


One

The	 strobe	 light	 above	my	bed	 jarred	me	 awake.	 Its	 irritatingly	 bright	 light
was	accompanied	by	an	equally	annoying	buzz	 that	broke	 through	 the	brief
three-minute	dream	I’d	drifted	into.	A	dream	about	a	world	where	Tyler	was
alive	 and	 I	wasn’t	 trapped	 inside	 a	 concrete	 shoebox	 at	 the	mercy	 of	 some
geneticist’s	whims.

I	looked	up	at	the	circular	contraption,	thinking	of	all	the	destructive	ways	I
could	 kill	 it	 but	 never	 planning	 to	 act	 on	 any	 of	 them.	 Violence	 was	 the
reaction	IGT’s	scientists	were	hoping	for,	the	one	reaction	that	would	get	me
condemned	forever.

The	thin	pillow	they’d	gifted	me	did	little	to	block	the	light,	but	I	yanked	it
from	beneath	my	head	and	slapped	it	over	my	eyes	anyway.	You’d	think	after
three	nights,	 I’d	be	used	 to	 their	 latest	 form	of	 torture—sleep	deprivation—
but	no.	Every	 time	 the	blasted	 thing	 flared	 to	 life,	 I’d	 shoot	out	of	bed,	my
feet	hitting	the	cold	tile	floor	as	I	willed	my	heart	to	stop	racing.	Adrenaline
coursed	 through	 me,	 making	 me	 edgy,	 irritable,	 and	 ready	 to	 lash	 out	 at
anybody	and	everything.	A	few	more	nights	of	that,	and	they’d	win.	I’d	lose
what	little	control	I	had	left	and	snap,	turning	myself	into	the	violent	threat	I
swore	I’d	never	become.

“Shit,	man,	get	 it	 together.”	Frustrated,	 I	 jumped	down	from	the	 top	bunk
and	 dropped	my	 head	 to	my	 knees,	 forcing	my	 breathing	 to	 slow.	 It	 didn’t
work.	It	never	did.

The	 temperature	 in	 our	 room	 was	 jacked	 up	 to	 over	 80	 degrees.	 Sweat
poured	 off	my	 body,	 trickling	 into	my	 eyes	 and	 screwing	with	my	 already
hazy	vision.	I	didn’t	know	how	much	longer	I	could	take	this.	Three	nights	of
being	 jolted	 awake	 every	 thirteen	 minutes	 and	 seven	 seconds	 had	 me
seriously	contemplating	giving	up.	At	least	locked	away	in	a	cell	surrounded
by	darkness	and	silence,	I	would’ve	been	able	to	sleep.

Chris	grunted	and	flopped	over	on	the	bottom	bunk,	then	settled	back	into
the	mattress	and	started	snoring	again.	I	watched	him	for	a	minute,	 jealousy
flooding	my	system.	He’d	obviously	found	a	way	to	block	out	the	lights,	not
even	flinching	as	they	flashed	above	us	in	a	blinding	crescendo	of	torment.	I
needed	 to	 figure	 out	 how	 he	 did	 it,	 bribe	 him	 if	 need	 be,	 perhaps	with	my



dessert	at	meals	or	the	magazine	I’d	smuggled	in.	Either	way,	Chris	was	going
to	tell	me	how	he’d	managed	to	sleep	through	this	latest	test	or	it	was	going	to
be	his	face	and	not	the	flashing	light	above	my	bed	that	I	took	my	anger	out
on.

The	room	went	blissfully	silent,	but	flashes	of	silver	and	white	still	streaked
my	vision,	each	burst	ratcheting	up	my	anger.	The	lights	always	lasted	longer
than	the	noise.	Like	a	tease	…	a	way	to	poke	at	us	for	a	few	more	seconds.

I	 straightened	up	 and	 stared	 at	my	bunk.	 I	 hated	 the	hard-won	comfort	 it
offered.	Our	beds	were	sparse—a	mattress,	a	blanket,	and	a	flattened	pillow.
We’d	had	sheets	when	we	first	got	here;	that	is,	until	the	guy	across	the	hall
figured	out	how	to	tie	his	into	a	noose.	I	don’t	think	the	staff	would’ve	cared
so	much	if	he’d	used	it	on	himself.	But	he	went	after	his	roommate,	left	him
dangling	over	the	edge	of	the	metal	bedframe.	Or	so	the	rumors	said.

I	 shook	off	 that	 image,	my	eyes	 tracking	 the	 red	 light	of	 the	 surveillance
camera	mounted	in	the	corner	of	our	room.	It	flashed	twice	then	died	out.	It’d
taken	me	a	whopping	twelve	hours	my	first	day	to	figure	out	the	pattern.	The
camera	would	scan	the	room	for	five	minutes	and	twenty-seven	seconds,	then
the	 light	 would	 go	 off.	 We	 got	 two	 minutes	 and	 twelve	 seconds	 of
surveillance	darkness,	then	the	red	light	would	blink	on,	the	watchful	eyes	of
the	Bake	Shop’s	impotent	guards	recording	our	every	move.

