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CHAPTER 1


IT’S MIDNIGHT, BUT THE SUNSET is still fading into darkness, the day stretched late by our northern latitude and the Earth’s axial tilt. A million-strong flock of passenger pigeons soars above me, the tips of their feathers glowing faintly, like a swarm of fireflies. They swoop and dart between the trees, their movements sharp and agile, a constellation of pinprick lights against the darkening sky. The sound of their calls echoes from the steep mountain slopes, filling the crisp night air with a hurricane of sound.

This flock is nothing like those I remember from the cabin. These birds are a new strain, with their own mutations and quirks. Their cries are shrill, punctuated with complex streams of whirrs and clicks. They’re getting smarter with each new generation.

It’s almost like they’re learning how to speak.

“Lighter on your feet. Eyes on me,” Leoben says, prowling in a slow circle around me.

I lift the weight from my heels, dropping my eyes from the flock. My fists are raised, my hair hanging tangled about my shoulders. We’re deep in the forest, the grass around us tracked with muddy footprints. There’s blood in my mouth, dirt streaked across my skin, and bruises rising on what feels like every inch of my body.

“Keep that guard up, squid.”

I tighten my stance. “Did you just call me squid?”

A low smile tugs at Leoben’s lips, and my stomach clenches. He’s going to come at me again—I can see it in his eyes. He’s unarmed, and I know he won’t really hurt me, but he’s still a black-out agent. A tower of finely crafted Cartaxus weaponry, trained to fight since he was a child. His every movement is precise and lethal, corded muscles flexing beneath the tattooed skin of his arms. He tilts his head, his smile growing into a grin, then pushes off his rear foot and streaks forward in a blur.

There’s no time to think. I lurch to the side, dodging the fist he’s aiming at my ribs, but his other hand goes straight for my throat. I bring up a knee, sending out an elbow that connects with his jaw, but by the time I can draw back for another strike, his foot is planted behind mine.

That’s all he needs. A simple lever to tilt me off balance. Even though I know he’s sending me flying, I can’t help but marvel at his grace. His fingers stay locked on my neck, guiding my descent as I tip backward and hit the ground hard enough to knock the air from my lungs.

He steps back, rubbing his jaw as I wheeze, curling up on my side in the grass.

“Good,” he says, nodding.

I roll to my knees, choking in a breath. “Good? I barely touched you.”

He reaches down to help me up. “You’re getting better, but you need to be more aggressive. You have to try to bring me down too.”

I stand unsteadily, trying to blink away the flecks of silver at the edges of my vision. We’ve been at this for days, and every session makes me feel like I’ve been hit by a car, but he’s right—I’m getting better. My reaction times are being whittled down, my senses growing sharper, and there are fresh, slender muscles in my shoulders and forearms. I’ve never felt as powerless as I do when I fight Leoben, but this training is the only thing in my life right now that makes me feel like I’m in control.

“You okay?” Leoben asks, peering at me. “You don’t look so good.”

I rub my eyes, swaying. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

He shakes his head, the streaks of iridescent blue eyeliner traced above his lashes catching the sunset’s dying light. “You’re a bad liar is what you are. Come on. Cole’ll be back from lookout soon. We should stop for the night or he’ll kick my ass for beating you up.”

“I disabled his protective protocol.”

“I know,” Leoben says. “But he’ll still kick my ass.”

He slings an arm around my shoulders, walking me back into our makeshift camp. Our two jeeps are parked in a muddy clearing, a camouflage-printed tarpaulin stretched between them. The trees around us are tall and thick, their trunks coated with moss, the ground at their bases bursting with ferns. We’ve been here for a week, hidden deep in the forest, an hour’s hike from the Zarathustra lab. We camped in its parking lot the first night after I blew up the genkits, but a troop of Cartaxus soldiers arrived and sent us fleeing into the woods. None of us wanted to stay near the prison we spent our childhoods in, but we were too hurt to get on the road, and we had nowhere else to go anyway.

So we’ve stayed here, resting and healing, eating freeze-dried rations and sleeping in our jeeps. There are still soldiers at the lab, and it probably isn’t smart to stay this close to them, but the jeeps’ black dome chips are hiding our location. Besides, this flock of pigeons has been growing larger by the day, their cries filling the air, their glowing plumage providing more than enough cover to hide us from the prying eyes of drones.

Leoben swings open the rear doors of his jeep, pulling out two metal flasks. “I mean it. You need to rest. You’re not looking so great, squid.”

“You can’t call me squid,” I say.

He tosses me one of the flasks. “So many rules with you. Can’t call you ‘squid,’ can’t call you ‘potato.’ You’re my sister, and you’re getting a nickname.”

“Cole doesn’t have a nickname.”

He rolls his eyes. “That’s because his name is Cole.”

I unscrew the flask and take a swig of water, swishing it around my mouth to clear out the blood, then spit it into the grass. “And where did you get ‘squid’?”

“They can change the expression of their genes, kind of like you. Cephalopods. I read about it.”

“Wow.” I take another swig, fighting a rush of dizziness as I tip my head back. “I don’t know whether to be offended or impressed.”

He crosses his arms proudly, a grin spreading across his face. “Definitely impressed.”

I snort, lifting the flask to pour water over my face. Leoben and I have spent most of the week together while Cole has been recovering from his injuries. Lee braided my hair when the gunshot wound in my shoulder was healing, and I’ve woken him from his nightmares, but after a week of living as brother and sister, he still can’t call me Cat.

Honestly, I don’t really mind, though I’m not so keen on squid. The three of us are all coping with my identity in our own ways. Cole’s been quiet, Lee’s cracking jokes, and I’m doing what I always do—building carefully constructed fortresses of distraction and denial.

That’s how I made it through the outbreak—I spent my days hacking Cartaxus, helping Novak’s rebel group, the Skies, distribute medical code to the survivors on the surface. The harder I worked, and the longer I locked myself away in the cabin’s basement lab, the less it hurt when I heard people detonating in the distance or had to choke down doses for immunity.

This week I’ve had no shortage of ways to occupy my time. Cole’s tech has needed constant attention while it’s regenerated. I’ve been training with Leoben and reading through the paper files that Cole and I brought from the cabin—barely sleeping, barely eating, barely letting myself think. I’m probably headed for a crash, but it’s working so far. I’ve managed to bend my thoughts away from what’s been hurting me the most.

I’ve barely thought about the green-eyed child with scars curling across her chest.

Jun Bei.

She is a shadow on the edge of my senses, a puzzle left unsolved. All week I’ve been waiting for more of my childhood memories to return, but they’re still blurry and scattered. I don’t know if that’s all I’ll ever remember, or if I’m just afraid of seeing more. My childhood feels like a black hole I’m locked in an orbit around—I can’t escape it, but if I drift too close, it could tear me apart. I might spend a lifetime recovering from what’s been done to me.

But right now I have to stay focused. I have too much work to do.

