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	For my sister, Erin Martin—

	for reminding me how strong the bond 

	between sisters can be. This one’s for you.
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	Sixteen.

	Sixteen days had passed since Mason’s death. Emery had been told that time was supposed to heal. That the more time that went by, the easier things would be. But that was a lie. This was beyond any sort of hell she’d ever experienced.

	Emery stood, motionless, in the middle of her living room, in a place that was supposed to be her home, but it certainly didn’t feel that way. Her home was back in Dormance, in a world that no longer existed. Thanks to me.

	The house was empty, her mother and her sister nowhere to be found. Once Dormance had been deactivated, the civilians had broken out in a giant state of frenzy. Those in the Federal Commonwealth’s underground chamber were released, their bodies weak and frail from being in a comatose state for so long. The Seventh Sanctum had moved fast, releasing statements and press releases to help the masses assimilate back into their societal roles. There was still a lot of work to be done, a lot of broken hearts to mend, and a lot of questions that needed answering.

	Emery glanced down at her wrist as the time floated in the air from her holowatch. One o’clock in the afternoon. Her visit to the cemetery was at two. Sighing, she walked over to her mother’s room and opened the closet door. There has to be a black dress hanging in here somewhere. 

	She rifled through hanger after hanger of pants, skirts, and blouses, until she finally landed on a long-sleeved black dress with lace detail. It was perfect. She pulled the dress from the hanger and slipped off her shorts and shirt. The dress fell over her head with ease. 

	She turned toward the bathroom mirror as she smoothed the bottom of her dress. She couldn’t help but feel taken aback as her eyes met her reflection. Her face was au natural, her olive complexion paler than usual, her deep crimson hair fastened into a messy bun. Her eyes were puffy and tired, and it looked as though she hadn’t slept in days. She reached for some blush and mascara, hoping that the two would bring some life to her face. When they didn’t, Emery searched through the drawers for a red or pink lipstick. She pulled a red one from the drawer and applied it to her lips. It was bright, probably too bright for the occasion, but she didn’t care. Mason would have liked it. And that was all that mattered.

	She meandered out of the bathroom, eyes catching a pair of black pumps poking out from underneath her mother’s bed. She slipped them on and slowly made her way to the front door, typing the code into the holopad to lock it. It only took a few minutes to arrive at the nearest T-Port and, even though she’d visited every day for the past two weeks, she caught herself checking the name of the cemetery yet again. “St. Augustine Cemetery in Burbank, California.”

	Her eyes closed as the familiar tingling took hold, followed by a cool gust of wind. Moments later, her eyes fluttered open. She stood outside a massive wrought iron gate. Looking beyond the gate, she realized that there wasn’t a soul in sight. Good. I can grieve in silence.

	The iron was cool to the touch as she pushed her way through the gate to the lawn area. Tombstone after tombstone lined the grass in neat, orderly rows. Bouquets of wilting white roses sat dejectedly next to a few of the headstones, as if the person who’d left them there couldn’t bear to bring themselves back to the site.

	She approached her late friend’s site, feeling guilty for not bringing her own bouquet; but much to her surprise, an arrangement of fresh yellow roses sat next to Mason’s headstone. She stopped in her tracks, confused, and surveyed the deserted cemetery. The bouquet was still lined in plastic, the stems sitting in a capsule of water, the price tag clear as day: September 15, 2056. 

	That was today’s date.

	She looked around the cemetery again, wondering who would have stopped by to drop off the flowers. A rustling in the distance caught her attention. A tall figure with shaggy brown hair emerged from behind a row of trees. His eyes were cast down at his feet. She felt her heart stop.

	It was Torin.

	A mix of emotions welled inside her chest as he lifted his head, his eyes locking with hers. She felt as thought she were on a rollercoaster of emotions—anger, fear, hatred, loneliness, sadness—all at once.

	They didn’t speak for a few moments. 

	Finally, Emery broke the silence. “What are you doing here?” Her lower lip trembled as the words left her mouth.

	Torin cleared his throat, then took a cautious step forward. “I wanted to pay my respects.”

	“Yeah, well, that’s nice and all, but I think you’ve done enough already.” She bit her tongue, knowing that her words sounded harsh.

	“Emery . . .” he began, his eyes brimming with tears.

	“No,” she said firmly, cutting him off. “You don’t get to disappear, then come back when you feel like it. Life doesn’t work that way.” Her voice caught in her throat. “You don’t just leave the people you care about to suffer and grieve alone. It’s not right.”

	Torin took another step forward. “I never wanted to leave you. You have to believe me,” he pleaded. “I just didn’t know how to be around you after what I did.” He nodded toward the grave. “I killed him, Emery. I killed Mason. Do you understand that? I’m the one responsible for his death.”

	She broke eye contact as a new wave of emotions washed over her, unable to look Mason’s murderer in the eye. Torin was right. He’d killed Mason . . .

	But he’d only done it to save her life.

	“You may have killed one of my closest friends,” she shuddered, “but you spared my life. And for that, I will be forever grateful.” 

	As she turned to leave, his hand landed gently on her shoulder. “I never wanted to leave you alone,” he whispered, “and I’m sorry. But I’m here now. That’s got to count for something.”

	Emery kept her back to him. She didn’t move, just bowed her head. “No. No, it doesn’t.” She pulled away, his grip breaking from her shoulder, then hurried back toward the wrought iron gates.

	“Emery, please!” he shouted after her. “There’s so much we need to talk about!”

	But she wasn’t listening. Both her mind and body were engaged in a full-fledged sprint toward the cemetery gates, tears cascading down her face with each and every stride. Just a few more steps. 

	It should have been me. I should have died.

	Emery stepped onto the T-Port, her voice shaking as she recited her home address. The last thing she saw was Torin running toward her, the expression on his face one of agonizing pain. She closed her eyes as the familiar gust of wind surrounded her. 

	And, for a few brief moments, she felt nothing. 

	No pain. No sadness. Nothing. 

	Nothing at all.
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	That went well.

	Torin stepped off the platform and walked upstairs to his apartment. He trudged over to the kitchen and turned the faucet on, watching as the water swirled down the drain. He splashed some on his face, then patted his skin dry. 

	A clearing of a throat caught his attention. He lowered the towel so that he could see, his eyes landing on the petite female standing in his living room. 

	“You were gone for a while,” Alexis observed as she took a step closer to the kitchen. “Did you see my sister?”

	He nodded as he flung the towel onto the countertop. “Yeah. I saw her.”

	Alexis’s eyes lit up. “Really? How is she? Did you tell her?”

	He studied her for a moment, unsure how to word what he needed to say next. Her childlike innocence made his guilt drop even deeper in his stomach. “She seems to be doing okay,” he lied.

	“Just okay?” she pressed, her forehead creasing with concern.

	“Look, she’s been better. We’ve all been better.” He sighed. “I didn’t get a chance to tell her. Emery doesn’t know that you’re here, but I promise that I’ll tell her the next time I see her.”

