, I didn’t want to get in his way. I went for the desks, pulling open drawers to find anything that could help us. The only thing we needed was more time and weapons. I doubted I’d be able to find either of those.

      I let out a groan and shoved a drawer closed. “We’re not going to leave this town alive, are we?”

      Syeth stopped sifting through the box in front of him and stared at me. I understood why he was all but frozen with shock. I wasn’t the negative one, but with my father in danger and moving away from us with every second, trying to evade security forces, it was hard to stay positive.

      “The rest of the ammunition is in Jarid’s bag,” Syeth said. “If you want, we could try to follow the direction where they were headed.”

      “Without a bike? Is that safe?”

      “Probably not,” Syeth said, shoving his hands into another box. He pulled out several spare parts of machinery and weighed them in his hands. “They’re going to get farther away from us faster than we can move. Who knows where they’re going in order to get away from security?”

      They could be out of town by now. As much as I wanted to follow Dad, he and Jarid were trying to get away from danger, just like us. I had to accept that. There was no reason to give away our location by following them when they could easily be out of town and on toward the next. Syeth clearly wanted to make me feel better. I wasn’t sure if anything could unless it was us finding Dad and Jarid before security did.

      “They seemed to know where they were going,” Syeth said. “Maybe they found a better hiding spot in town.”

      I closed another drawer, beginning to lose hope in our hiding spot. “What do we do next?”

      “We need to find our way out of this town. Getting a new vehicle or bike would be helpful. We could raid another garage.”

      The fuel depot came to mind. “Do you think rebels are in town, too? They could be hiding like they were at the depot.” Was that possible?

      “Jarid didn’t mention any,” Syeth said. But from the way his eyes flashed for a moment, it didn’t seem like he thought it an impossibility, either.

      “That doesn’t mean they don’t exist here. It’s not the best living conditions, but when have we seen rebels out in the open? If that woman is targeting the city, then it would make sense for them to hide elsewhere.” That was if they knew they had a target on their backs, which I figured they must.

      We were close to Salt Lake City, the place where the rebels with Jarid had wanted to go. We hadn’t met up with any rebels since the fuel depot, but there was some possibility that they were stationed along the way in checkpoints similar to what the security forces had set up.

      My heart soared at the idea.

      “We can’t stay here forever,” Syeth said, closing the box in front of him. He kicked it and shoved his hands through his hair.

      The machine gun fire ceased in the distance. The absence of the sound brought a shrill ringing to my ears.

      “They stopped,” I said, even though Syeth could hear it, too.

      “They’re probably moving,” Syeth said. “Or…”

      I didn’t like the sound of that. “Or what?”

      Syeth inhaled sharply. “If our bodies aren’t in the street, then they’re going to search for us.”

      As much as I hated his pessimism, when it came to security, it was safer to worry about the worst possibilities rather than the best.

      “Where do we go next?”

      “It would probably be best to get out of Provo as soon as possible.”

      A pounding sounded against the door across the space, echoing around us.

      Syeth cursed and grabbed my hand. He tugged me toward the opposite side of the room. We avoided bumping into the machinery. It would offer us some cover until security pushed through the locked door, I thought, but not much.

      We barely reached the door before shouting voices echoed across the space. Syeth unlocked the door and we hurried out of the warehouse.

      We shuffled toward the corner of the building, pressing our backs against the wall. That side of the building faced the road. A rumbling under my feet signified that the vehicles weren’t too far away, but they hadn’t caught us yet.

      Syeth signaled for me to follow him as we raced toward the next decent-sized building. We didn’t stop as we ran down the block, passing through parking lots and small courtyards, distancing ourselves as much as we could from security. My heart thundered in my ears as I tried to take a full breath. We hadn’t run that long, but my lungs screamed for rest already.

      Syeth and I stopped at a gas station. He peered through the front windows of the small garage and cursed. “No vehicles.”

      Roaring engines nearby made my muscles tense.

      Syeth cursed under his breath and raced toward the next building. The vehicles sounded closer now, as if they were multiplying. I followed on his heels, trying to stay ahead of them. We moved from building to building, but we barely had seconds to catch our breath before we continued on our trek out of the town.

      We ran toward an intersection. It was out in the open, with the next building spaced far from where we stood. Though, there was a sign for the highway pointing toward the road across the street. If we wanted to get out of Provo, that was the way.

      Syeth and I started across the road before another round of bullets smashed into the ground right behind us. A security truck rocketed toward us.

      We sprinted down the road and Syeth led us down an alley between buildings. “We have to keep going.”

      “I know,” I breathed. “Lead the way.”

      We ran harder than we had before. There was no way we could outrun the vehicles, but if we stayed out of view, we had that much more of a chance of surviving.

      It wasn’t long before we reached the outskirts of a commercial area of the town. Across the road was another stretch of land—several blocks long—leading toward a huge, three-story building that looked to be crumbling where it stood. A chain-link fence outlined the property with several spots where time had worn it down.

      But we would have to cross the land to get there. Out in the open, we were targets for security, and we’d never be able to make it there without risk of injury from the firepower.

      Syeth seemed to consider this as we pressed against the last building before the land.

      “Should we go for it?” I asked.

      The faded sign for a university stood at the edge of the overgrown lawn, feet away from us. If it was a large campus, maybe we could find supplies there. Weapons, even.

      I chewed on my lip as a flashing light flickered from one of the windows of the first story. I blinked before it happened again.

      “Did you see that?” I asked.

      Syeth’s face split into a grin. “I did.”

      Who was there? And how did they know we were here? “Do you think there are rebels here?”

      “Maybe, or someone else.”

      “Do you think it’s a trap?” I asked.

      “Considering there are security forces trying to kill us with those bullets—” Syeth hooked a thumb behind us. “I don’t think it’s them.”

      I allowed hope to infiltrate my thoughts again. “There’s only one way to find out.”

      “We have to be careful. There’s no coverage.”

      “We can take a longer way,” I suggested. “Maybe lose the security in the process? We don’t want them to know the direction we’re headed.” I wasn’t sure if I could be the reason another rebel group had to flee their homes. The vision of the fuel depot rebels filled my mind, and my stomach clenched.

      The front door of the university opened, and someone stepped out. They flashed the light again before waving it from side to side.

      Syeth nodded. “It has to be help.”

      “Let’s go then.”

      Syeth squeezed my hand before we broke apart and started for the building.

      The grass was overgrown, but it wasn’t tall enough to cover us completely. Besides that, we had no idea what dangers could find us along the way. It seemed to be the perfect place to hide traps or deterrents if there were rebels around. Could the people inside that building be beckoning us closer, just hoping we’d set off their traps?

      Three more figures poured out through the front door before it closed.

      The thundering security vehicles roared down the road toward us.

      “Don’t look back,” Syeth said.

      As we crossed the street, I spotted an opening in the fence. It had been bent over, and Syeth and I stepped over it. An edge of the fence pulled at my shirt and tugged, but I didn’t bother to check if it had ripped.

      We took off. The ground was even, unlike the mangled road behind us, but the grass was so thick that it prevented me from moving as fast as I’d like.

      Just like they had with the garage doors at the depot, the leading vehicle rolled over the fence as if it was nothing more than a piece of paper on the ground. The other vehicles now had access and followed behind it, much quicker than we could run.

      I turned back toward the university and pumped my arms and legs hard enough to make them burn with effort. Each breath roared in my ears as I expected the bullets to take Syeth and me down at any moment.

      I didn’t need to check if they were still coming. I heard them well enough. But not their guns. It didn’t make sense. All through the city, they’d fired at us without seeming to care about wasting bullets. Had they run out?

      “Why aren’t they shooting?” I couldn’t be the only one realizing that.

      “Don’t worry about it!” Syeth yelled. “Focus on running!”

      Syeth slowed and then moved behind me, running between me and the vehicles. Protecting me once again.

      I couldn’t help the ache felt in my chest upon realizing this might be where Syeth and I died. I wanted him to know I loved him, but I doubted I’d get the chance to tell him so again.

      A foomp sound almost slowed my tracks. I squeezed my eyes closed for a moment, expecting to see a blinding light and never wake up again.

      One of the vehicles behind us screeched to a stop, and then the world went out from under my feet.

      Syeth threw himself on top of me as we hit the ground. “Come on.” His hands moved over my back, wrapping around my waist and pulling me up.

      I shook my head, unable to comprehend what had happened. Another foomp sounded out, and then another explosion. The heat from it wafted across my back. I risked a glance behind me as flames engulfed two of the vehicles.

      No one came out of the damaged vehicles. The remaining one backed away from the others, but another explosion barely missed the back bumper. It drove away, kicking out dirt behind it. It reminded me of how they’d abandoned the dead rebels in the woods on the night we’d rescued Jarid.

      Another projectile from the direction of the university soared above us toward the vehicles. If I’d had any doubt that these people were rebels, it was gone now.

      Syeth and I stood and turned toward the building. I had no idea if there were reinforcements, but I wasn’t going to stick around to find out.

      “Lora!” Dad’s voice somehow rang above the crackling flames behind us.

      “Dad?” I stumbled over my feet as five figures ran toward us.

      “Is that them?” I asked Syeth, making sure I hadn’t just heard an echo of Dad through the ringing in my ears.

      Dad stepped out from the group with Jarid right behind him.

      I let out a sob as a lightness spread through me, giving me a second wind. “It’s them.”

      Syeth said nothing. His eyes were slits as the others approached us. Even reuniting with his brother and Dad wasn’t enough to stop his hesitation regarding the rebel forces.

      My throat tightened as the figures neared us. The building cast a shadow over them as the sun worked on its descent behind the structure, but I launched myself at Dad even as his arms opened to me.

      “We thought you were gone…” my words drifted away as I took in the shape of the person standing directly behind him.

      I lifted my chin as the person brushed her hands across my face, moving stray hairs from my tear-soaked cheeks.

      Her face was that of the person who’d haunted my dreams for my entire life. The one I’d yearned for every day until this moment.

      “Lora, it’s me,” my mother said.
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      I stiffened in my father’s arms. The relieved smile across my mother’s face tightened as her arms flopped to her sides. I recoiled from her, bumping into Syeth.

      He stood close enough that his warm breath tickled the hairs on my neck. I shoved my hands through my hair, wanting to release the way my mother’s fingers had left a tingling in their wake.

      Memories flashed through my mind. At that moment, I didn’t want my photographic memory. Each second with my mother was linked to a sense of sadness snaking through my body. There weren’t many of them in there, and I’d tried to drown them in my mind as the years had gone on because they were too painful. Now, I wasn’t sure if I was too weak to stop them, or if I wanted to fit the woman in front of me into them.

      Her smiling face during bath time flashed in my mind. The sound of her laughter, too… high and infectious as we played games together around the house. Hide and seek was a favorite. Then, the three of us around the kitchen table, celebrating my birthday. The few I’d had before she’d disappeared. She had left us without a word of her plan. All the way up until I’d figured it out for myself.

      Heat surged through me as goosebumps spread across my skin. My legs numbed as my stomach flipped. A cacophony of emotions moved through me, shifting with each second.

      I’d always pictured running into her on the streets of New Manhattan. I’d pictured the scene: I would hug her, and we would be a family again.

      But her abandoning us had prevented me from going closer. I wanted to shout at her, demand to know how she could have left us like that, but I couldn’t find the words. Especially since her face had already fallen at my actions. She knew what she’d done, and I wondered whether or not she had lived each day regretting her decision.

      “Lora,” Dad said, stepping between us. I sagged against him, feeling the warmth from his hug versus the crawling feeling I’d gotten when I’d hugged my mother.

      Her lips mashed together, but I couldn’t worry about that when Dad was in front of me.

      Syeth moved away from us to get to his brother. Jarid and Dad seemed no worse for wear.

      “We saw you drive away,” I said.

      “We stayed as long as we could,” Dad said. “We didn’t think you two made it down.” His voice caught on the last word. He cleared his throat to recover. “Your mother spotted us and brought us here. We’ve been watching out for you ever since.” He hugged me again.

      I glanced at her, and saw her gaze was still on mine. It wasn’t the reunion I had expected. I supposed that if VaxWell had sent her out here, I could have forgiven her. But she had left us to fend for ourselves. It was only a few months ago when the rebels had realized I was in danger. Why hadn’t she come back to help instead of sending others to do it?

      “We’re just glad you two are safe,” Dad said, tugging me against him again. “Let’s get you both inside.”

      As we walked together, I put much of my weight on him. We were finally together, and we were a force of resistance against the security forces. I had no idea if they were coming back, but my mother and the others seemed well equipped enough to handle them. This was the most organized defensive attack I’d seen, compared to those of both Sarah and Naomi.

      If I hadn’t had much hope of success before, I did now. My mother had something to do with it, yet I couldn’t give her what she wanted from me. Not yet. I wasn’t even sure what that was, but I hoped, eventually, that we could start over again.

      But, first, I needed to get the answers to the questions I’d had in my mind since finding the second half of her “suicide” note in New Manhattan.

      The campus was as damaged as the rest of the town. At least on the outside. The overgrowth made it appear as if there was no one occupying the space, but I supposed that was the point. Inside wasn’t as dirty as the outside, but a thick layer of dust stuck to the surfaces of the cavernous hallways outside of the visible path we walked. The three rebels ahead of us, including my mother, walked side by side discussing the raid from the security forces. My mother’s cadence wasn’t how I remembered it, but it still struck me. She was finally in front of me, alive and well. I still couldn’t believe that, against the odds, we’d made it to her.

      Dad held onto my arm with an unwavering grip. It must have been a shock to find her so quickly, as we’d thought she was in Salt Lake City.

      “Did you tell her about that woman?”

      Dad nodded. “As much as I could. But once we got here, you and Syeth were the priority.”

      I looked around, spotting a few rebels at the tops of the buildings, all of them pacing around. It seemed as if this place was like a fortress for them—and it would take more than a few armored vehicles to get to Mom.

      But what about John? My mind drifted to my biological father. Was he here, too? Older photographs of him filled my mind, all from the files in Esperanza’s office, but I wasn’t sure how I would handle meeting him.

      I squeezed Dad’s arm harder, as if to silently convey that he was the only dad I wanted.

      We walked through a courtyard which was just as overgrown as the front lawn. Mom moved ahead of us so casually. This place was hers and we were barging in on her life. I had so many questions swirling through my mind about my mother and how she’d come to this place, but for some reason I couldn’t form the words.

      There were others in the courtyard. Men with long guns patrolled the perimeter. They wore hard expressions as they glanced between us and the other rebels. From all I had seen so far, I wondered how much ammunition this rebel cell had to use against security. It eased my mind that they were able to fight back so quickly and effectively, to the point that I wondered if I could find my place here instead of running off again like we had with every other cell.

      At the other side of the courtyard, we entered another building. This one was dimly lit and empty. Tables and chairs were scattered at the ends of the room, leaving the space open except for a staircase leading up to the next floor.

      “We’ll check in with you later,” the only other rebel guy said before offering a lift of his chin. He and the armed woman headed around the corner with polite farewells.

      “You all must be hungry,” Mom said, turning to us. Her fingers twined together in front of her. The gesture was familiar to my past. As much as she hadn’t been able to take her eyes from me before, she now looked anywhere in the room other than at me. “We have food for you through here.” She gestured across the room toward another door.

      As we followed her, I took in the space. Most tiles on the floor were chipped or missing—leaving square-shaped concrete marks in the floor instead—and the paint had peeled off the walls in most spots.

      We pushed through into a brightly lit kitchen. The equipment was glittering clean, and there were several steaming pots on top of stoves. Two rebels, a man and a woman both wearing white aprons, were stationed at opposite ends of the room. One of them was doing dishes while the other was at the stove, stirring a wooden spoon in a large pot.

      Their gazes lingered on us before offering either a smile or a wave. The man with the netting on his head—the chef, I assumed—pulled four bowls from a stack and brought them over. He ladled generous servings of soup into the bowls before handing them to us.

      Mom grabbed four spoons and handed them out. “Eat up.”

      Syeth and Jarid didn’t need to be asked twice. They dug into the soup in front of them.

      I swirled the spoon through the soup. Steam wafted from the bowls, so I sipped from my spoon more carefully, so as not to burn my mouth. Thick vegetables filled the broth and they were incredibly tender. The warmth filled me, and I leaned against the counter, finally allowing myself to feel the exhaustion pouring from my bones.

      Mom walked over to the rebels who were working in the kitchen. The one now drying the dishes turned to her. They were too far away for me to hear what they were talking about. But when the other woman glanced at me, I had some idea.

      “This is really good,” Dad said to the chef.

      “You can have as much as you want,” he said. “News of your arrival in Provo has made it through the base.”

      Dad puffed up his chest a little and I tried not to roll my eyes.

      The more I ate, the more I shed the stress within me. Now that my stomach was getting full, I wanted to rest.

      Mom and the other woman came over. She no longer wore the white apron. Her black hoodie was a stark contrast to her pale skin. She had close-cropped blonde hair against her scalp. Her lips formed a bow shape as she took us in.

      “I have some work to do,” Mom said. “After that attack, we’re going to have to reevaluate our plans here. But Kimber will take you to the dormitories for rest. I’m sure you all need it.” She slid a glance my way.

      “It’s so nice to meet y’all,” Kimber said with a grin.

      We introduced ourselves to her.

      “We’ll see you later, Elsie,” Kimber said, and gestured for us to follow her out of the kitchen once we’d all finished our soup. “I bet y’all need some rest. We’re going to take good care of you.” We reappeared in the main cafeteria area and climbed the stairs to the second level.

      Back outside, we followed Kimber to the next building. This one was four stories tall, and the façade was as crumbly as the rest of the buildings. There weren’t any lights on inside, but when we entered, I noticed a dark material shaded each of the windows.

      The small lobby had a desk on the right with a bank of two elevators on the left. Kimber walked to the right and opened a door to a set of stairs.

      “We have a suite for you four,” Kimber said as we arrived on the second floor. She opened the first door closest to the stairs. “Each bedroom has two beds and there’s an adjoining bathroom. Be aware of the amount of water you use, as the pump system is quite fickle.” She groaned at that, and for a brief moment I wondered what her life had been out here.

      Syeth and Jarid were the first into the room. Beds? Running water? It was a dream come true. I didn’t care if the roof was missing a ceiling as long as I had a mattress under me instead of the ground.

      Kimber retreated down the hallway while Syeth and Jarid explored the bathroom and the adjoining room. I plopped onto the nearest bed and dragged the blanket to my shoulders. The rest of the soup’s warmth was gone.

      Dad sat on the bed across from me as if sensing I needed company. He was the only person who understood how much Mom meant to me, and the betrayal of her disappearance.

      “It’s really her,” I said. My voice sounded small and tinny in my head. “She’s alive.” The last words had come out in a whisper.

      “She is,” Dad said.

      “How do you feel about that?”

      Dad stared at the floor and scratched his cheek. “I don’t know how to feel if I’m truly being honest.”

      He wasn’t alone.

      He opened his mouth, paused, and then added, “I’m excited. But our reunion wasn’t what I expected.”

      I blew out a breath. “Me neither.”

      “Don’t take it too hard. We’ve had such a journey.”

      “Did you see the way she keeps looking at me? As if she’s expecting me to forget all these years between us.”

      “I don’t think she is. She might be more nervous than you.”

      “This is her world,” I said, lifting my hands to encompass the room. “As much as you two lived in New Manhattan, she’s had this other life for a long time. She never considered coming back for us?”

      “You don’t know that, Lora.”

      “She seems resourceful,” I said, recalling her sparrow symbols which had guided me at each step of the way through the trouble we’d been through in New Manhattan. She loved sparrows; they’d been symbols of her throughout our house. I couldn’t help my version of the truth pouring from my lips. “If she wanted to see us again, she could have. We trekked across barren New California to find her, and you’re saying she couldn’t do that? She did it once.” My breathing was heavy as my emotion built up. I couldn’t help it. After seeing her in this place, safe after all these years… it had all created warring emotions in my mind.

      “I’m sure she’s willing to talk to us,” Dad said, cupping my cheek in his hand. “But let’s wait for tomorrow.”

      I stared at the door across the room. Syeth and Jarid were on the other side, their voices barely audible through the thick door. While I was happy we were together again, I couldn’t help the broken part inside of me—a Mom-shaped split which wasn’t going to get fixed until she told me everything.

      The weight of the last few days crashed onto me, and I laid down. The mattress was much more comfortable than the ground I’d slept on for a month. I closed my eyes, settling into sleep when someone cleared their throat. Even though the door was open between rooms, Dad stood up. Jarid stood there with his hands jammed in his pants pockets and his shoulders lifted.

      “This might not be the best time,” Dad said.

      “What’s going on?” I muttered.

      “Nothing,” Dad said. “Jarid, you should come back later. We all need some rest now.”

      I pushed upward, sitting up. “I’m fine.”

      “I wondered if we could have a minute alone,” Jarid said, eyeing my father. Syeth was nowhere to be seen.

      “You should get rest,” Dad said to me.

      “I’ll only be a few minutes,” Jarid pressed.

      I waved him inside. “I’m fine.”

      Dad hesitated, but finally nodded and slipped past Jarid toward the hallway. “I’m going to check out the rest of the building. I’m leaving this door open a crack, and I expect it to stay that way.”

      I suppressed a smile. If there was anyone to worry about being alone with me, it wasn’t Jarid.

      Jarid stepped into the room and leaned against the edge of the bed. “I wanted to check in with you. See how you were doing. There wasn’t much of an introduction to your mother.”

      As much as I didn’t want to unpack everything about our relationship, it was nice that he cared enough to check in with me.

      “I’m fine—”

      “Lora,” he cut me off. “You don’t need to pretend here. I know you might feel like you have to hide your true feelings with your dad, so I thought you could use a friend to talk to.” He sat next to me, the weight of him pressing down against the mattress. My body reflexively moved toward him.

      His eyes were incredibly sad, and I didn’t want him to worry over me. “Is there anything I can do to help, Lora?”

      For some reason, the carriage ride through the park flew to the front of my mind. It was the last time Jarid and I had been alone. Was he thinking about that, too? I was reminded of everything I’d wanted him to be back when his mind had been so scattered. Now, he was here, and I couldn’t ignore the fluttering in my gut at his closeness.

      “What did you need when you lost Isra?” I asked. It wasn’t the same thing as losing my mother, but it was the only way I could communicate what I was feeling about my current situation. I had my mother, yet I had no idea what to say or do around her.

      Jarid lifted his arm but hesitated for a moment before sliding it across my shoulder. I leaned into him, pressing my forehead against his neck. His warmth enveloped me, and his arms were secure and safe.

      Hot tears poured out of me as the weight of everything crashed over me in waves. Sobs shook my body and Jarid held on, letting me cry as my feelings cascaded down the front of his shirt.

      Jarid’s arms were comfortable and allowed me to release the heaviness of my heart. I should have wanted Syeth there, but Jarid had the compassion I needed at the moment. Things still seemed strained between Syeth and me, too. He had barely spoken to me since we’d arrived at the rebel base.

      I allowed all of the thoughts and stresses in my life to float away for a little while. They weren’t completely gone, and I knew I’d have to face them in the morning, but, for now, I let them float away while my mind and body drifted toward sleep. I wasn’t sure if it was Jarid’s presence or the bed, but the next thing I knew, my head hit the flattened pillow and he placed a warm blanket over me.

      “Goodnight,” I muttered, and I didn’t remember anything after that.
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      The next morning, light from the sun cascaded through the windows. I sat up quickly, fisting my hands in the blanket tangled around my body. Blinking, I looked around, acclimating myself to my new surroundings in the daylight. Dad’s light snores filtered from across the room, and I untangled myself from the sheets and stood up. Even through my socks, the tile floor was cold against my feet. I walked over to the window and moved aside the sheer shade which did such a poor job of blocking the sun.