From what we’ve been able to tell, there haven’t been any attacks since Sunnyvale. No more orange panels, no more crowds of people turned into mindless killers by the toxic code that was added to the Hydra vaccine. Cartaxus has hidden the truth about what happened—they’re still sending out daily broadcasts from the joint satellite network they set up with the Skies. Every morning, Dax and Novak splash onto the jeeps’ dashboards, talking about the success of the vaccine, promising that we’re getting closer to a new, unified world. Everyone is still celebrating the end of the plague—there are parties raging in the bunkers and in every survivor camp on the surface.

None of them know that there’s a threat hidden inside their panels, and that the real enemy is still out there.

Dr. Lachlan Agatta. The world’s greatest gentech coder, and the man I once called Father.

Three years I loved him, waiting desperately for him to come home after Cartaxus took him from the cabin. I still carry his features on my face and his DNA inside my cells. From what he told me when I faced him at the lab, the patterns of his thoughts are carved into my very mind.

I don’t really know what that means yet, or why he chose to do it, but I know that Lachlan’s plan didn’t end with changing me. The daemon code he added to the vaccine gave him access to every panel on the planet, and his goal is far worse than turning crowds of people into monsters.

Lachlan’s work on Cole uncovered the link between genes and instincts, and it let Lachlan isolate the gene that controls the Wrath—the instinctive rage that lurks inside all of us, coded into our DNA. A single whiff of the sharp scent of the infected can be enough to trigger it, turning a crowd of people into mindless, bloodthirsty killers. Lachlan thinks he can use the vaccine to make humanity better. He wants to permanently recode everyone’s minds by forcibly erasing the Wrath from our DNA.

But we won’t let him. I know better than anyone how it feels to learn that your mind is not your own, and every minute since I found out the truth, I’ve been researching, planning, and learning to fight.

Because once we’re ready, we’re going to track Lachlan down.

And then we’re going to kill him.

I screw the cap back on the flask and toss it into the back of the jeep. There’s a creek a short walk from our camp, and I should go and wash this mud off me before I try to sleep. Not that I have anything clean to change into. We’re almost out of soap, food, and healing tech. We’ll need to get on the road again soon, but we still don’t know where Lachlan is. The best lead I have is the comm-link message Agnes sent me after the vaccine’s decryption saying that she’d tracked him to Nevada. I’ve tried contacting her every day since then, hoping to hear her voice or just find out if she’s okay, but I haven’t been able to get through.

I know we’ll find Lachlan, though. He told me he needs my help to finish his plan. He can use the vaccine to suppress or trigger instincts like he did with the crowd at Sunnyvale, but he still can’t alter them permanently. I’m the only person whose natural DNA can be recoded without killing them, and now he wants to use me to recode everyone else—to change their minds in the same way he changed mine. Going after him is dangerous, but as long as he’s alive, I’ll just be another pawn on his chessboard.

I have no choice but to face him, and I know he’ll give me a way to find him. He wants me to go to him. He thinks I’ll actually join him, though the thought is ridiculous.

We just have to make sure that when we’re hunting him down, we’re not walking into another trap.

“How’s your tech today?” Leoben asks, tugging off his dirty tank top. The brown, scarred skin on his chest gleams in the soft light from the pigeons.

I look down at my dirt-smeared arm. The backup node in my spine has unspooled into a brand-new panel—a blazing stripe of cobalt light that stretches from my elbow to my wrist. I spent the last three years believing that I had hypergenesis, an allergy to the nanites that run most gentech code. I survived the outbreak with six measly apps, but now I have thousands: reflex enhancers, built-in painkillers, even eyebrow management. I should be able to code without a screen or keyboard, and my VR chip is powerful enough to launch me into fully rendered virtual worlds.

But I still can’t get any of it to work.

My panel’s automated apps are running—my healing tech, sensory filters, even a standard aesthetic suite—but it won’t listen to me. There’s a net of four million nanoelectrodes coiled inside my skull to record the electrical impulses that flit through my brain, so I should be able to think about my comm-link and have it pop into my vision, but my panel still hasn’t learned the patterns of my thoughts. It can’t tell if I’m thinking comm or night vision. It was learning faster while I was injured, but now that I’m healed, the installation has slowed to a crawl. At the pace it’s going, it could be weeks until I have full control over my tech. . . .

Unless I find a way to speed up the installation again.

“It’s still not working properly,” I say, reaching into the back of the jeep, searching under the piles of clothes.

“I was thinking of deleting your healing tech,” Leoben says. “If we freak your panel out, it might speed up again.”

“I had a similar thought,” I say, sliding out a black handgun, “but my plan was a little more direct.”

Leoben’s eyes drop to the gun, narrowing. It’s a Cartaxus model—silencer screwed into the barrel, a hacked targeting chip wired into the stock. It’s loaded with custom ammo—hollow resin bullets filled with beads of healing tech that should cause superficial injuries.

At least, they should be superficial if my calculations are correct. I haven’t tested them yet.

Leoben just stares at me. “Are you serious?”

“It’s totally safe.”

He snorts, shaking his head. “Those sound like last words to me.”

He takes the gun and turns it in his hands, his eyes fixed on an empty space in the air beside it. His tech will be showing him data from the targeting chip. Muzzle velocity, recoil, impact simulations, all displayed in a virtual interface sketched into his vision. I’d be able to see it too if my panel was working, but when I try to focus on the gun, all I see is a burst of static. My tech has been like that all week—glitchy and strange, messing with my vision. I need to get it running again soon, though. We’ve been waiting here for Cole’s injuries to heal, but now he’s better, and I’m the one we’re waiting on. There’s no point in us going after Lachlan until my panel is running and I’m able to code.

Leoben checks the gun’s chamber. “What’s the plan?”

“Thigh,” I say, propping my leg up on the jeep’s tailgate. “Close range, more accurate that way.” I pull up the hem of my black leggings, pointing to a scarlet targeting glyph drawn on my skin. “I marked a site already—no arteries, no bone. Just muscle fibers and at least five days of recovery. That should be enough to kick my tech’s installation into emergency mode again.”

Leoben taps the gun’s barrel against his palm. “This seems risky, even for you.”

“Do you have a better idea?”

He tilts his head, considering. “Actually, yeah. I could shoot you in the hand.”

“What?” I step back, pulling my hands to my chest instinctively.

“It’s safer,” he says. “If this bullet fragments in your leg, it could nick an artery, but your hand will be fine. Those bones heal fast, and your tech will shut down a bleed like that in seconds. Come on, hold out your hand.”

I look down at my clenched fists, hesitating. This seemed a lot less reckless when I was planning on getting shot in the leg. An injury in my hand should still speed up my panel’s installation, but it feels more frightening, and definitely more painful. Leoben could change his mind any minute, though, and I don’t want to have to do this myself.

“Okay,” I say, holding out my left arm, the light of my panel washing over the creases in my palm as I unfurl my fingers. “Give me a five-second warn—”

Leoben pulls the trigger.

The shot through the silencer sounds like glass breaking, startling the pigeons in the trees above us. They erupt in frantic spirals of light, their cries filling the air like a hailstorm. I double over, clutching my hand to my chest. The pain hasn’t hit me yet, but I can feel it coming. Scarlet emergency messages scroll wildly across my vision. Blood pressure readings, injury monitors, calorie levels. My tech is kicking into gear, sending a jolt of adrenaline into my muscles, making my vision flicker as it draws in and out of focus. I suck in a breath through gritted teeth, then look down at my hand to survey the damage.