	Alexis’s face fell. “I haven’t seen my sister in over a year. The last good memory I have of her is moving her things into her dorm at Darden.” She lowered her head. “Who knows if that’s even a real memory? After all, it did happen in Dormance.”

	Wanting to comfort her, he took a step closer and squeezed her shoulder. She didn’t seem to notice. “All of your memories with your sister are real,” he reassured. As he took in the distressed expression on her face, his thoughts drifted back to the day he’d found her. 

	He’d received orders from the Seventh Sanctum to evacuate Novak’s underground chamber and instill calmness once the dormants had awakened from their comatose state. It had been obvious which two pods he needed to locate first: Emery’s mother and sister. They’d been easy enough to find, seeing as they were right next to each other. Alexis had roused with ease and, although she’d been panicked, he’d found a way to placate her. He’d explained who he was—that he knew Emery and their father—and she’d believed him. Their mother, on the other hand, had been a different story.

	Torin’s thoughts scattered as Alexis passed by on the way to the couch. She sat, her head falling into her hands.

	“We should probably check on your mom,” he said as he walked past her to the spare bedroom. 

	She sighed as she pulled herself up from the couch and begrudgingly followed him. 

	A small sliver of sunlight poked through a gap in the curtains. Alexis made her way around him and gently took a seat on the edge of the bed. She raised her hand to stroke her mother’s hair, when, suddenly, Sandra stirred. Alexis paused, her hand in mid-air, as her mother rolled onto her side.

	“Let’s not wake her,” Torin whispered. He bit his tongue, hoping she wouldn’t think he was overstepping, but she didn’t seem bothered. 

	She nodded as she stood, then slowly retreated toward the door, shutting it quietly behind her. “Do you think her memory will come back?”

	Torin bowed his head. After finding Alexis, he’d attempted to wake her mother, expecting that the result of the comatose state would be identical in both cases. 

	He’d been terribly wrong. 

	Sandra had no idea who Alexis was, which meant she probably didn’t know who Emery was either. And so, in order to keep emotions at bay, he’d decided it’d be best to not to tell Alexis about the Federal Commonwealth’s microchips or the memory purge—not yet, anyway. The timing just wasn’t right. Anything that might trigger hysteria and depression probably wasn’t recommended for someone who had been unconsciously trapped in a pod for their entire life. Best to keep quiet.

	Or, at least, that’s what he kept telling himself.

	Unfortunately for him, things with Sandra were growing progressively worse, and he desperately needed Emery’s help. He understood that she was in a bad place mentally and emotionally, still mourning over Mason’s death as she should be, but he couldn’t keep things under lock and key much longer. The secrets were piling up, and he didn’t know how much more he could take.

	He shifted his gaze from his feet to Alexis, realizing he still hadn’t answered her question.

	“Do you think her memory will come back?” she asked again, quieter this time.

	“Yes,” he responded, hoping she couldn’t hear the many layers of doubt in his voice. “Your mother’s memory will come back.”
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	A recurring nightmare haunted Emery that night, but this one had a slight change in scenery. Instead of being at her house, splashing around in the pool with her mother and sister, she found herself at her family’s cabin in Northern Arizona. Her mother was throwing logs into the fire pit with what little strength she had, moving slowly, as she seemed to do in prior dreams, her hands shaking as she lit a match and tossed it into the fire. 

	Emery stepped down from the back porch, noticing that her own two feet were moving incredibly slow. Snow covered the ground, and her boots crunched with each step. She gazed down at her fingers, where gloves should be, her skin a pale grey in the remaining daylight.

	Just as she was about to ask her mother if she needed help with anything, she froze. The figure before her was slowly disintegrating. Her mother turned to look at her, patches on her skull highlighting where her hair had fallen out.

	“Are you lost, dear?” she asked with a twinkle in her eye.

	Emery stood in front of the fire pit, motionless, watching with fear as her mother’s deep grey eyes sunk further into her face. Please wake up. Please don’t say it.

	“We all have to die at some point,” her mother stated. “It’s unnatural to live forever.”

	Emery turned to her right, noticing that her sister was sitting in one of the lawn chairs. She’d been there the entire time, her skin the same pale grey. “Alexis, what’s going on? What is mom talking about?”

	“We all have to die at some point,” Alexis repeated, her voice hoarse. “You can’t save everyone.”

	Before she could respond, a gust of wind swept through the area. She watched as her family’s bodies burst into thousands of tiny particles, the wind sweeping them up as if they were debris on a linoleum floor. Usually at this point in the dream, she’d scream and sob and reach out for her mother and sister. But not this time. Their words repeated in her head over and over again. We all have to die at some point. It’s unnatural to live forever. You can’t save everyone.

	Emery shot up from her bed, sweat beading along her hairline. Her eyes darted around the room, surveying her surroundings. It only took a moment for her to realize that she was at home, in her room. Safe. 

	The time floated in midair from her phone. Seven o’clock in the morning. Knowing that there was no way she’d fall back asleep, she threw her legs over the bed and headed into the bathroom to get ready for the day.

	Thirty minutes later, she found herself teleporting to Seventh Sanctum Headquarters. The city was bustling with people, even more so than usual. As she approached the giant glass doors, she couldn’t help but flash back to the first round of warfare between 7S and the FCW. She stopped walking as the memory hit her like a freight train. The bullet from Theo’s gun had ripped right through Mason’s skull, leaving him bleeding and lifeless on the ground. But sanaré had fixed that. 

	She had fixed that.

	An overwhelming sense of remorse washed over her as she entered the building. With a deep breath, she pulled out her phone and clicked on the holoimage of her father’s face. He answered in two rings.

	“Hey, kid.” 

	Hearing his voice instantly eased her nerves. “Hey, dad. I’m in the lobby at headquarters.”

	“What a coincidence. So am I.”

	Confused, she surveyed the oversized lobby until she set her sights on a tall figure near the service elevators. “Found you.” She clicked her phone off and strode over to where her father stood.

	He opened his arms for a hug. “Any news on your mom and sister?”

	She held the embrace, squeezing one last time before letting go. “Actually, I was hoping you’d have some.”

	Byron sighed, shaking his head. “They still haven’t arrived back at the house?”

	Tears threatened to fall from behind her eyelids. “No. I can’t find them anywhere.” A lump caught in her throat. “Do you think something happened to them?”

	He took her hand in his and squeezed it tight. “We can’t think that way. I’m sure they’re fine. Perhaps they’re in another city and don’t know how to get back. We can’t forget, teleportation is new to them.” He gave a reassuring smile.

	Her stomach twisted into knots. Alexis would have figured out how to get back.

	“Is it possible that we missed something?”

	“I don’t think so. I’ve had my staff monitoring the main station for any signs of Dormance being active. It’s completely shut down.” He smiled. “You, my darling daughter, shut it down.”

