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For you, my readers—

Thank you for sharing this journey with me






CHAPTER 1 JUN BEI


IT’S MIDDAY, AND THE DESERT air is shimmering with heat, the streets painted black with the bodies of dead passenger pigeons. A week ago these birds flew thick enough to block out the sun, but now only a few remain, circling over Entropia’s mountain city. Their mournful cries echo in the air, a carpet of fallen feathers whipping into twisting clouds when the wind whistles through the hills. This city once glowed with life, dreams, and possibilities, but now it’s an empty, desolate monument to the dead.

I step away from the window and pace across the cluttered floor of the shared laboratory I’m staying in. Coders are sprawled on couches and armchairs all around me, working silently. You’d think that after Cartaxus attacked Entropia, its people would be focused on revenge, but most of the conversations I’ve overheard have been about plants, algae, and ways to turn dead pigeons into fertilizer.

Sometimes I love this city, and sometimes I want to burn it down.

“Are you sure you’re ready, Jun Bei?” Rhine asks. The sunlight catches the glossy plates of her armored skin. She has a tablet in her hands that’s linked up to my panel. There aren’t many people I’d let access my tech, but I trust Rhine. She’s been helping me ever since she heard about the Origin code. Anyone who chooses to cover their skin with razor-resistant armor is clearly interested in immortality.

“We’ll try for the whole thing,” I say, touching my cheek, tilting my head back and forth.

Rhine taps the tablet’s screen. “Do you want to sit down? We could use the back room.”

I shake my head. “It’s fine. Hopefully, the code is right this time.”

I pace back to the window, chewing my thumbnail. We’re in the penthouse of an apartment building on the slopes of the mountain. A wall of windows lets in a view of the city’s ruined buildings and the farmlands at the mountain’s base. The circle of Entropia’s razorgrass border glimmers in the distance, surrounded by the shadow of feather-strewn desert plains stretching out for miles.

I stare through the window’s dust-coated glass, locking eyes with my own reflection. It’s taken weeks, but the face staring back finally looks like me. My eyes, my nose, the tilt of my lips. Even my hair is the right shade and texture, regrown over the last few days down to the middle of my back. Everything finally looks right, except for a patch of skin covering my left cheek, another on my arm, and one on my right ankle.

The skin there hasn’t changed, even though I’ve tried everything. It’s Catarina’s skin, with her DNA still living inside its cells. The rest of me was altered easily, but these patches refuse to conform.

The one on my cheek will be mine by the end of the day if I can finally get this right.

“Okay, I’m running the code now,” Rhine says, joining me at the window. A tingle starts up in my cheek, rising to a prickle. The code I’ve been using to try to alter these patches has been more painful each time I’ve attempted it, and now my cheek is starting to burn. I watch in the window as scarlet streaks race across my skin. The capillaries are bursting.

I clench my teeth as the skin starts bubbling.

The pain slams against the fractured wall inside me—the fragile barrier separating me from Catarina. There’s nothing on the other side of the wall, though. When Catarina electrocuted the implant to stop me finishing the wipe, she fell silent, and I haven’t been able to feel her presence since. From what I can tell, she’s in a dormant state, and I’m clinging to the hope that I’ll be able to revive her one day. She’s lived through enough pain and horror already, though.

If there’s a way to wake her, I’m not going to do it until this world has healed again.

Trickles of blood run down my face from the pulsing, swelling wound. “Th-this is another fail,” I manage to choke out.

“I’ve already killed the code,” Rhine says.

I double over, bracing my hands on the window. The pain is blurring my vision, threatening to send me to my knees. The urge to scrape at my face is overwhelming, but I know that if I touch it in this state, the skin will just slough off and fall away.

“Okay, it’s done,” Rhine says. The pain levels off but doesn’t drop. I straighten, sucking in a breath through gritted teeth, and slide a gel bandage from a pack strapped to my thigh. The bandage is nanite laced, doped with anesthetic and healing tech. I strip off the clear backing and press it carefully to my cheek. The pain spikes, making spots swim in my vision until the anesthetic kicks in.

“That looked painful,” Rhine says.

All I can do is nod my head. That’s the sixth time I’ve tried this, and the sixth failure. Lachlan used to change my DNA in the Zarathustra lab all the time, and it never hurt me like this. He managed to transform my body completely when he turned me into Catarina, and she didn’t have patches of mismatched skin covering her body. I don’t know why these cells won’t cooperate. It doesn’t make any sense.

What kind of a coder am I if I can’t even understand my own DNA?

“Ruse is coming back,” Rhine mutters under her breath.

I glance over my shoulder as the door to the lab swings open. “Doesn’t he have more important things to do than check on me?”

Rhine slides the tablet into her pocket. “Apparently not.”

“Your face again, Jun Bei?” Ruse asks, striding into the lab. He’s a few years older than me, with silver circuits printed on every inch of his skin. His eyes are cybernetic, built to replace the ones that he lost as a child. He’s the new leader of Entropia now that Regina is dead, and I have no idea why the people chose him.

I flew into the city hoping its citizens would join me, but they don’t follow the same power structures I was used to at Cartaxus. I came bearing my Origin code and promising immortality, but Ruse has lived here for years. He convinced the genehackers they needed to work on their physical defenses—borders, checkpoints, patrols—instead of an untested piece of code. I tried to explain that the only way to defeat Cartaxus is with something new—and powerful.

When I created it, I called it the Origin code, but it’s more than that. It’s a Panacea—a piece of code that lets us alter our minds the same way we can alter our DNA. It should be the most important piece of code in existence, but it’s still missing one final, crucial piece. And nobody here seems interested in helping me finish it.

“I thought you were checking the city’s perimeter,” I say to Ruse. There’ve been reports of raids on genehacker camps nearby. Tensions are running high after Cartaxus attacked the surface and then everyone lost months of their memories.

Nobody knows I’m the one who ran the wipe, and I need to keep it that way.

“The patrol was clear,” Ruse says, “and I thought I told you that I need you to focus on designing defenses for the city.”

I roll my eyes. “The only people who might attack are Cartaxus, and even I can’t design something that will keep them away.”

I’ve barely finished talking when a shot rings out in the distance, followed by a boom.

Ruse frowns, crossing the room to look out the window with me.

“That sounded like a bomb,” I say. I search the streets around us, trying to spot movement through the carpet of black feathers.

“Maybe,” Ruse says. “It could just be people messing around—”

He’s cut off as another round of gunfire rings out, and feathers float up like a plume near one of the entrances to the tunnels. A woman runs into the street, screaming, her clothes soaked with blood. Ruse stares at her, stiffening.

“You were right about needing better defenses,” I say. “This looks like an attack. Let’s go.”

I run for the door. I don’t know who hurt that woman, but this might be the first sign of a Cartaxus invasion. I don’t see any trucks or Comoxes, but they could have sent a stealth team to find us. They already have hundreds of Entropia’s hackers that they kidnapped during flood protocol locked up in cells. I’ve been waiting for them to come for me.

I grab my holster from a rack by the door, slinging it on as I push into the hallway and run down the stairs. They’re oak, the wood grown directly from buds in the concrete walls, the occasional branch or leaf bursting from their ends. It’s only four stories down to the street, but my tech strains with the effort, a warning popping into my vision. The damage to my cheek has stolen most of my remaining calories, and I’m a few days behind on sleep. Now isn’t a good time to be getting into a fight.

“Head for the eastern tunnel entrance,” Ruse says, running beside me. His eyes are half-glazed. “I see intruders there. I think some of our people are hurt.”

“Got it,” I say, bolting down the last flight of stairs, then through the front door and out onto the street.