But there’s no wound.

Leoben throws his head back, laughing. “You should have seen your face!”

I look up, shaking. “What the hell, Lee?”

“There’s no way I was going to shoot you, squid.”

I lunge forward to punch him in the arm, but a crack echoes in the distance, and the air rushes from my lungs.

Leoben doesn’t react, but I stand frozen, listening to the sound as it echoes off the hills. Someone else might mistake it for a gunshot, but I’ve heard that sound so many times that it’s burned into my memory.

It was faint and muffled, mixed with the cries of the pigeons, but it sounded a lot like a Hydra cloud.

“What’s wrong?” Leoben asks.

“I thought I heard something. Didn’t you?”

“These birds are messing with my audio filters. What did you hear?”

“An explosion.”

Leoben’s smile fades. His eyes glaze, scanning the trees, and another crack sounds in the distance.

“I heard that one,” he breathes, and I turn and bolt into the trees.

My vision flashes as I race through the woods and up a muddy hill, my tech spinning up emergency filters automatically, trying to brighten the trail ahead of me. Leoben follows close behind, catching up as I reach a switchback, both of us heading for a lookout on the crest of the hill. I’ve run up this trail a dozen times searching the sky for Cartaxus copters, worried they’d found us, but never to look for a blower.

The vaccine is out. The virus is dead.

Nobody should be detonating anymore.

We burst together through a line of trees at the top of the hill and stumble out onto the edge of a cliff. The last rays of sunlight are disappearing over the horizon. From up here I can see the sawtooth silhouette of the three-peaked mountains in the distance, the infinite stretch of spruce forest to the south. I shove the loose hair back from my face, searching for a plume. The flock of pigeons forms a writhing, swirling blanket of light through the tufted canopy, but there’s no sign of a cloud.

My vision flickers, and I rub my eyes, willing my tech to switch back to standby, but it doesn’t respond. My panel is only listening to my adrenaline levels, not my thoughts. It still thinks I’m in danger.

And maybe I am.

If those explosions were blowers, the victims probably had the vaccine. I gave Cartaxus code to force it into every panel on the planet. There are a few survivors on the surface without panels in their arms, but the likelihood of two of them blowing near our camp is low. If those explosions were blowers, it could mean the vaccine isn’t working anymore.

But I don’t even want to think about that possibility.

“I can’t see anything,” I say, rubbing my eyes again. “I don’t know if it’s my tech or not. It still isn’t responding to me.”

Leoben steps to the edge of the cliff, scanning the horizon. He’ll be checking for heat signatures, anomalous air patterns. If there’s a cloud, his tech will find it. “Nothing,” he says. “That was a detonation, though. Seemed smaller than a blower. Could have been a bomb.”

“Why would two be going off right now?”

We turn to each other at the same time.

“Shit,” I breathe. “Cole.”

Leoben turns so fast, he’s barely more than a blur, bolting back through the trees and down the trail. I race after him, my heart kicking, fresh adrenaline alerts blinking in my vision. I couldn’t tell from the sound where those explosions were coming from—they could have been in a nearby camp, or they could have been at the lab. Cole could be hurt. The thought wrenches at something inside me, as real and painful as a wound.

I try to summon my comm-link to call Cole, but all I get is a burst of static. “Can you reach him?” I yell to Leoben.

“He’s gone dark,” he shouts back, racing into camp. “You drive to the meeting point!” He wrenches the tarpaulin away from his jeep, slamming the rear doors shut. “I’ll run the trail in case he’s there.”

“No,” I gasp, skidding down the last stretch of the hill. “I’ll run. My panel’s still freaking out. I won’t be able to control the jeep. You take it.”

Leoben’s brow furrows, but he nods, climbing into the driver’s seat. “He’ll be okay, squid. Be safe.”

“You too,” I say. He pulls the jeep across the clearing and down the muddy tire tracks that lead to the road that loops around the lab. There’s a meeting point we set up there.

Cole will have heard the blasts, and he’ll be waiting for us. He has to be.

I race across the crumpled tarpaulin, heading for a gap in the trees that marks the trail to our lookout. Leoben and Cole have been taking turns to hike to it every day and watch the lab in case Lachlan shows up. The trail drops sharply once it leaves camp, zigzagging down a rocky, tree-covered slope. I take the switchbacks fast, bolting through the trees, spotting a figure at the bottom of the hill.

A person, kneeling on the ground. Dark hair, black jacket.

“Cole!” I scream, racing for him. He’s on the ground. I should have brought a medkit. “Cole, are you okay?”

I skid to a stop as the figure stands and turns to me.

It isn’t Cole. It’s Jun Bei.



CHAPTER 2


THE FOREST SEEMS TO FALL silent, time slowing to a crawl. Jun Bei’s eyes lock on mine, and suddenly I can’t breathe. It’s her. Green eyes, black hair, her shoulders slender and hunched in a man’s black jacket that hangs halfway to her knees. She takes a step closer, and I stumble back, stunned by the intensity of her gaze. Her eyes are as keen and sharp as a razor’s gleaming edge. She looks past me, her brow creasing as she scans the trees. . . .

And suddenly she’s gone.

The spot in the clearing where she was standing is empty. I spin around, staring, but there’s no sign of her. No footsteps pressed into the grass, no tracks in the mud. Nothing but trees, grass, and mossy rocks stretching into the rain-drenched darkness of the forest.

“Holy shit,” I gasp, doubling over, bracing my hands on my knees. I feel more shaken than I did when I hit the ground during my training session with Leoben. That must have been a VR glitch. My ocular tech has been screwing up all week, but that was different. That wasn’t just a misfiring loop of night vision code or a broken filter. It was a three-dimensional person standing right in front of me. Every detail was perfect. Her hair was loose around her shoulders, her skin pale, a flush coloring her cheeks.

She looked so real.

I press the heels of my hands into my eyes until neon spots burn across my vision. A rush of broken memories is rolling back to me—the lab, the forest, the other children. Wires and scalpels, restraints and itchy gray blankets. I force the memories away, driving the fingernails of my left hand into my palm. I don’t care if it’s a trick that Lachlan taught me—all I care about is the pain that slices through the storm inside me, dragging back my self-control. Footsteps sound in the forest behind me, and I spin around, reaching for my gun as a figure pushes through the trees.

Black jacket, a backpack with a rifle strapped to its side. Sparkling ice-blue eyes meet mine, and the adrenaline coursing through me fades into relief.

“Cole,” I gasp, running to him. He opens his arms, confused as I launch myself at him, wrapping my arms around his neck.

“Hey,” he murmurs, swaying with my weight. “Are you okay?”

I just nod, tightening my grip on him. He’s spent the day on lookout duty in the woods, and he smells like earth and rain, but the hint I catch of his own unique scent is like a lighthouse in a storm. Home. We’ve barely talked for days, let alone touched. I’ve slept in Leoben’s jeep most nights to avoid disturbing Cole during his healing cycles, but now that feels like a mistake. Just holding him like this makes my racing thoughts slow.