	This should have lightened her mood, but it only made it worse. All she’d wanted was to free the dormants and get back to her normal life—the life with her mother and sister. But lately, she’d started to question what normal even was anymore. Normal was the life she’d had back in Dormance . . . not her life in the 7S world. Even so, she had no doubt that her family would be able to pick up right where they’d left off, Dormance or no Dormance. There was just one problem. This required that her mother and sister actually be present in the 7S world.

	“Well, kid,” her father said, interrupting her thoughts, “are you hungry? I need to be back at the office in thirty minutes for a meeting.”

	She studied his face for a moment, taking in its worn and rugged texture, the jagged scar across his cheek growing more prominent every day. A constant reminder of his past. 

	“What are you thinking? SmartMeal?”

	He seemed to consider this. “How about we go somewhere instead? I love technology, but sometimes it’s nice to sit down at an actual restaurant and have a meal.”

	“Yeah,” she said with a smile. “I’d like that.”

	She followed her father through the sliding glass doors, out into the dreary Chicago weather. Dark storm clouds rolled in overhead, the threat of rain imminent.

	“We’d better move fast,” he said as he picked up the pace.

	She followed closely behind him as they searched for a restaurant. In the beginning, she’d been right on his tail, but after about ten minutes, she’d fallen severely behind. And oddly enough, her legs felt like they’d been encased in blocks of cement. “Whoa,” she called out to her father, who was a good fifteen feet ahead of her. “Give me just a second.”

	He turned around, a concerned look etched into his already wrinkled face. “Are you okay?”

	Rain began to trickle around them. She waved her hand dismissively in the air. “Yeah, I’m fine—” Her voice cut off as her eyes landed on her fingers. Her breath caught as she felt all of the color drain from her face. She blinked again, and then looked up, hoping that maybe it was the reflection of the storm clouds, but it wasn’t.

	There, in front of her face, were her fingers, but they weren’t of her normal olive complexion.

	No, they were a light shade of grey.
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	“Mrs. Parker, do you remember me?” 

	Torin sat in a chair across from Alexis’s mother, who was sitting upright in the bed in his guest room. Tiny nodes were stuck all over her forehead and temples, wirelessly feeding information to his holopad. It was rare for her to stay awake for long—her body seemed to shut down after just thirty minutes of waking, making it all the more frustrating when he felt like they were making progress, no matter how slight.

	Sandra’s eyes landed on him. Her face was blank. 

	Empty.

	Alexis stood at the edge of the door, her expression matching her mother’s. “What about me?” she croaked. “Do you remember me?”

	Sandra’s eyes shifted from Torin to Alexis. He could have sworn he saw a faint blip of recognition on her face, but it quickly faded into nothing. He checked his holopad, just to be sure the nodes hadn’t picked up on anything.

	Alexis sighed as her mother continued to stare, speechless.

	Torin glanced up from the device. “Mrs. Parker, you must remember something. Tell us what you remember.”

	More silence. More emptiness.

	Alexis turned to leave and, for once, he didn’t try to stop her. He couldn’t even begin to imagine how difficult this must be for her, day in and day out, not knowing if her mother would ever remember her. He was all too familiar with the pain of losing parents, but in this moment, it seemed that maybe it was better to have dead parents than a living one with no memory.

	He turned his attention back to Sandra, her blank stare boring into his, then shook his head. It didn’t make sense. The programming showed that her brain was still active, still functioning. She wasn’t brain-dead. She was able to wake up, to blink, to sit upright, and to fall asleep, but that seemed to be it. Quite the limited range of functionality.

	What am I missing?

	He tried a few more times, talking to Sandra in different tones and pitches—but still, he received empty, blank stares. 

	After twenty frustrating minutes, he decided it was time to give up on this round. He laid his holopad on the chair and made his way toward the door, turning to look at her one last time. She was still staring blankly at the wall in front of her. Just as he was about to shut the door, he heard it. 

	A voice. Barely there, but a voice.

	 “Nothing,” she whispered. “I remember nothing.” 

	He nearly slammed the door out of shock. “Alexis!” he called as he rushed back over to his chair. “Alexis, get in here!”

	It was the first time Sandra had spoken. And her sentences were coherent! This whole time he’d been worried that she’d forgotten how to speak. Every time he’d asked her a question, it felt as though he were talking to a wall. He’d even considered that maybe she couldn’t hear him at all—that she was deaf and mute. But that wasn’t the case. Sandra could speak. And, even better, she could understand his questions.

	Alexis burst into the room and rushed over to her mother, then crouched down to kneel by the bed.

	“Can you repeat what you just said?” he asked.

	There was a moment of silence before she spoke again. “Nothing.” She looked down at her hands, her voice a hoarse whisper. “I remember nothing.”

	“Oh my god,” Alexis breathed, laying her hand gently on top of her mother’s. “You’re speaking. You’re still in there somewhere.”

	Torin tried to swallow his excitement. The brain activity on the holopad was off the charts. Keep her talking.

	“Mrs. Parker, can you tell us anything else?”

	“Do you know who he is?” Alexis asked, pointing to Torin.

	Sandra averted her gaze from Alexis to Torin. She shook her head.

	“What about me?” Alexis choked. “Do you know who I am?”

	A faint blip on the holopad said she did, but Sandra closed her eyes, then shook her head again.

	Alexis tried to hold back tears. “I’m your daughter. It’s me, mom. It’s Alexis! You have to remember me!”

	Another blank stare.

	Alexis slumped to the floor, her body heaving and shuddering as she started to sob.

	Torin dropped the holopad, scooped Alexis’s body up off the floor, and carried her out of the bedroom. Her sobs grew louder as he laid her on the couch. Just as he was about to let go, she squeezed her arms tight around his neck.

	Her voice came out as a muffled whisper. “Please,” she pleaded. “Just stay for a minute.”

	“It’s okay,” he coaxed, his eyes on the bedroom door. He had to get back to the room. Sandra was awake. And talking. Who knew when he’d have this opportunity again? Unfortunately, Alexis’s arms were wrapped around his neck like a boa constrictor.

	“Listen to me, okay? Your mom is awake. And she’s speaking,” he tried again, hoping she’d release her death grip on his neck. “We should be celebrating, not crying.”

	She sniffled, her grip loosening. “Torin, my own mother doesn’t remember me. She doesn’t remember that I’m her daughter.”

	One at a time, he slowly removed her arms from his neck, watching as she sank back into the couch. “But she spoke. And that’s progress. That means we’re getting closer, even if it’s just a tiny step.”

	She nodded, wiping tears from her eyes. “I just want her to remember me.” Her lips quivered. “She’s all I have left.”

	“That’s not true. You have Emery. And you have me.” His eyes darted back to the bedroom door. As much as he wanted to comfort her, he was wasting time. “I’m going to go back in there and try to talk to your mom some more. You stay here and relax, okay?”

	She sniffled again before nodding her head.