      Outside was a courtyard where several rebels were walking the perimeter. All of them had guns. Crossing my arms, I rubbed away the goosebumps settling across my skin. I wasn’t sure what to expect of this place, but for now, we were safe.

      I debated waking Dad, but all of us deserved time to rest. I wanted to believe we were finally settled, but from our past, I knew it wasn’t always guaranteed. He must have returned at some point in the night, and I wasn’t going to be the one to wake him.

      My gaze drifted to the bed where Jarid had comforted me the night before. The memory of his arms around me created a tingling in my chest which I tried to ignore. There was nothing between Jarid and me anymore, but I couldn’t help appreciating his presence and how he wanted to make me feel better. With that thought, standing in this space became more stifling with every minute that passed.

      As much as I didn’t want to face my mother and the rest of the rebels alone, I couldn’t stay in the room any longer. Partly to give Dad privacy and partly to satisfy my curiosity, I decided to leave. Slipping on my jacket and then opening the door just enough to sneak out, I started on what would first be a mission for sustenance. My stomach actually growled as I moved through the hallways of the university.

      I didn’t spot any rebels milling around inside the building, but I supposed it was early for everyone except those patrolling. After a few minutes, I entered the building with the cafeteria. The main floor was quiet other than the sounds of life echoing up the stairwell ahead. The lobby seemed to have been a small café in the time before Zero, judging by a stand with an empty glass front. I hesitated over going down since I wasn’t sure if Mom was there. What would I say to her? Sorry I jumped away from you when I realized who you were?

      I swallowed against the tightness in my throat and stepped forward.

      As I walked down the stairs, the voices became louder. Some were laughing while others spoke in hushed tones as I approached. There wasn’t the scent of food which I’d expected, but there were several large carafes of coffee close to the food-service stations.

      “Good morning,” Kimber said, leaving a conversation with an incredibly tall, dark-skinned man. He had tattoos all over his arms, but when he smiled at me, my heart warmed.

      “Morning,” I said.

      “Want some coffee? We have an unlimited supply here.” She giggled. “It’s our lifeblood since we don’t keep normal hours. There’s a cold breakfast laid out, too, so help yourself.”

      “Sure.” I glanced around the space for my mother, but she wasn’t in the room. As I let out a sigh, I still wasn’t sure if I was relieved or disappointed.

      The other rebels greeted me then, and there were a lot of new names and faces to remember. From the words of a few, it appeared as if Mom had told them about me. They didn’t go into too much detail about it, but it was enough to plant the seed of want within me to speak to her about what had happened in the gap of years since I’d seen her last. Once the others filled their cups, they went on their way toward their assignments for the day.

      Kimber was one of the last to come over to me. She briefly explained that everyone had their own assignments throughout the day and night at the base. While I wasn’t sure of their routine and how they would incorporate us, I listened to what she had to say and wondered where we would fit in here. They had saved our lives, and I was prepared to do what it took to prove myself worthy.

      After she left, the area was mostly empty. I sat at the edge of the room at a small table by the windows. The sun shone brightly, reflecting off the morning dew stuck to the tall grasses outside.

      My mind drifted to my mother again as each new person came in and out of the cafeteria to get their breakfast. The rebels here were friendly enough, but I kept my eyes open for Mom or John. I had no idea if he was here, but if Mom was, it seemed like it would only be a matter of time before I met him for the first time.

      My stomach flipped at the idea of meeting him. I was sure Mom and I would start to work toward a better relationship, but John? He was my biological father. There was so much pressure there. How would I balance getting to know him while making sure that Dad knew no one would ever replace him?

      As I delved deeper into my thoughts, a tightness latched onto various parts of my body. It was as if everyone in my life, old and new, was pulling me in different directions. Jarid and Syeth both held onto my heart while Mom and John and Dad vied for pieces of me for themselves. How could I manage to please everyone while not losing myself?

      Quick movement flashed in the corner of my eye, and I spotted Syeth careening down the stairs toward me.

      I turned to him. “There’s coffee.”

      “Thanks,” he said, scratching his head. “How are you?”

      “Fine,” I said. My earlier thoughts about Syeth not coming to see me the night before pinched at my heart.

      Syeth licked his lips and sat across from me. “I came by your room last night, but you were already asleep.”

      He had the uncanny ability to read my mind, or maybe my expressions were too obvious. Either way, I wanted to change the subject. I wouldn’t mention that Jarid had been with me until I’d fallen asleep, though; I wanted Syeth to keep talking to me, and it seemed like any time I said Jarid’s name, Syeth pulled into himself. “What did you do last night?”

      “I wanted to figure out whether we were safe here first. I went around the campus and talked to some of the rebels.”

      “Why would you think we weren’t safe?”

      Syeth shrugged. “Past experiences? Sarah barely held onto control of her group. Naomi was impulsive and put us in danger. And we barely made it out of the fuel depot alive without even meeting more than one of them.”

      “I got it,” I said. “We were all there.”

      Syeth quirked his lips and moved to the chair next to me before pulling it closer. “I’m not trying to be a jerk. I just wanted to make sure we were safe. That’s all I want for us.”

      A sick feeling rose in my throat. While Syeth had been out the night before making sure we could sleep without any worries, I’d been in my room with Jarid. Everything that had passed between us had been innocent, but Syeth wouldn’t understand if I told him. It seemed as if Jarid hadn’t said anything about it, either. Guilt churned the coffee in my stomach.

      Syeth had protected me from the moment we’d met. My mind jumped to us running through the town together to escape security. Our feelings for each other were still strong even if he refused to acknowledge them every day.

      “You must have been exhausted, huh?”

      It was clear that he felt bad about not seeing me before I’d gone to sleep. We had been through so much together, and no doubt he’d wanted to be sure I was okay after figuring out if the rebels could be trusted. I almost wished I would have gone with him… if only he’d asked. But that wasn’t Syeth’s way. He acted first, and then asked questions later. He had helped us escape from a lot of dangerous situations by doing just that, in fact. The thought of him sticking his neck out for us didn’t help me feel any better.

      As if he could once again read my mind and knew the turmoil rolling through me, he stood up. “I’m going to get some coffee. Are you staying here?”

      “Of course,” I said, not wanting to leave him again. Maybe it was my guilt keeping me in the chair, I wasn’t sure. Syeth walked toward the food area and I settled back in my chair. I wasn’t sure how long our quiet would last, but I wanted to enjoy it.

      Based on previous meetings with rebels, I guessed it was only a matter of time before we’d be immersed in their way of life. I was ready for it, though.

      For now, however, I owed Syeth a bit of attention to see where we stood together. It was unfair to think of Jarid as anything more than a friend. He was with Isra, after all. If only we could find her again.

      A man appeared at the top of the stairs, and even from a distance, I recognized his face right away. It was the same one, if a few years older, that I’d seen in the photograph in Esperanza’s office safe.

      John Wingum—my biological father—was walking down the steps toward me.

      I glanced around. Syeth was still inside the food area. I spotted his mop of dark hair bobbing as he spoke with another rebel.

      My insides pulsed with nervousness. I wasn’t sure I was ready for this conversation, especially after how I’d reacted with Mom last night. But the first conversation had to happen sooner or later. I just wished it were happening when I wasn’t utterly alone.

      John towered over the table. The picture I had of him didn’t show his height. “Hi, Lora,” he said, his voice warm and friendly. Up close, I memorized his features, trying to find my own within his. His nose had the same slant as mine. He was handsome, for a guy in his fifties, and I wondered if he knew that I was his daughter or just the daughter of the woman he loved.

      “We’re so happy to have you here,” he said, taking my hands in his. They swallowed mine under long, thick fingers and warm palms.

      I stood so he didn’t seem so imposing and said, “We’re glad to make it finally. There were a lot of issues getting here. Your group helped us.”

      He bobbed his head and smiled—an almost perfect one aside from two crooked bottom teeth.

      Since it didn’t seem as if I had to worry about him diving into what had happened between him and my mother, I asked the questions which were on my mind. “Do you know why the corporations are hunting us, and my mother?”

      John mashed his lips together.

      “Please.” I had a right to know everything as long as it involved my family and me. “We were a part of an attack. Naomi, another rebel leader, was killed in cold blood in front of me by some woman who seemed to be in charge of the security forces she was with. She had a picture of me and was showing it around to the rebels. Do you know why she’s after me?”

      “Well, Lora, it has to do with—”

      A shrill beeping filled the air around us. John lifted his wrist and checked his watch. He pressed the surface of it to stop the beeping. “I’m sorry, Lora. I have to get to my morning rounds. The night guards can’t leave their posts until I do.”

      I gritted my teeth. “I understand.”

      He shrugged and cleared his throat. “You can come with me if you want. I know you've had a long journey, and it is a lot of walking. You’re welcome to, all the same. In fact, I wouldn’t mind if you did.”

      I smiled. This was a real opportunity to get information. If John wanted to hide the truth from me, he wouldn’t have invited me along. And whatever John’s motivation was, Syeth couldn’t be upset with me for leaving as long as I was protecting our group in the same way he had. We had to know what we were up against, and if John could give us the answers, then I’d go anywhere with him.

      “Sure,” I said. “I’d love to.”
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      Syeth spotted me leaving the cafeteria. His eyes widened, and I gave him a thumbs-up to let him know I was okay. As much as I wanted to spend more time with him to make up for the guilt I felt regarding Jarid, he knew how important it was to me to meet my biological father. No doubt he would keep an eye on me from a distance, which was fine with me. If I needed an excuse to get away, Syeth would be there for me.

      John didn’t say much as we walked around the campus. The cafeteria was in the center of the campus while the buildings where students had once received an education pushed outward through the university. As it was daytime, I was able to get a better view of our surroundings. I created a mental map of our location and knew with one look that I wouldn’t get lost again. I held onto the image of the dormitory in my head, in case I needed a quick getaway.

      Each time I reminded John of my questions, we stopped at another part of the campus where he had to talk to other rebels. We stopped at numerous posts throughout the campus.

      I didn’t push him for answers, yet, even though that was what I’d wanted to do. After the breach the night before, a team of rebels had been sent to remove the incinerated security vehicles from the front lawn where Syeth and I had come in. According to John, they used every scrap they could throughout the abandoned town to fuel the rebel base. Even though he wasn’t sure there was anything left of their forces, having security vehicles visible from the road wouldn’t help keep up the façade of the university.

      “Will they come back for us?” I asked, wanting to at least get that question answered. I had to know if we were all safe there.

      John shrugged, apparently unconcerned. “It’s not the first time they’ve tried to come through here. Each time, we push them back. Honestly, I don’t think they have any idea of our numbers. They tend to care more about the bigger cities where they’re directly affected by rebels.”

      Though, this time, they knew I was inside. At least that was the case for that last vehicle, which had driven away. Based on that, would security guess my parents were, too? I had the sudden urge to flee, but the yearning for more information kept me at John’s side.

      “Naomi had said Salt Lake City was the main place for the rebel forces, where all the numbers were. Why aren’t you there?”

      “We chose this location as our base because it still has some extra equipment in the science building. We’ve worked hard to make it suit our needs.”

      “What needs are those?”

      “Memory technology.”

      I sucked in a breath through my teeth.

      Then, he turned to face me. “How much did you discover in New Manhattan?”

      “I know I was modified to have a perfect memory. VaxWell found out, and Esperanza wanted to exploit whatever’s inside of me to wipe people’s memories. I also know you used to head that part of the company before you destroyed it and left.”

      It was his turn to be silent.

      All the evidence was there, but I had to hear it from him. “Did you make me the way I am?” I asked.

      “I did,” he said softly. “You were a miracle baby.”

      “A miracle?”

      He cleared his throat and stared off toward the campus. “You were conceived naturally. When we completed the genetic testing on you during the early months of your mother’s pregnancy, we discovered a genetic anomaly which would prevent you from forming permanent memories. With the damage the impurity was projected to cause, we knew that would eventually kill you.”

      I couldn’t imagine how that discovery must have affected them.

      “We had everything to lose,” John said. “To save you, we chose to try our experimental memory biomod.”

      Given his hand in choosing to do the experiment, I had to know… “Are you my biological father?” The question had poured out of me before I’d been able to stop it.

      “That’s a question for your mother to answer.”

      I blinked, not having expected that response, but there was no reason to delay getting the information I deserved. “Then take me to her now.”

      “Okay.”
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        * * *

      

      John brought me back to the dormitory building, which we had stayed in the night before. He was silent most of the way, and so was I. It seemed as if Mom was the one with more of the answers I wanted at the moment.

      We walked up to the third floor through the side stairwell. The paint on the walls was often chipped, though some few walls seemed to have a fresh coat of paint covering up dark swirls of graffiti. As with the other ruined towns we had seen along our journey, I wondered what had happened to the people and the students who’d lived there when Zero ravaged the land and then life after.

      I pulled out of my thoughts as John slowed next to the second door in the hallway. He knocked twice and stood back. John looked me in the eyes at that point, and a sad smile crossed his lips. The emotion behind it wasn’t all there, as if he was holding back even more than I’d realized. But he was right. It wasn’t his story to tell. My mother had loved two men and conceived a child naturally—against the laws of the government. If anyone was going to tell the full story, it was her.

      Mom opened the door, and her shoulders hunched forward as if she were steeling herself for another rejection from me. I didn’t blame her after the not-so-warm welcome I’d given her the day before.

      Her auburn hair was plaited in a braid slung over her shoulder, different from the way it had been up the night before. I hadn’t realized that it was almost as long as mine. She was a worn version of the image I’d had in my mind from my past. Her skin was sun-kissed, and freckles peppered her nose and cheeks. She still had the same sparkle in her eyes as I remembered, though.

      “Are you ready to talk, Lora?” she asked.

      I nodded, and she opened the door wider.

      “See you later,” John said before shuffling off down the hall.

      His absence made me want to call him back. Since I’d first seen my mother again, there had been others around as a buffer. But as the door closed, there was nothing between us anymore. At least nothing physically. There were questions which needed answers, though, and until that happened, I wasn’t sure I would be able to get rid of the crawling sensation within my gut that came with seeing her.

      Her room was the same bland cream color as the one where Dad and I had slept, but she’d personalized hers a little more. The beds weren’t across the room from each other but side by side. And I figured that if she and John slept in the same room, they would want to be next to each other. A translucent floral curtain billowed around the open window, and an assortment of weapons—a knife and two guns—were propped on the desk next to a toiletry bag.

      “Would you like to sit?” Mom asked.

      I stood by the door, wanting to be in control and leave if I wanted to. “No, thanks. John told me that I was conceived naturally. And that you two experimented on me.”

      “You’re correct.”

      I drew in a breath. “Is John my biological father?”

      “Yes,” she said, ripping the bandage off my wounded heart.

      She sank onto the edge of the double bed, though I couldn’t move from my spot by the door. Was she expecting another rejection from me? “I found evidence of the experiments, and about you and John in the VaxWell corporate offices. They had files on us. I only know what they knew, but I want to hear your side of the story.” I wasn’t sure it would help me forgive her for cheating on my father, but I deserved the truth.

      Mom mashed her lips together into a thin white line. She blinked a few times and moved from the bed to lean against the edge of the desk. Agitated. Her arms folded across her chest. “I met John when he was a computer scientist working for VaxWell. He wrote algorithms which helped the company sort and analyze their research data. I was a research assistant in the biomod program, and we had frequent contact with one another.”

      “What about Dad?” I couldn’t help asking. “You and Dad were paired at that point. Did you ever think of him?” As much as I was torn, I couldn’t help defending Dad. He hadn’t left us. He had tried his hardest to keep our duo together after she’d left with another man, to do what she wanted instead of thinking of us.

      “I did think of him,” she said. “All the time. He was a steady and nice man. We were friends as teens, and there was no choice when it came to our pairing. But as we got older and he settled into the rules of society, we had less and less in common. I began to hate the system for pushing me into a life like that.” She flashed her teeth as she disappeared in a memory. “Who was the government to tell me that I had three choices for a husband and who to have children with?”

      “It’s for our survival, right?” I asked. It was the truth, even though it burned me up as much as it did her. Though, I had a lot invested in Mom and Dad’s relationship. How could she have let it go that quickly? Dad was a good man.

      “That’s their way of thinking, not mine,” she pointed out. “The more John and I worked together, the more he made my heart race. It was a feeling I hadn’t experienced before, not since moving to New Manhattan. You know just as well as I do that we weren’t allowed to have feelings for anyone other than our pairing. But John has a quick and brilliant mind, and I did.” Mom smiled, and I could see how much she loved him in her eyes. It made my stomach clench. “It wasn’t long before VaxWell was using him all over the place. He helped them write their database and server architecture, and their security protocols—his fingerprints were all over the place before someone finally had the idea of switching him into their biggest moneymaker: biomod research. With him working in the same section as me and the closer proximity we had, I fell more and more in love. Before long, it was mutual. At work, it felt as if we could have the freedom to be together, if only we could unshackle ourselves from the pairing system. Together, we agreed that the system was venal. We had the right, as humans, to act outside it. So, we began our affair.”

      She paused as if waiting for me to react. Unlike with every iteration of this situation I had created in my mind, though, I couldn’t find the words to express the restlessness tugging at my heart. I raked a hand through my hair, allowing it to cascade over my face like a curtain—a barrier between us. A burning sensation pooled in my gut at what she had done to Dad, but I also thought back to the feelings I’d had before my pairing. I was against the system, as well—totally unable to understand it. I delved into those feelings, wanting to be closer to her. Now, I realized she’d been torn between two men, but allowed her emotions to overrule what the system demanded instead of having her choices pushed on her. She’d made her own choice, regardless of the pairing.

      Syeth and Jarid pushed themselves to the front of my mind. They were two sides of one coin, and I wondered what my life would have looked like if I truly had been free to choose who I’d wanted to be with, from the beginning. The choice was impossible at the moment, though, and I wasn’t going to waste time digging for an answer which didn’t matter when the person holding all the information I wanted stood right in front of me.

      “Does Dad know that I’m not his biological child?”

      “He’s just aware of my feelings for John.”

      “Are you ever going to tell him?”

      “I didn’t plan on it.”

      I shook my head, staring at her. “He deserves to know.”

      “He doesn’t deserve any more hurt from me,” Mom said. “He raised you. It doesn’t matter what genes you have. John and I agree that Finn is your father, through and through. You’re not going to get an argument from us about it.”

      It seemed so easy for her to give up on us. I tried to push down the bubbling hurt, which was threatening to make me choke. Dad telling me about how the truth always helped matters couldn’t allow me to agree with her. “You have to tell him,” I told her. “Or I will.”

      Mom sighed, and her eyes closed briefly. “If you insist, then I will. He deserves to hear the whole story from me, too, I suppose.”

      I held a breath for a moment before the most critical question pushed from my mouth. I wasn’t sure why I tried to hold it back since it had plagued my mind from the moment I’d found the second half of her note, but I couldn’t help it. Finally, I asked. “Why did you leave me behind?”
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      The dormitory room was small, but my question lingered in the air as if there was an echo in the space.

      Mom crossed the room and took my hands. The heavy weight in my stomach didn’t protest. “I didn’t want to leave you, Lora.”

      “Then why did you?”

      “I didn’t have a choice. Soon after John and I started working together, we were moved to the memory tech project. At the time, VaxWell had geared the research toward finding a way to enhance memories. But, during the experiments, the mice began to have memory problems instead. When we reported it, the study shifted toward more sinister motivations. We soon learned they wanted us to continue toward a way to wipe out memories. Suddenly, the corporate partners at the company were asking for daily reports rather than weekly ones. Their interest became more involved, and we were instructed to figure out why the memory wipes were happening. At the time, we thought the company was concerned about safety. It didn’t seem out of the ordinary for them to want to prevent these mishaps in the early testing phases. But after some time, we began to suspect there was an ulterior motive for the corporations. We had no idea about our contribution, though. If we had earlier, then we could have figured out a way to stop it. But what they didn’t know was that John had continued working on the original experiments to counteract the memory wipe.”

      I had some idea about what had happened next, but I wanted to hear it from her.

      “We thought we were careful. Until, one morning, John was called to Esperanza Rothkind’s office. She rarely spoke to the staff in person, so we weren’t sure what to expect. She scolded him for continuing his research into the perfect memory without first mastering memory wiping. From her, we had the confirmation we needed that VaxWell was much more interested in destroying memories than perfecting them. He told me about it right away, but we were careful to keep it to ourselves. We didn’t know who to trust anymore… especially after Esperanza found out.”

      “Is that when you became a part of the rebellion?”

      Mom smiled then, and, for a moment, I glimpsed the mother from my memories. “John and I contacted a known rebel whom your father and I knew from our teenage years. Finn didn’t know, but he couldn’t. It would have put his life in danger. But it turned out for the best. Trading our information, they gave us a memo one of their agents had seen circulating at high levels in BioPure. Somehow, the VaxWell research had moved up the chain, and BioPure was willing to fund the research specifically intended for a memory-wipe biomod, thanks to the accidental discovery of a VaxWell research team.”

      Mom sighed and shuddered as if she was reliving the moment. “That’s the thing about science. Sometimes too much information can be harmful.”

      “What did the note say? What was their goal with the research?” I knew some pieces of this story from Esperanza’s attempt to memory wipe individual members of VaxWell, but if there was more, I wanted to know all of it.

      “The memo was signed by Sledge Hornmeister. He spearheaded all of this. He directed top-level executives to brainstorm possible uses for the technology—ways they could profit from it. These corporations are always out for themselves. Partners and CEOs will do anything to keep themselves on top. They want their corporations embedded into the lives of as many people as possible, ensuring a company’s future. There was one line…” Mom stopped and closed her eyes again, as if someone had pinched her. “It said, ‘Think big. Nothing is off the table.’ At that point, John and I knew we needed to destroy their research and escape. But it wasn’t that easy.”

      “Why not?”

      Mom squeezed my hand. “I found out I was pregnant with you. We’d been told for a long time that conceiving naturally wasn’t a good thing. As scientists, we understood what Zero had done, so we tested you in utero. We found the genetic anomaly and were devastated. I couldn’t let you suffer, so we stayed and worked as quickly as we could to complete the perfect memory biomod first, so that we could save you. Once we did, we planned to remain in our positions and sabotage VaxWell from the inside. I couldn’t leave you behind when you were so young. At least, I thought that way. Shortly after your fifth birthday, VaxWell raided the rebel cell we’d been in contact with. We knew that, before long, the trail would lead to us… and then you. Neither of us could let that happen. We protected you in just the same way we had with our experiments. But I planned to stay with you and Finn, Lora—you have to believe that. We planned to destroy as much of our research as we could, along with any remaining records of the experiments we’d performed on you. Then John would leave, taking the blame for sabotage. I had every intention of staying with Finn so that we could raise you as our own.” Mom’s eyes darkened, and a wave of gooseflesh raced up my arms.

      “It was all going so perfectly until they caught us in the lab. I scribbled that note for you and Finn, intending to hide it, but they already knew I was involved. They didn’t know what we had done for you, though, and I had to keep it that way. If we left and pulled attention away from you… we thought that was the only way we could keep you safe. That night, we barely made it out of VaxWell alive. If I’d stayed, I have no idea what would have become of us. They would have targeted you and Finn in order to get information from me, and I couldn’t stand for that.”

      Everything Mom said made sense. But there’d been thirteen years in between, where Dad and I had thought she was dead. If she’d been able to send word to the other rebels, what had stopped her from sending a message to us—or coming back for me?

      “You didn’t come back for me, though,” I said, still not understanding her reasoning. I forgave her for fleeing for her life. If I’d been in her situation, I probably would have done the same.

      “We couldn’t,” she said simply. “It wasn’t safe. You were better off with Finn—”

      “I wasn’t better off without a mother!” I interrupted her. “We thought you were dead. That you’d killed yourself. I lived my life thinking that we’d had something to do with that.”

      Mom shook her head.