He pulls away, looking down at me. “What are you doing here?”

“We heard the blasts. I thought you were hurt.”

“Oh, of course,” he says, his voice softening. “They were south of here, near that survivor camp. I thought they were fireworks from the celebrations.”

Fireworks. I let out a choked laugh. “I can’t believe we didn’t think of that. We were coming to save you.”

“Well,” he says, stepping back to look me up and down, taking in my bruised arms, the space at my side where my holster should be, “it sure looks like you’re prepared.”

I roll my eyes, swatting his arm. He grins, driving a hand back through his dark, tousled hair. It’s long enough to fall into his eyes, its rapid growth propelled by the tech that’s been regenerating his cells. He’s spent most of the week in a series of tech comas recovering from the injuries he took in the explosion in the lab, and he’s only just starting to regain the weight he’s lost, but his eyes look exactly the same. The color of the sky on a clear midsummer day. Just looking at them now, I feel a tug in my chest.

“You sure you’re okay?” he asks.

I glance back at the spot where I saw the VR glitch of Jun Bei. I want to be honest with Cole, but I’m still reeling. I don’t even know what I saw, let alone how I feel about it.

“I’m fine,” I force myself to say. “Lee’s probably worried. He drove to the meeting point.”

Cole nods, his eyes glazing. “I’ll comm him. I picked up a new signal coming from the lab tonight, but I don’t know what it was. Lee’s better with that stuff. I’ll tell him to check it out.”

From what we’ve been able to tell, the Cartaxus troops at the lab have been clearing out its equipment to study it. They sent off the broken pieces of the genkit I blew up, as well as the body of the puppet I thought was Lachlan. We’ve been hiding from them, but they’re not really our enemy. We all want to stop Lachlan, and there’s a chance we’ll need to work together to do it. Lee and I even talked about turning ourselves in one night when Cole’s tech was struggling, but we don’t know how they’ll respond if they find out who I am, or that Lachlan needs me for his plan. They might lock me up and never let me go.

Or maybe they’ll just kill me. It would be the most logical way to stop Lachlan.

“Lee says he’ll check it out,” Cole says.

“Should we go too?” I ask. “If there’s a new signal at the lab—”

“It’s fine,” he says, blinking out of his session. “I think it was just the AC.”

I frown. “Then why did you tell Lee to check it out?”

Cole grins, pushing the hair back from my face. “I figured we could have some time alone.”

Heat prickles at my cheeks. “Cole, we have so much to do.”

He leans in, pressing a kiss to the side of my neck. “Like what?”

I push him away, smiling. “Like reading through Lachlan’s files, making a checklist of supplies we need to go after him. You know, saving the world.”

His eyes travel down to my lips. “The world can wait.”

I open my mouth to argue but pull him to me instead.

It isn’t a perfect kiss. We’re just two people in tired bodies with a million things we should be thinking about instead of this. I have so much to do, and so much confusion hovering in the back of my mind, but the feeling of Cole’s lips on mine washes it all away. My shoulders drop, my breathing hitching as his hand slides to my waist. He tilts me backward, deepening the kiss, and I clutch a fistful of his dark, curled locks to pull him closer, dragging a growl from low in his throat. He drops his backpack to the ground and walks me up against a tree until my shoulder blades hit the bark.

“I’ve been going crazy being so close to you,” he whispers, his mouth moving to my neck. He drops his hands to my thighs, lifting me in one smooth motion, pushing me against the tree. Heat coils through me, my legs wrapping instinctively around him as he presses his weight into me. “I want to take you away when this is over. I don’t want to be disturbed for about a month.”

“Oh yeah?” I ask, grinning as his lips move down my throat. “Where are you going to take me?”

“A beach,” he says without hesitating. His lips pause on the hollow in my throat. “Somewhere far away and warm. I’ve been thinking about Australia.”

I shy away as his mouth moves back up the other side of my neck, his stubble tickling my skin. “You seem to have given this some thought.”

“I have,” he breathes, kissing the corner of my jaw. “I can already see it. A little place, just the two of us. We can disappear. There’ll be plenty of people doing it once they open the bunkers. It won’t be hard to blend in with them.”

I look down at him. “Is that what you want to do after this? Disappear?”

He leans back to look up at me. “Of course. I don’t want to work for Cartaxus anymore, not now that I’ve found you.”

“Yeah, I know,” I say, unwrapping my legs from his waist. He lowers me to the ground, his cheeks flushed. “But that doesn’t mean we have to hide.”

A crease forms between his brows. “They’ll want us, Cat. We’re valuable whether or not there’s a virus to fight. I’m not going to let them turn me into an experiment again.”

“No, of course not . . . ,” I murmur, trailing off. I hadn’t really thought about it like that. I hadn’t thought about anything beyond stopping Lachlan. But Cole is right—of course Cartaxus will want us. My natural DNA can change. My body, my cells, even my mind can be altered in a way that’s unique to me. Gentech code is like a mask—it can change the way your DNA works, but it can’t change who you really are underneath, and that means it’s limited. There’s only so much that a mask can do to change your appearance. The ability to change your underlying, natural DNA would revolutionize gentech completely.

And that ability is hidden inside my cells. Of course Cartaxus will want to study me. I’ll have to spend every moment of my life hiding, running, and being afraid of them.

But I never imagined a life like that.

“I’m sorry,” Cole says. “I shouldn’t have said that.”

I scratch my neck. “No, you’re right. We’ll have to hide. We’ll never be free.”

He reaches for my cheek. “We’ll build a life, I promise. Where do you want to go when this is over?”

“I . . . I don’t even know. I guess I’d like a lab. I want to keep coding.”

Even though the last three years of my life were based on a lie, they still hold some of my favorite memories—working together with Lachlan and Dax in the cabin. Collaborating, talking about code. I always thought I’d find that again one day after the outbreak.

But if Cole and I are going to disappear, I won’t be looking for new coding partners. I might never have that kind of life again. The thought tugs at me, low and deep and surprisingly painful.

“We’ll get you a lab,” Cole says.

I nod, chewing my thumbnail, but my eyes drift past Cole’s shoulder to the clearing, and the air freezes.

A metal structure is jutting from the trees. I don’t know how I could have missed it before. It looks like a pylon used to transport electricity. Twenty feet tall, constructed with steel and rivets. Something about its shape flickers in my memory, and it hits me.

I didn’t see the pylon before because it wasn’t there.

It’s another glitch from my VR chip.

“What’s wrong?” Cole asks. His eyes glaze, following mine, and he stiffens as he looks toward the pylon.

“Wait, you’re seeing this too?” I ask.

He shoots me a cautious look. “It’s a public feed from your panel. What is this?”

“I don’t know. I think my tech is glitching. It just did this a minute ago too.”

I try to summon my panel’s menu, but my vision just flickers. The pylon is still standing, an electric hum rising in the air. I know it isn’t real, but that doesn’t stop the jolt of fear that runs through me when a pale figure appears at my side.

I turn around, bracing myself, but I already know who I’ll see.

