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SAGE

Millie’s trusting brown eyes peered up at me in expectation, like she didn’t even see the gun barrel pointed directly at her skull. She thought I’d come to the yard to bottle feed her, just like I had for the last two months. She thought I was her mother.

My hands shook, unsteady with the gun.

Her small tail swished back and forth, swatting flies from her pale brown coat. Just two months old. Too young to die.

I lowered the gun.

“I can’t do it,” I said.

The Kansas sun beat down on us, no shade in the middle of the side yard. Beckett took the .22 from my hands without saying a word, careful like always not to touch me, no matter how badly I wanted him to. He lifted the gun and took aim. Millie still didn’t move. Instead, she let out a bleat, showing desire for the bottle I had yet to provide. Beckett glanced sidelong at me, asking for my permission.

“No, do it,” I said.

I turned away as the shot rang out, and anger flooded through me. If my mother had allowed us to borrow money from Beckett’s family, we could have amputated Millie’s leg, or bought stronger medication for the compound fracture in the first place. The gangrene wouldn’t have come.

Life was hard enough without a dad. Why couldn’t Mom act like a normal human being?

A few pieces of hay still stuck to my ponytail and I hit them off as I strode away. I would not cry. It was ridiculous to cry about this. She was a cow. I killed plenty of cows. Despite the direct order to myself, a tear ran down my cheek, and I wiped it away. At our old pickup truck, I rooted around in the toolbox for some gloves so I could load up Millie’s corpse and take her to the cattle graveyard.

As I grabbed for the gloves, Beckett’s six-foot frame stepped up next to me, materializing out of nowhere. He placed his hand on mine.

“I’ll get her,” he said softly.

I froze. We were touching. My eyes stayed glued to our hands. I didn’t want to crack the fragile moment—skin contact was something Beckett only allowed to happen every few weeks, usually in the wheat fields when no one was around.

His gaze remained on our hands, as if he concentrated all his desire in that one spot. Slowly, his thumb traced across my skin, and a tingling warmth ran up my arm.

Beckett closed his eyes and slid his hand to the side. “I’ll get her, Sage,” he said again and took the gloves from me.

Was it possible to experience satisfaction and disappointment at the same time? Because I felt them both, every time these moments ended. Eleven months and two days ago, I’d stopped asking him why we couldn’t date. There was nothing to comment on anymore. Beckett liked me as more than a friend. And yet, we were “just friends.” Our relationship made no sense.

The door slammed on the side porch of our old farmhouse, and my younger brother, Finn, trotted down the steps. Beckett shifted slightly away from me, reestablishing the space he usually maintained between us. Finn held a shoebox under an arm, car keys in one hand, and his neon green toad, Noxley, in the other. Our family beagle, Ollie, wagged his tail at Finn’s side.

Finn was fourteen, almost three years younger than me, and somehow—quite inexplicably—he regularly got out of farm work by supplying the excuse of “scientific matters to attend to,” which usually meant random experiments he carried out in the basement.

“Is it an awesome day or is it an awesome day? I love Saturdays,” Finn said.

Oh yeah, just awesome, I thought, my eyes unwilling to look toward Millie lying in the grass only twenty yards away.

“Are you people ready to roll, or what?” Finn’s curly brown hair hung like a mop around his face. He pointed at Beckett. “You’re coming to the science fair, right? Before your baseball game? The awards ceremony starts in thirty minutes.”

Finn was the smartest kid in all of Canta Junior High. The school only had two hundred students … but still. He’d won the junior high science fair ever since they’d first let him compete in fifth grade.

“Wouldn’t miss it, buddy,” Beckett said, shutting the toolbox. “How’s Noxley today?”

“He’s good.” Finn grinned. “Ready for his grand prize ribbon.” My brother’s attention turned to me and he frowned at my dusty jean shorts and t-shirt. “You don’t have time to change. We’re leaving in six minutes.” He tossed me the keys. “I’ve got a water for you in the car. Oh, and by the way, I cleared something off the web browser cache today while I was on the kitchen computer. Something about Penn State Astronomy Camp?”

No. No, no, no. Had I left that up?

Finn looked smug. “I don’t think Mom saw it, but if she did, someone’s not going to be happy.” He sing-songed the last word.

“Oh, just go get in the car,” I tossed the keys back at Finn, avoiding Beckett’s gaze as I turned for the barn. I’d have just enough time to toss a bale of hay to the horses before we left. I heard Beckett following me but didn’t feel like talking, so instead of stopping at the horse stalls, I climbed up the wooden ladder into the loft.

I strode past the walls covered with diagrams of the sky, sections of stars Beckett and I had mapped and counted. Most of the papers had yellowed, their edges curling inward, withering with the humidity of the barn.

My body found its usual spot on the stool next to the old telescope that Beck had brought back to life for me last summer. I pushed open the barn door to get a view of the sky. It was darkening in the west—maybe we’d get an evening storm.

I looked up when the floorboards creaked. Beckett ducked under the exposed ceiling beam but then remained close to the ladder, giving me space. He removed his baseball cap, wiping sweat-soaked strands of honey-blond hair from his forehead with his t-shirt sleeve.

“When you rub sweat off your face like that, it looks like you’re performing for a commercial,” I said, annoyed. But it wasn’t Beck’s fault we had to shoot Millie. It wasn’t his fault I’d left the astronomy camp information up on the computer. And it wasn’t his fault he was irresistibly attractive. So I added, more softly, “Might be okay if I didn’t like you so much.”

Beckett stared at me for a second, then replaced his baseball cap. “I do it to torment you.” A hint of a grin tugged at his mouth. “As a secondary benefit, it helps keep the sweat out of my eyes.”

He crossed the loft, pulled out his stool and sat down facing the open door. How many times had we lived out this tension, our two bodies sitting in these two seats, with only the telescope between us?

I waited for him to ask the question I knew would come. Eventually, he looked over at me. The spring-summer sun always did something fantastic to his complexion, bringing a healthy glow to his skin. Subtly, I breathed in his familiar scent—earth, and sweat, and a smooth, clean-smelling soap—and somehow, it reassured me that everything was going to be okay.

“Penn State?” he finally said.

“I signed up for the summer astronomy camp. But it doesn’t matter anyway. They only give out one scholarship, and it’s already been awarded, so I wasn’t planning on going.”

Beckett’s eyebrows furrowed. “But you were going? If you got the scholarship?”

My heart dropped. Was it disbelief in Beckett’s eyes? Or disappointment? I didn’t remember my father at all, but, in moments like this, I pictured him—a kind, non-living version of him—looking down from somewhere in the heavens, proud of who I’d become.

“What’s it matter, now?”

Beck fiddled with the telescope, seeming to debate whether to speak. “You want out, don’t you?”

I tried to hide my surprise. We’d never talked about this. Mainly because of the “out” he was referring to—our plan to expand his family’s neighboring farm along with ours. I would manage the accounting and make sure we did it the smart way, while Beckett managed the fields and farmhands. The truth was, I didn’t know what I wanted. How did I say that out loud to someone who was so sure of his future?

Beckett sighed. “You need to talk with your mom. You’ve got to tell her about the camp.”

“I’m never going to tell my mom. At least not until enough years have passed that I’m sure she won’t have a panic attack.”

“You have to tell her.” Beckett clenched his jaw as if he didn’t want to say whatever he was about to say. “Or else I will.”

I frowned. This was absurd. It was astronomy camp. Besides, Beckett never sided with Mom. He remained solidly neutral when arguments erupted between us.

Beck ducked his head to get a better look into my eyes. “Did you ever think there might be other reasons your mom wants you to stick around? Besides the money, I mean? And needing your help? Life is hard without your dad. You need to talk with her.”

“Other reasons?” Despite my annoyance at Beck’s comment, my stomach contracted. Images of my dad as a serial killer spotlighted on the nightly news ran through my mind. “Other reasons like what?”

Beckett rubbed the nape of his neck and squinted. “Just tell her, okay?”

“Fine. I’ll tell her.” Someday. Until then, hopefully Beck would forget about it.

He tried to smile, but his face remained tense, jaw tight with a ripple across the bone.

“Come on,” he said. “I’ll take care of Millie and you feed the horses real quick. Noxley’s grand prize ribbon is waiting.”
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At the driver’s door of Mom’s car, I watched Beckett pull onto the main gravel road. He honked like always, lifting his hand out the window to wave over the hood of his truck.

“See you in a few!” he called.

I waved in return, stifling a sigh, and leaned back against the car to wait for Mom. How could things feel so much the same and yet so different at the same time?

Finn leaned out the back window. “Sorry about Millie. I should have known the reason for the gunshot. I wasn’t thinking.”

“Forgiven,” I said, kicking my tennis shoe at the gravel.

“So … astronomy camp?”

“Don’t worry, I won’t leave you here alone with Mom. I’m not that cruel.”

“I know,” Finn said. “You love me too much. But I don’t mind if you pave the way with your requests. Maybe by the time I’m graduating, she’ll have softened up enough to let me go somewhere really cool.”

“So you would leave me here alone with her?”

He shrugged. “I guess so, yeah. You could come with?”

“And leave her to her own devices?”

Finn paused, as if contemplating this scenario—Mom by herself on the farm. “Yeah, you’re right. Not a good idea. Well, you’re tough, anyway, and at least you have Beckett. It’s not all bad.”

Minus the one small detail that he refuses to touch me, I thought as I yanked open the door and slid into the driver’s seat. I rested my head back against the seat, but the car felt stifling, so I started the engine and cranked up the air conditioner, even though I knew it would cost extra gas.

Finn noticed I was upset. “Hey,” he said, “what’s the square root of 538?”

I smiled. My brother did know how to distract me. “23.195.”

Finn pulled out his phone and typed in the numbers. When he looked up, he shook his head, still impressed after all this time. “Where are we?” he said, wanting the running tally of times in a row I’d correctly answered his math problems—we’d started when he was six.

“9,497.”

“We should throw a party at 10,000. Don’t you think?” Finn said. “If we dedicate a few Saturdays to pure math equations, the timing would match up, and we could celebrate along with your graduation reception next year.”

In the rearview mirror, Finn’s face looked completely serious about the party, but then he shifted, distracted. “Brace yourself,” he said. “Here comes your chance to find out whether Mom’ll freak out or not. Who knows, Penn State could be in your future.”

I lifted my head from the seat and my stomach flipped as Mom strode down the steps and across the gravel drive. “Yeah, right,” I said.

Mom pulled the passenger door open, her wavy brown hair cascading over her shoulders. Mom was beautiful. Everyone in town said so. I looked like her—if it counted that we had the same hair color. But mine hung straight and limp, and my features didn’t sparkle. As one old lady put it while looking down at me in the Canta Grocery Store when I was seven—“She’s just so plain.” The truth? It was hard not to be a visual disappointment if someone set eyes on Mom first.

Mom pulled her car door shut. “Hi, honey. Good day?”

I flashed an artificial smile and nodded. The conversation had barely started, and yet Mom already held a tinge of tension in her voice, noticeable by the way “good day” raised an octave at the end of her question.

Mom scanned me, searching for something to be bothered by. “Honey, don’t you think it might be better if you freshened up a bit?”

I jerked the car into reverse. “Finn said I didn’t have time.”

“Hmm …”

Mom’s “hmm” was loaded. Something was eating at her—like most days—and it was only a matter of time before she blew.

At the main road, I turned south and pressed on the accelerator.

“Slow down,” Mom said automatically, “and strap in.”

“I was going to,” I said, clenching my teeth together. I eased up on the pedal and pulled the seat belt across my body. “How was your day, Mom?” Better if I could get to the heart of the matter, maybe she’d be more relaxed by the time we arrived at school.

“My day was fine.” She flipped down her mirror and applied some lip gloss. “I got a prank call on my cell phone though.” Her purse snapped shut.

Ahh. There it was. The source of her current state.

“Someone was breathing into the phone,” Mom continued. “Did either of you put your friends up to that?”

“Not me,” Finn said.

“I’m sure it was nothing, Mom,” I said. “Probably just a sales call. Could you hear chatter in the background?”

Mom rotated in her seat to face Finn. “I know your friends have done this before. And I believe I told you to never let it happen again.”

I knew the prank call wasn’t Finn’s fault, but it didn’t matter. He was about to get reamed. Grounded for a week, cell phone taken away, something bad. He knew as much too, because he glanced at me through the rearview, with a look in his eyes that cried “help, I’m begging you.” I squeezed the steering wheel. I’d regret it later, but right now I couldn’t ignore that look.

“Mom,” I blurted, “I applied for summer astronomy camp at Penn State University.”

There. I said it. And just like that, Mom’s gaze flickered off Finn and onto me.

“What?”

“Yes. It’s true. I did it back in March. I didn’t get the scholarship. So don’t worry. I’m not going.” The last part was just for mocking her. Of course I wasn’t going—scholarship or not.

I waited for the verbal firing squad to unleash itself. Instead, Mom clasped her hands together in her lap and said nothing at all.

Well now, this was a first. We drove in silence for a minute and a half, the tension growing as Mom’s knuckles turned white. The late afternoon sun lowered in the west, almost completely covered by the storm clouds. A single ray still shone through the clouds, and I moved my visor to block the glare.

Finally, Mom spoke. “Sage, someday you’re going to have to trust the people who love you. I’m really not trying to make your life miserable.” She smoothed out her cotton skirt. “If you understand nothing else, understand this. People who love you—people like me—are actually here to help you through life, not complicate it.”

What was that supposed to mean? Because funny thing, I couldn’t remember the last time Mom did much of anything to help me.

Mom sighed, as if she could read my thoughts. Her shoulders actually dropped a little. “I think we all need to have a talk tonight. I’ll tell the Andersons. They can come, too.”

I frowned. Beckett and his parents? To an organized family meeting on a day Mom was especially crazy? Sure, they’d seen her uptight plenty of times, but this sounded downright awkward. I tried to keep her worst days hidden from everyone else.

Finn’s voice came out tentative. “Um, Mom? I was hanging out with Katie tonight.”

Mom’s neck muscles contracted into a tightrope. “Katie will have to wait.”

Finn responded by placing a hand on Noxley’s box, trying to protect the toad from the tension that wafted off Mom in waves.

On the road up ahead, a car came into view. It kicked up dust on the perpendicular road a half mile away. Mom reached out to me, and I felt the coolness of her hand on my arm. I was driving too fast again. The soft gravel on the side of the road had a way of pulling at the tires, which made her nervous if I drove over thirty miles per hour. Finn had just started piddling around the farm with the truck a few months ago, so for him, Mom’s anxiousness emerged at more like twenty.

“Stop the car.” Mom leaned forward, squinting through the windshield at the black car. “Turn around.”

My stomach contracted. I usually tried not to let Mom’s paranoia rub off on me, but this felt different. Something was wrong.

I slowed the car.

Finn looked up from his phone, where he’d no doubt been texting Katie. “What’s going on? The fair starts in fifteen minutes.”

In the small amount of time it took me to rotate the opposite direction, the black car turned onto the same road, only six hundred yards back. As I accelerated, it gained on us.

“Mom?! What is going on? Why are we being chased?” I shouted.

Mom looked up from fumbling through her purse. “Where’s my phone?” she cried. “Finn! Text Peg! Type S.O.S. Sage, go faster!”

“Faster?!” I was already going sixty, faster than I’d ever driven on this road in my entire life. The black car drew closer. Finn, silent and pale, clutched the shoebox to his chest.

My entire body shook as I pressed the accelerator all the way to the floor.

Seventy.

Eighty.

It felt like the tires hardly touched the ground. My heart beat wild in my chest, mouth dry. There was no more space to talk. One shift of the wheel now, and it was over. The black car sped up directly behind us, the dark shape filling my entire side mirror.

Eighty-four miles per hour.

Then, our front tire caught on a soft patch of rock.

We spun. Once, twice, five times. I couldn’t tell. I only heard my screams.

At some point, we were rolling. Over and over.

Finally, our car slammed to a stop and my airbag exploded. My head and chest whipped against the white balloon, the seat belt burning across my chest.

As the bag deflated, I only saw dust. When it cleared, a barbed-wire fence and wooden post came into view, crushed into the right side of the hood. Everything fell absolutely quiet, save for the hissing of the engine. Pain pulsed through my spine, in rhythm with my soaring heartbeat.

What. Was. Happening? My hands shook as I dabbed at the warm sensation on my neck. Blood. I wiped it away, unable to tell the source.

I turned. “Mom.” My voice came out raspy, shaky. Dust coated my throat.

Blood streamed down Mom’s temples, her head dropped against the seat, eyes closed. My hand stretched toward her. “Mom!”

Drops of rain started to fall, hitting the windshield one or two at a time. The windshield had cracked in front of Mom—a web of shattered glass radiating outward from a center circle. Had her head hit the glass?

“Finn.” I turned a few inches, and pain shot into my skull. Finn slouched in his seat, unconscious—or dead? Noxley lay on the floorboard, bottom-side-up, neon green body unmoving.

The shiny sedan pulled to a stop on the road. A car door opened. Then another and another. Three men. Two in black suits, one in gray fatigues.

“Mom!” I screamed, shaking her harder this time. No response.

My hands groped for her purse. I needed her cell phone. Then Mom coughed.

“Hope.” Her mouth barely moved. “Run.” She licked her lips, eyes still closed. “Run.”

Hope?

The men were at my door, one pulling on the handle, the other two peering through the windows at my brother, my mother. I struggled with the seatbelt clasp. If I could get out of here, get to Beckett, get to the police, get to somebody ….

The man in gray fatigues used his elbow to shatter the driver’s window. I screamed. He drew back his arm and brushed glass from his sleeve.

The man’s hands patted inside the frame, grabbing for the handle, and the nearness of his body sent a white hot panic through me. I screamed at the seatbelt to release.

The door pulled open, and I punched at the man’s arms as he tried to reach for me.

A rag went to my face. Then, blackness.

Just before the unconsciousness hit, Mom’s words ran through my head again.

Hope. Run.
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BECKETT

I smiled as I drove away from the house and headed south down the gravel road toward the school for Finn’s science fair. The rain had started and stopped again, but the dark clouds still loomed in the distance, conspiring a downpour. I turned up the radio and let the music thrum threw me. Damp air blew on my face from the open window, and it pushed away the unsettled feeling I’d had in my stomach ever since Sage told me about the astronomy camp. She was getting restless. Her mom wouldn’t like it. But let the cards fall where they may once she told her mom. That wasn’t my problem. I didn’t care if Sage did leave the farm, as long as I could go with her whenever she went.

I loved her. I really, truly loved her. Of course, I couldn’t tell her that, and the guilt gnawed away at my insides. It’s why I wouldn’t kiss her, why I couldn’t touch her like I wanted. Because someday, when I can finally tell her the truth—that I am a spy—maybe, just maybe, she’ll find a way to forgive me. And when that moment comes, a history of kisses will only complicate things. This way, maybe she’ll know how much I really care.

I slowed as I passed her family farm, making sure the horses were closed up and the cows were still inside the fence. One cow in particular had a knack for escaping, and we had to track it down about once a week.

All looked in order. Their car was gone, which meant they had already made it to the science fair. Aunt Peg and Uncle Jeff were running a few errands in town and meeting us at the school.

I pressed on the gas, hoping I wouldn’t miss the awards ceremony. A mile up ahead, my eyes picked out a dark gray spot in the horizon, just off course from the straight path of the road. My hands tightened a bit on the steering wheel, although at first, I wasn’t really sure why. It could be anything: a cow, a pile of upturned dirt, a trick of my own eyes. But I leaned forward anyway and pressed on the accelerator. A quarter mile further, the ball of fear I’d shoved down in my stomach came bursting through my chest.

It was a car. I wished I didn’t recognize which one, but I did. Hers.

I slammed on the breaks when I got close enough, kicking up dust as my tires skidded to a stop. Blood pumped to my head, to all my limbs, and I felt myself going numb.

The car was crushed in on itself, smashed into a fence. The driver’s door and back passenger door hung open. It was like a movie. I wasn’t seeing real life. A hundred times I’d played out what to do if they ever came, how I’d protect Sage and her family. And now I was too late.

I shoved open my truck door and jumped from the seat, stumbling on the gravel as my body made its way to her car. I braced my hands on the driver’s side doorframe and ducked down so I could peer inside. Mrs. Sallisaw was in the passenger seat. Covered in blood. The car held no one else.

Panic coursed through me as I sprinted around to the other side of the car, stumbling through the tall grass to get to the woman I’d adopted as a mother in my life.

At the passenger side, I reached my hand through the window and pressed against her neck, the blood on her skin still warm. I closed my eyes, unable to stare at her face while I felt for a heartbeat. There wasn’t one.

I spun away. My eyes searched down the road, frantic. I’d pretended for too long that the life I’d so carefully built for myself the past three years was real. I’d believed in the tiny probability that it could last.

“SAAGE!” The sound of my voice echoed across the fields. Three crows flew up from their hiding spot among the growing wheat, cawing. A red-tailed hawk swooped off the telephone wire and flapped away. Everything else stayed silent.

I was too late. They’d come when I wasn’t there. None of my emergency escape plans mattered anymore because I was too late.

I don’t remember getting back into my truck. I only remember speeding down the road, my hand typing the “SOS” on my phone to Peg and Jeff.

Three miles down, I got an answer. Their car rested upside down in the middle of the road. I could see my aunt and uncle inside. I put the truck in park, not shutting off the ignition, not thinking, barely able to make my legs move forward toward their hissing car.

Peg and Jeff hung upside down, still strapped to their seats. Uncle Jeff’s body was long enough that his palms rested on the roof, fingers loosely curled inward. Peg’s arms dangled toward the ground but didn’t touch, like she was riding a coaster and got frozen in the underside of a 360 degree loop. Next to the car lay a rifle. I choked back a cry, putting together the weapon with the pool of blood slowly seeping out onto the gravel. I couldn’t bring myself to look at their faces, to stare at their blood-soaked shirts. The gun holes in the windshield were enough.

My vision started to spin. My chest constricted so tight I could not breathe.

They were dead.

The gun was my .22. The one registered under my name—the one I’d just shot Millie with. A gun that had my fingerprints all over it. The Corporation was setting me up. They’d timed all of it perfectly, down to the very minute. They’d known our schedule—that we’d all be heading to the science fair that afternoon. Why hadn’t they come for me at the house and killed me? Or waited and taken me, too?

My eyes remained stuck on the growing puddle of blood, my brain trapped someplace between shock and disbelief. I felt something inside me closing down. My arms folded in on my stomach, and I threw up in the road.

As I wiped the spit from my mouth, I squatted in the road to keep the world from spinning. It was then that I noticed the white paper, nailed to the wooden fence post, blowing slightly in the breeze.

I stumbled across the road and through the ditch. When I ripped the paper from the post, I had to blink several times before my eyes focused enough to read it.

The recruits are sterile. We need the code.

If you have information on Dr. Cunningham, come see us at the mansion.

Otherwise, just kill yourself now.

10 Vasterias Way, Briarcliff Manor, NY 10510

Something shifted inside of me then, anger rising up through my grief. I crumpled the paper in my fist. Surely my father wasn’t part of this. Surely Jack didn’t know what the Corporation was doing.

I couldn’t go to the police. The cops would never believe my story, and I didn’t want them to know who I really was anyway. That would mean news reporters, the press. Besides, the Corp was far above local law enforcement.

No. I knew exactly what I would do. My plan involved the only thing I’d ever wanted. To stop running. To wake up in the morning without having to be afraid for the people I love. To wake up next to her.

I steadied myself on the wooden post. I would bury Aunt Peg, Uncle Jeff, and Mrs. Sallisaw. They deserved that. Then I would get in my truck and drive to New York. I’d been to the mansion before.

I’d let the Corp think I knew about her dad’s whereabouts. I’d let them think that I had all the information in the world. I’d tell lies until I could get to Sage and Finn. Then I’d take them somewhere safe, out of the country, where we could hide forever.

Peg’s car hissed—final sounds of defiance leaking from the car.

A handful of crows began cawing tentatively, circling overhead, eyeing me—the one human still alive on the road. One of the braver crows landed on the gravel. I clenched my jaw at the boldness of the small animal and flung my arms. “Get! Get out of here!” The bird flew down the road, but didn’t disappear.

I punched the wooden fence post, every one of my emotions behind the hit. When I pulled back, blood poured from my knuckles. It was a brash, pointless release of energy, something my brother would do, not me. But it still felt good. I felt the warmth of the blood trickle down my hand as I slumped against the post.

I would get to her—or die trying.
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SAGE

My eyes blinked open. I sat in a helicopter chair, my arms and legs tied down.

The helicopter tilted, and the movement washed away the last of my grogginess. My gaze shifted, and there was Finn, strapped down and unconscious in a seat by the opposite door. His head sagged toward his shoulder, but his chest moved shallowly up and down.

Still alive. I stifled a cry of relief.

Two men sat in the cockpit. Both wore headsets and neither seemed aware that I was awake. Out the window, blue-green sea spread for miles and miles. The sun sat high, reflecting off the water in a glassy shimmer that reached out to the end of the horizon.

The memories rushed at me all at once. The black car. The crash. Mom. Finn. Those men.

My brain struggled to fit together the words Mom had whispered.

Hope. Run.

My heart dropped in my chest. Too late for running. At least too late to run down any road that would be familiar. But I could still hope. I wouldn’t give up that.

Was Mom still alive? Where would Beckett think we’d gone? How long until he and his parents saw our car? Had Mom gotten to a hospital in time? Beckett would be a mess, I knew he would. He’d always acted like the overprotective older brother, especially toward Finn. Regardless of whatever he and I were or were not to each other, he and his parents cared about my family—a lot. What would they make of this?

I tried to swallow away the cotton feeling coating my mouth. “Finn,” I whispered, hoping my voice stayed below the noise of the helicopter, that it would still reach his unconsciousness. I glanced to the pilots then back to him. “Finn.”

Finn’s thin arms vibrated involuntarily on the armrests. His skin had turned pink where the straps rubbed at his ankles and wrists. A small cut ran across his cheekbone, dried blood sticking to his cheek.

A balmy sweat broke out across my body, different from when my shirt would get soaked in the fields. That sweat was formed from hard work, from manual labor combined with a day in the sun. This dampness appeared because I was afraid.

Plus, I didn’t know how many hours, minutes, and seconds had passed. Unconsciousness was different than sleep. It meant my brain had been forced to turn off. Unconsciousness meant I couldn’t be sure of my numbers. Any possible ocean was hundreds or thousands of miles away from our home. Without knowing exactly how much time had passed, it was impossible for me to calculate the options about our location.

The pilot directly in front of me spoke into his headset. “Air boss to base. Feet dry. Three down and welded. Helo landing now.” The helicopter started lowering.

My stomach knotted. As my panic increased, so did my sweating. Out the window, a patch of trees distinguished itself from the mass of ocean. As the helicopter drew nearer, the spot expanded into an island. A giant concrete building rested in the middle of the trees near the beach, with a section of pavement set apart for the landing pad.

Chain-link fencing created a barrier around the property perimeter, all the way to the water. The fence strained to keep back the trees; branches reached over and through the chain-link, trying to reclaim their hijacked land. A large section of trees had been cleared on the south side of the building, leaving a giant oval of dirt.

A group of people dressed in black jogged up and down the beach—not running with the deflated posture of prisoners. No, they ran with shoulders back and spines tall. Their steps had a spring to them, an energy that showed they were racing, or proving themselves, or at least doing their best. As we neared the ground, the runners slid out of view.

The helicopter landed with a bump. Finn’s chin dropped to his chest and stayed there, unmoving. The pilots began to flip switches, and the noise of flight shut down. Across the pavement loomed the rectangular concrete building with those high, narrow windows. The only visible entrance was a single metal door, dead center in the concrete wall.

The first pilot spoke into his headset. “TransPac hop complete. Lights out. Passengers still unconscious. Where are the guards?”

More guards? Men like the ones who came to our car? My arms pulled against the straps again, pure panic taking over. We couldn’t go into that building. I couldn’t let them take Finn into that building.

I crushed my thumb toward my pinky, and my hand slid out a little. I tugged harder. Pain shot from my fingers up my arm. The pilot in front of Finn took off his headphones and unstrapped himself. I closed my eyes and made my body go limp.

“I’ll go check on the delay,” the co-pilot said. He pushed open his door and hot air flooded the helicopter, blanketing my body. The co-pilot jumped out, ducking below the spinning blades, and jogged toward the building.

In the seat in front of me, the first pilot started whistling. He straightened a few more dials and then stretched his arms overhead.

My eyes flickered to the fire extinguisher hanging just behind his seat. If I could knock him out, rouse Finn, and make it down to the beach and around that fence, we might have a chance. We could hide. Find help. I pulled at my hand again. The harder I pulled, the more my joints screamed, but my fingers were already halfway out. I jerked again.

My hand came free.

Quietly, I unstrapped my other wrist, my waist, and then leaned forward to release my ankles. When I sat up, completely free of the straps, the pilot was staring in the rearview mirror. Our eyes made contact.

I jumped up and yanked the fire extinguisher from the wall.

The pilot fumbled with his headset. “We’ve got one awake here. We need backu—” The word cut off when the extinguisher hit the side of his face. His head fell to the side, limp.

My hands shook as I dropped the canister and stared at him.

Move. Move.

Squatting in front of Finn’s seat, I pressed his head up. “Finn! Wake up!” I grabbed his shoulders and shook him. “Finn! Look at me!”

His eyes fluttered open, but his gaze didn’t focus on mine.

I released his wrist straps, but Finn’s head sagged forward again.

“Finn! Stay with me! We’re going to be okay. We’re going home. Do you hear me? I need you to get ready to run. We need to make it to the trees. Unstrap the belt at your waist. Finn, move!”

After his wrists were free, I shifted my focus to Finn’s ankle straps. He mumbled something I couldn’t understand. The clasp at his right ankle clicked open, then his left.

He still hadn’t made any move to help me free him. Just as my hands made it to his waist strap, the door next to Finn’s seat swung open. A man in gray fatigues shadowed the exit. The sun shining in around him made it impossible for me to see his face. He wrapped my torso and pulled me out of the helicopter.

“Finn!” I screamed, grabbing for my brother’s hand. I finally felt his fingers squeeze back, saw his face twist in confusion, heard him yell my name. The guard yanked my body away, and Finn’s fingers slipped from my grasp.

A scream erupted from somewhere deep inside me. No. I could not let this happen.

As Finn fumbled with the clasp at his waist, I swung my head back into the guard’s nose. For a moment, his hold loosened and I nearly broke free. But he caught hold of my t-shirt and encircled his arms around me again, dragging me toward the building.

My body thrashed. Was this what the wild animals back home felt like? I was that coyote we’d seen, injured, trapped in a barbed-wire fence, unable to get out, clawing, fighting like my life depended on it, because, deep down, I knew it did.

Beckett and I shot that coyote.

Two more guards jogged past me toward the helicopter, toward Finn.

I gave one final surge of fight, expending everything I had left, calling on every muscle. I might be wiry but I was no weakling. Farm work had kept my muscles awake and primed. My body knew how to fight back.

It was working. Was it working? I felt myself twisting from his hold, his arms not quite loose enough to break free from yet …

A sting erupted across my thigh. When I looked down, a needle protruded from my skin. At the end of the needle, a metal cylindrical tube swayed like a pendulum. My eyes jerked up in time to see a guard twenty feet away lowering a dart gun, a smirk on his face. The tip of his boot held open the door, revealing darkness beyond the building’s threshold.

I tried to reach down to pull out the needle, but the guard held my arms at my sides.

Within eight seconds, my body went limp. I had just enough time to look back at Finn, to see them pulling him from the helicopter, to embrace the overwhelming fact that I’d let him down.

In another two seconds, I was completely gone.
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JACK

I was in the middle of pull-ups when I heard the helicopter, still about five miles off.

What was this? Dad didn’t allow for unannounced visitors from Vasterias headquarters, and Caesar kept me in the loop about arrivals and departures. This arrival was something impromptu.

I finished forty more pull-ups before dropping from the metal ceiling joist and moving toward the second story window of the old medical wing. Holding the ends of a towel, I stretched my arms overhead, feeling the soreness in my shoulders. I twisted back and forth a few times and wiped the sweat off my neck.

The helicopter landed.

I squinted, forcing my eyesight to go beyond the sun reflecting off the tinted copter windows. I could see the two younger people in the back—a girl’s ponytail, the pale blue color of her t-shirt, a boy’s curly hair ….

I froze with the towel against my temple.

It couldn’t be them. Not so soon.

The co-pilot emerged and walked across the landing pad. The girl looked to be struggling with her seatbelt. She rose from her seat. She pulled down the fire extinguisher, and … hit the pilot across the head.

And then Jimmy was there, jogging across the pavement.

When Jimmy flung open the helicopter doors and pulled the girl out, my knees buckled. It really was her.

Hope Cunningham.

I recognized her—the set of her jaw, her narrow frame, her brown eyes. I’d seen a picture of her a few months back. The last time I’d seen her in real life, she’d been two years old. It was the day her mom left New York to hide from Vasterias. I was three and a half at the time, but I remembered everything about that day.

Hope kicked and screamed, reaching for the boy who I assumed must be her brother. This wasn’t in the plan.

I knew it was a possibility—she and her family getting brought here—just not so soon. Dad had only finished testing the last of the recruits last night. I had planned to make it to her family first. All the recruits were found sterile, so Caesar and I had mapped out our plan. We were leaving for Kansas the next night to warn her family about Vasterias and my father.

Too late for that now.

Jimmy dragged the girl toward the building. She wouldn’t give up. She screamed her brother’s name. Finn.

A dart hit her leg. Her body went limp.

Anger shot through me, and I spun from the window. I shoved a metal cot into the concrete wall, and it ricocheted off and clanged into a second cot.

This wasn’t supposed to happen this way.

I wanted to sprint down to the lab and punch my father in the face. I wanted to take the girl and her brother back into the helicopter, back to Kansas where they came from, separate from this mess. My feet almost moved toward the door to do it.

Almost.

I never allowed myself the novelty of rash decisions. And yet, here I was, ready to blow my cover and undo everything. Ready to give myself away after nearly four years of building up my father’s trust. I balled my hands into fists and planted them on the window sill to keep me from doing things I’d regret. I fought against my anger, watching while the guards pulled the boy from the helicopter and shoved a dart into his thigh.

I kept my fists pressing into the ledge as Hope disappeared from view and entered the building below. I could no longer see her, but somehow, I felt her. An invisible pull, an inexplicable draw toward the first floor where I knew she was.

Once Finn disappeared inside, I drew in a deep breath and pulled away from the window. The truth was, I was willing to do whatever it took in order to get to the code. I wanted it just as bad as my father. But not to replicate. Only to destroy it and end all of this.

I rubbed my hand up and down my face. This wasn’t good, but my dad wouldn’t kill her, he hadn’t gotten that desperate. Not yet, anyway. But then again, I hadn’t predicted my dad would order their kidnapping so soon.

Get it together, Adamson.

I needed a plan. I needed to analyze all possible scenarios, prepare for what to do next. This is what kept me sane—constant assessment, anticipating problems, taking action. My concern now lay in the fact that my dad never mentioned any of this to me. Did that mean he was starting to suspect something? Had he finally figured out my only intent was to destroy the code?

I needed to find out.

[image: *]*

I belted my holsters back on—one real gun, one tranquilizer dart—and strapped the walkie-talkie onto the back. I pushed out the door of the old medical wing, jogged down the steps, past the cages, and into the lobby. My earbud lay hidden on the shelf with the cleaning supplies.

I shoved it in my ear. “C?”

“Here.” The tone of Caesar’s voice remained unfazed, like always. I knew my anger was about to get thrown directly at him, but what else was new? I got ticked, Caesar didn’t care. This was just how we operated. It was the reason why Caesar was my best and only friend.

“How’d we miss this?” I said as I jogged down the wide concrete halls toward the rooms at the building’s north entrance, toward where I knew the girl would be. Where I could feel that she was, as crazy as that sounded. Late afternoon sunlight flowed through high rectangular windows, the heat of the sun’s rays reaching my face.

“Dude, they made no announcement about this arrival.” I heard Caesar set down his coffee mug on the surveillance room table at the other end of the line. “Dude. Don’t go down there right now. You look like you’ll punch your dad in the face, and that would really blow our cover.”

I smirked at the next hallway surveillance camera I passed, knowing C watched me on the screens. My friend knew me too well.

And he was right. I couldn’t lose my cool. Not unless I wanted to reveal too much. I had to keep pretending I didn’t care, that the code didn’t matter to me—that people’s lives didn’t matter to me. I’d been doing this charade for four years—I couldn’t quit now. My dad and the Vasterias Corporation still needed to believe I agreed with getting the code and selling it off to the highest bidder.

I slowed to a walk as I neared the north wing, talking more to myself than Caesar.

“Why didn’t he tell me about this?” I said.

Caesar took a sip of his coffee. “Dude, chill. We don’t even know who these people are yet.”

Right. Caesar had never seen the girl or her brother before.

“It’s Cunningham’s kids,” I replied, waiting for the puzzle pieces to click together in C’s head.

Caesar cursed. “Well, your dad didn’t waste any time, did he?

I rounded the final corner to the north wing of the building. “No, he didn’t,” I said. “Do you see him?”

“Third hallway. Looks like he’s getting ready to go into the girl’s room. Twelfth door on the right. They strapped her down to a gurney. She woke up insanely fast after the first tranquilizer, so they gave her another. I’m impressed with her attitude. Feisty.”

“And the boy?”

“Just down the hall from her.”

I rounded the corner, and there was my father, lab coat on, standing at the door of Hope’s room, typing something on his tablet.

I swallowed, trying to release the angry tension in my throat. Time to pretend I never saw the helicopter, or that she was inside. I should have been cleaning cages, not doing pull-ups in the old medical wing. And I shouldn’t even care that the girl and her brother were here.

“Heard a helicopter land,” I said as I strode up to my father. I’d leave it at that, wait and see how Dad responded and go from there. This comment wouldn’t raise suspicion. I shouldn’t have seen the copter landing, but Dad would know I heard it, no matter where I was in the building.

Dad tapped his tablet with a stylus, answering without looking up. “We brought in the Cunningham kids.”

No one in the world was important enough for Dad to acknowledge—especially me—unless the individual offered something for Dad’s personal gain.

I know it’s the Cunningham kids. Why didn’t you tell me? I wanted to ask it, but I couldn’t. Too obvious. Too risky.

“No time to waste,” I said, my voice expertly masking all signs of anger—a skill I’d mastered a long time ago.

I glanced through the small glass window in the door. I saw the girl, still wearing the pale blue t-shirt and jean shorts, unconscious on the gurney. Her dark brown hair splayed across the pillow, arms and legs strapped to the bed. Again, I felt the indescribable pull toward her, like I needed to go into that room.

Shake it off. You can’t get smitten for some girl. Not when you’re so close to the end. It annoyed me to even have to remind myself of it.

I lingered, debating whether to press the subject further. I couldn’t say much more without drawing suspicion. “What’s the plan?” I finally said.

He looked up then, as if taking in my presence for the first time. “Sorry?” He blinked, clearly annoyed at being spoken to. This was typical. I was nothing more than a pain in the ass to my father, a painful reminder of what was possible with the code. My genes so close, yet inaccessible.

Like I cared. Like it was my fault my dad hated me.

When my father and Hope’s father modified me as an embryo, they blanketed my cells so the code could not be extracted. The idea was to keep people—like the Vasterias Corp—from stealing me for the science. The plan backfired when her dad disappeared with the code and my father needed the code inside me. Turns out, they’d done their job all too well.

My dad stared blankly at me, so I repeated my question, slower, with just enough edge in my voice to mock him, but not enough for him to do anything about. “What’s the plan now?”

He pulled open the door to Hope’s room. “We wait and see if Cunningham responds to our threats.” He paused in the doorway. “Stay here. After the girl wakes up, you’ll take her to see the recruits.”

I nodded once, steeling myself on the inside as I leaned against the wall to wait. He disappeared inside Hope’s room. Why would he want her seeing the recruits? I could only think of one use for it—intimidation.

I gritted my teeth. My arms clenched involuntarily.

I hated this game: pretending to be submissive, pretending to agree with everything my dad said and did. I couldn’t take it much longer. Until about ten minutes ago when that helicopter landed, I thought I didn’t have to take it much longer.

I took a breath to clear my head. This could actually all turn into a good thing. If my father only intended to scare Cunningham with empty threats.

I hated myself for the thought—I knew how it sounded—and I wasn’t pleased with how vulnerable Hope and Finn were by being on the island. But the Corporation had power. If they got her dad to give up the code, I could get it, and that’s all I needed. I’d destroy it, and Vasterias and my father would finally give up. Hope and her brother could go back home, and everything would be over.

“Stop thinking it, you insensitive bastard,” C said into the earbud. “They can’t stay here. You know that.”

I crossed my arms and snorted, leaning my head back against the wall. “Wow,” I murmured into the earbud, “no faith in me?”

“I know you were thinking it. I could see it on your face,” C replied.

I sighed. “Yes, better to take them with us in a few days. Get them out of here.”

“You tell me, boss. I’ll follow. For now, I’m out.” C’s voice sounded like he stretched his arms. I heard his chair wheels roll over the tile. “My shift is almost up. Starts up again after dinner.”