      “Esperanza kept half of the note, which said what you had done. But without that half of the note or any communication from you, we lived our lives thinking you were dead. Do you know how hard that was on the both of us?”

      Mom opened and closed her mouth a few times. “I’m—I’m sorry, Lora. I thought…with the full note, you would have known my intentions. There was no way we could get to you without you becoming a target.”

      “You should have found a way,” I told her. “You made getting us out here possible, eventually, yet you couldn’t find a way to bring us out here safely before that? I want to forgive you, but it’s hard.”

      “Lora…”

      My skin crawled, and the room closed in around me. My chest burned so that I couldn’t take a full breath. I had to get out of there.

      Mom’s voice called for me as I raced from the room.

      Outside, the open space gave me a little reprieve. I could take a full breath, but the ache was still there. I turned, expecting to see Mom coming after me, but she wasn’t. Why would she? She’d done a fairly good job of leaving Dad and me behind, I realized, so why would I expect her to change her ways?

      While I had the answers I needed now, I wished that I knew where the twins or Dad were. Now, I was alone again in an unfamiliar place, feeling the same emptiness that I’d felt for most of my life. The woman who I’d long idolized was a selfish person who I wanted to be nothing like. I wasn’t anything like her, either. I felt loyal to the people I loved. I made promises and kept them. She had promised to pair herself to Dad, and then she’d left him because she was weak.

      I’d been mistaken when I’d thought we were alike. I protected those close to me as much as I could, yes, but there was more to it; I would never abandon them.

      I’d been gone for some time, but I made my way back to the cafeteria first, hoping to find Syeth there. When I caught his mop of dark hair across the room, my shoulders relaxed. Jarid was with him, along with Dad, and a girl, possibly around my age, who seemed to have Dad’s full attention. Her long silky ponytail cascaded down to her waist, and she had an assault rifle attached to her back. Her camouflage fatigues hung on her thin frame. There was something familiar about her which I couldn’t quite pinpoint. Her face was all sharp angles, too—pretty, with a hint of danger in her eyes.

      They glanced at me as I approached the table, and her sight raked from the tip of my head to my feet before locking onto my eyes. Her hand rested on Jarid’s with familiarity and possessiveness, which could only signal one person.

      “Lora, this is Isra.” Jarid stood up between us, clearing his throat. “She made it.” There wasn’t much relief in his voice, or possibly it was masked by a breathless shock. He must still have been processing seeing her again, I realized. Alive.

      “It’s nice to meet you,” I said. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      Her hand slid into Jarid’s before their fingers intertwined. “You, too. I wanted to thank you for what you did for the rebels in VaxWell. Without you, I wouldn’t have my memories back.” Her lips pursed as if her face hadn’t caught up with her words. She looked so much different than I’d expected. I mean, I’d fully expected her to be pretty—stunning, even. But the huskiness in her voice and the intensity of her eyes was as wild as what I glimpsed in the rest of the people living in New California. Even though her memories had been returned to Isra, it seemed that Esperanza had changed this girl into a hardened person. Syeth, Jarid, and I still had New Manhattan rules hanging over us, while this girl was as free as the rest of the rebels.

      Jarid glanced at her with the widest puppy dog eyes ever; they made my stomach lurch.

      Dad stood up. “Isra was telling us about the Unpaired.”

      Isra tugged Jarid closer to her and eyed me up and down again. “I suppose I can catch you up. The Unpaired have come out of the wilderness to try to unite the rebel factions and lead them in a head-on campaign against BioPure.” The intensity in her eyes built as she spoke. “We’re going to burn the system down, destroying its core so we can build something better for the greater good.” The acid in her voice made her sound passionate, and it carried a fierceness I would never be able to touch. I hated the corporations for controlling New Manhattan, but Isra mirrored their intensity in the opposite way. Seeing the emotion she had for the cause, I started to wonder where I belonged. I loathed the corporations, but I wasn’t sure about her plan, which seemed more militaristic and physical. The skills which I wasn’t competent with quite yet.

      They wanted to use force to get into the corporate buildings to obtain information for the rebels. Dad and Jarid clung to her every word. Dad had a lot of reasons for wanting to rebel, but I hoped there was a place for me to contribute.

      Syeth touched my arm, and I jolted as his presence tore me from my thoughts. “What’s wrong?”

      Jarid, Isra, and Dad barely noticed that we were there, but I still wasn’t ready to chance talking about Mom in front of them yet.

      “I need something to drink,” I said.

      Syeth led me into the space where they served food. The remnants of breakfast sat in a pan at one of the serving stations. I wasn’t sure what it was, but my stomach couldn’t handle solid foods right now. I headed for the coffee station.

      “I talked to my mother,” I said as I grabbed a cup.

      “What did she say?”

      I was mid-pour, trying to figure out how to answer that loaded question, when a shrill sound filled the air around us. I dropped the cup, spilling hot coffee. The burning liquid had seared my hand, and I wiped it on my pants before covering my ears. “What’s going on?”

      Syeth shrugged in confusion and we took off at a run toward Dad and the others. The dining area of the cafeteria was a cacophony of movement. A group of five rebels rushed out the doors while three others headed up the stairs. They all seemed to know where they were going while I was flailing inside.

      Syeth grabbed the arm of a passing rebel—a shorter man with rippling biceps and a shiny bald head. “What does that alarm mean?”

      “There’s an enemy at the gate. I suggest you take cover,” the rebel said before extracting his arm from Syeth’s grip.

      A series of explosions vibrated the floor under my feet. They were much louder than the ones from last night. Through the front windows, a plume of dirt appeared behind one of the shorter buildings.

      We all rushed outside, following a group of armed rebels. The one at the front of the group shouted into his radio as another explosion appeared in the distance. I scanned the area for Mom or John but didn’t see them anywhere. Flames engulfed the roadblocks at the entrance now, and I saw debris scattered across the lawn. Two giant holes had pierced the ground—from the explosions, I guessed.

      A six-wheeled vehicle broke through another part of the front fence, trampling it as if it had only been held together by twine. Three smaller military vehicles, like the ones that had chased us through Provo the night before, came in behind it. Then, a massive tank appeared; it was almost as wide as the three vehicles combined.

      How had I ever thought that they weren’t going to come back for us? My false sense of security choked me as I watched the security forces jump out of the first vehicles, guns raised, and start shooting at the onslaught of rebels on the campus.

      Four of the security members exited their vehicle holding long weapons—each one requiring two soldiers to hold it up—before loading and then shooting large projectiles. They looked like grenades, and several crashed to the ground. Smoke poured out of them and took several of the rebels down. They clutched their stomachs and throats as if an invisible force suffocated them.

      “How do we help?” Dad asked.

      “You don’t,” Isra said. “We wait for a command.”

      “We can’t just sit here and watch them—” I began, even as someone called my name. I whipped around to find Mom racing toward me. Her hair had come undone from the braid and was a wild mess around her head, her eyes focused solely on me.

      “This way!” she shouted as another bomb went off. “Quickly!”

      I raced across the room with the others right behind me. “What’s the plan?”

      “We need to get you to safety,” Mom said. “Lora, they’re here for us.”
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      Mom held tight to my arm. A distant memory came to the front of my mind, of her holding my hand as we’d crossed the streets of New Manhattan amid a rush of cars. I was much smaller in the memory, but her grip was just as firm as it had been then.

      We raced through the empty kitchens and out the back door. Syeth was right behind me while Isra kept to the end of the group. Syeth fumbled under his shirt and tugged out his gun.

      “Where are we going?” Another loud bang from across the campus rocked the ground under us, and my breathing caught in my throat.

      “We need to get off campus,” Mom said.

      “So much for keeping us safe,” Syeth muttered, only half under his breath.

      Mom didn’t say anything but waved us over to the side of one of the buildings. She checked her gun. I noticed her jaw clenching. I wasn’t sure if it was because of his remark or the concentration it took to get us to our destination.

      “Elsie, tell us what’s happening,” Dad demanded.

      Mom sighed. “After last night, we had an idea this was going to happen. But the rebel cells in the northern part of the city have enough firepower to repulse the attack. It doesn’t seem like the Corp Cops care, though.”

      “So, we’re going on the run again?” Jarid asked.

      “There’s no other choice,” Mom said. “We’ve already sent a distress signal to the other rebel cells.”

      “If they’re inside the city, then how can they help us?” Syeth asked.

      “They’re not all in the city,” Isra said flatly.

      Syeth shot her a look. I realized that they had more of a past together than I had with him. They’d had months of Jarid and Isra dating to become friends. With a jolt, I realized I didn’t even know if they’d been friends. The Rothkind twins had had an entire life without me.

      Maybe it would be better for both of them to leave me behind so that they wouldn’t get killed, considering the security forces wanted my parents and me.

      Mom glanced around the corner and started forward again. We raced across the campus until Mom stopped behind another building.

      “This is all about us.” My breathing was more cumbersome, my voice almost a harsh whisper. “Here, the only people worth finding are you, me, and John. I suppose we gave them everything they wanted in one place,” I said. “I shouldn’t have come here.”

      “There’s no use thinking like that,” Mom said with a reassuring squeeze before she let go of my hand. My skin remained warm where her hand had been. “I’m so happy you’re here with me finally.”

      A shrill whistle sounded, and Mom’s jaw dropped before she burst from our hiding spot and picked up her pace. Before I could ask what the whistle had been, the ground shook beneath me. A bigger explosion. Suddenly, a series of rapid-fire gunshots filled the air.

      “Through here!” Mom called over the ruckus. She veered from our path toward the front of the campus where we’d come through the night before, heading off toward a building half the size of the main one, next to a parking garage. We slipped inside. The gunshots continued outside. Did the security know where we were headed? Like Esperanza, they always seemed steps ahead of us. Last night had been a false victory, I couldn’t help thinking, and we’d been fools to stick around. Who knew how many rebels had died to protect me? Me and my family.

      “Elsie!” John called out as we passed through the lobby. He carried a long gun slung across his back. We slowed as Mom reached over and touched his arm. He locked eyes with Dad, and then quickly nodded to the rest of us.

      “Are the protocols in order?” Mom asked.

      “Yes,” John said. “We have to get you all in the vehicles. Follow me.”

      Syeth was next to me, and he didn’t move until I did. I shot him a shaky smile. If anything, I was barely getting by, but I could still try to fake it.

      We entered a long hallway. At the end were about a dozen rebels standing by a door in a single-file line. They turned when they saw us. John was barely able to say a word to them before the world exploded around us.

      A loud crash filled my ears, and then I went deaf. At least, that was what it felt like as shards of glass and pieces of brick careened through the hallway, scattering everywhere. A piece of the wall crashed into me, and I collapsed to the ground. Somehow, my head didn’t smack the floor, but all the air was knocked out of my lungs.

      There wasn’t much left of the wall other than a crumbling outline of what used to be there. I turned my head to look outside. A tank rolled toward us, turning its sights on us again.

      My mouth opened to give a warning, but nothing came out. Soon, my breathing filled my ears hard and loud. The thrumming of my heart competed with the sound.

      I tried to get up, but my body didn’t seem to want to cooperate. I lifted my arm and noticed a stream of blood trailing from my arm down to my fingers. The world swam as I tried to stand up from my position on the floor. I landed against the opposite wall, sitting up, but I closed my eyes against the nausea building in my stomach.

      When I opened them, the floating dust around us had started to settle, but the tank hadn’t slowed its movement toward us. Zips of pain coursed through me from all directions.

      Syeth’s face appeared in front of mine as his hands pressed against my legs, arms, and abdomen. Blood streaked his face and soaked his shirt. But if he could get me up from the ground, then he couldn’t be too bad off. His mouth moved, but he sounded as if he were miles away.

      I squinted at him and pressed my hands against my ears. They came away with blood filling the lines of my palms.

      “Are you okay?” he repeated. I was able to hear him better this time.

      “I think so,” I said, but the words were muffled in my ears.

      Syeth helped me up from the floor. The world tilted again, and I leaned most of my weight on him. My legs were like jelly as his arm slid around my waist. He glanced behind us.

      I was afraid to follow suit, for fear of seeing my family hurt. Dizziness blurred my vision, but I tried to force myself to stay present in the situation.

      “We all have to move,” I said, my voice sounding a little more normal in my ears.

      As my hearing returned, moans from the others intensified before pops filled my ears. At first, I thought they were more gunshots, but they were too intense and only inside my head.

      Syeth’s hands gripped me as if he expected me to fall over again. He pulled me toward the rebels down the hallway. One of them was shouting orders as three of them aimed the sights of their guns at the tank outside. That side of the hallway had been cleared by the blast.

      “Mom?” I called. “Dad?” I tried to turn around, but Syeth controlled most of my movement.

      “You need to be protected,” Syeth said, helping me behind the rebel who was barking orders. The floor felt as if it were made of liquid rather than solid matter. I tripped and launched myself against one of the armed rebels. He wore a black helmet and a thick tactical vest. He and Syeth prevented me from smashing my head against the wall by gripping my arms.

      “Get to my parents,” I slurred. At least that was what it sounded like to me.

      Four of the rebels pushed through the doorway toward the garage while another five covered each other to get past the hole in the building, heading toward my family. Once they reached the other side, they started moving the rubble around. My breathing intensified. We couldn’t lose anyone. Not this quickly after finding each other.

      Someone crawled across the way. Isra. She picked up a helmet and placed it on her head before stopping. A boot jutted out from her side and I wondered if it belonged to Jarid or my parents.

      Then Dad stood, and behind him was Mom. Dad cradled his arm and Mom bent over at the waist. They were all covered by dust and blood. I had a feeling that I looked just as bad.

      Dad helped John up with his good arm and shuffled back, away from the hole. Isra held her gun at the ready and peeked out toward the people attacking us. She ducked her head away from the hole and turned to Mom and John. I couldn’t hear what she was saying to them.

      “Elsie!” one of the armed rebels called out to her.

      Mom’s chin lifted before locking eyes with him. “It will take longer for us to go around. We need to get out of here.”

      “I know!” the rebel shouted. He was a male, but I couldn’t tell much past that since he wore black from head to toe. Multiple gunshots continued to bombard their targets outside. “We’re going to cover you!”

      Seconds later, two of the rebels protecting my parents climbed over the debris and through the gaping hole in the wall. They disappeared from view, but their shots were loud as they distracted the security forces outside. The other three moved across the open area of the hallway with my family and Isra.

      They rushed over. Syeth stepped around me and helped them. My heart jammed in my throat as I watched the rebels stand—unharmed—by my family’s side.

      Mom was the first over to us. She had tears in her eyes as she took in my state.

      “I’m okay,” I said, even though it didn’t seem like either of us was in fighting condition.

      “We need to move from this space,” the rebel who had been in charge of orders said.

      Mom winced and leaned heavily on the wall. Dad appeared behind her, groaning as he tried to lift his arm. John, Jarid, and Isra stuffed their bodies behind us. But when we all were together again, there was no hesitation in getting out of there. The rebels led us through the door which the others had left through before, and we raced down another short hallway. This one had two walls which weren’t destroyed, but I wasn’t sure for how long they’d remain that way.

      On the other end was another door. Through a thin glass window in the center of it, I could see a wide concrete space opened up in front of us. We pushed through the doorway.

      As the parking garage was open to the air, the sounds of the raid became even louder, echoing through the space.

      Five armored SUVs were idling several car lengths’ away with two rebels next to each, waving us over.

      Another dull ringing settled in my ears and I gripped Syeth’s arm to keep me upright. I just had to make it to the car, and then I could pass out. My body no longer felt like my own, but I had to stay present and not give the security forces any more of an advantage by dragging down the rebels even further.

      Once we reached the vehicles, we piled inside. Isra and Jarid jumped into the one next to ours. Syeth glanced in his brother’s direction before settling next to me.

      “Are you okay?” Dad asked, groaning as he sat down.

      “I think so—you?”

      Once John and Mom got inside, the doors slammed behind them. The rumbling of the engine vibrated under my feet.

      “I think my arm is broken, but otherwise…”

      Sweat dripped down Dad’s face, cutting through the dusty debris stuck to his skin.

      The vehicle took off, and I grabbed onto Syeth to hold myself steady. He helped me with the seatbelt.

      Mom and John huddled together behind us on a bench seat. They peered out the window, alert as ever.

      The roads through the campus were bumpy. My butt launched from the seat more times than I could count, but I started to anticipate the quick shifts as the vehicle weaved through the campus. We headed for a back entrance which hadn’t been occupied by the security forces. They seemed only to have charged through the front defenses, thinking that would be enough.

      As much that I was happy we were getting out injured but intact, the others who were still on campus surged through my mind. They had sacrificed themselves for us, and I wasn’t sure if I’d ever be able to thank them.

      The fight against the corporations was even more critical now. They were getting closer to accomplishing the goal of taking out my entire family, and I wanted to do everything I could to protect them.

      The sound of helicopters made my blood turn to ice. I peered around the others and spotted them ahead of us, barreling in our direction.

      “Is that security?” I choked out.

      “No,” the rebel in the front passenger seat said. “Those are ours.”

      The vehicle jerked to the side of the road until we were half on and off. We slowed and I glanced at Syeth. His hand gripped the chair in front of us as he peered around the driver.

      “What’s going on?”

      Several vehicles shot down the road toward us from around the corner. There were three vehicles, all larger than ours, headed toward the campus to push back the security forces and keep us safe.

      I settled back in my seat. A sweeping sense of relief flooded me.

      Syeth’s hand slipped into mine as a tear traced down my face. We were safe again for a little while. And we had all come out alive, which was the best outcome considering what we had been through. I settled against Syeth, awaiting the next part of our journey.
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      After about two hours of driving through the forest and back roads running parallel to the border of Salt Lake City, we made it to another rebel base. I wasn’t sure what town we were in, but we pulled up to a five-story building which was in far better condition than most on the university campus, even though most of the windows on this building’s first floor were smashed out.

      The vans pulled into an underground parking garage. Even though it was the middle of the day, once we were inside, we were shrouded in darkness as we navigated downward.

      “Is this where those other rebels came from?” I asked John.

      Mom leaned against him with her eyes closed. She didn’t open them at my question, but she did answer. “Yes, we had sent them a message from last night. It was a good thing we did.”

      “This is our closest and most heavily guarded base,” John added. “If we’re safe anywhere, it’s here.”

      “Where have I heard that before?” Syeth muttered.

      Dad grunted as he adjusted his position on the seat. “Syeth’s right.”

      I didn’t know who was more shocked at his comment, me or Syeth.

      “Not to be negative, but can these people protect Lora?” Dad asked.

      The dim lights shining every few feet in the garage lit up her face as we traveled, otherwise throwing her into shadow. Her eyes squinted open, but that determination to get what she wanted shone through. “This is the oldest base we have. It’s the closest to the city, and we’ve been hiding in plain sight for years. We always knew there was a risk to doing that, but we found the laboratory indispensable, which made it all worth it. Here, though, we have all the resources to launch our attack.”

      “What is the plan?” Syeth asked.

      “Let’s get everyone patched up first,” John said. His normal friendly tone held a sharp edge to it.

      Once we reached our destination, the vehicles pulled to a stop near a set of metal doors. Syeth shoved open the back doors and helped me out. Dad, John, and Mom came after.

      John and Syeth helped Mom while Dad struggled on his own. At least we could all walk after that attack. Jarid and Isra came over to us as the metal doors opened up and a slew of people raced out to help us. Some wore long lab coats, and it was them who led us inside the building. I wasn’t in any shape to ask where they were taking us, but Syeth asked more questions than I could think of as they led us through the dimly lit hallway. Our shoes squeaked against the clean tile floor as we were assigned rooms. I held onto Syeth’s hand, looking for comfort to ease my mind. I wasn’t sure if I would ever feel safe enough to let my family out of my sight again, for fear of another attack separating us for good.

      Dad and Mom were brought into a room. Inside, there was barely enough room for two beds on either side, separated by a curtain. I hovered at the door, but the rebel leading us called for me.

      “Why are they staying there?” I asked John.

      “Finn’s arm looks to be broken, and your mother took quite a hit on the head. They need more individual attention.”

      I opened my mouth, but John held up a hand. “I’m sure they will be fine. We need to get everyone back to tip-top shape, okay, Lora? That means us, too.”

      We were led into another room a few doors down. This one was larger than the other one, at least triple its size. Several stations with a stretcher or bed next to carts with medical equipment were set up at the back wall of the room, while there were about two dozen chairs scattered at the other corner. There were a few rebels milling around, but I focused on the ones with white lab coats. It was much brighter in here than the hall had been, with chairs set up against the wall and scattered throughout the space.

      There were other rebels from the university who were also scattered around the room. I guessed from the sight of them that this room was set aside for minor injuries. So, what did that mean for Mom and Dad?

      “Lora?” a woman said to me. She had to be in her forties or fifties, but was without a shade of color in her stark white hair. It was tied back into a tiny bun atop her head. “Please follow me.”

      She walked me over to an empty bed and gestured for me to sit. I winced as an ache registered in my back. We had sat for a while during our travel, but the memory and physical pain from the attack were still present.

      Syeth was escorted by a man in a white lab coat to the next station over from me.

      The woman checked my heartbeat, pulse, eyes, and ears. Then she asked me where I was in the most pain. I had to rate the areas from one to ten. As she inspected my body, bruises already darkened half of my abdomen where the wall had fallen in. From the poking and prodding, the woman determined that there wasn’t any damage to my bones or organs. My body could have told her otherwise, but I was glad to hear I had only superficial wounds.

      It took a while for them to patch up my head, picking out a whole pile of glass shards from my hair. The subtle movement of the tweezers against my hair soothed me somehow, though.

      When they cleared me from the assessment, I pushed off the bed to find Mom and Dad. John had gone about ten minutes before, but I wished he would have waited. And I had no idea where Jarid and Isra had gone off to.

      The wounds on Syeth’s head were still fresh and the man was slowly bandaging them up.

      “Go,” Syeth said as if reading my mind. “I’ll find you.”

      I squeezed his hand and walked into the hallway to find them. Syeth remained inside the room, and it tore me up to leave him, but I wanted to check on my parents.

      Rebels were assembled in small groups in the hallway. I could tell the difference between the university ones from the rest based on their disheveled appearances and freshly bandaged wounds. I supposed it was a good thing there hadn’t been any mirrors in the other room. I suspected I looked similar.

      I found Dad first. He was in the same room we had dropped him off in before. It was lit brighter than it had been. He cradled his arm, which was now in a clean hard cast. His eyes lit up when he saw me.

      “Lora.”

      “How do you feel?”

      He nodded. “Better with the medication they gave me.”

      “Where’s Mom?”

      Dad licked his lips. “They took her out of here a few minutes ago.”

      “Where did they take her?”

      “I’m unsure,” Dad said, standing up beside me. He winced in pain, but it didn’t look as if that would deter him. “She walked out of here, so it can’t be that serious.”

      I wanted to find her, and it appeared as if Dad did, too. We headed out of the room and into the busy hallway. Several radios clicked on and static voices filled the space. Everyone stopped talking while a female voice came through the speakers. “We’ve pushed back security forces. I don’t think they’re coming back anytime soon. We will assess the situation and report back.”

      Several of the rebels grunted their appreciation, but there was a hunger in their eyes even as the heaviness in the air dissipated somewhat.

      “She went this way,” Dad said, leading me further from Syeth and the others. I was sure they would be okay, but a sense of déjà vu overwhelmed me.

      Still, I followed Dad. I’d find Mom, make sure she was okay, and then find a way to keep everyone I loved close.

      It wasn’t long before we found Mom on the next floor up. The hallway was dim and quiet, except for medical equipment beeping from the rooms. The doors were open, and I glanced into each one before we found her. She shared a private room with one other bed, but it was empty. She had suffered a broken arm—like Dad—but also a severe concussion. From what the medic said, it appeared she would make a full recovery, but needed some time to rest and for monitoring. She was already asleep, but Dad and I stood by her side for a few minutes. The steady rise and fall of her chest was all I could concentrate on.