The air is stifling, thick with the scent of dead pigeons. Their feathers crunch under my boots as we race for the tunnel’s entrance. The gunfire is louder down here, mixed with the sound of screams. I quicken my pace, shooting a look back at Ruse and the others, and slide my gun from its holster.

“The feed cut out,” Ruse shouts. “At least one of our people is down.”

“We’re definitely being attacked, but this doesn’t seem like Cartaxus,” Rhine yells. “They’d be quieter than this.”

“I agree,” Ruse says, “but I don’t know who else it could be.”

We race into the tunnel, gunfire echoing off the rocky walls. Ruse runs beside me, following the sounds of fighting, then grabs my sleeve to jerk me to a stop.

I sway to catch my balance, staring in horror at the scene in front of me. There are bodies on the ground—hackers I recognize from the agricultural levels. Some are clearly dead, and others are badly wounded. There are people standing over them, wearing filthy, bloodstained clothes. They’re definitely not Cartaxus soldiers.

They’re snarling like animals.

“Lurkers,” Ruse growls. These are people who lost their minds to the Wrath. Catarina faced them during the outbreak, but I’ve never seen them before. I look around, disgusted. The body of a woman near me has been torn open, and two Lurkers are kneeling over her with their hands inside her stomach.

I was prepared for a Cartaxus attack—for troops and drones and explosives. I wasn’t prepared for this.

Ruse lifts his rifle, shooting one Lurker, but the shot sends the others scattering. Some of them head along a path that leads to the bunker, and Rhine’s eyes widen.

“We can’t let them get inside!” she yells, bolting after them, leaving Ruse and me with the survivors of the fight.

Not that there are many people left alive. There must be a dozen bodies here. The scent of blood is strong enough to make my stomach turn. I don’t know how the Lurkers got into the city or into this tunnel, but Rhine is right to keep them out of the bunker. We can’t risk them killing more of Entropia’s people.

“Can anyone here walk?” I call out, looking around at the wounded. A blood-streaked woman moans faintly, kneeling beside the woman with her abdomen torn open. I squint at her, and a jolt of horror hits me. I know the crying woman. Matrix. She’s one of the hackers who believed in the Panacea, and that’s her wife lying on the ground. She’s an agricultural worker. The Lurkers tore her open—they had their hands in her stomach.

Footsteps echo through the tunnel. “The Lurkers are coming back,” Ruse says. “We should get the wounded out of here.”

“There’s no time,” I say. “We’re going to have to fight.”

Ruse curses. “We have to secure the tunnel to the bunker. The people in there will be defenseless. They’ll be slaughtered if those monsters get inside.”

“I can use the scythe,” I say. The tiny, lethal script designed to kill anyone with a panel. “The code is ready in my cuff.”

“No,” Ruse says. “Absolutely not.”

“Why not? There are too many to shoot. We’re going to kill them anyway.”

“It’s not about killing them,” Ruse hisses. “If Cartaxus has access to any of their panels, they might record the code. They’ll use it against us—they could kill everyone on the surface in one fell swoop.”

The thought makes me freeze. He’s right. The last time Catarina used the scythe, Cartaxus stole the code. We deleted it from their databases during flood protocol, but the next time I use it might be my last. Either Cartaxus will be waiting to steal it for themselves, or they’ll develop a block that will make it useless. Then they could turn it against us, like Ruse said.

I hadn’t even considered that. Ruse might be sharper than I thought.

I glance at the tunnel leading into the bunker—the one Ruse and I have to protect. The footsteps of the Lurkers are getting louder. The only way to make sure none of them get into the bunker is to block this entrance. I look up at the rocky ceiling. “We need to blow the cave.”

Ruse nods. “Good thinking.” He slings his rifle over one shoulder, sliding a matchbox-size metal case from his pocket. He flicks it open and pulls out two small black discs the size of a fingertip. They’re caked in yellow gel. Flash buttons. They’re tiny, but each carries enough explosive power to blow up a house. Ruse throws them up to the junction’s ceiling, then lifts his rifle. “Get into cover!” he shouts.

But there’s no time. The footsteps are growing closer, the group of Lurkers turning the corner, snarling and filthy. They’re racing for the tunnel that leads into the bunker.

“Shoot it!” I shout.

Ruse aims his rifle at the flash buttons. He fires, and the blast knocks me off my feet.






CHAPTER 2 CATARINA


I’M DREAMING OF COLE WHEN the earthquake starts. We’re driving in his jeep with the windows down and music blasting from the speakers. The leylines on his skin are gone, his tousled hair hanging loose. There are no craters outside, no scorch marks in the earth—just azure skies and flowers smiling from rolling green hills. Cole slides one hand from the wheel and rests it on my knee.

I don’t know where we’re going, but I know we’re together. We’re free, and we’re happy.

And then the rumbling begins.

The jeep bounces, Cole’s hand flying back to the wheel as dark, gaping cracks race across the fields outside. The earth is splitting, rearing up, flowers and dirt tumbling into chasms opening in the ground.

“Hold on!” Cole yells, slamming on the brakes. The jeep fishtails to a stop, sliding perilously close to a crack in the road.

“What’s happening?” I ask, clutching the seat belt, staring at Cole. He’s looking right at me, his ice-blue eyes wide and horrified. But there’s no love in his expression. No warmth in his gaze.

He doesn’t recognize me anymore.

The rumbling of the earth grows louder, and it all comes flooding back—the wipe, the truth. The moment I turned on Jun Bei to try to stop her attack. I’ve lost Cole. I’ve lost everything—my friends, my future, my body. I’m locked inside the prison of my own mind, and none of this is real.

“No,” I beg, reaching for Cole’s shirt desperately. “You have to remember me, please—”

He shakes his head and yanks my hands away. “Who are you?” he breathes, staring at me in horror. He swings open his door, but it’s not safe to get out. The crack outside the jeep is spreading, and he’s going to fall into it.

“Cole, wait!” I unbuckle my seat belt, my heart thudding against my ribs. I scramble across the jeep to grab his hand, but he slips past my fingers. The earth is shaking, a roar filling the air, and the gap in the ground yawns wider. “Cole, no!”

But he doesn’t listen. I let out a scream as he steps backward and falls into the abyss.

I jerk awake, gasping, rolling to my hands and knees on the floor. My vision is spotted with black, a flare of heat pulsing in the back of my head. Every morning it’s the same—the same dream, the same look of horror in Cole’s eyes, and the same splitting pain radiating from the implant embedded in my skull.

I press the heels of my hands into my eyes, rocking back and forth on my knees, my heart pounding in my chest as the nightmare fades from my mind. Only, I’m not really rocking, and my heart isn’t pounding. My lungs aren’t gasping for air—I don’t even have lungs. I’m half a brain trapped inside a body that I can’t control. I don’t know if there’s a word for what I am now, but I know there’s a word for the world I’m stuck in.

A simulation. A virtual reality.

A month ago I held a sparking electric cable in my hand and shoved it into the socket in the back of my neck. I was trying to stop Jun Bei from finishing the wipe, and I thought I was killing us both. I said good-bye to Cole, to my future, my life. But all I did was give Jun Bei control of my body, and I’ve been trapped inside her simulation of the Zarathustra lab ever since.

I push myself to my feet, swaying. I’m in the lab where I first found Jun Bei—the room with the floor-to-ceiling windows looking out over the three-peaked mountains. The space is dim, lit only by the slanted morning light filtering down through the windows. The tiled floor is littered with scattered pieces of twisted metal and frayed wires—the broken pieces of a row of genkits that I’ve spent the last weeks disassembling. Outside, the mountains are dark and forested beneath a layer of thick white fog, and pigeons are circling in the distance, specks of black swooping through wispy clouds.