Yes. That would be the plan. Get the girl and her brother out of here. Keep them safe until I got the code. Destroy it. Take them home.

Then finish the job by killing myself.

It’s all I had ever allowed myself to want out of life: Freedom from the guilt of being who I was.

My final peace would come when I pulled the trigger, knowing that I’d done the right thing by ending it all.
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SAGE

My brain worked to pull itself from the fog.

A dull fluorescent light droned from the ceiling above, keeping all things in my periphery in temporary darkness. I lifted my head and saw that Velcro secured my hands and legs to a bed. The room felt sterile and chilled, and goosebumps prickled my skin. My t-shirt and jean shorts were still intact. I dropped my head back to the mattress in relief—at least no one had stripped me while I was unconscious. When my head hit the sheet, the scent of rubbing alcohol wafted up around me.

Finn. Where was Finn? What had they done to him? I had to find him and get out of here. I started pulled at my wrist straps, testing if I could work my hands out of them like I had before.

“Hello,” a man’s voice spoke. I jerked my head to the side, my heart pounding. I squinted against the light and finally met a pair of eyes a few feet away. “I’m Dr. Adamson,” the man said.

He dripped of composure: the starch of his lab coat, the shine of his dark hair, the calm set of his face. The scent of lemon radiated from his direction.

“I apologize for the straps, but you kept thrashing,” he said, placing a stylus pen behind his ear. He slid his tablet into his lab coat and tucked his hands into the coat pockets. “You woke up quite early for the sedatives. Surprising, given your size. You can’t be over what—115 pounds? You shouldn’t even be awake right now.”

Mom and I had always been impressed with my extreme resilience to pain killers. But did my body handle sedatives in the same way? The doctor studied me while he pressed a button on the left side of the bed frame. My mattress started lifting. As my upper body rose, blood drained from my head, and a stabbing pain shot through my neck. From the car accident? The scuffle with the guard? When the bed stopped, I sat face-to-face with the doctor. The concrete room was small and empty save for the metal bedside tray and a surveillance camera up in the corner.

“Let’s get started,” Dr. Adamson said. “Your family is famous, at least in scientific circles. Your father, Robert Cunningham, along with myself, uncovered a modification code nineteen years ago. Using it, we created the world’s first genetically modified human embryo. My son, Jack.”

I stumbled over the words in my head, not sure of what would come out if I spoke. That’s not true. My father died when I was little, in a car accident. He was a farmer. We’ve lived in Kansas all our lives. But these were Mom’s words running through my head, not mine. Even as I spoke them, I knew they were not true.

My father wasn’t dead.

Dr. Adamson continued. “Your father ran off years ago—not long after you and your mother left—and he hid the code when he disappeared. We want it, and you’re going to help us get it.”

I squeezed my eyes shut. “This is impossible,” I whispered, not realizing the words were actually going to come out. Something shifted deep in the pit of my stomach, and I felt a tinge of relief. Mom left him. He didn’t leave us, she left him. Whatever else happened—even if my dad was a crazy, horrible person—he didn’t leave us.

“Not impossible,” Dr. Adamson said. “Very, very real. Your name is Hope Elizabeth Cunningham.”

Mom’s final words flitted through my head.

Hope. Run.

Everything Dr. Adamson said made no sense at all, and yet, somehow, it made all the sense in the world. Perhaps that’s why, instead of formulating how his words couldn’t be real, I started filling in the cracks of my life, the parts that had never made any sense.

I cleared my head, forcing my voice to remain even. “Where is my brother?”

“You’ll see him soon enough.”

“You think my dad cares about me? He doesn’t care about us. I’ve never met him in my entire life. Your plan isn’t going to work.” Even as I said it, something burned in my chest—a longing, a hopefulness that maybe my dad actually did care.

“Of course there are other options,” Dr. Adamson said. “If you know anything regarding your father’s whereabouts, then we could avoid this mess all together and let you and your brother go.” The bargain felt loaded, obviously not to be trusted. It didn’t matter anyway, I had no information to share.

“This isn’t right,” I said, angered that I hadn’t known more, that my mom hadn’t told me any of this. “You won’t get away with it. My mom will be looking for us. And our neighbors, too. And the police, and detectives and—lots of people!”

Dr. Adamson flashed a tight smile. “We have a way of covering our tracks.” He leaned in and whispered the rest. “And I’m sorry, Hope, but your mother won’t be able to help you any longer. She’s dead.”

My heart twisted, and I clenched my jaw. “That’s not true,” I said, stopping his words from sinking into me and swallowing me whole.

The doctor only straightened, unapologetic.

I refused to believe it. These people had everything to gain by lying to me, by keeping me afraid and making me feel completely helpless.

“That’s not true!” I said, louder than before. Beckett got to my mom. He found her, took her to the hospital. She would get better, and then she’d tell Beckett and his parents everything, and they would get to us somehow.

Dr. Adamson already stood at the door. “You care for your brother, don’t you? Make sure you’re not lying to me about information on your father.” He stopped his words there, letting the threat to Finn hang in the air. Then he pulled open the door, and a bright, warm glow of natural light shone in from the hallway.

“Jack will be in momentarily. Welcome to the island.” The doctor didn’t look back before he disappeared into the hall, his lemon scent trailing after him.
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JACK

I pushed away from the wall and stiffened as my father exited Hope’s room and shut the door behind him. I’d heard everything my dad said to her. Before I could speak, Dad did.

“She’s hiding something. You’ll help me find out what it is. Have her change clothes. Then bring her out to the beach. She’ll be swimming. Perhaps it will motivate her to tell us what she knows.”

So Dad did intend more than empty threats. Then we would be leaving, as soon as possible.

“Is her mother really dead?” I said flatly.

My dad shrugged. “They said she wasn’t far, which is why we didn’t bring her in. Why do you care?”

My fist slowly curled into a ball, the tendons in my forearm popping.

“Jack, don’t do it,” C whispered into the ear bud. I didn’t release my fist. “Jack. Do. Not. Do. It.”

“It’s only a matter of time, and we’ll have the code,” my dad said, staring into my eyes, challenging me to do anything but agree. I knew what his words really meant: very soon and we’d get our payout from Vasterias. As if I had any reason to care about the money the Corporation had promised my father.

His eyes continued to search mine, scouring for secrets I had stored deep below the surface of my gaze.

I stepped around him to the door of Hope’s room. “Meet you outside,” I said.

I closed the door behind me, listening to the echo of my father’s footsteps fade away down the hall.

For a moment, neither she nor I moved. It sounded ludicrous, but the pull I felt toward her was stronger now, it surrounded me, like her energy, or aura, or whatever, floated around the room, covering everything in its wake. Her dark brown eyes flashed at me with a hateful, distrustful glare. She held her jaw in the same defiant way I saw before, but the softness of her olive skin and oval face worked against her as she tried to threaten me with her gaze.

I remained by the door, waiting to determine my next move based on what she said or did next.

My appearance usually helped to ease interactions with people. I’d gotten familiar with the affect a long time ago. But she remained untouched and stiff, just staring at me. The seconds ticked by, the two of us in a face-off.

Finally, I nodded toward her wrists. “Can I help, Hope?”

“My name is Sage.”

Of course she would have been raised with a different name. A name meant for hiding from the Corporation. I should have thought of it. Idiot. I cleared my throat, feeling out of my element—not something I was used to. “Can I help … Sage?” I tested the name out, her name.

“You can tell me where my brother is,” she said. “Tell me what you’ve done to him. If he’s hurt, I’ll—”

I waited, actually intrigued about what she would say, but she clamped her mouth shut and turned her head, blinking away tears from her eyes. She smelled like dirt and sunshine—and the scent was surprisingly pleasant. I liked earthy. It hinted at a toughness, a grounded sort of person.

When she remained silent, I stepped across the room to release her wrists. Her body tensed, but all I felt was an increase in that weird pull I felt toward her. Her breath sped up, as did her heartbeat—both I heard clearly. I started unstrapping her left wrist, glancing at her face while I worked. Her eyes were diverted. She was looking at my gun belt—and she didn’t want me to notice.

I finished with her left wrist and strode around the bed to release the strap on her right. Her wrists were small and slender but still sinewy and firm, like the rest of her body. Her nails had dirt under them, and calluses were worn into her palms. So she worked, then. And hard.

Now that I stood on the right side of the gurney, the hip that faced her—my left hip—held the tranquilizer gun. My real gun, the 9mm Glock, rested safely at my right hip.

She still looked at my gun belt, and I kept my tranquilizer gun intentionally exposed. This was a test. I needed to know how far she would go. I also needed her to learn that she could trust me.

As I worked at the Velcro on her right wrist, her heart beat faster. Was I intimidating her, or was she just nervous at the possibility of reaching for the gun?

Then, she did it. She went for it. I could have stopped her before her hand ever touched it, but I let her take the dart gun, and she aimed it at my torso.

“Get back,” she said, her voice more steady than I anticipated. She appeared somewhat in control, not shaking or uncomfortable with a gun in her hands, which meant she wasn’t clueless about guns, nor did they scare her.

Obligingly, I lifted my hands and took a step away from the bed.

The strap on her right wrist was loose enough—she struggled and finally released her hand. Once free, she switched the gun into it. Right handed.

I waited for threats or questions. Instead, the dart hit me right in the center of my belly, and a stinging sensation shot out over my skin. I cursed and pulled out the needle. She did it. She actually shot me. The impact from such close range would leave a bruise—at least for an hour or two, anyway, but that wasn’t the issue. The act of shooting me meant she didn’t trust me. At all. I had my work cut out for me if we were getting out of here in a few days with the girl and her brother in tow.

I watched her work madly on freeing her left ankle. She kept the gun aimed at me, ready with another dart, obviously waiting for the drug to take effect. After both her legs were free, she swung them down to dangle off the side of the table and finally froze, seeing me untouched.

“Why aren’t you going unconscious?” she said, the gun still aimed at my chest.

I rubbed my temple with my left thumb then dropped my hand to look at her, trying to hold back the quirk that threatened to lift the right side of my mouth. She had tried. And it was a gutsy thing to do, I had to give her that.

“I’m immune,” I said.

“What?”

“I’m immune,” I repeated. “Genetically modified?”

“What does that even mean?” she said.

“It means, if you want to leave, a friend and I are getting out of here in about two days. You and your brother can come with us.” I paused. “I’ll take you back home.” Temporarily, at least. But she didn’t need to know that right now. “We’ll find your mom. Can I have my gun back now?”

“Why should I trust you?” She stood up off the gurney and kept the gun aimed at my chest, like a barrier of protection, even though she clearly saw it had no effect on me. So much for making progress with her trust.

I tossed the now empty tranquilizer dart across the floor, frustrated. The dart clinked across the concrete and rolled until it hit the far wall. I didn’t have patience for skeptical people. They took too much energy to corral. This girl was definitely that.

“You trust me,” I said, “because I’m the only way you stay alive. I’m your only way out.”

“I don’t believe you.”

Something about the way she said it made the anger flare up inside of me, overriding whatever pull I felt toward her, at least for that moment. Maybe my indignation sprang from the submissiveness crap I’d endured for too long with my dad. Maybe I didn’t want to take it from one more person—especially not this girl. Maybe it was just who I was: an impatient, irrepressible ass. No matter.

In a single, swift movement, I swiped the gun from her hands. I was trying to help her, and she wasn’t getting it.

My voice shifted, low and threatening. “Do you think the Corporation will let you go if they get the code? Don’t fool yourself. They will kill you. And they don’t intend to use the code for the good of humanity—just so you know. People in history have tried to manipulate the genetics of the human race and it never turns out well for anyone. It’s meant for control. We’re dealing with the most powerful corporation in the world. A group of the oldest, wealthiest families, accountable to no country, no government agency. This isn’t just about you, you know. Do you get that?”

Her brown eyes flashed, and despite the irritation that poured out of me, I found myself studying the angle of her jawbone, the shape of her lips.

I think she noticed, because she raised her voice in direct proportion to how much I had lowered mine. “Why should I care? About any of this? I don’t care about the code, or these people, or this Corporation. I didn’t ask to come here.”

“You’re right.” I gestured across the concrete room with a wave of my hand. “You didn’t ask to come here, and yet, here you are. And here I am. And sometimes, we just take what we’re dealt.” I sent her a look that dared her to keep arguing with me.

She didn’t.

I nodded to the pile of clothes on the metal side table. “Get dressed.” I turned and moved toward the corner of the room, standing the best I could to block the view of her from the video camera. She may be irritating as hell, but heaven help me if anyone was going to watch her get dressed. C may be a good guy, and he’d probably look away if he was still in the room, but a little bit of incentive always helped. And then there was Frank on duty now, guaranteed to stare. I crossed my arms and glared up at the camera, daring Frank—or anyone—to get any ideas.

“You’re not leaving?” Sage’s voice came from behind me, sounding mortified and slightly vulnerable.

I clenched my jaw. “Just get dressed.”

At first, she didn’t move, but eventually she huffed and took the clothes off the side table. After a minute or two, once I could tell that she’d finished dressing and leaned against the bed pulling on her black canvas shoes, I turned around. I’d be lying if I said the tights and black fitted shirt didn’t look good on her.

She pulled on her second shoe, looking defiant and uncomfortable.

Because you are staring at her, Adamson. Stop.

I tried to look away and failed. That stupid pull wasn’t helping. I tried to shake it off, push it away, but the more I shoved, the more the feeling came rushing at me. Sage knotted her laces with sharp, jerky movements—the sign of someone who felt angry and helpless at the same time.

“If you’re so special, why don’t they just get the stuff they need from you?” she said.

“My genes are sealed off.”

She snorted, lowered her foot to the ground and stood up, her stance straight and bold. “How convenient for you.”

It required all of my control to compress the fury that flooded me.

“Oh, trust me,” I said through gritted teeth, “it’s been anything but convenient.”

She had no idea what it meant to have the code inside me. None. The burden that it carried, the guilt, the weight of it. But from here on out, my actions would either push her away or build her trust. And we only had days. Not weeks, not months. Days.

“Let’s get something straight,” she shot back, not allowing me a single moment to take a deep breath and check my anger before her next onslaught. “I decide for myself what is true and what is not. I decide when and if I can trust you.”

She righted her shoulders. “If you really are a decent person, then please, take me to my brother.” She sucked in a breath and lifted her chin—an attempt to clear away the remaining wetness in her eyes.

I wanted her to know she was safe with me, that I wouldn’t hurt her. I wanted her to trust me and see me as someone who could help her. Hell, to see me as someone she could even respect. But I didn’t know how to do all that, how to say all that.

So instead, I waived my hand toward the door, deigning a regal voice to mock her, acting like the prick I really could be.

“Well then, by all means, let us go.”
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BECKETT

My cell phone read 1:01am. I’d been traveling for exactly four hours. My body felt numb. I’d turned off the blaring music long ago—once the headache arrived—and drove on in silence.

Back in Canta, I’d packed a bag with enough clothes for a two day drive, grabbed the money and my 12 gauge from the gun safe, and then started down the road, trying to put enough miles between myself and the farm to blot out the image of the three piles of freshly upturned dirt covering the bodies of people I loved.

From the passenger seat, Ollie quirked an eyebrow at me and whined. I reached over and petted the dog on the head. He’d jumped into the bed of the truck when I opened the door to head to my house—he seemed to sense that things were all screwed up. Susie—the Sallisaw’s cat—could take care of herself well enough, and Ollie was here with me, but what would happen to the cattle? The horses? I forced myself to shove thoughts of the farm aside.

Fifteen more minutes passed. The infrequent headlights and the long, gentle hills of western Missouri put me into a trance, and I knew it wouldn’t be long before I’d have to pull over and sleep for a few hours. My humanness was frustrating, especially since I still had seventeen more hours to Westchester, and Sage’s life very well may depend on my speed.

WHY? Why am I still running? Why are the people I love still getting hurt? Dying?

Wasn’t it enough that my mother had died years ago? That my father threatened me with the life of my brother? That I might never see Jack again if he actually followed through with his crazy plans?

I slammed my hand against the dash. Ollie jumped to his feet on the passenger seat and barked once. The bitter taste of injustice coated my throat. Something snapped deep inside of me, thinking of the unfairness of it all.

I rolled down the window and stuck my head into the wind of the highway, barely registering my madness.

“WHY?!” I shouted. The word disappeared, splintered apart and carried off by the wind. I pulled my head back in and hit my palm on the steering wheel. “ANSWER ME!” I paused, staring at the speedometer, my breath rapid, realizing I was halfway expecting an answer. From where, or who, I wasn’t sure.

This was stupid. I really was going crazy—the day had been too much. Ollie shifted, whimpered.

When I saw blue and red lights spiraling on the side of the road up ahead, I gripped the steering wheel. The police officer was on the other side of the divided highway and had pulled over a solitary car. Still, I held my breath as I passed the cop, and my chest remained tight for another ten miles beyond, wondering if pictures of my face and my truck were posted all over the news and internet yet.

I would get to Sage and Finn.

I would get her to trust me again—which would be the real miracle, because I remembered how long it took to gain her trust the first time. It was hard for her to let people in. Plus, she considered me one of her closest friends, and that worked against me now. She’d feel more betrayed than ever. So I started praying—to a God I never talked to—that I’d get to Sage and Finn alive, and that Sage would believe the truth so we could face the rest together.
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SAGE

From inside the small room, I watched Jack step out into the hallway. Sunshine flooded the corridor from high windows, bouncing off the polished concrete floor. Jack’s fatigues fit sharply over his muscled body, his dark hair cut short. He turned and glanced back at me, and the sunlight solidified the pure symmetry of his face. He possessed just the right amount of straight and curved lines, a well-shaped nose, and a masculine jawbone that rounded out his features. But it was his eyes that had shocked me back in the room. The perfect distance apart, the irises a brilliant sky blue. The color itself seemed alive. I’d never seen the shade on anyone before, ever. Jack had a face people stopped in the street for—that girls snapped pictures of to show their friends later.

And he was immune to the darts. So what else was he capable of?

I was scared. Scared for Finn, scared about what Dr. Adamson had said to me, scared about what it meant that my dad was actually alive. Jack said that he and a friend were leaving in two days, but I didn’t trust him. He was Dr. Adamson’s son, after all.

But there was also this pull … like a magnetic draw, something that didn’t start or end at any one spot, besides emanating from the general vicinity of Jack himself. I couldn’t explain it, but I felt it immediately after he stepped into the room. The draw, the force, it fought against the rational side of me which said to be completely terrified of him.

I followed Jack out into the hallway, the sunlight hitting my face, making me squint after the darkness of the room. Jack turned left and started walking without looking at me again.

The windows ran the length of the hall, the end of which I couldn’t see. I stayed a few steps behind him as we passed metal door after metal door, their methodic spacing interrupted only by intersecting hallways.

Jack moved like he knew something others didn’t, with long strides and a swagger to his gait. His shirt clung to his upper torso, the material pulled taut across muscular shoulders. A walkie-talkie was clipped to his belt just above solid glutes. The strange sensation—the pull toward him—remained.

A voice from the walkie-talkie cut into the silence of the hall and made me jump.

“Base to Adamson,” spoke the voice.

Still walking, Jack pulled the walkie-talkie from his belt. “Go ahead.” His voice rolled out gravelly, intense.

“Where’s the girl?” came a voice over the device.

Jack pressed the button down. “Be there in two.”

“Clear,” the voice replied.

Jack tucked the walkie-talkie back on his belt, not bothering to say anything to me.

I tracked our distance, locking in the hallway layout in my head. We traipsed another thirty yards, turned a corner, and more of the same corridor stretched out in front of us, more of the high, rectangular windows.

“It was my application wasn’t it?” I spoke to hide my nerves. “To that Astronomy Camp at Penn State? That’s what led you to us. That’s how you found us, isn’t it?” Beckett’s words came to me then, what he’d said up in the barn loft about the camp: Did you ever think there might be other reasons your mom wants you to stick around?

Other reasons, which were now quite obvious. Did that mean Beckett knew something about the reasons? Why would he have said that? Was it coincidence? Was that just him hypothesizing that perhaps there was more to my mom’s craziness than we knew about? I hadn’t thought about the possibilities behind his words until just now.

“No,” Jack said, “my dad has known where you were hiding for the last four years.”

“Then why come now? Why not then?”

“He didn’t know all the recruits were going to be sterile back then. Not all of them had reached puberty yet.” Jack stopped at a door. And even though I had no clue what he was talking about, I didn’t ask more, and Jack didn’t offer.

A bright red EXIT sign shone above our heads. He rested his hand on the metal bar that ran across the door and leaned in to push it open, but then he paused, and for the first time since leaving the room, he looked at me. His sky-blue eyes revealed nothing. We stood close enough that I could smell him again—just like I had when he’d released my wrists. The scent of cedar and crisp air.

Jack swallowed, his neck was muscular and thick, but I could still see his Adam’s apple bob in his throat.

“When we go out here,” he nodded toward the door, “stay calm and speak as little as possible. My dad enjoys pain. Do not show it on your face. I don’t yet know his full intentions with you on the island, but I assume the next hour won’t be pretty.” He paused, and in a stiff voice added, “I apologize in advance for my actions.”

With that, he pressed open the door. Raw, unfiltered sunlight flooded my vision.
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SAGE

Humidity washed over me as I stepped onto an expansive wood deck. Jack strode forward, and I followed him down a flight of stairs until the final step released us onto smooth white sand. Gentle blue-green waves rolled in a hundred yards away. The late afternoon sun sat in the sky behind us, casting rays that glistened off the ocean. A small boat danced on the water, maybe two hundred yards off shore.

My eyes scanned from one end of the beach to the other, all the way to where the fence lined the perimeter and met the trees.

“Where are those people in black?” I said. The question bubbled up out of me before I had time to check it. Back in the room, I’d made a decision to monitor every word I spoke from here on out.

“The recruits,” Jack replied, seeming indifferent about the question. “They’re gone. Up at the arena now.”

I felt Jack stiffen and followed his gaze down the beach. Dr. Adamson stood twenty yards away, alone near the shore.

A sharp warning pang shot through me. “Where’s Finn?” I said, stumbling in the sand as I jogged up a little in front of Jack so I could get a better look at his face.

“I don’t know,” he said. He moved around me and kept walking.

“But your dad said he would be here. He said I would see him. Why isn’t he here?” I tagged behind him.

Jack spoke through gritted teeth, although I couldn’t distinguish if it was in annoyance at me or irritation at his father. “I don’t know.”

“Well call someone and find out.” I reached to yank out the radio from the back of Jack’s belt, but he spun, and his hand caught my wrist before my fingers even brushed the base of the walkie-talkie.

Anger burned in his eyes as he tossed my arm back at me. He glanced down the beach. “If my father saw what you did, he’d expect me to punch you in the face.”

“Then do it.” I pursed my lips together, meeting his eyes with the challenge. “Do it. I don’t care. Just find out where my brother is.”

Jack inhaled and started walking again. I didn’t move, my feet planted firmly in the sand.

“Call someone now, or I’m not going a step further.”

Jack stalked back toward me and leaned in, inches from my face. “If I make a call, then the doctor gets suspicious about why I care. If he finds out my plans, then we don’t leave, and your brother is as good as dead anyway.” Something flickered across Jack’s eyes, like he realized how the last part sounded and perhaps regretted saying it. But then he added, “Do not make me drag you down this beach.”

I forced myself not to blink until Jack turned and strode away.

Unwillingly, I jogged to catch up.

Dr. Adamson studied us as we approached. His lab coat was gone, and he donned a button down shirt and khaki pants.

“To the boat and back,” he said to me, watching Jack after he said the words. “If you don’t touch the side,” the doctor continued, “it doesn’t count, and you’ll be doing it all over again.”

I eyed the boat. It was far, but not so far to make me believe I couldn’t make it there and back. I wasn’t afraid of water, we just didn’t have a lot of it in Kansas, so I’d never considered honing my skills. Beckett and I had gone to Marion Lake just a few times. The lake was an hour away, and we never had much time for jaunts away from the farm. Other than that, my exposure had been limited to swimming lessons and infrequent childhood visits to the city pool. But I could swim.

“Fine,” I said, “I’ll swim. If you take me to my brother.”

Dr. Adamson didn’t act surprised by the request. “One thing at a time,” he said. Then he pointed at something pale pink that sat near the water’s edge. “That ten-pound weight over there—put it on. You’ll be wearing it while you swim.”

My eyes flickered from the weight to Jack. He maintained eye contact with me but stayed silent. His face remained a blank, hard wall—showing nothing, just like he’d told me to do before we came outside.

“You do this, then we’ll talk about your brother,” the doctor said.

For a moment, the doctor and I only stared at each other. I don’t know what I hoped to see in his eyes. Of course, it could all be one giant lie. Should I play the game and see where it gets me? Or stand up to him now? Jack’s earlier words about his father enjoying pain had me weighing my options. Best not to push things until I got to Finn. After that, I’d work the angles whatever way we needed.

I followed the instructions without saying a word, strapping on the weight around my waist and stepping into the water while they watched. I didn’t look back as the cool waves rose up to my shins, then torso, then neck. I sucked in a breath. My black tights and shirt clung to my skin.

At first, for the initial ten yards, my fear lay in what creatures may be swimming below me. But the extra ten pounds of weight, which sunk to my hipbones, required more work from my arms and legs than I anticipated. My muscles burned and grew tired. The waves rolled in, sometimes washing over my face. I could only concern myself with making it to the boat where I could rest.

Sixty seconds passed.

Then another, then another, and another. Inside the boat, two guards watched me coming. The boat had a small mast, but the sail was not up. A black strip ran down the side with white writing in a bold font: VASTERIAS INTERNATIONAL.

Behind the cry of my muscles, I thought about a different day, maybe tomorrow, when Finn was here swimming with me. We would overtake the two guards, climb aboard, and sail away. I had no clue how to sail, but somehow the idea still sounded promising. Which meant I was desperate. Or insane. Or both.

I kept my eyes trained on the white boat, and those words—VASTERIAS INTERNATIONAL. The letters grew closer with each pull of my arms, with each kick of my legs. I refused to let the panic creep into me from the vastness of the ocean and the immensity of water and sea creatures it carried, so different from our pond back home that the cows flocked to on hot days.

My body grew heavier, felt heavier. Four more minutes passed. After six minutes, I was just over halfway to the sailboat. A wave rolled by, and the salt water again came high enough to cover my face. My composure started to crumble.

VASTERIAS INTERNATIONAL. Just watch the sign, Sage. Get to the sign.

I focused on making those two words grow bigger.

Just make it to the boat.

Finally, I was near enough for eye contact with one of the guards.

“Hurry up,” he shouted.

I was too fatigued to respond. I needed every last breath of air to help move me forward in the water.

VASTERIAS INTERNATIONAL was right in front of me now, the words nearly close enough to touch. I reached out, planning to grab for the side and rest for as long as they’d let me, but after my hand grazed the black paint, the motor roared to life.

The boat circled around my right side, leaving me in a wake of white foam and waves. I choked as they washed over my face. My body struggled to regroup, trying to reorient to the direction of shore.

My arms and legs tried to start swimming again, but they hardly moved me forward.

All the energy I had left fought against the downward pull of the weight.

Jack stood on the beach next to Dr. Adamson. Anger coursed through me. So this was the plan all along then? To watch me drown? What was the point of bringing me all the way here? As if in answer, another wave of ocean water hit me squarely in the back and rolled over my head.

I sputtered and coughed, struggling to remove the weight around my waist. The clasp was in the back, and if I stopped paddling my arms for longer than a few seconds, I started sinking fast. If I sunk very far, I didn’t think I’d make it back above water.

The boat reached shore. The guards climbed out and pulled the boat onto the sand. Jack and Dr. Adamson looked tiny now. So far away.

Unreachable.

My head really sunk this time, my body dropping well below the surface, my fatigued muscles giving out. Through my exhaustion, I saw Finn’s face, and it jolted me to my senses. I couldn’t leave him here alone.

When my face broke free of the surface and I felt air again, panic consumed me. I tried to cry out, but my throat was hoarse from the saltwater. Before this moment, I realized I hadn’t actually thought they would let me die, but now I knew they would. I would die, right here, right now.

I was going to drown.

On the shore, Jack stood statuesque next to his father. I should have known he was full of lies. No one intended to come in and save me. My eyes pleaded with Jack across the water.

Don’t let me drown. Please. Finn needs me.

Dr. Adamson turned to Jack. Jack didn’t look away from me.

Help me. I thought. Please. Help me.

Then my head dipped under again.
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JACK

Sage’s head bobbed below the surface of the water yet again. Beckett always told me I had an unreasonable sense of responsibility for the life of every human within five miles of me, but watching Sage in the water was worse than anything I’d experienced. It was like slitting my wrists, one small cut at a time. A panic set in, so outside my normal range of emotions that the feeling jolted me. The lack of air moving into my chest made it feel like I was drowning with her, even though I stood there on shore, an unflinching, useless ass.

How long could I go before I broke my own rules and went to her, even without my dad’s permission? At what point would I give it all away?

I would do it if I had to, but I needed to use my brains and come up with a better way so all my best-laid plans didn’t go to rot. Besides, I had a sinking suspicion this was as much a test for me and my loyalties as it was for Sage and her secrets. My dad, the bastard, wanted to see if I would break.

Think, you idiot. She’s drowning.

I spoke in an even voice, playing the game. “Will it be useful to have her dead so soon?”

My dad seemed to contemplate as he watched Sage’s head bob below water for longer intervals of time.

After another twenty seconds and sounding disappointed, he said, “Fine. Go get her. Once you get her back to shore, ask her if she’s ready to tell us anything. Then bring her up to the arena to see the recruits before dinner.”

I nodded once, stiffly, unable to concentrate on anything besides Sage.

In that moment, as my father walked away, I had to work harder to control myself than I had in my entire life. I strained against the desire to dive directly into the ocean. Instead, I took myself through the torturous, nonchalant removal of my boots, the stripping of my fatigues into the black tights and shirt below. I strode into the water, all the while watching Sage’s head bob below the surface of the water and wondering if it was the last time she’d come back up.

When the water hit my waist, I cast a glance back at my dad. He already walked up the beach, heading toward the side of the building. That was all I needed.

I wasted no more time. I sprung into my full capabilities, the bottled-up energy bursting into every muscle fiber as I dove under the water. I felt the adrenaline coursing through my muscles as I pulled one arm out in front of me, then the other. My legs pumped hard, and the water rushed over my skin as I cut a solid line through it straight to Sage.

On the rare occasions, when I gave everything I had like this, the energy was uncontainable. I felt it shooting through all parts of me, like an electric force, a separate, singular power all its own.

I reached her in less than twenty seconds, without coming up for air, though she’d been a full sixty yards out.

She was sinking. I ripped the weight off her waist and grabbed her by the arm, the salt-water burning my eyes as I pushed to the surface. I rested Sage on my back, wrapped her arms around my neck, held them with one hand, and began to swim to shore with the other. Her head hung lifeless to the side and required extra care to keep above water. It took me longer than before, and required more leg power, but within forty-five seconds, I was back to the beach, dragging her out of the water and onto the sand.

I knew I’d just swam faster than last year’s Olympic gold medal winner in the 50 m freestyle. It didn’t matter. If Sage and her brother died, I was screwed anyway. They were my key to getting the code, the final option I had left.

My eyes refused to linger on the hint of blue that was just beginning to show on her face. I forced myself not to focus on her limp body, on the lifeless splay of her arms. I pressed my palms to her sternum. After four compressions against her chest, Sage started coughing up water and rolled to her side—sooner and more easily than I expected. I sat back onto my heels, masking the relief that washed through me, wiping salt-water from my eyes.

I ignored a voice in the back of my head telling me that my relief was not just because of the code. I wouldn’t let myself think that it might be something deeper, that there was something about her specifically that made me relieved she hadn’t drown, something beyond the code and my sense of responsibility for life itself.

I shoved the thought deep, deep down. Getting attached to anybody, at any time, could not happen for me. Could never happen for me. Not when I intended to follow through with my entire plan. Not when I’d be dead within the month, if possible.

As I watched her slender frame shake from the coughing, that feeling tried to push its way into my consciousness, and I resisted the urge to reach out to her. I’d never admit it, but it was that inexplicable pull making me want to touch her. I didn’t want to feel it, and the fact that I did made me angry. This was different than attraction. I’d come across plenty of attractive girls, and when I wanted to turn it off, I turned it off. I stayed in control, and I was never controlled, especially not by thoughts which came unbidden.

When Sage stopped coughing, she groaned and rolled onto her back again. She remained there for a minute before pressing herself to sitting. Sand stuck to her wet tights and shirt.

What do I say to someone who just nearly died? I wasn’t good at stuff like this, talking with people in vulnerable moments, definitely not when I felt pissy already. So I just stood slowly without saying a word, then reached my hand down, offering it to her.

She swatted it away and stood shakily to her feet. She did not look at me, did not thank me, did not curse me to the depths of hell—which I expected, kind of wanted, actually. The girl did not say anything at all, only started moving up the beach toward the building.

I picked up my boots and fatigues and followed.
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SAGE

After just a few strides, Jack stalked past me in the sand. My body shook—from exhaustion or the shock of nearly drowning, I wasn’t sure. Either way, I didn’t trust myself to say anything to him without giving away how petrified I’d been.

As he led me up the beach toward a path that opened up on the south side of the building, my mind raced.

I’d almost died. Finn would have been here alone. My Finn. The boy who, less than a day ago, was supposed to get his grand prize ribbon at the junior high science fair.

And this guy in front of me couldn’t have cared less. He was mad—he’d stood stiff and unmoving while he watched me cough up water on the beach. Maybe he’d wanted me to die. If so, the successful rescue was a disappointment for him.

After another handful of steps, the sand slowly diminished beneath our feet, replaced by dark soil. Jack paused at a path that cut through the trees on the south side of the building.

“You okay?” he finally said. His eyebrows raised, but his face still showed irritation.

Okay? How could I possibly be okay? The question made me snap.

“I was wondering, Jack, did you enjoy watching me nearly drown?”

Jack stiffened. “My dad doesn’t want you dead yet.” He turned forward again, moving down the path through the trees. “But either way, I wouldn’t have let you drown.”

I clenched my jaw at his comment and followed him into the trees. Foliage blocked the direct sunlight, but the humidity still hung in the air. The soil felt soft beneath my shoes as I stumbled behind Jack, ducking under the low-hanging branches and giant, tropical leaves.

Somehow, even with my general mistrust of people, and though he still looked angry, something about the tone of his voice made his answer sound believable. So was it that pull blocking my ability to think clearly? Probably something implanted when they’d modified him—it would certainly be handy to have the opposite sex unequivocally attracted to you. A guaranteed preservation of your gene line.

The path in front of us opened wide to reveal a large training ring formed by chain-link fence. Outside the fence, wooden benches surrounded the entire arena. A fenced path ran to the building on the opposite side. A guard stood about fifteen feet away at the gate entrance. Inside the fence, the people in black were spread out across the dirt, training, with more guards interspersed throughout. The guard eyed us with some level of interest, but I looked past him, scanning the crowd for Finn.

“Where’s my brother?” I said. “I thought your dad said he would be here. Why isn’t he here?”

“Follow me,” Jack said, his voice low.

Jack walked along the outside of the fence, stopping about a quarter of the way around. He sat down on one of the wooden benches, looking out at the recruits. A breeze blew through his hair. “I lost my earbud in the water. I can’t get ahold of Caesar, and it wouldn’t matter anyway, because he’s not on the screens for another hour. But it’s almost dinner. I’ll find out more once we’re inside.”

I nodded out at the recruits. “Why did your dad want you to bring me here?”

Jack shrugged, but the movement was stiff. “I didn’t ask. To scare you into telling us more?”

My stomach dropped. Not seeing Finn here felt like an omen of sorts. To hide the look on my face from Jack, I went to the fence and interlaced my fingers in the chain link. My attention was pulled to the recruits for the first time.

The face of every single recruit was perfect. Not plastic surgery perfect, born with it perfect, like Jack. Their skin, no matter what shade, glowed with health, their features symmetrical, their eyes alert and alive.

A girl with curly auburn hair grappled in the circle directly in front of me. Her arms were wrapped around the waist of a dark-haired boy as he struggled to circle his arms around her neck.

The guard standing with their group shouted out to the two of them, “Imogen, don’t let him get you in that position! Use your legs!”

The girl responded by shoving herself upward and breaking his hold. Then she flipped—literally flipped—out of his grasp. The boy crashed into her waist and they tumbled to the ground.

“Who are these people?” I said.

“According to the Corporation, a gigantic waste of money,” Jack said. “This was my dad’s attempt at mod code replication. Some parts worked out—their skill, obviously. But every single one of them is sterile. No sperm. No eggs.”

Jack stared ahead. A bird chirped in the trees behind us.

“I don’t understand. Are you all related? And if the Corp wants to sell the code so bad, why not just make more recruits? What does it matter if they’re sterile?” I said.

Jack frowned in disapproval.

“It’s just a question. I’m not saying I agree with it,” I replied.

Jack interlaced his hands, placed them over one of his knees and leaned back. “The code doesn’t mess with the stuff that would make us all look alike or be related. It’s about gene order not trait specificity. And about making more of the recruits, it takes a long time to arrange the code. There are bad genes to extract and good genes implanted to replace them. There are layers and layers of DNA to place in the proper order. There’s not just one gene layer like you probably learned in school.”

I glanced back at him with my eyebrows raised, surveying his body in a whole new light.

“With me being the first one,” Jack continued, “our fathers had to find specific genes buried amongst thousands of years of human genetic adaptation. The newest science proves that our genes open and close based on our environment, expressing certain genes at certain times. Humans were created to live at a more optimal level than we currently do today. In culture, you can see the hints of this—Olympians who perform amazing feats, geniuses within certain industries—they’re closer to the original code than others. In my genes, your father and my father cut away all the junk and left only what I needed in order to operate at the level I do. It took them fifteen years to arrange my code alone.”

“Wow,” I said.

“When your dad stole the code, my dad tried to figure it out again on his own, without all the notes they’d kept through the years. He thought he had it figured out, but even so, it was taking too long to create one embryo. Usually ten weeks for just one, even with a team helping him. Nothing countries would pay big money for, because it couldn’t be mass produced. Hypothetically, it would be much faster to match the sperm and egg of already modified humans. This was my father’s goal with the recruits.”

“Wow,” I said again, and shifted, pushing against the fence to straighten myself up. The bottom gave way as I did, exposing a loose section where someone could easily slide out. Unable to avoid my long-time counting habit, I did a quick glance around the arena. The loose section was three-hundred thirty-six links away from the center pole by the main entrance.

“Three-hundred and thirty six?” Jack said.

I frowned. Had he heard me? Had I said that out loud?

I wasn’t quick enough on my feet to make up a lie. “The fence,” I said. “It’s loose. Three-hundred thirty-six links away from that center pole.” I nodded to a point halfway around the arena.

Jack went quiet for a few minutes, then said, “You’re right. Three-hundred thirty-six.” He didn’t sound surprised, only curious. “How’d you know?”

I shrugged. “I like numbers.” I didn’t want to get into the intricacy of the counting that went on in my brain. “Can I ask you a personal question?” I said, wanting to change the subject.

“Maybe.”

“Are you sterile, too?”

“Okay, personal. You weren’t kidding.”

I waited for him to say more, tying to ignore the draw I felt toward him, and the fact that we were talking about his reproductive organs.

Jack inhaled. “Well, since you asked, and this is already awkward, they have tried to mix my guys with non-modified eggs. According to my dad, I guess it wasn’t pretty. Think Pac-Man and Pac-dots. My guys are the Pac-man and the eggs are the dots getting eaten alive.” He paused. “I think my dad was hoping some of the recruits’ eggs might be a bit more resilient.”

I didn’t know how to respond to that, and I don’t think Jack really wanted me to, so I just watched the arena where the same girl, Imogen, smashed the boy’s face into the ground using her foot on the back of his neck. She finally had his arms pinned behind him.

“Better,” the guard said. He blew his whistle, and Imogen released the boy’s arms and helped him stand up.

“I used to do this.” Jack nodded toward the arena. “I trained the recruits, I mean.”

“Not anymore?”

“Recruits started listening to me too well. Dad didn’t like it. They respect me, and I refused to feed them Vasterias propaganda.”

“So now what do you do?”

“Clean.”

“Clean? As in, scrubbing toilets?”

Jack scratched the back of his neck, his eyes flickering away from my gaze. The movement felt fleetingly familiar. “Something like that.”

The collective group of guards all whistled together then. Recruits stopped their fights, moved to towel off, get drinks from jugs on the sidelines, and make their way toward the exit.

Jack took a long inhale and stood up. “Just stay alive for a few more days, and we’ll get you home.”
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BECKETT

The GPS on my phone showed the road on my left was the private drive to the mansion. I turned onto it, and a hundred yards down, a gate swung open when my truck approached.

So, they’re expecting me.

I shifted in my seat, sitting up taller, and brushed a hand through my hair. Over the last day and a half, I’d only pulled over a couple of times. The sun had risen this morning as I wound the truck through the tree-lined back highways of western Pennsylvania up to New York. With every hour that passed, my anger and tension grew in equal amounts.