      I touched her hand, and it was as smooth as I remembered. The path of her veins was the same as when I’d been a little kid, but more pronounced. She was much thinner than I remembered. Maybe ‘hardened’ was the word. Food and supplies were in short supply and shared more among the rebel groups, while I had always had enough to survive in New Manhattan.

      I wanted her to be healthy and okay. As I relived our reunion in my mind, I couldn’t help cringing and feeling a surge of guilt within me. The raid had made me think differently about how I had treated her earlier that day. I’d just been so close to losing her, and after only just having found her. And I had been concerned about her not telling Dad that John was my biological father? Neither she nor John seemed bothered, and she and Dad hadn’t discussed it. I’d had all the answers I needed, yet I had wanted more. It was selfish, and I knew that if she recovered properly, I would treat her like my mother and not as a stranger. Life was too short for that. Especially as a rebel. I had learned that the hard way, and I wasn’t going to allow my worries to keep me from getting to know my mother again. I finally had all the answers I’d needed, and that would have to be enough.

      So, when she woke up, I was going to start patching things up because I wanted her in my life no matter what our pasts looked like.

      As she slept, I noticed more similarities in the way we looked. In the past, all I’d had was an old picture of her. But seeing her up close, I realized we had more similarities than John and me. Our noses might have looked the same, but Mom and I shared the same cheekbones, lips, and so much more. In New Manhattan, I’d always felt closer to her with my rebellious thoughts, but now I realized we had so much more in common in physical ways. No wonder I sometimes spotted Dad looking at me with a faraway look. I probably reminded him of her, more than I’d thought.

      I wanted to prove myself worthy of being around her, too. She was a strong woman who’d had to leave her family—the biggest sacrifice I could imagine. For years, I’d yearned to connect with her, and this was my chance. I wasn’t going to allow VaxWell or BioPure to take any more time away from us.

      I understood now what she had done for our family, and I wanted to tell her that as soon as I could. I squeezed her hand and laid my head down on the mattress next to her, wanting to be the first person she saw when she woke.

      Syeth had come to see me not long after I’d found my mother, but then wandered off again. It appeared as if he was giving me the time he thought I wanted with Mom.

      I wasn’t sure how much time passed before someone darkened the spot next to me. I turned, expecting to see Syeth, but it was Dad.

      Dad cradled his broken arm against his chest, but the color in his face had returned. We were all healing, but I couldn’t help but think of what could have happened. I shuddered at the thought.

      “How are you doing?” he asked.

      I stared at Mom. She had almost died because of the corporations. We were so close to losing everything. The corporations wouldn’t stop until they found us, and I wasn’t sure if running was the answer anymore.

      “I’m better than her. But how long are we going to have to go through this?”

      He dropped his good hand onto my shoulder. “As long as we need to keep you all safe.”

      I shook my head. “We have to take the fight to them, Dad. We have to stop them. This is no life if we’re always looking over our shoulders.”

      I wasn’t sure what to expect him to say to that. He was always trying to keep me safe. But he was only one man against heavily armed security forces.

      He leaned down and hugged me against him. I burrowed my face against his shirt. “This isn’t what I wanted for you,” he whispered. “I’m so sorry you’re caught up in all this.”

      I turned and wrapped my arms around him, squeezing back. Even though we were dealing with all of the craziness around the rebellion, I loved how much closer we were now, and I couldn’t imagine going through all of this without him.

      “I know,” I said. “But it’s what we’ve got.”

      Dad opened his mouth to speak, but there came a shuffling in the hallway and a few raised voices caught our attention.

      John burst into the room. His eyes fell to Mom and then to me. “I’m sorry to interrupt,” he said in a low voice, obviously not wanting to wake her. “But we’re meeting now about next steps and you both are involved.”

      I glanced at Mom one more time. She was peaceful in whatever dream space she was in. I hoped she stayed that way for longer. At least until I could come back and be there for her.
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        * * *

      

      We followed John down the hallway and through a set of doors to the stairwell. We ascended a flight of stairs and moved through another corridor. This one was as dimly lit as the floor below, but the moment we stepped inside of the third room down, I squinted against the blinding light in the space.

      There had to be twenty or thirty people huddled around something. A few glanced our way, moving enough that I spotted a round table in the center. Before I could figure out what was on it, the gap closed again.

      Syeth waved me over. Jarid and Isra were next to him.

      “What is this?” I asked John.

      He pressed his finger to his lips as we moved closer to the group. John was tall enough to peer over a few shoulders, but I wasn’t nearly tall enough, even on tip-toes.

      “He’s here,” someone said.

      The entire group turned to John. The rebels closest to him moved aside. John made a motion for me to come nearer and I did.

      I grabbed Syeth’s hand, tugging him along with me.

      We reached the center of the room, revealing a map of Denver spread across a table. There were various marks on it in different colored pen. I memorized it in seconds.

      John lifted the map to reveal what appeared to be the schematics for a building.

      “Since the original attack on the university,” John began, “rebels in Salt Lake City have been getting sick in droves.” His voice was low, but the other rebels focused on his every word. “Over half the fighting force is sick already.”

      “Sick from what?” I asked.

      “We’re not sure yet,” John answered. “We’re working on it.”

      One of the women next to me sighed. “Both my brothers are affected.”

      A few others muttered that they knew others who were inflicted with an illness, as well.

      “We think that the attack on the university was just a cover for the dispersal of a biological agent,” John said. “From the information we have gathered, we believe the production of the agent is happening at the BioPure headquarters in Denver. The next step is to raid the building for more information on the agent so we can develop our own resistance.”

      “A raid?” I muttered to Syeth.

      “Now we’re going back to Denver?” he asked.

      John continued. “It’ll be a big job, and we’ll need all the help we can get.” Then he turned to me. His mouth tugged downward at the corners. As much as it seemed he wanted all hands available, I couldn’t help sensing the sadness within him, and instinctively knew, from the look on his face, that it was the idea of putting me in more danger that was bothering him now.

      I smiled at him, determined to do anything I could to stop whatever was happening to these rebels.
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      “BioPure headquarters is inside one of the tallest skyscrapers in the city,” John said. “Based on the information we’ve collected, the servers are located underground, close to the parking garage where they keep their vehicles.” He pointed at the building schematics. “The information we need is either on those servers or on the dedicated ones in the biomod testing facility on the seventieth floor. The plan is for two teams to strike both places at the same time after two other teams conduct diversionary strikes elsewhere in the city. We need the BioPure security forces busy enough that they’ll be unable to respond to the headquarters attacks right away, which will give us time to investigate, strike, and retreat.”

      “We don’t have a lot of time to complete the mission,” he continued. “There are a lot of factors against us here. With so many of the rebels from Salt Lake City out of commission from the biological strikes, our numbers out here are dwindling as I speak. We can’t risk losing any more, but BioPure has to be stopped. Security will expect us to retaliate after what happened at the university, and they’ll be expecting it to be around Salt Lake rather than Denver, so we’re hoping they’ll be distracted enough here while we travel to Denver. Once we’re inside the city, we have to move quickly and efficiently. So, we have finite time from the start to find what we need. That needs to be at the forefront of your minds.”

      Most of the rebels nodded, their faces grim but determined.

      John went over the plan, designating leaders and positions within each of the groups necessary, outlining plans for both the diversionary teams and the ones going into headquarters. I listened intently to the plan, so I’d be in a position to do my best for the team.

      The diversionary teams would set up in three locations throughout the city, drawing the security teams toward them. Which would leave the headquarters short-handed with their forces for when the Unpaired attacked the basement level where the servers were located, while the strongest marksmen and hackers went up to the laboratory.

      I listened intently so I would know the plan from all angles. I wasn’t sure where John would put me, but I wasn’t one of the better physical fighters, so I couldn’t guess my part in the plan,

      John had to use us in the fight, though. There were more rebels out of commission than there were in raiding shape. With him wanting me to know the building schematics, I guessed he probably wanted to add me to one of the strike teams at the headquarters. Turned out, I was right; he soon assigned both Syeth and me to Group Two—the one going to the lab.

      Once he’d outlined the plan in detail, the leaders of the rebel groups left the room to assemble their teams.

      Because of his broken arm, Dad wasn’t able to shoot, but John had assigned him to Group Three as a look-out in their vehicle.

      “Finn,” John said, as Dad headed out with his group. “I wouldn’t normally send anyone out on a mission this quickly after an injury, but we’re down in numbers.”

      “I’m happy to help,” Dad said. “But I’m not sure about your assignment for Lora.”

      My heart raced in my chest as John turned to us. “Lora, I do need your memory in there.”

      Dad shook his head. “You have the tech to retrieve the information.”

      “My hands are tied,” John said. “Lora can compensate for the amount of tech we have. She can memorize quickly. We need numbers, and we have the best team going up there with us. Lora will be safe.”

      Syeth shoved his shoulders back and dug his hands into his pockets. He wasn’t happy with the plan.

      It seemed like Dad wasn’t, either. Dad mashed his lips together and shook his head. “This is dangerous for you, Lora. You need to think about this.”

      The rest of the group had assignments, so I couldn’t stay behind. “I’m going.”

      Isra headed for the door and Jarid tagged along with her. Jarid and Isra were assigned to the first Unpaired team, named Group One since it was the first team heading into the headquarters.

      Syeth beckoned me toward the door. It seemed he didn’t want to get into it, either. We were both on Group Two, and that was final.

      Together, we walked into the hallway. The corridor was mostly cleared out, but excited voices carried our way from the other end.

      Dad came out of the room toward us while John headed in the opposite direction.

      Isra and Jarid stood a few doors down. Jarid was leaning against the wall, and he pushed off when he saw us. Isra looked around our group and commented, “We’re finally going to give them what they deserve. I plan on taking out as many of them as I can.” With that, Isra quickly turned away and joined another Unpaired girl as we walked toward the stairwell at the end of the hall. From what I’d seen of the Unpaired so far, they all wanted the security forces to pay for what VaxWell and BioPure had done to them. And while I didn’t blame them, and they were all of a similar mind, I didn’t love that they were leaning more toward harming the corporations and a desire for revenge instead of making the world better for everyone.

      “At least we can get them back for what they did at the university,” Jarid said as we followed. “Biological weaponry is too much.”

      Isra glanced over her shoulder. “Which is why we need to strike back now. Once we take down their weapons, and they understand how many of us don’t want to conform, they’re going to regret the whole institution of pairing. It’s time for the Unpaired to get what we’re owed.”

      When we reached the floor below, I hesitated at the doorway while Isra and the other Unpaired girl continued downward.

      “I want to check on Mom,” I said.

      Syeth and Dad followed me while Jarid hesitated.

      “Jarid, come on,” Isra called back to us. “I’ll introduce you to the rest of the crew.”

      “We’ll find you shortly,” I said to him.

      When we reached the hallway, the world tilted in front of me. I grabbed onto Syeth’s arm to steady myself.

      “Are you okay, Lora?” he asked.

      I swallowed. “Yeah. I think I might need something to eat.” My stomach roiled.

      “You don’t have to do this, you know?” Syeth offered. “They would have gone through the raid without someone with a perfect memory.” It seemed he and Dad were on the same side in not wanting me to go.

      “You don’t think I can do this?”

      We arrived at Mom’s room, and Dad walked in. I knew he was still listening.

      Syeth put his wrists together again. His secret sign for not trusting the rebels. “It might have taken them a day to put us here, but the chains are getting tighter.”

      I sighed and swallowed against the dry feeling in my mouth.

      “I’ll do whatever you want,” Syeth said, as if that would stop the aching of my heart. “I’m not going to let you go off on your own, but we do have a choice here. Your mother and John don’t have any control over you.”

      The more I thought about it, the more I believed that Syeth could be right. We didn’t need to be fighting the moment we got onto a rebel base, but John needed us. They were down people. I still couldn’t help feeling responsible for the pressure that security forces had put on the rebels since we’d arrived in Provo. And the security forces were after my family and me. No matter where we went, we would put everyone in danger.

      The other person on my shoulder was Dad. I followed him into Mom’s room.

      “Dad?” I asked. “What do you think about this?”

      “Working with the rebels seems to be the only way to get back against BioPure,” Dad said. “But, if that puts you in immediate danger, you know where I stand.”

      “But is this always going to be the way?” A low ache started to settle against my forehead.

      “I don’t know,” Dad said.

      “We’re not soldiers,” Syeth said. “We’re not trained to go into these situations, and this keeps happening to us over and over again. This time, they’ve guilted us with their low numbers, but we don’t have to do anything. We’re allowed to want to survive this.”

      Syeth was right enough that it made my headache intensify thinking of what I should do next.

      My mind whirred and the room tilted again. I rubbed my eyes, unsure of why my body was reacting this way. I’d never felt more nervous about a mission before.

      “Do you need to sit down?” Dad asked.

      I shook my head in reply, but that made me even dizzier.

      Dad started to speak, but his words sounded as if he were coming from the bottom of a barrel; echoey and distant. I looked at him and tried to match his voice to the movement of his lips.

      I blinked, and the edges of my vision blurred. “The point of coming out here was to help the resistance.”

      “Only if they’re helping us in return,” Syeth said. “If the corporations are after us, then we need to protect you, instead of throwing you out there for them.”

      His voice was far away, too. I opened my mouth to speak, but my tongue was heavy, as if it was suddenly twice its normal size.

      My eyelids closed, but I flung them open again. Syeth noticed and tilted his head to the side. His image doubled.

      And then my head smacked against Dad’s shoulder. I tried to grab for him, but my arms took hold of air before the world melted into darkness.
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      The world started to come into focus again as my stomach swooped. What felt like a hand clutched my throat and squeezed. I tried to suck in a breath, but I couldn’t.

      “Lora,” a voice called from the darkness.

      I blinked, and this time a light came into focus. At first, it was far away, but it came closer as a small, dim beacon for me to hold onto.

      “Dad?” I asked as my voice echoed in my ears. It echoed, and I swallowed. A popping sound filled my ears before I heard a distinct beeping from machines. “Where am I?”

      “Don’t move too quickly.” His voice was closer, and then his face appeared in my vision. The world around him was dark, and a coolness clung to the heat against my cheeks. “You fainted.”

      “For how long?” I asked.

      “Too long,” another familiar voice said. John.

      Dad spoke next as his hand slipped under mine. “Lora bear. What do you remember?”

      I tried to squeeze it, but even I knew I didn’t have the strength. I turned my head—a feat which took much more of my energy than I’d expected. I was in the same private room as Mom. She was in the bed next to me, still unconscious. Her machines were as steady as mine, so at least there was that.

      “The heat,” I said, recalling the pressing warmth against my body. “My mouth was dry, and I couldn’t focus. Am I okay?” I didn’t feel as bad as I had, but I had no idea if they’d given me medication or how long I had been out.

      Dad nodded. “They gave you some fluids, antibiotics, and something to bring down the fever. They said it would help.”

      “Help what?”

      John shoved himself away from my bed, and the movement jostled me.

      Dad whipped around. He didn’t say anything, but I could imagine the look he was giving John. It was probably close to the look he’d given me on more than one occasion when I’d disobeyed him.

      John’s face didn’t mask anything. His lips were pulled back until most of his teeth were showing. Had I done something wrong?

      “Dad, what’s going on?” I asked, and both of them turned to me. I pretended not to notice. Dad still didn’t know about John and my parentage. “What’s wrong with you two?”

      John stood behind Dad, crossing his arms.

      “They ran some tests on you,” Dad said. “You’ve been out of it for some time.”

      “And?” I asked, a little breathless.

      “Your symptoms came on so quickly… they were trying to figure out what was making you so sick.” Dad paused, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear what he had to say next. “The results came back positive for a bacterial infection.”

      “How bad?” My hands trembled.

      “You’re going to be fine,” Dad said.

      “Both of you are acting like I have a death sentence.”

      “That’s not all we found, Lora,” John said.

      My stomach dropped. Had they given me the good news before the bad?

      Dad shot him a look. It reminded me of the way that Jarid and Syeth were always at each other’s throats.

      John cleared his throat. “I was getting to that. Lora, you’ve also been flagged as positive for Virus Zero.”

      All the breath stole from my lungs. I blinked at the ceiling, willing away a swell of tears as I processed Dad’s ashen face and John’s anger. And John had just met his daughter before giving me a death sentence. I almost wished they would have led with Zero. It didn’t matter if I had an infection when I was bound to die soon anyway. My head spun, but not in the same way as before. I was going to die. There was no doubt about it. Those diagnosed with Zero weren’t given much time before their blood pressure dropped toward its namesake. “I’m dying,” I whispered.

      “No, you’re not,” Dad said.

      I shook my head, but that only added to the spinning of the room. “What are you talking about? You said I had Zero in me.”

      John peeled his hands off the edge of my bed. “These forces have gone too far. But Finn is right, you’re not going to die.”

      I glanced at Dad, and he smiled and shrugged. “I’m afraid the reason why is beyond me.”

      John grabbed a chair from next to the bed on the other side of me. I had no idea who was over there because I couldn’t take my eyes off him. “I hope I didn’t scare you, Lora. Once we figured out that you had an infection—which is pretty common out here, with less medical care—I found something else and have spent the last twenty-four hours studying it.”

      “I’ve been out for that long?” I asked.

      Dad nodded and squeezed my hand again. “This place has the best care you can imagine. They’ve been more than attentive to your needs.”

      Twenty-four hours?

      John stood up again. “The version of Zero inside of you has been modified somehow. It’s not attacking your heart; it’s concentrated in your brain instead.”

      My hand reflexively moved to my head. I smoothed my hair, feeling for any signs that I wasn’t right. But all was fine. My hair was a little tangled, but there wasn’t any physical sign of the virus inside of me. At least not yet.

      “It’s not attacking your brain, though,” John said.

      “I don’t understand,” I said.

      John rounded the bed to reach my other side, taking my hand opposite Dad. “We’re not one hundred percent sure what’s happening. It appears as if the virus is working in harmony with your body. Helping to maintain the memory centers in your brain.”

      “How do you know that?” I wasn’t sure of the technology they had in this place, or what types of tests they’d run while I’d been unconscious for a day, but that seemed like a pretty advanced conclusion.

      “For one, you’re talking to us now. If this were a normal case of Zero, morphing into another version of itself and attacking your brain, you wouldn’t be able to recall much.”

      I swallowed against the chalkiness in my throat.

      “How is this possible?” I asked.

      John licked his lips, and both our hands started to vibrate. I glanced at them, wondering what was happening to me even as he moved away from me. He gripped his hands together, shaking them in front of him. He seemed upset about my condition, instead of relieved like Dad was. I didn’t know him or understand all this well enough to understand why.

      “In its earlier testing, the biomods for memory were in alpha form. We were using a fungal virus, hoping it would linger in the body and replicate alongside a person’s blood. This way, it would keep the biomods functional over a long period.”

      He paused, and I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to understand or not. Whether it was because of whatever was inside of me or John holding back information, though, I had to know. “I don’t understand,” I told him.

      “No,” he said, glancing at Mom. “You wouldn’t. Gosh, I wish she was awake now to be here with you.”

      “Tell me,” I said, mustering all the courage I could.

      “The version of Zero in your body is doing what alpha form was supposed to do.”

      Dad sat up straighter. Apparently, he hadn’t been given this information yet, either.

      “Alpha form is Zero, Lora,” John said. “They cracked the genome more than twenty years ago, and they lied to us about what we were working with in the lab. They didn’t know what we were going to do, but they let us put it in you.”

      “You said she was safe,” Dad said, shoving away from his chair. The man on the bed next to us stirred and called out in his sleep. Dad inhaled sharply and moved to the edge of my bed without sitting again.

      I shivered, wanting to know the same thing. What was going on inside of me, and how would it impact my life moving forward? But John didn’t say anything else, as if he was waiting for me to pry the answers out of him. How could he continue to keep his experiments a secret from me anymore? “How could you have missed it?”

      I wanted to scream and ask him how he could have done this to his child, but I was fully aware of Dad being in the room. It wasn’t time for that type of revelation, not when Mom was unconscious on the bed next to me. She would have all the answers for him, and I was sure he’d have a lot of questions.

      John shook his head while fisting his hands at his sides. The anguish on his face was unmistakable. My anger with him waned, but I still wanted to know everything—especially since I apparently had the deadliest virus known to man floating around in my body. “We never looked for it,” he said. “Everyone knew BioPure hadn’t conquered Zero yet. There were public reports about the laboratory teams working on it. It wasn’t until much later that we realized they were creating a narrative for themselves as a heroic organization working to save the world.”

      I leaned my head against the pillow, wishing Syeth was with me. As much as he leaped onto people when they harmed others, I wanted him to question every aspect of John’s decision. Right now, I was too close to the problem.

      “I think you need to explain a little more.” Dad’s hand hadn’t moved far from its spot, but his fingers dug into mine considerably.

      “The whole world was a struggle in those days,” John said, sitting in the chair next to me. “We believed everything they told us until near the end, when we were close to leaving. We were so young and naive, which is why everything seemed normal. We didn’t know what Zero looked like, or how it worked. All we knew was that, once you had it, you were dead within a short time. BioPure kept that information tightly controlled, saying they were worried that someone would weaponize Zero if they allowed its chemical make-up to be widely studied. They were strategic, keeping the teams separate. It wasn’t a part of my research then. Not like it is here. Since coming out west, we’ve worked to help the rebels come up with better vaccines, so they’re not forced to the kiosks in the city. I don’t trust those things. Those kids have no idea what they’re pumping into themselves, but BioPure mandates it. Their scare tactics have worked for years. But with technology, every virus can get shut down. Now is that time for Zero, but we’ve always feared something worse. New Zero is it. If we weren’t so behind BioPure’s advances, then we might have been able to predict this.”

      Which was why the mission was so important. All of the previous missions might have been important, as well, but this one could literally help the people who wanted to be free from the corporations.

      My jaw clenched several times before I could speak again. John was distraught about the situation and the unknowns of his research. He was surprised that I wasn’t dead after getting exposed to Zero. How long would it be before they started testing me like Esperanza had wanted to? They were my parents, but from what Syeth feared from the rebels and them involving us at a moment’s notice, it wasn’t out of the realm of possibility.

      I wrapped my arms around my middle and the IV tube tugged at my arm. “Am I safe?” I asked.

      John forced a smile. “It looks that way.”

      “That’s promising,” I mused.

      “Lora, it’s been inside of you for your entire life,” John said. “It hasn’t hurt you yet.”

      It hadn’t hurt me, but was there potential for me passing it on to those around me? I pulled my hand from Dad, shielding him from the virus. “Are you safe from me?”

      “You’re not contagious,” John said. “You would have been infecting people all around you. Since you were infected before birth, it appears that you are immune to the effects, but it’s good that we’re aware of it.”

      Good for whom?

      “It’s BioPure that’s using this advanced version of the virus to infect the rebels. They’ve always been ahead of us, and they’ve used our memory research to change the makeup of the virus somehow so that it attacks the memory centers of the brain rather than the heart. A version of the vaccine that we’ve been producing for years is ineffective against it.”

      I turned my gaze to Mom. BioPure could harm everyone in my life with the new virus Zero. It wasn’t fair, and I was helpless to do anything.

      “They’re monsters,” John said. “It’s against everything I’ve ever been taught about medicine and science. We’re supposed to help people and our planet. Experimenting with and using a virus this dangerous rather than adapting their knowledge of it to produce a better cure is immoral. They have to be stopped.”

      John was right. I gleaned that most of his anger was with them and himself. But the mission was clear; we had to help the rebels by stopping BioPure from spreading another round of Zero which would kill innocent people.

      With the help of the medical team at the rebel base, I was on my feet again in no time. I fibbed a little about my condition to allow John to let me accompany them on the convoy toward Denver in a few hours. All of the preparations had been done while I’d been recovering, and I was filled with a renewed sense of purpose.