	He gave her a half smile as he walked back toward the guest bedroom. He took his time, not wanting to seem too eager. As he pushed the door open, he hoped to see Samdra still upright and awake, but much to his dismay, she was laying back down, asleep. 

	With an irritated sigh, he picked up his holopad. Twenty minutes of nothing, a brief moment of something, and ten minutes of coaxing Alexis. That was his thirty minutes. And now Sandra was asleep, which meant he’d have to wait until she woke again before he could get his next thirty minutes.

	He took his place in the chair, his eyes focused on the holopad’s data. It wasn’t much, but it was a start. And truthfully, that was all he could really ask for at this point in time.
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	Byron stared at his daughter from across the table, not wanting to focus too much on the discoloration of her hands. The rain had gotten so heavy that they’d rushed into the first available restaurant, a Mediterranean café, a few blocks from 7S Headquarters. Now he sat facing his daughter, unsure what to say or how to comfort her.

	After a long silence, Emery finally spoke. “What more can you tell me about the program mom designed? About Alpha One?”

	He leaned back in his chair, studying her face intently. “What do you want to know?”

	She raised her hands and wiggled her fingers. “Well, as I’m sure you’ve noticed, my fingers are now a lovely shade of grey.”

	He chuckled through his worry. She really was her father’s daughter. Most people would panic at the sight of any abnormality, especially greying fingers, but not Emery. She knew that panicking wouldn’t help anything, so instead, she made light of the situation, which is exactly what he would have done. Even though their world was still in a state of turmoil, he couldn’t help but feel blessed to be reconnected with his daughter again. She’d grown so much over the past few months and he was grateful he’d been there to witness it.

	If only Sandra were here to see it.

	The clinking of plates interrupted his thoughts as the waiter served their food. Byron waited for him to leave before responding. “I’ve told you about Alpha One, how it started, what it was used for . . .”

	She nodded in confirmation.

	“I think what you’re really asking for is the outcome of the project. What the side effects were from the serums. Am I right?”

	“I guess so,” she managed through a mouthful of hummus.

	He took a swig of his drink before continuing. “I don’t remember much. But from what I can recall, those who were under lethargum for extended periods of time did exhibit odd symptoms once released from the simulation.”

	She paused, mid-bite. “What kind of symptoms?”

	“I don’t remember seeing any sort of skin discoloration.” He scratched his chin. “But soldiers did fall ill. Their bodies and minds moved at decelerated rates, their muscles and joints ached. We tried to organize a number of focus groups, but many of the participants didn’t make it—”

	Her face fell. “Didn’t make it?”

	He sighed. “What I meant is they didn’t survive in time to participate in the focus groups. We needed a large sample size to ensure our results were conclusive. Unfortunately, that was a luxury we couldn’t afford.”

	She chewed on her lower lip as she considered this. “Couldn’t you have just used sanaré? To keep them alive?”

	He shook his head. “Sanaré would have healed all of their wounds. We were trying to discern the cause of the illness—whether it was from the lethargum, or something else.”

	She reached for her napkin, her fingers catching on the frayed ends. “So you just . . . let those soldiers die? Even though you could have healed them?”

	He shifted uncomfortably in his seat. When she said it that way, it made him look like the bad guy. “I assure you, we would have healed them if we could, but we ran out of sanaré—”

	“Ran out? You’re the Commander of the Seventh Sanctum. I’m sure you could have made more,” she pressed.

	“That’s enough, young lady,” he scolded. “We couldn’t make more. The ingredients are quite difficult to come by and the process in itself is incredibly complex. You have to believe that if we could have saved them, we would have.”

	She was silent as she took another bite of her gyro wrap. “So what was the final outcome?”

	He tapped his fingers against the table, then sighed. “Inconclusive.”

	“Well,” she grunted as she tossed her napkin onto the table, “that’s not exactly the answer I was hoping for.”

	He stared down at his tightly clasped hands, his knuckles turning white from the pressure. She was right. His directive all those years ago had been to determine the effects of both lethargum and sanaré. And he’d failed. It’d never crossed his mind that his research on Alpha One would ever come full circle. 

	He gazed back up at his daughter who was absentmindedly staring out the rain-splattered window. The conversation was over.

	I’m going to fix this, he silently pledged. I promise.
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	It was the same routine she’d had for days. Wake up. Have breakfast. Slip on a black dress. Coat her lips in red. Teleport to St. Augustine Cemetery.

	Emery stood in front of Mason’s grave. The yellow roses Torin had brought over a week ago were wilted, dying. Just like everything around me.

	Kicking her shoes off, she knelt and leaned against the headstone, the dead grass tickling the backs of her legs. A loud sigh escaped her lips as she gazed up at the cloudless sky. “You’re up there somewhere,” she muttered to herself. A cool breeze swept through the cemetery, a musky and familiar scent filling her senses. It smelled just like him . . . what she could remember, anyway. She inhaled deeply, wanting to savor anything and everything that reminded her of him.

	A twig snapped in the row of trees behind her, breaking her from her tranquil state. She pulled herself up from the ground and dusted the grass from the back of her dress. Her eyes focused on the thicket, searching for any sign of movement, but there was none. Her imagination seemed to be running away from her these days. She’d half expected to see Torin hiding behind the brush, but the wilted roses indicated that he hadn’t been back. That was probably a good thing. 

	Mason wouldn’t want him here anyway. 

	But in all reality, how long could she go on being angry with Torin? Mason was gone, and there was nothing she could do to fix that. It hurt like hell, yes, but shutting one of her closest friends out wasn’t the answer. Then again, how was she supposed to look Torin in the eye without seeing Mason’s murderer? 

	It was an accident. Torin didn’t mean to kill Mason. It was either him or me.

	The cemetery was getting to her head.

	She swept her hand along the top of the headstone, watching as small particles of dust and grass danced into the sky. She didn’t want to leave, but staying any longer wouldn’t do any good. What’s done is done.

	She closed the wrought iron gate behind her and walked over to the T-Port. As she stepped onto the platform, she realized that she didn’t want to go back to Arizona just yet. There was nothing for her there. So, she decided to go the first place that popped into her mind.

	“Downtown Los Angeles,” she instructed the machine. A brief whir later, she found herself standing in the middle of a bustling city. People milled about as shopping bags floated next to them on holocarts. A glowing white café sign at the far end of the street caught her eye. The door slid open as soon as she approached it.

	The café was especially crowded for a weekday. She eyed the numerous SmartMeal machines behind the counters. The only employee in the place appeared to be busy flipping through articles on his holopad. With all the technology around, it was surprising to see an actual human employee. He was probably there strictly for appearances’ sake.

	She strolled across the smooth, transparent floor until she reached one of the machines. She scanned her fingerprints before ordering a latte, watching as the machine identified her and deducted the appropriate dollar amount from her family’s account. The mug materialized under the machine, followed by a steady flow of light brown liquid. When the mug was full, she grabbed it by the handle, then took a seat in one of the empty holochairs.