And now, finally, the property came into view down the private road. It was what I remembered from the times Jack and I came here with Dad: fountain in the middle of a wide circle drive, flanked by a giant monstrosity of a house, a castle-looking thing with high, sharp-sloped rooflines. The whole brick-and-stone display was four or five stories tall and extended across the property. From where I parked in front of the main entrance, I could barely make out the side driveway, all the way to the north, where housemaids and groundskeepers pulled around back to park.

I gave Ollie a pet on the head and stepped from the truck into crisp morning air. Birds chirped in the mature trees that spread out across the well-manicured lawn. The front door swung open before I could stretch my legs.

An older man in a suit stepped out onto the stone entrance. I circled around the truck, wary. The man wasn’t familiar, and yet, all too familiar. His buttoned suit coat fit snug around his waist, just a little too tight over his belly. He stood with an air that told me he was high-up Vasterias trash.

“Right when we expected you,” the man said, eying me as I came toward the steps. “I’m Dr. Dallamore.” It sounded like the greeting of a butler, formal and friendly. But I noted Dallamore’s stillness, the way only his eyes moved while he watched me approach. It meant he calculated things behind the serene look on his face.

I stopped directly in front of him, still on the drive five steps below. “Where did you take them Dr. Dallamore? You tell me, or I don’t cooperate with you.”

“Seems like you’re in no position to bargain, son. Not when we’ve just finished killing your aunt and uncle.”

The words stung in the deepest part of me, which was exactly what Dallamore wanted.

I stepped onto the bottom stair of the entrance and focused on keeping my face neutral when I responded. I’d had enough experience with the Corp to know they meant what they said. I also knew from family experience that the more you give, the more the Corp takes.

“You can kill me before I’ll tell you anything. Where is the girl?”

“Ah. So you did love her. The reports to headquarters were saying so. But I wasn’t quite sure myself.”

I had to work hard to conceal my surprise at Dallamore’s information. Just how long had the Corp been watching us so closely?

When I didn’t reply, Dallamore waved to the door behind him. “Come in. We mean you no harm.”

Whenever Vasterias said “we mean you no harm,” they really mean the exact opposite, but I could tell Dallamore wasn’t going to converse out here on the stoop with me. It was too easy to escape, with my truck right behind us in the drive. Not that I was going anywhere. I didn’t travel over twenty hours to leave with no answers. One way or another, this encounter was going to get me to Sage and Finn, or I was honest about what I’d said: They could kill me in the process.

“There’s a dog inside the truck. His name is Ollie.” I couldn’t look back because I knew Ollie would be watching me through the window.

“We’ll take care of him,” Dallamore replied.

I didn’t want to know exactly what that meant. I walked up the steps to Dallamore. “For the love, please don’t hurt the dog.”

“Did I say anything about hurting the dog?” he replied.

Dallamore motioned for me to lift my arms, and then proceeded to pat me down, taking my cell phone in the process.

I followed him inside. The foyer served as a grand display, a giant room in and of itself, with a three-story ceiling and a crystal chandelier hanging all the way down to the first story from the ceiling high above. Across the foyer, a marble stairway circled upward, curving elegantly to highlight the chandelier. An ornately carved marble banister encased the second floor balcony, leading to rooms I couldn’t see.

“Down here.” Dallamore motioned to the right, where the foyer opened into a long gallery, the walls lined with expensive art. With every marble archway we walked under, with every step I took deeper into the heart of the mansion, my instincts rang out in warning.

We passed two giant wooden doors standing open to reveal a ballroom. Another pair of open doors displayed a library with two stories worth of books. Further down, on the left, a great dining hall. Further still, a lounge, then a cigar room, and then an open room full of modern art. If I hadn’t known where all the dirty money came from to build and furnish the place, I might have been impressed.

Dallamore took a left and guided me to the very end of a hall. He turned the handle of a door on our right and stepped inside, motioning me to follow. It looked like a conference room of sorts—no windows and a shining wood table for twenty flanked by leather chairs on wheels. A shiny red plate holding a pastry sat on the table next to a glass of water. Behind the table remained plenty of room for a singular folding chair in the empty space. I knew that’s where I would be sitting. So this is how it went, then. This wasn’t a conference, it was an interrogation. Was I expecting anything different?

“Please,” Dallamore waved to one of the leather chairs at the corner of the long table near the pastry. “Have a seat.”

“I think I’ll just go ahead and take the seat that will eventually be mine,” I said and strode around the table to the lone chair and sat down.

The sooner they got to the point, the sooner Dr. Dallamore would realize I wasn’t giving them anything unless they gave back in return. Not that I knew anything. I hadn’t found out a single thing from Mrs. Sallisaw, or Sage, or Finn in the whole three years we’d been there. Neither had Aunt Peg or Uncle Jeff—or at least, they hadn’t said anything to me about it. But here at headquarters, information was a valuable asset. It was the plan I formed over the last twenty-one hours of drive time. I knew I needed something to bargain with in order to get to Sage. This had to be my angle from the start. If I said I knew nothing, they eventually might believe me. If I said I knew something, and swore not to tell until they took me to Sage and Finn, then maybe I had a chance of actually getting to them. It felt flimsy, the whole ruse, but if I could be convincing enough, the Corp had no reason not to believe I knew something about Dr. Cunningham’s whereabouts.

Dallamore took a seat at the end of the table and angled his chair toward me, reclining against the leather. His right elbow rested on the arm of the chair, his hand propped up, clicking a pen. He scooted the pastry plate closer to me. “Eat, if you’d like.”

I ignored him. I actually wanted to laugh at the nature of it all: the chair, the interrogation room, Dallamore acting all serious. Obviously, he was playing a role he didn’t usually participate in. He was a Vasterias high-up, not someone who threatened nineteen-year-olds.

“I believe you know what we want,” Dallamore said.

I raised my eyebrows. “Do I?”

How long before they sent the person in that would be inflicting the physical pain? It certainly wouldn’t be Dallamore. I’d met people at the top, long ago—men perfectly capable of inflicting pain, and many of them in much better shape than Dallamore. But stuff like this was below them.

“It’s simple,” Dallamore said. “We need to know what you know about Dr. Cunningham. We need the code, Beckett. You’re as aware of that as anyone around here. And you saw what happened to your aunt and uncle when they refused to give information.”

“Does my dad know you killed his brother?”

“I don’t bother myself with the details. They told me to come here, I came. That’s all.”

“But you know they’re dead. You know what happened to them.”

I wondered if my dad knew, if Jack knew. I wondered where they were. Three years ago, the plan was for Dad and Jack to head to Europe and work with Vasterias to start a new lab there, while I headed to Alaska with Peg and Jeff—for “safety” from the Corp. But right after we left, Dad called and assigned us to Kansas. It was what Dad had planned all along—for us to earn the trust of the Sallisaw’s, to extract information from them. He forbade us from contacting Jack or leaving Canta—unless we wanted Jack dead. I hadn’t talked to my father or Jack since.

Dallamore leaned back in the leather chair. “Just tell us what you know, Beckett. And this can all be over.” Yeah. I’ll be dead.

“I’m not telling you anything until you take me to Sage and Finn. Kill me if you want, but I swear to you, I will tell nothing until you take me to them.”

“The Corp’s under pressure, Beckett. We thought the recruits were going to work out. We’ve already alerted select countries that the code is for sale to the top bidder. We’re feeling the pressure. The gala is scheduled for this summer. Heads of countries, corporations who’ve expressed interest, they’re already planning to attend.”

“Do you think I care about the Corporation’s plans to dominate the world? I’m not talking. Not until you give me what I want.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. I’m afraid I’ll have to bring in proper motivation.”

I snorted. Shocker.

“Smalls!” Dallamore called.

The door immediately opened. “Smalls” had obviously been waiting right outside the door, and Smalls was, in fact, very small—short and muscled like a stretch of thin wire. He carried a rope in his hands, but nothing else. I wouldn’t fight them. The more unaffected I remained, the more it proved I didn’t care what they did to me. Eventually, they’d give me what I wanted. My gut twisted a bit at what might come before that, but I kept my expression blank as Smalls approached.

Smalls had deep brown hair with a single wave combed neatly to the side. He tied my hands to the back of the chair using swift efficient knots, then moved to my ankles. He didn’t act surprised by my compliance, and I was only offended by how nonthreatening he obviously found me. Afterward, he stood to the side of my chair, staring at a point on the wall. No eye contact, only orders.

I sighed. Might as well get this party started. I looked at Smalls, then grinned at Dallamore. “So, what’d you do, Dallamore? How’d you get the lowly job of babysitting me? What’d you do to piss off your friends?”

Dallamore didn’t have the guts to come punch me himself, and I knew it. That’s why I smiled at him. Dallamore nodded at Smalls, who turned and hit me squarely on the jawbone, which went numb just before the rush of pounding pain.

Ow. The guy knew how to hit.

Dallamore waddled to the door. “You will tell us what you know, Beckett, whether now or eventually. You know how persuasive the Corp can be. It’ll do you good to remember that.”

Dallamore stepped out of the room, and the door clicked shut behind him.
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SAGE

The lunchroom hummed with conversation. My eyes searched for Finn at the long wooden tables, seats already filled with recruits. I didn’t spot him there or in the dinner line. Only when Jack’s fingertips pressed to my lower back and moved me toward the line did I realize I’d stopped walking. He nodded his head, a silent order to get in line, and then turned in the opposite direction before I could ask why I didn’t see Finn yet. Jack had said Finn should be at dinner for sure.

A few guards stood near the exits, and Jack sidled up next to them, clasping his hands behind his back and glaring at me. I glared back but stepped in line behind two girls who were deep in conversation about choke holds.

Windows ran floor to ceiling on the east wall, letting in a full panorama of the ocean. The beauty of the view felt wrong, meant for a different time and place, for families taking weeklong trips, or beachgoers seeking restoration and the luxurious feel of the sand between their toes. Instead, the waterline served as a barrier. The waves mocked me as they rolled off the beach, free to escape, leaving me and Finn trapped on this island.

The food line moved forward, and a tall, thin man wearing a hairnet but without much hair handed me a glass. “Fresh squeezed. You’ll like it.” He held out a glass to the recruit behind me, effectively moving me on. The liquid in the glass was the color of the green oak leaves back home. I hesitated at first, but when the liquid reached my throat, it cooled the raw ache from the day of screaming and salt-water. I emptied the glass before I even took a food tray.

Finn still hadn’t come, so I made my way down the center aisle toward a spot by the windows, far from anyone else. A few recruits at the next table made eye contact, one guy even smiled, but otherwise, I was left alone. Steam wafted off the tray of food in front of me—chicken, rice, vegetables.

I tried to take a bite, but found myself only staring at the cafeteria doors, willing Finn to walk through them. Then, a body appeared behind the chair directly across the table from me.

“Can I sit?”

It was the girl from training, with curly, deep red hair. She had a distinctly Irish accent. She didn’t wait for me to answer before pulling out the wooden chair across from me and sitting down. She held out her hand.

“Imogen,” she said. Her face looked innocent—porcelain skin, a light flush to her cheeks, a round child-like face—but she held a hardness in the set of her jaw.

Reluctantly, I extended my own hand. “Sage.”

“I know who you are. And I know why they brought you here.” She leaned in. “Caesar told me.” She stabbed a bite of chicken. “Not all the recruits are on the side of the Corp, you know.”

No, I didn’t know.

“I’m with Jack,” she said, chicken still in her mouth.

I glanced at Jack, but if he knew what she was saying to me, he didn’t act like he cared. My eyes flickered to the door again. “Have you heard about my brother by chance?” I asked her. If she knew so much, maybe she had the answer to this.

“Brother? No, Jack didn’t mention anything about you having a brother here. He just asked me to come sit by you.” My chest tightened, and I looked at Jack again. This time, he stared with zero expression on his face. I tried to speak to him with my gaze. Where is Finn?

“Do you have other siblings? A mother that goes along with the scientist father you have?”

“No other siblings. Just me and Finn and my mom.”

The last image of my mom in the car with blood on her face flashed through my head, and I set down my fork.

“My mom was a surrogate,” Imogen said, shoving another bite of food in her mouth as if nothing was wrong. If she noticed I was upset, she didn’t acknowledge the fact. “We all had surrogate mothers who signed contracts to carry and raise us.” She nodded her head across the lunch room full of recruits. “The agreement included child support and a substantial payout once the Corp took us.”

Imogen nodded at my raised eyebrows, as if to confirm the truth in her statement.

“They had just one problem,” she said. “When the time came, most of our families didn’t want to give us up.” Imogen stabbed a piece of food on her plate. “Usually it’s a car accident. Sometimes other things, a mom drowns, food is poisoned. It works in the Corp’s favor. They invite us to training school, the whole thing framed as an honor. We think one of the reasons we’re “chosen” is because we’re orphaned, and so we feel indebted to them. We’re grateful to get taken on. No one knows this, of course. I only know it because Jack told me when I got here.”

I struggled for something to reply with.

“I’ll get them back for what they did to her. Someday, I will.” Imogen stared out the window, her mind in another place, her chin set in that sharp, defiant line.

I wasn’t sure who the “her” was that Imogen talked about. Her mother? A sister? A friend?

I glanced around at the recruits, wondering the story each of them had. At one table, a guy tossed his fork in the air in some sort of trick move that made it land perfectly stabbed into his piece of meat. The recruit next to him tried to mimic the same. At another table, a girl with bleach blonde hair stood and did a little dance move, talking loudly, describing her gestures in detail before sitting in her chair again as the recruits around her laughed.

Imogen’s face looked sad—or was it lonely?—as she stared at them, too. “Now that the Corp knows we’re sterile, they’ll use us as private security for their ambassadors. They told us this morning. I don’t think anyone really even cares.”

My eyebrows rose. Jack hadn’t mentioned any of this to me. “Ambassadors?”

“The Corp has a presence in nearly half the world’s countries, each with an ambassador,” Imogen said. “They intend to be within all of them within ten years. They buy prominent businesses to establish themselves within the local government and then slowly purchase land for their crops.”

Imogen shook her head, as if shaking off a bad thought along with it. “Not me though,” Imogen said. “I’m going with you guys.” She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “So. You said your brother was brought here with you?”

At the mention of Finn, again I looked at Jack, willing him to feed me answers. He wouldn’t make eye contact with me, and I’d had quite enough of the waiting around. The line had emptied, everyone was at their tables eating dinner. So where was Finn? I was about to stand up and go over to Jack, to demand he take me to my brother, even if his dad would torture me for it—even if Jack himself tortured me for it. But before I could, Jack rolled away from the wall and pushed through the cafeteria doors.
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JACK

I slammed my fist into the wall just outside the cafeteria and headed for the break room. Finn wasn’t at dinner. I’d waited long enough to watch Imogen sit down next to Sage at the table in the corner. Sage had stared at the door for a long time, waiting for her brother. After that, she kept glancing at me until I left. Every single thing that went wrong chipped away at the very little trust she had in me. I could see it in her eyes. But that was secondary right now.

Where was Finn? He should be in the cafeteria by now.

I shoved open the break room door, just down the hall and around the corner from the cafeteria. My eyes scanned for Caesar. Most of the three tables were filled. Other guards lounged against the counters or walls. A few guards offered me a nod, and I responded with the same.

Caesar sat in the far corner with a few others. He saw me immediately but pretended not to care. Slowly, I made my way to the vending machines, faking the purpose of a soda while I talked to Caesar with my eyes. I pulled on my ear to signal that I was earbud-less. Caesar tipped his chin, understanding that I would grab one from my room, and that I needed him on-screen ASAP.

In the hall, I turned west instead of south back toward the cafeteria. I knew it was a risk to head all the way to my room at this time in the evening—that it could raise suspicions, but tension was building up inside me. If there was general news about Finn, Caesar would have signaled as much in the break room, or found me in the cafeteria. No news at all meant my dad was hiding something.

Which meant I needed another earbud.

Now.
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SAGE

Jack still wasn’t back. He’d been gone for thirteen minutes. I couldn’t take my eyes off the doors where he left, hoping that either Finn would walk through, or Jack would return with some sort of reassurance. Imogen had stopped trying to talk with me once she realized I was distracted.

I was still pushing around the rice on my plate when someone reached over my shoulder and placed a napkin next to my tray.

Jack’s voice came directly by my left ear. How had I missed his entrance? I’d only looked away from the doors for a few seconds.

“I’ve heard from C. Finn’s okay for now, but it’s not good. Eat as fast as you can without drawing attention to yourself. I need to get you to your dorm room.”

I started to stand, my heart beating hard in my chest. Jack put his hand on my shoulder and lowered me back into my seat.

“Do not make a scene. Eat your dinner.”

I jerked away and took a bite of my rice. Imogen’s ivory skin went pale. Jack walked away, stopping by the exit doors and turning to wait, hands clasped behind his back. He started chatting with the guard next to him, then laughed at something the guard said. Jack sure knew how to turn it off and on.

My fork froze halfway to my mouth. Wait a second. What if he wasn’t turning it “on” for the guards? What if he was turning it “on” for me? Was this real, or just a ruse? How did I know that everything Jack just said to me was even the truth?

Imogen stared at me, then, as if reading my mind, said, “You can trust him, you know.”

I forced five more bites of food into my mouth before standing.

“See you,” I managed to get out to Imogen.

She lifted a finger away from the glass of water at her mouth to say farewell—or maybe to say wait for her.

Whatever. She could do what she wanted. I dropped off my half-eaten tray at the counter. Imogen moved in that direction, too—but too slow for me to wait on her.

Jack rolled away from the wall when he saw me coming.

“What’s going on?” I hissed as we stepped out of the cafeteria.

“Not here.” Jack started off down the hall. The intensity of his answer combined with his fast pace kept me quiet. The hallways were darkening as nightfall neared, and wall sconces flickered on, interspersed every fifteen feet or so down the hallways. To distract myself, I counted fifty-five wall sconces before we stopped in front of a door marked in black metal with the number forty-four. He pressed the handle down and motioned for me to enter.

From the hall, I could see the concrete room had just enough space for a metal bunk bed and a small wooden desk. A basic reading lamp sat on top. The bottom mattress had been covered with a white sheet and topped with a thin pillow. The top mattress held a pile of black clothes—more tights and shirts.

“I’m not going inside of here until you tell me what they’re doing with Finn.”

“Get in the room.”

“No. I’m not going—”

Jack placed his hand on my back and half-ushered, half-shoved me into the room. From the hall, he glanced right, then left, then stepped inside and shut the door behind him. The intensity of him and me in such a small space competed with my terror about Finn. It was that pull to him again, and I wondered how other girls, those he’d met outside of life threatening situations, were ever be able to resist him at all. Maybe they weren’t.

He spoke before I could ask questions. “If I’m going to help him, I’ve got to go now.”

I didn’t know what Jack meant by that, but it sent me into a tailspin, my body felt like it would explode and crumble to the ground in a million pieces. I felt more desperate than I had in my entire life.

“But I thought your dad didn’t want to kill us yet.”

“There are worse things,” Jack replied. My body froze in place, unable to ask just what those things might be. “Here. Take this.” Jack pressed a tiny piece of plastic into my hand. “It’s an earbud. Yours won’t be turned to talk, but you will be able to hear what’s going on.”

My voice rose, even though I tried to keep it contained. “Did you plan this? Did you know it was going to happen?”

“Did I plan this? Sage, who do you think I am? Really? Do you not trust me at all?” Jack cursed and pounded the wall once with his fist. “You think I wanted this to happen?”

“What is happening, Jack? What?”

My hand gripped the back of the chair, my knuckles turned from red to white. I wasn’t sure that I wanted to hear the answer, so I didn’t wait for him to reply. “I’m coming with you,” I said.

Jack shook his head. “You can’t come. Trust me. I’ll get to him.”

“Trust you? That’s my brother!” I shoved the chair into my desk.

Jack turned to go.

“What will you do once you get to him?” I said.

“I’m buying us time. That’s all. From there, we improvise.” He tapped at his ear. “Listen to the bud. You’ll know everything when I do.” With a single, concise movement, Jack disappeared into the hall. There was nothing for me to do but listen and wait.
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SAGE

I tucked myself onto the bottom bunk with my back against the wall, my knees drawn up to my chest. Only then did I feel the extent of my exhaustion as the entire day played through in my mind.

The ear bud was so small, I was afraid it would get lost in my ear. I pressed the bud deep into my ear and was immediately submerged into a conversation between Jack and another male voice that I assumed was Caesar.

“I’ve found him. Screen 37. They’re headed to lab A,” Caesar said.

Jack cursed. “How much time?”

“It looks like they’ve changed him into the loose-fitting clothes. They are still another ninety seconds from the lab. Two doctors already in the lab prepping. Make that three. Your dad just walked in.”

Jack cursed again. “C, just take me straight there. I don’t need any pretenses. There’s no time for anything else.”

“Let me guide you through some empty halls, at least it will attract a little less attention,” Caesar replied.

“There’s no time!” Jack said, his voice more intense than I’d heard it before. “They’re taking him to a lab. It’s obvious what they intend. They’re going for a modwrog, C. They want to push Cunningham.”

What was Jack talking about? Going for a modwrog? I wanted to scream into the earbud, shout dozens of questions that were spinning through my head.

The line remained silent until Jack spoke again. “I’m going straight there. After I make it to him, and we’re out, unlock Sage’s dorm room. And Imogen’s.”

“What happens then?” A female voice pierced the silence. “You know this decision gives you up. Your dad will know where you stand.” It was Imogen. I slammed my pillow against the wall, fuming. How come she had an earbud? Was everyone allowed speaking rights besides me?

“You do like we talked about,” Jack said, the sound of his footsteps padded in the background. “C, you’ll unlock the girls’ rooms. They’ll meet in the bathroom, take the air ducts, and go out the side fence and into the forest.”

Improvise my ass.

“You never talked about any of this to me,” I said out loud. To no one.

“We’ll meet at the spot and then hide until the helicopter comes in a few days,” Jack said, breathing heavy.

Neither Imogen nor C responded. I couldn’t tell if it was a sign of resignation or hesitation at Jack’s orders.

“I know it’s not ideal,” Jack added, his breath rhythmic. Obviously jogging now. “But it’s what we’ve got to work with. Imogen’s right—my dad will know where I stand.”

Everyone was silent for another few seconds.

“They’ve made it to the lab,” C said. “They’re directing Finn in now, moving him to the table. Jack, you’ve got company around the next corner. Slow down.”

My breath stopped, and for the next several seconds, the line was laden with heavy silence.

“Sims, Tattler,” Jack called out greeting.

Another few seconds passed by.

“You’re clear,” Caesar said. “You’ve got sixty seconds. They’re laying him down. Strapping wrists.”

Jack cursed.

“You’ll be there in thirty. You’ve got this.” Despite his reassurance, Caesar’s voice was unmistakably tight.

My own hands had wound tightly around the pillow in my lap. A tight ball in my throat blocked the air from moving through it. I felt frozen, waiting to hear that Finn was safe before I could move or breathe again.

After what seemed like forever, Jack whispered, “I’m here. My dad sees me. He knows it’s not good. I’m going in. Everyone hold position and wait for more direction.”

“10-4,” Caesar replied.

“10-4,” Imogen said.

“C, shut her off until it’s over.”

There was no reply, and it wasn’t until I couldn’t hear anything at all that I realized Jack had meant me.

He’d cut me out.
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JACK

I slammed against the lab door, pounding on the bullet-proof glass window, shaking the locked handle. “Dad! WHAT IN THE HELL ARE YOU DOING?!”

I had never let myself go like this—not in front of my dad. Blood pumped through my body, all my senses on high. The two doctors inside the lab room with my father stood frozen in place near the bed, staring wide-eyed at me, glancing at my dad for direction on what to do next. One doctor held the syringe intended for Finn. It was filled with yellow liquid, and I knew what that liquid would do.

Fury rolled through me. I pulled back my fist and slammed it into the window.

Finn lifted his head from the gurney, a curly strand of hair hung down across his forehead, a look of complete terror in his eyes. Staring into his face, I felt a fraction of the pain I knew Sage would feel if I didn’t make it to her brother in time.

I glanced around frantically for something to use on the glass.

“No time boss. Nothing close enough,” C said quietly into the earbud.

I cried out in frustration, spinning, punching the glass again—using all the force I never allowed others to see. The window cracked slightly.

My dad saw it, and he strode to the doctor who held the syringe. Dad’s face remained a calm, deadly storm that sent me punching the window again. This time, a web of cracks splintered across the glass.

I ground my teeth and punched again, barely noticing how my knuckles pounded in pain.

This time, the glass shattered, clattering inward onto the floor of the lab. Deep gashes ran up my skin from knuckles to forearm. I brushed away the glass.

“Dad!” I shouted in warning as he approached Finn. I shoved my left arm through the hole in the window and struggled with the doorknob, my fingers fumbling with the lock. Dad ignored me, positioning the needle at the bend in Finn’s forearm. One of the doctor’s steadied the arm while Finn thrashed on the table.

“STOP!! This is not what you wanted!” I jerked on the handle. Finally, the door swung open.

But it was too late, my dad was already pressing down on the syringe. The yellow liquid was entering Finn’s body.

I lunged across the room, diving for my father. He jerked the needle out just as I grabbed ahold of his lab coat. He spun and stabbed the needle into my forearm, shoving down the syringe and injecting the remaining bit of liquid into my arm, breaking my hold.

“You bastard!” I shouted. “This isn’t his fault!”

I heard guards entering the room behind us. I spun and knocked out the first guard using my uninjured left hand. The other four converged all at once. I knew them all by name. I kicked the closest one, Fox, in the head as another lunged for my torso. A head butt to the second, as the third, Jimmy, approached with a fire extinguisher, which he slammed across my cheek. An explosion of light erupted across my eyes. I felt the skin begin to pour with blood and wondered if the cheekbone had broken.

For a moment, it was three on one. The blobs of light across my vision cleared, and I actually freed myself and wiped my bloody face, ready to lunge for the closest guard. Then, something touched my shoulder, and a shock moved through my entire body. I felt myself collapsing to the ground.

A Taser.

My dad stared at me as I tried to push myself back up.

“Stay down,” C said. “Jack, I repeat, stay down.”

Like hell I would.

Above me, on the bed, I saw Finn’s body convulsing, shifting into something altogether different. They would take him to the west wing before the transformation was complete, locking Finn in a cage so he couldn’t do any damage to those around him once his body had fully mutated into a modwrog.

Fury flooded through me, and I shoved myself to my feet. I was met with the fire extinguisher but was able to block it enough that the full force didn’t hit me in the head. Before I could shift attention to him, my father shocked me again. This time, when I dropped, he didn’t stop. The shocks came over and over again, paralyzing fire flashing through me. I heard my body flopping on the floor like a fish as the electricity rendered my every limb, every muscle, useless.

Someone kicked me in the head, and my vision went dark. I heard C swallow on the other end of the line. I felt another kick—to my spine this time. The Taser came again. Then someone tied my hands and legs.

Unconsciousness would have been mercy, but my body was far too superior for that. Instead, I remained awake, feeling all too well the full extent of my injuries. My father gave the orders, and the guards dragged me down the hall and locked me in a cell.
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BECKETT

Smalls’ fist flew at my face.

I could barely see Dr. Dallamore through eyelids that had nearly swollen shut.

“Are you ready to tell us anything now?” Dallamore said.

I had to work to keep my head lifted. My vision blurred, and I wasn’t sure the words would come out clearly because of the blood in my mouth.

“Nothing’s changed,” I rasped. “I don’t talk until you take me to them.”

“Very well,” Dallamore said.

Smalls punched me in the face again.
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JACK

I managed to push my way onto the cot in the corner. My head leaned against the wall, knees bent up so my arms could rest on them. I’d worked my way out of the rope that held my wrists together. The ripped skin on my right forearm and knuckles had clotted, and I rotated my arm, assessing the healing wounds. It would take hours for the wounds to fully close. Surprisingly, the spot that hurt the worst on my body was where Dad had stabbed me in the forearm with that needle. I wasn’t sure how deep he’d gone with it, but it felt like he’d hit bone.

If my dad had any doubt about my true position and how far I was willing to go, he knew now. I had clearly drawn the line. But I knew that going in, didn’t I? As soon as I’d left Sage’s room, I knew there was no turning back.

I wasn’t sure how much time had passed in the cell. Forty-five minutes, maybe. Caesar had yet to say anything into the earbud. He knew I wouldn’t want to talk.

I looked up when the door opened and my father entered. I wish I’d been more surprised about his actions in the lab room, but I knew that Dad had dropped off the cliff a long time ago. I guess all that was left was for me to fully accept it.

My dad cleared his throat and remained by the door. I could smell the lemon oil on him, strong in my nostrils, even across the cell.

“This is interesting to me. I always thought you were willing to do whatever it takes to get to the code. Are you going soft on me?”

He paused, perhaps waiting for a response but most likely not. “Dr. Cunningham has now seen the footage of his son. We noted the IP address online, although we were unable to trace it. We made it known that he has six days to respond with the code location or else his daughter will get the same injection.”

He studied me, gaging my silence and the look of hatred across my face. He took another solid step into the room. His face was hard and cold, no sign of remorse for his earlier actions.

“You will go and tell the girl what has happened to her brother. You will take her to him and show her the consequences of crossing the Corporation. You will inform her that she will suffer the same fate as her brother if her father does not respond. You will tell her that if she knows anything, she can save herself.”

That last part was a lie, and I would say none of it to Sage. I kept the anger bottled up inside of me when I lifted my head and spoke.

“Mom wouldn’t even recognize you.”

My dad strode across the cell and smacked me across the face. I felt the gash break open and the blood trickle onto the surface of my skin. I wanted to throttle him.

I didn’t move.

“You will apologize to the guards and the doctors from today. You will follow my orders, and you will act like a model citizen of the Corporation. You will not attempt escape, with, or without the girl, or so help me, I will kill your brother.”

At this, my head snapped up.

“And just where is Beckett? And Aunt Peg? Uncle Jeff? Do you even know? You haven’t bothered to talk with them in years.”

His lips pulled into a straight line. “At this very moment? I have no idea where they are. I didn’t request them here.” My dad pulled out a handkerchief from his lab coat pocket and wiped my blood off his hand. “But I will follow through on my word.”

Dad’s lack of care for Beckett stirred up more ferocity in me than anything else. I could handle my father’s lack of care for me. I’d grown callous to it—and what did it matter when I was going to die anyway? But Beckett was a good person. He genuinely cared about people. Which meant he could genuinely be hurt. As we were growing up, I felt a shot of pain—always followed by rage—whenever I watched Beckett’s face in moments we saw our dad’s heartless side. It’s one of the reasons I encouraged Dad to send Beckett to Alaska, and why I’d helped shove Beckett into Peg and Jeff’s car.

The thought of Beckett under the palm of my dad again sent fury through my veins. He was far away from this mess, and that was where he was going to stay.

I shoved away from the wall, rising from my reclined position on the cot. “If you hurt Beckett, so help me, I will kill you myself.”

We stood eye to eye, and I made sure Dad saw the truth in my words. I wanted him to feel the solid force standing in front of him—a force he created, the genes he manipulated, standing in front of him now, ready to follow through on my words. I was sick of the threats to my brother, and I wasn’t ten years old anymore. I would rip off his head if he touched Beckett.

Dad’s gaze didn’t waver as he pointed toward the door. “You will follow my orders. Doctors first, then the guards, then the girl.”

I didn’t move.

Dad held my gaze long enough for me to understand that he was serious. Then he turned and sauntered out of my cell, knowing I would do exactly what he said—just like I always did when he threatened with the life of my brother.

[image: *]*

I walked slowly down the hall, because I had no idea what I would say to Sage once I reached her dorm room. I didn’t want to face her. I didn’t want to be the one to take her to the west wing. I didn’t want to see the look in her eyes when she saw Finn. She’d never forgive me. And I’d never forgive myself. I’d already added Finn to the list of lives lost because of me.

Through the earbud, C cleared his throat, speaking for the first time since the lab room.

“Jack. Dude, I can’t believe you’re walking.” C sounded hesitant, but pressed forward. “I know you probably don’t want to listen to my voice right now, but I’ve got some crazy activity going on in the surveillance room that you need to hear about it.”

Numbly, I rubbed my arm. “I didn’t make it to him, C. I didn’t make it in time.”

A dry silence held over the line. C didn’t know what to say. Finally, I sighed. “Go ahead.”

C cleared his throat, probably debating whether to respond to my last comment or not. He didn’t. This is why we got along. Sometimes there was just nothing to say. He always knew when to keep his mouth shut and when to smack me in the face.

“Dude, I got an encrypted code just over an hour ago. Straight over the main system, right after they sent the message to Dr. Cunningham.” Caesar paused.

“So, un-encrypt it,” I said.

“I already did,” he replied, unfazed by my sarcasm. “Are you ready for this?” Paper rustled in the background. “It says: Bring her to me unharmed, and I’ll give you the code. You can destroy it. Just like you want.” C cleared his throat. “So … I figure it’s for you, because who else wants to destroy the code, you know? But, dude, it was like he knew I would be working the surveillance room. How would he know I was there right then? And how does he know I’m working with you?”

Dr. Cunningham. Welcome back from anonymity. And what a return. My fists tightened at the idea that the doctor would show up now, after his son’s body was practically destroyed. Now he decides to talk. And he comes with requests? What kind of game was Sage’s dad playing? And how did he know I wanted to destroy the code? No one knew that, besides Beckett and C. And how could I be sure he’d follow through with what he said, even if I did deliver his daughter?

I listened while C took a sip of coffee and set his mug down on the counter below the monitors.

“So. What’s the plan?” Caesar said.

I flexed my forearm, feeling the pull at the injection site where my dad stabbed me. If Dr. Cunningham wanted to play games, I would play games. I’d play any game I needed to in order to get the code before it got into the hands of my dad and Vasterias. I would play games, I would get the code, and I would destroy it. And then, as I’d silently planned since I was nine years old, I would kill myself and end this entire behemoth mess.

It wouldn’t be easy, gaining Sage’s trust now. Not after she saw Finn in a few minutes.

And getting her to leave the island would be near impossible, because I knew she wouldn’t go without her brother—and the probability of getting him out of here, at this point, with what had just happened, was very low. Not to mention my dad’s latest threat against Beckett. Tracking down Beck and Peg and Jeff and getting word to them to get the heck out of dodge—all before we made our move to escape—that also sounded near impossible.

But, I’d done impossible my entire life. And somehow, it’d worked for me up to now.

I clenched my jaw. “Send a message back to the doctor. Ask him where to deliver his daughter. And, C?”

“Yeah?”

“Get in touch with our contact at headquarters. We need to find my brother.”
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SAGE

One hour, forty-seven minutes, and twenty-one seconds had passed since Jack cut me out of the earbud conversation. I had no idea what was going on, but it couldn’t be good because they never came back on the line, and no one showed up at my door to whisk me away to the forest. I couldn’t handle it.

I’d already paced my room for an hour. I’d tried the locked door handle a hundred times. Now, I leaned back in the wooden desk chair, trying to distract myself by seeing how long I could balance on the back legs.

Just yesterday, everything was normal. The desire to rewind time felt overpowering. Just one day. That’s all I needed—to go backward twenty-four hours. I missed Beckett. He’d know what to say to reassure me right now—he was always full of calming words that worked on both humans and farm animals alike.

When the knock came on my door, the front legs of my chair slammed to the concrete, and I stood so fast that the chair clattered backward onto the floor.

I was to the door in a half-second, swinging it open. Of course now it’s unlocked. Jack stood there just outside the doorway, face stony, body entirely beat up. I looked over his shoulder, fleetingly thinking I’d seen Finn standing behind him. Nothing. My throat tightened.

My eyes lingered on his arm where a greenish-yellow bruise had formed on his skin. It looked slightly raised. I couldn’t bring myself to meet Jack’s gaze. I didn’t know what this meant—Jack coming here without Finn, without grabbing me by the wrist to run out of the building. I only knew it wasn’t good.

“Follow me,” Jack said, his voice barely audible.

I couldn’t swallow away the lump in my throat, couldn’t bring myself to speak. Something had gone very, very wrong.

“I’ll take your earbud,” he added. I pulled it out and laid it in his outstretched hand.

My body numb, I followed him down the hall. I hated myself for feeling the draw, the attraction to him even through the deadness inside me. I should be feeling anger toward him and nothing else. He lied to me. He said he would make it out with Finn. He told me everything was going to be okay. But nothing about this moment felt okay. And yet still, there was this other thing, a feeling that I wanted to claw out of myself so it wouldn’t stamp out the anger that should be burning inside of me.

It was late evening now, nearly ten o’clock, and the light from the hallway sconces had been lowered to a dull glow. Shadows lingered in the corners.

After a turn onto another hallway, I forced myself to form a few words. “Where are you taking me?”

“The west wing. Finn is there.”

We walked in silence until we arrived at what I assumed was the west wing. Jack led me through a metal door and into a small, empty lobby where he retrieved a tranquilizer gun from a locked closet. Across the lobby, we stepped through another door and into a concrete foyer. My breath sped up.

The stench of urine and feces hung in the air. Straight ahead, the foyer opened up to a hall of cells. At the end of the hall a bright red exit sign glowed directly above a door. On our left, three metal doors rested along the far wall.

Some internal dread kept me from going further. Fear of seeing Finn, fear of what they’d done to him. Something shrieked down the hall. Jack waited, saying nothing.

Finally, I stepped across the foyer without looking at Jack.

In the first cell on the left, a face peered out at me from behind cage bars, not human but not a wholly different creature, either. It stared out at me with big eyes, a larger-than-human head, and gray-greenish skin littered with tiny bumps. Wisps of hair sprouted from its scalp in sporadic tufts and hung limply, matted together in places. The bone structure of the face looked painfully distended; the cheekbones jutted out, jawbone enlarged, and the skin stretched taut across the bones.

When the creature saw me, it rose from squatting to standing, and stood at least a foot taller than my own height. I realized she was a girl.

I couldn’t look away from her eyes. They were too alive, too bright to be animal, yet too wild and empty for human. They were brown, like mine, but darker. She didn’t talk, but her eyes spoke to me. It was as if every fear, every hate, every emotion she couldn’t communicate with words tried to leap through her gaze.

“They’re recruits,” Jack said.

“What happened?” I breathed.

“An injection. My dad created it in an attempt to stimulate their reproductive organs. Actually, it’s supposed to stimulate the entire body to operate more effectively. But it doesn’t work, obviously.” Jack nodded to the first cage. “They’ve nicknamed them “modwrogs.” Modifieds gone wrong. I don’t know which guard came up with it.”

I waited for the modwrog girl to react—maybe shriek, something. But despite the vicious eyes, she seemed herself. Her physical control made me take a step forward, tilting my head to get a better look at her. I half-expected to hear her speak to me.

“Careful,” Jack said.

The girl’s eyes widened at my movement. She hissed, showing teeth gnawed down to stubs. She stretched her arm through the cell bars and swiped for me. Her knobby fingers clawed the air just in front of my face. Jack jerked me back so fast that we hit against the cell bars at the opposite side of the hall. I screamed, jumping for the center of the hall, half-expecting to be grabbed by another set of hands. But when I looked back, the modwrog in the cage huddled in the back corner of his cell. He actually looked afraid of us.

“That’s Cym. She’s the feisty one.” Jack nodded toward the first.

As if to prove it, the girl climbed up the cage bars, threw her head back, and released a high-pitched shriek. Her squeal was echoed by several others down the hall. She slid down the bars slowly, watching me.

“My dad still keeps them to study the results of the injection, trying to perfect the serum.” Jack’s voice seemed to catch. “None of them have lived longer than three months.”

A boy in the cell next to the girl slumped against the bars. He had blonde hair. Not Finn. The boy next to him yanked at his hair, most of which had already fallen out. It was long, dark and curly. My throat caught and I squinted to get a closer look at him. Not Finn.

Cell after cell, modwrogs jumped at me or hunkered away, or stared without moving at all. Scaly patches covered their greenish skin, tiny boils on some of the patches. Most of their upper backs rounded, hunching, almost like the weight of their bodies strained their spines. Their clothes were ripped and dirty, some barely hanging on their bodies anymore. Piles of feces and urine sat in corners, usually in the same spot.

“The rest of the recruits are told that their friends get sent off to ambassador stations, but really, they’re brought here to the west wing,” Jack said. “Like I said, the girl in the first cell is Cym. This is Hugh, Evie, Liz, Charles …” Jack named them all off. It wasn’t until he reached the end of the row that I realized I’d been waiting for Jack to say Finn’s name. Relief rolled through me as we walked back to the front of the hall.

But something was still off, and I willed my voice to ask the question I didn’t want to know the answer to. “Why are we here, Jack?”

Where is Finn? But I couldn’t say his name. Not directly. Not here, with all these recruits so far gone from the people they once were.

Jack wouldn’t make eye contact with me. He scratched above his eyebrow with his thumbnail and avoided my gaze. “That door. Up the stairwell.”

I walked across the foyer and pulled open the door, revealing a flight of concrete stairs. Jack didn’t move.

“Aren’t you coming?” I said.

“I’ll wait down here.”

My entire body froze. “Why?”

He didn’t respond.

I took the stairs two at a time and shoved through the door at the top. The large concrete room looked unused, dilapidated, and eerily quiet compared to downstairs. Two fluorescent lights hummed above.