We	 lived	 for	 those	 brief	 two-minute	 stints	 each	 night	 when	 no	 one	 was
watching	and	we	could	be	ourselves.	This	place	was	dark	and	depressing,	ate
away	at	any	hope	you	had.	But	at	night,	when	silence	surrounded	us	and	you
could	 trick	 your	mind	 into	 thinking	 you	were	 somewhere	 else,	 Chris	 and	 I
would	talk.	Stupid	little	bursts	of	conversation	gave	us	hope,	reminded	us	that
we	had	families	and	friends	…	entire	lives	waiting	for	us	back	home.

I’d	tried	to	ignore	Chris	at	first,	spent	the	better	part	of	two	days	tuning	out
his	 questions.	 But	 with	 nothing	 but	 your	 own	 dark	 thoughts	 to	 keep	 you
company	at	night,	it	got	lonely	pretty	quick.	It	was	either	talk	to	him	or	lose
my	mind.	In	an	attempt	to	stay	sane,	I	broke	down	and	told	him	on	our	third
night	 here	 that	 I	was	 the	 catcher	 for	my	high	 school’s	 baseball	 team.	Chris
played	left	field	for	his	high	school	team,	and	so	the	conversation	started	and
kept	 going	 from	 there.	 We	 disagreed	 on	 everything,	 but	 those	 stupid
arguments	 were	 what	 passed	 the	 time	 as	 we	 stumbled	 through	 one
psychological	torment	after	another.



But	that	night	I	was	tired	and	irritated,	not	exactly	thinking	straight.	I	stood
there	silently	watching	the	surveillance	camera	and	timing	my	approach.	Two
cycles	 later,	 when	 the	 camera	 went	 dark,	 I	 made	my	move.	 I	 felt	 my	way
across	 the	 metal	 bedframe,	 slipping	 my	 hands	 under	 Chris’s	 mattress.	 He
mumbled	something	in	his	sleep	and	rolled	over	to	face	the	wall.	Good,	it’d
hurt	that	much	more	when	I	shoved	him	into	it.

I	took	a	deep	breath	and	jerked	one	side	of	his	mattress	up,	sending	Chris
tumbling	 into	 the	wall.	 He	wasn’t	 hurt—I	made	 sure	 to	 check	my	 strength
before	 I	 heaved	 him	up	 and	 over—but	 he	was	 definitely	 awake	 and	 just	 as
irritated	as	me.

“What	the	hell,	Lucas?”	Chris	grumbled	as	he	rubbed	his	forehead.

He	went	to	say	something	else,	but	I	waved	him	off,	jutting	my	chin	in	the
direction	of	 the	 camera.	 I’d	been	keeping	 time	 in	my	head	 and	 in	 less	 than
five	seconds,	there’d	be	three	sets	of	eyes	watching	our	every	move.

Not	wanting	 the	 guards	 to	 question	why	 I	was	 out	 of	my	bunk,	 I	moved
over	 to	 the	 urinal	 affixed	 to	 the	 far	 wall.	 Chris	 sighed	 and	 played	 along,
laying	back	against	his	pillow	and	pretending	to	be	asleep.

“Off,”	Chris	said,	letting	me	know	it	was	safe	to	turn	around.

“You	want	to	tell	me	how	you’ve	managed	to	sleep	through	that”—I	paused
only	 long	 enough	 to	 gesture	 to	 the	 light	 above	my	 bunk;	 it	 was	 going	 off
again,	like	a	messed-up	disco	ball	on	speed—“for	the	past	three	nights?”

Chris	gave	me	a	blank	stare,	not	hearing	anything	I’d	said.	I	fought	the	urge
to	 shake	him,	 to	 take	out	 all	my	exhaustion	on	his	 expressionless	 face.	But
Chris	was	the	closest	thing	to	a	friend	I	had	in	here,	the	only	person	I	trusted,
and	I	needed	him	on	my	side.

“How.	 Are	 you.	 Sleeping.	 Through	 that?”	 I	 repeated	 my	 question,	 my
words	slow	and	exaggerated	as	I	tried	to	rein	in	my	frustration.

“What?”	Chris	nearly	screamed	the	word	at	me,	and	for	a	second	I	feared
I’d	accidently	done	some	real	damage	to	his	head	when	I’d	shoved	him	into
the	wall.	He	sat	up	and	cleared	his	eyes	with	the	heels	of	his	hand,	then	pulled
out	a	small	wad	of	paper	from	his	right	ear.	He	had	earplugs	in.	Homemade
earplugs.



He	 yanked	 the	 other	 plug	 out	 and	 dropped	 it	 to	 the	 bed.	 I	 picked	 it	 up,
curious	 as	 to	 how	 he’d	 pulled	 it	 off.	 They	 looked	 like	 nothing	 more	 than
balled-up	pieces	of	paper,	but	to	my	knowledge,	there	wasn’t	any	paper	in	this
room.	We	didn’t	 even	have	 toilet	 paper	 in	 there.	Piss	 all	 you	wanted	 in	 the
urinal	bolted	to	the	wall,	but	if	you	needed	to	take	a	dump,	yeah	…	best	wait
for	morning	when	 you	 had	 access	 to	 the	 communal	 bathrooms.	God	 forbid
they’d	 give	 the	 potentially	 unstable	 teens	 a	 newspaper	 or	 box	 of	 tissues.	 I
mean,	 if	 sheets	 could	 be	 used	 as	 a	 deadly	 weapon,	 imagine	 what	 kind	 of
destructive	device	we	could’ve	made	with	something	as	lethal	as	toilet	paper.