	The remote on the arm of the chair lit up as soon as she sat down, and she skimmed through the different options, realizing that she could change the appearance of the chair by adding cushions, different fabrics, and other features no one in their right mind would ever need. Luxury had become a necessity for most people, but not for her. She liked to think she still knew how to enjoy the little things.

	She exhaled a long sigh as she took a sip of her latte. The warm liquid soothed her throat and instantly made her feel better, if only for a moment. As she drew the mug from her face, her eyes landed on her discolored fingers. They were truly unsightly. Purchasing some gloves may be next on the agenda.

	She set the mug down on the holotable as she gazed around at the other patrons. Everyone seemed to be deep in conversation with the holoversions of their friends. It was actually kind of sad. Does anyone hang out with real-life people anymore?

	After finishing her latte, she hopped down from the chair and walked through the door that led outside. As she walked along the sidewalk, she couldn’t help but notice that something was off. The majority of the people in her line of vision were moving slower than usual—very different from the bustling city she’d witnessed just an hour ago. A man approached her, slowly, his feet taking an entire two Mississippi’s to leave the pavement. As he got closer, Emery noticed that his face was colored a sickly shade . . .

	Of grey.

	She gazed down at her hands, then balled them into fists before darting past the man. As she approached more and more people on the sidewalk, she noticed that almost all of them had a grey tinge to their skin, whether it be on their hands, face, arms, or legs.

	What is this? What’s happening?

	Doing her best not to panic, she eyed the nearest T-Port and rushed over to it. Why is everyone turning grey?

	She stepped onto the metal platform, then instructed it to take her to 7S Headquarters. There was someone she needed to speak to immediately.
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	Byron sat at his desk, mesmerized by the changing landscapes displayed on the holowindows in his office. One minute he was staring at a serene beach setting, and the next he was looking at a snow covered forest of pine trees and evergreens, the colors so vivid, he could have sworn he was standing in the middle of a winter snowstorm. Thoughts of his wife and their two daughters filled his head. They were happy thoughts, although he didn’t have many of them. But that could all change now that Novak and his beloved Dormance were gone.

	Without warning, Emery burst through the door to his office, her hair disheveled, cheeks flushed a rosy shade of pink. She rushed over to his desk, then leaned over and placed her hands on the smooth titanium surface. Her voice shook as the words left her mouth. “Everyone’s skin is turning grey.”

	He clicked off the landscape as he rose from his chair, walking around the desk to face his daughter. He placed his hands on her shoulders, hoping that it would calm her. “Are you okay? You’re shaking.”

	She shook her head as she stepped backward. She lifted her hands so that they were directly in his line of vision. “My hands. They’re grey. Everyone else’s skin is also turning grey.”

	He stepped forward and gently lowered her hands. “There’s no need to panic. But what exactly do you mean by everyone?”

	“I went to the cemetery to visit Mason,” she began, her voice cracking, “and on a whim, I decided to visit Los Angeles. I went into a café and everything seemed to be fine, but when I came back out, everyone around me had grey-tinged skin.” She took a deep breath as she sat down in the chair behind her.

	He studied her for a moment. Even as a child, she’d had a vivid imagination—but he could tell that this wasn’t something she’d made up. The concern in her eyes, the tremor in her voice, told him that this was real.

	“Do you think it has something to do with the lethargum?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

	He sighed. “I’m really not sure. But I know someone who might.”

	He noticed her perk up a little as he pressed a few buttons on his phone. In seconds, Naia appeared in the doorway, her blonde hair bobbing as she walked toward them. “Hi there. What can I help you with?”

	“Naia! It’s so good to see you,” Emery said as she bounced up from the chair to give her a hug. “Where have you been?”

	Naia returned the embrace, then smiled. “I took a short vacation,” she admitted. “After everything that’s happened with President Novak and the disintegration of the Federal Commonwealth, I needed some time away.”

	“But we sure are glad you’re back,” Byron chimed in. “Please, have a seat,” he said as he stood up, gesturing toward the chair. “Emery and I have some questions for you.”

	Naia obliged, looking back and forth between the two of them as she sat down. Her eyes landed on Emery’s hands. “Oh my word,” she gasped as she took her hands.

	Emery shot a look at her father. “You’ve seen this before?”

	Naia nodded, a solemn expression crossing her face. “Yes. When we were training candidates for The Alpha Drive.” She paused as she let Emery’s hands fall to her lap. It was almost as if she didn’t want to continue.

	“What happened during the training?” he pressed.

	“Our older participants, thirty-five and up, had some difficulties, to say the least,” Naia explained. “Their bodies began to deteriorate at an accelerated rate. A few did have grey-tinged skin.” She hesitated, then swallowed. “Our testing was inconclusive. We’re not sure what caused it.”

	“But you have a theory?” he asked, his voice hopeful.

	Naia bowed her head as she ran a hand through her hair, then gazed back up at him. “Yes,” she whispered. “There’s a theory circulating that lethargum has negative side effects on those who are exposed to it for long periods of time.” She shrugged. “It would explain why the older participants in The Alpha Drive couldn’t perform as well as the younger ones.”

	“Did it kill them?” Emery asked, her eyes wide with concern.

	“A few died, yes,” Naia responded, “but sanaré healed the rest.”

	Emery nodded, allowing the words to sink in. “But there’s no more sanaré. I used the last of it when I set the gas capsule off in Chicago.”

	The room was silent.

	“It was a courageous thing you did,” Byron commended as he walked back behind his desk. “We owe you our lives.”

	“Very brave,” Naia agreed.

	Emery smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. He knew his daughter’s past had tormented her and would continue to do so until all was right again, until all was resolved. Somehow, he felt responsible for this.

	“We’ll start with the basics,” he said suddenly as an idea struck him. “We’ll run some tests on our patrons—on those who were in Dormance, as well as those who remained in the 7S world.”

	“We can do that?” Emery asked.

	Byron could have sworn he saw a small glimmer of hope flash across his daughter’s eyes. He gave her a firm nod before answering, determined to keep that hope alive. “We can. And that’s exactly what we’re going to do.”
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	Torin fired up his holopad, keeping his eyes glued on the sleeping figure in front of him. He checked the timer on the screen. Two more minutes. Just two more minutes until Sandra would wake from her usual slumber. But even after she woke, there was no assurance he’d figure out what was wrong or be able to cure her.

	It was becoming increasingly more difficult not to feel disheartened. He’d tried everything he could think of to bring Sandra’s memory back. Over the past week, he’d made numerous attempts, but nothing had worked. Hacking into a system was one thing—trying to bring back human memories was an entirely different ballgame.

	One minute. He stood from his chair and made his way over to the bed, taking caution as he adjusted the nodes on Sandra’s head. Like it’ll do anything. His fingers stopped moving as she stirred. He removed his hands, watching like a predator would its prey, as she slowly rose to a sitting position. 