      We needed the information from the headquarters as soon as possible so that we could stop BioPure in their tracks. If more people were affected by the new form of Zero because we waited too long, I would never forgive myself. There were already enough people in danger because of my name and who my parents were, so I didn’t want to prolong all this any longer than necessary.

      When I changed in the bathroom, I took stock of how I felt. The longer I was out of bed, the more my strength returned. The room spun a fraction, as it had before, but at least the searing heat licking at my body was gone. The liquid in the IV had hydrated me, but the dryness on my tongue remained. Whatever infection I had suffered from wasn’t being flushed out of my body quickly, but nothing was stopping me from getting in that van.

      As I pulled my hair back and stared at myself in the mirror, I glanced at my forehead. Whatever was living inside of me had helped me survive during the threat of Zero. But what about my family? How long would they last? John had said that the new form was resistant to their vaccine. What if any of them were affected and I had to stand there helplessly as they died?

      Heat surged behind my eyes and I blinked myself back to the present. I couldn’t worry about any of that until it happened. I hoped it wouldn’t, but with the corporations throwing these weapons at the rebels, there was a higher probability than ever that someone I cared for was going to get hurt.

      It looked like the only thing I was good at was surviving. I hoped I’d be able to live up to John’s expectations of me to help our side. What was the point of that if I ended up being the last rebel alive? If BioPure followed in Esperanza’s footsteps, then I would end up a specimen in a lab for the rest of my life. And I doubted it would be a long one.

      I steeled myself for what was coming up next. John wanted me to use my perfect memory for the raid. If that was going to be my only contribution, I would make it count. I inhaled several long, slow breaths before the room returned to its non-moving form. As long as I could keep the symptoms of the infection suppressed, everything would work out as planned.
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      When I came out of the bathroom, Syeth, Jarid, and Isra stood out there waiting for me. Isra seemed slightly annoyed, but both Syeth and Jarid wore wide grins. Syeth stepped forward and took my hands.

      “Are you okay?”

      “We were so worried,” Jarid said.

      “Finn and John wouldn’t let us see you,” Syeth said.

      I wondered how much of a fight he’d given my fathers. Knowing him, it had been a lot. “I’m better,” I said. I wasn’t going to tell them about how my peripheral vision fuzzed around the edges. The more I was on my feet, the better I would feel. At least, I hoped it would work out like that. I wanted to be at one hundred percent for the mission. I had sworn to keep my family close, though this mission would mean leaving Mom behind as we made our way back to Denver.

      John had assured me that she would be safe since the rebel base was tightly protected. Even more than the university. I knew she was safe, truly. John was coming with us, and just like he hadn’t left me when I’d been sick, he wouldn’t leave her unless he knew she’d be safe.

      We traveled to the underground parking area again, and the teams piled into half a dozen vans, trucks, and SUVs. It didn’t seem like much firepower against BioPure, but they had the remaining members of Naomi’s cell and others in Denver joining us. They’d been alerted to our arrival, and as we started toward our destination, I had a good feeling about making it there in one piece.

      The SUVs were much nicer than what I was used to or what we’d traveled in after the attack on the university. They were sleeker, with more room for us for the long journey ahead. Since we were a day behind because of me, there were two drivers assigned to each van, and gas cans in the backs so that we wouldn’t have any reason to delay getting to our destination.

      I could have worried about all of it, but no one seemed bothered once we were through Provo again and on the open road.

      Dad, Syeth, and I sat together on one of the bench seats. It was comfortable enough, but I wasn’t sure if I’d say the same thing after hours of driving. Jarid, Isra, and another rebel woman I didn’t know sat across from us. Isra spoke to the woman in hushed tones while Jarid stared out the window. A few times, I caught him tossing glances at me before turning away. I had a feeling he wanted to tell me something but couldn’t.

      It didn’t take long for my stomach to churn, thinking of the mission ahead of us. When I dropped my head against Syeth’s shoulder, my eyes started to droop. No one asked about my condition since it was too late to turn back anyway. I hoped I’d be able to combat the infection enough to be a useful member of the diversionary team when we arrived.

      Syeth’s warm hand brushed against my forehead, maybe checking to see if I was still feverish.

      Instead of allowing myself to doze off right away, I tried to focus on the conversations around me. Isra and the other rebel were still talking about how the Unpaired were going to get their revenge on the corporations. Jarid stared at his hands, briefly glancing to Isra several times. She tried to include him in the conversation, but he didn’t offer much.

      It reminded me of when he and Syeth weren’t speaking to each other in the time between their fights. I wondered what had happened between them. She was very focused on her hatred for the corporations and didn’t seem to be easily shifted. I admired her for her strong sense of purpose, but I wondered if he agreed with her. She and Jarid had united once again, yet she couldn’t talk about anything but getting back at the corporations. They weren’t even holding hands, and from the way Jarid angled his body away from her, it seemed as if he was as uncomfortable with the conversation.

      But, as they went on, my mind started to drift. Isra had more than one reason for hating the corporations because Esperanza had taken her memories away along with Jarid’s. With their weaponization of Zero, it made sense for us to hate and fear them.

      For most of the trip, we remained quiet. It wasn’t like New Manhattan, where security tightly controlled the roads.

      The nine-hour trip was mostly uneventful. We were rerouted a few times and stopped once for about twenty minutes in order to allow a security caravan to pass while we remained hidden under the brush of a nearby forest.

      I was expecting more of a fight to get to Denver, but the vehicles were loaded with tracking electronics and enough communication for our safe travels.

      When the lights of the city illuminated the sky in the distance, I gently woke Syeth, who had fallen asleep next to me. I had tried to rest, but I couldn’t close my eyes without thinking of the others in my life contracting the disease without having any way to help.

      Syeth stirred and sat at the edge of his seat. He rubbed at his face and pulled his fingers through his hair.

      We entered the city through a different passage than any I’d used before. None of the other rebels, including Isra, seemed nervous about us getting into the city undetected. Even John, who sat in the front seat with the other driver, seemed calmer than I’d seen him in the past.

      Either they were more than prepared or overly confident that we would succeed. While that was a slight comfort, the closer we got to carrying out the mission, the more nervous I became. I was confident in the team, but I couldn’t help the swirling anticipation in my gut. I took John’s promise to heart, knowing he felt sure that we were in good hands with his teams. And he had protected us each step of the way, which was more than I could say for past rebel leaders I knew.

      It stung my heart to think of Naomi and how she’d died in the forest. I hoped that I’d be able to make her sacrifice to save us worth it in the end.
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        * * *

      

      Once we reached the city streets, the vans in front of us veered in opposite directions while we continued on a straight path.

      I gripped the seat in front of me. “Where are they going?”

      “It would be too obvious if the same vehicles moved through the city in a line,” Isra said.

      “She was just asking a question,” Jarid snapped at her.

      Isra sighed and rolled her eyes as she faced the front once more.

      I glanced at Syeth, but he focused on the same sights as her, appearing not to have heard any of the conversation.

      It wasn’t the first time during the trip that Isra and Jarid exchanged harsh words. I’d tried to ignore it for the majority of the journey, but it became more difficult as the ride wore on. Even her companion didn’t say much to her anymore when Isra and Jarid clashed.

      I pushed away my involvement with either of them and focused on where we were going.

      We traveled another half-hour through the city and then toward the other end. The edge of the city—still behind the fortress walls—was more residential, with plots of land stretching out further than the buildings within the downtown area. The number of lights diminished, and the whirring from the doves came less often than inside the city.

      My gaze darted between the clock and the roads we traveled. John and the driver leaned forward, on the look-out for any security forces tailing us.

      We were the first transport to arrive at a three-story warehouse. It didn’t appear abandoned, and I wondered if the rebels were operating in plain sight, just as they had with Sarah’s group in New Manhattan. I supposed I’d find out soon. The van pulled around the side of the warehouse and then into the building itself through a massive opening, big enough for a vehicle three times the size of ours. Metallic doors crashing against the ground echoed through the otherwise empty-looking space.

      When the SUV’s doors opened, Isra was first out, followed by Jarid and Syeth, then me and Dad.

      We hadn’t stopped for several hours. I stretched my arms over my head and stood on my tiptoes as I peered around the space. There was nothing in the warehouse except for the shuffling of our shoes against the concrete floors and groans over the aches and pains accumulated during our traveling.

      John rounded the car as Isra walked away from us. Jarid stared after her and took a moment before following.

      “Where is everyone?” I asked John.

      “This isn’t the safe house,” he said. “We need to walk a bit to get there.”

      Dad rolled his shoulder in a tic that had worsened progressively since the trip started.

      “There is one safe house, but we have several drop points to keep detection to a minimum. Are you all right to travel?” He’d directed the question at me, but Dad seemed to be the one in the roughest shape, so I looked to him to lead us.

      “I could go for a nice stroll,” Dad said, clearly trying to keep a smile on his face even as a bite of pain pinched at his lips. I wondered if we should have brought more painkillers with us. I assumed the safe house would have medication if he needed it, though.

      “Good,” John said, and turned toward the rest of our small group.

      We walked outside and Syeth took my hand. Even though we were within the city walls, nothing could beat the fresh air coursing through my lungs. The mountains formed jagged shadows in the distance.

      I recalled those mountains; they were so familiar, yet I was a different person than the one who had seen them weeks before. At that point, I hadn’t met my mother or John. I hadn’t even fired a real gun or known how to hold one properly.

      We moved through the fields outside of the warehouse toward the walls of the fortress city. Drones moved along their course, hovering over the edges of the walls.

      Jarid and Isra’s voices were hushed but harsh at the same time. Somehow, they were at it again.

      I tried to pull my attention away from them and toward what was to come.

      Syeth’s hand squeezed mine. For a moment, I thought he knew I was interested in understanding what Jarid and Isra were arguing over. I wasn’t going to get in the middle of that.

      “Amazing how much has changed, isn’t it?” he asked.

      If I closed my eyes and listened to the sounds of the city, it would be just like being back in New Manhattan. I wondered, once again, what life would have been like if we had stayed and chosen to be with each other in the place where we had grown up.

      I leaned against him, and his arm wrapped around my shoulder. I pressed my forehead against his chest. “Yeah, it is.”

      Dad was behind us while the rest led the way with John at the front. Jarid and Isra walked together, and there were a few feet of distance between them. Jarid spoke but didn’t look at her. Their constant fighting had picked up around hour three of the trip to Denver. None of their arguments made much sense to me. It was as if they were trying to pick fights with each other. I hadn’t seen this amount of squabbling since Syeth and Jarid had been at each other’s throats after the mission to rescue him.

      “Are you worried?” Syeth asked.

      “About them?”

      Syeth glanced at his brother and shook his head. “No, not about them. About the raid. Do you think you feel up to it?”

      “Oh,” I said as my cheeks burned. “A little. After all we’ve been through, it’s hard not to be. Something inevitably goes wrong.”

      His lips dipped closer to my ear. A warmth spread through me. “I won’t let anything happen to you, Lora. I promise.”

      I tugged him closer to me, and then we walked together hand-in-hand. Everything was as it should be in my life, and now I just had to fight to keep everyone safe.
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        * * *

      

      We walked for about twenty minutes, stopping several times while the doves buzzed above us. John’s team had more technology than I had seen before. He held a small tablet which hacked into the doves’ system and tracked them throughout the city. There was no last-minute worry about one following us because he was watching their projected paths across the screen.

      The rebel safe house looked similar to the warehouse where we had stored the vehicle. This part of town must have been used for industrial purposes in the past. There were no other vehicles outside and it appeared unoccupied. I supposed that was the point. No light came from the windows to signal any sign of life, but the inside proved otherwise.

      The first thing I noticed was the number of people moving around the wide-open space of the warehouse. It was large enough to fit hundreds of people comfortably. The windows were covered with black material to keep any light from escaping, which made it appear as if it was permanently night.  They’d had me fooled, and if they were operating so close to the fortress walls, then they had to have security fooled, as well.

      At least for now.

      Naomi had thought she was safe, too.

      The room was segmented into technology and medical areas. They had a lot more equipment than I had seen at other rebel camps, even Naomi’s. I supposed that, with having access to a corporate city, it made sense that it would all be at their fingertips.

      The rebels worked quickly and effectively on their projects without much socialization.

      John brought us toward a curtained-off section of the room where rows of cots lined the floor. Isra and the other rebel girl whooped, heading toward a group of more than ten people who were all dressed similarly in their dark fatigues. They joined the group and embraced or shook hands.

      “Those are the rest of the Unpaired,” John said to me. He led us to the opposite corner. “They can get a little loud, and I want you to get some rest.” He touched my forehead with the back of his hand, but he seemed satisfied with the status of my temperature.

      He left, and Dad, Syeth, Jarid, and I settled together on the cots. Syeth and Dad moved theirs closer to mine as if we needed to remind everyone who we were with. Jarid shoved two empty ones closer. From the way he glared in Isra’s direction, though, I wasn’t sure if he entirely expected her to join us.

      The group across the way spoke excitedly. We didn’t have to be near them to hear the plan of attack for the Unpaired. They were boosting each other up at the prospect of overcoming the corporations and showing the world that they were worth more than a label casting them away from “normality.”

      The Unpaired were cast-offs in New Manhattan since their immunity scores weren’t prime for a pair or reproduction. While they generally had their place in society, usually accepting jobs with long hours because they weren’t allowed to have a family, it was an unspoken understanding that they weren’t worthy of high status within the society.

      I knew better than that. They had gone through hard times when they’d been exposed as Unpaired in a corporate-run city. Though, in a way, I was jealous of them. In the past, I had struggled to find a place I wanted to be, and they already knew.

      I settled into my bed but couldn’t get comfortable. I closed my eyes, going over the schematics of the headquarters over and over again. There was no reason to since I would have the map in my head on the mission, but I wanted to occupy my mind. Over the next hour, more rebels entered the resting section, all speaking about what was going to happen the next day. They weren’t as enthusiastic as the Unpaired, but the buzz of energy was heavy enough in the air to swell within me also. As if by osmosis, my heart thrummed in my chest, ready to take on the world.
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      The next morning, we woke to a flurry of activity. Shuffling feet and hushed voices filled the air as my eyes cracked open. Between the infection, riding in a van for nine hours, and reaching the rebel camp, I’d been so exhausted that I’d needed a hard, dreamless slumber. Usually, my dreams were an indication of the turmoil inside of me, but last night had been different. It was as if my mind was more prepared for the fight than ever. At least that was the thought I woke with.

      Syeth and I hadn’t spoken much before going to bed, but I woke with him facing me. His eyes were closed, and his arm rested on the edge of my cot. His fingers twined within my hair. His mouth tugged downward in a relaxed frown. I smirked at his expression.

      Dad’s light snores floated up from behind me.

      I wasn’t sure what else to do, so I waited for Syeth to wake up. It didn’t take long before he stirred and blinked awake. His eyes were wide for a moment before settling on me. The corner of his mouth crooked and I couldn’t help matching the movement.

      “Morning,” he said, his voice husky with sleep.

      “Today’s the day,” I said.

      He squeezed my hand. “It’s just another day.”

      I nodded. If I put too much pressure on the day or myself, I might mess up when it counted the most. Even though I wasn’t sure of what John had in mind for me, I wanted to be ready for whatever he asked. I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.

      Jarid sat up behind Syeth. He glanced at me and then peered down at his brother.

      As if Syeth could sense it, he sat up, too. Being side-by-side with mussed hair made them look even more alike. A few rebels passing us had to do a double-take. Apparently, their reputation hadn’t preceded them. I supposed having an ex-CEO of VaxWell for a mother wasn’t a reputation builder and John had probably failed to mention it.

      On the other side of Jarid, another rebel guy slept in the cot which Jarid had pulled aside for Isra.

      I didn’t see her across the room, but if she hadn’t slept next to him for the night, then their issues were either personal or she was in her head about the mission and wanted to be with like-minded people. Their relationship wasn’t my problem, though. I only wished my heart didn’t reach out for Jarid in the moment, as it muddled how I felt about him compared to Syeth.

      Once we washed up and changed into the clothes someone had left at the bases of our bed, we found John and he led us to a conference room with a long table in the center. Even though there were only eighteen chairs around the table, we managed to squeeze in more than double that.

      John stood at the head of the table, commanding the attention of everyone with one look. At that moment, I was proud to be his daughter.

      We stood in our groups. Dad managed to get as close to me as possible while Jarid and Isra were at the far end of the Unpaired team. The two groups entering the headquarters were the smallest in number, but from the determined faces of the Unpaired and the expert marksman in our group, I was even more confident that I had made the right choice not to stay near Provo.

      We would arm ourselves and meet at our designated spots along with the leaders for each of the teams. The raid would take place at night after the diversionary teams distracted most of the security forces. There would be plenty of security to contend with during the raid of the headquarters building, but with our opposition divided, we had the best chance of getting in and out.

      “Our overall mission has altered in light of the revelations about New Zero,” John said. “Our specific target for the raid involves documents proving that BioPure created New Zero and authorized its distribution in New California.”

      Syeth shifted on his feet. We’d been in a similar situation before when we were retrieving documents from his mother’s office. We hadn’t officially been caught then, either, but it hadn’t been an easy exit. From the amount of planning and the forces that the rebels had, I doubted it would be anything like that.

      “Once we retrieve the documents, the next step is to take over the broadcast center on the top floor of headquarters. Once we push the information through to every household screen we can reach, everyone in the cities and New California will know what’s truly happening in the corporate-run cities. Informing the citizens with the truth will cause mass confusion and rebellion. While we would like this to be as contained as possible, the commotion will mostly likely be large enough to overwhelm security teams throughout the city. We’re going to position ourselves in smaller groups throughout the day today and complete the mission tonight.”

      After his speech, we divided into our groups for individualized tasks. When he said my name, he glanced at me. A ghost of a grimace crossed his lips, and I wasn’t sure if he regretted me going with him or just felt worried. My stomach swooped with excitement at the idea of joining the team carrying out the essential part of the mission. With my perfect memory, John wanted me to stay with the hackers and memorize any information possible.

      Syeth and two other hackers were to break into the system at the same time as those in the server room to give us all a better and faster chance of success.

      “The rest of you will work to keep everyone safe. That includes tracking security and doves…”

      John carried on with the planning while Syeth shot a look at his brother, who hadn’t been included in our group. I noticed a new addition to his clothing. On Jarid’s right arm was a crimson band with a black line from top to bottom, the same as those the Unpaired wore.

      His gaze focused on the leader of the Unpaired group, but the slight tug of his lips downward made it plain that he had more on his mind than the mission.

      After the briefing, Syeth, Dad, and I walked over to Jarid. We had been our own team for some time, and now we were breaking off three ways.

      Syeth clapped a hand on his brother's arm—the one with the armband—and Jarid flinched. I wasn’t sure if Syeth had hit him harder than expected or if he was sensitive about his inclusion with the Unpaired. Technically, if either of the brothers should have been wearing such a symbol, it was Syeth.

      Jarid stepped forward, coming toe to toe with me. He licked his lips and opened his mouth a few times as if he was searching for the right words.

      “Good luck today,” I said.

      “Jarid!” one of the Unpaired guys called from a few feet away from us. The other Unpaired were lined up outside the room. “We’re moving out.”

      Jarid pulled me into an embrace. “Be careful out there, Lora.” Then he strode out of the room.

      Dad cleared his throat. “Are you ready for this?”

      “Yes,” I said without hesitation.

      He nodded and stared at me as if he was trying to see into my mind about how I was truly feeling. But my words were my truth. This was how we were going to oppose the corporations. We were going to spill their secrets, and hopefully the rebels would be able to take over and build a better life for everyone.

      John and the other leaders filtered out of the room, and Syeth nodded his chin in their direction.

      We followed him to the armory. All of the teams were in the process of gearing up for their missions. The Unpaired were easy to spot and would have been even if they hadn’t worn matching armbands. Their energy was as high as it had been last night, adding to my own.

      John and the rest of our group took us over to the racks of tactical gear and weapons. I chose a pistol which was similar to the one that Jarid and Syeth had used to teach me. I wasn’t sure if all of this was necessary, but I went along with whatever they wanted. From the amount of ammunition and medical supplies stuffed into my pockets, it seemed as if they were preparing for anything.

      My stomach bubbled with excitement even though my hands were clammy from nerves.

      Once we were outfitted and had shuffled out of the armory, Dad embraced me without warning. The vests didn’t allow us to get too close, but I understood his meaning. His chest heaved, and I had no idea what he was thinking. He kissed me on the cheek. “Good luck. Stay safe. You’re the best daughter the world has ever seen, and I want you to give them hell in there.”

      I hugged him again, as hard as I could without hurting his arm. I was doing this for the greater good, but also to give my family a future. That thought stayed with me as we separated for our assigned duties and headed off to our unknown futures.
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        * * *

      

      Even though John was leading the raid, once we were out of the base, he cut off all communication between the rebel groups during the day while everyone got to their positions. He claimed that the less we were in contact, the easier it would be to remain under the radar of the security teams. Like we had when we’d arrived, John skirted the doves and security teams with the help of the software on his tablet.

      We took our position inside of a building across the street from the BioPure headquarters. There, a man wearing a cleaning crew uniform allowed us inside without a second glance. Even though the rebels had an agenda set against the corporations, help from regular citizens made me believe that what we were doing was supported even from those who weren’t in the fight. The citizens of the cities were as tired as we were of the corporations.

      We waited for hours in a cramped room that was just big enough for our team. We went over the plan many times until we could all recite each movement with perfect clarity.

      The diversion teams could change their tactics as they saw fit, but we had to stay on point throughout the entire mission in order to ensure efficiency in getting the information up to the broadcast.

      With an hour left until the plan would go into effect for real, John turned his radio back on.

      “Wings, copy,” a voice said from the radio.

      “I’m here,” John said. His chosen codename was Wings—for his last name, Wingum. It wasn’t the most creative, but it worked.

      “New security protocol has been put in place after 1800 hours for the laboratory entrance,” the voice said.

      John stood from his chair. “Go ahead.”

      I glanced at Syeth, and he shrugged. I wondered if BioPure had somehow found out about our plan.

      “There is a rotation of protocols; tonight is a phone call.”

      John wiped his hand over his mouth. “Someone is looking out for us tonight.”

      “Verbal code is 7-9-4-2.”

      “Got it. Radio silence in T-minus forty-three minutes.”

      “Roger.”

      The next forty-three minutes went by much faster than I’d anticipated. From the call-ins from the diversionary teams minutes before we were set to go to the headquarters, we knew they were underway. I crossed my fingers and hoped they completed their tasks without coming to any harm.

      Syeth had been quiet and inside his thoughts for most of the day, but once we left the building, he didn’t let go of my hand as we raced down the street.

      The street lights were enough to light our way, but we kept to the shadows between buildings. A smile hovered at his lips as he glanced at me. My mind flooded with all of the other missions we’d had together in New Manhattan. It reminded me of the start of our relationship. I never wanted that feeling to end, and I hoped he didn’t, either.

      Once we reached the building, one of the hackers, Reyes, worked on the camera facing the entrance we wanted to use. Within seconds, he created a feed which mirrored an image of the empty alleyway before dropping the access panel next to the door, and the door opened within seconds of him fiddling around with the wires. He stood off to the side as we pushed through into a stairwell. We had to climb the floors—it was the easiest method if we wanted to avoid getting caught, however hard it might be on our stamina.

      The longer we climbed, the more my muscles strained. I tried to keep up with the group, but I fell behind more than once.

      I’d never been more relieved than I was when we reached the floor with the guarded laboratory elevator.

      The four members of the strike team went first. They silently motioned commands at each other and burst into the hallway.

      Reyes held the door open a crack, with his gun positioned in front of him.

      My heart thundered in my chest, half from the stairs and the other half from anticipation of the outcome of our mission and what would happen on the other side of the door.