I pick my way across the room to the lab counter running the length of the wall, bracing my hands against it as the pain in my head settles into a dull ache. The counter’s surface is cool and smooth beneath my palms, but the sensations I’m feeling are just illusions—impulses sent into my brain from the implant in the base of my skull. Every VR simulation works roughly like that. Not all of them feel this real, but there’s nothing strange about pressing my palms to a virtual surface and feeling it press back. Every part of this lab seems genuine—every door, every tree and pebble has been perfectly coded to smell, taste, and feel realistic. It’s a flawless simulation, barely distinguishable from reality.

And there’s absolutely no way out.

“Keep it together,” I mutter as my chest tightens. I force my eyes shut, trying to ignore the fact that it’s not real air I’m breathing. If I let myself think about that, I’ll end up having another panic attack. I grope for a bottle on the counter, blindly twisting its cap off and gulping down a mouthful of icy water. The chill shoots into my chest as I drink, calming me.

This body might just be a virtual avatar approximating my own, but the simulation still tells me I’m hungry or thirsty, and still forces me to sleep when I’ve been awake too long. It hurts like hell if I stub my toe or cut myself on something sharp. Not all VR simulations come coded with sensations like hunger and pain, but Jun Bei obviously thought they were important.

I drain the bottle of water, tilting my head back to drag in a long, slow breath as footsteps echo in the hallway—bare feet slapping against tiles. Voices rise, high pitched and shrill. I tense, spinning around as the doors fly open and five small, shrieking children burst into the room.

Cole, Leoben, Anna, Ziana, and Jun Bei tumble through the doors. They’re five years old, their little bodies thin beneath gray Cartaxus-branded sweat suits. Bandages are wrapped around their chests, scars curling across their skin. I found them locked in the upstairs dormitory when I built up the courage to search the lab, and they’ve been following me ever since.

None of them are real—I know this. They’re just part of this twisted simulation. They’re walking lines of code powered by basic artificial intelligence. And right now, they’re running full speed into a room filled with shards of broken tech.

“Careful!” I shout, throwing my hands out to the whirlwind of small limbs and shaved heads. Anna stumbles over a pile of frayed wires and tilts forward wildly. I launch myself toward her, grabbing her by the waist and hauling her into my arms. She shrieks with delight, but the others scramble to a stop, their eyes widening as they scan the room. All I can see are their bare feet shifting between piles of broken glass and jagged metal. The children might just be part of this simulation, but they can still bleed.

“You can’t just run in here like this,” I say, stepping through the piles of junk to the other children. “I’ve told you before—it’s dangerous.”

Anna squirms as I put her down, twisting to wrap her arms around my waist. “We want to play.” She smiles up at me with ice-blue eyes that drive a wedge into my heart. I fight it back, forcing myself to be strong. I’m trying to keep my heart locked away, to forge a blade inside myself that I’m going to need when I get out of here.

And I am going to get out of here. I’m tired of being controlled. I’ve been manipulated and lied to by almost everyone I know. My entire existence was built on serving another person’s needs, but I’m not going to be pushed around anymore.

I want a life, I want to be free, and I’m willing to fight for it.

Lachlan and Jun Bei are still out there, working on code to alter people’s minds. They think they can make the world a better place by changing humanity against its will. I’ve stopped them twice before, and I’m ready to do it again—to fold my anger into a weapon.

I still have enough fight left in me to stop whatever they’re planning. But I need to get out of here first.

The lab’s genkits, its terminals, and every interface I’ve been able to find have been programmed to keep me out, but they’re just simulations—they’re made of code, and code can be hacked. I just need to find an entry point. There are four industrial-size genkits bolted to the wall in this lab, and I’ve been pulling them apart. I yanked out everything—the wiring, the nanosolution tanks—until only the jagged metal skeletons remained. Then I built them back up slowly, piece by piece, trying to figure out the simulation’s logic.

If I can’t find a way to get out of here, maybe I can build one.

“I’m working,” I say to the children. “I told you not to disturb me today.”

“Please?” Leoben asks, jumping up and down. His eyes are bright, his arms skinny, a line of stitches winding across his neck.

I rake my hand through my hair. Ziana is clinging to Anna’s side, looking down at the floor. Five-year-old Cole is jumping with Leoben now, making my heart lurch. I’m still not used to seeing him, and I’m not used to seeing Jun Bei, either. Their little faces hit me like a punch every time I see them. It’s not helping me achieve my goal of locking my heart away.

A tremor rumbles through the lab. Anna screeches, tightening her grip on my waist.

“It’s okay,” I say. “It’ll pass like the others. Just stay calm.”

The children huddle closer. These tremors have been shaking the lab for the last few weeks. I know Jun Bei is causing them, though I don’t think she realizes she’s doing it. Some of the time I’ll catch a flash of sound or a glimpse through her eyes. I’ve seen blood on her skin, and genkits humming in a room full of hackers with a mural of butterflies on the wall. She’s experimenting on herself, and I don’t know what she’s planning, but I know that every time either of us has been hurt, the lab starts shaking, and the implant in the base of our skull that’s holding us apart gets strained.

Eventually it’s going to be destroyed.

Another tremor shudders through the lab, and the room lurches. A vial rattles loose from one of the half-built genkits and shatters on the floor. I sway, catching my balance, and look around at the children. They don’t seem hurt, but they need to get out of here or they will be soon.

“Come on,” I say, pushing Anna toward the door. The room lurches again, and a crack races across the ceiling. Anna screams, huddling closer.

“Cattie,” Leoben says, grabbing at my shirt. “Cattie, the walls are breaking.”

Ziana starts to cry, reaching for my hand. The floor trembles again, and footsteps sound in the hallway. I freeze, my eyes cutting to the lab’s half-open door.

There’s only one other person in this lab. Another simulated avatar, like the five children. One that Jun Bei created. I’ve been avoiding him for the last few weeks, pretending he doesn’t exist, but he’s the only person who could be walking down the hallway right now. My blood runs cold.

Lachlan.

I swallow, fighting down a surge of fear. I trapped the avatar of Lachlan in his office weeks ago, but he must have gotten out. I push through the children, tiptoeing to the door, peering outside. The hallway is empty, the triangular fluorescents flickering, but I catch a glimpse of someone heading up the stairs. It’s a man—tall, wearing a dark jacket. I only saw his arm, but it has to be Lachlan. The quake must have opened the door to his office and now he’s coming after us.

One of the children lets out a whimper, and I look down to see Leoben at my side. “He’s out,” he whispers.

I nod, my jaw tight. “Don’t worry. I won’t let him get you.”

The footsteps pause on the stairs, and another tremor rolls through the room. Lachlan must have heard us, and now he’s coming back. But the door to this lab doesn’t lock—I can’t keep him out of here if we stay. The children are frightened, starting to cry, and I’m not going to let him hurt them anymore.

I know they’re not real, but that doesn’t stop my heart from clenching at the fear in their eyes. They’re just avatars, but they still cry, and they still bleed.

Maybe Lachlan will bleed too.

“Come on,” I hiss, swinging open the door, gesturing for the children to follow me. I duck into the hallway, running for a tiny storeroom a few doors away. It’s cramped and dark, lined with shelves of lab equipment. The children scramble inside after me, wide-eyed and trembling, and I pull the door shut behind us as the footsteps turn back into the hallway. A tremor sends a beaker on a shelf beside me falling to the floor. It smashes on the tiles, but none of the children move. They’re more frightened of the man in the hallway than broken glass on the floor, and I don’t blame them.