	He hurried back to his seat. He had to take full advantage. Each window of opportunity was limited and seemed to grow smaller every day. At first, he’d had a full thirty minutes with Sandra. But as the days went by, he noticed he’d lose thirty seconds after each twenty-four hour period. Seeing as it was the eighth day for his futile attempt at jogging her memory, he now only had twenty-six minutes.

	Make ‘em count.

	He started with the usual question. “Mrs. Parker, do you know who I am?”

	At first, her face was blank, but then, there was a brief flicker of recognition. “You’re Torin,” she answered, her voice raspy.

	“Good,” he commended. He checked the holopad to ensure the program was receiving a signal from the nodes. “Now, tell me about your family.”

	She wrinkled her forehead. “My family? I . . . I don’t think,” she paused, “I don’t think I have a family.”

	He sighed as he glanced down at his holopad. The nodes were sending signals, but they were minimal. Just small blips on a large scale.

	Don’t give up.

	“What about her?” Torin asked as he pulled up a picture of Alexis on his holophone. “Do you remember her?”

	Sandra motioned for him to enlarge the photo. She looked at it with confusion, trying her best to focus on the image before her. “That’s . . . Alexis.”

	“Good,” he said again. “Now, how do you know Alexis?”

	Sandra shrugged. “I don’t. I just know her name. She’s the girl that’s here with you, in your living room.”

	He bowed his head, disappointed, but not surprised, by her response. The only reason Sandra could remember him or Alexis was because she’d seen the two of them every time she’d woken up. Her short-term memory was there, and it was improving with each day, but her past was a black hole—like it had never even happened.

	He continued to ask his customary set of questions, all the while trying to find a way to hack into her microchip, seeing as that’s how the Federal Commonwealth had erased her memories to begin with. He figured it was a good starting point. The only problem was that the microchip seemed to have been developed by someone with much more knowledge than he was currently equipped with. 

	Hacking was simple, but this . . . this was a nightmare.

	I’m never going to figure this out, he thought glumly. As much as he didn’t want to give up, nor disappoint Alexis, his confidence in his abilities was dwindling. Some things just couldn’t be undone and this seemed to be one of them.

	His thoughts scattered as Alexis poked her head through the door. “Oh, sorry. I didn’t know she was awake.”

	He couldn’t help but notice how she kept her eyes trained on him and not her mother. “It’s okay. Do you need something?”

	Her eyes flitted briefly to her mother, who was now staring out the window. “Yeah, but it can wait. I know you only have a limited amount of time with her.”

	He didn’t have the heart to tell her that he’d almost given up. So, he fibbed. “I only have a minute or so left before she falls asleep again.” He shut down the holopad and walked over to where she was standing. Alexis strode into the living room and he followed, shutting the bedroom door softly behind him. “What’s up?” he asked.

	“Is there any real progress with my mom?” she asked hopefully as she plopped down onto the couch.

	He hesitated before answering. “Her short-term memory is improving, but she still can’t remember anything before the purge.”

	Alexis’s lower lip quivered. “I was hoping for better news.”

	“I know,” he said with a sigh. “So was I. I’m sorry.”

	She waved a hand in the air. “It’s not your fault. You’re doing everything you can.” She tried to give a reassuring smile, but he could tell it was forced. “There’s something else . . .”

	“Hmm?” he murmured as he took a seat on the couch next to her. “What’s that?”

	“I’m not really sure how to explain it,” she began, searching for the words. “Here, I’ll just show you.”

	He watched as she knelt over her lap and began rolling up the legs of her pants. He watched with concern as she brought the fabric up to her knees. What in the world?

	The sight rendered him speechless.

	Her legs were a light shade of grey.
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	Byron drummed his fingers against his new desk. Titanium had such a different feel to it than wood—something about it made him feel more powerful. And an ego boost was exactly what he needed if he was going to deliver the speech floating before him.

	“Let’s go through it one more time,” Naia instructed as she powdered his forehead and cheeks. “Your voice was a little strained last time.”

	He sighed. It would be the sixth time he’d reviewed his speech—the one that would announce Operation Revive to the world. After his conversation with his daughter and Naia, he’d had an inkling that it was time to finally take action. He couldn’t sit back and watch as the world he’d fought so hard for deteriorated beneath his fingertips. 

	Over the past week, he’d called a couple late night meetings with the sergeants, corporals, and interns. The more manpower the better. They’d spent a full forty-eight hours brainstorming their next move. The result? An initiative that would allow for the testing of dormants and their symptoms versus those who had never stepped foot in Dormance. The plan was immaculately detailed, and even went so far as to break out the test subjects in groups based on age ranges. The testing itself was non-invasive and would allow all participants to continue on with their daily activities, with a few limitations, of course. The lab had designed a pill that, once ingested, would disperse into micronodes that would travel through the bloodstream and latch onto tissue, bone—even red and white blood cells. The nodes would send signals of any irregular activity within the participant’s body to 7S’s Operation Revive Program, where lab scientists would monitor, record, and analyze the data. In his honest opinion, it was some of their best work yet. If Naia’s theory was correct, then previous dormants, thirty-five years and older, didn’t have much time left. The clock ticked faster and faster with each passing day.

	Byron cleared his throat and rehearsed his speech one last time. Naia stood behind her holopad, recording every word. When he was finished, she played it back.

	“It’s good,” she praised as the video finished playing. “I think it’s your best one yet. You’re ready.”

	He rose from his chair and, with a nod, said, “Alert the camera crew that it’s time to go live.”

	“Yes, sir,” she replied as she dabbed a final bit of powder onto his forehead.

	He watched as she hurried out of the room, her hand pressed firmly against her headset. When she was finally out of earshot, he heaved a loud sigh. I hope that this is the right move.

	He’d already considered the population’s reaction once he made the announcement. It could go one of two ways: complete panic and chaos, or grief and mourning. The latter was highly unlikely. He was basically telling the nation that half of the population was ill without any additional information. No one knew what had caused it, whether or not it was contagious, or what it even was. His goal wasn’t to instill fear and panic into the hearts of the citizens, but as a public servant, it was his duty to make them aware of any danger or imposing threat the moment it was brought to his attention. So that’s exactly what he planned to do.

	Naia returned with the camera crew, five in total, and placed them in position in front of Byron’s desk. Normally, he didn’t allow unauthorized personnel to enter the undisclosed offices in the Seventh Sanctum Headquarters, but this was clearly an exception..

	“We’re doing this here?” the lead cameraman asked with a raised eyebrow.

	“Yes,” Byron answered coolly. “Is there a problem?”

	“No problem,” the cameraman shrugged. “I just thought we would do it outside of the building. Maybe standing in front of your headquarters?”

	“No,” he stated firmly. “We’re finished hiding from the public. With the news I’m about to announce, I need to earn our patrons’ trust. So we’ll do it here. In my office. Where I work, for the people, every single day.”

	The cameraman opened his mouth to respond, but seemed to think better of it. “Rolling in five,” he muttered as he turned on his equipment. Byron squinted as a member of the crew switched on a bright white light. 

