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

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

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

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

      She plans to wipe them from the earth before anyone learns the awful truth about Zero or BioPure’s true intentions.
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      The air surrounding us was hot and sticky, and it clung to my lungs. The water bottle in my pack no longer swished with each of my footfalls.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “How are you doing?” Dad asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      At least, I hoped we would.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      My body tensed. “Dad.”

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

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

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

      He heard it, too.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “It looks like people with massive backpacks.”

      “Rebels?” Dad asked, popping up.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Syeth ground his teeth and pulled his binoculars out again.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Syeth started forward without another word.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      His lips parted, and I instinctively leaned in.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I should go first,” Dad said.

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

      “Sarah gave me explicit instructions,” Dad said.

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

      No one spoke until it blinked again.

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

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

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

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

      “We should think about this,” he said.

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

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

      Syeth grunted his agreement and we walked toward the door.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I would never have believed it,” she said. “It’s you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m Naomi Walsh,” the woman said, extending her hand to me. I took it. It was much larger than mine, its skin rough as if she had lived out in New California instead of inside the walls of the city. She had a kind, crooked smile which made me want to trust her. The lines of her face cut across her cheeks and the corners of her eyes. I put her in her forties, but she looked more in shape than me. Her arm muscles tensed as she shook my hand.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Again?” I asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “You spoke with them?” I asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “This is the safest passage we’ve managed to find near Denver,” Naomi said, zooming in on the map. She pinpointed a
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