I	 shook	 my	 head	 in	 disgust.	 Nothing	 was	 allowed	 in	 our	 rooms	 that
might’ve	been	deemed	a	distraction.	Our	only	amusement	was	each	other,	and
we	all	knew	how	well	that	had	worked	out	across	the	hall.

“Where	did	you	get	this?”	I	asked,	unfolding	the	paper.	I	could	make	out	a
few	letters,	but	not	enough	to	form	any	words,	never	mind	give	me	a	clue	as
to	where’d	he	gotten	a	book.

“From	 the	magazine	 you	 snuck	 in	 here	 and	 hid	 in	 your	mattress,”	 Chris
said,	 at	 the	 exact	 same	 time	 I	 flipped	 the	 torn	 piece	 of	 paper	 over	 and
glimpsed	a	fragment	of	the	picture.	It	was	my	magazine	all	right,	and	if	I	was
seeing	straight,	that	was	Miss	January.

I	scrunched	the	wads	of	paper	back	up	and	fitted	them	to	my	own	ears.	My
Playboy,	my	ear	plugs.	“What	about	 the	 light?”	I	asked.	Noise	aside,	 it	was
the	 light	 that	bothered	me	most.	 It	had	a	way	of	messing	with	my	vision	so
badly	that	I	wanted	to	claw	my	eyes	out	of	my	own	head.

“That’s	all	you.”	Chris	chuckled	as	he	settled	back	into	his	bed.	“It’s	above
your	bunk,	not	mine.	Your	ass	pretty	much	blocks	it	out.”

Son	 of	 a	 bitch.	 Here	 I	 was,	 sleep-deprived	 and	 nursing	 a	 tumor-like
headache,	while	he	was	sleeping	like	a	baby,	my	Playboy	shoved	in	his	ears,
my	ass	blocking	his	view	of	 the	 strobe	 light.	Not	 anymore.	Now	 it	was	his
time	to	suffer.

“Bottom	bunk	is	mine	for	the	next	three	days,”	I	said	as	I	wedged	myself	in
between	him	and	the	wall.

“You’re	 lucky	 I’m	 tired,	 Lucas.	Otherwise	 I	would	 kick	 your	 ass,”	Chris
said	as	he	snagged	his	pillow	from	beneath	my	head	and	stood	up,	his	hands
folded	across	his	chest	as	if	he	was	contemplating	challenging	me.



I	laughed.	“What’s	stopping	you?”

“Them,”	 he	 said,	 pointing	 to	 the	 camera.	 The	 red	 light	 was	 back	 on,	 a
bunch	 of	 nameless	 guards	 waiting	 beyond	 it,	 probably	 hoping	 I’d	 finally
popped.	Chris	 let	 out	 a	deep	 sigh,	his	hands	 relaxing	at	his	 sides.	 “Nothing
would	make	them	happier	than	me	taking	a	swing	at	you.”

I	turned	over,	giving	the	camera	my	back,	hating	myself	for	flipping	out	on
Chris,	the	only	person	I	actually	liked	in	this	place.	“I’m	sorry,”	I	said,	feeling
like	an	ass	for	having	taken	out	my	frustration	on	him.	“I’m	just	so	done	with
all	their	tests.”

“Don’t	let	them	break	you.	Not	like	this,”	Chris	said	as	he	climbed	up	to	the
top	 bunk	 and	 tossed	 my	 pillow	 down	 to	 me.	 “We’re	 nearly	 halfway	 done,
Lucas.	You	lose	it	now,	and	they’ll	keep	you	locked	up	forever.”

“I	 know,”	 I	 replied	 as	 I	 rolled	 over	 and	 buried	my	head	 beneath	 the	 thin
blanket.	 “You	 can	 have	 the	 bottom	 bunk	 tomorrow,	 and	 for	 the	 rest	 of	 the
week	 if	 you	want.”	He	 could	 have	 it	 for	 the	 remainder	 of	 our	 time	 in	 this
place;	I	felt	that	bad	about	what	I’d	done.	“I	just	need	one	night’s	sleep.	Just
one.”



Two

The	electronic	lock	sealing	us	in	our	room	chimed	once,	soft	and	low.	It	was	a
sound	 I	 both	 loved	 and	 despised.	 A	 fleeting	 surge	 of	 hope	 always
accompanied	that	tiny	noise,	a	promise	of	freedom	that	lasted	no	more	than	a
few	wasted	seconds	before	reality	set	in.	I	wasn’t	being	released;	I	was	simply
being	moved	to	a	larger	cage.