	Here goes.

	At that moment, his daughter strode through the door, her hair bouncing in soft waves behind her shoulders. Emery leaned against the back wall, peering over the camera crew until she was able to make eye contact with her father.

	My sweet Emery. I promise, I’m going to fix this.

	“Rolling in 5 . . . 4 . . . 3 . . .”

	He kept his eyes locked on his daughter’s, giving a brief smile as the cameraman finished counting down.

	“Action.”

	Only then did he direct his attention toward the camera. “Good evening to the great people of this nation. The purpose of this broadcast is to announce something of grave importance.” He paused as he stole another glance at his daughter. “It pains me to inform you that we’re going to have some tough times ahead of us . . .”
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	Torin gazed out the guest bedroom window as heavy raindrops hit the glass, his holopad sitting dejectedly on the chair next to him. While Sandra had made improvements with her short-term memory, she was nowhere near remembering anything before or during Dormance. Her head was a ghost town, empty and barren, much like her expression every time she stirred from slumber. He turned to look at her. She was peacefully sleeping. Sitting in a chair opposite the bed was Alexis, nodes protruding from her temples and wrists. The blips on the second holopad were faint, but audible. 

	Like mother like daughter.

	After discovering the skin discoloration on Alexis’s legs, he’d felt the need to shift gears. As much as Alexis wanted him to focus on her mother, he still couldn’t find the courage to tell her that he was close to giving up. He was running out of options and patience. How was he supposed to break such heart wrenching news to her? That her mother would probably never recognize her again? That, in her mother’s mind, she was merely a ghost?

	Focusing on Alexis and her condition was just what he needed: a mental break from Sandra and her unforgiving loss of memory. Although it was selfish, he knew that identifying Alexis’s condition was a more fruitful venture. 

	The only problem was the actual identification part. 

	Her condition was unlike anything he’d ever seen before. His research wasn’t much help either—there was no concrete research out there about grey-tinged skin.

	Alexis plucked the nodes from her temples and her wrists, then shut down the monitoring program on the holopad. “I think that’s enough for today,” she sighed as she shuffled into the living room. She was wearing cropped pants today, and while it wasn’t clear if the discoloration had spread, her ankles were certainly a deeper shade of grey than they had been a couple of days ago. 

	It’s getting worse, Torin thought glumly. Both Alexis and her mother are getting worse by the minute.

	His thoughts flitted to Emery. He hadn’t made another appearance at the cemetery after their last run-in—the risk of upsetting her was too great. She needed time, and he understood that; but the situation with her family was growing more complex every day, and the fact that she didn’t even know about it was just plain wrong. She’d wanted to be left alone and he’d respected that, but it’d been long enough. It wasn’t her call anymore.

	His thoughts scattered as his focus shifted to the couch in the living room, where Alexis now sat. She was on the edge of the cushion. Flashes from the television danced across her face. Her eyes were glued to the screen. 

	What has her so captivated? he wondered as he left the bedroom. 

	A familiar voice filled the space around him. He stopped mid-step. It was the Commander. The Commander . . . who was also Emery’s father. Meaning he was Alexis’s father, too.

	He finished walking over to the couch and took a seat next to her as the Commander began his speech. He glanced over to see if there was any sign of recognition on her face, but there wasn’t. Emery had told him that she’d been six years old when her father was permanently deployed, which meant that Alexis would have been three years old—far too young for her to recognize the man on the screen.

	Torin twiddled his thumbs as the Commander continued to speak, stealing glances at Alexis every minute or so. Should I tell her?  It wasn’t his place, but it felt wrong to keep such life-changing information from her. It’s not your job to fix their family, he reminded himself. Let Emery take care of it.

	As the Commander signed off, Alexis powered down the television. She turned to face him, her expression weary. “I think my favorite line was ‘There’s a sickness among us’.” She gave a half smile. “Do you think it has anything to do with this?” Her eyes lowered to her legs.

	He followed her gaze, then shrugged. “It might. Who really knows?” He forced a smile, but she didn’t seem to buy it. 

	While the Commander’s speech had been chock full of compassion and empathy, Torin had hoped it’d be at least a little informative. But that was the government—vague, political, and ambiguous. They gave just enough information to satiate the public’s appetite without really telling them anything.

	“Maybe I should volunteer to be a test subject in Operation Revive,” Alexis thought out loud.

	Her statement caught him off-guard, and he coughed, almost choking on his own spit. “Why would you want to do that?”

	“I don’t know. If other people are suffering from the same condition I am, maybe running some tests on me could help others.”

	“That’s really generous of you,” he started, his forehead wrinkling with concern, “but let’s not get ahead of ourselves. I’ve been running tests on you—the same tests that 7S would run, mind you, and I haven’t found anything yet. What makes you think they could find something?”

	“Well, for starters, they have an actual lab,” she pointed out. “We’ve just been sitting in your apartment, running tests using some program on your holopad.”

	Without meaning to, he clenched his jaw. “It’s the same program that 7S uses. I work for them, remember?”

	She crossed her arms as she leaned back into the couch. “I know, I know.”

	“Just give me one more week. If I can’t figure something out, then you can volunteer to be a test subject.”

	She seemed to consider this. “Three days,” she negotiated.

	“Let’s meet in the middle,” he suggested. “Five.”

	She wrinkled her nose, then nodded. “Deal.”

	They shook on it.

	“Well, it looks like I have a lot of work to do,” he said as he stood up from the couch. “I’ll be in my office.”

	“I’ll be out here,” she teased.

	He gave her a small smile, then turned to head toward his desk. He was halfway there when a knock sounded at the door. “I wonder who that could be,” he muttered under his breath. His question was answered almost immediately as a female voice called out his name.

	It was Emery.
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	Emery stood outside Torin’s apartment, hands shaking after knocking on the door. No answer. She’d called out his name, then immediately regretted it. After the way she’d last treated him, she wouldn’t be surprised if he never wanted to see or speak to her again. 

	Just as she turned to leave, the door opened. Torin’s hair was tousled and unkempt, his eyes twinkling with his usual boyish charm. With the way he was leaning on the doorframe with one hand in his pocket, wearing a white t-shirt and faded blue jeans, he looked like he’d just stepped out of a 1960s film. Her breath caught as his eyes met hers.

	“Hey,” he said cautiously as he slid his hand along the doorframe. “I wasn’t sure if I’d see you again.”

	She swallowed the giant lump that had suddenly formed in her throat, her words caught somewhere in between grief and lust. She’d always been attracted to Torin, but seeing him, like this . . . feelings began to surface that she hadn’t even realized were there. Feelings she thought couldn’t exist after everything that had happened.

	Silence lingered in the air until the words finally came to her. “I still haven’t forgiven you, but you were right.” She sighed. “I can’t hold a grudge against you. And there’s a lot that we need to talk about.”