On the left side of the room was a solitary door. To the right, a cage like those downstairs. From the corner of the cage, in the shadows, I heard a rustling noise. My heart beat hard in my chest. I forced myself forward. When I saw him, I knew.

Finn.

My heart stopped.

Dark, curly hair hung down by his ears, thick and full, unlike the others downstairs. His head had swelled. His profile showed distended features, jawbone protruding. The greenish skin looked like the others, although less advanced with bumps and boils. His arms rested unnaturally down by his sides, the loose brown clothing hanging over his body. He squatted, knees bent up to his sides, engrossed in picking up pieces of something and dropping them into a metal bowl.

I swallowed, blinking away tears. “Finn?”

Immediately, he wrapped his arms protectively around the bowl and snapped his head toward me. His arm swiped the ground, collecting as many tiny pieces as he could and drawing them toward himself.

“Finn,” I said, struggling to keep my voice from breaking. “It’s me, Sage. I know you’re in there. I’ve come to get you. We need to leave. I’m going to take you home. We’ll get you help. You’ll get better, I promise.”

Finn looked at me without a hint of recognition. His eyelids pulled too far back and exposed more of the white than normal, but it allowed me to see the worst thing of all: brown eyes, lost and empty.

I had to get to him. We had to get out of here. He needed help. He needed me to touch him and bring him back. He was losing the conscious part of himself, I could sense it, see it.

My eyes scanned the room, searching for a way to open his cage. A bright red button rested on the far wall. I pressed it, and Finn’s cage door slid open.

“Finn,” I said, moving toward the cage, holding up my hands. “It’s me, Sage. Your sister.”

Finn remained in the corner. He watched me approach, hugging his food bowl to his chest. I got to the doorway of his cell before he even made a sound. A small growl.

“Finn …” I said. “Let me help you …” I reached my arm out toward him.

Finn pulled his swollen lips back from his teeth and hissed. He hissed.

I took another step forward, unable to give in. I wouldn’t give up on him.

But now that I stood fully in his cage, his eyes flashed, violent and angry—unreachable. This was a bad idea.

Finn’s gaze locked on me while I backed away, one step at a time.

“Finn,” I said, still trying, “we’ve got to get out of here. Can you hear me in there? Please. We need to go. Finn, please. It’s me.” My hands raised involuntarily as I retreated.

Finn tossed back his head and let out a screech so high and long that I covered my ears, still backing away and making my way toward the button to close his cage. On my next step back, my feet caught. My hands braced my fall, and I watched in horror as Finn loped toward me.


  21  


JACK

I waited against the wall downstairs, arms crossed, ankles crossed, the toe of one boot planted into the ground. I could hear Sage whispering to Finn, and I tried to block out her words and give her privacy. I knew the next few minutes would be hell for her. I didn’t want to think about it. I couldn’t even look her in the eyes before she went upstairs.

“I’m just telling you,” C went on, “the whole thing is ridiculous. I don’t know how many times I have to say it dude, or what to say so that you’ll finally listen to me, but it’s stupid, okay? Killing yourself at the end of this is stupid, even if Cunningham does give us the code.” I could picture C crossing his arms and leaning back in his roller chair.

“Caesar,” I said, “look at what happened to her brother. Do you think anything about this makes me feel good? This is my fault, C. MY FAULT.”

C continued as if he hadn’t heard me at all. “And now you’ve got the girl involved, and it’s going to be like a rerun of Romeo and Juliet. You kill yourself, and she’ll wither inside, maybe kill herself. I’ll be left to clean up the trail of destruction you left behind. Just think about me for a minute, okay?”

“Stop whining,” I said. “You act like I asked for this. And I can promise you, she doesn’t like me.”

“You are such an a-hole. You’re my friend, okay? I have the right to say stuff. And dude, she likes you.”

“You didn’t see her face when she saw the modwrogs. And you can say the whole word. I’m a big boy. I don’t mind.”

“I saw her face,” Caesar replied. “She likes you. All girls like you.”

“She’ll hate me soon enough. Give it another thirty seconds.”

“Hey,” Caesar changed the subject, probably because he knew I was right. “Aren’t you worried about that injection your dad gave you? I was waiting for you to mutate before my eyes, you know.”

“The liquid floods the body like a bacteria,” I replied. “I’m impervious to stuff like that.” But in truth, I had thought about it and wondered what would happen after my dad injected me with that remaining serum. So far, nothing, besides the burning throb and the bruise that the needle left behind.

Caesar sighed. “How does it feel to dominate in every area of your life? I hope it feels good. You’re living it up while you can, right? Before you kill yourself?”

I snorted, knowing C was just trying to cheer me up after what had happened with Finn.

Then, an ear-piercing screech came from upstairs, followed by pounding footsteps that I knew weren’t Sage’s. My head shot up, eyes staring at the concrete ceiling, wishing I had x-ray vision. Without saying another word to C, I grabbed the tranquilizer gun where it leaned next to my feet against the wall and jerked open the stairwell door, sprinting up the stairs.
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SAGE

Ten feet away, Finn leapt into the air.

Behind me, the stairwell door swung open and Jack’s body hit mine with such force that I slid across the concrete and crashed into the wall. Jack’s tranquilizer gun ricocheted off the wall next to me. Black and white specs speckled my vision.

Through the fuzziness, I saw Finn landing where I’d fallen a moment before. Jack rolled out of the way just in time, kicking Finn in the head as he slid out of reach.

“No!” I screamed.

Finn let out a deafening cry, swiping at his head, and then leapt toward Jack. My vision blurred almost completely as I tried to press onto my hands and knees.

Their fight moved across the concrete. I pressed to standing. Jack kicked Finn in the head again.

“Stop!” I shouted.

Finn’s movements were slower, but powerful. His fist connected with Jack’s ribs and sent him backward. Jack slammed into a wall. He groaned, rolling away just as Finn jumped.

Get the gun. Hugging the wall, I scrambled across the floor.

When I turned with the gun, Jack and Finn were near the cage. Jack swiped Finn’s feet out from underneath him, falling to the ground as he used his legs to do it.

“Hope, RUN!” Jack cried out. “Run!” From his position on the ground, he kicked Finn’s chest, pushing him back, further into the cage. He turned back to me, eyes urgent, like he hadn’t realized I was still in the room. Jack’s gaze locked with mine, as I stood, frozen by his words.

Hope.

Run.

Just like Mom had said right before they …. Mom’s bloody face flashed across my vision.

I was brought back to the room by Finn’s screech as he slammed his hand down on Jack’s leg. Bone snapped. Jack cried out, grabbing for his crumpled left leg. It was all he could do to roll out of the way before Finn lunged.

“Finn! No!” I ran close enough to get a sure shot. Finn saw me coming a second too late and I fired. He swiped at the dart in his back, unable to reach it. He rotated to face me, as if realizing the dart had come from the gun I held.

I stepped backwards as my brother staggered toward me.

“FINN! It’s me!” I yelled. He kept coming, the dart having no effect. “It’s me!”

“Shoot again!” Jack yelled.

I did. The dart hit Finn’s belly. He swiped it away but not soon enough.

Finn stumbled, I could see him losing consciousness. A few more steps and he dropped to his knees. He made a groggy reach for my body before he dropped to his belly, silent.

“Finn!” I ran forward and sunk to my knees. My body shook while I wiped the hair back from his face and rested my hand on his back. His heart was still beating. He was still breathing.

My head snapped up.

Jack.

He leaned against a wall across the room, clutching his thigh. The lower part of his leg bent at an odd angle, blood oozed where bone had broken the skin. Red trickled from the gash on his cheekbone, partnered by a fresh wound on his forehead.

I knew I should help him, should go to him. He saved my life. And I don’t know if it was the shock of everything, but I found myself shouting at Jack, my hand still on Finn’s back.

“You could have killed him!”

Jack gripped his leg, jaw clenched. “He would have killed you.”

“Why did you let me come up here alone?”

Jack ripped off a piece of his shirt and wiped the blood around the wound. “I was giving you privacy. I didn’t expect you would open his cage. Sage, we can still do this, we can still get out of here—”

“Screw you, Jack! Stay away from us!” The anger, the pain of seeing Finn this way, it overpowered anything rational in my brain. I knew it was happening, but I didn’t care. It felt right. Somehow I was going to figure this out. A way to save Finn, a way to get out of here …

“Don’t you understand?” Jack squeezed his thigh. “If we don’t work together we’re all screwed! They take me away to fix up my leg. They send you back to your little room. You live for six more days, until my dad decides to inject you, just like he did your brother. The Corporation finds your dad while I’m stuck here trying to figure out a way to keep you alive. Vasterias gets the code, and it’s all over. Don’t you see that?”

Utter helplessness washed over my body. The events of the last day overpowered everything else. My hand moved to Finn’s head, cradling it. “If you’re on our side,” I whispered, “then why didn’t you help him? You said you would get to him in time. Why did you let them do this?”

It was the first time I’d seen pain—real pain—cross over Jack’s face.

“I tried,” he said.

I blinked and turned my head away, heat building behind my eyes.

“Your father contacted C over the mainframe system,” Jack said. “He wants me to bring you to him. Your dad is smarter than mine. There might be a way for your father to save Finn.”

I bit my lip and glanced down at my brother lying unconscious on the floor. My mind struggled to sort truth from lie, to weigh my options, knowing that Jack was trying to sway me, and also knowing he might be the only one who could help me.

I narrowed my eyes at Jack. “I won’t leave without Finn. No matter what.”

“I know. We’ll figure all that out. But you have to trust me. From here on out.”

“Fine,” I said. I lowered Finn’s head from my hands to the floor and stood to help Jack.

Jack nodded and wiped at the blood trickling down his calf. “C, can you send us up some help?”
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BECKETT

They left the pastry on the table for me. I wasn’t sure how they intended for me to eat it with my hands tied behind my back. I was getting hungry, and I stared at that pastry when Smalls wasn’t in the room. Hours passed. To his credit, Smalls moved my chair against the wall so I could lean my head back and sleep periodically. It also meant I couldn’t duck away from the punches.

My face and chest were raw, my nose might be broken. A cut continued to bleed just above my right eyebrow where the skin split. That was more annoying than anything else. To be honest, I thought it would all be worse.

Smalls had just disappeared after a particularly long bout of questioning, which had led to more of me refusing to talk, which led to more punches. I wondered if they’d actually let me die, slowly cutting my water supply or something similarly slow and tedious.

I’d dealt with a taste of death before, not my own, but Mom’s death when we were three years old. I didn’t remember it, but Jack had told me about the memorial service. Jack was only two minutes and forty-five seconds older than me, but he remembered all the things about Mom that I could not. Because Jack was modified. In the beginning, they hadn’t known if he would make it, so they implanted me, too. The backup baby. So Mom would still have someone to love, just in case. And then, we’d both survived.

Once upon a time, Jack had shared all his memories. Especially about Mom. How she would read us books, take us to the park, play catch with this blue-and-green ball we’d got on the street corner in the city. I made Jack describe her over and over—her face, her hands, the special way she cut our apples—because my only memories of her came from him.

But one night, when we were thirteen years old, the memory-telling stopped.

We were lying awake in our New York apartment, and I asked Jack a question about Mom. What was her favorite thing to bake, did Jack remember?

Jack rolled over in bed, facing away from me, and replied that it was his fault. That it was because of him, in her womb. He said that’s what eventually killed our mom. That’s it. That’s all he said. After that, he never talked about her again. If I asked, he didn’t respond. When we were younger—six, seven, eight years old—he always told me it wasn’t true what our dad said. That Mom had wanted both of us.

But eventually Jack stopped defending the fact, and I watched him start to believe Dad. Jack finally fell for it. He thought he shouldn’t have been born.

I tried to talk to him about it. I knew full well that Dad blamed Jack’s DNA for making Mom sick—we’d heard Dad say it plenty of times. I wanted to make sure Jack understood I never believed that crap. It’s not what Mom would have wanted.

But after that night, Jack never acted like he agreed.

Across the room, the door opened, and I raised my head away from the wall and took a deep breath, pulled away from thoughts of my brother and our past.

It was Dallamore, with Smalls behind him. I hadn’t seen Dallamore since sometime earlier today, if it was still today. Dallamore made his way to the seat at the conference table, no verbal greeting offered. His suit looked wrinkled, and bags hung under his eyes. Smalls remained by the door.

Dallamore wheeled a chair up in front of me.

“This isn’t working,” Dallamore said. “I’m tired. I’m bored. I want to go home. And I’m thinking that you might actually be willing to die.” Dallamore clasped his hands together, leaning forward over his distended belly to rest his elbows on his knees.

“So I’ve talked to your father. He’s agreed to let you come to the island and see the girl. With the agreement, of course, that you’ll share with him the information you have.”

“Excuse me?”

“The island. It’s where your father and brother have been for the last three years. Surely you knew that?”

I didn’t respond. I didn’t feel like going into the details of how Dad threatened us with Jack’s life if we ever tried to contact them.

Say hi to Alaska for me. Those were Jack’s last words to me three years ago, right after he helped dad shove me into Peg and Jeff’s car, with me fighting back the entire time.

Dallamore stood up. “You’ll leave in the morning for headquarters in the city, and you’ll fly out from there.”

As Dallamore left, relief flooded my entire body at the newfound reality. They were taking me to Sage and Finn. With the relief came questions. Why were Dad and Jack on this island? What had they been doing there for three whole years, and why had plans changed from Europe?

But Jack was there. My brother had been with Sage and Finn all along.

Which meant Sage and Finn were safe. I knew my brother well enough. Jack wouldn’t let anything happen to them. They’d be okay until I got there. Jack would help me get them off the island before Vasterias did anything.

“I’m coming,” I whispered.

I willed the words to float out into the ether for Sage to hear.
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JACK

“You really don’t know the rules of women, do you?”

It was the middle of the night—five hours since my leg had broken—and C stood over my cot, inside my bedroom located just off the foyer in the west wing. “The girl’s about to cry her eyes out because her brother is a mutant, and you bring up her long-lost father? Dude, she already knows you can’t wait to destroy the code. And seriously, you bring that up? What were you thinking?”

I took a swig from the bottle of whiskey C had brought me. “I was thinking that I was about to lose her for good, C. You couldn’t see her eyes like I could. I might as well have done the injection on her brother myself. I wasn’t thinking, I was just talking until something worked, okay? And it did work, so give me a break.”

“Did you lie to her, you a-hole? Can her dad really help her brother? Or was that just some sick way to get her to agree to go with us?” Caesar said as he picked up my arm and examined my bruise.

“You really can use the cuss word you know,” I said.

“Don’t get me wrong, you a-hole. It’s a brilliant plan,” C replied. “Just really deceitful and messed up if it’s not true.” C dropped my arm. “That’s nasty-looking, by the way.” He nodded to my arm.

“It’s true, alright?” I said. “Her dad is smarter than mine. And there is a good chance he could have some idea how to help Finn.”

“Are you positively sure on that?”

“When am I ever sure about anything?”

“Usually, never.”

“Exactly.” I rubbed my forehead. “We’re rolling with this, C, okay? It’s the best option we’ve got at this point.”

Caesar sat down on the cot, moving my broken leg over to make room for himself on the mattress. “Did they seriously have to re-break your bone by the time you got down to the lab? I don’t understand how your body can start to heal so fast.”

I shrugged and rested the whiskey bottle on my thigh and leaned my head back against the wall, trying to forget about how painful that had been. My dad enjoyed doing it without pain killers. “What’s the word from Cunningham?”

“He’s sending a helicopter in three days to the opposite end of the island,” Caesar said.

“We need longer than three days now.”

“Why? You’re leg’s going to be fine by then.”

“She’s not leaving without her brother, C.”

Caesar sighed. “So … what? We need time to tame the mutant?”

“His name is Finn.”

“Yeah, and he’s mutated.”

I took another drink of the whiskey. “Any word on Beckett’s whereabouts?”

“Not yet, but we’re tracking. I’ve sent word out to headquarters. She said she’d try and trace the possible Alaskan towns they were in.”

“We’ve got to find him before we can leave. I don’t trust my dad not to go through with his threats.”

“He would, wouldn’t he? Kill his own son? That’s just sick. So is making Sage do your job of cleaning out modwrog cages while your leg is broken. Like she wants to stare at her brother every day.”

“I expected worse when he came upstairs,” Jack said. “Besides, Sage seemed glad about it. I think she wants to see Finn. It’s not punishment like my dad intended. And she’s probably used to hard work. She grew up on a farm.”

C smiled. “I knew this would happen at some point, with some girl.” He took the bottle from me for a swig of his own. “You actually like her.”

I turned my eyes to C, wondering if I should mention the pull I felt when she was anywhere nearby. “I don’t like her. But she is different than other girls. I can’t explain it, but there’s this weird feeling, like a magnet or something when she’s around.”

“Magnet? Really, dude? Come on, seriously there are better ways to say it. You like her.”

I smiled and grabbed the bottle back from Caesar, tipping my head back for another drink.

Caesar stood and slung his pack over his back. “Get some sleep, dude. And drink some of this water with your whiskey, all right?” C kicked the water bottle he’d set next to my bed.

I grunted.

“Hey, I crawled through the vents for you tonight just to bring you that alcohol. Don’t get all righteous on me.” C opened the door. A modwrog squealed down the hall. “Geez, how do you sleep here?”

“Goodnight, C,” I said.

Caesar slipped out and shut the door. “See you on the cameras,” he whispered through the door. I didn’t bother replying.

The pulsing pain in my leg had started to ebb. I listened while my friend climbed through the vent in the foyer so he could get back to his dorm room unnoticed. We weren’t supposed to be friends, and we needed to maintain our feigned distance now more than ever. When C was eight or nine halls away—halfway to his room—his crawling faded enough that I couldn’t hear him anymore. Slowly, I drifted to sleep.
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SAGE

I slept without dreams, without feeling anything.

It felt like I’d just laid my head down on my pillow when the knock came on my door.

“5am,” a voice said. “Time for you to report to the west wing.”

I sat up, heart beating hard. My mind struggled to orient itself as I glanced around at the walls, the desk, the chair.

Concrete room. Island. Building. West wing. Finn. Finn was a modwrog. It was really true.

I changed into a fresh set of clothes and stumbled out of my room, exhausted and yet on high alert. A young boy in fatigues, who couldn’t be any older than twenty, stood in the hall. He appraised me, as if to make sure he had the right room, the right girl, and then we turned and followed the same route Jack had taken me last night. About halfway to the west wing, a metal door swung open mid-hall, right in front of me. I jumped back, about to scream, when a head popped out.

“Hi.”

The guy’s teeth were perfectly white and straight but his nose was slightly crooked, like it had been broken at some point in time. He looked friendly—an anomaly on this island. His lips were covered in white-colored lip balm, and he had light brown hair long enough to tuck behind his ears.

The guy eyed the guard. “I’m supposed to instruct her on her duties for the west wing. This will take a minute.”

The guard’s eyes flickered between me and white lip balm guy.

Lip balm guy widened his eyes at me and motioned to the door, as if we shared some secret we couldn’t let the guard know about. His look was so emphatic, I moved forward and peered into the room, empty except for three dozen computer monitors showing camera footage of the entire building. A hunter green mug of coffee steamed next to his keyboard. So, this was Caesar?

“We’ll be one moment, just wait here in the hall,” he said to the guard, then did the wide eye thing at me again, so I stepped inside the room.

The door clicked shut. “That guard is new. Doesn’t really know I’m not someone who should be giving him orders.” He gave me a smile before holding out his hand. “We haven’t officially met. I’m Caesar.”

I glanced around, unsure. “Um, hi.”

Caesar withdrew his hand and rotated his swivel chair back to the screens. “We don’t have much time, so I’ll get straight to the point.” Caesar clicked a button and the only blank screen in the lineup came to life. “First, you need to watch this video.”

For a minute the screen stayed fuzzy gray, then a picture popped up. I gasped. In the top left corner, Finn lay strapped down to a table inside a lab room. He was normal. He had on the same brown pants and top from last night. Dr. Adamson and two other men surrounded the table. The first, a shorter man with big glasses and a head full of white hair, flicked a syringe filled with yellow liquid with his finger.

My hand rose to my mouth to stifle a cry. I couldn’t watch this.

As if Caesar could read my mind, he glanced over his shoulder at me and then nodded to the screen. “Look.”

Movement popped in the bottom right corner.

Jack.

He slammed himself against the door of the examining room door, pounding on the glass, shaking the handle violently. There was no sound with the recording, but I could tell he was shouting. He shook the handle again, then he started punching the window.

Dr. Adamson moved swiftly, taking the syringe from the first doctor. The glass in the window shattered. Jack’s hand groped inside, searching for the handle. The door opened just as Dr. Adamson shoved the syringe into Finn’s arm. Jack shot across the room at his dad, and his dad stabbed him in the forearm with the needle.

The rest was just as bad, and the screen blurred slightly from the water in my eyes. His dad used the Taser on him, over and over. Jack lay lifeless. The screen cut to fuzzy specks.

I stared at the blank screen, unmoving. If I hadn’t seen Jack last night, based on that video, I would have believed him dead.

Caesar flicked a button and the screen went dark. “I wanted you to see that, because I’m sure it wasn’t easy when you went to the west wing and saw your brother. It probably felt like no one cared. Jack cares,” Caesar said. “He just doesn’t say it out loud.”

Guilt poured over me, thinking about what I’d said to Jack last night. “Thank you for showing me this.”

“You’re welcome,” he replied. I felt Caesar analyzing my face. “I knew that wouldn’t be easy to watch. I just wanted you to see it because …” He scratched at the hair on the back of his head. “Well, just give Jack a chance. He’s got a hard shell, but inside, he’s different.”

Caesar lifted his mug and took a sip of coffee. “And if you tell him I said any of this to you, or showed you this video, I’ll be very perturbed. Not to mention dead, because Jack would kill me.”

I smiled slightly.

“Okay then,” Caesar said. “Oh, and just a heads up for the west wing—Jack’s room is just off the foyer, and he may be a little drunk. He had a bit of a hard night. They had to re-break his bone. They gave him some painkillers afterward, but he burns them off so fast. So I brought him some whiskey.”

“His bones start to heal in just a few hours?”

“Yeah, would be nice to have superpowers, wouldn’t it?” Caesar swung open the door for me. “Happy cleaning.”

My feet moved slowly behind the young guard the rest of the way to the west wing. For the first time, I thought about life from Jack’s perspective. He’d taken a risk, giving up his cover to try to get to Finn. I’m sure I didn’t know all the intricacies of what that meant for him.

For a moment, I allowed myself to think about everything from a completely different angle: What if everything Jack had said since I arrived was true? What if he really did want to help us get out of here? What if I could actually trust him?

My brain couldn’t sort it all out just yet, but either way, I owed Jack an apology, for how I’d acted last night.

I thought of Jack, with his hard face and short, rigid responses, and I had to wonder if he’d forgive me, or if he even cared.
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SAGE

The guard stayed only long enough to see that I moved through the lobby and into the hall. The west wing sounded quieter than last night. A few hisses greeted the sound of the door closing behind me, but no screams or shrieks. Perhaps the modwrogs still slept. It was only early morning, after all. In the foyer, to the far left, a door sat cracked open, and a small amount of light streamed out. This must be Jack’s room. I stepped forward and pressed the door wide enough to stick my head inside. The smell of alcohol wafted out.

Jack leaned against the wall, one leg bent up to his chest, the other leg—the broken one—extended out along the mattress, wrapped in gauze, supported by some sort of plastic splint. He wore a white undershirt and his fatigue pants, one pant leg cut off above his injury. His abdominals and arm muscles were more visible now than before—a physique to marvel at, but I was distracted by his forearm, which revealed that nasty, greenish bruise, looking more raised than it had last night. A bottle of liquor leaned up against him on the bed.

I knocked lightly on the door, and it opened further.

Jack tossed marble-sized pieces of first-aid tape into a plastic cup across the room. He didn’t look over at me, so I leaned against the doorway and watched while he inexplicably made four shots in a row into the cup.

The pull was there, stronger somehow in the tight quarters of his room. I wanted to ask him the escape plan, wanted to hear how he intended to get out of here with Finn, and if Jack really thought my dad would be able to save him.

But I couldn’t ask any of this first.

I swallowed, gathering confidence to break the silence. “I saw how you fought for Finn when he was on that table, and I owe you an apology.”

Jack paused his hand in mid-air for his fifth shot. “How’d you see that?”

I debated what to say, remembering Caesar’s warning. But how else would I know?

“Caesar showed me the video,” I said.

“Bastard.” Jack flicked his wrist and the tape ball arched across the room, hit the rim and bounced off. “Dang. I had fifty-six in a row.”

“Jack …” I said. He was probably drunk—which made his baskets into the cup even more impressive.

He dropped his hand in his lap and finally turned to look at me. “Don’t apologize. It was my fault.”

I hesitated, expecting this sort of response, but unsure how to reply to it. “That’s not true,” I said finally. “And I am sorry. Whether you accept my apology or not, I wanted to let you know.”

Jack didn’t reply and I sighed, frustrated, anger welling up. “Listen, if you don’t want to talk, that’s fine. But I do need to know where the cleaning supplies are.”

“I remember you,” Jack said. He carelessly flicked another tape ball. It bounced off the wall behind the cup and landed inside. “The whole first year and a half of your life. Before your mom left with you.”

“What?”

“You lived in New York City. Our moms were best friends.”

Jack ripped another piece of tape off his leg wrap. “Cleaning supplies are in the closet. Tranquilizer gun is right over there.” He nodded to the corner of his room. “So you can knock out the mods before you get into their cages. I’m supposed to be monitoring you, so don’t do anything crazy like leave the west wing and shoot my dad. Then he’d know about the whiskey, then he’d wonder who brought it to me, etcetera, etcetera.”

“Do you remember all parts of your life? That far back?”

Jack turned and studied my face for a long while, as if debating. Finally, he said, “Turn out the lights.”

“Excuse me?”

“I’m going to show you something. The light switch is just outside the door.”

My brow furrowed but I leaned outside the room and flicked the switches. Jack’s room, and the entire foyer and modwrog hall went pitch black. “What if someone comes?”

“I can hear them,” Jack said. “Come over here.” When I didn’t respond immediately, Jack added, “Don’t worry, I won’t touch you.”

So, I felt my way along the wall, my heart rate picking up. The closer I got to Jack, the stronger that force got, like something inside of him was pulling me in.

“That would be my shoulder,” Jack said. “Here. Sit.” He took my hand and positioned me on the mattress. I sat down, unable to ignore the heat where his hand touched mine. His skin was warm—so warm—and if the pull had been strong before, it erupted now and overflowed, completely surrounding me, sitting this close to him.

“You’re smiling,” he said.

“I’m not smiling,” I said, moving my face into a neutral expression. “And you’re touching me.”

“You were smiling.” Jack released my hand. “Okay. Hold up a number.”

“What?”

“On your hands. Hold up a number.”

So I did.

“Eight,” Jack said.

Impressive, since I couldn’t even see my hands in front of my face. I switched out my fingers to a different number.

“Four,” he said.

I raised my eyebrows and changed my hands again.

“Ten.”

Slowly, I lowered my hands. “Night vision?”

“Yes.”

I nodded. We sat in silence. It felt strange knowing Jack could see me perfectly when I couldn’t see him at all. I cleared my throat.

Lightly, he touched my lips with one finger, and I froze. The sensation running through me felt like electricity, and his touch was totally unexpected. “You’re smiling again,” he whispered. Yes, definitely drunk. The Jack I’d met was too guarded to let himself do something like this.

I spoke through the lightness of his finger, searching the darkness for his eyes. “You’re touching me again.”

His fingers grazed my cheek sending a rush of heat through my body. “Yes,” he said. “I am.”

Slowly, he tucked a loose piece of hair behind my ear. I struggled to keep my breathing even, knowing he could hear it. Then, abruptly, Jack pulled away.

My skin burned long after his touch left my face. We sat there in the dark, completely silent. I didn’t want to move, didn’t know if I should. I stared at where I thought his face was, unable to make myself say anything, afraid to shift at all. My heart beat hard in my chest, and I inwardly cringed, wondering if he could hear that, too. I waited for him to speak. Maybe I’d misunderstood—perhaps he hadn’t officially pulled back? I wondered if the next thing I’d feel would be his lips on mine.

But when Jack spoke again, his voice was cold. “You should go.”

I blinked in surprise. I half-expected him to say something more, to signal that he was joking. I waited a moment longer. He said nothing, so I stood and felt my way along the wall back to the light switches.

I took the tranquilizer gun and left without saying a word. So much for talking about plans to get out of here.

When I reached the stairwell door that would lead me up to see Finn, the sound of exploding glass came from Jack’s room. A few modwrogs responded with hisses from down the hall. I waited. When Jack didn’t call for help, I released my breath and continued up the stairs.

He’d just thrown his liquor bottle at the wall. Hard.

As the stairwell door clicked shut behind me, I realized there were sides to Jack that I knew nothing about. Caesar told me to give Jack a chance, that he just had a hard shell.

The thing was, I didn’t think Jack was going to let me crack it.
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JACK

I listened as Sage climbed the stairwell. The whiskey had burned off long ago while I slept. It wasn’t the liquor that made me touch her, it was the pull. I hadn’t resisted the pull.

My head dropped back against the wall.

Jack, what in the hell are you doing?
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SAGE

As I crested the stairs, thoughts of Jack faded. The way Finn’s face looked last night haunted me: his skin color, his distended bones, the void in his eyes. My stomach churned.

The part of Finn I loved the most—his intellect, the essence of what made Finn Finn—had completely disappeared. In many ways, it felt worse than him dying—having him here, but not really here. I clung to the hope that somehow my father could cure him.

A sob caught in my throat when I spotted Finn lying in the corner of his cage. He slept with his body curled into a ball, knees hugged to his chest. A few small boils had formed on his arms, and his hair was matted to his head. A few tufts of it already lay on the floor of his cell.

He looked so calm, sleeping there. Such a contrast to last night when he came after me and Jack. Somehow, I had to get Finn to recognize me. The desperation rushed into me all at once. We had to get him out of here. I had to keep him alive.

I placed the tranquilizer gun by the door. A hose hooked up to a spigot near the cage, and I turned on the water. At the very least, I could rinse out his cell and clean off his body.

“Finn,” I said, the water spreading across the concrete in front of me as I moved toward his cage. “Finn, wake up.”

He didn’t stir until the water rolled up to his fingers lying limp on the concrete. When the water touched his hand, he jolted upright and hissed, scooting to the back corner.

“Water,” I said. “It’s just water, that’s all.”

Finn began to pace, yanking out strands of hair from his head, making this tight, guttural sound.

“Finn! Stop!” I didn’t waste time. The tranquilizer gun was aimed on him in seconds. I shot the dart between the cage bars. He let out a snarl, but I did it again, and then waited. Eventually, he slumped against the back wall unconscious.

For a moment, I stood, unmoving, staring at the body of my brother. Then, numbly, I pressed the button on the wall. When the bars slid open, I knelt next to him and unwound the hair from his fingers, dropping the strands on the ground. I placed my fingers in his warm palm. The familiar shape of his hand was gone, indistinguishable beneath the hardened knuckles. His nails had turned gray and brittle, cracked across the beds.

The back of my hand pressed to my mouth, holding in a sob. I picked up the hose.

Water trickled over his head and I ran my fingers gently through his hair. A few more chunks came out. I scrubbed a dirty spot near his ear and inspected his face. His lips pulled tight across his wide jawbone. The bumps on his skin felt dry and scaly.

“Finn,” I whispered, “I’m sorry. So, so sorry.”

I ran the hose over the rest of his body. My tears mixed with the water and fell onto his skin.
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I slept off and on in the chair, hands still tied behind me. Morning came. Or, at least I assumed it was morning, because a middle-aged lady wearing a traditional black-and-white housekeeping uniform delivered a fresh pastry, a glass of water, and some clothing for me. She took the old plate, pastry still on top. I didn’t try to talk to her.

A few minutes later, Dallamore swung the door open, his new suit crisper than yesterday’s. “We have Buenos Aires coming in a few hours. Time to clear you out. You’ll be driving one of our cars to headquarters. You can’t take your pickup. The police are looking everywhere for you, you know. The FBI, too, so don’t take any detours on your route. Once you arrive, you can check in at the front desk. The address is programmed into the GPS on the car.”

I didn’t need my GPS. I knew my way around the city, and I knew exactly where headquarters was, even if it had been three years.

“You’re just letting me go?” I said. “On my own?”

“Why not? We all know you want to get to the girl. Half your family is dead, the other half is on the island with her. The plane leaves from headquarters tomorrow morning, so I’d suggest you get there.” Dallamore placed his hand on the doorknob to leave. “Giselle, the maid, will let you out. Farewell, then.” He turned and left.

A few seconds later, the door opened again and the housekeeper slipped in. As she worked at the knots around my wrists with a pocket knife, I wondered where Smalls had gone.

“What time is it?” I said.

“Noon,” Giselle replied. My wrists released, and I pulled my arms forward and rolled my shoulders, unable to contain a sigh. Man, that felt good. I stood, stretching.

Giselle nodded at the clothes on the table and left.

I shuffled to the table. It felt amazing just to walk again. I picked up the clothes: jeans, nondescript gray t-shirt, baseball cap. I used the half-bathroom in the far corner, splashing water on my arms and face, washing away the dried blood. My face still looked pretty bad, but that couldn’t be helped.

I got dressed. I ate the pastry. I drank the glass of water.

Giselle led me out, back down the long narrow hall to the front door that I’d walked through yesterday morning. The afternoon sun shone through the giant trees covering the property, casting golden patches of light onto the grass. I squinted at the brightness of the morning.

From the front steps, I watched someone steer my truck out of the circle drive. The Kansas license plate grew smaller, and I knew I was seeing the truck for the last time. It was ten years old, nothing special, just something discreet that Uncle Jeff had bought me at the used car lot in downtown Canta. The air conditioner didn’t work half the time. I wasn’t particularly attached to the blue chunk of metal, only what it symbolized. That truck was the last piece of my old life that remained. And now, it rounded the corner and disappeared, and I had nothing left. I was back where I started three years ago, shouting from the back of Peg and Jeff’s car.

I was alone.

A shiny black BMW pulled up in the place where my truck had been parked. A chauffeur climbed out. On the steps next to me, Giselle cleared her throat.

I glanced over at her, so lost in my own thoughts that I’d forgotten she was standing there. “Where’s the dog?” I asked.

I thought I saw her face soften a little. “The dog is with the gardener. The keys are inside,” she said. “You’re free to go.”

I nodded, absently.

Maybe it was the tone of Giselle’s voice, the way she hesitated before she said “you’re free to go.” It gave me a sinking feeling. I opened the car door and settled into the leather seat. I placed my hands on the wheel, ignoring Giselle’s stare and letting myself take three deep breaths.

In another life, Giselle could be my mother, standing on the stoop, saying farewell as I headed to college after spring break. In this dream, I had a family who cared about me. Sage waiting for me on the green manicured lawn of some prestigious university.

Yes, I knew what this sinking feeling was. I’d been to Vasterias headquarters three years ago, and many times before that. But this time, so many lives were at play in the game. It was different when it was just Jack and me. This time, I wasn’t sure if we would all make it out of the Corporation’s claws alive.
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The cafeteria looked different at lunchtime. Brighter, more energy. The recruits had endured only half a day’s worth of workouts, and it showed. They talked louder than they had last night at dinner. Two tables down, a boy grabbed his friend in a headlock, rubbing hard on his scalp before releasing him, laughing. In the food line, two girls appeared to be practicing assault moves with their eating utensils.

All of them looked so healthy. So alive. So normal … Nothing like the recruits I’d encountered this morning in the west wing.

Across the table from me, Imogen pushed a bite of garbanzo beans into her mouth. The midday sun poured in through the wall of windows and created a glowing halo around her auburn hair and porcelain face. The picture contrasted the version of Imogen I’d seen yesterday, tearing apart that boy in the dirt.

“How bad was it?” she said. “Cleaning out the cages?” She’d already heard about Jack and Finn from Caesar.

I placed a piece of bread in my mouth, chewing without tasting. I shrugged.

“Worse than horse stalls. You don’t have to tranquilize horses.”

My chest contracted at the thought of Beckett and his parents back home with all the animals, trying to figure out what happened to us.

Imogen took a few more bites, hesitant when she asked her next question. “And how was your brother?”

I bit the inside of my cheek, unable to maintain eye contact with her. I stared down at my tray, green, just like the color of Finn’s skin. “Like all the others,” I said.

Imogen’s face darkened. “The doctor will pay for what he’s done. We’re going to make sure of that.”

We took a few bites in silence.

“I saw them kill my mother,” Imogen said, so matter-of-fact that it took me a moment to register that she was serious. “I pretended I didn’t know. I wanted to exact my revenge from the inside, ya know? When I got here, Jack caught me making plans. He told me I could join him.”

She cleared her throat, as if she was choking on memories. “Anyway, we leave in four days. Your dad is sending a helicopter to the other end of the island. Caesar told me to let you know.”

“My dad has his own helicopter?”

Imogen shrugged, like it made no difference one way or another. “I’m pretty sure your dad has access to as many helicopters as he wants. From what I’ve heard from Caesar, even before Vasterias came along with their offer, your dad and Dr. Adamson had already made plenty of money.”

I had no idea how much “plenty of money” was, but apparently it was enough to employ helicopters whenever he pleased. My mind flitted to the years of my family struggling to earn enough money just to get food on the table. Millie with her gangrene. Plenty of other times we’d had less than enough to run the farm. I clenched my jaw, suddenly furious. It was the least my dad could do to get Finn out of here and help him get better again.

“Four days is soon,” I said, thinking of Finn and the way he responded this morning.

“It’s all we’ve got,” Imogen replied.

“I’m not leaving without my brother.”

“We know,” Imogen said, throwing her napkin onto her empty tray. “So get him ready.”
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Left hand draped on the wheel of the BMW, my eyes flickered from the road to each car that passed me on the highway. The sinking sensation from earlier haunted me. But I’d made my decision before I left Canta: get Sage and Finn to safety or die trying.

I hated Vasterias. I hated that I was walking right into their schemes. But until I could get to Sage, what could I do besides play along?

The BMW was a smooth ride. Jeff and Peg had money to get a nice car, but in a town like Canta, the newest luxury car driven by a farmer—or his son—would attract way too much attention. The last time I’d driven a classy vehicle was when Jack and I were sixteen. Our dad had a thing for sports cars. One night, Dad was out at some function at the mansion. He had taken a limo to the event, so Jack dared me to take Dad’s latest sports car for a joyride.

I backed down, but Jack decided to do it himself, and of course, I went along. There was something about speed that neither of us could get enough of.

In the end, we both drove that night, after Jack egged me on long enough. We drove way too fast on curvy back roads, stayed out too late, and got in the worst trouble we’d ever been in from Dad—even worse than the night I prank called the ambassador in New Delhi. Dad went on and on about what would have happened if his boys had gotten pulled over and taken in, and how Vasterias didn’t need bad publicity.

It logged in as one of my favorite memories with Jack. It felt so long ago. I wondered how Jack was doing now. I still couldn’t wrap my head around the idea I’d be seeing him soon. I wasn’t quite sure what I’d say.

Traffic was bad, and it took me two and a half hours to get from Westchester county to downtown NYC. By the time I was three blocks from Vasterias, I had seen five police cars and was insanely grateful for the black-out windows.

I pulled up to the curb in front of the headquarters, a million memories rushing at me all at once. It looked far too normal. Just another high-rise in the middle of the city. Giant black lettering, VASTERIAS ENTERPRISES INTERNATIONAL, was plastered in 3D block across the front of the building, just above the doors. The Corp had a cover as a chemical company.

I tossed the keys to one of the parking attendants and pushed through the revolving door.

The inside glistened shiny white, the lobby almost crystal looking, with splashes of bright green accents: green vases flanking modern green chairs, and a long, green, s-shaped receptionist desk.

The plump, thirty-something female behind the desk was unexpected. From what I could remember, Vasterias usually liked their greeters young and blond. Jack and I had always enjoyed that. This receptionist did wear a green dress, so at least she matched the scenery.

“Can I help you?” she said.

“I’m here to see…” I glanced around, realizing I had no clue who I was here to see. I’d kind of expected someone to walk out with handcuffs the moment I came through the doors.

“He’s here to see me.” A woman, maybe in her mid-forties, crossed the lobby toward me. She had shoulder-length black hair and wore a trim white dress. Her shoes weren’t green. They were yellow.

“Beckett?” She actually held out her hand and smiled. “I’m Dr. Stanstopolis.”

I took her hand and shook it, quirking up an eyebrow. “Dr. Stands-top-less?” I repeated it just like she had pronounced it.

Dr. Stands. Topless. I choked on my laugh with a single cough. Jack would have eaten that up, and I realized coming to this place made me think of Jack more often than I had back on the farm. This was the life I had with my twin brother. The city, the Corporation. The two of us together.

If Dr. Stanstopolis was bothered by my “cough,” she didn’t show it. She offered me a tight smile, then said, “Follow me.” Her heels clacked against the white marble floors as she directed me toward the elevators. Her round hips did a weird side-to-side swinging thing while she walked. Once inside the elevator, she pressed floor thirty.