Not	waiting	for	Chris,	I	stepped	out	into	the	hall	and	flipped	off	the	guard
waiting	 for	me.	 I	 could	 be	 as	 rude	 as	 I	wanted	 to	 the	 guards.	 So	 long	 as	 I
didn’t	physically	go	after	them,	they	couldn’t	touch	me.	I’d	learned	that	small
yet	useful	fact	from	my	brother,	Tyler,	and	tested	it	out	myself	on	my	first	day
there.	So	far,	his	advice	had	proved	solid.

“I	thought	you’d	be	excited	about	this	next	phase	of	testing.”	Ms.	Tremblay,
the	 facility-appointed	 shrink,	 stopped	 in	 front	 of	 the	 door	 to	my	 room,	 her
eyes	darting	between	me	and	 the	guard	I’d	 just	given	 the	finger	 to.	“This	 is
the	first	step	in	getting	you	back	home	to	your	friends	and	family,	proving	that
you	can	become	a	valuable	and	constructive	member	of	society.”

I	nodded	rather	than	argued.	I	absolutely	was	excited	about	going	home,	but
the	idea	that	there	was	a	life	or	friends	waiting	for	my	back	in	Foster,	Rhode
Island,	was	absurd.	IGT’s	testing	program	had	physically	destroyed	one-half
of	my	family.	And	as	for	friends,	 they’d	pretty	much	written	me	off	the	day
my	brother	had	tested	positive	for	what	I	liked	to	call	the	“psychotically	crazy
gene.”	 I	could	 join	 the	priesthood,	 fund	a	world	charity,	dedicate	my	 life	 to
saving	 the	 wombat	 population	 in	 Australia,	 and	 it	 wouldn’t	 matter.	 This
facility	and	their	stupid	genetic	test	had	sealed	my	fate,	and	there	was	nothing
that	I	could	do	or	say	to	ever	change	that.

“So	long	as	all	goes	well	in	these	last	two	weeks	of	testing,	Lucas,	we	can
move	you	out	to	the	reintegration	facility	and	then	back	home,”	Ms.	Tremblay
continued.	“You	have	your	entire	life	in	front	of	you.	A	clean	slate.”

This	woman	was	 either	 the	 dumbest	 person	 I’d	 ever	met	 or	 the	 best	 liar.
After	 passing	 the	 six-week	 “testing	 phase,”	 I’d	 have	 two	 weeks	 of
confinement	at	what	they	lovingly	referred	to	as	the	“reintegration”	facility—
a	fourteen-day-long	study	hall	where	they	monitored	us	for	delayed	signs	of



stress.	What	Ms.	Tremblay	saw	as	a	 light	at	 the	end	of	 the	 tunnel,	 I	 saw	as
fourteen	more	days	for	me	to	potentially	screw	up.

“Are	you	excited	about	returning	home,	Lucas?”	she	asked.

“Nothing	worth	 going	 home	 to,	ma’am,”	 I	 said,	 refusing	 to	 give	 into	 her
delusional	optimism	a	second	longer.

Ms.	 Tremblay	 paused,	 her	 normally	 stoic	 facade	 faltering.	 “Nobody?	No
friends?	Sports?	Girlfriend?”

I	 chuckled	 to	 myself.	 She	 knew	 exactly	 what	 was	 waiting	 for	 me	 back
home,	 probably	 had	 my	 entire	 life	 history	 committed	 to	 memory.	 Ms.
Tremblay	was	fishing,	trying	to	gauge	my	tolerance	level	outside	these	walls
and	wondering	if	there	was	a	trigger	at	home	she’d	overlooked.	That	was	her
job,	after	all—determining	if	my	genetic	makeup	predisposed	me	to	criminal
behavior.	 Not	 as	 a	 common	 criminal,	 but	 the	 violent,	 psychotic	 type	 that
randomly	opens	fire	in	minimarts	and	crowded	malls.

“None	of	 the	 above,”	 I	 replied,	 knowing	 full	well	whatever	 friends	 I	 had
wrote	me	off	the	day	I	tested	positive.	And	as	for	family,	I	had	Tyler’s	grave
as	 a	 constant	 reminder	 of	 what	 this	 place	 cost	 families	 like	 mine.	 They’d
taken	my	brother	two	years	ago,	dragged	him	out	of	our	house	with	nothing
but	the	clothes	on	his	back.	Didn’t	seem	right	to	me,	even	then—a	star	athlete
who’d	never	done	much	more	than	TP	a	couple	of	houses	on	Halloween	being
hauled	away	like	some	kind	of	farm	animal.

Tyler	 may	 have	 gone	 into	 the	 Bake	 Shop	 normal	 and	 well-adjusted,	 but
something	 about	 the	 place	 changed	 him.	 Broke	 him.	 He	 quit	 the	 baseball
team,	quit	school	altogether	the	day	he	returned	home.	Refused	to	eat,	refused
to	do	anything	but	sit	in	his	room	and	scribble	notes	in	his	journal.	He’d	sit	on
his	bed	and	stare	at	his	walls	for	day,	not	acknowledging	anyone.

His	girlfriend,	Olivia,	begged	him	to	talk,	to	cry,	to	scream,	to	do	anything
other	 than	 sit	 there	 completely	 trapped	 in	 his	 own	 mind.	 She	 spent	 every
waking	hour	in	his	bedroom	trying	to	get	through	to	him.