The footsteps grow louder. I stand with my back against the door, my heart pounding, and one of the children lets out a sob. I scan the shelves for a knife, a scalpel, anything, but all I can see are the glittering shards of glass on the tiles. I drop to my knees and clutch one in my fist. The edges bite into my skin, a trickle of blood weaving over my knuckles, but the injury isn’t real—this isn’t my pain, or my body.

I’m something deeper now. Something made of will and urgency, alive in a way that I still don’t understand. All I know is that I’m not going to let Lachlan Agatta hurt us anymore.

The footsteps draw closer, and the door handle clicks. I can hear him breathing, sense his presence through the door. I turn, grabbing the handle, and yank it open. I lift the shard of glass in a smooth motion, then drive it deep into his side.

The glass cuts into my hand as it slides into him. He stumbles back, clutching his side, his eyes wide with shock. Blood is seeping through his shirt, flooding down from the wound.

But it isn’t Lachlan.

Leoben stumbles back, slumping against the wall. Not the little boy behind me—the man I know from the real world. Tall, broad-shouldered, with tattooed skin and a shock of white-blond hair.

He stares at me, horrified. “What the hell did you do that for, squid?”






CHAPTER 3 JUN BEI


THE FLASH BUTTONS DETONATE IN a thunderclap that sends me flying. I land hard on the cave’s rocky floor, scrambling back as the ceiling gives way. My ears hiss with static, my audio filters saturating as rubble hurtles down, a cloud of choking gray dust plunging the cavern into darkness. I curl into a ball, shaking as rocks slam into my back. Some bounce off harmlessly, but others hit my ribs, knocking the breath from me. Small, sharp chips of rock spray my neck and shoulders, slicing lines of fire across my skin.

And then suddenly it’s over.

“Jun Bei? Are you okay?”

The hissing in my ears fades, replaced with muffled, panicked voices. Rhine is calling for me from the other side of the cave-in. I cough, my ribs aching, my eyes scrunched shut. “I—I’m okay.” I lift my head, gasping from the pain that radiates along my spine at the movement, and try to look around.

The cave is dark, the air too clouded with dust for my tech to scrape more than a few points of light from the tunnel we ran here from. I can’t tell if the explosion worked—if the tunnel to the bunker is closed off safely. The dust is coating my mouth and lungs, scratching like sandpaper. I blink, shaking a cloud of grit and pebbles from my hair, and force myself to sit up. Spots of heat flare across my back and legs, but there are no emergency alerts in my vision. Nothing broken, no heavy bleeding. Just a few dozen grazes and gashes, and bruises that’ll leave me aching for days.

“Wh-what happened on your side?” I call out to Rhine, coughing.

“We’re fine,” she shouts back. “We’re going to take the wounded to the atrium. Stay there—I’ll send a team to get you.”

I lean over and spit out a mouthful of chalky dust. The cloud is clearing slowly, revealing a pile of boulders and rubble filling the tunnel’s fork. Rhine and most of the others must be on the far side, closer to the bunker. It looks like the cave-in closed the entrance like we’d hoped. Some of the Lurkers are racing away from the explosion, but a few are buried under the rocks.

I hope at least one of them survived. I could use them as subjects for testing the Panacea.

Voices echo from beyond the cave-in—Rhine and the others are shouting instructions to one another, trying to move the wounded. I push myself to my knees, swaying, a trickle of heat spilling down my face. It tastes like copper when it reaches my lips. There’s a bump on my forehead, and my thoughts are foggy as I stand. “Who else is on this side?” I call out. “Ruse?”

“H-help,” a woman’s voice croaks from behind me.

I spin around, scanning the cavern through the haze of dust. Ruse is sitting up a few feet away, coughing, with three bodies sprawled behind him. Two look like Lurkers, but the third is clearly a genehacker, with slender, twisting horns jutting from their temples. Their throat is cut, their body slack. I search for the source of the voice, finally spotting two dust-coated figures huddled against the wall. One is kneeling, holding the other’s head in her lap. It’s Matrix and her wife—the woman the Lurkers were tearing open with their hands. Her abdomen is gaping, her skin stained black with blood and dust, but the blood rolling down her side is still flowing. It looks like she’s alive.

“Holy shit,” I breathe, racing across the cavern, falling to my knees beside her. Ruse scrambles up behind me, wheezing. The woman’s body is covered with gashes from the cave-in, and her stomach is cut open diagonally from the Lurker attack. The wound is huge, a pile of her intestines spilling out across her abdomen, gleaming beneath a layer of dust, but there’s not as much blood as I’d expect. Her tech must be coded to minimize bleeding. There’s a chance her hemoglobin is hacked too. With the right defensive code, even an injury as extensive as this doesn’t have to be a death sentence. She won’t last much longer, though.

My breath stills. She’s the perfect experimental subject to help me finish the Panacea.

I drag up my cuff’s interface, sending a pulse through the cavern. The Panacea should be able to bring people back from death—that’s the reason Lachlan worked so hard to send it out. It can block or invoke any instinct, including rage, fear, and even the instinct that underpins death. The Panacea can offer us a new world. It can give us immortality. But it’s not working yet.

The Panacea’s code has been glitching since Lachlan sent it out with the vaccine, but I can’t remember writing it, so I haven’t been able to fix it. All I know is that it’s missing something—a tiny piece in a puzzle of over nine million lines of code.

Finding that missing piece could take weeks of research, but there’s a chance I can do it instantly with the right test subject. If I push the Panacea to its limits and watch what happens when it breaks, the answer might be obvious. But doing that isn’t easy. I need to see how the code behaves in someone when they die.

I lock onto the wounded woman’s panel. It’s firewalled. I look up at Matrix. She’s kneeling above her wife, tears streaking through the gray dust caked on her skin. “Give me access to her tech,” I say. “I’m going to try to save her.”

Matrix’s eyes cut to me, suddenly bright with hope. She blinks, and a credentials file pops into my vision. I log in to the woman’s panel and dive into her tech.

Her name is Clara. She’s one of the farmers who live on the mountain’s slopes. She’s twenty, and her body is packed with clever, thoughtful code. She’s smart, she’s young, and she doesn’t deserve to die like this. Hopefully, she won’t have to.

It’s easy to see how most apps run in people’s bodies, but monitoring something as complex as the Panacea requires a full genetic scan. Gentech code acts differently on everyone thanks to their unique DNA, so to see how the Panacea glitches inside Clara, I need to know how it’s running first. That means scanning every cell, every gene and mutation along with every other app she’s using. The scan will let me see how the Panacea fails when she flatlines, and it’ll also let me update the code instantly. There’s a chance I’ll be able to fix the error in the Panacea in time to save her.

Her heart might stop beating, but she’ll come back to life, safe and whole. I just have to keep her alive long enough for the scan to run.

“We should get out of here,” Ruse says, coughing. “There could be more of them coming.”

“I need a minute,” I say, starting the scan. I scroll through a readout of Clara’s injuries. It’s a miracle she’s still alive. If she dies before the scan finishes, any results I get from her will be useless. I need to work fast and stabilize her now.

A few commands from my cuff kick off a customized healing module in her panel. I rip open the pack strapped to my thigh and slide out a roll of tape. Clara moans faintly, twitching as the new code floods her body. “I need to close this wound,” I say to Matrix, tearing off a strip of tape with my teeth. “This is going to hurt. I need you to hold her down.”

Matrix’s eyes grow fierce. She nods, grabbing Clara’s arms.

I suck in a breath, steeling myself, and pick up the slick, wet loops of her intestines and push them back into the wound.