The numbers for passing floors dinged away above the elevator door, and Dr. Topless cast me a sidelong glance.

“Nice to have you back. We’re sorry your stay will be so short.”

I didn’t recognize the doctor, but I wasn’t surprised that she knew me. Our dad’s office had been here; sometimes Jack and I met our tutor here at headquarters, or we’d just come up to cause trouble. And then, of course, there were the times Jack was retained here. I would stay, sleeping for days on the couch in Dad’s office until he forced me to go back to the apartment. Those were the times I tried to forget.

Floor thirty looked a lot like floor one, except for the navy blue accents instead of green. And on this floor, there was the young blond receptionist. In navy blue. I followed Dr. Topless down a hall, where she swung open a door into a room that held a white bench, a large window with a view of the hall, and a door that led to a small bathroom/shower combo. On the bench sat a plate holding a sub sandwich wrapped in cellophane and a bottle of water.

Dr. Topless ushered me inside and remained in the doorway, holding onto the handle. I made my way over to the sandwich—feeling the doctor’s eyes on me the whole time—and pressed my finger down into the bun. It felt soggy.

“Someone will bring you clothes to change into shortly,” Dr. Topless said. “Your plane will leave in the morning.”

She shut the door. The lock clicked in place.

And once again, I was waiting.
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The next morning, the door to Jack’s room was shut and the tranquilizer gun sat outside, leaning against the wall. I knocked. No answer.

Fine. Maybe he was still upset about yesterday. Or annoyed at getting woken up so early. I had no idea, but I picked up the gun and went to work. I pulled the hose, shovel, and bucket out of the foyer closet. Once I’d hooked up the hose, I braced myself for the eruption of noise as I turned on the water, and drug the hose to the first cell.

For the third day in a row, Cym tried to bite me. It was constant jaw snapping while I aimed the gun at her. I’m sure if she got ahold of me, it wouldn’t be pretty—and she tried really hard, every time.

None of our animals back home ever acted so violent. The days I got kicked by a cow or a horse, I never took it personally. But she’s not an animal, I reminded myself. Staring into Cym’s dark brown eyes, I found it hard not to take her glare personally. I felt her hatred, both in her eyes and her scream. It was like she knew I was part of the human race, something slightly different from her now, and that she knew I was the cause of her pain. Which, in some roundabout way, I guess I probably was.

The other mods, I tried to talk to. But not Cym. She was beyond rationalizing with.

My finger pulled the trigger. The tranquilizer dart hit her in the gut and I waited until she slumped to the floor before I opened her cage. The rest of the process was very similar to farm life: the shoveling of poop and spraying of cells.

Only, today, five cells later, I found a modwrog dead in her cage.

She laid at the front of her cell, her chest unmoving, jaw loose and hanging open. One hand was wrapped around a bar, as if she’d been calling for help while she died. I tried to push out the thoughts of Finn, the ticking clock that was now his life, the day he would reach this point if we didn’t get him help. Instead, I focused on the dead girl in front of me.

But I didn’t know what to do, so I went back to Jack’s door and knocked again. When no answer came, I called his name.

Still no answer, so I tried the handle. “Jack,” I said, as I pushed the door open, “I need some help with what to do about this—”

I stopped short when I saw Jack sprawled out on his cot, looking nearly as dead as the modwrog I’d come to tell him about.

My chest contracted. “Jack?”

He groaned unintelligibly, and tried to lift his head. When his lips moved I could barely hear him. “Water.”

I crouched next to his bed. Up close, I could see that his eyes were dilated. Sweat soaked not just his white t-shirt but the sheet below him, too. Heat radiated off his body.

I picked up the cup of water that sat next to the bed and tipped it to his lips. He barely lifted his head. His mouth formed to the cup, but he took only a small sip and then dropped his head back to the pillow. His eyes closed.

“Hey.” I shook his arm, trying to contain my panic, but he didn’t respond.

I glanced around the room, as if I might see some clue as to what was wrong. The liquor bottle still lay shattered across the floor. The bandages on Jack’s leg looked fresh, and I couldn’t smell anything that hinted at infection. That’s when I noticed the earbud resting in Jack’s palm.

I picked it up and pressed it into my ear.

“Hello, hello, hello, hello. Come in, come in. SAGE! Can you hear me?”

“I’m here,” I said to Caesar.

“Oh, good. I heard you talking in there, I just didn’t know if you could hear me back. Listen, he’s bad.”

My chest tightened, and I glanced at Jack’s face. “I gathered.”

“I think it’s from the injection. The liquid that Dr. Adamson shot into his arm. Jack refuses to let me or Imogen sneak into to the lab and gank something that might help. He thinks he’ll get better on his own—said he’s never had anything he hasn’t gotten over. But he’s getting worse. I kept pushing, so finally, he just took out the earbud.”

I scanned Jack’s body with a new level of scrutiny, searching for graying skin, or bubbles, or swelling. Besides the sweat and listlessness, he looked unchanged. I placed my hand on his head. His skin was on fire.

“Why don’t you get his dad down here?”

“Anytime Jack gets a fever—which is only twice in his whole life—his dad went insane with the testing. Jack’s worried if they start in on him now, he’ll be stuck in a lab for the next month and there will be no way to escape without major risk. He said we just need to let the fever run its course. The thing is, at some point, Dr. Adamson is going to come check on him. So either way, if he’s not better soon, we’re screwed.”

“And you still haven’t gone to the lab?”

“No.”

“Do you always do everything he asks?”

“When it comes to his operations, yes.”

I huffed.

“If you don’t get why,” Caesar said, “then you wouldn’t understand. It’s a respect thing. He’d do the same for me.”

I bit my lip, glancing down at Jack. “Can a genetically modified embryo die from something like this?”

Silence on the other end of the line. “I don’t know. I don’t think so, but honestly, I’ve never seen him sick. His immune system is steel.”

“And what’s in the lab that can help him?”

“When I asked him about getting stabbed with the serum, he said it wouldn’t affect him because the liquid floods the system like a bacteria. It happens so fast that most people are mutating within minutes. It’s been thirty-six hours, so I thought he was unaffected. But maybe an antibiotic would help? He has a fever, so obviously, he’s fighting something off.”

“Caesar, can I get to the lab and back without being seen?”

He paused. “Possibly through the vents, but listen—”

“And is there any way for me to get inside?”

“There’s a chance, yes, but—”

“And do you know where the antibiotics are?”

Caesar sighed. “Yes.”

“I’m going.”

“Sage. If someone sees you, they’ll ask questions …”

“If Jack dies, then I’m as good as dead anyway because then how are we supposed to get out of here? So, why not try?” I looked over at Jack again, his chest rose and fell with shallow breaths. “We can’t just leave him here like this and hope he gets better. If anyone asks, I’ll just say it’s because of Finn.”

“Wait. Let’s talk about options. We have options. Ask Jack if—”

“Jack is basically unconscious. And I didn’t sign some operational code of conduct or rank of command at the beginning of all this. Jack’s right. If you or Imogen got caught, our cover would be blown. If I’m caught, I legitimately have other reasons to steal medicine from the lab. I’ll just tell them I was searching for something to turn Finn back.”

Caesar remained silent on the other end of the line.

I gave one last look to Jack. “I’m assuming you’ve got me covered with the cameras?”

“Why does no one listen to me?” Caesar said. “Does my opinion count for nothing? Do I have a sign on my head that reads NOT FOLLOWABLE?”

“Followable? I don’t think that’s a word. And I’m not listening to any other options because we don’t have a choice.”

I went to stand. My breath stopped when Jack caught my arm.

“Don’t do this,” he whispered, his eyes barely opened, but his grip on my forearm was strong. “It won’t help.”

I swallowed, not knowing whether he meant it wouldn’t help him, or wouldn’t help our circumstances. Either way, it didn’t matter. We had to try.

I peeled Jack’s fingers off my arm. “It’s going to be fine.”

Jack slumped back to the mattress, as if his entire reserve of energy had been spent with that simple movement. He groaned, and then coughed. Blood trickled from his mouth.

A lump caught in my throat. “I’m leaving. Now.” I spoke into the earbud to Caesar. “Tell me the way to the lab.”
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“There’s a vent across the foyer,” Caesar said. “Climb in. I’ll direct you from there.”

Without looking back at Jack, I shut the door, leaving him inside his room. When I pulled open the vent grate in the foyer, a few modwrogs let out squeals.

The tunnel led to complete darkness.

“Don’t worry,” Caesar said. “It runs parallel with the floor. Just shimmy your way in. You’ll go for sixty feet straight ahead. When you come to four intersecting vents, take a right. That’s the main hall. You’ll head another hundred feet before you drop out of the vents.”

We stayed silent while I crawled. Caesar didn’t speak again until just after I arrived at the intersection and took a right. “You turning sometime soon?”

“Just did,” I said.

“Start counting the vent openings,” Caesar replied. “The tenth one is where you want to drop.”

“Check, check.”

My body was small enough to fit through the vent tunnel without my back rubbing like I knew it would for anyone taller. But still, I had to keep my elbows slightly bent in order for my head to have space. My knees and palms burned. After what seemed like half an hour, but what I knew was only three and a half minutes, I came to the tenth vent opening.

“I’m here.”

“Stick your hand through the grate and remove the screws.”

“Doing that now.”

“Okay. Listen to me,” Caesar said. “You’re about five paces from the lab. You will need to drop down into the hallway when I give you a coast clear. Facing the lab, there is a closet at nine o’clock. Go inside and wait. Things start up in the lab around 5:15, so you should only have to wait in the closet a few minutes before one of the doctors comes to swipe his card. The doors shut slowly. You should have time to slip out and catch it before it fully closes. The medicines are in the outer room. Did you get all that?”

“Yes.” I pulled the two screws up through the slits in the vent and set them down.

“Sit tight. Someone passing underneath you in about thirty seconds.”

I leaned back against the vent, hugging my knees to my chest.

After ten seconds, I could hear footsteps in the hallway, the sound of boots on the concrete floor. I watched through the vent as a guard passed beneath me. My heart sped up. Should I have come? Should we have planned this out better? Would Dr. Adamson kill me if he found me?

“Okay, you’re clear. Time to exit,” Caesar said, interrupting my thoughts. “You’ve got maybe a minute and a half. Make sure to lower the vent back over you before you drop.”

It was too late now to question whether this was a good idea. I did as Caesar instructed; lifted the vent, slid out, dangled down into the hallway on my elbows, and pulled the vent to rest on top of my head. Then I lowered to my hands. When I dropped to the ground, the skin on my fingers scraped away against the metal cover. I landed on the concrete and rolled to standing.

“Two guards coming in forty seconds,” Caesar said.

I ducked into the closet across the hall, settling between a mop and shelves filled with cleaning solutions. If anyone opened the closet, I was finished.

I listened while the guards walked past the closet door and continued down the hall.

“Now we just wait for a doctor,” Caesar said.

I examined my scraped fingers. Nothing that wouldn’t scab over. Adrenaline pumped through me, my chest tightening with every minute we waited.

Eventually, Caesar spoke. “You ever seen the movie ‘Rabies Gone Viral’?”

“Excuse me?” His comment took me so off guard, I didn’t think I’d heard him correctly.

“One of my all-time favorites. Rabid dogs, dark woods, lots of farmers. A few helpless women and children.”

“Oh. Um, no. I haven’t seen it.”

“Huh,” Caesar said. “You should. Twenty seconds.”

I heard the footsteps approaching, the faint noise of voices talking.

“They’re opening the door. Entering now. Get ready …” Caesar’s breath picked up. “Alright. Go now. Move quick and stay low so they don’t see you through the window.”

I ducked across the hall, closing the closet and slipping my foot silently in the lab door just as it pressed my shoe into the door frame. I exhaled.

“Nice work,” Caesar said. “Hold until they move to the next room. They’re almost there.” I felt vulnerable in the wide-open hall, trusting solely on Caesar’s screen views.

“Okay, move. I don’t know when they’ll be back, so grab and go. The medicines are in the cabinet against the far back wall. I think they’re organized by liquids and pills. A liquid injection will work fastest, don’t you think?”

Sounds good to me, I thought but didn’t dare talk out loud.

Inside the lab, cabinets lined every wall. A small island sat in the middle of the room, a sink in its center. I moved toward the cabinets in the back, my heart pumping hard in my chest. My hands yanked open cabinet doors until I came to the liquids. Clean white labels marked the contents of the bottles.

I glanced around, then whispered, “What am I looking for here? Anything in particular?”

“I don’t know exactly. Anything ending in ‘mycin’ maybe?”

I thumbed through the bottles. “Erythromycin, Clindamycin, Gentamycin.”

“Just grab a couple and get out of there.”

I grabbed two bottles, then took one more, just in case.

“We’re going to need some syringes,” I whispered, closing the cabinet doors and tucking the bottles into my waistband.

“Check the wall closest to the second door.” I heard Caesar’s fingers thrumming on the counter. His voice sounded tight. “Hurry.”

“Actually, you’ve got trouble. Two doctors headed your direction.” Caesar cursed. “It’s time to go. They’re coming back. I’m not sure what they’re doing …”

“But what about the syringes—”

“Get out, Sage. Now. You’ve got fifteen seconds.”

I started looking around for a place to hide. “Just let me—”

“There’s nowhere to hide in that room. You’ve got to get to the closet. Ten seconds.”

My heart clenched, I stood frozen, torn between options. We both knew full well the vials would be useless without the syringes, and we’d be back where we started. I didn’t have time to risk waiting for the doctors to come back to the lab again.

I ducked into the corner, to the right of the cabinets that stored the medicines. My feet shoved a blue box that read ‘hazardous waste’ out of the way, and I sunk as far back as I could, wrapping into a ball. I dragged the box back in place after me, though it only covered me up to my knees. If either doctor looked back as they passed, they’d see me in full view.

Caesar went silent, and I held my breath as I heard the door open. The cabinets blocked my view, but voices came from my right. I saw the doctors once they walked into the center of the room and recognized both of them from the video Caesar showed me yesterday.

They wore their white lab coats. One of them was laughing, a shorter man with silver-white hair, the one who’d held the syringe to inject Finn. My blood turned cold at the sight of him.

“I completely understand where you’re coming from,” he looked at the taller one. “The work here is assiduous.”

The doctor stopped walking when he said his final word, and for a brief moment I thought I’d been spotted. Caesar sucked in a breath. But then, his head turned forward again and he continued moving toward the door.

The other man, the tall, narrow one with chocolate hair, held a coffee mug in his hands. “I’ve already applied for my transfer back to headquarters. Dr. Adamson is far too difficult to work with. He lets himself get distracted by personal motives. And I’m going to let headquarters know about it. Just look at what happened the other night with his son and that boy.”

The silver-haired doctor had already pulled open the door. He let his friend exit, and then disappeared into the hall himself.

I let out an audible sigh.

Caesar spoke to me through the earbud. “Do you always have such a hard time listening to instructions?”

I pressed my way to standing, and looked into the corner camera at Caesar. “Only when I don’t want to follow them.”

“Just find the syringes and get out of there.”

It didn’t take me long, and within another thirty-three seconds, I had three baggies, pre-packaged with items needed to make the syringes. I tucked them into the back of my shirt, the fabric hugging the packets to my skin.

“I’ve got an easy vent entry for you. Head south. Coast is clear. Bathroom. Two halls.”
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I made it back to Jack’s room in four minutes two seconds.

It didn’t look like Jack had moved. Even his head was at the same odd angle as when I’d left him, his chest barely lifting with his breath.

“I’m here,” I said to Caesar. “Do I have time to inject this stuff?”

“You’ve raised no alarms,” Caesar said.

I knelt down next to Jack, heat still radiating from his body. One of his arms hung limply off the side of the mattress.

“Still alive?” I whispered.

Only his shallow breathing answered me.

I grabbed a random bottle from my waistband. I prepped the syringe and swabbed a spot on his upper arm with the alcohol pad included in the syringe packet. I filled the syringe half-full with liquid. As the antibiotic flowed into his arm, my eyes flickered to Jack’s face, searching for any sign of response. He didn’t shift or groan. In fact, he didn’t seem aware I was in the room at all.

After I emptied the liquid into his arm, I carefully pulled out the needle and sat back on my heels. Nothing happened. Anxiousness rolled through me. Was I hoping for some sort of miracle? It wasn’t like this would work within seconds.

“Finished,” I said to Caesar.

“And?”

“Nothing,” I said.

Neither of us wanted to state the very real possibility that none of this would work at all, and that we’d compromised our position in the meantime. I couldn’t shake the nerves that settled in the pit of my stomach.

“I guess we just wait,” I said.

“Nice work.”

“Same to you, Caesar.”

“You may want to leave the earbud for Jack? For when he comes to?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Over and out?”

“Over and out.”

I pulled the earbud out and hid it under Jack’s pillow. His eyelids looked heavy and bruised, his jawbone as relaxed as I’d ever seen it. I brushed back a sweaty strand of hair from his forehead with my finger, and then patted his face dry with the pillow case. Even sick, his face looked as perfect as ever, but it held an innocence to it now, a vulnerability that came with unconsciousness.

More surprising was the pull, just as strong as when Jack was fully awake—maybe even stronger in this moment, with his defenses down.

What was drawing me in so forcibly? Making it hard for me to leave the room? Nervousness about his illness? Fear that he might die? Whatever it was, it felt deep—like a current running through me on a cellular level, making me frantic to know he was going to be okay, desperate beyond cognitive understanding.

I leaned closer, listening to Jack’s breathing, making sure I could hear it, and somehow found myself staring at his lips. The thought of touching them came suddenly. I jerked back, but I knew why I’d thought it. Close to him, I lost awareness of myself. The draw to him took over.

I shoved the syringe packets and antibiotics under the mattress and stood up, knowing the only way to relieve the awkward feeling in the pit of my stomach was to leave. Once I was a few feet from the bed, Beckett’s face flashed in my mind, and feelings of guilt flooded me. It wasn’t like Beckett and I were together together, and yet, we were together, and we’d been that way for a long time, even though nothing had ever been official.

I sighed and rubbed my forehead. Don’t think about it now.

Jack wouldn’t die today. Finn wouldn’t die today. Soon, we’d all leave, and I could sort out these feelings when we were safe again.
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SAGE

“Jack’s feeling better,” Imogen said over dinner that night. “C told me he had a rough day, but it looks like he’s over the hump now.”

“Awesome,” I said, but even I heard the deflated tone in my voice, and it wasn’t coming from exhaustion after running eight miles on the beach this afternoon. I was glad Jack was doing better. It came as good news because the last I’d seen of him this morning, he was still unconscious.

But Jack wasn’t the only one I had to think about.

And right after I’d injected Jack with the antibiotic, I’d gone up to see Finn. He shrieked at me until I knocked him out with a tranquilizer dart again. No improvement. More of his skin had shifted to scaly patches, more of his hair had fallen out. And he still hadn’t recognized me—not one hint of it in his eyes. How did I really think I’d have him “ready” to leave in four days? I felt helpless.

Imogen seemed to sense something was off. “It’s your brother, isn’t it?”

I shrugged, not wanting to break down in the lunchroom. I couldn’t tell her that I was worried Finn wouldn’t be ready. It was Imogen, Caesar, and Jack I needed to persuade.

She nodded. “We’re going to get him back, alright? It’s all going to work out. Hey, let’s talk about something else. You need cheering up.”

I didn’t want cheering up, I wanted Finn out of here as quickly as possible. I just didn’t see how it was possible if he didn’t recognize or trust me. He needed the cognitive ability to place me as a friend, not enemy. Until I saw a flicker of that, he was dangerous—to me and everybody else.

“How about Jack’s butt? That always cheers me up. What do you think of it?”

Imogen’s comment jerked me from my thoughts and actually made me laugh a little before I even realized I was.

I shook my head. “What?”

“Oh come on, don’t tell me you haven’t stared at his butt yet, it’s too perfect not to notice. Actually, he’s too perfect not to notice in general.”

The truth was, I had stared at Jack’s butt in the hallway that first day. It was nice.

“I knew it!” Imogen pointed at me. “I can tell by the look on your face. You have. You’ve stared at his butt.” She leaned back in her seat, satisfied, as if picturing his butt right then. “The butt is my favorite body part, you know.”

When I raised my eyebrows, she nodded at me. “Mm-hmm. It’s true. What’s yours?”

Imogen stared at me, waiting for an answer like it was the most rational question in the world.

“Well,” I thought for a minute. “I guess I really like thumbs.”

“Thumbs. Are you serious? Thumbs?” She tilted her chin toward me. “I’ve never met someone so innocent in all my life.”

“I don’t know,” I said, wishing I’d kept my mouth shut. “I guess I think thumbs say a lot about a person. If a thumb looks strong, it’s usually attached to a strong person. If you see a perfectly manicured thumb, you’re likely looking at someone perfectly manicured. And then of course, there’s the shape of the thumb itself, how well it blends with the rest of the fingers, it makes a difference in the look of the hand …”

I petered out, realizing how ridiculous I sounded. The truth was, I had a thing for Beckett’s thumbs. I liked the way they looked. His thumbs were strong thumbs, and because we’d done a lot of talking and working together and a lot of not touching, I’d had plenty of time to stare at them. 1,035 days’ worth of thumb-staring.

Imogen held a piece of bread halfway to her mouth, her brows furrowed at me like she thought I was crazy.

“I’m never going to look at thumbs the same way again,” she said.

I rolled my eyes, and unable to help myself again, I laughed.
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BECKETT

I sat on the floor, leaning against the wall of my room, and rolled a small piece of cellophane between my index finger and thumb. Nothing like a soggy sub sandwich for breakfast, which I’d eaten over an hour ago.

It was morning, finally. Thank the Lord. I’d just spent a majority of the night shifting in and out of bad sleep. Unlike the conference room at the mansion, the room at headquarters offered me visual access to a clock. I could see it through the window, hanging in the hall a few doors down from my room. It was 5:47am EST. Middle of the night for the Pacific Ocean. Middle of the day for the Atlantic Ocean. I wonder where this island they have her on is located.

At 6:59am, Dr. Topless’s heels clacked down the hall. I hadn’t seen the woman since yesterday afternoon.

She wore the same style of white dress. Violet heels this time. Her head poked in through the open door. “Wake up,” she said. “Splash your face. You’re taking a jet to L.A. where you’ll board a helicopter.”

Dr. Topless waited in the hall while I used the bathroom as she instructed. Sage was in my head today, more than any other. The idea of getting to her, seeing her today, it was thrilling and terrifying all at once.

Dr. Topless led me to a black Lexus in the parking garage at basement level. A driver was already behind the wheel. Topless opened the door, and I slid silently into the cool, darkened interior.

“Safe travels,” she said, and shut the door behind me.

And with that, she was gone, her hips swaying away from me outside the tinted window, as if to let me know she was needed someplace much more important than this.

The drive to the airport was silent. The driver refused to make eye contact. At LaGuardia, the private jet waited for me, a smaller unit distanced away from the large commercial planes. The car pulled right up next to it. The driver nodded for me to exit.

I climbed the stairs into the jet and took my place in one of the tan leather seats. A movie played in front of me. The side tray held appetizers.

I leaned my head back against the seat, the weight of the past few days pressing down on me, as well as the reality that I was about to see my dad and Jack again.

I felt responsible. This entire thing was my fault. We should have left Canta years ago, regardless of the threat to Jack’s life. My father wouldn’t have followed through with it. Then I wouldn’t be here in this jet today, trying to get to Sage and Finn. Peg and Jeff and Mrs. Sallisaw would still be alive.

But Dad might have killed Jack anyway and sent someone else to spy on Sage and her family, and then where would we be?

Screw it all. Screw the hypotheticals. At this point, what did it matter? There’s no way to tell what would have happened.

And if Sage did forgive me, and we all got off that island alive, then I didn’t care what the past contained. Not as long as my life from here on out included her.

If and when we ever stopped running, the only girl I wanted to be with was Sage.

If that wasn’t possible, then nothing else mattered.
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SAGE

The next morning, I was determined to make things different with Finn. We didn’t have time for anything else. We’d already passed day one, which meant I was running out of time.

After the walk to the west wing, I found the door to Jack’s room propped open and his bed empty. His belongings remained strewn about the room—undershirt over the desk chair, drinking water on the desk, tranquilizer gun in the corner—but no sign of Jack.

My mind went to worst case scenario—he’d gotten real bad in the night, his dad found him, and now Jack lay in one of the lab rooms getting tested. Or, worse—he’d died. No, that was impossible. Somehow, I think I would feel Jack’s presence no longer in the building—and it didn’t feel like that at all. Plus, Caesar would have found me and told me something that serious, and probably would have done the same if Jack had gone to a lab room. So where was Jack?

I scanned down the row of modwrog cells, checking all the way to the back cages.

No Jack.

I gathered the cleaning supplies. At the top of the stairs, I let the door close quietly behind me. Finn sat at the front of his cage by the bars. No growling this morning.

I leaned against the door, setting down the water hose, the bucket, the dried food. My eyes scanned the empty room. No Jack here, either. Very well then, might as well get to work.

I scrutinized Finn from across the room. “It’s a new day,” I whispered to myself, gathering the strength to approach my brother. His skin color looked much the same. He crouched, engaged in some activity which involved tapping his hands on the top of his feet.

My heart ached at the sight of it, and to cover up the pain, I began to list off square roots.

At the sound the numbers, Finn looked up and stared. My voice faded, and Finn dropped his head and started hitting his feet again. I began the equations again, and he looked up.

I stepped forward, reciting, even as the excitement bounced around inside my chest. This was the first response besides aggression that I’d had from him.

Now within two yards of his cage, still spouting off the square roots, Finn tensed but remained seated, still staring at me. I was close enough to see the rise and fall of his chest, to notice the change in his eye color—something new since yesterday—the iris now faded from its chocolate brown to a dull gray.

And then, there it was. As I said the square root of twenty-one, a glimmer of something flashed in Finn’s eyes. I could almost see him attempting to make sense of the numbers. He reached for the cage bars, his gaze intent—and as fragile as a china dish. He could be lost again at any moment.

I stopped talking and the room went completely still, both of us frozen in place, staring at each other.

“Finn,” I whispered. “It’s me.”

He tilted his head. For a moment, I thought I really saw him. The old Finn, the one who could cognitively understand me. I held my breath, the connection between us too delicate for air.

Then Finn dropped his hand from the bar and started hitting at the top of his foot again.

And just like that, I’d lost him. Air huffed out of my lungs as my shoulders sagged.

Even still, it was improvement. He didn’t jump or growl at me. If nothing else, that was a start.

And maybe it was Finn’s lack of aggression, or maybe it was the knowledge that we only had three days left, I’m not sure, but something pushed me over the edge. I was willing to risk—to test the boundaries with my brother. I was going to see what Finn would do if I turned on the water and opened his cage.

We didn’t have time not to take risks. If we were really escaping in less than three days, and Finn was really coming with us, then the time for “rational” choices had passed. If Finn wasn’t ready, we didn’t leave, and we died. Besides, I’d rather be killed by getting ripped to pieces by my own brother than by some lunatic like Dr. Adamson.

I started reciting square roots, to keep Finn or myself calm, I wasn’t sure. Maybe both.

I bent the hose so the water wouldn’t spray when I turned on the flow. Finn watched me turn on the spigot. He didn’t flinch.

Still repeating square roots, I released the kink in the hose. He stiffened at the sound of water splattering on the concrete. I raised my hand up. It’s okay.

He stared at the water a long time, and I stared at him, never stopping the numbers. Finally, with the hose in hand, I picked up my tranquilizer gun and walked over to the button on the wall.

“The square root of twenty-seven is 5.196.” I pressed the button with the end of the gun. “The square root of twenty-eight is 5.291.”

Unmoving, Finn watched from the corner while his door slid to the side. My heart beat hard in my chest.

I swallowed. “The square root of twenty-nine equals 5.385.”

He didn’t move once the cage door opened, nor for the next few minutes while I just stood there, gun up, reciting square roots, watching to see what he would do.

I made my steps slow and deliberate all the way to the open cage door. I lowered the hose so that the water poured out only inches above the concrete, making no noise at all. Then I waited, reciting. After two minutes, I ran the water across the floor of his cell. Eventually the spray got close enough that some of the water touched his swollen toes before rolling back to the center drain. He flinched, scooting further into the corner. Better than hair pulling, at least.

More numbers.

Then I lifted the hose higher. The splattering noise grew.

“The square root of fifty-five is 7.416.”

I edged the spray toward him. “Hold out your hand,” I whispered. I stretched out my left hand to show him. The water bounced off my palm, spraying sideways. Finn watched as water covered my hand, and surprisingly, he seemed to relax a little. I moved the hose toward him. He growled.

“The square root of fifty-one is 7.141. The square root of fifty-two is 7.211.”

I pulled the hose back toward me. This time, I braced myself and moved the water over my own head. I held out the gun above my head so it wouldn’t get wet, but the cold stream flowed over my hair and down my back, soaking my clothes and shoes.

“The square root of fifty-three is 7.280.” The words were garbled beneath the flow.

Finn stared. Maybe he wasn’t scared anymore. Maybe he just thought I was crazy, but the next time I turned the spray toward him, he slowly extended his hand and placed it beneath the flow. I nodded to encourage him, repeating numbers, trying to hide how my heart leaped in my chest.

Two minutes and seventeen seconds later, Finn’s whole body moved under the spray and the splattering noise disappeared as water flowed over his giant frame. He started scratching at his skin, absorbed for several minutes before finally looking at me again. And then… he smiled.

He smiled. I could almost see my brother in that moment. It might have been a mistake, a random movement of his facial muscles. But just the idea that the expression may have been intentional—it made me so happy, that I laughed.

I don’t know why I did it. Nothing was really that funny.

Regardless, when I laughed, Finn switched.

He jolted back from the stream of water, his eyes flying wide.

I rolled out of the cage in time to miss the swipe of his hand. I shot him with two darts before he was out the cage door. I didn’t look back while I sprinted across the room toward the stairwell. At the same time my hand reached the door handle, I heard Finn drop to the ground.

I didn’t even have time to process my disappointment about Finn before a voice floated toward me from the opposite corner.

“Looks like he’s not quite tame yet.”


  38  


SAGE

Jack wore his cut off cargo pants and black fitted shirt and leaned against the far wall with his arms crossed. Nothing remained of the listless body I saw yesterday. His pallor had disappeared. The splint and bandages on his leg were gone. The greenish bruise on his arm was nearly indistinguishable now. His cheeks were flushed. His skin looked damp with sweat, and his sky-blue eyes looked brighter, if that was even possible.

“Where were you?” I said, looking down at Finn, not sure how to react to Jack watching me. The pull I felt toward him felt even stronger today.

“Working out in the old medical wing. The next room over.” He nodded to the door across the room from Finn’s cage.

“So, what? You’ve come here to rescue me from my own brother yet again?” I squeezed the water out of my ponytail, suddenly self-conscious of my clinging clothes. The water from my hair dripped on the concrete near Finn.

Jack shrugged. “Only if you needed it.”

I swallowed. Was he flirting? Or just testing the waters?

I knelt next to Finn, scanning his head for a bruise where he hit the ground.

“You’re feeling better, then?” I said lightly.

Jack pushed away from the wall, favoring his uninjured leg as he crossed the room toward us.

“Better than ever, actually. And my leg’s nearly healed up. Thank you for saving my life, by the way.” Jack leaned down and took one of Finn’s arms, nodding toward the cage, signaling that he would help me get Finn inside.

“You think you would have died?” I said, looking across Finn’s wide torso at Jack.

Jack shrugged. “I guess we’ll never know.”

I took Finn’s other arm and we dragged him into the cage, trying to position him in a way that at least looked comfortable enough. I filled up Finn’s bowl with some dried food and brushed back the hair from his face. When I stepped out, Jack pressed the button on the wall to close the door.

“Come here.” Jack motioned to the middle of the room where he now stood. “I’ll show you a few things you can use to protect yourself if you don’t have a gun on hand the next time you face a modwrog.”

I stiffened. “That is not a modwrog. He’s my brother.”

Jack paused. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I didn’t mean it to sound like that.” He waved me in toward him. “Come on. It’s a new day. Isn’t that what you said to Finn? It’s a good day to learn something new.”

I remained near Finn’s cage. “I guess I just don’t like the idea of having to protect myself from my own brother.”

“Then it doesn’t have to be for him. Just for the rest of them.”

“I don’t want to kill any of the other mods. They’re people, too, Jack.”

“What about for protection against the guards? We’re escaping in just a few days. You need a few moves to defend yourself. It can’t hurt to learn at least.”

Jack didn’t give me the opportunity to respond. “First things first.” He held up a hand, listing words off on his fingers. “Throat,” he said. “Eyes. Nose. Armpits. Genitals. In that order.”

I felt my face getting red and forced my eyes not to follow the listed path down Jack’s body.

He smirked as if he could read the discomfort on my face.

“We’ll start with the throat.” He stepped toward me, enjoying my awkwardness. “You can knock someone unconscious with the press of a finger to the soft spot on their throat. Just below the Adam’s apple. Right here.” He reached out and rested his index finger to my throat, pushing lightly. My breath constricted a bit with the pressure, but more than that, I felt the energy shooting out from the skin of his fingertip across the skin of my neck.

“It doesn’t matter how strong someone is,” he said, dropping his hand and pressing it to his own throat, “this is still a weak spot. They can’t build muscle here. Did you feel that?”

I nodded. Yes, I felt it. Of course I felt it. Didn’t you? Every single time you get within thirty feet of me I feel something.

“Press hard enough,” he said, “and you’ll block off their air supply. You can also use the webbed skin between your index finger and thumb.” Jack held up his hand, and this time, when he touched my neck the sensation increased. Gently, his fingers rested around my neck, the skin between his index finger and thumb at my throat. His hand lingered for a moment. My breath caught. Jack pulled away.

“If you’re wrapped up close with the person, a single finger is most effective. Got it?”

He lifted his eyebrows and dropped his chin in question, something that felt so familiar. I pulled back when I realized why: Beckett used to do the exact same thing when he explained things back at the farm.

Jack continued. “Now, next is the eyes. If and when you go for eyes, you do so with intent to severely damage. So don’t go for an eye otherwise, because you will do damage. If you shove hard enough, you can pop out an eye without much trouble. Shove even harder, to their occipital bone, and you can kill a person.”

“Are you serious?”

“Yes, I’m serious.”

I didn’t want to be here. I didn’t want to learn how to pop out eyes, or fend for my life, or kill someone. I didn’t want to learn how to kill my brother. My chest started to constrict. I needed to go, to get away from here, away from Jack, somewhere I could hyperventilate without him watching me.

“You know, I think this is a little much. I’m gonna go clean the cages downstairs now.” I turned to go.

Jack frowned. “You need to know this stuff, Sage. How else do you expect to survive? I can’t be around every minute, waiting to jump in whenever you need me. I can’t be everywhere at once.”

I pulled back. “I never asked you to be!” I said sharply. “You’re not responsible for me.”

I didn’t want to think about Finn like this—having to protect myself from him. Or Jack having to protect me from Finn, either.

“You need to learn this,” he repeated.

“I’m not going to pop out my brother’s eye!”

“That,” Jack pointed to Finn’s cage, his voice steel, “is not your brother. He’s not in there anymore.”

Anger burned inside me, fighting against Jack’s words.

His shoulders dropped. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.”

My skin felt hot. I spun on my heel to go. A sharp ache pulsed in my chest because I knew Jack was very close to the truth about Finn. I would never admit it. Never.

Before I made it three steps, Jack’s hand was around my wrist, pulling me toward him. His chest rose and fell rapidly, from frustration, or the heat of our conversation, I didn’t know. Without talking, he moved his hand to my low back and pulled me in. He made eye contact, gauging my response. When I didn’t fight back, he pulled me in closer, my body only six inches from his. His eyes trailed to my lips, a hungry look in them I’d never seen.

The muscle in his jawbone twitched, and he paused, as if debating with himself—as if finally realizing the action he’d started. He stared at my lips for a moment longer, then his grip loosened and he closed his eyes, releasing me.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

The entire time, I hadn’t breathed, hadn’t moved. I drew in a long, silent breath, my heart beating a hundred miles an hour. Jack didn’t flinch. He remained just a few inches from me, the cedar smell of him mixing with his sweat.

And suddenly, in that moment, I didn’t care. I didn’t care who I hurt: myself, or Jack, or Beckett, or anyone. I didn’t care that my actions would shove aside the reality that my brother was slowly dying, minute-by-minute, just a few feet away. I wanted it all to disappear—every fear, every pain, all the anger, all the questions.

I closed the gap between Jack’s body and my own. He didn’t reach for me this time, didn’t wrap his arm around me, but I stretched up to his lips anyway, and he didn’t step away.

When our lips first touched, the current flowed. I felt the warmth, the light press of our skin together. The heat grew as it spread throughout my entire body, like a million different light bulbs—a million different cells—turning on all at once. The kiss was hesitant at first, full of reluctance from Jack, and so, too, from me. But the soft press of our mouths grew harder as the heat built between us, and the next thing I felt was Jack’s hand at my low back, pulling me against him.

When my torso touched his, energy exchanged between us—a tension, a vibration that I’d never felt with anyone else, ever. I was lost in it, floating, no longer grounded to anything stationary, other than Jack’s body connected to mine.

He pulled away before I was ready, dropping his hand from my back and moving his finger to his ear, leaving me breathless, blood flowing to my cheeks.

“Go ahead,” he said, pressing his hand more firmly to his ear bud. He glanced into my eyes only briefly before looking away, the emotionless veil already blanketing the sky blue color of his eyes. Jack moved toward the door, our kiss already a thing of the past.

Disappointment rolled through me, not because of the anti-climactic end to what felt like an incredible and vulnerable connection. The disappointment came because Jack covered his emotions at the end of it, and so I knew he didn’t fully trust me with them. I knew from experience what it meant not to trust people, because I’d lived it my entire life. And ultimately, it meant forcing everyone around you to stay at a distance. And, after that kiss, the idea of staying even arm’s distance from Jack was getting harder and harder to accept.
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JACK

Caesar cleared his throat directly into my ear. The sound reverberated through my ear drum, drawing me back to the present.

“Dude, I’m totally sorry to interrupt your moment,” Caesar spoke into the ear bud.

“Go ahead,” I said, clenching my jaw and pulling away from Sage and our kiss. I moved toward the door so she couldn’t see the frustrated look on my face. The thing was, I’d completely forgotten my ear bud was even in. I forgot about everything when Sage was so close, especially in that moment when she stepped back in for the kiss.

“I’ve located your brother,” Caesar said. “He wasn’t in Alaska. He actually ended up in the Midwest. I think I’ll let him tell you the details. For now, I thought you should know, he’s on that helicopter you should be able to hear right about now. It’s four miles away.”

I didn’t have time to think, didn’t have time to wonder what it would be like to see Beckett for the first time in three years. I closed my eyes to concentrate and caught the sound of the helicopter, just like Caesar said.
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SAGE

“No,” I said to Jack, unable to hide the flat tone in my voice. “I can’t hear it.”

Jack guided me down the hall off the main room and into the old medical wing. I stifled a sigh and moved to the window with him, my eyes scanning the early morning sky. My ears strained, listening.

The heat between us remained, the energy I felt when kissing him. I wondered if Jack felt it, too. If he did, he didn’t show it. He looked distracted.

I’d hoped for more. That the kiss would magically unlock a side to Jack that I didn’t currently have access to—a side that clearly no one had access to. Instead, he was more closed off than before.

Was that even possible?

“Who’s coming? Another recruit?” I said.

Jack shook his head, his voice stiff. “No, I don’t think so.”

It took sixty-seven seconds before I saw the helicopter, still off shore, but undoubtedly heading toward the landing pad. Jack sat on the window sill, tense, not pulling his eyes away from the sky.

Finally, he cleared his throat.

“I watched you land, you know,” he said, something soft sliding into his voice. “From right here.” He nodded to the window sill. “I watched you fight against that guard, trying to get back to Finn.”

You never told me that, I thought.

Jack continued staring out beyond the glass. “You can tell a lot about someone in moments like that.”

I wondered if Jack meant for that to be a compliment. I didn’t ask.

The helicopter lowered down onto the X painted on the concrete, and I realized that I held my breath. Thoughts flooded my mind. Finn, normal. Me, reaching for his hand. The guards jerking me away. The dart in my thigh.

I shuddered involuntarily. Get a hold of yourself, Sage.

The helicopter blades started slowing. The door opened and a guard jumped out, behind him, a boy followed. Through the early morning sunlight, I could see he was not handcuffed. A recruit, then? Maybe Jack was wrong.

The boy was tall, and had to duck beneath the spinning helicopter blades. I could only see the top of his dirty blond hair. He wore jeans and a gray t-shirt. Once he jogged outside the radius of danger, he stood up straight, and I gasped.

I tried to take in a breath, but it wouldn’t come.

Jack’s arms dropped from their crossed position and he lifted from the window sill.

I knew that boy’s face. I’d seen it up close. The oval shaped, the long lashes and pale green eyes, too far to see from here, but a color I knew nonetheless. I could almost hear his laugh. The easy smile normally on his lips was nowhere to be seen today.

“Beckett,” I whispered.