Jun Bei is back, standing in the middle of the clearing, a gust of wind ruffling her long black hair. She’s wearing the same oversize jacket over a white hospital gown, her feet in scuffed black boots. There’s a stray eyelash on her cheek, a fine dusting of dark hairs on her legs. The jacket’s sleeve slips back as she lifts her hand to push a lock of hair from her face, and the cobalt glow of her panel lights up the curve of her jaw.

She looks so alive.

Cole is frozen beside me, his eyes wide. Jun Bei is shivering, her hands clutching the jacket tight around her shoulders. Flecks of white drift across her face, settling on her glossy hair. Snow. It swirls through the air, spreading as I watch until it’s falling around us, too. A dusting stretches across the clearing, and Jun Bei shivers, dragging the back of her hand across her nose, then scrunches up her face and lets out a high-pitched sneeze.

My heart clenches. She’s just a kid.

She must be fourteen, maybe fifteen. Frightened and alone. She suddenly looks so fragile. There are red scars curling up from the neck of her gown, a bandage wrapped around her wrist.

Lachlan did that to her. He hurt her. He cut her open.

What kind of a monster could do that to a child?

“Why are you showing me this?” Cole asks, his voice wavering. The expression on his face is like an open wound.

“I . . . I’m not,” I say. “I don’t know what’s happening.”

Jun Bei crosses her arms over her chest, huddling in the jacket. She lifts her head to scan the trees behind us, and I turn, following her eyes. Something is moving in the forest, back toward the trail. Shadows flicker in the branches, footsteps carrying on the wind. A gust of snow swirls through the trees, clearing to reveal a troop of guards marching through the forest, dressed in black Cartaxus uniforms. Cole reaches for my hand as a figure strides through the trees behind them.

Lachlan.

The light is dim, but I still recognize him instantly. His eyes, his chin, the sweep of his hair. The same features that are etched into my bones and my DNA. My breath catches as he steps into view. This is the man who took my life from me—he fed me lies, changed my face, and ripped my identity into jagged pieces. We’ve been talking about killing him all week, and I thought that seeing him would have me itching for a gun. I thought the first thing I’d feel would be rage.

But it isn’t as simple as that.

Lachlan scans the clearing, his gray eyes sharp, his left hand twitching as he sees Jun Bei. It’s a nervous tic I recognize from our time in the cabin. He only ever did it when he was upset, and seeing it now tugs at something inside me. I’m angry, but there’s a low, deep ache spreading through me too.

Lachlan hasn’t just taken away my identity.

He’s taken away the father I loved.

“It’s okay—he isn’t real,” Cole says, pulling me against him. His body is like rock, his eyes blazing as Lachlan walks past us.

All Cole is feeling right now is fury—I can sense it rolling from him, humming in the air. I know he wants to kill him. There’s nothing that could hold him back if Lachlan were really here. That’s the natural, reasonable reaction, and I thought I’d feel it too, but it’s only been a week since I called this man my father. I spent three years loving him, idolizing him, proud of the resemblance I bore to the great Dr. Lachlan Agatta. I know he’s a threat, and I hate him for what he’s done to me.

But I don’t know if I can kill him.

“Running again?” Lachlan asks, marching through the grass. The guards fan out in a semicircle behind him, rifles gripped in their hands.

I don’t understand why Jun Bei isn’t running, but suddenly slender cords of what looks like smoke puff from the metal pylon, billowing out in brilliant blue jets, crackling with electricity. Triphase. Clouds of magnetically controlled nanites, designed to chew biological matter into ash. It’s the same weapon Novak used to force us to go to Sunnyvale, but I’ve never seen a version that looks quite like this. The glowing ropes flow out from the pylon, stretching through the trees, linking to more pylons that blink into view as my eyes move across the forest. They form a continuous, wavering river of light.

It’s a fence. This is the barrier they kept around the lab to stop us from running away.

Jun Bei is standing with her back to it, several feet away, flyaway hairs rising in a halo around her head in the electrically charged air. The guards and Lachlan stop beside us, watching her, and Cole’s grip tightens on me.

“Tell them to turn off the fence,” Lachlan says to one of the guards. A beat of silence passes, and the flowing ropes of smoke die away. The ground beneath them is left scorched and smoking, a line of black cut through the snow. Jun Bei turns to stare across the perimeter, but she doesn’t run.

“Come back,” Lachlan says. “You have nowhere to go.”

“I’ll figure it out,” she murmurs.

“No, you won’t,” he says. “There are people out there who would do terrible things to gain control of your gifts. You’ll be a prisoner anywhere you go. I know you don’t really want to run, or you’d already be gone. You’re safer in here.”

She lets out a soft, bitter laugh, turning back toward Lachlan. Her hand lifts to tug down the collar of her hospital gown, revealing a mess of red and purple scars. “You think I’m safe here?”

“Our work is important, darling,” Lachlan says. “I know you understand that.”

She shakes her head. “You don’t know anything about me.” Her voice trembles, her glossy hair slipping across her forehead. “You don’t know me. None of you do. Nobody knows me.”

“Jun Bei—” Lachlan starts, his voice growing thick, but she lifts up a hand.

“You’re right about one thing,” she says. “I don’t want to run. I came out here tonight because I wanted you to watch this.”

Her eyes glaze, and the glowing ropes rush back into place behind her. I stare, confused, as she blinks out of her session. It seemed like she turned the fence on again, but that wouldn’t make any sense. Surely she’s trying to get away. She must have a plan, a weapon. Some way to fight past these guards. But instead, she balls her hands into fists and turns to the rippling cords of light. Cole’s grip tightens on me, and it hits me with a low, sickening thud.

She didn’t come out here to escape. She came out here to die.

“Stop her!” Lachlan roars, and the guards surge forward, but Jun Bei is already running.

Her eyes are scrunched shut, her black hair streaming out behind her. She’s fast, but she’s small, and the guards are on her in moments. Gloved hands stretch for her arms, for her hair, yanking her off her feet.

“Let me go!” she screams, writhing in their grip. She sends a kick into the side of a guard’s helmet, an elbow to another’s throat, but there are too many of them. One stumbles and topples into the fence, half his torso disintegrating into a wafting pile of ash. The others wrestle Jun Bei to the ground, dragging her away from the rippling blue fence, and she lets out a strangled cry of rage.

“Sedate her!” Lachlan shouts. “Hurry!” The guards tighten their grip on her, one of them sliding a vial from his pocket.

But she stops fighting suddenly.

Her eyes glaze. Her lips move silently, as though she’s coding, and the hair on the back of my neck rises. I don’t know what she’s doing, but I can feel something—a shadow descending across my memory. Something cold and violent. Something profound.

Jun Bei stares into Lachlan’s eyes, whispering a command, and the soldiers fall to the ground.



CHAPTER 3


I SCRUNCH MY EYES SHUT, my hands pressed to my face. Memories slam into me like meteors to earth. The fence. The guards. The attack on their panels. The footage of Jun Bei is gone, but the images are still racing through my mind.

Cole’s arms lock around me as my legs buckle, a wash of silver rising in my vision. “Look at me,” he urges. “Look at my eyes. I’m here. I’m real.”