Clara’s eyes blink wide, her back arching as she screams. Matrix’s grip tightens on her arms, forcing her down to the cave floor. I pull the tape tight across her abdomen, yanking off another strip of tape to form an X over the wound, the adhesive somehow bonding to her skin through the chalky layer of dust. Clara’s scream grows ragged, echoing off the walls.

“Ruse, keep her still!” I shout, fumbling as I try to yank out my cuff’s reader cable. My fingers are coated with blood and grit, my skin stained dark to the wrist. I unfurl the wire frantically, jabbing it into Clara’s abdomen, kicking off a live stream of nanites to seal her skin. “This is going to hurt even more.”

“Do you know what you’re doing?” Ruse asks, holding Clara’s legs. “She’s in a lot of pain. If this isn’t going to work—”

“Her pain isn’t my concern right now,” I snap. “Her life is.”

Clara’s eyes roll back in her head, moaning as the nanites start to work. The skin on her abdomen bubbles, the edges of the wound shimmering with silver. The scan is 60 percent complete, but it’s slowing as her healing tech sucks the energy from her system. I tweak the code I’m running through her panel to stabilize her, trying to balance the load, but there’s not much I can do now except wait.

“There shouldn’t have been so many Lurkers in these tunnels,” Ruse mutters. He leans to one side, still holding Clara’s legs, and spits on the floor. “Security’s getting lax. We’ll need to run patrols and check for more.”

I glance over my shoulder at the dust-covered bodies of the Lurkers, remembering their crazed eyes flashing in the light of the muzzle fire. I’ve seen the Wrath before—Lachlan invoked it in Cole dozens of times back at the lab, testing the relationship between his DNA and instincts, but I’ve never stood face-to-face with someone lost in it like that. The closest I’ve come was Sunnyvale, when the crowd’s panels turned orange, but I saw that night through Catarina’s eyes. And those weren’t Lurkers either. Lachlan turned the Panacea into a weapon and used it against every person in that town.

Clara shudders, gasping, her skin beading with sweat. Her blood pressure is plummeting, but the scan is only 80 percent complete.

“She’s dying,” Ruse says. “There might be more Lurkers out there. We have to go, Jun Bei. I need to alert the others and protect the city.”

“She’s not dying,” I say. I tweak the nanite stream to add a punch of adrenaline and keep Clara’s heart beating. “Not if I can help it.”

Ruse’s eyes narrow. He looks at the cable jutting from my cuff. “You’re testing the Panacea. Jun Bei, I told you—”

“I know what you said,” I mutter. “No more human experiments. But this is different, Ruse. This might be the only way to save her.”

It’s also the best chance I’ve had to study someone who’s actually dying.

Ruse looks up at Matrix, but she doesn’t say anything. She’s just staring into the distance, something crazed in her expression. It’s like she’s gone somewhere else, somewhere inside herself, though her hands are still locked on Clara’s arms. The scan is 90 percent complete when footsteps sound behind us. Ruse stiffens, and a shot echoes through the cavern. It’s hard to tell if it’s from our tunnel or the fork the Lurkers are trapped in. The scan ticks up to 95 percent, and another shot ricochets off the cave’s stone walls.

Ruse leaps up, letting go of Clara’s legs. He draws his gun. “We should go. This isn’t the time for your experiments, Jun Bei. We could be under attack—the Lurkers might just be a distraction. We can try carrying her, but we need to secure these tunnels.”

“Then go,” I snap, scanning Clara’s vitals. The scan is almost complete, but her heart is stalling. I need her to die—I won’t get any results unless she flatlines—but I also need her to hold on just one more minute.

“There are more people in danger right now,” Ruse says, his voice hard. “If this is part of a bigger attack, then I need your help. You can’t sit running experiments while the whole city is at risk. Not everything is a puzzle you can solve with code. I don’t know why you can’t see that.”

“You mean, why can’t I do as I’m told?” I growl. “The Panacea is the most important thing in the world right now. I don’t know why you can’t see that.”

His silver eyes narrow, gleaming in the dim light slanting through the dust clouds. He’s so stubborn and so focused on protecting Entropia. I don’t understand why the people here chose him to lead them. Regina had vision—she was wild and creative. She had dreams of a bold new world. Ruse is pragmatic. He’s smart, but he has no imagination. He’s never been able to see the Panacea for the gift it truly is.

An alert pings into my vision. The scan has finished running. I look back down at Clara, letting out a breath of relief. She’s still alive, and now I’m ready to study the Panacea when the instinct for death overwhelms her. When her heart stops, when her systems crash, then I’ll be able to see what’s wrong.

But her heart is still beating. I frown, scanning her vitals. Her heart has been stalling for the last minute, but it’s shuddering again. The beats are slow and fragile, but they’re there. The blue in her lips is fading, the color in her skin coming back. Her abdomen is an angry mass of purple, bubbling flesh, but it’s sealed.

She’s going to live.

“No,” I whisper. Her stomach was open. She had the Lurkers’ hands inside her. I stabilized her, but she wasn’t supposed to survive. I can’t see how the Panacea fails unless she actually dies. But she isn’t dying—she’s recovering. I must have healed her too well.

Ruse stares down at her, his expression shifting to amazement. “You saved her.”

I shake my head, balling my hands into fists, but I can’t say anything. I can’t tell Ruse and Matrix that I’ve failed—that she was supposed to flatline. I’m no closer to fixing the Panacea—running the scan was a waste of time. I’ve saved Clara, and part of me is happy for that, but the Panacea could save everyone if I could just finish it. I rock back onto my feet, ejecting the cable from Clara’s panel, trying to hide my frustration.

Matrix is still kneeling silently, clutching Clara’s hand, her eyes glassy. She barely flinches as the footsteps echoing through the tunnel grow louder.

Another gunshot cuts the air, and Ruse backs away. “Can you two move her? I’m going to go to the surface and see if I can find Rhine’s team. I’ll make sure it’s clear for you to come out.”

“Fine, go,” I say.

Ruse runs down the twisting tunnel, and I grab Clara’s arm to sling it over my shoulder. She won’t be able to walk, but Matrix and I should be able to carry her to the surface. Matrix’s grip won’t budge from Clara’s arms, though. She’s still holding her down on the cave floor, staring into space with glassy eyes.

“Hey, Matrix,” I say. “Come on, we need to go.”

She looks up, swaying, but doesn’t move. There’s something off about her eyes. Ruse lets out a shout in the distance, gunfire peppering the air.

“Matrix,” I repeat, frustrated. “Snap out of it. We have to leave.”

Her eyes refocus slowly, and her hands loosen on Clara’s arms. She opens her mouth and lets out a strange choking cry. I lean back warily as her lips quiver, but not into a smile. They curl into a snarl.

She lunges forward, her eyes suddenly wild. I throw myself backward, trying to scramble to my feet, but I’m too late—she grabs a handful of my hair and sends an elbow into my face. My head flies back, my teeth clacking shut. I claw at her wrist, trying to break her grip on my hair, and she snaps at me like a crazed animal.

No, not an animal. Like a Lurker.

But that’s impossible. I send a fist into her ribs and wrench her hand from my hair, stumbling back. People don’t just turn into Lurkers like this. The Wrath isn’t supposed to be contagious.

Footsteps pound in the tunnel, but I don’t know if it’s Ruse or another pack of Lurkers. I spin around, reeling, trying to run down the tunnel and away from her. Before I can, she lunges forward, teeth bared, and bites a chunk out of my face.