I felt Jack turn and look at me, but my eyes were stuck. Beckett scanned his surroundings, blocking the rising sun from his eyes, orienting himself. He stared at the building, searching the façade. Like he was looking for something.

Or someone.

I gasped again, instinctively pulling away from the window. Jack watched a minute longer. When he looked at me, his eyes were stone cold.

“You know him?”

I nodded. “Yes, he was my … he …” I couldn’t speak.

Jack nodded, jaw clenched. He looked angry. Why would he be angry? I stepped forward to look back out at Beckett. One of the guards waved him toward the building. Beckett still looked upward, lingering, scanning, before he followed the guard inside and disappeared from view.

When I turned back, Jack had already moved across the room and positioned his body at a vent opening. His legs dangled inside. Jack looked back at me, but not in the same way he had a few minutes ago, at the moment of our kiss, before the helicopter arrived. Now, his face was cold.

My throat would barely work. My mind could hardly form a sentence. “Jack, where are you going? Why are you going into the vents?”

“You did say Beckett, right?”

I nodded.

“Convenient.” Jack clenched his jaw. “He kept his real name.”

A feeling of dread washed over me. The same feeling I’d had with my mom when she said the name “Hope.” The same feeling I got every time I learned there was someone else in my life who had lied to me.

“Jack, what are you saying?”

I couldn’t stand the thought of Beckett being a part of that list, because if I had to add him to it, I had no one left. I lifted my arm and pointed toward the window, shaking.

“Please don’t tell me you know him.” The room began to spin. “Are you saying you know him?”

Jack looked down into the vent. “I’ve known him since the day we were born.” And then he dropped into the darkness of the tunnel and disappeared.

Jack left me standing there, stunned and alone, his words spinning in my head. I slid down the wall, clinging to denial, because it was the only thing that kept the feelings of abandonment—on all levels and from so many people—from completely stopping my heart.
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I only had a few people left in my life I thought I could trust.

Finn. Who may or may not know I exist.

My mom. At least in all things outside the Corporation and my father.

Jack. Minus this one giant secret he forgot to mention—that his brother had lived with me for the past three years.

And then there was Peg, Jeff, and Beckett. The three beautiful people who I thought were outside this vicious web. The three humans offering a haven of normalcy that I thought I’d have once I got out of here. My “calm” amidst this storm—people I thought I could return to, their arms open wide.

The illusion shattered in front of me, my body going numb against the wall.

I couldn’t accept it. Beckett was a piece of home, he was my family. He represented everything good to me. Good and innocent and trustworthy. If what Jack said was true—if they were twins—Beckett had lied to me the entire time I’d known him. My best friend had lied to me about his entire life.

This was not possible. I knew Beck. I knew him.

The pain felt too great to bear.

Luckily, other thoughts began flooding my mind at the same time, overpowering the betrayal threatening to wash me away. Did Beckett know if my mom was alive? And what about Peg and Jeff? Who—I realized with a start—weren’t really his parents. Unless Peg was Jack’s mom and his mom wasn’t really dead after all? What did that make Jeff? Peg’s brother? An uncle? A friend? My mind swirled. Who to trust? What stories to believe? I thought I’d felt alone before, when Finn’s rational mind left me. But even then, I still clung to the hope of Finn returning. And I’d clung to the idea of going back to Beckett and his family.

Now, now I felt completely alone.

Beckett wouldn’t lie to me. He wouldn’t. There had to be a logical explanation.

I needed to see him. I needed to talk to Beckett right now. The urge overwhelmed all other thoughts in my brain.

I stood up and ran.

Finn’s head snapped up when I burst through the door. The dart had worn off. He growled and loped to the front of his cage, grabbing the bars.

“I’ll be back!” I shouted.

Finn growled. “I’m okay!” The stairwell door slammed, my words echoing against the concrete.

But I wasn’t okay. Nothing about seeing Beckett here was okay, and it was almost as if Finn could tell something had gone terribly wrong.

I pushed into the foyer, shrieks rising from the modwrog hall. I sprinted through the lobby and ran toward the north wing.

Three halls down, I passed the young guard who delivered me to the west wing in the mornings. He was headed in the opposite direction, and he grabbed my arm.

“Where do you think you’re going?” he said.

“I can’t breathe,” I said. “My heart, I need a doctor.” Which was true. I couldn’t breathe, and my heart pounded in a wild way I’d never felt before.

He glanced nervously behind me, toward the west wing. “What happened in there? Did one of them bite you?”

I couldn’t formulate a reply, but I must have looked bad, because he released my arm. I started running again, and he jogged beside me. Ninety-nine seconds later, I rounded the final corner toward the medical lab.

My feet skidded to a stop when I caught view of Beckett through the clear glass window at the end of the hall. He sat on a table, back facing me, legs dangling off the side. My heart leapt at the sight of him this close, despite the betrayal I felt. The idea of him here, in this place, twisted all the emotions inside me. He was talking, flinging his arms around in the air like he did when he got upset.

The guard stopped next to me, keeping his distance, his tranquilizer gun raised and aimed at me.

“What’s she doing here?” A doctor—the tall, thin one with chocolate-colored haired—walked up beside us typing on a tablet. He paused, surveying me.

The guard glanced at the doctor. “I think she needs help. Something about her heart. She’s been cleaning modwrog cages this morning, I think she got bitten. Her breathing ….”

The doctor looked at me. My chest was heaving. I didn’t feel like I could catch a breath.

The doctor waited for some response from me, but I couldn’t peel my eyes away from Beckett. I willed my feet to move forward, to cry out to Beck, something. But I couldn’t. I felt numb.

“Hmm. She does seem slightly dazed. Fine. Bring her in.” The doctor motioned to the door across the hall from Beckett. “I’ll have a look.”

“Wait,” I cried. “Wait.” I raised my hand and pointed. “I know that boy. I need to talk to him.”

“That boy?” The doctor nodded toward Beckett. “I’m sorry, right now that’s not possible.”

Just then, a guard exited the lab where Beckett was, and Beckett’s familiar voice flooded the hall.

“Answer me! Where is she? I know you brought her here.” My heart stopped. He knew I was here? “Fine,” Beckett continued, “Nobody’s going to talk? Let’s see if she hears me then.” He inhaled deeply. “SAAAAAAAAAAG—” The word cut-off abruptly when the door closed, but it didn’t stop the echo of my name.

His voice bounced through the hall, the sound reverberating through my body.

Air caught in my throat. I couldn’t breathe, my breath felt shallow …

He knew I was here. The reality sunk deep into my bones. He. Knew. I. Was. HERE.

I took a step back shaking my head, the walls caving in around me. I couldn’t catch my breath.

“Nevermind, I’m confused,” I mumbled. “It’s the … I’m fine. I need to go.” But before I could take another step, my knees buckled and everything went black.
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I hardly felt the tingling in my leg bone as I crawled through the vent toward the lab. I wanted to hear what Beckett was saying to the doctors. After I could listen for a while, I would know better what to do next. So maybe I could figure out why in the hell my brother was here. And how Sage knew him.

The last time I’d seen Beck, he’d been red-faced and screaming from the back of Uncle Jeff’s car. Did he help get Sage here? What would I do if Beckett wasn’t so innocent anymore? I’d never even thought of the possibility.

Seeing Beckett after three years opened up a gaping hole inside me. Memories crashed through my mind.

Me and Beck sitting on Mom’s lap.

Me and Beck climbing up the slide at the park.

Me and Beck playing catch with a football.

Me and Beck driving Dad’s Bentley.

Me, getting tested. Beck, sleeping on the couch in Dad’s office, waiting.

I never told Beckett about the way Mom deteriorated, the way she died a long, slow, painful death over the course of three years, all because of me.

I never shared the time Mom hit Dad with a kitchen chair when we were two years old. Dad was trying to take me to get tested—he was entertaining of idea of “sharing” me with a corporation called Vasterias. I never told Beckett how swinging that chair had taken so much out of Mom that she’d collapsed on the kitchen floor, right next to our father, who lay unconscious.

I never told Beckett how Mom looked right before she died, lying there in her bedroom with sallow, sunken cheeks, skin yellowed, body a skeleton. I didn’t tell Beckett what her groans sounded like in the final hour of her life.

And I would never tell Beckett why I actually helped Dad shove him into that car. It was because of my own nightmares of that year at Vasterias headquarters. All that testing.

I’d rather Beck hate me for the rest of my life than run the risk of having him trapped within the walls of the Corporation like I had been.

And now, Beckett was here.
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I sat on the examining room table, trying to figure out how to get to Sage, or if she was even here for sure. Two guys in fatigues stood by the lab door, disinterested. No one would answer my questions, even after I’d shouted. The Corp might have been lying to me all along.

The lab door opened, a doctor entered with his head bent over a computer tablet. When he looked up, my lungs stopped moving. The entire world stopped moving.

“Dad?” I said.

My father turned to the two men by the door. “Can you please leave us for a few minutes?” The guards hesitated. “I’ll be fine. He’s my son.”

After another glance at me, the two exited and posted themselves outside the door.

Dad turned back to me. “How was your flight?” The words hurt. I hadn’t seen my father in three years. The last time I’d glimpsed Dad’s face, it was out the back of a car window. My father’s expression on that day was similar to how it looked now: indifferent.

I bristled. “Where are they? Where are Sage and Finn?”

Dad hesitated, lowering the computer tablet to his side. “They’re here.”

“Are they alive?”

Again, Dad didn’t respond right away. “Yes.”

Relief flooded me. “And Jack?”

He paused, then shook his head. I wasn’t sure what this meant so I stared at him, waiting for him to say something more. He brought a metal tray over, set it next to me on the table, and fiddled with a needle.

“You’ve gone through puberty since the last time I saw you. Let’s check your cells, just for fun, shall we?”

I snorted. Unbelievable. “So that’s it then? You ignore my questions, and I’m just another science experiment to you now?”

“What would you like me to say?”

I stiffened, but I let him swab my arm with alcohol. That old familiar lemon scent encircled me, the smell so entwined with memories of my father that the two were impossible to separate.

“I think, Dad, maybe you could say ‘Hey Beckett, how was Canta? What have you been up to for the last three years? How was learning to farm with your aunt and uncle?” I shook my head, glaring at him in disgust. “At least Jeff was a good father to me.”

Dad took hold of my arm with his left hand, the needle in his right. If the insult affected him, he didn’t show it. That’s all I had been trying to do—get some reaction out of him.

A hallowness rose up in my chest with the realization—I wasn’t going to get anything else from my father.

I gritted my teeth. “You promised you weren’t going to take them in. We held up our end of the bargain. We never said a word.”

Dad slid the needle into my arm.

“Plans changed. The recruits were sterile. You know this.” My blood filled the vial. Dad pulled out the needle.

“So you knew it was happening?” I hadn’t wanted to believe it.

He sat the needle back on the tray. “I’m the one who sent the order.”

White anger rolled over me. “You bastard!” I lunged for him, catching him off-guard and knocking him to the ground. I grabbed the lapels of his lab coat and shoved my fists into his chest. “You had them killed! Her mom is dead! Peg and Jeff—”

“I didn’t order anyone killed, Beckett.” Dad’s face remained calm, but the flash of confusion in his eyes told me it could be true.

It didn’t matter. I shoved my fists into his chest again. “Mom never would have wanted it this way,” I said, pulling up. “She wouldn’t even recognize you.” The guards had come in, and they pushed me back.

“Your mom is dead.” Dad spoke in a cold tone, but for the first time since I could remember, I saw real emotion flash in his eyes.

“Where is she?” I said. “Where is Sage? Where is Finn?”

Dad stood, brushing off his lab coat. “You really want to see them? Then tell me, Beckett, what information did you refuse to share with Dr. Dallamore? Do you even have any to offer?”

“I won’t tell you anything until I see that Sage and Finn are alive.”

“You want to see her? Be my guest. She’s right across the hall.”
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Without thinking, I moved to the door and strode out of the lab room.

There, across the hall, I saw her. Alone. Sitting on the examining table. Relief. I only felt relief.

I pressed down on the handle and slipped inside.

Sage looked over at me but didn’t say anything. It had only been a few days, and yet, in that moment, with that look on her face, it felt like so much longer. I knew I didn’t have permission to come any closer. Something pressed down on my chest, crushing me.

“Sage, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

Her face contorted into a look far beyond hurt. “Why?”

“I couldn’t Sage, your mom, my aunt and uncle…”

“Your aunt and uncle?” Her voice rose. “You mean your parents?”

This isn’t how I wanted this conversation to go. “I’m sorry. They—”

Sage shook her head, interrupting.

“I thought we meant more to each other.” She glanced away, her eyes laced with tears. “If it was me, I would have told you.”

My heart plummeted. I didn’t know what to say, because I knew it was true. If the roles were reversed, and everything was the same, she would have told me.

I thought about saying what I’d always planned. That my father threatened us with Jack’s life if we ever spoke the truth of Vasterias. That her mom, even though she hadn’t known the full truth about why we had come, had still refused to let us say anything, unless we wanted to be sent away. But none of that was enough. Not here. Not now. Not with that look in her eyes. It would all sound like excuses. They were all excuses.

I was losing her. Why had I listened to Jeff and Peg? Why had I been so afraid of the rules? It was worse, to have felt the possibility of a life with Sage, only to see the look on her face now. I should have told her the truth the day I met her. Then everything would be different. We’d be far away from here. She’d be safe.

She cleared her throat, as if gathering strength. Her voice was hard when she spoke.

“My mother?”

My chest ripped in half. I didn’t want to tell her this way. I wanted to reach out for her, to wrap my arms around her. I needed time for explanations, to grieve with her, to tell her where I’d buried her mom. To tell her I was sorry.

But she sat there, looking at me, closed off and shutting me out, regardless of what we’d been to each other.

She read my eyes. I could tell when she understood, because an incomprehensible amount of pain flickered across her face. It felt as if the ground disappeared below me. I was falling into a dark, black hole.

“Sage…” I didn’t know what I would say, but I would say something. Anything to make this better; to make our pain somehow go away.

She was about to cry—I could see it in her eyes, across her face.

The far corner door opened, and another doctor, tall and thin, stepped into the lab room, freezing when he saw me. The doctor’s eyes flickered from me to Sage, assessing the two of us. When neither of us moved, he cautiously made his way toward the table next to Sage, eyeing me.

This was so far from anything I had wanted.

Slowly, I pushed down on the door handle, then backed away, out into the hall.

She didn’t look at me again.
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Numbness. That’s all I felt. Numb.

Dad was waiting for me across the hall in the other lab room, murmuring something to the two guards.

“Now you’ve seen her,” he said to me. “Care to share the information?”

“I need to see Finn,” I said, hollow.

My dad crossed his arms, assessing me. “Fine, I can have someone take you to the west wing to see him. I’m beginning to doubt that you have any information anyway. Dallamore is still the lazy pushover he always was.”

The door pressed open, and the doctor from Sage’s room stepped inside. He hesitated, seeing me in the room.

“What is it?” Dad said.

The doctor cleared his throat. “I’ve sent the girl on her way, but something interesting appeared in her bloodwork. Thought you might want to come have a look.”

My dad furrowed his brow, but a look flickered across his face. I’d seen it many times: curiosity, an interest in the inner workings of someone else’s body.

The look made me sick to my stomach.

Dad addressed one of the guards. “Take him to the west wing to see the boy.” He turned to me. “Then, Beckett, we’re going to have a nice long chat.”
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Dead.

Dead.

Finn, Mom is dead.

The doctor said he didn’t find anything wrong with my heart, and that I should go back to the west wing and finish my work. He was incorrect, obviously, since my heart was shattered into millions of pieces and floating somewhere outside my body.

I walked up the stairs toward Finn, incoherent.

Dead.

Finn, our mom is dead.

How would I tell him? How would I say those words out loud? Would he even understand me when I did? Somewhere, deep inside, could he still remember who he was? Did he remember our mom?

When I pushed through the door, I didn’t find Finn alone. Jack hung from one of the steel ceiling beams in the middle of the room doing pull-ups. His shirt was off and sweat rolled down his torso to the waistband of his cut-off cargo pants. I wondered if perhaps he’d gone shirtless just to insult me.

The wrongness of seeing him here, shirtless and exercising, right after I’d discovered my mom had died—I couldn’t put my rage into words.

“Why did you lie to me?” My voice was cold, hard.

Jack increased his speed and didn’t look down. He towed himself up, one pull-up after another. My anger grew while he did twenty-nine more before dropping to the floor, landing entirely on his good right leg.

“Why?” I demanded.

Jack picked up his t-shirt off the floor and wiped the sweat off his forehead. “So what if I lied to you? What difference would it have made? Would you have trusted me sooner? Or maybe you wouldn’t have kissed me? Is that it?”

“How dare you.” The indignation surged through me, flowing through every muscle, every cell, every fiber of my being.

I was angry at Jack for not facing up to me. Angry at Beckett for lying. Angry at my mother for dying. Angry at Finn for changing. Angry at my father for starting this entire mess in the first place.

Without giving myself time to think, I dove into Jack. My fists started pummeling his chest. I felt fiercer than I had in my entire life. I had no semblance of skill—my movements were powered only by the fury built up inside of me. I wanted to inflict the pain that I felt inside, and I punched him over and over, without letting up.

Jack didn’t step back. I just kept punching, punching, punching … until a sob escaped my throat, and my fists slowed down. Jack placed his hands on my shoulders. After I delivered a few more half-hearted punches, his arms encircled me and pulled me to him. My forehead pressed against his chest, my tears flowing freely.

My mother was gone.

Jack said nothing. He held me there as my body wracked with sobs, his skin wet with my tears. The anger slowly ebbed, and only one thing remained. Raw pain.

We stayed that way a long time, Jack’s arms holding me, steadying me. And then the door at the top of the stairs pushed open, and Beckett stepped inside.
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I pulled away from Jack, my mind whirling as I wiped away tears from my eyes.

Beckett stood frozen as the door clicked shut behind him.

Finn growled from his cage, and I knew the exact moment when Beck caught sight of him, because he pressed his fist to his mouth, blinking like he tried to keep from crying. I bit down on the inside of my cheek to keep my own tears from coming again. I remembered what it felt like to take my first look at Finn, and Beckett considered Finn his brother, too.

Finally, Beckett turned to Jack, a look of resentment on his face. The two brothers stared at each other.

“I should have known from the very beginning you would be here,” Beckett said. “Never underestimate the incredible Jack Adamson. Why haven’t I learned that by now?”

Jack’s eyes narrowed, the muscle in his jaw twitched.

Beckett glanced between me and Jack, assessing. “Did he show you all his magic powers, Sage? Did he show you how he made girls swoon back home in the city?”

“Shut up, Beck.” Jack glared at his brother.

“What? Did I say something wrong?”

I didn’t recognize the Beckett that was in front of me, and I don’t know which hurt worse—thinking that Beckett had flipped so drastically in such a short amount of time, or that maybe I hadn’t known the real Beckett at all.

“Why are you here, Beckett?” Jack said.

“I came to get Sage and Finn out.”

Jack snorted. “And why do you care, when you’re the one that gave them up in the first place? You were supposed to be in Alaska. What in the hell where you doing in Kansas?”

Beckett walked straight up to Jack, closing the space between them. “You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about, Jack. And you’re the one who shoved me into that car.”

“You compromised her family’s location!”

“We didn’t have a choice!” Beckett shouted back. He shoved Jack in the chest, and Finn growled in response.

Jack froze—only for a moment—then responded with a shove of his own, forcing Beckett backward a step. Beck caught himself, and the two of them locked eyes. There was an excruciating pause before Beckett lunged at Jack’s waist and slammed him against the wall.

In my head, it all looked like slow motion.

Jack wrapped Beck’s legs and they crashed to the floor, rolling like wolves. There were not trained, articulate movements—no calculated hits—just an all-out street brawl speckled with raw punches and grunts. Some similar fight probably happened when they were ten, only this time, they were grown up, and it was for real. Real hits, real pain.

Get them apart. You have to get them apart.

They crashed into the cleaning bucket and sent it rolling across the floor toward Finn’s cage. Jack was on top of Beck, his legs wrapped around Beckett’s hips. Jack tried to pin Beckett’s arms back, but Beck kept punching at Jack’s chest, grabbing at his face.

I moved in close enough for both of them to hear me.

“STOP!” I yelled and reached my hand in between them, grabbing at Beckett’s arm. Jack’s weight shifted in response, giving Beckett a window of opportunity. He pushed Jack to the left, toward me. I jumped out of the way, but not before my foot caught under Beck’s shoulder. I tripped and fell backward, catching myself with my hands and crab-walked out of the way.

Now Beckett was on top, both oblivious to my fall. I shook out my hands to relieve the tingling in my wrists.

Then came the clang.

All I saw was the cleaning bucket and a few remaining supplies hitting the wall—right on the button that opened Finn’s cage.

I didn’t have time to marvel at the miracle, to wonder if Finn had done it on purpose, or if hitting the button had been purely accidental.

The cage door slid open, and fury contorted Finn’s face as he loped toward the boys.

“Finn! No!” I screamed. I tried to step in his way, but the glazed look in his eyes narrowed in on the boys. I had to dive out of the way or be trampled.

Beckett was frozen in place, watching Finn approach. Jack shoved Beckett off himself, and both boys got halfway up before Finn lunged at Beckett, encircling his neck with one of his hands. Beckett’s hands flew to Finn’s swollen fingers, trying to loosen the grip.

“Finn!” I screamed. His eyes were glassed over, unreachable in a way I’d never seen before. He was choking Beckett to death.

Jack jumped on Finn’s back, and his arms wrapped around my brother’s neck. Finn started twisting, swiping at Jack with his free hand, but he didn’t release his hold on Beckett.

Beck’s face was turning blue.

Do something!

Without thinking, I moved in and wrapped my arms around Finn’s waist. His belly was too swollen to encircle him completely.

“Finn. Stop. Please.” I hugged him tighter.

Finn’s grip on Beck loosened, whether from my hold or Jack’s, I wasn’t sure, but Beckett broke free and dropped to his knees coughing.

Both Finn’s hands went to his neck. I was crying again as I released my brother. Finn dropped to his knees on the ground, Jack still gripping his neck from behind.

I let out a sob.

Jack only released Finn’s neck once he’d fallen to the ground, unconscious.

Jack wiped the sweat from his forehead. He didn’t look at Beckett, who had pulled himself to standing and looked warily down at Finn’s body, still rubbing at his neck.

“Help me get him to his cage.” Jack spoke to me.

After we dragged Finn over and laid him inside, I pressed the button to close his door.

Jack didn’t make eye contact with me. Instead, he picked up his shirt and strode to the door of the old medical wing. “We leave in three days,” he said over his shoulder as he reached for the door handle.

“They’re dead, Jack. Jeff and Peg are dead.” Beckett’s words froze his brother.

Jack lowered his hand from the door knob. He turned. “What?”

Shock ran through me, echoing the sound in Jack’s voice. Jeff and Peg were dead? I hadn’t been able to think beyond my mom and my feelings of betrayal long enough to even ask about them.

“And Dad said he’d kill you if we didn’t go. That’s why we weren’t in Alaska.”

Air hissed between Jack’s teeth. Guilt ran through me at what I’d said to Beckett earlier.

“I don’t think three days is soon enough,” Beckett said. “We need to go now. I’m not sure what’s going on, but in the lab just a few minutes ago, one of the doctors came in and told Dad that he needed to take a look at Sage’s bloodwork.”

The two brothers held a long look with each other, an entire conversation playing back and forth between their eyes.

Finally, Jack broke the silence by speaking into his ear bud.

“C,” he said, “can you confirm?” There was a pause. Then Jack looked over at me. “They’re in the lab now. Caesar can’t hear their conversation clearly, but they are looking at your blood.” Jack glanced at Beckett again. “We leave tonight.”

“Tonight?” I cried. “But Finn’s not ready!”

“C.” Jack spoke into his ear again. “Find out if Dr. Cunningham can get a helicopter to the west side of the island by tomorrow morning.”

Beckett shook his head. “That’s not soon enough. We don’t know what Dad will do. He’s unpredictable. We’ve got to go now.”

“This is the best we can do,” Jack said. “I still have to go in the woods and mark out a path to the north to detour the guards away from our actual direction. Besides, Sage and Imogen will be missed anytime until after dinner. We can’t afford not to get a few hours head start. If we leave before then, we’ll be noticed missing within minutes.”

“But Finn’s not ready!” I repeated.

Jack turned to me. “I’m not sure how it will work, but my initial idea was to use part of a sedative pill—not enough to knock him out, just to subdue him. It’s ten miles through the woods, and then we hide in a cave. I’ll get up here just before midnight to give him the pill.” Jack reached into his pocket and pulled out two ear buds. He handed me one, and I slipped it into my waistband.

This was happening too fast. The whole thing felt risky, too much room for error. “One more day. For Finn,” I said.

“Tonight,” Jack said solidly. He handed a second ear bud to Beckett. “To listen for my mark.”

They paused, staring at each other again. Then Jack grabbed the inside of Beckett’s right forearm and squeezed. For a half-second, I thought Jack was instigating another fight, but when Beckett mirrored the action, I realized this was their way of making up. I was catching a glimpse of their life as brothers before things had gotten so complicated. No words, and less than three seconds, and they were on the same team again. They released arms, Jack returned to the door, opened it up, and disappeared down the hall.

My world began to jumble. I felt distracted. Jack said we were leaving tonight. And traveling ten miles. Where did that really leave Finn? I wouldn’t go without him, and the sedative sounded risky. Jack had to know that, but I was afraid to ask more questions. There were glitches in this plan. Was Finn even physically capable of making it through the woods? Of running that far? I didn’t want to know what Jack was really thinking—because he’d likely tell me things I didn’t want to hear.

Eventually, vaguely, I felt Beckett watching me.

I sighed. “You should probably go,” I said without pulling my gaze from the door Jack had just disappeared through.

I felt Beckett’s gaze boring into me. “I wanted to tell you everything from day one,” he said softly.

I fingered the ear bud in my hand and nodded to avoid answering, because right now, that was the last thing on my mind.

Beckett nodded in response. But like water flowing through a broken dam, the gap between us widened, the space filling with more questions and more unspoken words.

Jack hadn’t known Beckett was in Canta after all. Beckett had been forced to stay there, for fear of Jack’s life. The whole thing was some twisted web, and I found myself caught in the middle, trying to separate truth from lies, trying to decide who to trust and how much. I wanted to curl into a ball and disappear.

My brain felt like it would burst. My body sagged with exhaustion from the last twenty minutes. From the last few days. Waves of emotion rolled through me, and hope was nowhere to be found. This was all too much to handle. Part of me just wanted to give up.

Instead, I found myself pulling the hallway door open.

I clenched my jaw, not making eye contact with Beckett. “You should go,” I said again.
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Jack didn’t look over at me when I entered the old medical wing. He stood in front of the window, gazing out at the helicopter pad. The lack of recognition at my entrance snapped something inside of me. I was fed up with Jack not caring about other people’s feelings.

“What in the hell was that?” I said.

Jack turned. His expression was dark, closed off. I could tell by the look on his face he had no intention of replying.

“Answer me, Jack.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You haven’t seen your brother in three whole years, and that’s how you treat him?”

Jack looked back out the window.

“Talk to me, Jack. You can’t just shut me out.”

He spun suddenly and slammed his fist into the wall. “What do you want from me? What do you want to hear?” He spoke with such aggression that it stunned me into silence. “That I’m happy my dad keeps lying to me? That I’m glad Beckett is here?”

I couldn’t blink, couldn’t breathe.

“He shouldn’t be here, Sage. People around me die. They die. You think it’s some sort of coincidence?”

He pressed his fingers to the bridge of his nose, his eyes closing before he dropped his hand. “My dad likes to remind me of how I took all the nutrients in the womb. He never wants me to forget that I almost killed off Beck. Or that I’m the reason why Mom delivered early and got so sick. I killed her.”

“That was not your fault, Jack.”

“Yes it was. You’re not safe with me, Sage. You’re not safe around me. Because of who I am, what I represent to them, and because of how much my dad hates me. If he knew that I actually cared about—”

I waited for him to say more, perhaps to mention the pull, the tension that passed between us whenever we entered the same room. Instead, his unspoken words hung in the air. Coward.

“What, Jack? Just say it! Because you actually let yourself care about someone for once?”

He didn’t reply.

My voice rose. “You can’t keep going on like this, Jack. You can’t keep people out. At some point, you’ve got to let someone in.”

“I don’t have the luxury. Not with what I’m trying to accomplish.”

“Screw you!” I said. “You don’t want the luxury! You’re too scared of what it means to feel anything that matters! You’re scared to love, and you hide behind this mission to destroy the code. I’m sorry Jack, but code or no code, the world will go on, and at the end of it all, you’re going to be alone.”

“At the end of all this, I’m destroying every version of the code.”

I reeled. “What do you mean?”

“It’s the only way to end it.” Jack clenched his fists and rested them on the window sill. “I’m not supposed to be here, Sage.”

“You can’t be serious. So, that’s it then? You’ll just end your life? Just like that?”

Jack’s eyes were far away, taking in the ocean, or maybe something beyond it. “It’s the only way,” he said.

“No, it’s the easy way,” I replied. “It’s the cop-out. You do that and you’re considering no one else but yourself. It’s selfish.”

“Selfish? You think I want to die?” He took a step toward me, closing the gap between us, pointing somewhere out the window, into the oblivion. “You know what keeps me up at night? The idea that my dad will mess with my cells until he unravels the code. That he’ll use the blueprint to make others—and this time, they won’t be sterile. And then he’ll take my sperm and use it to make more embryos, just like they did with me. And that first person—and the next one after that—all those people will endure hell, complete hell, like I did for the eleven months they tested me. And then they’ll be sold off. They won’t even own themselves, Sage. And when does it end? They’ll just keep repeating it, over and over again.”

He dropped his arm. “I’m not going to let that happen. And if the only way to stop it is to burn myself up and have someone scatter my ashes across the ocean, I will. So you can call that whatever you please, but don’t call it selfish.”

I blinked back tears. What I really meant was that it was selfish because Jack wasn’t thinking about me. I didn’t care about what other embryos his dad would create. Those people didn’t even exist yet. I wanted Jack to care about not leaving me. I wanted him to miss me. I wanted him to feel the same insane pull that I felt toward him. I wanted him to think about what it would feel like for me if he died. Not anyone else. Screw everybody else. If Jack wasn’t such a martyr, he’d realize what I meant.

It was self-centered to feel this way, I knew it. And ludicrous. What right did I have to him? But in that moment, it somehow felt justified.

Jack strode across the room to the vent he’d slid down earlier when Beckett first arrived.

“Jack,” I said, trying to get him to stop for a minute and listen to himself.

“I’m going to the woods. We leave at midnight. Wait for the lock in your dorm to click open and then go for the bathrooms. Imogen will meet you there, and then we head to the forest.”

“Jack! Will you listen to me? Whether you’re dead or not, they’ll keep on trying. They’re never going to stop trying.” My voice sounded desperate, and I didn’t care. I guess I was desperate.

Jack stared at me, his blue eyes impenetrable, revealing nothing—no feeling, no recognition of agreement. Without another word, he ducked his head and dropped into the darkness of the duct.

I leaned my forehead against the concrete wall, knowing he could still hear me.

“They’re never going to stop, Jack,” I whispered.

I kept the tears trapped inside my throat until I knew he was far enough away not to hear me cry.
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Once I got control of myself, I walked back down the hall. Finn still lay unconscious. I passed through the room, hoping that by the time I finished with all the cages downstairs, I’d have time to come up here again before lunch and somehow figure out a way to tell Finn about Mom.

Beckett had disappeared. He went back to his dad, then? What would he say to Dr. Adamson now that he’d seen Finn? Was it true what Beckett said? That the only reason he was here was to get Finn and me off the island?

The thoughts swam around in my head as I pulled the earbud from my waistband and shoved it deep into my ear. At the bottom of the stairwell, I pushed open the door. My mind only had a second to take in the sight of a gurney directly in front of me, covered in a white sheet.

“Sage, lookout!” Beckett yelled, his hands were cuffed behind him. Two guards shoved him through the lobby door.

The dart jabbed into my neck at the same time I smelled the lemon.

Hands grabbed me from my left. Dr. Adamson’s voice weaved through the fog on my right. “Just relax,” he said.

From one of the cells down the hall, a modwrog squealed at the commotion. Guards rushed up the stairs behind me. I felt my mind and body slipping away.
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BECKETT

I sat in the desk chair next to a bunk bed, rubbing the skin at my wrists where the handcuffs had been. I glared at my father standing in the doorway, my mind consumed with Finn’s disfigured face and all those other people in those cells that my dad had messed with …

“Dr. Cunningham and his daughter have run out of time,” Dad said, crossing his arms across his lab coat. “If you know anything, now’s your chance to say it.” The two guards behind him in the hall remained silent.

So this was the conversation he planned to have with me. Still holding out that I knew some secret bit of information that would give him the upper hand. I knew it didn’t matter what I told him at this point. I saw them stab Sage with that drug. I saw the gurney. And I’d seen that look in Dad’s eyes back in the lab room.

It didn’t matter now that I knew nothing. Whatever they’d found in Sage’s blood had pushed Dad over the edge. I couldn’t begin to imagine what it was.

If the code was in her, we’d be able to see her heightened skills like Jack’s. Beyond that, the options were endless. Sage’s father was Dr. Cunningham—the world’s foremost expert regarding human genetics. Anything was possible.

“Where did your brother go?” Dad asked when he realized I wasn’t going to say a word.

I shrugged. “I have no idea. You think he’d talk to me? You’ve effectively gotten us to hate each other, Father. Congratulations. That is what you wanted, isn’t it?”

I hoped the lie carried enough truth that he believed me.

He straightened. “If you see him, will you give him a message? Unless he comes back from wherever he disappeared to and turns himself in, the girl will die.”

I shot up, the chair clattered to the floor behind me. “You will not touch her.” One of the guards stepped into the doorway behind my dad.

He waved the guard back. “Just deliver the message.”

“Find him and give him the message yourself.”

My dad’s eyes narrowed. “We’ve always been on the same team, Beckett. Don’t forget that.”

“I’ve never been on your team.”

“I’m sure you’ll come to your senses soon enough. For now, you’ll stay here.” My dad slipped out.

I dove for the door, but it closed on my fingers. I shouted and yanked my hand back. The door clicked shut.

I waited twenty seconds before hissing into the earbud. “Jack!”

When no response came I pulled out the tiny device, inspecting it, trying to find if there was a way to turn it off and on. There was no obvious button, nothing on the irregular shape that looked able to be manipulated, so I shoved it in and tried again.

“Jack! Sage!”

An unknown voice came over the other end of the line. “He’s in the woods already. His ear bud is out of range. Sage is currently unconscious. But I think she does have the ear bud in. I hear her breathing.”

“Who is this?”

“My name is Caesar. I’m a friend of Jack’s.”

“Where is she?”

“They’ve taken her to a lab room. They’re planning an injection to get a response from Dr. Cunningham.”

“An injection like what he did to Finn?”

“Yes.”

“We’ve got to get to her.”

“From what I’ve gathered it doesn’t matter. Your dad is fibbing. Whatever he saw in her blood work will keep him from injecting her. He’s just testing Dr. Cunningham to see his response. That’s what he told Dr. Tappit, anyway. I heard the conversation through Sage’s earbud.”

“Look, I don’t know who you are or what you know, but you don’t know my father. Everything is a game to him. Every life is expendable. We need to get to her now.”

“Dude, you don’t know me, I get it. But trust me when I say, your dad does not want to kill her. Not at the moment, anyway.”

I sunk to the lower mattress on the bunk bed and rubbed my face. “When will Jack be back?”

“I’m not sure. A few hours, maybe? Keep your ear bud in. He’ll check in as soon as he’s in range. We can tell him what’s going on then.”

I leaned back on the mattress. This Caesar guy better know what he’s talking about. If the same thing that happened to Finn happened to Sage … I couldn’t think about it, couldn’t think about what it would do to me to see her like that ….

She hated me right now. I’ll never forget her expression in the lab room when I said her mom was dead. She wouldn’t even look at me. She honestly might never forgive me. And now with Jack ….

The way Jack had been holding her while she cried—it’s the way I’d wanted to hold her.

Jack had gotten to her. I could tell. Everywhere we’d ever gone, Jack always got the girl, even though he never really cared. It’s like girls were blinded. They never saw that Jack was too obsessed with finding the code to notice anything else.

Even when the perfect girl was standing right in front of his face.

My hands squeezed into fists, the mattress sheet twisted up inside them. Sage deserved better than that. I could give her better than that. If we got out of here—no, when—when we got out of here, I would try to show her somehow.

I would get her out. I would patch all this up.

But then I pictured her face again—how she’d looked at me after the news of her mom—and the way she’d gone down that hall to Jack after our fight.

The Sage from the farm felt so very far away that I wondered if it was too late to patch anything up at all.
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SAGE

I’d been moved to a lab room. My arms and legs were contained within straps, just like when I’d first arrived. Four guards were stationed just outside the lab room door.

A clock on the wall to my right ticked softly. A video camera was set up on a tripod in the corner. A surgical table rested next to my gurney, items displayed on top—a syringe, a bottle of neon yellow liquid, a few gauze pads, scissors.

My entire body stiffened as my mind flashed back to the video of Finn. The yellow bottle. The way he’d looked before, and the way he’d looked after.

My blood ran cold. So was this it, then? Dr. Adamson was moving faster than planned?

“Sage.” I jumped at the voice in my ear. The voice sighed in relief. “You’re awake.”

“Caesar,” I said. “Where’s Jack?”

“Still in the woods. You’ve only been out for ten minutes. Listen. This is an act for your dad. Whenever they come in, whatever they say they’re going to do, I think it’s an act. Dr. Adamson doesn’t want to inject you because they’ve found something in your blood, although at the moment, I don’t know quite what.”

“You think it’s an act? Or you’re sure?” I said, lifting my head, scanning the room for some way out of here.

“I think I’m sure.”

“Well that’s reassuring,” I said, dropping my head back to the mattress.

“Where’s Beckett?”

“Here.” His voice came soft over the line, and, as much as I didn’t want to admit it, my muscles relaxed a little at the familiar sound.

I bit my lip. “Hi,” I said.

“Hi.”

No one said anything else. Caesar cleared his throat, obviously aware of the tension on the line. “Alright then, well, I’m just going to check out here for a little bit. I’ll let you know if I see Jack’s bud come back online.”

Neither Beckett nor I responded, but we both knew what Caesar was doing for us—giving us privacy. I wasn’t sure whether I was grateful or not. Again, silence hung on the line.

“Sage.” Beckett’s voice cracked as he finally said my name. “I’m sorry. About Finn. I should have said something sooner. We should have warned your mom.”

I shook my head, my voice drained of energy, wishing I could see his face and that he could see mine.

“This wasn’t your fault, Beck.”

But whose fault was it? There were too many players in the game to name even one. The series of events that played out to get me to this place, here on this gurney—it had involved too many people to count. I only knew the root source at the beginning of it all, nineteen years ago. Jack and Beckett’s dad, my dad.

Beckett sucked in a breath. “If you could be anywhere in the world right now? Where would you be?”

The question was so unexpected, I huffed. The idea felt preposterous. I was strapped down on a gurney in the middle of a medical lab somewhere in the Pacific. My brother was dying in the west wing. I couldn’t even think of an answer.

“Want to hear mine?” I heard the smile in his voice. “You. And me. A warm evening after a hard day of work. We’re forking hay in the barn.” I closed my eyes, fighting the urge not to break down. “I take the pitchfork from your hands. I pull you up into the loft. We open the barn window. We lie back in the hay. We watch the sun set and count the stars as they come out.”

This. This was the Beckett I remembered. And the Beckett I missed.

I pictured it. I tried to feel the itch of the hay beneath me, the strength of Beckett’s body next to mine. Then I tried to picture the sky, because nothing is more beautiful than a clear, starry night above an expanse of Kansas wheat fields.

I was glad Beckett couldn’t see me, because, with my arms tied, I was unable to wipe away the tear that trickled down my cheek.

“I’m still that same person, you know,” he added quietly. “That guy you saw, the one you knew on the farm, that’s me, the real me. I know I didn’t tell you the truth about my dad and Jack. But I made as much truth as possible, as much as they’d let me. I tried to show you the real me. The only other thing I wasn’t honest with you about, the only other thing I could never say, is … I loved you.”

He paused. “I still do, Sage.”

My heart cracked. I knew what he said was true. I’d felt it, every day for the last three years. And I would never forget how I’d felt about him. And maybe there was a part of me—the part of me willing to accept all he’d just said, the part of me that believed I had known the real Beckett—that still loved him, too. I just wasn’t sure. There were too many other raw emotions clouded around my feelings. In this moment, I couldn’t step away from all the other factors to clearly gauge what I felt for him now.

“Sage, listen to me.” Beckett’s voice tensed, like he was desperate to say whatever words were coming next, like we didn’t have much time—which maybe we didn’t.

“You’re the most important person in my entire life. No matter what happens. I will never love someone else as much as I love you. No matter if I die. No matter who you pick if we get out of here. Nothing will ever change the way I feel about you.”

No matter if he dies? No matter who I pick?