The	 one	 day	 she’d	 left	 him	 alone,	 the	 one	 time	Olivia	 ventured	 home	 to
shower	and	grab	a	change	of	clothes,	everything	changed.	She’d	asked	me	to
watch	him,	said	he	was	quieter	than	usual.	I	shrugged	off	Olivia’s	concerns;
as	far	as	I	could	tell,	he	was	same	closed-off	person	he’d	been	for	the	past	two
weeks.	 I’d	 left	 him	 alone	 for	 fifteen	minutes	 tops	 to	 get	 Suzie	 off	 the	 bus.



When	I	came	back,	Tyler	was	in	the	backyard,	sitting	in	an	old	lawn	chair	by
the	circle	of	rocks	we	used	for	fires.	I	was	psyched	to	see	him	out	of	his	room.
I	called	out	his	name,	but	he	didn’t	answer,	didn’t	even	turn	his	head	in	my
direction.	At	first	I	thought	he	was	sleeping,	but	the	minute	I	laid	my	hand	on
his	shoulder,	I	knew.

His	head	rolled	to	the	side,	the	bottle	of	pills	he’d	swallowed	falling	to	the
ground	next	to	a	bottle	of	whisky.	I	tried	to	revive	him,	slamming	my	fist	into
his	 chest	 and	 literally	 forcing	my	own	breath	 into	his	 lungs,	but	he	 just	 lay
there,	his	eyes	rolled	back	in	his	head,	his	arms	hanging	limply	by	his	sides.

Tyler	had	 survived	 their	 tests,	 proved	 that	he	wasn’t	 some	psychopath	on
the	verge	of	exploding,	and	for	what?	Only	to	kill	himself	when	he	got	home?
It	was	so	pointless.	 In	a	way,	 that	was	my	biggest	 fear:	 that	 I’d	survive	 this
place	only	to	crack	at	home.	But	I	wouldn’t	let	Ms.	Tremblay	know	that.

I	swore	that	day	I’d	make	amends	for	what	they	did	to	Tyler.	I’d	beat	their
tests	and	survive,	prove	them	wrong.	This	place	wouldn’t	break	me.	For	my
brother’s	sake,	I	wouldn’t	let	them.

“Lucas!”	Ms.	Tremblay’s	words	 cut	 through	my	 thoughts.	 “Did	 you	 hear
anything	I	said?”

“Every	word,”	I	lied.	“But	I	didn’t	hear	anything	that	warranted	an	answer.”

She	 huffed	 her	 disappointment	 and	 started	 walking	 down	 the	 hall.	 I
followed	her,	well	 aware	of	 the	 two	guards	 flanking	me.	They	were	always
there,	 crowding	my	 space.	 I	 toyed	with	making	 a	move	 just	 to	 screw	with
them	but	quickly	decided	against	it.	I	hadn’t	gotten	this	far	along	only	to	piss
it	all	away	for	my	own	sick	satisfaction.

Ms.	Tremblay	stopped	abruptly,	her	curt	nod	sending	me	to	the	wall	where	I
lined	up	with	the	other	guys	from	our	wing.

Chris	 appeared	 next	 to	 me	 a	 second	 later	 and	 I	 scanned	 his	 forehead,
breathing	a	sigh	of	relief.	It	actually	looked	pretty	good,	with	virtually	no	sign
of	injury	from	me	slamming	him	into	the	wall	last	night.	Thank	God,	the	last
thing	I	needed	was	to	be	on	the	hook	for	losing	my	temper	on	the	only	friend	I
had	in	this	place.

“Thanks	for	the	headache,”	he	whispered	as	we	made	our	way	toward	the
communal	bathrooms.



“Sorry,”	I	mumbled.	I’d	managed	to	get	a	solid	four	hours	of	sleep,	thanks
to	his	earplugs,	and	had	woken	up	feeling	physically	great	but	still	guilty	as
hell.	“I	meant	what	I	said—bottom	bunk	is	yours	for	the	next	week.”

“Nope,”	Chris	 said,	 shaking	his	head.	“Not	 if	 it	means	you	 losing	 it.”	He
leaned	 closer,	 his	 voice	 so	 low	 that	 I	 could	 barely	 make	 out	 his	 words.
“Besides,	 I	made	 a	 new	 set	 of	 ear	 plugs	 last	 night	 after	 you	went	 to	 sleep.
What’s	 the	point	 of	 having	 that	magazine	 if	 you’re	 only	going	 to	 hide	 it	 in
your	mattress	and	forget	it’s	even	there?”

I	 laughed.	Chris	was	right.	 I	hadn’t	 looked	at	 that	magazine	since	the	day
I’d	 smuggled	 it	 in.	 I’d	brought	 it	with	me	 solely	 to	 annoy	 the	guards	when
they	 went	 through	 my	 bag.	 Funny,	 it	 only	 pissed	 me	 off	 more	 when	 they
laughed	and	handed	it	back	to	me	with	a	warning	not	to	let	Ms.	Tremblay	find
it.

