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"You invited Mei Li?" Helen Nilsson, Rune's racist mom didn't look happy I was there, nothing new. From the get-go, she'd tried to discourage him from hanging out with Asian me.

"Of course," Rune told her, unfazed. "This is my birthday party, and she's my best friend."

Greg Nilsson, Rune's dad, shot her a look before she could say something else totally rude. "It's just that we need to tell you something," she finally said. "Something she doesn't need to hear. We'd intended to save it until much, much later, but now..."

Rune sighed his impatience. "What's this about? Am I adopted or something?" When Greg didn't immediately answer, Rune's eyes widened slightly. Then he got that expression on his face that meant he'd slipped into stubborn mode. That happened a lot around his house. His folks were big-time weird, a fact he'd be the first to admit. "Mei Li can hear anything you have to say. She's. My. Best. Friend."

Rune's mom glared at him. "Fine then. It probably doesn't matter now, anyway. Something has happened; something totally unexpected. And now we have to tell you that you aren't really our son."

Rune's eyebrows shot up. "You mean I am adopted?"

Helen shook her head. "Not exactly. We've simply had you on loan since your inception."

"Inception?" Rune and I blurted it at the same time. 

Greg Nilsson quickly shook his head. "Birth. She meant birth. I know this is a blindside, and I realize you must have a million questions. So why don't we have some cake? Once Mei Li leaves we'll clear the air."

"Mei Li stays," Rune told them.

Clearly furious, Helen stood and reached for the matches. Flames soon flickered atop the eighteen yellow candles stuck in a big chocolate cake. Rune made no move to blow them out. After a couple of awkward seconds, his un-dad did the honors. Helen immediately began slicing the cake with a silver server. She handed me a tiny slice on a paper plate and then gave a huge piece to Rune. The smell of chocolate tickled my nose and made my mouth water even though I suddenly had no appetite.

"It's your favorite." Her dark eyes begged him to eat. 

Trancelike, Rune picked up a plastic fork. Feeling horribly awkward, I followed his lead, but could only swallow two bites down before I gave up and set the plate aside. Rune simply picked at the icing on his before looking his dad in the eye, and then getting up to walk into their den, where he took a seat on his favorite end of the couch. I followed and sat next to him. We didn't speak while his parents took their sweet time joining us. When they finally did, Greg went straight to his desk, unlocked a side drawer, and dug out a file. Holding a piece of paper he'd gotten out of it, he walked back to us. Helen settled herself in her glider rocker and coolly set it in motion.

Greg began to read. "Rune Aaron Nilsson, you have the honor of being part of a prestigious, top-secret project called the Eugenics Vulnerability Elimination Rationale or, as we bio-geneticists call it, E.V.E.R." He smiled as if that cleverness amused him. ”Though many members of the US research team applied for raising rights, Helen and I were chosen. We took you home, monitored your growth and development, and reported your amazing progress." He might as well have been reading the sports page. He sounded flat. "Unfortunately, Brilliance Bioengineering, our international sponsor, has pulled the plug on the project, which means we have to give you back."

Give him back?

"This is a joke, right?" Rune looked at one and then the other of them.

Helen shook her head. "You leave for Houston tomorrow."

I couldn't keep silent. "But he graduates high school in three weeks, and what about his scholarship to Mississippi State?" He'd worked so hard for it.

"Don't you get this?" Rune jumped to his feet, blue eyes flashing as he whirled on me. "I'm a freakin' lab rat."

His un-dad tried to calm him. "Your education will continue, I expect. I can't imagine them completely abandoning such a costly investment, current funding difficulties or not. Of course, if the, um, situation warrants, they could simply put you in cryo until the time is right again. I admit I've heard some rumors...." For the first time he looked a little disconcerted.

Suddenly I couldn't breathe. "Cryo? As in freezing him?"

Rune zoned in on his dad. "What if I don't want to go?"

"You have no choice."

"Bullshit!"

"Rune, sweetie..." Helen reached over to touch his hand. "It's not so bad. When you get to Houston, you'll meet some of the most brilliant scientists, physicists, biologists, and psychologists in the world. Imagine what—"

"Am I a droid? Is that what you meant by inception?"