      Someone cried out before muffled shots were fired. I counted six shots, and then silence.

      I almost spoke, but the door whipped open in front of Reyes. It was Weston, one of our guys.

      “All clear,” Weston said. His voice was deep and struck me as friendly. Even more striking was the smile across his face. I hoped to have a similar one the moment we stepped out of the building with everything we needed to help the infected rebels and take the control out of BioPure’s hands.

      We walked over the fallen bodies of the security forces as we made our way toward the laboratory elevator. The only access to the lab was by elevator.

      I tried not to inhale as the scent of blood filled my nostrils. I tried to think of Naomi, and the other countless lives the corporations had sacrificed for their cause. Now, it was our time to turn the tables on them.

      Our team pushed inside of the elevator. There was barely enough space for us. John inserted a key card into the slot, but the doors didn’t close.

      A ringing phone made me jump. John opened a panel under the floor number buttons and lifted the phone from inside to his ear.

      “7942,” he said.

      The elevator doors closed, and as we started to ascend, I held my breath with the hope that the doors wouldn’t open to a security team with their guns raised at us.

      Instead, when the doors opened, a dim blue light flickered, illuminating the biomod lab.

      A row of computers took up one side of the room. The other side led down a hallway. Our strike team jumped on the laboratory workers, immediately blindfolding them and ushering them safely to the corner of the lab.

      My heart thrummed in my chest as I followed Syeth and the other hackers to the bank of computers. He gripped my hand and I tugged him closer to me. Even among the chaos in the lab, the way his hands felt against mine made the world fall away from us for just a moment.

      “If this is the last thing I do,” I said, a little breathlessly, “it’s worth it.”

      Syeth grinned, and my insides turned to mush. This was the Syeth I had fallen for. The rebel helping me save the world. He leaned in and brushed a kiss over my lips.

      “It won’t be, but it’s worth it all the same,” Syeth said before rushing over to the other hackers. They were already typing away on the keyboards in front of the computer screens.

      Syeth sat in the middle of the two of them and I stood behind him. I wanted the best visual vantage point to memorize what was going on across all of the screens.

      The hackers shoved memory sticks into the computers and processing bars lit up the screens. Others were already copying files onto the drives while Syeth had a different tactic. Maps, documents, and schematics scrolled over his screen. He left them up for seconds before moving to the next screen. Then, he moved the files. We worked together as if we shared the same brain, me memorizing all of it.

      A radio across the room crackled to life. The rebel next to Syeth turned her head while her fingers continued to move across her screen. Even though I was supposed to keep my eyes on the computers, her shifting attention had caught mine.

      A male voice came to life on John’s hip. “Security forces have been made aware of the raid on the building. They’re on their way now.”
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      John lifted the radio and moved to the center of the room, away from the muffled cries of the laboratory workers. He pulled out his tablet and his fingers tapped along the screen.

      “They’re too close. It’s too soon.” His gaze locked with mine before he rushed over to us. “How much longer for extraction?”

      I turned to the screens again, glancing at the flurry of activity on all three of them. I had information in my head, but did we have what we needed to be a force against the corporations? The data didn’t seem to amount to anything worth releasing to the public. At least not yet. There had to be something within the text and photographs, but my mind could only focus on memorizing. I had to work as hard as I could, though. We were already down so many people that I doubted we could make a mission like this work again.

      “Lora,” Weston said from next to me. “Here.” Messages appeared on his screen. He maximized them for me, but they didn’t make sense. The words were jumbled as if they were out of order.

      “What is Agent Lethe?” I asked.

      “I’m not sure,” he said. “But even though they’re encrypted, that phrasing appears hundreds of times in these texts.”

      John walked over to us. “Reyes, are you in the cameras?”

      Reyes pulled up a screen. He had hacked into the cameras which were stationed around the building and in the lobby. There weren’t any security teams racing in to find us. “I blanked out the basement cameras. We didn’t have enough feed for a loop.” Two black rectangles filled the bottom of the screen.

      “Lora,” Syeth said. “Keep working until they tell us to stop.”

      “Excuse me,” a lab worker said from across the room. Marius towered over her. He was one of our marksmen.

      John locked eyes with me and waved for me to follow him.

      I rushed over. A filing cabinet stood open next to the lab worker and she jingled her keys in her hands. I wanted to tell her we weren’t going to hurt her, but there wasn’t time, and I wasn’t going to allow her to mess up our plan if she tried to escape.

      John flipped through a stack of documents on the desk. He placed his radio onto the table and moved through the paperwork much faster than the hackers. It seemed as if he knew I could keep up with whatever pace he set. A dull ache settled at the top of my head, but I pressed on with memorizing every glimpse he gave me of the different pages.

      Even though I knew the documents were in my mind, though, I had no idea what any of it meant. I assumed John would debrief me once we got out of the building.

      But that idea seemed so far away as shouts erupted outside the door to the computer lab.

      Without any instructions from John, half of the rebels in the room pointed their guns toward the hallway. Syeth was still working on his computer and dumping files into the memory stick. His shoulders were almost to his ears, and I had a feeling it was hard for him not to check on me.

      I wanted to be closer to him than anyone, but before I could take a step toward him, John tapped his hand on the files. “Everyone has a job to do. This is yours.”

      The kind demeanor he had directed at me since we’d met was gone. His tone was sharper than I had heard it before. But he was right—my job was to get as much information as possible. If John thought we were in immediate danger, he wouldn’t keep us in the lab. Though, I had a feeling we were going to wait until the last minute to leave. We still had to make it to the broadcast area, and I wasn’t sure how long that would take. Or how we would get back to the ground level and out of the building without getting caught.

      He moved through the files and I motioned for him to go faster. I was testing myself, but I was confident my brain had enough space for it all. My insides buzzed with excitement about the information we were taking from the corporations to use against them. At least until more gunshots sounded in the hallway.

      Several cries carried on top of the noise, and then someone screamed. It sounded like a man’s voice, but I couldn’t be sure.

      I glanced over my shoulder at Syeth, but his chair was empty. My throat clenched. “Where are the hackers?”

      John turned around and blinked as if finally noticing that most of the rebels had rushed from the room to keep security away. “They’re helping the others. Come on.”

      We crossed the room toward the computers and John sat down. It appeared as if Syeth had been inside someone’s email. The sender was Sledge Hornmeister. The subject line read, “Agent Lethe Authorization.”

      “Jackpot,” John said, and clicked on it.

      Syeth must not have realized that he was getting close before leaving. Or maybe he hadn’t had a choice. I wished he would have told me.

      “Lora, focus,” John said, drawing me back to the present.

      The email was written strangely, with capital letters in the middle of words, and the sentences didn’t make much sense. It was obvious there was some method, but I couldn’t figure it out at that moment.

      “There’s an attachment,” I said, pointing to the screen. If the attachment had anything to do with Agent Lenthe, then we had to at least take a look so that I could bring it back to the rebels. I had barely a few seconds to look at the attachment before the door to the laboratory opened again. I didn’t comprehend the words in the attachment, but they were in my head for later.

      The rebels piled into the room, tripping over each other to get inside. Syeth was the last one in. He whipped around and slammed the door closed. His eyes were wild and wide as he spotted me. He wasn’t bleeding, and it appeared as if he moved around okay.

      “Wrap it up! We can’t hold them any longer,” Marius said. Our entire team except for John and I stood by the door with guns raised.

      John removed the memory sticks before shoving them into his pocket.

      Syeth walked over to me with his eyes trained on the door.

      “Are you all right?” I asked.

      He shoved his hair from his face. “Yeah. But they’re not messing around out there. They have us outnumbered by a lot.”

      “Let’s go out the back exit,” John said.

      Only two rebels were holding the front of the lab when John followed us out. I hoped they would be able to find us soon.

      Through the back of the lab was a set of stairs leading upward and downward. “This wasn’t supposed to happen,” John said, hesitating by the upward stairs. We were supposed to broadcast the information we received from the lab to the citizens of Denver, but without proper information about this Agent Lethe, that part of the plan would have to wait until another time. We had to sort through everything we’d found before alerting anyone.

      John led us down the stairs toward safety.

      Syeth took my hand and held me at his side. I matched him step for step. My feet weren’t even in my control anymore as we made our exit from the lab. I hoped we had everything we needed to go through with the last part of the plan on another day, but I wasn’t sure the security forces wouldn’t be ready for us then, too.

      The team of rebels who’d held the lab doors appeared behind us. A breath whooshed out of me upon seeing all four were fully able to stand on their own. I wasn’t sure how many more injuries or illnesses our team could take.

      John glued himself to my back and he stumbled over my boots a few times on the way down. I picked up my pace, taking his nonverbal cue for me to hurry.

      The sounds of gunfire echoed off the walls, loud enough to sound much too close. I nearly tripped as I skidded to a stop, unsure of who was shooting and from where.

      John barreled into me as I peered over the railing. If security forces were coming up the stairs, then the only option was to fight or run back up the stairs, but toward what? I was working to think of an alternative plan when a familiar face peered upward at me from two levels down before aiming her gun in my direction. I shoved away from the railing as more shots exploded.

      That woman was back.

      “She was the one who attacked us,” Syeth said, pressing his body against mine. He blocked me from seeing anything.

      Cries of injury and more ammunition from below bombarded my head until I couldn’t take it anymore. I covered my ears with my hands, protecting them from the ear-splitting noises and the cries for help as our team went down one by one.

      Reyes and Weston were a level below us. They shouted to each other before more gunshots sounded out. Then, only moans of pain.

      John peered below, holding his gun in front of him. A shot rang out and he backpedaled from the railing.

      “She’s picking us all off,” Syeth said through his teeth. “She’s by herself.”

      “But cutting us off here, there’s no way out,” I said. Or was there? Our best option was to get to street level and back to the base. The longer we stayed in the building, the worse it would get for us.

      Peering over the side, I spotted her climbing over fallen bodies. Weston crawled up the stairs, slowly. He was still alive, if barely, from the looks of it, but she kicked away his gun before ending him for good. I squeezed my eyes closed as my stomach roiled. When I opened them again, I noticed she wore much more armor than us. She wore a helmet with a clear face shield in front. She was ready to take hits but also to take the rest of us down.

      A flashback to the fuel depot popped in my mind. Even after I had missed her chest, I had injured her. Yet, she had come at us full-force. Four against one. But she hadn’t even known our numbers. It didn’t appear as if she cared. Her motives were clear. She didn’t care about killing every last one of us.

      “What do we do?” I whispered to John.

      The only way we had the possibility of coming out of this alive was if we didn’t face her at all. There was no cover in the stairwell. Once she cornered us, she wouldn’t stop. Especially since two of her main targets were nearby. I had to protect my family no matter what the cost.

      She seemed bloodthirsty enough that I wasn’t going to wait to find out. Even if she did keep us as prisoners. Once the rest of the security team caught up with her, there was no hope for us getting back to the rebel base.

      “We need to run,” John mouthed. He glanced at me and then back down the stairs. She was close enough for me to hear her boots scraping along the next set of stairs.

      “I think I know a way,” I said, bringing up the building schematic in my mind. It might not work, but it was better than dying in this stairwell without trying to save ourselves.

      “John,” Marius said.

      I glanced at the stairs above us. He and Brielle silently moved toward us. They must have put off security in the lab somehow. I hadn’t even heard them come down.

      John pressed a finger to his lips and pointed downward.

      Brielle waved for us to go to where they’d been placed while she and Marius passed us—heading straight toward that woman.

      We were on the next stairs up from them.

      “Wait,” I said, wondering why they wouldn’t just come with us.

      John shook his head. “This is their job.”

      We didn’t have any time to spare, but at that moment, I saw a flash of the anguish in his eyes from when we’d first met. He had wanted me to come with him because of my perfect memory, but he wasn’t going to allow his only daughter to get in the line of fire without exhausting every option first. Marius and Brielle had protected us in the lab and were going to risk their lives to do it again.

      I drew in a breath, prepared for what I had to do next. My throat tightened as I followed John through the door marked with the number ten. We still had that many floors to get through unprotected before we were close to being safe. Syeth stayed behind me as shots were fired in the stairwell and we took off running.
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      Since the building was the tallest in the city, there were fail-safes created for safety. There wasn’t a central stairwell for the entire building since, if it caught fire, the flames would travel quickly. The fire stops inside the stairwells could help us elude that madwoman who was hell-bent on killing anyone in her path. At least, that was the plan.

      John and Syeth trusted me, and I had to get them out of this place so we could find another way to get free from the corporations.

      I held onto the vision of Mom awake in that infirmary bed, waiting to see me again, as we crossed the entire floor to get to the staircase on the other side of the building. There, hopefully, we could avoid security and that woman down those stairs leading to the street.

      That was my goal, and it would take that woman catching us to stop me.

      When we reached the floor, John held the door open for Syeth and me. None of us spoke, but I led the way down a corridor and into a larger office. It would have been faster for us to follow the hallways to reach the stairs, but we had to get that woman off our scent.

      The offices were devoid of people, which had worked out well for us. The last thing we needed were BioPure workers alerting security or that woman to our exact location.

      We weaved through the hallways. I darted quick looks behind me, making sure we were heading through the building without detection. It wasn’t until we were a few doors down when the door to the stairwell opened. Voices carried through as Syeth pushed open the closest door and we went inside, closing the door behind us. I scrambled back and ducked behind a filing cabinet while Syeth and John stood next to the door. Their guns were drawn, ready to take down whoever opened that door. But, security marched past the doorways, their radios crackling with activity.

      Syeth adjusted his stance, dropping his gun until it pointed to the ground.

      John lifted his arm to signal Syeth to wait. “They’re just checking the floors. There’s no reason to alert them we’re even here.”

      After a few minutes, John opened the door and peeked into the hallway. There weren’t any voices, but that didn’t mean security was gone for good.

      We quietly moved down the hall toward the stairs. Security had gone the other way, so I held out hope that they would stay there. Then, a woman’s voice carried over the space.

      “Lora,” she taunted. “John. Where are you?”

      My entire body tensed. How had she had found us so quickly?

      “Go,” John said.

      Syeth and I took off first while John remained behind us.

      We were about to enter the stairwell when she shouted for us to stop.

      John shoved me away from the doors before a loud crack of a bullet sounded in the air. It landed a few feet away from us, creating a small pockmark in the wall.

      There was no way we could get to the stairs without one of us getting shot.

      “This one,” I said, opening the door to one of the bigger offices on the floor. In the building schematics, there was a conference room here which connected to another office. Through that one, we’d be able to double back to the other stairs.

      As we ran by desks and chairs with blank-screened computers, I wondered how long it would be before we lost her. As in the woods and at the fuel depot, she was always right there just when it seemed as if we were getting away.

      Once we reached the conference room, a door behind us slammed, accompanied by her fast footfalls. She didn’t seem to care about making any noise in her pursuit.

      The second office blurred by us before we burst from the doorway. No one bothered to close the door—it would only slow us down.

      Once we reached the stairs, we traveled down several stories before a door opened one level above us. That woman whistled before a gunshot went off.

      This time, it wasn’t from her. John aimed again and shot in her direction. Then he shuffled us down the next set of stairs.

      A door opened a level below us.

      I peered over the railing and saw four security members headed in our direction. We were trapped.

      There was nowhere to go except on the level we were on. Syeth burst through the door, and John and I were right behind him.

      Several security members appeared down the hallway, but we slipped through the nearest door, which happened to lead into a women’s restroom. The lights were off, and Syeth locked the door behind us.

      My breathing was harsh in my ears and I found it impossible to take a full breath. The longer we stayed in the building, the worse it was for us.

      “Does she ever get tired?” I breathed.

      “Doubt it,” Syeth said. “She took out most of our entire team by herself. She must be modded up.”

      I blinked. It was the only explanation for her abilities. It seemed off that one person could do the things she had. Were we up against a super soldier? Even with the advantage of three against one, only two of us could manage a good shot. And, to her, was Syeth dispensable since John and I were who she wanted?

      My chest ached as if someone had punched it. I couldn’t imagine what she would do to Syeth. But we couldn’t keep running forever.

      The doorknob clicked a few times. I nearly fell back in surprise. It was locked, but for how long? Did she already know we were inside or was she guessing? The three of us pushed back into the room as if we were all having the same thought. If she shot the knob, it would open. I waited for that awful sound, but after a few seconds, all we heard outside the door were retreating footsteps.

      John sagged against the wall next to him, wiping a hand over his face. “This isn’t working.”

      “Do you have a better idea?” asked Syeth.

      “Not at the moment,” John said. For as much as he had planned this operation, I don’t think any of us had anticipated that woman’s involvement. Security forces had been much easier to evade. Not her, though.

      “We have to fight her,” I said, my tongue drier than I’d ever experienced.

      “Didn’t you see what she did to our group?” Syeth asked. “We can’t defend ourselves.”

      I knew he meant he couldn’t defend me. “We have no choice. She’s going to keep coming. She’s been after us since Jarid’s rescue mission. Maybe if we catch her off-guard, then we can gain an advantage.”

      Syeth and John exchanged a look. One I knew all too well. I’d seen it a lot during the trip out to New California. I knew I was head-strong when I wanted something, but this was a matter of life and death. If she caught us out in the open in a stairwell, I’d never forgive myself if she hurt Syeth or John. But, if we surprised her, then we had a chance.

      “I’m not sure, Lora,” John said. “Are you sure there aren’t any other ways to get to the ground floor?”

      “No. And she’s been steps ahead of us the whole way. She’s anticipating us running. This might be the only way to at least injure her.”

      Syeth nodded his head. No doubt, he had visions of everything he wanted to do to her after the trouble she’d caused us since the woods.

      “There’s an executive’s office on this floor which has only one entrance and exit point. If we can get there and wait for her, she’ll have no idea she’s walking into a trap,” I said, holding onto the image of the schematics in my mind.

      “Let’s go then,” John said. “We should get this over with. The longer we’re in this building, the more security we’ll come up against.”

      As if someone was watching over us, we only encountered one more instance of security, and I was able to navigate us through the map in my mind to get to the office. Another advantage was that it was the closest one to the stairwell on that floor, so we could make a quick escape after taking her down.

      My stomach quivered at the idea of planning to injure or possibly kill someone. Premeditated murder hadn’t ever been on my list of things to do, but she seemed to be the type of person who didn’t care about doing the same to people I loved.

      For once, I was glad to have Dad and Jarid on other teams. I wasn’t sure how many people I could have in one spot with me before the odds of someone getting hurt became even greater.

      Once we were inside the office, I refused the urge to lock the door even after slamming it to alert that woman of our location. We had been silent for most of the way around the building, and she had caught up with us. This was the key to the plan. She had to know where we were and then believe that she’d found us on her own. Once she was faced with three guns, she would either have to surrender or…

      I couldn’t think about that. I’d seen enough dead bodies in my lifetime never to want to see one again.

      There wasn’t much furniture other than a solid wooden desk which looked as if it weighed a ton and two couches facing each other. They might provide cover if we needed them.

      The lights from the city blinked at us, pouring in through the floor to ceiling windows on the back wall.

      Syeth and John stood behind the couches with their guns aimed at the door, both sets of eyes narrowed with concentration. Because this woman was trained, there was no room for error.

      I kept my gun at my side, reserving my energy for the fight ahead. As much as I should have been nervous, an eerie sense of calm washed over me. I doubted it would last, but I held onto the feeling as long as I could.

      It started to wane after my countdown from twenty turned into negative numbers. Since we had initially seen her in the stairwell, she had never been more than a minute behind us. One minute turned to two, then five. John and Syeth didn’t leave their spots, but the way they shifted on their feet made me think this had been a terrible mistake. Or she was waiting for us outside the door, expecting us to come out first.

      “We should keep running,” John said.

      Since we’d been on the run for a while, I hadn’t noticed before how heavy his breathing was. He wasn’t a young man anymore, and surely the running had tired him out.

      “She might be out there,” I said.

      “She could be out there waiting for the rest of security,” John said.

      I shook my head. All I knew of this woman was that she seemed to get a thrill out of killing. I couldn’t imagine her giving her prey to the security forces that easily. “It must be something else.”

      I paced the room, trying to figure out her next move. My head ached with the pressure of all the information I had taken in at the lab, along with the map of the building. I hadn’t been wrong yet about locating safe passage out of the building. So, what was I missing?

      I traced the outline of the room in my mind, wondering if I had been mistaken.

      Then, it came to me like the crack of a gunshot.

      “The maintenance closet!” I shrieked.

      The three of us turned to face it. Inside, there was a duct large enough for a person to crawl through.

      The door opened as if I had turned the handle myself. Instead of a person, a canister dropped into the room, emitting a cloud of smoke from one end.

      My brain and body didn’t register what was happening until it was too late.

      An explosion went off to my right, but I couldn’t see anything with the smoke grenade. A white flash filled my vision, and I dropped to the floor as shots peppered the air around me. I raised my gun toward where I thought the sound was coming from, but then I hesitated. I wasn’t sure if Syeth and John were shooting at her or vice versa.

      I crawled behind what I thought was a desk hidden in the smoke, which made even that less than clear. My arm hit something soft. I trailed my hand over it and realized it was Syeth’s leg. I peered closer and saw another set of legs nearby. John.

      Syeth groaned, and I tugged him closer to me. The woman had stopped firing, but unless she had a device to see through the smoke, she didn’t know where we were yet.

      John turned onto his stomach and crawled across the room away from us. From the way his leg lagged behind him, it looked as if he was injured. I couldn’t tell if he was bleeding.

      I tucked Syeth against the desk and inspected him. The entire room shifted, and I blinked a few times to clear my head. He cradled his arm, and I spotted blood seeping from his shoulder.

      “You okay?” I mouthed.

      Syeth mashed his lips together, but nodded. “We need to stop her.”

      It was up to me. I wasn’t sure of the extent of John’s injuries, but this had been my plan from the start. I couldn’t abandon them in their time of need, especially since they had defended me every step of the way.

      I slowly stood, holding my gun in front of me. Syeth studied his shoulder, still pressed against the desk. I only had one opportunity to get her down before she knew our position and opened fire again.

      Without any idea of how many bullets I had left, I fired through the dissipating mist toward the only human figure standing up in the room. My reactions were slow due to whatever had been inside that canister, but when my clip was empty and the room was clear, I was the only one left standing.

      John wheezed from a few desks over as I leaned against the filing cabinet behind me for support. His hand reached his bulletproof vest and moved along it as if he’d been shot. He closed his eyes and continued to wheeze, his hand now moving away from his chest. No blood, but a bullet tumbled to the ground next to him.

      I reached for Syeth’s rifle before walking toward the woman. She was on her stomach, slowly crawling toward the door, which was about ten feet away. A streak of blood soaked the carpet under her as she moved. She was injured enough not to turn around and shoot me, but I trained my gun on her in case she was trying to get me close to her before spinning around and killing or injuring me, too. I was the last hope to put down this woman, but I couldn’t pull the trigger just yet.

      She lifted the helmet from her head, tossing it down next to her. Her dark hair was matted with blood. The helmet rolled and propped itself on the shield, showing multiple bullet pockmarks. She shoved her weapons away from her as she reached for a pouch several feet in front of her. I had no idea what was inside, but I knew I needed to get to it first.
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      I adjusted the position of the rifle in my damp hands as I walked up to her. She hadn’t turned her head once, she was so focused on whatever was in that pouch. Was she about to unleash another grenade or flash-bang?

      “S-Stop moving,” I stammered.

      She snorted and continued moving without looking at me. “You sound so convincing. I’m shaking in my boots, Lora.”

      I hated how she said my name. I tightened my grip on the gun and repeated myself. Her continued movements made my skin crawl. She didn’t believe I would shoot her directly. A part of me nagged in my head, telling me I could do it.