“What	do	you	think	they	have	planned	for	us	today?”	I	asked,	purposefully
changing	the	subject.

Chris	shrugged	his	shoulders	and	let	out	a	tired	breath.	“Beats	me.	Probably
more	head	games	designed	to	see	which	one	of	us	is	going	to	break	first.”

“Won’t	be	me,”	I	mumbled	to	myself.	“It	won’t	be	you	either.”



Three

The	 room	 we	 entered	 was	 larger	 than	 the	 testing	 rooms	 and	 lined	 with
couches	 and	 overstuffed	 chairs.	 The	 floor	 was	 carpeted,	 not	 tiled,	 and	 the
walls	were	painted	a	soft	yellow,	not	the	crusty	old	gray	that	seemed	to	cover
every	 surface	of	 the	 facility.	Even	 the	 security	guard	posted	 inside	 the	door
was	 dressed	 in	 plain	 clothes,	 with	 a	 friendly	 looking	 name-tag	 that	 read
Murphy.	 But	 his	 casual	 appearance	 didn’t	 fool	 me.	 Jeans	 and	 button-down
shirt	aside,	he	was	armed.

I	 sank	 down	 into	 one	 of	 the	 chairs	 and	 stretched	 out,	 suddenly	 realizing
how	much	I	missed	real	furniture	and	longing	for	my	own	bed.	Chris	swatted
my	 legs	off	 the	 couch	 and	 sat	 down	next	 to	me,	 his	 glare	 telling	me	not	 to
look	so	relaxed.	He	was	right;	that’s	what	they	wanted,	that’s	what	this	room
was—a	comfortable	place	where	they	could	trick	you	into	letting	your	guard
down.	That	wasn’t	going	to	happen.

“This	 is	where	 the	real	fun	starts,”	I	said	 to	Chris.	“Where	 they	try	 to	get
you	to	tell	them	all	your	deep,	dark	secrets.”

“Says	who?”

“Tyler,”	I	replied.	I’d	slept	in	his	room	the	night	he	died,	foolishly	trying	to
hang	 on	 to	 some	 tiny	 piece	 of	 him.	 It	 suddenly	 got	 cold,	 the	 old	 drafty
window	above	his	bed	sending	a	chill	through	the	room	that	had	me	shivering
and	searching	for	a	blanket.	When	I	shook	out	an	old	blanket	I	found	on	the
top	shelf	of	his	closet,	a	composition	book	fell	 to	 the	 floor	by	my	feet.	The
instant	I	picked	it	up,	I	knew	what	it	was—his	journal,	tiny	fragments	of	the
time	he’d	spent	in	the	Bake	Shop.	I	read	it	from	cover	to	cover	that	night;	he
gave	me	enough	information	to	figure	this	place	out.	Enough	information	to
scare	me.

“You	 boys	 will	 be	 moving	 on	 to	 the	 reintegration	 phase	 shortly,”	 Ms.
Tremblay	 announced,	 her	 gaze	 sweeping	 across	 the	 ten	 of	 us	 sitting	 in	 the
room.	“No	doubt	you	have	some	questions	about	what	 to	expect,	both	 there
and	at	home.	This	is	the	time	to	discuss	those	issues,	along	with	anything	else
you	have	on	your	minds.”



I	nudged	Chris’s	arm,	warning	him	to	say	nothing.	He	nodded,	a	half-smile
parting	his	lips.	He	had	no	intention	of	giving	them	any	information.

“Be	assured,”	Ms.	Tremblay	continued	when	we	all	remained	silent,	“what
is	 said	 in	 this	 room	 stays	 in	 this	 room.	Nothing	 you	 confide	 in	me	or	 your
peers	will	be	mentioned	in	your	discharge	notes.”

“Ha.”	The	sharp	remark	was	out	of	my	mouth	before	I	had	a	chance	to	stop
it.	All	eyes,	even	those	of	the	security	guard,	turned	to	me.

“Perhaps	you	would	like	to	start,	Lucas,”	Ms.	Tremblay	said.

Oh,	 I	 wanted	 to	 start	 all	 right.	 I	 wanted	 to	 curse	Ms.	 Tremblay	 and	 this
entire	 facility	 for	what	 they’d	done	 to	my	brother.	 I	wanted	 to	warn	 all	 the
genetically	 flawed	 guys	 in	 here	 with	 me,	 Chris	 especially,	 that	 being	 sent
home	equated	to	nothing	more	than	an	isolated	hell.	Most	of	all,	I	wanted	to
tell	Ms.	Tremblay	to	take	her	fake	smile	and	circle-of-trust	crap	and	shove	it.
But	I	wasn’t	that	dumb.

“Nope,	 I’m	 good,”	 I	 lied.	 “Couldn’t	 be	 better.	 Happy	 to	 be	 going	 home.
Can’t	wait	to	see	my	family	and	friends,	ma’am.”

“You	 have	 the	 benefit	 of	 experience	 here,	 Lucas.	 Perhaps	 you’d	 like	 to
share	some	of	that	with	the	others,	maybe	dispel	some	myths	and	rumors	they
may	have	heard.”