The tunnel spins, static humming in my ears, my legs buckling beneath me. All I can feel is the thunderclap of pain that roars through me as the newly healed flesh on my cheek splits open. Matrix screeches, drawing back for another bite, and I search frantically through my panel for a weapon, for anything to stop her. I can’t think, though. I can barely see. My nerves are a wash of static, Matrix’s teeth scraping my jawbone, her hands tightening around my neck. I fumble blindly for the scythe, my vision spotting with black, and find it just as a figure races down the tunnel.

Two shots ring out, and Matrix flies off me, blood misting the air. The figure runs across the cavern and crouches beside me. It isn’t Ruse or Rhine, though. It’s a soldier in black armor. The darkness is coming for me, lapping at my mind as the pain in my cheek radiates down my neck.

“Jun Bei! Hold on!” the soldier urges me, sliding the visor back. Their voice tugs at something inside me, something deep and overwhelming. “I’ve got you. I’m here now.”

Ice-blue eyes blink down at me as the darkness takes me under.

It’s Cole.






CHAPTER 4 CATARINA


LEOBEN IS SLUMPED AGAINST THE wall, his hand clutched to his side. His shadow jumps on the hallway’s tiled floor with every flicker of the lab’s fluorescent lights. Scarlet blood trickles over his fingers, soaking into the gray fabric of his shirt. His eyes are underlined with blue, his hair a shock of white against his tattooed brown skin.

He meets my gaze, and something in the look he gives me freezes me to my core.

The man in front of me isn’t a simulated character like the five children huddled at my back. There’s a spark in his eyes that’s undeniably alive. I’ve been around the avatars of the children for so long, I didn’t realize it was missing, but now it’s startlingly clear.

This is Leoben—my Leoben. He’s here.

“Shit, that hurts,” he moans. He pulls up the hem of his shirt, revealing a gaping inch-wide gash between his ribs. Blood is smeared across his stomach, flowing down in a twisting stream to drip from his belt to the floor. “What kind of asshole codes a personal simulation where people can get stabbed?”

I take a step back, the piece of glass cutting into my palm. The way Leoben’s looking at me, the way he’s talking—it seems like he remembers me. But that’s impossible. Jun Bei wiped weeks of the world’s memories. There are only a handful of people who even know I exist, and Leoben isn’t one of them.

“Lee?” I whisper. “Is that… is that really you?”

He looks up, pausing as he sees the five-year-old version of himself huddled behind me with the other children. “Okay, squid, this is way more messed up than I thought.”

I just stare at him, my heart pounding. He does remember. It’s really Leoben—the boy I thought was my brother. He tried to teach me how to fight. We camped in his jeep while Cole was healing. He forced me to wear a T-shirt with a squid printed on the front. It’s taking all my strength not to throw the shard of glass down and fling my arms around him, to bury my face in his neck and let out the tears I’ve been holding back for weeks.

I don’t know how many times I’ve fantasized that someone would come and find me like this, but I thought it was impossible. Seeing Leoben now is enough to make me sway, to take the strength from my knees. But another tremor rolls through the lab, and the words I’ve been repeating to myself through every long, dark day in this simulation are enough to keep me on my feet.

Don’t go out like a fool.

Leoben might be here to help, but I don’t know why he’s here, or how he found his way into this simulation. I’m not just locked in a lab—I’m locked inside a body that isn’t mine. This simulation is running on the neural implant in Jun Bei’s skull, which means Leoben must be hacking it somehow. I need to hold myself together until I find out what’s going on. Only a fool would fall apart the moment they caught a glimpse of hope.

I draw in a slow breath, folding my emotions into a tight, jagged space inside my chest. “How are you here, Lee?”

“It’s a long story…,” he starts, but trails off as another rumble sounds. The floor shudders. I brace myself, waiting for the tremor to pass, but instead the shaking grows stronger until the beakers rattle on the metal shelves behind me. The children huddle closer, and Anna’s arms tighten around my leg.

Leoben clutches the wall as the floor lurches. “What the hell is happening now?”

The laboratory groans, a spiderweb crack racing across the ceiling. I follow it with my eyes and dodge a chunk of falling plaster. “Whenever Jun Bei’s hurt, the simulation becomes unstable. It’s never gone on as long as this, though.” A beaker rattles off the shelf and smashes on the concrete. The children yelp, scrambling away.

A chill licks down my spine. This isn’t like the quakes we’ve had before. They’ve always been intense, but none have been nearly as strong as this. I can feel the vibration in my chest, like bass turned up too loud. There are still no flashes, no glimpses through Jun Bei’s eyes. Either she’s seriously hurt, or Leoben’s presence here is tearing the simulation apart—or both.

“Can we get out of here?” Leoben yells. “This place is freaking me out.”

A fire sparks inside me at the mention of getting out, but I swallow it down. “Not so fast. How do you even remember me?”

A shadow passes over his features. “I was faradayed during the wipe. I was in a Comox. I’ve been stuck at Cartaxus ever since, trying to figure out what the hell happened to you. If it’s okay with you, I’d like to get us both out of here before this place falls down.”

Faradayed. Of course. Dax showed up in Entropia to take Leoben away just before Jun Bei launched the wipe. Leoben could easily have been shielded, running dark as they flew away in a Comox. He would have been protected from the signal that wiped everyone’s memories.

“How are you here, though? The only people who could have gotten you in are Lachlan and Cartaxus.”

“I’m not completely useless,” he says, wincing as the lab lurches again. “I used to code sims when I was younger—nothing as creepy as this, but I know my way around VR code. I know how to get you out, and we’d better hurry. The implant in your head can’t handle running this simulation while keeping you and Jun Bei apart.”

A thread of unease tightens inside me. Leoben can definitely code, and I know he’s skilled with computers and networks—but he’s not a gentech coder. Even if he’s found a way to remotely access the implant keeping Jun Bei and me apart, he shouldn’t know so much about how it’s working. That’s cutting-edge tech, designed by Regina, updated by Jun Bei and Lachlan.

Something about this doesn’t feel right.

“How do you know so much about the implant?” I ask.

Leoben doesn’t look surprised by the suspicion in my voice. He lets out a choking laugh, still clutching the wound in his side. “I should have known you’d be a pain in the ass about this. I can explain everything, but we need to leave, and fast. I’m trying to save you, squid.”

I search his face, the shard of glass cutting into my hand. He doesn’t look like he’s lying—he looks like the sweet, cocky boy I know. The floor heaves, making my knees buckle, an entire row of beakers smashing to the floor. Ziana screams, running past us and down the hallway. I still don’t know how Leoben got here, and I don’t know how he’s going to get me out, but his is the only real face I’ve seen in weeks, and I know one thing he’s said is true: The implant is on the verge of breaking down. I can feel it straining now, feel the ocean of Jun Bei’s mind raging on the other side. It’s closer than it’s ever felt before. Pain pulses in the base of my skull. The only way to avoid being swept away is to get out of here.

Leoben might be lying to me, but I still have to trust him. I don’t have a choice.

“Okay,” I say, dropping the glass, wiping my bloodied hand on my sweatshirt. “How am I supposed to get out? I’ve tried everything.”

“We need to get to an interface.” Leoben looks up and down the hallway, pushing himself to his knees. “You have to exit the simulation.”

“Of course—exit the simulation!” I say, slapping my forehead. “Wow, Lee. Why didn’t I try that? What do you think I’ve been working on in here?”

He raises an eyebrow, looking at the kids huddled at my back. “Babysitting a much cuter version of me, apparently.”

I roll my eyes, gesturing down the hallway. “There are some genkits in the lab down there, but the last one I hacked blew up on me.”

“Let’s check them. There’s gotta be a way out. I’ll find it for you.”

I follow him over to the lab’s double doors, tugging the children’s hands from my pants. “What’s happening out there? Is the vaccine still holding?”