      A smattering of memories flooded my mind. Naomi pleading to this woman before she killed her point-blank. Her and her crew attacking the university. Finally, going through this building. She had killed so many people because of BioPure. Her resolve was strong, and I had to think like her before I could stop her for good.

      I rounded the desk and sprinted for the pouch. She was only a few feet away when I scooped it up. I tucked it under my arm before aiming the gun at her again.

      She let out a sigh. Then she rolled onto her back. I hadn’t been this close to her before. She had striking features; her cheeks were razor sharp and her eyes were brighter than I expected. Without the scowl on her face, I might have called her pretty. I wondered if Syeth had been right that she had been modded. It would explain how she’d had the energy to kill all those people and chase us through the building, and still manage to fight us the moment she’d arrived in the room.

      Her vest was covered with blood. She reached her hand up and pressed it against the wound at her side. I held my boot against her chest, pointing the gun at her face. I wasn’t a marksman, but at this distance, no matter where I shot, I’d hit her.

      She knew the same, so she didn’t try to move. But a snarl curled her lip before she spoke. “Do it right up close. It’s so much better that way.” Her voice had the same smoothness which I remembered from the night she’d killed Naomi. Then, she had the nerve to smile at me.

      I swallowed the urge to do what she wanted. I wasn’t that person. I couldn’t kill her like that. Could I? Though, if we left her behind, I had no idea if she would survive and continue to come after us.

      With my hesitation, the smile from her lips faded. “You don’t want to?” She started to roll over, but I shoved my heel into her chest again. She moaned with pain. “So, you like to cause people pain?”

      “I don’t,” I said, unable to tear my eyes away from her. She already thought I was weak, and I couldn’t risk a glance at John or Syeth for back-up.

      “Good, just my luck. Let me give you a reason not to.” She nodded toward the pouch under my arm. “Inside that pouch, there are three syringes: two with painkillers, one containing an injection that will activate a biomod in me that will raise my clotting factor and keep me from bleeding out.”

      “So?”

      The woman sighed. “I thought you were supposed to be bright. I’m bartering here. If you bring that over to me, I’ll trade some information that I know you want.”

      “You have no idea what I want.”

      “Apparently, you don’t, either. But I do know you broke into this building for a reason. I bet I know what you’re looking for.” Her tone was taunting, as if she really did know what I wanted.

      I gritted my teeth, keeping the rifle trained on the woman. “I need to see if you’re telling the truth.”

      “I have all day, but I’m not sure you do. Security are surrounding this building.”

      I couldn’t waste time. Even if I wasn’t going to kill her, Syeth, John, and I had to get out of the building. I leaned down and unzipped the pouch. Sure enough, there were three syringes inside.

      Movement from the corner of the room caught my eye. John was on his feet, going over to Syeth. Syeth groaned.

      “Is it bad?” I asked.

      John eyed the woman, but said, “I can patch him up for now, but we need to get him to proper medical attention.” Syeth was wounded near his clavicle.

      I had a feeling he was trying to be as secretive as possible around her, even if he intended not to let her out of the room alive.

      “I can do it myself,” she said. “Roll the syringes to me. That’s all I need.”

      “She’s baiting you,” John said, grunting as he helped Syeth.

      The woman rolled her eyes and then winced in pain. “Lora, don’t you want to know what their next move is? What Agent Lethe does, and how they’re going to use it?”

      Her words shot through me. She had known what we were looking for. If she told us, then we’d have more information to bring back to the rebels instead of sifting through their ciphers.

      “Don’t you want to know why they’re not bringing air support in to blow this whole building up?” she asked.

      “Ignore her,” John said.

      I couldn’t help but take the bait. I wanted to know. I was so tired of being steps behind everyone else.

      Different color liquids filled the syringes. Two blue and one clear. I grabbed a blue-filled syringe—assuming it was one of two painkillers—and rolled them to her. “Start talking.”

      If she had baited me, at least I had a failsafe against bad information. I pressed my boot against the pouch and raised my gun to her. She bit the cap end of the syringe and pulled off the top with her teeth. She shoved the needle into her arm and sighed as the painkiller moved through her system. “I’ve been Sledge’s security chief for more than a decade. He’s put me in charge of all his most sensitive projects—everything from investigating and killing your research team—” she nodded in John’s direction, “—to creating Agent Lethe.”

      “What is that?” I asked.

      “Lethe is a modified version of Virus Zero that’s based on your research, John.” She spoke to him as if she knew him. Maybe, in her twisted mind, she had followed him enough that she thought she did. A shiver raced down my spine. “Your research along with the scans of Lora’s brain are helping the development of it to destroy the memory of anyone who gets sick with it.”

      John’s breathing intensified as he glanced from me to her.

      A wicked grin crossed her lips. “That’s what makes it a perfect weapon for Sledgie.”

      I was unsure of what to say. But John grunted and stood after finishing patching up Syeth. Sweat clung to Syeth’s forehead, putting pressure on our situation. We needed to get him help as soon as possible.

      John stood over the woman. “What do you mean?”

      “I’ll need another syringe for more information,” she said.

      I glanced at John. The first one had been my decision, but he was interested in the conversation, as well. I wasn’t going to make the choice alone to give in to what she wanted. Her information was more than what we had from the documents we had looked through in the lab. If we could escape from her and security with information, we would be able to start researching the stolen information about Agent Lethe since, according to her, it was the key to what was affecting the rebels.

      I glanced at Syeth and John. Even though I was sure Syeth could have used the pain medication, his narrowed eyes in her direction gave me the sense that he wanted more information, too. John nodded at me, and I rolled the other blue syringe to her.

      She injected it again before a long sigh stole her breath. Color returned to her cheeks, and she blinked at us before speaking again. “Imagine what a person might do, knowing they’re doomed to lose all their memories. Imagine how desperate they would be to keep them. Now imagine there’s one way not to lose those memories… one source for the cure.” She grinned as if she had come up with the brilliant idea herself. She was even more twisted than I’d realized. “What might that person do to get it?” She tapped her finger against the floor. “Or maybe that’s the wrong question. Maybe the better question is, is there anything they wouldn’t do to get it?”

      “You have a treatment,” John said, stepping forward. He was still far enough away for her not to be able to touch him. At least he felt the same way I had when it came to her; she was unpredictable, and I didn’t trust her all the way yet. She was getting stronger by the second, and there was no telling what she would do once she told us everything worth the syringe in my hands. “Where is it? How do we find it?”

      The woman gestured for the last syringe. I drew in a breath, toying with the vial in my hand. It was our last bargain. She could inject herself and then try to fight. But the information was too much to give up. And she had given us more each time we’d given in. I tossed the pouch containing the last syringe into her hand.

      We waited until she finished injecting herself. This one—the biomod—gave a different reaction. Instead of bringing on a sigh of relief like the painkillers had, the veins in her arm bulged to the surface of her skin, and she winced. Whatever was inside wasn’t easy to take, but the strain in her eyes didn’t prevent her from speaking.

      “Downstairs, Johnny. In the armory where your little rebel friends are.” She smirked and tapped the side of her head. “But be careful who you trust.”

      John’s face hardened. “I will.”

      Before I realized what was happening, John pulled the pistol from his side and pointed it at her.

      The woman’s hand moved fast, and triggered another smoke bomb from somewhere on her body. John continued to shoot while I raced over to Syeth, holding my hands over my ears. The shots triggered the same echoing sound in my head as before.

      When the shots stopped, I peered over the top of the desk as the smoke cleared from the area. John’s gun was empty, but so was the spot where the woman had been. “Where is she?”

      “Gone,” John said, his voice far away.

      In her place, there was only a trail of smeared blood leading back into the vent she had climbed from.
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      I couldn’t take my eyes away from the closet. That woman entering from there had been both the best and worst part of our day. She had nearly killed us all, but somehow we’d managed to get the information we needed to keep the bigger mission on track. I wondered, though, if I should have had the same instincts as John and shot her again even though she’d had the clotting injection within her. Now, we were back where we’d started with that woman. She was alive and juiced up with mods once again. I doubted she’d run away the next time she saw us. I wasn’t sure if she needed time to process the mods, either, but I wasn’t about to find out.

      “Are we going to the armory?” Syeth asked, pushing up from the floor using his good arm.

      I moved closer to him, and he wrapped his arm around my shoulder before leaning against me. My eyes stung with the possibility of him getting shot a few inches closer to his heart. As much as that woman had helped us, she had almost killed someone I loved. Now that she was on the loose again, I wasn’t ever going to stop looking over my shoulder for her. She had armed us with information to go against her boss, Sledge, but how long would she allow us to live with the information before we were faced with the barrel of her gun?

      “I didn’t know there was a team down there,” I said.

      “The Unpaired diversion team was our back-up if the building was taken,” John said, checking Syeth’s shoulder. Blood had already leaked through the gauze. John reached into his pocket for more. “They would take down the armory to halt the security forces coming after us with more firepower than they already had.”

      “She knew they were down there,” I said.

      “She did.” John pressed another pad to Syeth’s chest and was met with a sharp intake of air along with a pained wince. “Which means we should move. They’re down there, but we have no idea of the condition of our soldiers. Lora, do you know its exact location from the schematics?”

      I nodded. The quickest way was the elevator. With that woman still in the building and Syeth’s declining condition, I wanted to get moving, too. Syeth glanced at me, and I knew we were both thinking of Jarid. The other Unpaired were important, but we had to make sure his twin was okay. All of the teams had gone radio silent before the raid, so we wouldn’t have any idea until we got there. It wasn’t worth the risk to alert any of the security or that woman to our locations. The idea of getting close to that woman again forced a brigade of imaginary bugs to crawl under my skin.

      We headed into the hallway. John was limping, and Syeth leaned too much on me to be much of a help if we encountered any security. We were low on bullets and manpower. At least if security didn’t overpower our forces, we’d be able to load up on ammunition before we left the building. There was also the part of the mission that required us getting back to the base undetected.

      One step at a time, Lora.

      It was hard to think that way since it appeared as if we were always several steps behind the corporations. But if we were to get to safety, we had to be safe ourselves. That involved finding our people and getting Syeth help before going back to the base and figuring out our next move.

      “Do you think she was lying about the cure being down there?” Syeth asked.

      “She didn’t lie to us about anything else,” John said.

      Syeth grunted, and I slowed on the way to the elevators. There was no way we could carry him down the stairs. It was a risk, but there was no faster way. No doubt, security was already watching the stairwells for any spare rebels. “How do you know?”

      “That was Mia Terrolf,” John said. “Hornmeister’s head of security. Her reputation precedes her. She doesn’t care for anyone but herself. There was no reason for her to lie to us.”

      “That doesn’t mean she didn’t,” Syeth argued.

      “From what I hear, she enjoys the thrill of the chase,” John said. “Giving us information to push us closer to our goal might be a better way to get her fix. In any case, if we find the cure stored down there, then we’ll know she was telling the truth about the rest.”

      The elevator arrived, and surprisingly, it wasn’t filled with security personnel. Either the other rebels were keeping them busy or they were waiting for us to come to them.

      I thought of everything Mia had said, and even her warning at the end of our conversation. It didn’t seem as if she cared if we died since she’d already tried to kill us, so the warning didn’t make sense. I had the same gut feeling as John. From what I had seen of her, she seemed calculating and quick to act. I couldn’t help a tingling sensation in the back of my mind as I wondered how much more Mia knew that we didn’t. No doubt, there was a lot since she was in charge of security, but for her to tell us not to trust anyone made me think the worst about heading into the armory. Was she talking about the corporations, security, or someone within our own ranks? I shivered at the last thought.

      I glanced at Syeth, wondering what he thought we would find. “How are you holding up?” His blood hadn’t seeped through the second layer of gauze, which was a good thing. But the way his eyes squinted each time he breathed, it seemed as if he was uncomfortable with any movement.

      “I’m fine.” He locked his jaw as if speaking hurt.

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “We’ll get you fixed up soon.”

      When the elevator slowed at the basement level containing the armory, we moved against the walls to do our best to conceal ourselves from whoever was on the other side of the doors. I crossed my fingers, hoping it would be the rebels, but I slung my gun in front of me. There weren’t any bullets left, but if there were security out there, they didn’t know that.

      The elevator stopped, and before the doors slid open, Syeth moved in front of me, his body still shielded by the side of the elevator. Even injured, he tried to protect me. I held onto his hand and moved in next to him so that we were in equal danger. He had to know that I would protect him as much as he would me.

      Outside the elevator shaft was a long hallway lit only by hanging lights. The walls were painted in a dark shade, giving the space an even more claustrophobic feel.

      It didn’t help to see bodies littered across the floor only a few feet away. The closer we moved toward the bodies, the more blood I noticed on the floor around at least eight fallen security force members. It seemed appropriate that the walls were dark, and I wondered how much blood had already seeped into the surfaces.

      “They’re not ours,” John said.

      He was right. It was a miracle.

      Ahead of us was an open door. It was made of thick metal and there was a blinking green screen attached to the wall next to it.

      “Anyone here?” John called. His voice echoed down the corridor.

      Someone popped their head out from the room and whipped off his helmet.

      “Jarid,” Syeth breathed.

      My insides lightened as he came into the hallway. He wasn’t limping or bleeding from anywhere I could see.

      “What happened?” Jarid asked Syeth.

      “Just a graze,” Syeth said.

      I snorted, enjoying too much the feeling of relief at having both of them in front of me. They were safe, though Syeth needed help.

      Jarid raised an eyebrow. “Let’s get you to the medic to check you out.”

      “No,” Syeth said. “That can wait. There’s a cure for New Zero in the armory. We have to find it.”

      “Seriously?” Jarid asked. “We saw syringes and vials in there, and we’ve been packing them all away.”

      “Let’s help out,” John said. “We need to put distance between ourselves and this place.”

      “John,” Jarid said, as we came upon five unmoving of bodies on the floor near the entrance to the armory. They were wearing the Unpaired armbands.

      What must have happened played out in my mind. It looked as if they had made it to the armory first and been taken down.

      “It’s me, Isra, and three others from our team left,” Jarid said, frowning. “We got separated on the way over. The crew in there isn’t ours. We didn’t get much information out of them yet, but they were happy to back us up. I mentioned your name, but I wanted to give you a heads-up.”

      John nodded, straightening his spine as if he had something to prove.

      Jarid took over holding Syeth, and his weight lifted off me.

      The armory was a giant room with weapons and ammunition hanging on the walls and stacked on several shelving units inside a metal cage. It was enough firepower to run the city. In the back were several armored vehicles.

      Groups of rebels wearing similar body armor to ours pulled the guns from hangers on the walls. The cages surrounding the weapons were wide open. Rebels moved around the vehicles with electronics, possibly taking out the trackers.

      “What can I do?” I asked John.

      Isra stood at the other end of the room, laying weapons into a case. They appeared to be rocket launchers.

      I followed John to the center of the room, where he asked what we could do to help. The rebel woman lifted her helmet and stared him up and down.

      “My name is John Wingum. This is my daughter, Lora Flannigan, and Syeth Rothkind.  We’re from Salt Lake City.” He went on to tell her what he had done to patch up Syeth.

      “We’re headed out in two minutes,” she said. “Syeth, you can check in with Uma over there for your injuries.”

      My stomach dropped at how few of us were left from the first two groups. Cutting our numbers down even more might kill the drive for the rebels. We were already down enough from the biological agent.

      When Mia contacted her boss, she’d tell him that we knew about the cure. Once the rest of the security forces found out we had taken the cure, what then? Would they try to create something else? Or unleash their bio-weapons sooner than planned?

      Jarid stood by watching Uma work on his brother. She had cut Syeth’s jacket open and was sewing up his wound. Next to them was a metal plate with a bloody set of pinchers and a bullet.

      “That was inside you?” I asked.

      Syeth’s mouth was pressed into a hard line. “Didn’t feel that great coming out, either.”

      “He’ll be fine,” the medic said, smiling at Syeth. He had a way of disarming people, and she looked only a few years older than us. I wondered about her life as a rebel. From the way that John talked about the rebels, it seemed as if she would already have seen a lot more blood than I ever would.

      Even though her hands moved over his chest, Syeth didn’t focus on anyone other than me. For a moment, I was able to realize that I could breathe on my own without worrying so much. I was, of course, concerned for the rest of the rebels, but I was so lucky to have mostly everyone with me.

      Except for Dad.

      “Have you heard any communication from the other rebels?” I asked Jarid.

      He shook his head. “The last we heard was that the other diversion teams were heading back to one of the safe houses.”

      From the dead bodies littered all over the building, I couldn’t help imagining Dad joining those terrible images in my mind. But I couldn’t know for sure until I saw him again.

      After the medic bandaged Syeth up, we were instructed to get into a vehicle. There were three inside the armory, all facing a large back door.

      John, Syeth, Jarid, Isra, and I were squished in the back of the second vehicle along with several other rebels I didn’t know. John’s shoulders remained tense, and I wondered what was going on in his mind. I could imagine he was upset about how the mission had gone, but if we were armed with information to combat the corporations, he had to see that it hadn’t been a complete failure.

      I tried to remain as positive as I could without giving in to the sudden overwhelming urge to break down and cry over the losses we had suffered throughout the day. Flashes of memories of the hackers getting gunned down forced bile to the base of my throat. I swallowed it down. What a disaster. And a waste.

      As the streetlights appeared outside the doors, I realized that we weren’t completely safe yet. The journey through the streets of Denver wasn’t going to be easy, especially with a target on our backs and Mia still out there.
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      Other than the guy in the front seat navigating the streets for the driver based on the movement of the doves, the ride was silent. His fingers moved across the tablet in his hands, directing us to a new safe house. John had been the leader from the start, and I couldn’t help feeling like I had in New Manhattan with the rebel groups struggling to work together.

      I caught a few curious looks from the other rebels, but I wasn’t sure of what they thought of us. Most of them suffered from injuries. Dried blood-caked faces and body armor, showing the destruction of what had happened during the raid.

      But, they had helped us get out of the building with the cure Mia had escaped for, and I was incredibly grateful. John, Syeth, and I could have attempted to walk out the front door, but in Syeth’s case, we might not have made it too far without needing immediate help for him, especially if what Mia said was true about security surrounding the building.

      I sat squished between the twins, both of them staring ahead. Their eyes were far away, deep in thought. I had no idea what Jarid and Isra had seen, but it couldn’t be better than what Syeth and I had. Isra leaned her head against the glass window on the other side of Jarid. Her eyes were closed, her expression strained.

      At a light, the van in front of us continued straight while we turned left.

      Sirens blared in the distance, forcing my body to tense. Syeth glanced over at me and so did Jarid.

      “We got out of there in time,” Jarid said, patting my hand.

      I curled my fingers into a fist. My stomach flip-flopped at the idea of leaving the headquarters any later than we had.

      Each time we turned a corner, the sirens got louder. It seemed as if the entire city was under attack by the sounds of it. Since we were inside of a security vehicle, now tracker-free, we blended into the city better than if we had taken our unmarked vans.

      Something wet touched my arm, and I glanced at Syeth’s body pressed against mine.

      “You’re bleeding again.” I reached into my pocket for a small roll of gauze, thankful that John had packed our pockets with so many supplies.

      “It’s fine,” Syeth said.

      “You keep saying that, but you also insist on continuing to bleed.” I unrolled the gauze from my pocket and dabbed the spot where Uma had sewn him up. I had no idea if it was normal to keep bleeding like this, but he hadn’t struggled to breathe lately—not like he had before. So, I trusted that he was okay. But the sooner we arrived at a safe house with more advanced medical care, the better.

      We drove for another ten minutes before we pulled into a lot between two brick buildings. The driver hopped out, shutting the door behind him while we piled out, as well.

      “Are we here?” I asked no one in particular.

      “No,” Isra said. It was the first word she’d spoken since I’d met up with her. “We’re swapping vehicles.”

      “It helps us in case we were followed.” Jarid took my hand as I jumped out.

      He held tight for a few seconds too long. Jarid swallowed hard, and his hand smoothed across mine as he let go. I couldn’t help feeling the fear within him. It mirrored mine. We had come so close to death so many times in the span of one day that it made me rethink the choices I’d made in my life.

      Isra stormed off ahead of us toward another vehicle, holding two hard-shell suitcases by her sides. Jarid had a bag slung on his back, and John and the driver had two more.

      We stopped outside a large vehicle. It was white, looking more like the service ones I’d seen driving around the city. We’d blend in well.

      Isra slid the cases into the back and climbed inside. She sat down and glared at her hands. She didn’t seem to question anything. Her convictions were strong, and I wondered what that must feel like. If I didn’t question anything, I might be able to elevate myself and be a better fighter like her.

      As we headed for the vehicle, a few of the other rebels took off toward the street with bags on their backs, as well. I almost asked what was going on when a car pulled up at the corner, and the four of them slipped inside before taking off.

      “We have to be sure we’re safe,” John said, wistfully staring off toward where the car had been.

      This time, John got in the passenger seat of the van while the rest of us squished in the back. At least the only person I didn’t know was the driver. I melted into the seat as much as I could, feeling the weight of the day continuously press against my body.

      I thought of the mission and couldn’t help the twisting of my guts over the fact that we hadn’t completed the most important part. Not getting to the broadcast tower seriously hurt our chances of getting the word out about how BioPure had full control over Zero and New Zero. We wouldn’t get the chance again. The security forces wouldn’t fall for our same tactics, and I was sure the protocols for the headquarters would be changed so as not to allow such a breach again.

      Jarid closed the doors and the driver took off in the opposite direction of the other car. I wondered how many more times we would split up or change vehicles before we found a safe house. Since we were with the Denver rebels, I had a feeling we weren’t going back to the base where Mom was. I was desperate to find out her condition, but that would take preparation for a long bout of travel back there.

      I glanced at the bags at our feet. The tinkling of the glass syringes created a soundtrack to our travel. The two cases with the substance that Mia had claimed was the treatment for Agent Lethe mocked me.

      My mind went over the rest of the night over and over again until we stopped and unloaded into another car. This one was much smaller. John and I squished into the front seat next to the driver with Jarid, Syeth, and Isra in the back.

      Eventually, we ended up at an apartment building on the edge of town. I expected to go upstairs to one of the residencies, but we went through the alley and behind the building until we reached a set of doors leading to the basement.

      Across the street, city lights bloomed from other buildings’ offices and apartments. A digital billboard advertised a new biomod which changed the color of your eyes to unnatural shades. It unnerved me that, in the middle of our fight, there were still citizens out there using the kiosks for their supposed gains while we were fighting to stop all of it.

      Several other rebels came from the basement and helped with our bags. Another car pulled to a stop at the curb and unloaded, as well.

      The billboard flashed to another advertisement, but then the screen went black. Seconds later, a man’s face filled the billboard.

      He was handsome, most likely in his thirties. His thick blond hair was situated perfectly on his head. He sat behind a large wooden desk with windows behind him. I assumed he was somewhere in BioPure headquarters. Buildings were lit up behind him, but they appeared much smaller than him. It was as if he was on top of the world.

      Was he in the building during the raid?

      “That’s Sledge,” John said, coming up next to me. “It’s one of his emergency broadcasts.”

      “I pictured him being older.” White hair and the like.

      “Mods,” one of the rebels muttered.

      “Wonder what it’s about,” Syeth deadpanned.

      The other rebels stopped what they were doing and stared up at the screen, too.

      Sledge’s lips turned downward as if someone had just told him a close friend or family member had died.

      “With a heavy heart,” Sledge started, “I bring you, my dear citizens, grave news.” He paused. Since I knew he was behind everything, I didn’t believe a word coming out of his mouth or that he was upset. “A new version of Virus Zero has been identified in New California.”

      “Or inside his cities,” Jarid said under his breath.

      Sledge shook his head. “It has already decimated the population there. Somehow, the virus must have mutated among those living outside BioPure’s protection. Reports are flooding our headquarters that the New Zero has already been widely reported and is spreading in cities in the former United States, as well.” He paused again. This time, a tremble in his chin added to the facade. “It acts differently than the original Zero, attacking the mind,” he pointed at his temple for emphasis, “instead of the heart. Those afflicted with it tragically lose their memories. Within days, the newest memories go first, and then the oldest within months. Right now, there is no cure, and no vaccine.