I clutch his shirt, trying to drag in a breath, but my lungs won’t respond. I’ve been trying all week to keep my past locked away, but seeing Jun Bei like this has shattered something inside me. A door to my childhood unlocked, a barricade forced open. My chest shudders, images of scalpels and wires racing through my mind like a flock of panicked birds.

“It’s not real.” Cole’s voice is shaking. He takes my face in his hands, pressing his forehead to mine. “Cat, please. Come back to me.”

I blink through the mess of silver in my vision to look up at him, the sound of my name on his lips like a beacon in a storm. His ice-blue eyes are locked on mine, and somehow I’m able to breathe as long as I’m looking into them. The hurricane of memories subsides, my focus clearing. I look back at the grass where I saw Jun Bei, shaking, and a single thought arises:

That wasn’t me.

The thought sends a flare of horror through me. The girl I just saw in the clearing didn’t look like another version of me—she looked like a completely different person. I could see it in the expressions on her face, in her stance, the pursing of her lips. I thought I was keeping my past at a distance out of fear of the pain in my memories, but now I’m not so sure.

Maybe what I’ve been frightened of is the thought that my memories aren’t really mine at all.

“I’m not . . . her,” I whisper, looking up at Cole. I know he sees it too—the truth I’ve been telling myself that I didn’t need to face. I thought I could put my past aside to focus on stopping Lachlan, but it was madness to think I could keep ignoring this. Lachlan told me that he gave me his mind—he overwrote my brain with his—but I haven’t really let myself believe it.

I can feel it now, though—a divide rising inside me.

A wall between her past and my present.

“I know you’re not her,” Cole whispers. His hand trembles as it slides to the back of my head, pulling me against him. “You’re your own person, Cat. You need to hold on to that. You have to keep sight of who you are.”

I close my eyes, pressing my face into his shoulder. My breathing is still fast and shallow, my pulse racing. Seeing that clip must have been as hard for Cole as it was for me, and I don’t know how he’s holding himself together. He’s giving me his strength right now, letting me lean against him, and it’s the only reason that I’m still on my feet.

“Come on,” he says, pulling away, his grip tight on my arms. He shoots a glance at the dark patch of grass where the guards pulled Jun Bei down. “Let’s go down to the creek and get you cleaned off. Staying here isn’t going to help either of us.”

He slings his backpack over his shoulder but keeps one hand on my arm, the feeling of his skin against mine steadying me somehow. I let him guide me away from the clearing, his presence quiet and tense beside me as we walk through the trees.

“Not what you had in mind for our time alone together, huh?” I ask.

He lets out a breath of laughter. “Not really, no.”

We cut down a hill toward the creek. The water winding through mossy boulders, splashing down into a clear knee-deep pool. Cole’s shoulders loosen as we get closer, and he drops his pack near the edge of the water, then shrugs his jacket off and folds it neatly, laying it on the rocky shore. He’s wearing a tank top underneath, the white Cartaxus antlers emblazoned on his chest, scars peeking from the collar. His leylines cut across his skin, black and matte, curving up from his panel and branching into the outer corners of his eyes.

“I should have warned you about clips like that,” he says. “That’s not the only one you’re going to find once your panel is finished installing.”

I kneel at the creek’s edge and dip my hands into the water, splashing it over the mud on my arms. “What was that?”

Cole tugs up the knees of his cargo pants, dropping to his haunches on the rocks beside me. “It was a VR clip re-created from ocular footage. We all made them to store moments we didn’t want to lose. Sometimes Lachlan would wipe our memories—we’d come back from days of experiments and not know what had happened for the last few weeks.”

I pause, looking up at him. “That’s terrible.”

He lifts a handful of water from the creek, splashing it over his face. “Sometimes memories aren’t worth the pain they hold,” he says simply. “Anything that was important, we stored in VR and encrypted it.”

“So you have VR files like that too?” I ask.

He shakes his head, lifting a handful of water from the creek, splashing it over his face. “Not from back then, not anymore. When I joined the black-out program, they wiped my panel. Same with Lee’s and Anna’s.”

He means Anna Sinclair. The blond-haired girl whose file I have in my backpack, whose face I’ve seen in countless memories from our childhood in the lab. “They took your files from you? Everything?”

“I gave it up,” he says, dropping his eyes to the water.

It suddenly hits me. “So you haven’t seen Jun Bei like that for . . . years?”

He shakes his head, smiling bitterly. “I haven’t seen her since that night. That was when she escaped. I joined the black-out program just a couple of months after that.”

I rock back on my heels, my mind rolling back to the footage of Jun Bei—the desperation in her eyes. The way the guards fell to the ground. I dip my hands back into the water and splash it over my face, scrubbing the mud off my skin. “She killed those guards, didn’t she?” I ask.

A shadow passes over Cole’s face. “Yeah, she did.”

I blow out a breath, closing my eyes. When Cole told me that Jun Bei had killed fourteen people when she escaped from the lab, I assumed she must have shot them.

But it seemed like she’d killed them with her mind.

I saw it in the footage—her lips were moving. She was coding. It looked like she launched a wireless attack at their panels and somehow kicked off a piece of code that killed them instantly. That kind of code is supposed to be impossible, but clearly it isn’t.

Jun Bei must have written a scythe.

The two genehacker holy grails that have never been cracked, or at least I thought they hadn’t, are scythes and ambrosia—apps to kill people, and apps to keep them from dying. The other big puzzles—cancer, aging, dementia—all have promising work being done in hundreds of labs and genehacker camps around the world.

People don’t do much testing when it comes to death, though. I’ve heard rumors of other scythes before but never believed them. There are more layers of security around gentech’s biological controls than there are for nuclear weapons. There’s a whole universe of firewalls built into every panel to stop lethal code like that from running.

But Jun Bei must have figured out a way to do it when she was just a kid. I just watched her kill fourteen people with what looked like a single command.

Cole reaches for his backpack and tugs a canteen from the side, dipping it into the creek to fill it. “I didn’t know she was that close to breaking. I thought she’d planned to escape, but it didn’t seem like that in the footage. She must have panicked and run after she killed those soldiers. She didn’t even have a bag. It was freezing. I don’t know how she got away.”

I lift my hands from the water, remembering the snow on the ground in the clip. “So it was winter when she escaped.”

“December,” Cole says, lifting the canteen from the creek.

“Right,” I murmur, my mind turning over. I’ve managed to piece together a rough time line of my past starting when Lachlan changed me. It matches up with the records of when he quit Cartaxus, but it starts in the middle of July. My memories get foggy then—I remember fighting him, struggling, but every flash I’ve seen from that time was lit with a bright midsummer sun.

Jun Bei left the lab in winter, but the next thing I remember is half a year later.

I’m missing six months of my life.

“How old am I?” I whisper.

“Eighteen,” Cole says. “Same as all of us. You know that.”

I sway, standing from the creek, nausea rolling through me. “No, I thought I was seventeen. The dates don’t match up. I’m missing six months. I don’t know what happened between Jun Bei leaving the lab and ending up in the cabin.”

Cole’s eyes narrow. “Are you sure?”

My hands tremble. “There’s nothing in my memories. I have no idea where I was.”