I nearly fainted. Trust Rune to be way ahead in processing ramifications, though he must have everything wrong. Droids didn't exist, and if they did why would anyone freeze something that wasn't alive in the first place? And how could Run not be alive? He was my soul mate. Surely that kind of connection was a human emotion no robot could experience.

His un-parents exchanged a glance. Helen sighed. "Greg, maybe you should—"

Dad stopped her with a shake of his head. "Mei Li has already heard too much. Now you need to go upstairs and pack. We've got a big day ahead of us tomorrow."

Rune, flushed and trembling, glared at them. "Are you two for real?"

Once again his un-mom tried to calm him. "Please don't be difficult, son—"

"I'm not your son, and I'll show you difficult!" Pivoting, he left us. I heard him stomping up the stairs a second later and the hard slam of his door.

Helen turned to me. "Leave now. Don't come back."

Without a word, I jumped to my feet. But I didn't leave. Instead, I ran up the stairs, stopping at Rune's closed door. My sudden feelings of loss and emptiness terrified me as I knocked on it. "It's me. Open up."

He didn't.

I tried the knob; it turned easily in my hand. Pushing the door back, I stepped inside the room and looked for Rune even though certain I wouldn't find him. I instantly noticed two things: his iPhone and his open window, the one he used when he slipped out past curfew to join his friends. I dashed over to look out and saw no trace of him.

So he'd left without his cell, without packing, and without me.

Clearly, Rune thought he faced this alone.

That hurt so much I burst into tears.

****
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"SAY AGAIN?"

I could only shake my head and stare back through brimming eyes at two close friends, Sarah and BJ. They huddled together in front of BJ's web cam, which meant they filled my laptop screen.

Sarah, visibly stunned, shook her head. "So he ran away without saying goodbye?"

"No! I mean, I don't think so." I struggled to get air past the lump in my throat. "Don't you get what I'm saying? He's some kind of science experiment." I lost it then, sobbing hysterically into a Pooh Bear I hadn't touched since first grade.

"That does it!" exclaimed BJ. "We're coming over there."

"No! You can't. My parents are totally wigged out because of the strange men in our living room. They keep asking if Rune's my boyfriend and then don't believe me when I tell them he isn't. I barely got out of there and wouldn't have if I hadn't told them I had the cramps. Even then I had to leave my cell behind since they're sure he'll call me."

"What will they do if he does?"

"I don't know." My bottom lip trembled. "But I'm thinking something awful." I wanted to tell them about the cryo thing, but knew I'd never get it out. "At the least, they'll take him away."

I heard their horrified gasps.

"She should call the police," said BJ to Sarah.

Sarah nodded. "Yeah, or the FBI."

"Listen, I can't tell a soul, and neither can either of you. When Mr. Nilsson caught me in Rune's room, he said the project was still top secret and warned me to keep my mouth shut. The men in black said the same thing." 

An instant message screen popped up before my eyes, startling me so badly I squealed. It read Bates #6.

"What?" demanded Sarah.

"Gotta go."

"But—"
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Chapter Two
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I shut down the webcam before she finished speaking and then killed the IM. Bates #6 could only mean one thing: Rune had checked into Simms Motor Court, a tiny motel on the wrong side of the tracks that we thought looked exactly like the Bates Motel in Psycho. I uninstalled my web cam and instant messaging from my computer, a process that only took minutes but felt like a lifetime. I next deleted my internet browsing history. Though I didn't doubt that a computer genius could still figure out everything I'd done the past six hours, I sincerely hoped my precautions would slow things down.

Grabbing a backpack, I began to stuff it with a change of clothes for me and the jeans and tee Rune had once left at my house. I also grabbed some protein bars and all the cash I'd been sticking back to buy myself a car—fifteen-hundred dollars so far.

I peered out my window and spotted two generic black cars parked on the street. Though it was already dark out and I couldn't tell if they had anyone in them, I pretended I was Rune and crawled onto the roof. With my knees as shaky as Jel-lo, I crouched and tried to stay invisible as I maneuvered myself to the ancient oak tree at the south end of the house. 

My heart thudded in my chest when I grabbed a limb and eased off the roof to dangle over the ground, gasping in terror
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