      “Don’t panic, because BioPure has been working diligently to develop a treatment which will delay the onset of memory loss. We’re confident that, as long as everyone administers the injection monthly, there will be no long-term effects on memories. But,” he leaned closer to the camera so that his eyes pierced through me, and I sucked in a breath as if he was looking straight into my soul, “this is what comes of division. This is what comes of rebellion.” The words division and rebellion had been delivered with flared nostrils, as if he had inhaled a disgusting smell. “With a virus as deadly as Zero on the loose, there is no space for these ideals in our already fragile human society—not if you want to survive.”

      The video feed changed. I recognized the outside of BioPure’s headquarters.

      Jarid appeared next to me, grabbing my hand in his. I didn’t dare let go, as the drones had recovered video of the Denver rebels flooding into the building.

      Sledge’s voice continued in the background. “Desperate rebels, already infected by the new virus, attacked the city of Denver tonight. They procured cases of the treatment necessary to cure their damaged minds. They took your opportunity to fight this virus for themselves. Because of this selfish attack, many people will not get the treatment they need. New Zero will force people to lose their memories.” The camera zoomed in close to his face. Like Mia’s, it might have been beautiful if not for the hatred behind his eyes. “I have a message for the rebels. Your rebellion will no longer be tolerated. You have one week to turn yourselves in for amnesty, with our weapons and the treatment you stole from BioPure. If you do not, there will be no mercy. That is a promise. I must protect everyone in this city. If anyone has information about the rebels’ whereabouts to help the cause, there is an anonymous tip line scrolling across the screen so that you may report it to BioPure. This is life and death.” He was back to the pouting face which made it seem as if he cared. “We must be united for survival.”

      The screen flashed, and then his face appeared again. “With a heavy heart…” the broadcast repeated, and I wondered how long it would haunt my dreams.

      As the broadcast went through its second iteration, the rebels around us looked at each other with varying stages of surprise and shock.

      A roar from Isra made me jump, and Jarid’s hand slipped out of mine.

      She lifted her gun and emptied the remainder of her rifle clip into the billboard. Everyone around her moved away as she roared at the screen as if that could make the message disappear for good.

      Two of the rebels surrounded her and knocked the gun out of her hands.

      “Are you crazy or something?” one asked. “We’re trying to keep a low profile here.”

      Our driver raked his hands through his hair several times, shaking his head. “That’s it. I’m done. No more of this. I have a family to protect, and I can’t keep doing this.”

      The others in the group muttered their agreement with him. I hadn’t realized that he was a leader of the group, able to sway them to his side with a few words.

      “How about the rest of you?” he asked. And then he turned to us, flexing his fingers around the gun in his hand. “We need to give them everything back.”

      “Easy now,” John said, tucking one of the bags with the cure behind his back, protecting it.

      “We’re turning ourselves in. You can come with us or not,” he said. “Either way, it would be best for you and your crew to hand those vials over.”

      Syeth and Jarid both gripped their guns.

      “You can’t trust them,” John said, moving his free hand to his side as if to tell us to stand down. How could he be so calm with a gun in his face? “We can take this treatment and synthesize a cure. That’s better than they’re offering.”

      The rebel leader shook his head. “It’s over, man. We can’t fight BioPure, the whole of the population, and a New Zero all at once. If we give up now, then at least we have a chance to survive.”

      I thought of Mom and all of the other rebels who were injured because of BioPure. Especially those who were already affected by New Zero. BioPure wanted nothing to do with those who weren’t willing to submit to them.

      “What about the other rebels?” I asked, wanting this guy to take his gun away from John. “They’re counting on us to fight for them.”

      The leader shrugged. “I didn’t join up to fight for a bunch of strangers. I did it to save my city. After this debacle, it looks like this is the only way to do it.” He turned to the others. “If we all do it, maybe it won’t be too late for us to get treatment? I don’t want to lose my memories, do you?”

      “Traitors!” Isra shouted before rushing at the one closest to her who had her gun. Jarid lunged for her and pulled her away from the others. She continued to scream at them, causing just as big a scene as she had firing her gun at the billboard. “You’re pathetic. You all should have died at headquarters and not the others. I swear I will take down every last one of you!”

      Even with her threats, the others seemed as eager to go with their leader as they had before.

      The leader neared John.

      “Please, let us keep one case,” John said. “We need to find a cure. With our scientists, we can do this. Leave us with some hope.”

      The leader locked eyes with a woman next to him. She nodded and shrugged. The others grumbled and started toward the alley where we had come from.

      “You can keep that one,” he said, lifting the other from the ground.

      John held onto the one in his hand as his shoulders drooped. “Thank you.”

      The leader snorted. “Don’t stay here, though. We’ll tell them about it. They’ll want proof to give us what we need to survive.” The rebels climbed into the same vehicle we had come in, along with a van and car parked along the curb. They took off together.

      Isra broke free from Jarid, knocking him to the ground. She rushed forward, lifting John’s gun from around his shoulder. She ran after the vans, howling in the process before aiming at the street. She lined up her shot, but they were already around the corner before she could fire.

      I reached for Jarid, and he took my hand before approaching Isra. He peeled at his armband and threw it at her feet.

      “You know what, Izz?” he said. “I’m done. That’s it. You’re not who you were anymore. You’re not even human—just blood and revenge. And I’m not going to become that.”

      Isra’s jaw clenched before her mask of hurt turned to slitted eyes and a flash of teeth.

      “Fine, traitor,” she said, and she leaned against the wall with her arms crossed. At least, even in the heat of the moment, she realized we needed each other. Though, I wasn’t sure she and Jarid were going to heal their relationship after those words.

      None of us spoke right away. But it was John who lifted the case and sighed. “We should head in there to change out of these clothes before calling another rebel cell. We don’t have much time before they alert security.”

      Isra muttered more about traitors under her breath as we headed inside. Jarid hung out behind us while Syeth and I followed John. Our group was almost as disjointed as we’d all been a few minutes before, which didn’t bode well for our cause.
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      As we wandered into the basement apartment, I couldn’t help but keep on high alert with all the sounds around me. From the ruckus Isra and the other rebels had created outside, I wasn’t sure even coming down there was safe. But John was right that we needed a plan. If BioPure was already hunting John and me, then we had to get out of the city as soon as possible. Wandering the streets with an injured Syeth wasn’t going to help anyone.

      We raided one of the bedrooms for clean clothes before I went into the small bathroom to change. There was barely enough room to stretch my arms out. Shedding the weight of the body armor made me feel light as a feather, but the reality of our situation held me to the grimy tiled floor. The mission to Denver hadn’t been a complete failure, but I had no idea how much impact Sledge had on the citizens. We’d witnessed the rebels from the safe house giving up with one billboard message. And they had the treatment for New Zero. I couldn’t imagine what the citizens of Denver, who had no idea about what Sledge was up to, would think of the video images of the rebels storming headquarters.

      A small knock at the door broke me away from my thoughts.

      “One second,” I said, shoving a shirt over my body. It was massive for me and billowed around my body. But as long as it was clean, I didn’t care.

      I opened the door to find Jarid and Syeth there. They were both out of their outfits, as well, wearing matching gray shirts. “What’s going on?” I asked.

      Jarid slid a glance to his brother. “We wanted to check on you.”

      Syeth’s wound was covered by his shirt. He didn’t seem too bothered by his injury anymore, but I couldn’t be sure.

      “I’m fine—you?” I asked him.

      He tried to roll his shoulder, but winced instead. “John found us a rebel base. It’s only a few blocks from here, so we should get going.” Ever the practical one.

      “Yeah.” I grabbed my gear and brought it into the kitchen. The apartment wasn’t the cleanest, but I wasn’t going to leave evidence of our existence where we knew the security forces were bound to find it. They probably had our faces on more camera feeds than just the ones they had shown during Sledge’s broadcast, but I wasn’t going to make it easy on them.

      Isra stood by the refrigerator, sifting through the contents. She pulled out a ration and checked the expiration date before digging in.

      “Do you mind sharing?” Jarid asked.

      She didn’t hesitate with a response. “Not with a traitor. For the rest of you, though.” She tossed several other ration packs onto the table and walked into the living space adjacent to the kitchen. There were weapons stacked in the corner, and since the other rebels had taken her gun, she started to dig through, testing different ones.

      John looked up from his tablet. “Is everyone ready to go? There’s a convoy headed out of the city in about three hours with rebels who are prepared to help us fight BioPure. We need to be in it.”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “I’ll be right back,” Jarid said, pulling his glare from Isra’s direction. “Meet you outside?”

      “Don’t let anyone see you,” John said, shoving his tablet into his bag.

      Syeth went into the cabinets and removed more ration packs. I found reusable bottles of water stacked in the corner and replenished our supply. I wasn’t sure how much room we would have in whatever vehicle we took out of the city, so I took only the essentials.

      A few minutes later, we headed for the safe house. The walk through alleys to keep our exposure to the main streets at a minimum was a silent one. John led the group with Isra while Syeth and I separated her and Jarid. I wasn’t sure if Isra would forgive him, but it also wasn’t my problem until they made it that way.

      The safe house was in another apartment building basement, but much cleaner and higher tech than the other had been. The moment we stepped inside, we were met with alerts from the computers along with flashing screens of locations around the city.

      “Can we find out about Dad’s team?” I asked John.

      “Absolutely,” he said.

      Isra stayed outside with the remaining Unpaired. It seemed to be best for both Isra and Jarid. Though, Jarid excused himself right away when we got inside. We had spent so much time getting his memories back and reuniting him with Isra that I could understand his disappointment at their fight.

      John, Syeth, and I met with the leader, a weathered Asian woman who looked to be in her forties and had cropped black hair and a permanent grimace on her face. Lila informed us that most of the rebellion had started turning themselves in. I didn’t dare ask what happened to them after, especially since it was too soon to tell. I knew that, once BioPure got their information, the rebels would have a hard time proving their case to the corporation which had struck down so hard against the rebellion.

      John asked about his other teams, and Lila told us that Dad’s team was on their way to the safehouse.

      “Once we meet up with Lora’s father, we’d like to head back to Salt Lake City,” John said.

      “I wouldn’t suggest that.” Lila turned her tablet screen toward us. “Much of what remains in Salt Lake City and surrounding areas has succumbed to the virus.”

      “What?” I asked, apparently a little too late on the uptake.

      Lila’s grimace turned to a smile of pity. “Every rebel who isn’t sick already is leaving New California. They’re scattering to join cells in the eastern cities, except for a few volunteers who are going to take some of the willing sick to BioPure to turn themselves in and hopefully get treatment.”

      My hands trembled, and I fisted them to keep still.

      “What about Mom?” I asked.

      “There’s been no word on specific rebels,” Lila said. “But we’ve heard that most of them are heading to Chicago. We have you on the caravan toward there since it’s the best chance for you to reunite with your family. Your father is on his way here. That team was fractured the most during your mission today.”

      Once we were given a time for our departure, Syeth and I went outside to find Isra and Jarid.

      Neither of them was there.

      “This is going to be a problem if they insist on going at each other for the rest of the trip,” Syeth said, wiping a hand over his face. The movement caused another wince of pain, but at least he wasn’t groaning anymore. I wondered if we could have another medic check him before leaving.

      Rain started to pelt the ground and we moved inside again. “I’m sure it will be fine. How about we get someone to change your bandages?”

      “Do we have time?” Syeth asked.

      “Let’s see.”

      There were three medics in the rebel sector, and we convinced one to check on Syeth’s wound. The guy was a bit rough, muttering about the horrible job done by the previous medic. He cleaned the stitches and resewed a few sections before reapplying a bandage.

      After that, we were shuffled from the safe house, everyone taking their belongings and leaving the place barren of all rebel activity.

      The rain had picked up, and Syeth, John, and I climbed into our designated van. It was sleek, black, and spacious—much different from our previous traveling.

      Dad stood outside the vehicle, waiting for us. I bolted toward him and hugged him. He grunted against my grip, but he didn’t seem too worse for the wear. Tears pricked my eyes.

      “I’m so glad you’re safe,” he said against my ear. “When I saw that broadcast from Sledge…”

      “I’m okay,” I said, checking him out. There weren’t any fresh wounds, and his arm was still firmly in the cast.

      We cut the embrace short and climbed into the van. He was quiet as John sat next to him. I wondered what he had seen out there.

      The medic had given Syeth painkillers, and he settled into the seat next to me with heavy eyelids as all the pain was lifted from his body.

      John sat in front of me, holding the case of the vials from BioPure. He hadn’t let go of it since we’d arrived at the new safe house. I didn’t blame him. It was the only chance for hope against New Zero. It made this mission less of a failure.

      Isra called out for Syeth from outside the van, and I twisted in my seat. Her lips were twisted with anger. Usually, they were directed at Jarid and not us.

      Syeth turned to her. “I thought you were traveling with the Unpaired?”

      “I am,” she said through her teeth.

      “Where’s Jarid?” I asked.

      Isra shook her head and tossed me a piece of paper.

      “I was going to give him one last chance, and I found this instead,” she spat. “So, now I’m here to tell you what a chickenshit traitor he is and give you a message for him. If I ever see him again, I’m going to kill him. And I don’t mean that metaphorically.” She stormed back into the safe house.

      Syeth sat up straighter. “What does that say?”

      I read it aloud so John could hear it, too. “Dear Lora and Syeth. I know you won’t agree with me. But I can’t keep fighting. We’re not going to win. There’s no honor in a lost cause, and nothing is worse than losing my memories. I won’t lose them again. I’m going to turn myself in.” Syeth let out a strangled sound, but I kept reading. “I’ll get amnesty and find you when I know it’s safe. We can find a way to change things from the inside. We’ll fight, but not in the way we’ve been going. I only want to survive if my memories are intact. Love, Jarid.”

      Syeth remained silent, his jaw still clenched. But I couldn’t mistake the frustration in his eyes.

      My breath caught as if someone had kicked me in the chest. “I can’t believe he’s doing this. It’s a huge risk. We have no idea if Sledge will hold up his part of the bargain.” Tears pricked at my eyes. How could Jarid strike out on his own when we needed friends at this time instead of more separation?

      The van roared to life as I crumpled up the note, shoving it under my leg. I couldn’t hold my tears in any longer as we pulled away from the safe house. Jarid wasn’t coming, and I couldn’t help feeling my heart firmly planting itself in the concrete underneath us.

      John sighed, appearing more thoughtful than sad.

      “Can we do this?” I asked him. “Can we really win?”

      John shifted the case on his lap. “You see this? This is the most hope we’ve ever had, Lora. This will let us turn their weapon against them. We’re going to take the fight to them. And, this time, we’re going to win.”
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      They thought the virus had been eradicated—but that was only the beginning.

      Now the race is on.

      The rebel forces are fortified and hitting BioPure from all sides in the post-apocalyptic madness, 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.

      The Rebellion’s not the only group seeking it, however.

      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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      CHAPTER ONE

      “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 was 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 New Zero, 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 the 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’d been 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 had been 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 had looked that day, and the stirring of happiness I’d felt throughout my body as she and Dad had taken 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 me 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 more deadly 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 had 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 had 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’d seen him before leaving for Chicago. In Denver, he had snuck away from us without anything more than a note after we had 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 had 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’d 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.
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      On the brink of extinction, being human means more than just surviving.

      In Lib’s world, it’s dangerous to deviate from the norm. In fact, for someone who doesn’t live up to the Artificial Intelligence’s standards, it’s practically a death sentence. Lib learns this the hard way when she wakes up in a barren wasteland, with her memories erased, and only one thought lodged in her mind:

      “It’s all my fault.”

      Lib is a Glitch—an imperfect human component of the utopian world called the Norm. Now she’s thrown out, Lib will be forced to team up with another Glitch, Raj, and the mysterious Rogue Wolf and his clan to survive. Wolf only cares about the survival of his group, but Raj thinks they can hack the A.I. and change the Norm for the better.

      Now, Lib will have to decide which path to choose—whether to go with striking loner Raj or stay with Wolf and his tight-knit group. Her heart is drawn to both, but she’s carrying a deadly secret that could jeopardize them all. Will she be able to save her newfound family and stop the A.I. before it’s too late?
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      Chapter One

      A screech tears through the air and wakes me. The sound echoes and feels almost an echo of the noise in my head. Someone is screaming.

      Scrambling to my feet sets my head spinning. I stagger on shaky legs. My stomach gives a heave, and I almost fall to the cracked ground. I want to laugh—I’m as cracked as the ground. I stagger and then walk. Then I run. I don’t know where I’m going except toward that scream—toward the other voice. The world around me seems wrong—it’s all bright and brown. To one side of me, a wall towers into the sky, impossibly tall, dull and gray, leaving me wanting to beat on it with my fists. The screaming is getting louder. I’m close.

      The need to get there fast beats in me, pumping blood and burning in my lungs. Rocks trip my bare feet, cutting sharp and hot, leaving me limping, skipping. Ignore it—the words come easy to mind, but I’m stumbling like I haven’t used my legs in a long, long time. But something else pops up as well—it’s all my fault.

      I don’t know why those thoughts come to me. But I do know I’ve reached the sound of whoever else is in trouble. In front of me is a building—but what is that really? It is round—a semi-circle, with one end open and a railing and what looks like a wide-viewing screen. The flashing green of the lights seems out of place in this dry world.

      Just like me.

      The thought leaves my head aching, but I have no time for that. The building has a metal platform. A girl is slumped there. Her screams have gone to whimpers now. She looks younger than me, small and fragile. She has one hand on the railing in front of her. The lights glow and sparks jump out, so white they dazzle. The air stinks as if something is burning. I fear the something is the girl’s skin on the hand that seems stuck to the metal railing.

      Moving forward, I put my hands next to the girl’s on the railing. I’m moving on instinct, not thought. I don’t know why, but words leap into my head without my asking—motherboard… electronic connection…access to mainframe AI. My stomach gives another sickening lurch. I’m shaking all over. I know what to do—and I don’t know why I know this.

      I plant one hand on the railing next to the girl’s.

      Connection: Secure.

      Tiny pinpricks jab my palm. A dozen of them. Connections spark within me—I can feel the power slip over my skin and into my mind. With a blink, everything in the dry, brown world around me is no longer anything I can see. Instead, I’m not standing inside a room, dark and blue that is soothing in a way the other dry, dusty place was not. Next to me, the girl stands, her image wavering—and I know we are here in this other place, but we are not really here.

      This is the artificial world—it is a construct I see with my mind. But the question comes up—how do I know this? A certainty swells in my chest. I do know this place—it is where I am from. But…that makes no sense to me. How can I be from an artificial world—a computer construct?

      Glancing around me, I search for answers—and for a way to save this girl.

      A round, black machine sits on her back. Its black arms and legs make it look like it is meant to simulate a small person. But it has no face. No skin. Firewall. The word pops into my head.

      Reaching out, I ghost a touch over the plate on the firewall’s chest. Power tingles on my fingertips, but I don’t know if that is coming from me or the firewall. I do know it is attacking the girl—it is a security measure and the girl triggered it. But I don’t like that it’s hurting her.

      I find a button and press it—something clicks and code appears, scrolling over the black surface of the firewall’s body. A thousand tiny messages appear in binary—ones and zeros. It’s clumsy code. Why do I know that? Unease shivers through me, but in the other world—the dry and dusty one—I can still hear the girl’s whimpers. Turning to the firewall, I pick out the lines of code that will end this. With a touch, the lines are wiped out.

      We can go now, so I put a hand on the girl’s wrists and think those words to her.

      The world snaps and breaks. For an instant, everything seems to be blackness. The soothing room of blue and cool vanishes—but then I stand again on the metal platform. I no longer hold the railing, but the girl is with me. She is no longer screaming. She glances at me, parts her lips as if to say something, but then slumps down to sprawl on the platform.

      Nonfunctional.

      Unconscious.

      The two words leave me frowning—which is it? I changed the code to make the firewall nonfunctional. Did that in turn leave the girl unconscious—nonfunctional?

      It’s all my fault.

      Is it my fault this girl is hurt? I don’t know.

      Frowning, I rub at the ache deep in the center of my chest. That’s new. I don’t know if it’s good or not. I also don’t know how I got out here in this dry and brown world. Glancing around, it seems to me that even the sky is a pale color—almost blue but not quite. It is so different from the cool, blue room—the artificial place—that it frightens me. I want to go back, but if I do will the firewalls attack me?

      Reaching up, I put cold fingers to my cheeks. They are wet and I don’t know why, but the wetness is leaking from my eyes. My throat now seems too tight, too dry. What happened to me that I am in the big, open, frightening place?

      Maybe the girl will know.

      Squatting down next to her, I touch her arm and shake her shoulder. She moves but only when I push her.

      “Why can’t I remember?” The words come out rough and my voice sounds as if I have not used it in a long time. The girl doesn’t answer.

      Sitting down next to her, I decide she is longer than I am. Taller—that’s the word. But her face is darker than mine. My skin shows pale white and angry red as if it has been burned. Her skin is not as smooth as mine. Tiny golden hairs cover her arms. Those hairs match the bright ones on her head, but that hair is pulled up and back and I don’t know why. I lean closer. Do I know her? Her face seems angled and sharp. Her eyes are closed but the lashes look feathery soft. I sit back and tug my hair around so I can see it.

      Dark, dark brown and thick. It is much shorter than that of the nonfunctional girl.

      And that is because…?

      No answer swims up to me from within my mind. Closing my hands into fists, I stare down at them. Did someone wipe my code clean? But…no. I am a person not a firewall—not a machine within an artificial construct. I should have memories—I know this. I pound one fist into metal and that leaves my hand sore. That’s a good thing—that means this world is real.

      It’s all my fault.

      With a frustrated growl, I sit back on my heels until my back rests against the metal wall. A rock presses into my butt. I’m tired. I want to close my eyes and wake remembering. I want the girl to wake because maybe she can tell me something. I hope she can.

      “Who are you?” The words come out of my mouth mumbled. I have to wet my lips and try again. “Who am I?”

      Glitch.

      The word appears in my head like someone said it. I glance around us. There is no one here but the nonfunctional girl and me. It seems I’m not very functional either—which leaves me dysfunctional. I almost let out a laugh, but I don’t know why that word is funny.

      Lifting a hand, I open and close my fingers. I let out a breath. I know I’m alive. And in a barren world that seems to be empty except for the girl with me, this platform—which is no longer glowing or sparking—and the wall and the sun burning over us.

      I am a glitch? That word feels wrong—the firewall was glitching, wasn’t it when it attacked the girl? Firewalls should guard—they’re not supposed to attack those who enter. Just as I knew how to shut down the firewall and free the girl from its hold, I know this. And I don’t know why I do. The knowledge sits in my stomach like I’ve swallowed a rock.

      I must find the Glitches.

      The thought is like the other fragments lying around in my head—out of order, lost in mist, and has no contest for why I must do this. But it’s something.

      Find the Glitches.

      I don’t know what it means. Glancing around, I want to be back in the cool room. I touch the railing. Nothing happens. It seems to have become even more nonfunctional than the girl. I let out a whoosh of air. If I can get one tiny piece of myself back, I should be able to get more. Right now, I have no thought for what my name is, or how I know about the artificial world, but I seem to know nothing about this…this outside world.

      Memory…error.

      It’s all my fault.

      “Find the Glitches,” I say to the dry, dusty air and to the girl. Maybe the Glitches will know why it’s my fault. And is that a bad thing or a good one?

      The girl moves—just a flutter of her pale lashes, a flicker of a finger moving in the dust. My heart seems to skip a beat. Eagerness floods me along with the chill of fear, and I lean close and ask her, “Do you know who I am?”
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