“Hey,” he says, reaching for me, but my vision flashes suddenly and I stumble back on the rocks. He catches my shoulder, his eyes flying wide. “Cat, are you okay?” His face blurs in and out of focus, and his name appears beside his head, a comm icon blinking in green below it.

“Shit,” I breathe, gasping in relief. I thought I was going to see another VR clip of Jun Bei. This is what I’ve been waiting for, though—it looks like my tech is finally working. I try summoning my panel’s menu, and it flashes cleanly across my vision, folders and files spinning out in a curved wall, hovering in the air.

“What’s wrong?” Cole asks.

“Nothing’s wrong. My panel is working.” I let my eyes glaze, scrolling through the files. There are photographs, videos, and hundreds of snippets of text I recognize as gentech code, labeled and dated, stretching back for years. Half of them are password protected. Breakable, but time consuming. But they’re there.

Every file that Jun Bei ever wrote is stored inside my arm.

Cole starts to reply, then stops suddenly, staring at the trees behind me. I turn, following his eyes. The forest stretches out behind us, the pigeons soaring above it, but it’s not dark anymore. A light is cutting through the canopy, sweeping across the trees, and a low thud starts up in the distance, cutting through the cacophony of the pigeons.

It’s a Comox. Cartaxus has found us.

Cole’s eyes flash to black. His protective protocol isn’t running anymore, but he can still invoke it when he wants to. He grabs his rifle and his backpack. “Head for the road,” he says. “Lee’s coming to get us.”

He breaks into a run, and I race to follow him, heading for the dirt road that cuts around the lab. The trees on the edges of my vision blur. A week ago I never could have run this fast, but my legs are stronger now. Tech-enhanced, with oxygen-heavy nanites swimming in my bloodstream. We race through a grove of pines and burst out onto the road, skidding to a stop as Leoben’s jeep barrels toward us, its engine whining. I run for it, but the Comox swoops closer, and Leoben flies out of the jeep.

“What are you doing?” I ask. “We need to go!”

“They’re already onto us,” he says. “It looks worse if we run. It’s only the one copter. It might just be a routine patrol.”

“They’re not answering my hails,” Cole says. “They’re running dark. There’s something wrong here.”

“Well, we’re outgunned,” Leoben says. “Let’s play this out, okay? I have the jeep’s weapons locked on it. We can handle them if they land.”

The Comox quadcopter roars over the road, its rotors sending down a gust of wind. I can see the sheen of its windshield, the Cartaxus antlers slashed in white on its belly. Its spotlights sweep across the jeep, then swing over us and intersect in a blinding circle of light. I throw my hands over my eyes, stumbling into Cole.

“Stay calm,” he yells. “They might just want to talk—”

He’s cut off as an arc of blazing light shoots from the Comox’s belly, and Leoben’s jeep explodes.



CHAPTER 4


THE EXPLOSION KNOCKS ME OFF my feet, but I don’t hit the ground. Cole’s arms lock around me, shielding me, clutching me to his chest. The blast sends a burst of light and pressure slamming into us, turning the night to day as a roar rips through the air. My ears whine, a wall of heat billowing over us, thick with the choking scent of smoke and burned plastic. Cole shudders, his arms tightening on me for a second before he goes limp.

“Cole!” I scream, rolling him off me. Arcs of flaming shrapnel hurtle through the darkness, tracing orange streaks across the starlight of the pigeons. A hunk of twisted metal lands with a crack beside Cole’s head. “Get up, come on!”

He groans, pushing himself up unsteadily, but it’s already too late.

The Comox is tilting, swinging around to circle back to us. Cole’s eyes are midnight black, and he’s swaying on his knees. I can’t tell in this light if he’s wounded or not. His back still hasn’t healed completely from when I blew up the genkits in the lab, and there’s only so much damage his body can take. If he took a chunk of shrapnel in his back, his tech might be too overwhelmed to heal him right now.

“Lee, I need you!” I yell, my voice ragged. He’s nowhere in sight. The Comox lurches back toward us, its rotors roaring. “Come on, Cole. You have to get up.” I slide myself under his arm, and he staggers to his feet, but we only make it a few steps across the muddy road before the Comox starts to drop. Its spotlights lock onto us, and the hurricane of its descent sends a wall of black smoke rolling out from the jeep.

“Lee!” I scream, doubled over, choking. Cole stumbles and falls to his knees, almost taking me down with him. I try to lift him back up, but it’s no use.

“Run,” he gasps.

“No! We can make it.”

But I don’t know if that’s true. The Comox is close, and there’s no sign of Lee. Cole can’t run, and I can’t take enough of his weight to carry him. But I’m not leaving him behind. We promised that nothing would tear us apart again. Not Lachlan, and not Cartaxus.

We’ve just found each other. I can’t lose him.

“I’m not leaving you.” I drop to my knees in the mud beside him and take his hands in mine. “We’re together now. Whatever happens.” His eyes are black and glassy, his brow furrowed, but I know he can hear me.

The Comox jolts, touching down, when a shadow appears at my side.

“I’ll take him.” It’s Leoben. I choke out a cry of relief. A ball of orange flames bursts from the jeep, lighting up the dark streaks of blood on his face. He loops an arm around Cole’s side and heaves him up. “Trees, now!” he urges, breaking into a run for the forest.

I stagger after him, hope leaping inside me. With Leoben’s help, we might just make it out of here. A voice shouts at us from the Comox, but the words are lost in the roar of the rotors. We race across the road and down a muddy path into the trees. I stumble through the grass behind Leoben and Cole, my eyes watering from the smoke, dragging my tank top over my mouth to keep from coughing. The Comox rises again, turning to chase after us.

“This way,” Leoben yells, charging uphill, hauling Cole with him. The forest is dark, the ground thick with ferns and bushes that tear at my leggings as I run. The pigeons are flying in circles, panicked by the explosion, their glowing feathers painting a whirlwind of light that we can use as cover. Between the birds and the canopy, there’ll be too much interference for the Comox’s systems to track us. Even the smartest targeting algorithms can’t see past millions of glowing birds in the middle of the night.

“I pinged Cole’s jeep, but I don’t know if it can get to us through these trees,” Leoben says, then pauses, looking up. The Comox is soaring above us, sending wind whistling through the branches, but its spotlights are sweeping wildly, passing over us. They can’t see us through the flock. “They should turn back soon,” Leoben yells, but he freezes as a metallic noise starts up from above us, like the sound of a gun being cocked.

“Cover!” he shouts, hauling Cole behind a tree as a hail of bullets rains down on us.

I scramble into cover, throwing my arms over my head instinctively. Clouds of glowing feathers puff around me, the pigeons dropping like stones. The flock scatters, screeching furiously, another wave of bullets whistling through the air.

No, not bullets. Tranquilizer darts.

They slam into the ground around me, releasing sprays of yellow serum. Cartaxus doesn’t want us dead—they want us captured. Tortured and interrogated. An image flashes into my mind of restraints on an operating chair under blinding white lights. I push away from the tree, racing after Leoben and Cole when something smacks into my leg.