“I don’t know.” Leoben pushes through the doors. “I’ve been locked up by Cartaxus. They’ve kept me away from their networks.” He heads for the genkits on the wall, his eyes glazing. “I think we can use these to get you out. Come on, I’ll jack you in.”

I step across the room, then pause, looking back. “What will happen to the kids?”

His eyes refocus, his face softening. “They’re not real, squid.”

My throat tightens. The children stare up at me, dirty faced and frightened. I know they’re not real. I know they’re just part of the simulation. But that doesn’t stop my heart aching when I think about leaving them behind.

“They’re real to me,” I whisper. “They’re all I’ve had in here.”

“They’ll be fine,” Leoben says. “The simulation won’t be destroyed. It’ll just be switched off.”

I let out a breath, kneeling down beside the children. Leoben’s right. They’ll be fine, but I won’t be unless I leave them now. “Okay, I gotta go, guys. I’m sorry—I can’t stay here with you.”

They just stare at me with wide eyes until Jun Bei pushes through the group and slides a scalpel from her sleeve. She spins it around deftly, holding the handle out to me. “Take this,” she says. “Don’t let anyone hurt you. At least one of us should get out of here.”

I blink, stunned. In three weeks those are the only words she’s said to me. I thought her voice would be harsh and bold, but it’s soft. She’s almost shy. And she’s helping me. She looks too world-weary to be five years old, but I don’t think that’s an issue with the simulation. I think this is who Jun Bei really is, beneath her skills, her genius, and her plans.

I think she’s a soft-spoken girl who’s suffered through a childhood that taught her to keep weapons hidden in her sleeves.

“Thank you,” I say, taking the scalpel, holding her eyes until she looks away.

Leoben’s eyes linger on Jun Bei, a strange look on his face. “Come on, squid,” he says, still watching her, holding the genkit’s cable. “Let’s get out of here.”

I slip the scalpel into my pocket and hold out my arm, offering him my cuff, then pause. “Wait—if you’ve been kept away from Cartaxus’s networks, then how did you get through to me here? You’re accessing the implant remotely, right? You have to be doing this through a satellite connection.”

“It’s complicated. I don’t have time to explain now.”

I frown, drawing my arm back. I want to get out of here, but this still feels off. Leoben is here somehow, and he says he’s going to help me, but now he’s trying to jack a cable into my arm while clearly keeping something from me. “Why don’t you just tell me how to get out, and I’ll do it?”

He tilts his head back, letting out an exasperated sigh. “Why do you always have to be so difficult?”

I step away. He’s definitely holding something back. There are only a handful of people with the skills to be able to hack into this implant, and only a few even know it exists. There’s Lachlan, Jun Bei, and maybe some of the top people at Cartaxus. Leoben must be working with one of them. Whoever it is, he clearly doesn’t want me to know.

I slide the scalpel back out of my pocket. “Tell me why you’re here.”

Another rumble shudders through the lab, and Leoben shakes his head. “We don’t have time for this. You need to leave, now.”

“No,” I say, my voice hardening. “Tell me who sent you here.”

He scrapes his hand over his face. When he meets my eyes again, he doesn’t look like my friend anymore. He looks like a Cartaxus black-out agent, like someone who could kill me with his bare hands. It’s the same look I remember from when we used to spar. When he’d launch himself at me and send me to the ground, time after time. We’re in a simulation now—there’s no reason he should be faster or stronger than me—but the look on his face still sends a jolt of fear through me.

His hand tightens on the genkit cable, and I turn and bolt across the room.

“Dammit, squid!” he yells, racing after me. The lab’s floor is littered with broken pieces of equipment, and the children scramble away as I run toward them, weaving desperately through the mess. My foot slides on a shard of broken glass, and I lurch wildly for the door, but it’s too late.

Leoben grabs my shirt, wrenching me back. I stumble, twisting out of his grasp, lifting the scalpel in a blur. He’s better trained than me, but he’s still wounded, and I aim the scalpel at his neck. My arm flies out, but he grabs my wrist and spins me around, throwing me off my feet and to the floor.

The breath shudders from my lungs, the room tilting. A pain like lightning stabs through my stomach, arcing across my ribs. I roll to my side, my eyes scrunched shut, and let out a scream.

The scalpel in my hand is gone, Leoben is standing above me, and there’s a jagged shard of metal jutting from my abdomen.

“Goddammit,” he hisses, staring down at me. “Why’d you have to run?” He hauls me back to the genkit by my arm, dragging me across the floor. My vision is spinning, my lungs desperate for air. The pain in my stomach feels like bursts of fire rippling across my skin.

“I’m sorry, squid,” he mutters, yanking up my panel arm. “I really didn’t want it to come to this.”

“Lee, please!” I beg him, trying to wrench my arm away. But it’s no use. He’s too strong—too fast.

I let out a scream as he jacks the cable into my cuff, and everything goes black.






CHAPTER 5 JUN BEI


I KNOW SOMETHING IS WRONG as soon as I wake. There are no sounds, no voices near me—just a throbbing in my forehead and an ache in my jaw that feels like needles being driven into my skin. I grope for my panel’s interface, the edges of my thoughts fuzzy with sleep, and pull up my home screen. I’m in Entropia, and my vitals are normal, but my healing tech is in overdrive.… And I’ve been unconscious for the last two hours.

I jerk awake, my eyes blinking wide. I’m lying on a steel-framed bed in a small laboratory. A pounding, splintering pain in my head is blurring my vision. The ceiling above me is smooth concrete, and the air is laced with the scent of nanosolution. There’s a metal door to my left and a pile of bloodied bandages on the floor, but no sign of who brought me here. The last thing I remember is the caves—we found the Lurkers and the wounded woman. I touch my forehead, feeling gauze and metal clips, the tender swelling of a bruise. A faint memory circles through me of being hit by falling rocks. There’s another bandage on the left side of my face. I prod carefully at the injury beneath it, feeling shredded flesh and a smooth curve of exposed bone.

Pain rockets through me. I freeze, gasping, trying to remember what happened. We were in the caves; we blew the roof to stop the Lurkers, and I healed Matrix’s wife. There was gunfire, and we tried to get away.

Then Matrix turned wild and attacked me.… And Cole showed up and shot her.

“Shit,” I breathe, my heart pounding, and roll to my side. The pain in my jaw erupts into a blaze that takes my breath away. Cole’s here, in Entropia. Cartaxus must have sent him. They’ll want to drag me into a lab, or a cell, or kill me for running the wipe. I look around for my holster, spotting it on the floor, my gun gleaming in the fluorescent lights. The walls blur, and my head spins as I swing my legs over the side of the bed to get to it. I push myself to my feet, swaying, and the door flies open.

“Jun Bei.”

I freeze. Cole is standing in the doorway. There’s dust caked into the creases around his eyes, blood crusted on his skin, but it’s him—in the flesh. Dark, curling hair, ice-blue eyes that light up as he sees me. A breath catches in my throat, and suddenly I’m a child again, bandaged and wounded, desperate for the comfort of his arms. For a moment it’s us against the world, bound by our wounds, by our pain, and by the burning promise to each other that we’ll both be free one day.

Then my gaze drops to his black armor and the antlers on his chest. I see the leylines stretching across his skin, the weapon at his side. He’s not the Cole I grew up with. He’s the boy who stared into Catarina’s eyes and never heard me screaming back at him. He whispered words to her that he once whispered to me.

He wanted to hurt me. He lied to me. He’s my enemy.

“I still can’t believe you’re really here,” he whispers. His eyes are wide, his breathing shallow, his face completely open. I can see every flicker of sadness and affection passing through him. It makes me aware of my own features, and I force my expression to be neutral. I don’t ever want to look as vulnerable as he does now.