“And	how	do	you	figure	that?	I’ve	been	locked	up	in	this	Bake	Shop	for	the
exact	same	amount	of	time	they	have,”	I	said,	and	she	rolled	her	eyes	at	my
pet	name	for	the	facility.	“I’ve	suffered	through	the	same	tests	and	heard	all
the	same	excuses	about	how	the	entire	gene-testing	protocol	is	for	the	greater
good.”

She	 shook	 her	 head,	 aggravated	 that	 I	 wasn’t	 coughing	 up	 my	 feelings.
“You	had	a	brother	who	came	through	this	program	two	years	ago,	isn’t	that
right?”

I	 nodded.	 That	 wasn’t	 exactly	 earth-shattering	 information.	 It	 was	 in	my
intake	 file,	 along	with	my	 address	 and	 date	 of	 birth.	 “I	 have	 a	 dog	 named
Brady	and	a	sister	named	Suzie,	too,	but	I	don’t	see	how	any	of	that	is	their
business,”	 I	 said,	 fanning	 my	 hand	 out	 to	 encompass	 the	 other	 nine	 guys
sitting	in	the	room	with	me.



“I	knew	your	brother,”	Ms.	Tremblay	replied,	 ignoring	my	sarcasm.	“You
remind	me	a	bit	of	him.	Strong-willed	and	determined.”

I	bit	back	my	response.	What	she	meant	was	stubborn	and	defiant.	They’d
really	tried	to	break	Tyler,	spent	a	little	more	time	on	him	than	the	others,	or
so	 I’d	 gathered	 from	 his	 journal.	 But	 he	 wouldn’t	 crack.	 Not	 until	 he	 got
home,	anyway.	Once	he	was	back	in	his	own	bedroom,	safe	from	their	reach,
he	let	go.

“My	brother	is	dead,”	I	said,	purposely	checking	my	emotions.	He’d	killed
himself	 sixteen	short	days	after	he	got	home,	choked	down	a	 fistful	of	pills
right	there	in	our	own	backyard.

“He’s	dead,”	I	repeated.	“And	the	way	I	see	it,	it’s	your	fault.”

Ms.	Tremblay’s	breath	shuddered	to	a	stop,	and	I	briefly	wondered	if	she’d
ever	been	told	what	happened	to	Tyler,	if	the	flow	of	information	coming	into
this	place	was	as	tightly	controlled	as	the	information	going	out.

“Dead,”	she	whispered.	“How?	When?”

“Doesn’t	matter,”	I	said.	“He’s	gone,	and	talking	about	it	in	this	little	group
session	of	yours	isn’t	going	to	bring	him	back.”

“No,	but	it	may	help	you.”

I	shook	my	head.	As	far	as	 I	could	 tell,	 she	was	 the	one	 in	charge	of	our
testing,	 the	 one	who	decided	which	 of	 us	 to	 ease	 up	 on	 and	which	 to	 push
harder.	 And	 now,	 what?	 Simply	 because	 the	 testing	 phase	 was	 two-thirds
over,	 she	 figured	 she	 could	 just	 change	 hats,	 come	 at	 me	 like	 some	 kind,
generous,	social-worker-type	person	who	wanted	to	make	sure	I	was	properly
dealing	with	my	brother’s	death?	Screw	that.

“I	don’t	want	your	kind	of	help,”	I	said.	“I	don’t	need	it.”

She	 sat	 there,	 silently	 staring	 at	me	 as	 if	 trying	 to	 figure	 out	what	 to	 say
next.	 “All	 right,	 Lucas,”	 she	 finally	 said.	 “If	 you	 don’t	 want	 to	 talk	 about
Tyler,	then	how	about	we	talk	about	you?”

My	mind	circled	back	 to	 the	day	 I	was	 taken	 from	home,	 the	day	Sheriff
Watts	showed	up,	a	warrant	in	hand	for	me	to	report	to	the	intake	facility	that
would	process	me	for	the	Bake	Shop.	I	wasn’t	so	much	worried	about	Mom;
she’d	known	 the	odds	of	me	 testing	positive	were	 insanely	high	 the	 second
they’d	taken	Tyler.	It	was	my	baby	sister	Suzie	I	was	worried	about.	She	was



three	years	old	when	Tyler	died,	barely	even	remembered	him,	but	 I’d	been
looking	out	for	her	since	she	was	two,	since	the	day	Dad	left	and	Mom	had	to
go	back	to	work	to	keep	us	fed	and	the	mortgage	paid.

“Be	good,	for	Mom,”	I’d	said	to	Suzie	as	I	stood	up.

“Where	are	you	going?”	she	asked,	her	eyes	darting	toward	the	window	and
the	three	police	cruisers	waiting	in	our	driveway.

I	searched	my	brain	for	something	to	say,	an	explanation,	a	lie	about	where
I	would	be.	What	I	came	up	with	was	an	overly	stupid:	“Camp.”