“Shit,” I gasp, staggering to a stop. A dart is jutting from my calf. I bend down and yank it out, hissing. Yellow liquid bubbles from the tip, tinged with scarlet. A blood pressure warning flashes in the bottom of my vision.

“Come on!” Leoben yells.

“I’m hit!” I shout, limping after him.

He reaches back with his free hand to grab my waist and drag me forward as more darts slam down behind us. I lean my weight into Leoben, limping as fast as I can, my vision blurring as we veer through the trees. The cloud of pigeons parts before us, the air echoing with their cries. We stagger down a hill toward a valley with a creek winding through its center, and the Comox’s rotors grow fainter. We’re not moving fast, but it looks like Leoben’s plan has worked. They must have lost us in the flock.

We stumble to the bottom of the hill. The creek is only ankle-deep here, wide and rocky. Leoben sucks in a breath, scanning the trees. I don’t know how he’s managing to carry us both like this. “We can’t stop here,” he says.

“But they’re pulling back.” I look over at Cole. His eyes are still black and half-closed, his face shiny with sweat. He looks like he’s getting worse. “We need to stabilize Cole.”

Leoben shakes his head. “If there are troops in that Comox, they’re going to storm these woods. We have to keep moving. Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” I say. My left leg is tingling and heavy, and I can feel the sedative working through my body, but I can still run with Leoben pulling me forward. We splash through the creek, the icy water jolting the nerves in my foot back to life. “Where are we going?”

“As deep into this flock as we can get—” Leoben freezes again, lifting his head as a crashing sound echoes through the valley. The pigeons’ cries pitch higher, a copse of trees shaking in the distance. It doesn’t sound like the Comox, and it’s definitely not troops. Leoben’s eyes narrow, then he grins as Cole’s jeep hurtles along the creek, bouncing over the rocks to follow the water’s path.

“Holy shit,” I breathe. “You’re amazing, Lee.”

“Oh, I’m aware,” he mutters. “I can’t believe they blew up my goddamn jeep.”

Cole’s jeep splashes out of the water, its autodriver pulling it to a stop beside us, the rear doors flying open. Leoben heaves Cole inside and reaches out for me, grasping my upper arms to lift me into the back. It’s cleaner than Leoben’s was—the clothes are packed away, and there are no piles of trash, but it’s still cramped, with our backpacks, blankets, and a few boxes of files we pulled out of the lab.

“There’s an antidote for that dart in the medkit,” Leoben says. “Shouldn’t take long to kick in.” He grabs Cole’s shoulders, turning him so he’s lying on his side.

“Won’t they follow us?” I ask, crawling over Cole to get my backpack. The tingling in my left leg has dropped into numbness, stretching up the side of my back.

Leoben shakes his head, clambering between the seats to climb into the front. “If they’re smart, they’ll give us some clearance now that we’re in the jeep. It’s too dangerous for a single copter to chase us. We could have a rocket launcher or be leading them into a trap. They’ll land and call for backup and bring in drones instead. I doubt they’ll spot us through these pigeons, but they might set up checkpoints on the roads. Let’s get moving and see if we can beat them.”

He presses his hand to the dash, and the jeep’s windows darken, its rear doors swinging shut behind me. We reverse through the creek and spin around, heading back uphill. I rip open my backpack and yank out a medkit with shaking hands. It has a row of vials strapped into one side, each marked with Cartaxus glyphs. They meant nothing to me before my panel started working, but now I can see white text hovering beside them, sketched into my vision by my VR chip. Muscle relaxant, emergency blood thinner. I slide out a vial marked TRANQUILIZER ANTIDOTE and press the needle-tipped cap to the side of my neck.

It only takes a second before I feel it burn through me, hot and sharp, countering the rising tide of numbness.

“Do you know where he’s hurt?” Leoben asks, looking back at Cole.

“Not yet.” I drop the empty vial and turn to Cole. His eyes are closed, his breathing shallow, his face pale and dotted with sweat. “Have you seen him like this before?”

Leoben nods. “A few times. Some of our black-out code is experimental stuff—it doesn’t play nicely with the rest of our tech. If we push it too far, it can glitch out and crash us. You’d better give him some healing tech, quick. He’s not looking so good.”

“Okay,” I murmur, searching through my backpack again, sliding out the box of healing tech syringes. It hisses open with a puff of cold air. Only three left. Healing tech works best when it’s injected right into a wound, so I need to find where Cole is hurt before I can give him one.

“Cole, can you hear me?” I lean over him, scanning his back. I set the syringes on the floor and run my hands over his body, searching for swelling or a hint of shrapnel. The skin on his back is still silver-tinged and strangely firm from the nanomesh that grew through it when he was injured in the explosion in the lab, but it doesn’t seem to have been wounded again. I grab his face in my hands, trying not to focus on how weak he looks. “Cole, I need you to tell me where you got hit.”

He just shakes his head. We pull onto a gravel road, and he groans with the movement, his face paling. Every bounce of the jeep’s wheels makes his eyelids flutter, and I still can’t see where he’s hurt. I roll him onto his stomach, running my hand along his side, searching for a wound, and pause.

A piece of metal is jutting from his ribs.

“Shit,” I breathe.

“What?” Leoben calls back, swerving us around a corner. I grab the side of the jeep for balance, yanking my backpack open for the little genkit I’ve been using, but it’s not there. It was in Leoben’s jeep.

Which is now in a hundred pieces.

“Shit,” I say again.

“Getting worried here, squid.”

“He’s got a puncture wound,” I say. “I don’t know how big it is inside, and I don’t have a genkit.” Without a genkit, all I can really do is turn on and off the apps that are already on Cole’s panel. I can’t install anything new or send an emergency stream of custom-coded nanites into his body to heal him. Panels are made to interact with each other, but they aren’t designed to update and override other panels. They aren’t even made for coding—panels don’t have the ability to compile and check gentech code or optimize it for a person’s unique DNA. That’s what genkits are for.

Leoben pulls us over the crest of a hill and back onto the road. “You got healing tech?”

“Yeah, but it won’t work properly if he’s got a piece of metal inside him.”

Leoben’s eyes meet mine in the rearview. “Can you pull it out?”

“I don’t want to make it worse.”

“Field medics yank, then jab,” he says. “Healing tech’ll get him back on his feet.”

I nod, doubt prickling inside me. It’s true that healing tech can handle most wounds, but that doesn’t mean people are indestructible. There’s code to oxygenate your blood in case your heart stops, and triage code to run repairs on the body’s vital organs, but if your brain activity cuts out—if that spark of life dims, even for a moment—then no amount of tech is guaranteed to bring it back. Your body could heal, your heart could even beat again, but you’d never wake up.

I press my fingers to the wound in Cole’s ribs. His vitals are low, his tech is still regenerating, and I don’t know how much energy his panel has left. He spent the day on lookout in the rain, so he’ll be hungry and exhausted. Yanking out this shrapnel will heal him faster, but it just might kill him too.

“Hurry, squid,” Leoben urges me, swinging the jeep through a grove of trees.

Cole lets out a wet cough, a tremor passing through him. His eyelids flutter open. “What . . . what are you doing?”
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