“Beck, don’t talk like this. No one’s dying. We are getting out of here, alright?”

Beckett’s voice fell. “Well, it’s true, either way.”

Had he wanted a different reply from me? I couldn’t give him anything else right now. Still, I wanted to reach out through the ear bud and take his hand. If Caesar was wrong about this injection, and these really were my last moments, then it was Beckett’s voice I’m grateful for.

Beckett was still my friend, no matter what.

I didn’t have time to think about any of it a second longer. Dr. Adamson pushed through the lab room door, followed by another doctor.
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SAGE

I sucked in a breath.

The white-haired doctor moved to the counter near a video camera. He refused to make eye contact with me. Dr. Adamson propped the door open with his foot, talking to the guards who remained in the hallway.

Why hadn’t Caesar interrupted us to say that the doctors were coming in? Perhaps the moment felt too intimate? And now, even though I knew Caesar could see me, and Beckett and C were both on the other end of the line, I couldn’t talk to either of them without giving us all away.

Which meant, at this moment, I was on my own.

Eventually, Dr. Adamson closed the door and moved to my bed, surveying me as a potter would survey his lump of clay. Something to play with, to do with as he wished.

“We’ve found some interesting things in the blood work that Dr. Fitzgerald drew from you a while ago, which has motivated a change of plans. If your father doesn’t respond within the next few minutes, we’re proceeding with your injection.”

“It won’t matter,” I said. “He’ll never tell you where he’s hidden the code. My dad doesn’t even know me. Why do you think he hasn’t responded yet? He doesn’t care.”

I hoped Dr. Adamson didn’t see through my lie. My dad had responded, just not to him.

The doctor smiled, completely calm, suggesting he knew something I didn’t.

“I guess we’ll just have to see.”

The white-haired doctor moved around the bed to the side table. He pulled on a pair of sea green surgical gloves, and started assembling the syringe. His golden nametag on the breast pocket of his lab coat read Dr. Charles Tappit. He still refused to make eye contact with me.

I fought anger rising up in me. My dad could have stopped all this. He could have stopped everything, even before Finn was injected. Even before we were taken. He’d had the ability to end it all. He could give the Corporation what they wanted at any time.

My jaw clenched together as I eyed the needle in Dr. Tappit’s hands. I wouldn’t give Dr. Adamson the pleasure of hearing me beg, regardless of what may come.

Now that I’d seen the look on Dr. Adamson’s face, my confidence in Caesar’s assurance diminished. I had no doubt that Dr. Adamson might choose to inject me just for the fun of it.

Where was Jack?

Dr. Adamson moved to the corner. He cleared his throat and pressed a button on the camera. The red light blinked on.

Dr. Adamson stepped in front of the camera.

“Hello Robert. I know you can hear me, so let’s stop pretending you can’t. You’ve already watched one of your children get turned. Do you want to see the results of another? You have a chance to stop this. You have five minutes to respond and tell us where you have stored the code, or else we will inject her body with the serum. The direct line to this very room is +689-40-608 373. Call us within five minutes, or else she will be altered. Your time starts now.”

Dr. Adamson lifted his wrist and clicked a button on his watch. He addressed the white-haired doctor. “Charles, ready the syringe.”

Dr. Tappit cleared his throat. He inserted the needle into the bottle and sucked the yellow liquid into the syringe.

I knew my dad wouldn’t call. This wasn’t the plan. If he intended to help outside of providing a helicopter, he would have done it long before now.

Five minutes stood between me and the moment when that yellow liquid would enter my body. Caesar’s words felt like a thing of the past. Would I remember who I was after I’d changed? And where were the boys now? Why weren’t they talking? Were they afraid the doctors might hear?

Dr. Tappit lifted the syringe, squeezed a little of the yellow liquid from the tip, and then lowered his hand to rest on the surgical side table next to my arm. My hands squeezed into fists.

Fear racked my body at the idea of Finn alone without my help. His body breaking down, his cells slowly ceasing to support him, no one to love him, no one to touch him, no one to hold him as he took his final breaths. I thought of Beckett. How would he handle seeing me? It would tear him completely apart, I knew it would. And Jack? This would validate the belief that he should kill himself, that he was responsible for yet another death. How would he ever learn that he deserved to live?

The clock ticked in the corner. I didn’t need the long, red secondhand to help me count the seconds. But I watched it so I wouldn’t have to stare at Dr. Tappit’s face.

143 seconds passed. Neither Dr. Adamson nor Dr. Tappit moved. I didn’t dare flinch, the needle already propped precariously above my skin. Silence hung in the air, a palpable tension. Could my dad really see me this very minute? Was he watching me gnaw at my lip? Could he see sweat forming at my hairline? Would he watch while I changed?

“Two minutes,” Dr. Adamson said into the camera.

My breath felt out of control. A giant weight pressed down on my chest, suffocating me. Seconds dragged out like an eternity. I’d loved numbers all my life. How fitting that in my last moments, I should hate them.

Tick. Your father doesn’t love you.

Tick. He doesn’t care.

Tick. He won’t call.

Tick. Jack where are you?

Tick… Tick… Tick.

“One minute,” Dr. Adamson announced to the camera, satisfaction in his voice.

Dr. Tappit leaned in, steadying my arm with one hand and positioning the needle directly above the bend in my arm with the other.

This was how it ended. Right here on this table, with some of the people I’d come to hate most in the world.

Time stood still.

People speak of life flashing before their eyes right before death. I only felt ashamed. Ashamed for the lack of trust I’d put in those I loved. My whole life I questioned the people who cared about me the most. I wouldn’t do it anymore. If I somehow made it out alive, I wouldn’t be that way anymore.

And, if I somehow pulled through this, if any piece of my mind still remembered who I was, I would stop the Corporation. I would stop this madness. I would spend the rest of my life making sure this happened to no one else.

But surviving this injection would be a miracle. And I couldn’t do it alone.

“Thirty seconds,” Dr. Adamson called out.

God help me. God help me. God help me.

I pictured my mother. Maybe my body wouldn’t be able to handle the injection. Maybe I would die quickly. Would I see her right away? Waiting for me on the other side? I saw her face, smiling. Somehow, she felt closer than ever. I wondered if she was right here, near me, ready to reach out and guide me home.

Dr. Tappit lowered the tip of the needle to touch me, slightly depressing the skin. I felt the tiny prick of the metal as it dropped just below the surface, not going any further, just sitting there, waiting. Dr. Tappit’s thumb poised at the end of the syringe, ready to press. His hand trembled slightly.

“Twenty seconds.”

I thought I heard ragged breathing on the other end of the line now. Beckett’s, maybe.

My heart pounded in my chest. I saw the vein, right beneath the needle tip, thumping with the beat of my heart. I would call out goodbye, for Caesar and Beckett, right before the time ran out. The doctors wouldn’t know who it was meant for, but the boys would.

“Ten seconds.”

Dr. Tappit tried to steady himself, and I thought I felt the needle sink further into my arm. The yellow liquid rocked menacingly in the tube, waiting to slip into my blood stream and move through my body. Dr. Tappit’s hand shook badly now, his thumb on the tip of the syringe. Was it my imagination, or did I feel a drop of serum seep into my arm? I blinked, not breathing, my gaze riveted to the needle.

“Five seconds,” Dr. Adamson called out.

A bead of sweat fell from Dr. Tappit’s forehead. I heard the droplet landing on the paper table cover, the sound magnified, yet barely audible, all at the same time. I licked my lips, ready to call out my farewell.

Then came a noise opposite in scale. The sound pierced my ears and echoed off the walls of the lab room.

The phone was ringing.
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SAGE

Dr. Tappit jumped and then brought the needle away from my arm. He sighed—in relief or annoyance, I couldn’t tell.

Dr. Adamson immediately stepped to the phone hanging on the wall and jerked up the handle. “Cutting it close, aren’t we Robert?”

Was it really my father on the other end of the line? I could almost make out the sound of a voice talking. Dr. Adamson listened for a few moments.

“I understand your terms,” he replied. “We get the code. She goes free.” Dr. Adamson rolled his eyes. “And you understand ours? It will only take a few hours to discover if you’re telling the truth. No longer than that,” Dr. Adamson said. “If you’re lying, she gets the injection.”

Dr. Adamson hung up the phone and turned off the camera. He lifted a walkie-talkie from the countertop. “Find him. Track the phone number and find him.” Dr. Adamson scrawled on a piece of paper pulled from his breast pocket and then went to the guards in the hall. “Send this address to headquarters and have them send someone out.”

Dr. Adamson turned to Dr. Tappit. “She can wait there until we hear more.” Dr. Adamson disappeared down the hall. Too stunned for words, I lay still.

Dr. Tappit stepped away from the table and moved to the corner, blotting his forehead with a tissue.

My dad had called. He had actually called.

But what had he said? And what was the real bargain? How could he assure that the Corporation wouldn’t just get the code and kill me afterward—which I’m sure they’d do if Dr. Adamson had any say about it. And the biggest question of all—why did my dad even care? After all these years, working to hide the code, not contacting me and Finn and Mom at all? Surely there was some motivation for him reaching out now, calling now, or else why wouldn’t he have done it before with Finn? Why me?

Dr. Tappit silently left the room, and I was alone with my thoughts. Questions swirled around and around in my head. Beckett and Caesar must have been just as shocked, because no one attempted to talk to me.

I wondered what the Corporation would find. If my dad was telling the truth, would they really release us? The rational part of my brain told me no, but my heart couldn’t help but hope. It meant Finn would make it out and get the help he really needed.

As I lay there on the bed, my stomach began to hurt.

At first, it felt like anxiousness, an exacerbation of the way my stomach had felt since the moment we were taken. But as the minutes went by, the pain increased, like someone twisted a knife in the muscles at my torso. I shifted, trying to move into a position that made it better.

Half an hour later, my clothes were soaked with sweat. I felt hot, yet chilled at the same time. A stitch of pain moved up my spine, starting at my tailbone and pulsing upward to the base of my head. I heard myself moaning, but it sounded like it came from another body altogether. What was happening? Had a drop of the serum gotten into my body after all?

My brain couldn’t focus long enough to wonder. I drifted into sleep.
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I stood on a stairway landing in a familiar house. Hardwood floors. Clean, fresh, historic-looking. I remembered it and yet didn’t. My body felt short in relation to the stairs. I knew I was young. Just barely walking.

A man kneeled in front of me, his hands on my shoulders. He looked me in the eyes. He had brown eyes, like mine.

“You’re a special girl, Hope. You’ve got something special inside of you. Never forget that.”

My body jerked and shifted, a stab of pain in my stomach. The scene shifted, too.

Two little boys waved at me from the sidewalk. Mom locked me into my car seat. She wore a simple black dress. Her hair fell down her back in shiny waves.

From my car seat, I craned my neck to get a better look at the boys’ faces through the back window. One of them—the one with lighter hair—stepped forward to the edge of the curb and grabbed my door’s window ledge. He jumped, clinging to the door for a second, entertained with the activity. His father, dark-haired, with a serious face, called out to him. “Beckett, get down from there.” The boy dropped to the concrete, laughing.

The other boy stood back, near his father, underneath a small tree planted in the middle of the city sidewalk. He watched me. His eyes reminded me of the sky.

I stared back at the blue-eyed boy until my toddler eyes got distracted by a white curtain shifting in the second story of the brownstone behind the boys. A man peered out, the same man who’d rested his hands on my shoulders. I couldn’t read the emotion on his face.

“Daddy,” I called, and pushed my legs desperately against the seat in front of me. “Daddy!”

He turned away from the window and disappeared.

Mom’s car door slammed ….

My seventeen-year-old head jolted upward, heart thudding, my mind reorienting to the walls of the lab room. The clock on the wall to my right was colored a fuzzy neon. How long had I been lying here? The neon clock read 7:45. All day, then? Or all night, too? Was this real?

At some point, Dr. Adamson stood over me, staring with a puzzled expression. But his face looked distorted—long, cartoonish, shaped like a lemon. I couldn’t distinguish dream from reality. His brow furrowed. He left the room, or left my mind. I wasn’t sure which.

My spine throbbed. My sweat-drenched clothes clung to me, dampness seeped into the sheets. I shivered. The dreams—they were too real. It felt like I was there. They were me. Those other people, they were my mom, my dad, Beckett, Jack, Dr. Adamson.

Before I could process more, a spasm shot through my spine, and the pain pulled me back under.
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JACK

I pressed my thumb and index finger to my temples. Sage couldn’t hear me. We’d been trying to talk to her for the last few hours through the ear bud. She was completely unresponsive.

From where I hid in the vent above the lab room, I had a clear view of her below, and I could see what Caesar was talking about. She looked bad: pale, sweaty, continual groaning, talking to herself, twitching on the bed. Some of the serum had to have gotten into her system.

Is this how I’d looked when she’d come to my room?

Would she feel stronger once this wore off? In the way my body had responded to the injection? Since my dad stabbed me, I’d never felt stronger in my life. Perhaps her abilities would heighten afterward? Then I would know her dad had done something to her, even if I wasn’t sure exactly what.

At this point, it didn’t matter. She looked awful. Why had I gone to the woods after what Beckett had said? I should have taken him more seriously. I knew Dr. Cunningham’s phone call was only buying us time, nothing else. And time was almost up.

I was disturbed by how many times my father had come inside the room and simply stared at Sage, listening to her words. Sometimes he even smiled at the things she muttered in her state of unconsciousness.

What had he found? The code? It made sense, then, why Cunningham would want Sage, if the code was in her. I supposed it was possible, but then, where were her powers? It couldn’t be that. There must be something else I’m missing ….

And none of it explained why the pull to her had grown. Sage may be sick, but whatever magnetic draw radiated from her body, it was only getting stronger. When I’d first kneeled over the vent, watching my father watch her, I’d almost jumped through the hole in the ceiling and tackled him right then.

Caesar interrupted my thoughts. “Your dad just ordered the search for you to extend out to the perimeter of the property. They may find the hole in the fence … and our false trail.”

I dropped my hand from my face. “We’re out of time,” I responded to Caesar, but knew Beckett and Imogen could hear me, too. “I’m going in. Initiate plan. Beckett, Imogen, give me three minutes. We’ll meet you in the vent in eight. Time starts when I drop. I’m going for guards first, then I’ll try to wake her up.”

“What about Finn?” Beckett said. “She won’t leave without him.”

“She’s going to have to,” I said. “There is no time to sedate him.”

“She won’t,” Beckett said.

“If she refuses, we split up. I take her to see him, see if he’ll cooperate. Beckett, if she knows you’re waiting in the woods, then maybe it will motivate her to come when she realizes it’s impossible with her brother?”

I knew I’d made Sage a promise. I didn’t want to leave Finn behind. But I’d watched my dad’s face over the last hour, staring at her, and I didn’t like what I saw. It was the face Dad had when he got edgy, consumed with science-brain. I’d seen it too many times from Sage’s position—lying on a table at Corporate headquarters.

Beckett swallowed, his voice tense. “I think you’re putting too much faith in the idea that she still likes me.”

“She does,” I pressed. “She has history with you. It could help.”

Sage had to get out of here. No matter what, my dad could not get to her. Even if it meant leaving Finn behind—as much as it pained me to think about.

No one replied, and I decided to proceed. Caesar would unlock their dorm rooms. Imogen and Beckett would meet in the bathroom and crawl from there. I’d deal with Sage—and the Finn discussion—when the moment presented itself.

I reached my hand through the slits in the vent, my fingers unscrewing the first of two screws that held the vent cover in place. After the first, the second dropped to the ground.

“I’m going in,” I said.
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I stood in a dark cave, alone. But somewhere far away, there was shouting. The yelling echoed, moving down the cave all the way to my ears.

Then, I could see the mouth of the cave. A small bit of light. Someone was there, calling my name from the opening. But it was too far away. I could barely make out the outline of the person through the darkness.

“Sage!” The voice drew suddenly closer, my body now at the mouth of the cave. But the light was too bright.

“Sage, wake up!” Jack’s voice rang solid in my ears, and when my eyes blinked open again, his face came into focus.

My wrists and ankles had been released from their straps. Beyond that, my mind only registered two things: The pain in my spine, and Jack’s aura—which felt stronger than it ever had before. The desire to get closer, like he pulled me in with some unseen force, felt completely out of my control. What had happened to me? I pushed past the headache and tried to move beyond the pull.

“Your dad’s phone call is only buying us time.” Jack’s face was serious. He wore a gun belt at his waist. If he felt any bit of a matching desire, he masked it well. “C got confirmation. Your dad’s helicopter will be at the other end of the island at 9am.”

Jack helped me sit up. The warmth of his hand on my arm burned my skin, electricity shot through my body.

“We don’t have much time.”

“Beckett?” I said.

“Meeting in the vent in five minutes. You okay?”

I nodded, but the pulse in my head and spine sent me back to the gurney.

Jack wrapped his hand around my arm and looked me in the eyes. “You can do this.”

He gently pulled me to standing, and then stepped away from the bed, revealing unconscious guards lying on the floor near the door.

With only a few strides as a running start, Jack jumped, and then launched his feet off the side wall, sending his body into the air with enough height to grab for the vent opening. Soundlessly, he pulled himself up and into the vent.

Jack’s arm came down in the space of the room. “Wheel the gurney over and climb on.”

I obeyed. Once I stood on the mattress, Jack grabbed for my extended arm just before I felt myself losing my balance. He wrapped my forearm with his hand and pulled me inside. I leaned against the vent tunnel, the world spinning around me.

Jack pressed his hand to his earbud. “We’re in.”

“10-4,” Caesar said.

Jack nodded down the vent. “Four minutes to our drop,” he said to me. “Let’s move.”

We started to crawl.
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Jack led the way at a fast crawl, despite how his body seemed to barely fit within the parameters of the vent. Adrenaline pumped through the pain in my spine, through the pounding in my head and through my every vein.

With each second that passed, my brain cleared up a little more, and the dreams I’d had on the gurney started to seep into my consciousness.

But they weren’t dreams at all. They were memories.

Usually a person had to be awake for memories though, right? So had I been awake? Or sleeping? Half-conscious? Maybe the memories were rooted deep, and a half-sleep was needed to pull them out?

I had no clue, but I did know this. They were real. Which meant Mom hadn’t been running from my dad, because he’d watched her leave. Maybe he let her go? To protect us?

And he thought I was special. He said I had something special inside of me. What did that mean? Was there something scientific about me my father could want? Why didn’t I see it before?

The idea was viable. Perhaps, subconsciously, I hadn’t wanted to explore the possibility because I’d been hoping my dad just wanted me, as his daughter. Because he cared about me. Not because he wanted to save something else entirely. My mind spun. I pressed my hand to my forehead, trying to clear away the pain and the fog, unable to fully form my thoughts.

“Almost to you,” Imogen said, breaking my disjointed train of thought.

Jack slowed at an intersection in the vents. We stopped for a few seconds until I saw Imogen and Beckett coming from another direction, Imogen’s bright hair leading the way. They filed in behind us. No one spoke, but I saw a look of relief on Beckett’s face when we made eye contact.

After a few more minutes, Jack froze suddenly and turned to us with his finger to his lips. We stayed that way for a long time, listening, and then he motioned us forward again. His pace seemed faster after that, and I wondered what he’d heard. Caesar remained silent on the other end of the line.

We crawled on. How much time did we have before someone noticed Imogen and Beckett weren’t in their rooms? Or that I wasn’t on the gurney? And why didn’t I feel a sense of urgency about it? Like none of it really mattered? I still struggled to clear away the fuzz. The headache and pain in my spine weren’t helping.

By the time we came to a stop, my knees and palms burned, pulsing in rhythm with the blood pounding through my head. Just in front of Jack, a hole had been crudely cut into the side of the vent. I could see a wall, only a little more than a foot away from the hole.

Jack slid out and dropped. When I stuck my head out and peered down, I saw he stood on a narrow, metal catwalk. Red and green lights blinked everywhere; large wires ran along the walls in a covering so thick that I could hardly see the concrete behind them.

“Where are we?” I whispered.

“Mechanical chase,” Jack replied. “Let’s move.”

I slid myself out until my feet dangled below. I rested on my elbows, unsure of how to drop without slicing my arms on the vent. Jack reached up, wrapped his hands around my waist and lowered me down, the heat of his touch coursing through me. His hands didn’t linger.

He glanced up at Imogen.

“Oh please,” she said. “Move out of the way.”

My eyes adjusted to the dim light as I heard Imogen land nimbly on her feet. Mechanical wires snaked along the walls, congregating at giant metal boxes that hung every ten yards. Further down the chase, a single light bulb burned weakly.

“Someone just went to the lab.” Caesar spoke into our ears. “They saw the guards. They know she’s gone. Get going.”

“The exit is at the end of this hall.” Jack motioned everyone down the chase.

We jogged thirty feet before I skidded to a stop. “Wait!” I cried. “What about Finn? When do we get Finn?” Through the fog, I hadn’t been thinking clearly. Still, I felt ashamed for not thinking of Finn before this moment.

Jack and Beckett shared a look that told me they’d been waiting for me to ask.

“We’ve run out of time,” Jack said. “We couldn’t get a pill to him in time. He’s not sedated. If we try to take him with us, we run the risk of aggression. Or him not moving fast enough. We’ll come back for him, Sage. I promise.”

“No,” I said immediately. “You know I’m not leaving without him.”

“We don’t have time.” Imogen rallied behind Jack’s words. “And we can’t predict how he’ll respond.”

My eyes settled on Jack. “I’m not leaving without him. You promised me.”

“Sage …” Beckett said.

“I’m not leaving him,” I repeated, unwilling to move my feet from where I’d planted them on the catwalk.

Jack shook his head. “Do you want my dad to find you?”

“I won’t go,” I said softly. “I’m sorry, but I won’t.”

Jack’s shoulders dropped, and he stared at me for a long moment. Beckett stayed quiet. I wasn’t giving in. I didn’t care if I died. I’d never forgive myself if I left Finn behind. And I told Jack as much.

He nodded, as if his mind was made up. “Imogen, Beckett, meet us at the tree line. Head west if you get there first. Sage and I will exit from the modwrog hall.”

“Jack,” Caesar interjected over the ear bud for the first time, “you know this means that—”

“Yes, I know.”

For a moment, the four of us simply stood there, staring at each other, knowing that by remaining silent, they’d all just agreed to a riskier plan.

“Thank you,” I said to all of them.

The sound of our feet moving down the catwalk was their reply.

Twenty yards ahead, Jack stopped and grabbed my arm. “Here.” He nodded to the metal duct work. “This takes us up.” He turned to Beckett, who’d moved in next to me. “Go with Imogen. We’ll be right behind you.”

“I’m going with Sage,” Beckett replied.

Jack shook his head. “You’ve got to go with Imogen.”

“No. I’m coming.”

“Please.” Jack’s voice sounded as close to begging as I’d ever heard it. The brothers held each other’s gaze, exchanging another look. Whatever was said, or whatever had already been said and replayed now, it changed Beckett’s mind.

Beckett reached out and squeezed my arm, a tormented look on his face.

“I love you,” he said. Then he turned and ran, Imogen leading the way.
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“Let’s go.” Jack lifted me upward, toward the hole, as if I were as light as a toddler. This hole was smaller than the other, and I guided myself halfway in. Jack took hold of my feet and pressed them up, giving me leverage to scoot all the way inside.

I scrambled out of the way, and in the next instant, Jack was right by me, the heat between us as strong as ever. Without speaking, he slid past me and crawled ten feet down the vent where he stood up in a vertical tunnel. “We go up again. You have to straddle it. Use your feet and hands to push off. Move quickly.”

Jack pushed his way into the vent, and I started climbing right behind him. Above me, Jack reached the top, and I heard the vent grate open. Light shined in from the room above.

“Come on,” Jack urged.

Finally, I reached the top and climbed out into the old medical wing where we’d watched Beckett arrive. Was that only earlier today? It felt like lifetimes ago.

Jack helped me to standing. We sprinted across the room and down the hall into the room with Finn’s cage.

“Can you hear anyone?” I said as we ran.

“Yes,” Jack said.

“How much time?”

“Thirty seconds. Maybe.”

Jack flung the door open, and Finn jolted to sitting. I could tell he’d been hard asleep. I’d expected this to be different. I needed more time. We weren’t supposed to be so rushed. My throat tightened.

Finn rubbed his eyes and yawned. In that moment, I knew without a doubt that leaving him would have been wrong.

Jack moved to the button that would open Finn’s cage as he pulled the dart gun from his belt.

“Do what you can,” he said. “Let me know when you’re ready.”

“Open it. We don’t have time to try to calm him down or anything else.”

I strode up to the cage as the door slid open, the time for caution long gone. “Finn, we’ve got to go—they’re coming, we need to hurry, get up, get up—”

“They’re in the lobby,” Jack said.

“How many?”

“A lot.”

My heart dropped to the floor. I reached for a cage bar, the fog in my head swelling up. “You knew we weren’t going to make it, didn’t you?”

“Yes.”

“What’s our backup plan?”

“You leave with me right now and maybe we make it out the same way as Imogen and Beckett. They’re waiting for us in the woods …”

“You know that’s not happening. What’s your other backup plan?”

“I don’t have one.”

“Then why’d you let me come?”

Something softened in Jack’s face. “I didn’t know I had a choice.”

A half-smile pulled at my lips. “I guess you didn’t.”

Finn stretched his arms overhead.

“They’re in the modwrog hall,” Jack said.

Jack’s words snapped me to my senses. “Jack, go! They can’t find you. Go!” I heard the stairwell door open below and the corresponding shouts. Jack tensed.

“Come with me,” he pleaded again. “Beckett’s waiting for you … and Imogen.”

I shook my head. “You know I won’t. I can’t. And if you don’t go now, you won’t be able to save me later.”

Jack clenched his jaw and held my gaze for one more tormented moment.

“Go,” I ordered.

Jack ducked into the hall as the stairwell door burst open, and the room flooded with six guards.

Two immediately went to the door where Jack had just disappeared. If he’d planned on turning around and coming back, there was no chance for that now. Guards spread across the room.

Sirens began to wail. Beckett and Imogen must have exited the building.

I pushed away from the bars, feeling Finn tense behind me. Close his cage door.

But I couldn’t react in time. Finn leapt from his cell and loped toward the guards.

Shouts erupted. One of the guards in the front lifted his dart gun and shot. Finn kept coming. Three more darts hit him, but he was almost across the room now, almost to the guards.

“Finn!” I shouted.

And then, over the sound of the wailing sirens, a blast echoed through the room. In slow motion, I watched Finn sink to the ground.

A real bullet.

“Nooooo!” I screamed.

They’d shot him. In the arm, I think, by the way Finn grabbed it and howled. I watched as blood pooled over his sleeve. My brain went numb. I moved to help him but stopped short when the guards trained their guns on me. Real guns.

A strange ringing noise poured into my ears from somewhere inside my own head. The ringing muted out the rest of the world, even the wailing sirens. The guards shouted words I couldn’t hear, my hands lifted into the air in surrender. I remained frozen in place, too afraid, too shocked to move at all.

I watched the scene unfold like a silent movie. Either Finn was dead or the tranquilizers did their work. He no longer moved. One of the guards tied a cloth just above the wound in his arm, shouting orders to some of the others. Another guard yelled at me. The dull ringing in my ears drowned him out.

I’d done this. It was my fault Finn was shot. He’d be safe in his cell right now if it weren’t for me. This was my fault.

They dragged Finn down the stairs. A trail of blood streaked across the floor behind him. I began to shake. Someone took my arm and shoved me toward the stairwell. I stumbled down them to the main floor.

The trail of Finn’s blood traced to the end of the modwrog hall, to an empty cell, the last in the row. They pushed me into a cell eight doors down from Finn, into one of the other two open cages.

The guard yelled at me, pointing at my ears. I couldn’t understand what he was saying. I stared at him. He shoved his fingers in my ears, and then I knew what he was doing. By the time he’d pulled out my ear bud, it was too late. But what could I have done anyway?

The guard stepped out of the cage. The door slid shut behind him.

A group of guards ran out the exit at the end of the modwrog hall. I slumped against the back concrete wall. A sharp, metal taste coated my mouth. I licked my lips, tasting blood, not knowing how it got there. The sirens still blared, thrumming throughout the concrete cells. I felt it in the walls, in the floor.

Across the hall, a modwrog—Billy—sat in the corner and pounded his head over and over against the concrete wall. Madness. I felt it, too. Something about the way he hit his skull made sense. Like it fit.

Eventually, the ringing in my ears faded. The wailing sirens stopped. Complete silence followed.

Billy stopped hammering his head.

I curled into a ball and dropped my head to my knees.
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Within minutes, shouting came from the exit door at the end of the hall. I scrambled to my feet and peered out the front of my cell. Beckett struggled at the doorway, shoving against two guards who tried to drag him into the hall.

Once Beck saw me, he stopped fighting. The guards relaxed a little, and before they could respond, Beckett tore from their grip, running toward me. He’d almost reached my bars when one of the guards tackled him to the ground. As he fell, Beckett spit something out. It skittered across the floor into my cell.

An earbud.

Beck looked at me with knowing eyes.

I picked it up and backed into the shadows, clenching the bud in my palm.

Beckett tried to push the guards off of him, although it looked more like disgust than an attempt to escape. The second guard shot Beckett in the shoulder with a dart.

“Get him in the cage.” The guard holstered his gun. “Frisk him. And check his ears and mouth. I think he has the thing hidden in his mouth.”

As the two guards were pulling Beckett to the cage, the lobby door opened and I heard footsteps moving across the foyer. Dr. Adamson. He watched as his son half-stumbled, was half-dragged to a cage diagonal from mine.

“Where’s your ear piece?” he said to Beckett.

“Lost in the woods …” Beckett’s voice faded out, his eyelids drooping, his mind already slipping away.

Dr. Adamson watched his son slide into unconsciousness. “I don’t believe him. Search him. And turn off the electric in this hall. Until we find Jack, I don’t want these cages to open with anything besides a set of my keys.”

The guard patted Beckett down, checked his ears, squeezed open his mouth.

“Nothing,” he called out.

Dr. Adamson’s eyes flickered toward me, and I immediately slid back out of sight. Too late.

His footsteps moved toward my cage. I tucked the earbud into my waistband. When Dr. Adamson came into view, he only smiled, as if he drew satisfaction simply at observing my face. Then he turned and left.

Beckett remained face down at the front of his cell. The bars slid shut.

The two guards walked toward the lobby with Dr. Adamson.

“Find the girl,” Dr. Adamson said as the lobby door shut behind them.

I waited another twenty seconds until I was sure no one was coming back.

“Jack!” I hissed, wiping off the ear bud, fumbling with it as I shoved it in. “Jack! Are you there?”

Two excruciating seconds passed.

“Here,” his voice came solid across the line.

I sighed and dropped back against the wall. “We’re locked in the cells. They took my ear bud. I have Beckett’s. He’s here.”

“We know,” Caesar said. “I saw it all. I’ve already keyed your ear bud off. They’re still searching for Imogen. She’s out of range.”

Tears welled in my eyes. “Finn’s been shot,” I whispered.

“It’s the arm. He’s going to be okay,” Caesar said.

“I should have come back,” Jack said.

“No,” I said softly.

“She’s right,” Caesar said. “Where would we be now? They still would have shot him, Jack, you couldn’t have stopped that. And they probably would have shot you, too.”

“Sage,” Jack said, “C says only a handful of guards are in the west wing, congregated in the lobby. They have a pack out looking for Imogen. I’m coming for you right now.” Jack spoke solidly.

Silence hung on the line. The boys knew what I was thinking. Finn.

Jack’s voice was controlled. “Sage. You can’t stay here. We have to get you out. We need to leave him behind.”

My throat swelled, a wave of nausea running through me.

“We’ll come back for him. Once we talk to your dad. We’ll send in a special helicopter. I’ll come myself. We just have to get you out.” Jack waited for a response. I couldn’t talk. “You’re no good to Finn dead.”

I nodded, trying to clear my throat. “Yes,” I finally got out.

“Ok,” Jack’s voice sounded bolstered by my agreement. “I’m coming. I made a stop for extra guns.”

“There’s a problem,” I said. “Your dad just told someone to shut off the mainframe for the cages. Key entry only. Until they find you.”

Jack cursed.

“When?” Caesar said, clearly panicked.

As if in response, I heard something release throughout the hallway, the flow of electricity cutting off. Modwrogs squealed. The overhead lights blinked off, and after a moment, several backups flickered on, separate from the main row of lighting, offering only a half-lit view of the hall.

“Now,” I said.

Silence across the line while the boys processed the news.

“I know where he keeps another copy in his office. C, I need the keypad code.”

“Give me a minute.” I heard Caesar typing away. “Okay, assuming your dad didn’t change the password within the last six days, it’s 5645-8932-1990.”

“Going there now,” Jack said.
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Both Caesar and I were murmuring our assent for the new plan when shouts burst through the ear bud.

“Hands up! Put your hands up!”

“I’m out, guys, I’m out,” Caesar whispered into the microphone, then groaned. There was more shouting in the background, scuffling, and a crunching sound.

“Caesar!” I cried.

“C. . .” Jack paused between breaths. “Caesar, come in.”

No answer.

Jack cursed. “He smashed his ear bud.”

This wasn’t happening. Caesar was our lifeline. And what would Dr. Adamson do to him?

“Sage.” Jack’s voice was calm, even.

I swallowed the lump in my throat. “I’m here.”

“I’m dropping out of the vents so I can move faster. I’m still going for the keys. Stay with me.”

“You need to go get him!” I said. “Get to him, Jack!”

“I will. But I need the keys first. We can’t get to you and Beckett unless I have those. Keys. Then Caesar. Then you guys. Stay with me, understand?”

The words from Jack felt like an order to stop the spinning that had started back up in my head. “Yes,” I said.

Minutes passed where we said nothing. I didn’t talk, just listened to Jack’s breathing and let it center me. Twice, my airflow stopped while I listened to Jack scuffle with someone on the other end of the line. Both times resulted in Jack’s even breathing, reassuring me that he was still on his way.

Finally, he came across the line with the words I’d been waiting to hear. “I’m at his office door. The hall is clear.”

“5645-8932-1990,” I said.

“I remembered it,” he said, but his voice sounded like he smiled.

I heard the shuffling of papers, drawers opening, then a jingle, like Jack had picked up the keys.

“Next, Caesar. Then I’m headed your way,” he said.
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In the next second, the lobby door swung open. I pulled out the earbud and tucked it into my waistband.

It wasn’t until the group moved down the hall that I saw Dr. Adamson and three guards, two of which held Caesar. I bit my lip to contain a cry. Caesar was handcuffed and bleeding, his head drooping forward toward his chest. The four of them stopped at the cage next to mine—Max’s cell. My head pressed against the cold metal cell bars to see what was going on.

A guard released a dart into the cell. Max roared, then, after twelve seconds, I heard the sound of his body hitting the ground.

The guard smiled. “His head hit the wall. That should make him good and mad when he wakes up.”

Dr. Adamson unclipped the keychain from his belt. “This is what happens to traitors in our line of work, Officer Basque. We don’t have the time, nor the patience, to put up with people like you.”

“Oh, no,” I said. “No, no, no, no, no.”

Caesar lifted his head and glanced at me with his eye that wasn’t swollen shut. Dr. Adamson ignored me. The cell lock clicked open and one of the guards pulled back the heavy metal door. Caesar gave me one last look before they shoved him inside.

I listened to them cuff his wrists to the cell bars. I knew how long it took Max to wake up. He burned through the tranquilizer darts faster than any of the others. Sometimes, I couldn’t even get through cleaning his cage before he started waking up.

Dr. Adamson gave one last satisfied look at Caesar and then spoke to the guards as they all disappeared back into the lobby. “Meet me in the surveillance room. And bring Jimmy in immediately to take over.”

I shrank to the back of my cell and pulled out the earbud. “Jack? You there?”

“Yes.” Somehow, just the sound of his voice calmed me. “I had to take the vent for a minute. Too many guards in one place.”

“Listen. They just chained Caesar in a cell with Max. We have five minutes before the tranquilizer wears off.”

Jack was silent for a long minute. “I’m coming.”

I squeezed my eyes shut and took a deep breath. “Hurry,” I said. Then, trying my best to calm the shaking that threatened to overwhelm my voice, I stepped to the front of the cell.

“C?” I said, speaking across the concrete wall that separated us.

“Yeah.”

“You okay?”

“Yeah.” He sounded like he tried to mask it, but a tinge of pain slipped into his voice.

“Jack’s coming,” I said.

“Sage, listen to me.” The handcuffs rattled. “I got in touch with your father on the mainframe before everything went south. He said he would make it here by 8am. That’s as quick as his men could get here. They’re landing on this side of the island, right on the helo pad. You’ve got to get out there to that helicopter, do you understand? With or without anyone else. You’ve got to figure out a way to get out of here.”

“We’re all getting out together, C.”

I slid down the cage door and stretched my arm outside the bars, getting as close to Caesar as I could. But my arm only extended halfway across the concrete wall separating our two cells. If C’s hands weren’t cuffed to the bars, we might be able to touch fingers. I sighed and pulled my arm back in.

“He’s twitching a little,” Caesar said. “Listen, if I don’t make it out in time, tell Jack—”

“Stop.” I cut him off. “You’re making it out, okay?”

I squeezed my eyes shut. It hadn’t been five minutes yet. Had they used a half-dosage dart or something?

“Jack’s on his way. Just hold on.”

I slid to the back of my cage. “Jack,” I hissed. “We have movement on Max. Where are you?”

Silence on the other end of the line, then Jack’s strained voice. “I ran into trouble.”

“How much longer?”

“Two minutes.”

I stood back up and didn’t reply. What was there to say? Caesar was right. He might not have that much time. I paced back and forth in the cell, only pausing when Caesar spoke again.

“Listen, Sage.” Caesar’s handcuffs jingled, like he shifted positions. “Jack loves you. He might not ever say it, hell, he might not even know it himself, but he does. He’s a stubborn ass, but he needs you. Remember that, alright? If anybody can reach him, it’s you. Don’t give up on him. He’s going to let you in eventually.”

I bit the inside of my lip. Through the wall, I heard Max groan.

“You tell Jack this is not his fault,” Caesar said, his voice urgent. “He’ll think it is, you know that. Don’t let the bastard blame himself for this. You tell him that he’s getting out of here and he’s going to stop all this. A helicopter is coming. You hear all this, right?”

My throat caught. “Caesar. Jack’s coming, just hold on.”

“Tell him.” Caesar’s voice grew more insistent. “Promise me you’ll tell him all of that. And tell him I’ll see him around.”

I couldn’t stop the tears. I was afraid if I tried to respond, Caesar would know I was crying.

“Promise me, Sage,” he said.

I sucked in air, nodding. “Yes,” I replied between my silent sobs, “I promise.” Vaguely, I wondered if Jack could hear everything Caesar was saying. The other end of the line was silent, so I had no way to know.

Max let out a loud half-yawn, half-growl. I didn’t want to picture what would happen if Max woke up before Jack could get here.

Caesar shifted again and his handcuffs clinked against the cage bars. He muttered something under his breath, the words I couldn’t hear, but the sound of resolve and fear in his voice I could. A cold numbness rolled through my cells. What should I say to him? What if Jack didn’t make it, and this was it?

I swallowed. “You’re a good person, Caesar.”

I needed to say more, to say the right thing—something better than that, but I didn’t have the chance. Max let out a small squeal, like maybe he was stretching. Caesar inhaled sharply. Then came a deafening growl. Other modwrogs shrieked in response. Caesar might have shouted something, but it was drowned out by another screech from Max—who was at the cage bars.

Time stopped. All other noise stopped. All I could hear was the banging. Over and over, the banging and the clang of Caesar’s handcuffs on the bars. And the high-pitched shrieks from Max, and the screams of pain erupting from Caesar, his body hitting the bars, the wall.

“No!” I cried. My body shoved against the cage door, straining to somehow help him. “Jack!”

There was nothing I could do.

I crouched down against the wall and covered my ears to block out the sounds.

“Jack! Where are you?!” I shouted. I didn’t care who knew I had an earbud.

Jack where are you. Jack where are you. Jack where are you.

Three seconds.

Eight seconds.

Eleven seconds.

Sixteen seconds.

Guns fired in the lobby, and I knew he was there. Max kept screeching. Caesar’s cries had stopped. The lobby door opened, and Jack strode into view with the key ring and a gun. His face was littered with cuts, his shirt torn. He bled badly from a wound on his stomach. I squeezed my eyes shut as he shot three times into Max’s cell, the sound of the real gun echoing through the west wing.

Max fell silent. Jack lowered his gun and began flipping through the keys. I couldn’t hear Caesar.

Jack glanced down at him. “C, hold on. Hold on.”

Jack tried the first key, then the second; there had to be at least two dozen keys on the ring. Jack’s hands shook so badly. I’d never seen Jack’s hands shake. The keys jangled on the ring, clanging against the cage bars while he tried a third key.

Caesar groaned, the noise barely audible.

“Don’t shake your head at me, you bastard.” Jack’s hands trembled so badly that he struggled to insert the next key into the lock. “Caesar. Stay with me. Stay with me.”

Jack began to try another key, but the key ring slipped from his hands. When he knelt to retrieve it, he didn’t stand back up. Instead, he reached out and clasped Caesar’s hand, the muscles in his forearm pulled taut from the grip.