Mom	started	crying,	her	small	 frame	shaking	as	she	clung	 to	me.	 I	didn’t
know	what	to	say	to	make	her	feel	better.	The	truth	was,	this	sucked	for	her	as
much	as	me.	I	hadn’t	seen	my	father	in	three	years,	my	brother	was	dead,	and
now	they	were	taking	me.	And	in	eleven	years	they’d	test	Suzie.

I	felt	a	sharp	pain	in	my	leg	and	looked	down.	Chris’s	foot	was	lodged	in
my	shin	as	he	painfully	tried	to	coax	me	out	of	my	thoughts	and	back	to	the
room	 full	 of	 guys	 staring	 at	 me.	 Their	 bodies	 were	 tilted	 forward,	 elbows
resting	on	their	knees,	waiting	for	me	to	deliver	them	some	piece	of	wisdom.
Unfortunately,	I	had	nothing.	Nothing	they’d	want	to	hear	anyway.

“You	know	what,	I	do	have	something	to	say,”	I	started,	my	eyes	landing	on
every	one	of	 those	guys	as	I	spoke.	“You	no	 longer	have	a	home.	Everyone
you	 thought	you	knew—your	 friends,	 your	 teachers,	 the	girl	 you	 slept	with
for	 the	past	 two	years—they’ll	all	 turn	on	you.	You’ll	 see	 fear	 in	 their	 eyes
and	hear	 the	words	 they	whisper	 behind	your	 back.	Home,	 a	 normal	 life,	 a
future	…	yeah,	that’s	never	going	to	happen.	For	any	of	us.”

Their	faces	paled	as	the	truth	of	my	words	settled	in.	I’d	frightened	them,
taken	away	what	little	hope	they	were	clinging	to.

“If	you	have	nothing	useful	to	contribute,	Lucas,	perhaps	I	should	move	on
to	your	roommate,”	Ms.	Tremblay	said,	her	forced	smile	back	in	place.

“Go	right	ahead,”	I	said.	I	doubted	Chris	would	tell	her	anything	about	his
personal	life,	but	if	she	needed	to	test	that	theory	for	herself,	then	I	certainly
wasn’t	going	to	stop	her.

“Your	 father	 owns	 a	 security	 company,	 isn’t	 that	 right,	 Chris?”	 Ms.
Tremblay	began,	and	Chris	nodded,	giving	her	nothing.

“And	you’re	an	avid	hunter?”	she	continued.



The	 air	 in	 the	 room	 went	 from	 heavy	 to	 suffocating	 with	 that	 question.
Everyone	shifted	uncomfortably	in	their	seats,	their	eyes	darting	between	the
door	and	the	plain-clothes	security	guard	still	watching	over	us.

“You	are	aware	that	one	of	the	stipulations	of	your	release	is	that	you	can
never	own	a	firearm,”	the	guard	said	from	his	position	by	the	door.

“So	I’ve	been	told,”	Chris	muttered,	and	I	couldn’t	help	but	smile.	If	either
of	them	was	trying	to	get	a	rise	out	of	him,	it	wasn’t	working.

“And	does	that	bother	you?”	Ms.	Tremblay	leaned	forward	in	her	seat,	her
gray	eyes	peeking	over	the	rim	of	her	glasses.	“The	idea	that	because	you	are
an	 MAOA-L	 carrier,	 you	 can	 no	 longer	 engage	 in	 one	 of	 your	 favorite
hobbies?”

Chris	 looked	 at	 me.	 The	 message	 he	 was	 silently	 communicating	 clear:
How	far	can	I	push	them?

“As	far	as	you	want,”	I	mouthed	back.	As	long	as	he	stayed	in	his	seat	and
didn’t	threaten	anyone	in	this	room,	then	he	was	safe.	Besides,	wasn’t	it	just
last	week	that	Ms.	Tremblay	had	made	us	sit	through	that	hour-long	video	on
the	importance	of	expressing	oneself	with	words	rather	than	fists?

Well,	she’d	asked,	and	we’d	deliver.	“Words	over	fists,”	I	said,	loud	enough
for	Ms.	Tremblay	to	hear.

Chris	smiled	that	same	sarcastic	grin	I’d	seen	three	nights	before	when	he’d
told	me	 about	 how	 he’d	 hacked	 into	 his	 high	 school’s	 computer	 system	 to
change	the	grades	of	a	few	under-performing	members	of	his	baseball	team.
For	a	not-so-small	fee,	of	course.	I	shook	my	head	and	settled	back	into	my
seat,	quite	sure	this	was	going	to	be	the	most	fun	I’d	had	since	being	hauled
into	this	place.

“There’s	 more	 than	 one	 way	 to	 skin	 a	 cat,”	 Chris	 said.	 “And	 in	 all	 that
material	you	made	us	read	our	first	day	here,	I	didn’t	see	anything	forbidding
me	from	owning	a	crossbow.”

“Or	an	axe,	for	that	matter,”	I	piped	up.

“Good	thinking,	roomie.	I	mean,	just	think	about	all	the	damage	I	could	do
with	an	axe.	But	you	know	what	I	was	wondering,	seeing	that	Ms.	Tremblay
assured	us	we	were	free	to	speak	our	minds	and	all?”

“No,	what?”	I	asked,	playing	along.
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