“What are you doing here?” I ask. “Did Cartaxus send you to drag me back?”

“No,” he says, his voice soft. He has a bundle of medical supplies tucked under his arm, and he sets them down on a counter near the door. “I’m here to talk.”

Talk. I almost snort. There’s no way Cartaxus sent a black-out agent here to talk to me. Talking isn’t exactly their specialty. He’s here to spy on me and the other genehackers. I glance down at my holster, but it’s too far away to grab without Cole stopping me. If I’m forced to defend myself from him, I’ll have to do it with code.

“You shouldn’t have come here,” I say. The pain in my jaw surges with every word. I close my eyes, breathing through it. He shouldn’t be here—not wearing armor, not carrying a gun. Cartaxus almost destroyed this city just a few weeks ago, and if Entropia’s citizens see him here, they’ll tear him apart. I can’t be seen with him either. Nobody will trust me if I’m caught talking to one of Cartaxus’s black-out agents.

Or maybe I’m thinking about this the wrong way.

My eyes snap open, moving over his body, zeroing in on the dark blood staining his shirt. Cole could be just what I’ve been waiting for. He’s a Cartaxus soldier, but he’s also one of the Zarathustra subjects, and his DNA is part of the Panacea. I wasn’t able to learn anything from Matrix’s wife, so I’m no closer to finding the missing piece of the code, but there’s a chance I can start to figure it out if I run some tests on Cole. His cells could help me parse the parts of the Panacea that I still can’t understand.

I don’t think he’ll be a willing experimental subject for me, though.

“You’re hurt,” he says. He unrolls the bundle of medical supplies, picking up a silver vial of healing tech. “I’ll explain everything—just sit back down. You need to rest.”

“I’m fine,” I say, sending out a pulse from my cuff to test his tech. It’s firewalled more fiercely than any panel I’ve seen before. There’s a chance I could hack it, but I won’t be able to do it remotely, not without him realizing what I’m doing. That means either using a wire or pressing my cuff against his panel to run a short-wave hack.

He isn’t just going to let me hack him, though. I need to make him feel comfortable so that I can get close to him.

I nod at the bloodstains on his clothes. “How about you? Are you hurt?”

“It’s a scratch. Your cheek, Jun Bei—”

“Show me,” I say, walking stiffly to his side, reaching for him. He flinches as I step closer, but he doesn’t back away. His skin is streaked with dust, his eyes narrowed as I lift the hem of his black, blood-soaked shirt, revealing a three-inch gash in his stomach.

The sight hits me harder than I thought it would. A wave of memories rolls through me—gleaming laboratory tables, scars and stitches and jagged wounds. I’ve seen Cole hurt so many times before that it shouldn’t move me like this, and I definitely shouldn’t let it move me. The roiling ocean inside me is swelling, crashing against my self-control. When I look up, Cole’s eyes are locked on mine, and I can feel him trembling. Everything I’ve spent the last few weeks trying to forget is written in his face. The pain and misery of our past, the shared desperation.

I swallow hard and drop my eyes from his, forcing my feelings down.

“You’ve been stabbed.” I take his arm, guiding him toward the bed. “Let me check your healing tech.”

“My tech is fine.”

“Let me optimize it, then.”

A flicker of suspicion passes over his face, and he draws his arm away. “Let’s focus on your injuries.”

“Okay,” I say. That was too blunt, too obvious. I’ll have to be smarter if I’m going to hack into his panel.

He reaches for the bundle on the counter. “I brought—”

“I can handle it.” I run my hands over my jeans. My clothes are streaked with dust and blood, but the emergency masks are still in my pocket, crinkling as I pull one out. I bring my hand up to check the bandaged, ruined mess on the side of my face, and the pain that blooms at the slightest brush of my fingertips is enough to make my breathing stutter. It’s not a new pain, though. I’ve been enduring worse than this every time I’ve tried to burn away the rogue patch of Catarina’s DNA. Every day I’ve injected myself with a toxic blend of nanites to chew away the flesh, and every day it’s grown back just the same—Catarina’s stubborn DNA filling the cells in my cheek instead of mine.

I walk to a scratched mirror on the wall and tug down the bandage taped over my cheek. My skin is bruised, my eyes are bloodshot, and the bite wound on my face is horrific. I peel back the clear film from the mask, laying it flat across my palm, and suck in a breath to brace myself.

Cole’s eyes widen with horror as I lift my hand and press the silver gel to the wound.

The pain is an avalanche. I was wrong; this is new. The shredded skin and nerves on my cheek are more sensitive than I’m used to. The jolt of agony that rockets through me as the gel seals against my skin takes my breath, my sight, my consciousness with it in a blinding flash of white.

“For God’s sake, Jun Bei!” Cole rushes forward in a blur. He’s at my side, catching me before I realize I’m falling. His voice is tinged with static, my senses fading in and out as he takes my shoulders, lowering me until I’m sitting on the floor. “Why are you always so stubborn?”

I lean back against the side of the bed, drawing in a shaking breath. “Why are you always so surprised?”

The gel is melting against my face, bonding to the wound, but through the haze of pain I’m lucid enough to grasp Cole’s arm as though I need him for support. I scrunch my eyes shut, shaking with pain, and press the black metal of my cuff to his panel. A script to hack his tech starts running automatically.

Cole’s eyes lock on mine, but there’s no sign he’s aware of the code pulsing through my cuff to test the limits of his tech. So far, all it’s hitting is firewalls that I don’t know how to break through. The mask’s anesthetic kicks in slowly, spreading prickles of icy numbness across my cheek. Cole starts to move away, but I grip his arm tighter, straightening.

“What happened to Matrix?” I ask. “The woman you shot.”

His eyes lower. “I’m sorry. She didn’t make it. Her wife survived, though. Your friend Rhine, she helped me get in and bring you back here. She’s dealing with the wounded right now, but she said she’d come by soon. There’s a medical bay being set up in the park.”

“A medical bay?” I frown. “How many people are wounded?”

“Dozens. There was another attack in the southern tunnels with more Lurkers.”

A chill creeps across my skin. Dozens of wounded. Another attack. This is more serious than I thought. The hack on Cole’s tech has almost finished running, but it hasn’t found a single weakness. I could still run the tests I want to with a wire, but that would mean getting him jacked into a genkit. There’s one in Regina’s lab that would work. Industrial grade, loaded with custom scripts. I could probably sneak Cole through the back hallways.…

But maybe I shouldn’t be thinking about this right now. The city is in crisis, and I could help with the wounded, but all I can focus on is finishing the Panacea. The code has me by the throat. I don’t know how to stop thinking about it, shuffling the pieces of the puzzle in my mind. If there’s a chance that studying Cole’s DNA can help me solve it, then I don’t know if I have the strength to resist.

The hack on Cole’s panel finishes, unsuccessful. I slide my hand from his arm. “Did anyone see you bring me here?”

“Just Rhine,” he says. “We took the service elevator.”

I nod, pushing myself up. The pain in my cheek has dulled into a low, pulsing throb. Cole stands with me, watching warily as I snatch my holster from the floor and swing open the door to check the hallway. We’re on the same level as Regina’s lab. I could easily take Cole there and figure out a way to hack his tech.

Or I could take the stairwell down to the park and see if Rhine needs my help with the wounded.

I look up and down the hallway, torn. Going to the park is the right thing to do. I came here to join this city and become a part of it, and now its people are hurting. I could probably save some lives. Ruse would be proud of me. But where’s the logic in saving half a dozen people when a few hours of work could save millions?
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