“Caesar.” Jack spoke his friend’s name like an order and a plea.

I couldn’t bear the look on Jack’s face. Behind the dampness in his eyes flashed a pain I’d never seen before. Jack pressed his fist hard to his mouth.

I tried to breathe, nothing came. I knew Caesar was dead or near dying. My body felt numb, like I wasn’t inside myself.

Down the hall, I heard the door open.

A voice rang out. “You found your friend, I see,” Dr. Adamson called. Jack didn’t look up. “Pity,” his dad said. “Looks like you were a little too late.”

Jack still didn’t look over, but I saw anger flash across his eyes. Slowly, he reached his hand down along the side of his body. His fingers gripped the gun that lay next to him on the floor.

In one swoop Jack was up. But, before he could aim, a shot rang through the hall. Jack jolted. I screamed. Modwrogs screamed. Billy started banging his head. Blood stained the sleeve on Jack’s right upper arm.

Jack hesitated only for a moment before switching the gun to his other hand. Another shot. Jack jolted again, blood on his leg now, but he continued to advance toward his father, limping, working to steady his aim. Jack moved out of my view.

Another shot blasted. More shrieks from modwrogs. My eyes looked to the sky as I heard Jack’s body hit the ground. It couldn’t end like this.

It couldn’t end like this.

“Clean up his wounds,” Dr. Adamson said. “Then lock him up.”

I heard shuffling, guards lifting up Jack’s body and carrying him out.

Dr. Adamson stepped in front of my cage and held his hand through the bars. “Your ear bud, please,” he said.

“You can go to hell.”

“Would you like me to have someone come in and extract it from you?”

The idea of that forced me to yank the device from my ear. I threw it hard at Dr. Adamson. The defiance backfired when the doctor caught it in his hand. “Thank you.”

He glanced down at Caesar’s body and spoke to his guards. “Leave this body here until morning. They can stare at it all night long.” His footsteps moved away. The door clicked shut, and they were gone.
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SAGE

I turned away from Caesar’s bloodied hand, visible just outside his cage. My body slid to the ground, my knees too weak to hold me up any longer. I leaned against the bars, not realizing how badly I shook until I looked down at my arms.

The power switched back on, the hum of the electricity moved across the cages again, bringing them back to life. A few minutes later, all hope of escape leaked from me when the guards dragged Imogen inside and put her in the cage with Beckett.

The noise seemed to rouse Beckett back to consciousness. When the guards left, no one spoke. I couldn’t face them—didn’t want to watch their faces while they took in Caesar’s body—because whatever he looked like, they had a full view. Instead, I crawled to the back corner of my cage like the weakling I was.

I knew when they saw him, because Beckett muttered a curse word under his breath. No one said anything else, but eventually I heard Imogen sniffling. Billy clicked his nails against the wall. The other modwrogs had gone silent, calm in the aftermath.

Might as well say it now, while things were so bad.

I stayed out of view while I talked. “Your dad shot Jack. Two times, maybe three. They’re cleaning his wounds and locking him up.”

Another curse from Beckett. No reply from Imogen.

“Caesar said a helicopter is coming at 8.”

“And how do you propose we get there?” Imogen said sharply.

I didn’t reply.

What now? Caesar’s final instructions repeated in my mind. 8 am. Helicopter pad. How were we going to get there? Caesar was dead. Everyone else was locked up. Finn injured. Jack injured. Would my dad send someone inside when we didn’t show up?
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In the hours that followed, the modwrog hall remained silent. Billy eventually stopped clicking his nails. Only once, Beckett tried to talk to me. Sometime between 1am and 3am, while Imogen slept, he called my name. I didn’t answer. I didn’t know what to say, and I didn’t want to talk until I’d come up with a way to get us out of here. Either Beckett had thought I was sleeping, or he realized I didn’t want to talk, because he didn’t say anything else.

As the night wore on, despite the hollowness in my chest, and the fact that I hadn’t moved from my balled-up position in the corner, things began shifting inside of me. That’s the only way to explain it.

Even though I should have been growing more tired with each passing hour, my senses seemed to waken. Across the hall, the image of Billy turned sharper. If I stared long enough and blinked a few times, I could make out the hairs on his arms, the size and color of the bumps on his skin.

I could hear the modwrogs breathing in the cages next to mine. If I paid close enough attention, I could hear the breathing of all the modwrogs. When I licked away the last of the dried blood on my lips, it tasted tangier than the hours before, the sensation on my tongue more potent than ever. And then, there was the smell. The scent of refuse and urine pushed its way into my nose, nearly unbearable. I spent much of the time with my face buried in my shirt sleeve.

What was happening? What had that drop of serum done to my body? And what, exactly, had my dad really meant when he said I was “special?”

Whatever it was, it provided me with a spark of hope. If my senses were getting stronger, maybe my brain was, too. Maybe I could think our way out of this mess ….

I couldn’t give up. If we didn’t get out of here, Finn wouldn’t either. He would die. I’d do something that would get me killed by Dr. Adamson. Jack would eventually kill himself. And that left Beckett to deal with all of this pain on his own.

I had to pull myself together. I had to figure this out.
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I couldn’t doze.

With each passing minute, I felt more and more alive—a pulse, completely separate from my heartbeat, thrummed through me in an even rhythm.

But by the time 6am rolled around, I still didn’t have a plan. Whatever heightened capabilities my senses offered, the feeling was dulled by the reality that we were still locked in these cages. I’d halfway hoped Jack might come for us in the night—but how? His body was super human, but not that super human. He’d been shot three times. They’d locked him up.

All of us were awake—Imogen, Beckett, Billy, and most of the other modwrogs. If I listened closely, I could even hear Finn down in his corner, tapping on his feet.

Beckett broke the nighttime silence. “We’re only two hours from the helicopter arrival. We need a distraction. We need to get one of the guards to open up our cages. Then we knock them out, take their guns, and go find Jack.”

Imogen suggested shouting to draw them in, then working at bringing a guard in close enough to grab through the cage bars. This needed to happen near the time of the helicopter arrival, but still allow us enough time to find Jack. We decided we needed at least an hour. We’d stay together, get as many guns from guards along the way, get to Jack, and make it to the helicopter pad. Besides that, we had no other hard and fast plan. Improvisation was allowed as needed.

Just before 7am, we started shouting.

After a few minutes, just one guard came in, holding handcuffs. Beckett and I glanced across the hall at each other. This was it. We had to make this work.

My hope immediately deflated. As the guard approached their cell, he aimed a tranquilizer dart at Beckett.

Beckett didn’t flinch when it hit his skin. He looked at me as he slumped against the wall with a look that said, What now? The guard turned to Imogen.

“Oh, come on, you’re not that afraid of me, are you?” Imogen said.

She ducked from the first dart and lunged toward the front of the cage, but the second dart hit her in the belly. The guard opened the cage after she’d gone unconscious.

I held my breath, thinking maybe she was just pretending—that the dart hadn’t worked on her at all. But she didn’t move as he handcuffed her and dragged her down the hall to the exit. When he pressed open the door that led outside to the arena, morning sunlight shone into the hallway.

The modwrog hall went silent again. My mind spun. What was plan number two?

After a few minutes, another guard came in. He shut the door to Beckett’s cage again. The guard started delivering bowls of dried food to each of the cages. He slid a bowl of food through my cell bars and smirked.

“Eat up.”

When he finished delivering food to all the cages, he left.

I listened to the modwrogs’ chomping and Beckett’s breathing. I felt myself going slowly crazy. This cell was making me crazy.

We needed out. OUT.

I felt like Finn. No wonder these modwrogs acted so wild. Being trapped in a cell makes anyone crazy. No wonder Finn attacked me. No wonder he’d attacked Jack and Beckett when they were fighting. No wonder he’d thrown that bucket at the wall.

Wall! Button!

These cages had a button. And I had a bowl.

Of course the idea was impossible. The button was down the hall on the wall in the foyer, twenty-five feet away. No way could I hit it with this bowl.

But still, the button sat in my line of sight, tempting me.

I picked up the food bowl. Metal material. Heavy enough. I tossed it into the air to gauge its velocity, its flying power, the way the rim affected the spin. I stuck my arm out the cell bars, lining up with the button. It would have to be my left hand, even though I was right-handed—unless I wanted to toss it facing backward, which wouldn’t be nearly as accurate. And I would have to wait until Beckett woke up, so we could get out of here together. My mind started spinning at the possibility that this might actually work.

And then, out of nowhere, I simply believed it.

I believed the bowl would hit the button.

It sounded absurd. I knew it. On any normal day, it would have been inconceivable. But somehow, I felt sure of myself. I was so absolutely certain that I’d hit the red button, that my brain didn’t have any space left for doubt. I remembered the way Jack had tossed those tape balls into that tiny cup. Is this how he’d felt? The action so easy, so obvious, that there wasn’t space for failure? It made me wonder if the one time he’d missed had actually been on purpose.

From inside my cell, I tossed the food dish into the air, visualizing it hitting the button. A rush of energy moved through my muscles, affirming me, bolstering my confidence.

The next fifteen minutes were agonizing—waiting for Beckett to regain consciousness. Finally, his breathing shifted into something shallower, and I was able to rouse him.

He pushed himself to standing, rubbing his face. “Imogen?”

“Don’t know. They took her outside with handcuffs on about twenty minutes ago. Can you see Finn?”

“No.”

I swallowed. “Beckett, I have an idea. I’m going to open the cages.”

“Huh?”

“With this bowl.”

He frowned.

“See that button down there?” I said. “The red one on the wall?”

“Yeah …”

I nodded, as if that explained everything.

Beckett didn’t try to rationalize with me, but the look on his face told me enough.

“That button will open all the cages at once.” I glanced at Billy across the hall. “So make it to the exit door as fast as you can.”

“If you hit that button with that bowl,” Beckett said, “I swear to you, somehow, I will get to the exit. And then what do you have planned?”

“I don’t know. Get Imogen and Jack. The helicopter is going to be here in half an hour. It’s all I’ve got, Beck. Just get yourself to the exit, okay?”

I didn’t want to say that I was going for Finn first, and everything else would be determined after I saw how bad of shape he was in. Gratefully, Finn’s cell was right next to the exit.

“Alright then,” I said. I extended my arm outside the cage, taking aim, positioning the bowl in my hand so it would spin hard as it flew toward the button. “Ready?”

Beckett rubbed his hand across his hair, still only looking half awake. “Ready.”

But I knew he hadn’t believed I would actually hit the button, because when the bowl made contact and the cage doors slid open, I dove into the hallway, and Beckett was still standing in his cell with a look of surprise on his face.

Then Billy ran past Beck’s cage, and it seemed to shake him back to reality. I ran down the hall, spinning past a swipe, dodging the snap of teeth. My body moved more fluidly than ever before. When the thought “jump” or “spin” arose, my body responded in the same instant, no delay, and with perfect accuracy.

Finn was already up and at the edge of his cell, surveying the mass chaos.

I sprinted for the exit, and he lunged after me. I didn’t have time to look in his eyes to see what they told me—whether he was scared and desperate, or angry and violent.

Just before I shoved through the door, it hit me. Beckett.

Through the mass of bodies in the hall, I saw him, shoved toward the foyer, fighting off Lola with his food dish.

“Beckett!”

“Go! Get Finn out of here! I’m right behind you!”

I’m right behind you. Beckett’s words ran through my head.

Four modwrogs were coming at him, and another six came for me at the door. Others blocked the hall between Beckett and me. It didn’t matter that I wanted to stay and help, nor that I didn’t believe him. I was being pushed out the door by the modwrogs—by Finn, now just a few feet away.

There was no way Beckett would be following me anytime soon. And I finally understood something—why had it taken me so long?

Sometimes people lie because they love you.

I shoved through the exit door and out onto the dirt.
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JACK

That night in the concrete room logged as the worst of my life. Not because of the injuries, but because I couldn’t get rid of the picture of Caesar’s body inside that cell. The ache I felt rivaled the pain of Mom’s death. Both their deaths—mother and friend—were my responsibility. I’d been too late for Caesar, just like with Finn. When would this end?

Terror and fury sliced through me at the idea of Sage or Beckett finding the same fate. I knew Dad would do it, and the idea sent me off my cot and to my feet again.

The wound to my leg ached the worst, even though the bullet hit the side of my thigh—nowhere near the bone. Dad’s first shot had only grazed my bicep, but the third caught me dead on in the shoulder. They’d wrapped everything up in gauze and tape. My bicep felt normal already.

Dad hadn’t aimed to kill, but I couldn’t figure out what he intended to do now. He’d stationed three guards outside my door. I could see them through the small window. They looked bored. Throughout the night, I’d tried pounding on the door. I’d tried calm coercion. If they’d just open the door, I could take them out. But up to this point, they’d been unresponsive.

I was about to fist the door again, see if I could get a reaction this time, but before I could, the door clicked on its own. I checked the handle. Unlocked. Not by one of the guards. The three of them were still slumped against the wall sleeping.

Who, then?

Visions of Caesar in the control room flashed through my mind. But as much as I wished it, I knew that was impossible. I’d said goodbye to Caesar last night. I’d heard his heart stop.

Maybe Imogen? I hadn’t heard where she ended up, but she hadn’t been in the hall last night when I’d gone for Caesar. So it was either Imogen, or this was some sort of trap. For what though, I had no clue.

Did it matter? The door was open. The helicopter would be here in less than half an hour, and Sage needed on it.

Now or never.

I pulled open the door in one fluid motion and released my anger—the outrage of Caesar’s death—onto the three guards posted in the hall.
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BECKETT

I never thought my last moments would be in the hands of mutated human beings.

It was fitting, I supposed, based on who my father was and the family I’d been born into. Two modwrogs had worked me into a corner after Sage disappeared outside, and at this point, I only held them off by swinging the metal bowl at their faces.

It didn’t stop them from clawing at me with their hands, though—their arms were longer than mine—and I had a nasty gash on my face that sent blood dripping into my left eye.

When the gun shots rang out, I didn’t register their target until the two modwrogs fell to the concrete directly in front of me, their pale green-gray bodies giant lumps on the floor. Five more shots rang out. I wiped the blood from my face and saw my dad on the other side of the gun. Five more modwrog bodies collapsed to the ground.

The relief of the rescue faded as my dad turned the gun on me.

“Get into your cell.”

Numbness, or weakness from my head injury, or perhaps the look in Dad’s eyes that said he would absolutely shoot, sent me back to the cell where I’d just escaped. A few of the more passive modwrogs had already retreated to the corners of their cages. When Dad pushed the button for all the doors to close, a female across the hall actually looked relieved.

With all the modwrogs contained or killed, I thought Dad would head straight to the exit for Sage and the rest of them. But he didn’t. He turned, heading back toward the lobby.

“I’ll call for you in a few weeks. Think about things while you’re here. I hope you’ll decide you want to work with me at headquarters. You always had a heart for people, Beckett. You know how much the code will help the world—today more than ever before.”

It wasn’t until after he disappeared through the door that I realized what had just happened.

One, Dad had saved my life.

Two, he was leaving the island.
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SAGE

Even with a slight overcast haze in the sky, the morning sunlight hit my eyes in a way I’d never felt light before. The natural light felt crisp and clarifying, even without a full view of the sun. The scene before me was outlined in perfect precision. Recruits surrounded the arena, seated on the wooden benches. This was the start of morning training, but no one was inside the fence. Because instead, a guard was there, beating Imogen with a staff. She knelt in the dirt, hands still cuffed behind her back.

Being punished, breaking her down in front of her peers. An example, a warning to the others, more obvious than the Corporation had risked before. The line was formally drawn: There’s us, and there’s you. There is no we. You will obey.

A drop of blood fell from Imogen’s nose and stained the dirt in a perfect circle. The guard hit her again across the face with the staff and her body collapsed to the ground.

Behind me, ten feet down the chain-link tunnel, the building door flew open. The clang of the door against the building’s concrete exterior pulled me from the image of Imogen in the dirt.

Finn sprinted toward me.

“Run!” I shouted to Imogen.

The guard had escaped the arena before I could make it out of the tunnel. Another guard chained the exit closed behind him. Imogen didn’t move.

“Imogen!” I slid in the dirt to her body. “Get up!” I dragged her limp body away from the center of the arena toward the fence.

Finn loped toward us. Other modwrogs weren’t far behind.

The look in Finn’s eyes was unpredictable—a mix of confusion and fear. His arm hung limp at his side, blood still dripping from his wound. I dove for the staff left behind by the guard. Finn was only ten feet away now. I turned to run and put distance between us, but at the last moment, I threw down my staff and spun around to face Finn.

Trust.

Like I promised myself I would.

My heart thudded. Finn might not recognize me at all. Especially not in the bright sunlight, surrounded by people …

But it was too late. Outside the fence, someone gasped. I braced myself as Finn barreled into me and we tumbled to the ground. The breath was knocked from my lungs. When we stopped rolling, dirt covered my hair and clothes, but I was uninjured. Finn pressed to standing and whimpered. He glanced around the arena. His face showed fear and … protectiveness.

He recognized me.

My brother recognized me.

I had very little time to celebrate our small victory. Four more modwrogs loped into the arena: Ty, Cym, Gertrude, and Elizabeth.

I picked up the staff. The sky had started releasing a fine mist. The wetness gathered on my skin, like it had been hanging in the air all along and finally grew thick enough to mix with the sweat on my skin.

My heart pumped, and I felt the pulse of blood in my head. My muscles twitched, as if to tell me they were ready, strong and capable. The energy that I’d felt growing within me through the night surged through my body. Every cell in my body hummed, alive and alert.

Ty came at us without slowing down.

Finn stepped in front of me, blocking Ty’s path. Their bodies collided, and Finn roared. In pain or anger, I couldn’t tell.

I screamed Finn’s name as they rolled to the left.

Cym and Elizabeth loped toward me, and I readied myself.

They were only yards away when Elizabeth’s legs caught in Cym’s, and they both tumbled to the dirt. Cym stood and screeched, swatting Elizabeth across her face. Elizabeth leapt at Cym, and for the moment, I was forgotten.

That left Gertrude. She maneuvered around Elizabeth and Cym and came toward me, undeterred. She had a look of resentment in her eyes, probably remembering the mornings I’d shot her. I didn’t blame her. I was the last face she saw just before the sting of the dart, every time. And now, here I was, no longer blocked by the bars.

I lifted my staff. In truth, cognitively, I had no idea what I was doing. I let instinct take over. Before she got to me, right before she jumped, I shoved the staff to the dirt, perpendicular to the ground, and ducked under its height.

I braced myself, cringing as she landed on the end of the staff. It jabbed into her ribs. She shrieked, the blow sending her reeling to my right. She rolled to standing and whipped around to face me again, her eyes full of fire.

I jabbed at her with my staff, testing her reflexes as she tried to weave around the weapon. After a few attempts at a side maneuver, she charged me straight on. I held the staff steady, but the force of her weight sent me back into the dirt. She paused just before she jumped. I rolled, praying it would move me out of her wingspan.

Mid-air, another body slammed into Gertrude.

Finn.

Together, they went sprawling across the dirt.

Ty lay against the chain-link near the entrance, unmoving.

With his good arm, Finn swiped Gertrude across the face. Her head snapped to the side, and she fell to the dirt.

He looked at me, his chest heaving, sucking in air. A giant gash ran across the side of his neck. His bullet wound oozed with blood. Finn was fighting for me. My brother was fighting for me. He may not understand everything I said, but he was there, somewhere inside. He recognized me enough for it to count.

Determination exploded over my muscles. My cells beat in rhythm with my heart, and in rhythm with a deeper force I couldn’t name.

Imogen remained unmoving near the fence. Across the arena, Cym threw Elizabeth hard into the chain link. She dropped to the ground and stayed still.

Cym wasted no time. She started toward us. A rumble came from Finn’s throat. Cym’s overt aggression hadn’t changed since that first night I met her in the west wing. She was the first modwrog I ever saw. And she still wanted me dead.

Finn didn’t wait for her. He dove at her head on, and they collided like lions, claws on shoulders, necks, faces. Cym bit down on Finn’s neck and he cried out, pulling back. She grabbed his leg, twisting it at an odd angle. Finn limped backwards.

I charged, fueled by an indignant rage from watching her bite my brother. I ducked under her arm as swiped at me. My staff made contact with her spine. Finn grabbed her arm, and swung her sideways. She rolled, clawing at the dirt.

Then, inexplicably, Elizabeth was staggering toward us. With a lunge off his good leg, Finn dove for her. They tumbled. Cym came straight for me.

I swung the staff and missed, but it kept her at bay. I swung again. She dodged it but growled as the tip caught her temple. The third time, I connected with her eye, and she staggered back.

I glanced across the arena in time to see Finn, learning from his own injuries as he bit deep into Elizabeth’s neck. Blood started flowing. Elizabeth tried to pull back. Finn slammed her head into the ground.

Cym stalked closer, swiping at her eye but undeterred.

Finn whimpered, trying to get to me. His leg was damaged. He struggled through the dirt, barely moving. His face contorted into a twist of panic and pain.

I knew he wouldn’t make it to help. I had to take care of Cym on my own.

When she jumped I ducked below my staff like I had with Gertrude, but the staff didn’t hit her straight on. It only nicked her side. As she rolled away, her nails raked across my arm, and heat shot across my skin. The blood mixed with the sweat and water already on my skin and streamed down my arm in four lines.

Fear settled into my chest. Even with my newfound abilities, I felt unmatched for Cym. I imagined her as a recruit before she’d turned mod—strong and capable, even in human form. Cym regained her footing.

Then the number came to me.

Three-hundred thirty-six—loose spot in the links.

Three-hundred and thirty-six links east of the center line.

Cym clambered toward me. I stood up and ran.

I knew if I didn’t make it to the fence before Cym caught me, it was over. Everything we’d aimed for, who I had to live for, all of it would be gone in a few seconds, torn apart by Cym as she ripped into my limbs.

The links were easy to count; I calculated the squares without looking, without thinking, the numbers coming even easier than before the injection.

Ten more feet and I was there. I heard Cym growl just behind me.

I dove, sliding on damp dirt, then crashing into the fence. In a single fluid movement, I scooted back and lifted the bottom of the fence toward me. On my back, I slipped my head and chest underneath the gap between the fence and the ground.

Cym dove. I shoved upward with my arms as hard as I could. The wire tips at the bottom of the fence jutted straight out. The chain-link plunged into her neck.

Cym’s eyes bulged, just inches from my own on the other side of the fence. My legs were trapped under her body. I couldn’t move. Her gaze was so close, so readable, so human, that for a moment, I felt like I was mixed with Cym’s body—struggling to breathe, dying.

She pulled away, freeing her neck from the wires, gurgling on her own blood. She only crawled a few feet before collapsing into the dirt.

I slid out from underneath the fence and scrambled up next to her, placing my hand on her chest.

“I’m sorry.” My voice caught. “Cym, I’m sorry.”

She took three and a half more breaths and died.

My hand stayed on her chest. I didn’t want to lift it and feel the impact of what I’d just done. I killed someone.

Cym was a human being. And I’d killed her.

I clenched my teeth and stood. It was then that I noticed the recruits, most of them watching with wide-eyed expressions. Anger rolled through me.

Words poured from my mouth as I stumbled toward Finn, pointing behind me at Cym’s body.

“She was one of you! Don’t you recognize her? This was Cym, your friend! You think you all get sent away? Look at what the Corporation is doing to you. Look!” I waved my hand toward the other modwrogs, strewn across the arena. “Elizabeth, Ty, Gertrude! How many of you have to die before you realize that the Corporation isn’t on your side? They’re lying to you! They killed your parents! They killed your families!”

I saw a few of the recruits look around. A couple of them stood up off the wooden benches, coming to the fence and looking closer at the dead modwrogs.

Outside the fence, a guard raised his gun at me.

A second guard put his hand on the first. He spoke to the first in a whisper, and yet somehow, I still heard it. “No shooting. It’s the girl. We have orders.”

The guard hesitated.

At the other end of the arena, a gunshot erupted.

The bullet blasted open the chain on the arena exit and Jack strode into the arena, bandaged, but not limping. His gun was aimed.

At me.

“Maybe you’re not supposed to kill her,” he said to the guard, “but I will.”
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“I don’t follow the same orders as you,” Jack said, his eyes narrowing at the first guard who’d pulled his gun, even though all thirteen guards had their guns drawn on him now.

Jack didn’t back down. He strode across the arena, drawing closer. “You shoot me, I shoot her. She’ll die immediately.”

The guards and Jack were at a standstill. Jack was within yards of me now, the gun aimed at my head. Apparently, the orders given by Dr. Adamson had been final.

I trusted Jack, but seeing the barrel of a loaded gun trained on my forehead still terrified me. The sweat and mist covered my face, dripping into my eyes, but I didn’t dare move. I barely breathed.

“Recruits,” Jack said. “What this girl said—it’s all true.”

There was a collective pause, as if dozens of minds were all processing the same bit of information at once, trying to make sense of it, wondering if they should believe Jack.

I’m not sure exactly where it started. I saw a recruit punch a guard standing next to him. Then a gunshot rang out, and all hell broke loose.

Jack dove on top of me, our bodies pressed to the dirt.

“Jack!” Imogen shouted at the arena exit. She lifted her cuffed hands away from her body. When had she woken up? Jack aimed and fired, and Imogen’s hands broke free. She dove out of the arena onto a guard.

Fights had broken out all along the perimeter of the arena. Bullets and darts whizzed by our heads as Jack dragged me across the arena with his gun up.

“Where’s Beckett?” he shouted.

“Trapped inside with the mods!”

Finn had limped, or crawled, out of the arena. He hovered against the building wall, out of the line of fire. Halfway to the wall, something pierced my calf, then another at my waist.

“Jack!” I cried, pulling out the darts. He shot his gun in the direction the darts had come.

I felt myself starting to fade as Jack dragged me the rest of the way to the building and set me against the wall behind some shrubbery. Finn moved in next to us, just a few yards away. Jack took hold of my shoulders. “Sage, listen! Listen to me!”

The background noises were already starting to blend into one dull hum. “You’ve got to fight it. Stay awake. I know you can fight it. Push it away. Focus.” I steadied my gaze on Jack’s sky-blue eyes. They were hard and determined. “Do it,” he said.

I nodded, lifting my hands from the dirt to grip his arms, clinging for any semblance of awareness I had left, for permanence in the world around me. I focused on staying awake, staying present. I pushed against the fog closing in, and somehow… it held it off.

Jack stared at me. Sounds whizzed by our heads just on the other side of the shrubs, but it felt like we were the only ones in the world.

“Are you okay?” he said. “Can you hear me?”

I nodded.

“Do you feel it anymore?”

“A little,” I said.

“Listen to me,” Jack leaned in, his face inches from mine. “This is what you’re going to do. Take Finn. The helicopter is coming. It’s a ways off, but I hear it. It’ll land at the north end of the property, about a half-mile away. I’m going to get Beckett. We’ll meet you there. Make it to the helicopter. Do you understand?”

I nodded. “I hear it, Jack—the buzzing. I hear the helicopter.”

He looked at me, skeptical but nodding. “Good. Take this.” He shoved a gun at my chest and held my gaze. “You have five minutes.”

I nodded slowly, still working to force away the numbness that threatened to push its way into my mind.

“Make it to the helicopter. Even if no one else does, you must. You can’t stay. My dad knows what’s in you.”

I stiffened. “What’s in me, Jack?”

A bullet whizzed by our heads and Jack ducked, slamming us both to the ground. Finn growled. “No time,” Jack said. “Stay along the wall of the building in the shrubbery until you get around the corner.”

Jack took my shoulders, talking over the chaos behind us. “Promise me you’ll make it to the helicopter!” He glanced down at the gun. “No matter what it takes.”

I nodded again, harder. He jerked me up. “Get going!”

I peered out between the bushes. Imogen let out a whoop from the corner of the building, motioning us to come. Jack slipped away in the opposite direction. He looked back at me again and nodded, then ducked from the bushes and sprinted toward the door of the west wing.

I looked over at my brother. “Finn! We have to go! Just a little further, okay buddy?”

I didn’t have to ask twice before he hobbled up behind me. I grimaced. He looked like he was in pain. But I knew in that moment, he understood exactly what we were trying to do. The need was primal, the instruction simple.

Flee.

My first steps were unsteady from the tranquilizer, but I kept my hand along the side of the building as we moved behind the bushes, avoiding the main path that ran parallel to us.

Shots and fighting rang out from every direction. The bushes allowed us to get all the way to the east side of the building without being seen, but the trek across the beach to the concrete pad would leave us vulnerable, even if we stayed close to the wall.

A few shouts came from somewhere down the path, but otherwise the coast looked clear. I couldn’t see Imogen, but if we didn’t make a bolt for it now, the opportunity wouldn’t get better. I took a deep inhale.

“Ready, Finn?” He looked leery. “Let’s go.” I slid out of the shrubs and ran straight into a guard coming from around the corner.

He jerked back, pulling his gun out of his holster as he did.

I raised my gun at the same time, hand shaking.

Jack’s words ran through my head. Promise me you’ll make it to the helicopter. I knew I couldn’t kill someone for it. I knew I wouldn’t. Relief and disappointment rolled through me at the realization.

Finn lunged through the bushes then, and the guard swung the gun toward him.

“Noooo!” I screamed.

Before he could shoot, the butt of another gun hit the guard across the temple, and he dropped unconscious to the ground, leaving Imogen in full view behind him. She smiled.

We took off for the east side of the building, Finn limping behind. Halfway across the sand, right near the deck, my brother collapsed.

“We’ll carry him,” Imogen said. Without pause, she reached for his arm. Finn, growled in warning. Imogen pulled out her dart gun and shot him in the belly.

“What are you doing?” I screamed.

“His ankle is broken. He probably has internal injuries. He can’t move on his own, and we don’t have time to fight him every step of the way.” She bent down and slid her arms under Finn’s shoulders.

I slid my hands under Finn’s legs, and we half-carried, half-dragged him across the wet sand. Through the mist, I heard the helicopter drawing closer, could now see the dot in the distance.

After thirty feet, Imogen suddenly dropped Finn, pulled her gun and shot at a guard that I hadn’t seen coming. She holstered her gun without looking at me, picked up Finn again, and we started moving.

Jack’s words ran through my head again.

Make it to the helicopter.
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The last thing I expected to see was Jack barging into the west wing from the exit door.

“Sage?” I said immediately.

“On her way to the helicopter with Imogen and Finn. We’ve got to move fast,” Jack said.

I nodded as Jack slammed his fist against the button that opened my cell.

We moved through the building undetected—Jack said all the guards had been called outside to deal with the recruits.

We exited the door at the far north end of the building. The helicopter already sat on the painted black X a hundred yards away, its blades spinning. Sage and Imogen were halfway across the pavement, nearing the helicopter, carrying Finn between them.

We started sprinting across the slick pavement toward the girls. I was fast, but Jack was faster, and he pulled away, reaching the girls far ahead of me, taking Sage’s position carrying Finn’s legs and sending her to sprint toward the safety of the helicopter.

But something didn’t feel right.

A few guards rounded the corner and shot at my feet. Then Imogen’s. I fired back, and so did Jack. It sent the guards behind the corner again. But no one was shooting toward Sage.

Why?

Even as I ran, I couldn’t push away what Jack had said. That the lock on his cell door had just clicked open? Who had done it? And why?

Dad saved me from the modwrogs. And then said goodbye.

Dad was leaving the island. And yet, he had found something in Sage that I knew he would never let go of, could never leave behind.

The helicopter loomed on the pad in front of us.

The realization hit me hard, a punch to my gut as I sprinted toward the helicopter.

“It’s Dad!” I shouted to Jack. “It’s Dad!”

Through the roar of the blades and the twenty yards of mist-sodden distance between us, Jack turned.

I watched the revelation cross over his face, followed by a look of complete horror, which mirrored my feelings exactly.

Jack dropped Finn’s legs and shouted Sage’s name just as she was jumping onto the helicopter.

Dread settled deep in the core of my being, and somehow, I just knew.

I was losing her again.
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Jack called out my name, urging me to go faster, but I’d arrived. I made it to the helicopter. I was safe. And the boys and Imogen weren’t far behind.

I jumped inside and scrambled for the middle, making room for the others.

By the time I registered Dr. Adamson’s face and the gun he aimed at me, the helicopter had already started rising. I felt the blood drain from my face.

I dove toward the door. He wouldn’t shoot—not to kill, anyway, not if what the guards said was true. Before I could make it even halfway, he’d yanked me back, wrenching my arm and handcuffing it to a chair.

The doctor stood and wiped a stray strand of hair from his forehead. “Do you get regular periods, Sage?”

“What?” Mortification flooded my body.

Before anything else could be said, Jack swung into the copter, his gun aimed at Dr. Adamson. Jack’s eyes flickered from me to his father, his expression revealing nothing. No surprise, no fear.

“Perfect. Jack made it just in time,” Dr. Adamson said. “Here to save the girl, as expected.”

The impossibility of Jack somehow climbing inside the helicopter—with us already ten or fifteen feet in the air—it made me wonder if there was anything Jack did that impressed his father.

Dr. Adamson held the bar above the seat next to mine to stabilize himself against the tilting from the helicopter. He talked in a regular tone, one that would normally be drowned out by the sound of the helicopter blades spinning above us, especially with the air blowing in through the open door. And yet, I could hear his every word.

“That’s a yes, then?” he said, looking at me. “About your period?”

I stared at him, unable to comprehend all that was happening.

He nodded. “Good. Because Jack’s sperm certainly won’t be eating any of your eggs, not with the code that’s inside of your DNA. Still, I did want to confirm they were actually there. Don’t worry, the embryos won’t look like you two at all. We’ll modify the surface genes so they’ll easily fit into the countries where they’re purchased. They won’t even be related when we’re finished with them. Just the deepest layer of coding will be in order—that’s the important part.”

The doctor surveyed me, gun still aimed at my torso. “Quite brilliant of your father, really. To blanket the code so well inside of you. I have to admit, I wasn’t expecting that a drop of serum would open you up like this. It’s making me wonder what a whole plunger full of it would do. Jack’s powers were heightened because of it. I imagine we’d have the same results with you.”

Dr. Adamson’s voice grew fuzzy in my ears. This couldn’t be happening.

I saw Jack glance toward the pilots, perhaps assessing whether attacking them would send us to our sure and sudden death. Maybe that’s exactly what he wanted to do.

“You both feel it, don’t you?” Dr. Adamson continued, gun still lifted waving between Jack and me. “The natural pull to each other? A draw that is supposed to be there in all of us, something humans lost over thousands of years of our cells shifting into something weaker than we were created to be.”

Jack didn’t respond with a contradiction to his father’s words. So he felt it too?

Jack’s face reflected none of the horror I felt inside at Dr. Adamson’s words. But then again, he’d had his entire life to perfect the art of masking his emotions.

“Oh, come on, Jack,” Dr. Adamson said. “Put the gun down. Close the door and get settled in. It’s a two hour ride to our next stop. You’ve had a busy morning.” Dr. Adamson looked at me. “Of course, I wasn’t expecting that you’d release every last modwrog, nor that Jack would go back for Beckett. But I suppose I can’t predict everything.”

Jack’s eyes flickered from his father to a pack hanging just above his dad’s head. A red cord stuck out from the side of the pack.

Jack whispered something under his breath without moving his lips, something Dr. Adamson was sure not to hear over the sound of the helicopter, “Trust me?”

I nodded once.

And in one movement, too fast for me to see it all happening, Jack shoved his father to the side, grabbed for the backpack, shot my handcuff free, and swung us both toward the door.

Jack was holding my arm and jumping. My body surged forward, following the same path.

But for just a millisecond, my foot caught on the chair, and it was enough time for him. Dr. Adamson’s entire body came crushing down on top of mine, and I slammed belly first to the floor of the helicopter.

If the breath hadn’t been knocked out of me, I would have screamed. Jack dangled in the air, a hundred feet above the ocean, holding onto my left arm. I gripped his forearm. He struggled to reach the slick landing skid with his right hand while still holding onto the backpack—which I assumed contained some sort of parachute.

Over my shoulder, Dr. Adamson yelled into the wind. “I’m not letting her go, Jack! And you’re not leaving without her, so you might as well climb back up here and get used to the idea that this is happening. Your embryos will open up possibilities for the world!”

I saw confirmation in Jack’s eyes at what his father had said. He knew it was true. I knew it was true. Dr. Adamson would follow through on everything he said.

And Jack wasn’t going to drop without me. He wasn’t going leave me behind. And that was the worst thing of all—to have the two people Dr. Adamson wanted so badly in the very same place.

I couldn’t let that happen.

If Jack had a plan for falling with me, surely he had a plan for falling without me. My hand loosened on Jack’s arm, and his palm slid down to my wrist, the sweat and wetness of our skin making the movement smooth and easy.

Our eyes met. Jack knew what I was doing. He wrapped the landing skid with his free hand. His fingers struggled to make purchase over the wet metal as his other hand slipped a bit more from mine.

“Sage! No!” I saw it in his eyes—the desperation, the fear. Not the fear of falling, but fear of leaving me behind.

I bit my lip and nodded at Jack. “I’m sorry,” I said, relaxing my hand completely.

Jack slipped from my grasp. His right hand gripped the landing skid as his body blew in the wind.

We weren’t far from the island. I could still see Beckett, Imogen, and Finn surrounded by guards below. Jack would land in the water. He’d swim to shore just fine. They’d figure out a way to get out. Perhaps my dad was still coming to the other side of the island at the time he originally promised. Perhaps Finn could still live. Perhaps it was all possible.

But this, this—all that Dr. Adamson had planned—couldn’t happen. It could never happen. No matter what else worked out.

The doctor’s body still crushed down on mine, a vice grip on my torso, his lemon scent consuming me. He must have realized Jack’s weight was gone, because I felt him struggling to drag me back inside. Could he know what I was about to do?

“Jack!” Dr. Adamson said. “Get up here, now!”

It needed to be quick then.

Stretching as far as I could, pulling against the grip of the doctor, I reached my fingertips toward Jack’s hand on the landing skid.

“Sage.” Jack spoke in a regular voice. He didn’t shout. He said my name softly, meant for only me to hear. He was trying to reason with me, but his sky blue eyes were pleading.

My fingertips connected with his, and a final shot of electricity flowed between us. I bit the inside of my cheek and pushed his hand off the landing skid.

“I’m sorry,” I said again.

But I don’t know if Jack heard me. He was falling toward the ocean.

He slung the pack on his shoulders as he fell. He said nothing, shouted nothing. Within a few seconds of dropping away, he pulled the cord that released the parachute.

I let Dr. Adamson drag me fully into the helicopter. I smiled inside, satisfied at my small victory. The doctor had a look of debate on his face, processing the risk of going back for Jack.

“My dad’s almost here,” I said. “We’ll all get away if you go back.”

I had no idea if that was true, but I was hoping he would think I knew something he didn’t. The helicopter hovered in the air, the pilots obviously waiting for orders.

“Just go!” he finally said. “We’ll come back for him. Send orders for someone to get into that water and get him contained.”

I felt the helicopter rise.
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I shoved away the anger as the water’s surface grew closer.

It’s just like I had suspected, now confirmed by Dad. The code was in Sage.

Which meant everything changed. My mind reeled. If Cunningham hid the code in her, then my new plan no longer included destroying the code. No way could I kill her.

I loved her too much.

I loved her.

Admitting that to myself was freeing.

Not like I’d kill her even if I didn’t, but this made things so much easier.

I will get to her.

I will get her back. We’ll hide, and I’ll protect her. I’ll keep her safe.

Finally. Finally, something worth fighting for.

The idea liberated me—thinking about life outside of destroying the code. In a way, Sage was my salvation. For the first time in my entire life, I entertained a thought I’d never allowed myself even once before.

Maybe I didn’t have to die.
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I sat calmly in the helicopter seat, my wet clothes sticking to me.

The reality that my dad didn’t care about me at all, but rather only wanted the code inside of me, sunk deep into my bones. The rejection settled into my core—an empty, aching feeling.

I finally got it—how Jack could actually feel the way he did about the code. I saw how he could feel responsible and desperate. How he would want to end the existence of all versions of the code.

There was a time once, when I probably would have chosen the code. For the “good” of humanity, like my father wanted—maybe still wants. But I saw what it did to those it touched—the power, the greed, the money.

Finn’s loss of intelligence.

The modwrogs.

The lack of concern for the lives of the recruits, their families.

I felt the responsibility, the pressure. The weight of it all sunk like a rock in my stomach, pulling down my entire being.

The idea that my life could create more madness, that this thing inside me had the ability to affect so many lives.

Finally. I finally understood Jack’s resolve to end his own life.

The details could be worked out on the helicopter ride, but the execution would need to come soon, before Dr. Adamson got me to wherever he intended to do his work and extract things from me.

I knew only one thing beyond the loss of my brother and mother. Only one thing beyond the ache in my heart for Beckett and the inexplicable connection I felt for Jack, who now floated toward the water beneath us.

Beyond all this, I knew only one thing.

I would have to die.

END OF BOOK ONE
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The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives, however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting, or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify, redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components, in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled, redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole, must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply to any document created using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND, EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY, INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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