	“I’ll say,” he agreed as he swung the door open further to reveal the living room.

	Her eyes widened as she focused on the figure sitting on the couch. It was her sister. “Alexis?” she called out in confusion as she pushed past Torin and ran into the living room. “Oh my god, it’s really you! You’re safe!”

	The expression of disbelief on her sister’s face matched her own. “Emery!”

	They stood there, in the middle of the living room, hugging each other and rocking back and forth. Emery gave another squeeze before letting go. “I can’t believe this. How did you . . . ?” Her voice trailed off as her gaze shifted to Torin. “Does this mean—?”

	He nodded, almost as if he’d predicted that she’d ask about her mother.

	“Where is she? Is she okay?” Emery pressed, eyes darting around the room.

	Alexis placed her hands on Emery’s shoulders and turned her sister’s attention back to her. “Mom’s not doing so well, Em,” she whispered. “You need to prepare yourself.”

	Emery shook her head. “Prepare myself? What do you mean? Where is she?”

	Alexis’s bottom lip began to quiver as she looked over at Torin. “She’s here . . . physically.”

	Emery knit her brow. “I don’t understand—”

	“What Alexis is trying to say,” Torin interrupted, sensing the discomfort, “is that your mom is physically here, in my apartment. But mentally and emotionally, she seems to be elsewhere.”

	“I want to see her,” Emery demanded. “Now.”

	Torin hesitated, but knew better than to argue with her. The stubborn bull always won. He led her to the guest bedroom and pushed open the door ever so slightly. 

	There, lying motionless in the bed, was her mother—her pale, frail mother. Her once rich red hair was faded, wisps of grey and white protruding from the roots. The skin around her eyes was wrinkled, more so than she remembered. She entered the bedroom and knelt next to her mother’s bed. “Mom?” she whispered as she laid her gloved hand over the blanket. “Can you hear me?”

	“She’s due to wake up in about ten minutes,” Torin announced as he checked the status on the holopad.

	“Due to wake up?” she asked as she gently shook her mom’s shoulder. “She should just . . .”

	He set the holopad down and walked over to the edge of the bed. He took a deep breath, then said, “Before she wakes up, there’s something you need to know. Your mother appears to have long-term memory loss.” He paused. “Her short-term memory is improving, but she doesn’t seem to remember anything before waking up from Dormance.”

	“That’s not possible. Everyone else who woke up from Dormance was fine—” Her voice faltered as the realization hit her. Pressing a hand to her mouth, she fell at her mother’s bedside. Novak erased my mother’s memory.

	A dark expression rolled across Torin’s face. “I’m so sorry, Emery.”

	A tear escaped from her eye and slowly slid down her cheek. “She won’t remember me?”

	He shook his head. “I’m afraid not.”

	“What about Alexis? Does she remember Alexis?”

	He shook his head again, his expression solemn.

	Her leather gloves crinkled as she clenched her hands in and out of fists. In what cruel universe would someone take away a mother’s memory? It was heartless, inconceivable. Then again, her mother had been the creator of Alpha One. Why would Novak erase my mother’s memory?

	“Because she knew something,” Emery thought out loud.

	“Huh?”

	She gazed at Torin. The look on his face resembled that of a lost puppy. “Novak erased my mother’s memory. She must have known something he didn’t want us to find out.”

	He seemed to consider this. “But what was it? What did she know?”

	“I haven’t a clue,” she said with a sigh, “but I do know one thing. You have to find a way to bring her memory back.”

	“I’ve been trying, believe me. It’s harder than it looks.”

	“Well, I need you to try harder.”

	He shot her a stern look. “Don’t you think I’m trying my absolute hardest? Come on now.”

	In that moment, she could feel her sadness transforming into anger. “I can’t believe you’ve had my mother and sister here the whole time and didn’t tell me when we saw each other at the cemetery!”

	He stared at her with a blank expression. “Emery, you wouldn’t even talk to me, let alone listen to anything I had to say. What did you expect me to do?”

	“You should have just blurted it out!” Her blood was boiling. “I’ve been searching for my mother and sister for over a year, Torin. You knew that. And you’ve had them here the entire time!”

	“Okay, just . . . calm down,” he coaxed as he sat down on the bed next to her. “You’re right. I should have told you. And I’m sorry I didn’t.”

	“We need to get both my mom and sister to 7S Headquarters right away,” she said hurriedly as she swiped through her phone. “I need to tell my dad. I need to—”

	“Emery, listen to me.” His voice was harsh. “Your mother and sister are not going anywhere. I’ve been running tests here. The Seventh Sanctum won’t be able to figure anything out that I haven’t already.”

	“This isn’t your decision.” The words tasted sour the moment they left her mouth.

	Without warning, he stood up from the bed, his face taut with anger. “It is my decision. You made it my decision when you chose not to listen or talk to me. I’m the one who’s been taking care of your family, so I sure as hell have some say in what happens to them!”

	She stopped typing as she gazed up from her phone. Her mouth pressed into a firm line as she spoke. “It’s my family,” she hissed. “My father, the Commander, needs to know.”

	“Emery, please!”

	But she was already halfway out the door.

	“Let’s go, Alexis,” she ordered as she opened the front door.

	“I can’t,” her sister whimpered. “I need to stay here.”

	Emery eyed her with a bewildered expression. “You don’t need to stay here. I’m your sister and I said it’s time to go. Now.”

	“But Emery . . .”

	“What?” she barked as she threw her head back. Alexis choosing now, of all times, to be difficult was the absolute worst timing imaginable.

	“Look.”

	Emery sighed as she brought her head back to its normal position. “What is it?”

	Alexis stood up from the couch and stepped out from behind the coffee table. Emery’s eyes grew wide as she observed the color of her sister’s legs.

	“Oh my god, Lex.”

	Her sister’s legs were the same color as her hands. She eyed her gloves, feeling tempted to pull them off, but resisted the urge.

	“It’s bad and it’s only getting worse. Torin is running some tests, so I need to stay here. For observational purposes.” Alexis crossed her arms. “I hate to do this to you, but I’m not going anywhere.”
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	Byron’s phone chimed as an incoming call lit up the screen. It was Emery. “Hello?”

	A holoimage of his daughter appeared before him. “Hey dad, are you busy?” She was out of breath, eyes wide and panicked, like something big had just happened.

	“I have a meeting in thirty minutes.” He paused, listening as her rapid breathing filled the airwaves. “But I can push it forward if needed. Is everything okay?”

	She shook her head. “There’s something I need to tell you in person. I’ll be there in five minutes.” And with that, the call ended.

	He set the phone down on his desk, befuddled by her last statement. What was so important that she needed to speak with him in person?

	Like clockwork, Emery arrived at his office five minutes later. He stood from his chair to greet her with a hug, but she stopped mid-step and waved a hand in the air in a shooing motion. She shot him an apologetic look. “I’m sorry, I’m just upset,” she said as she began pacing back and forth.

	He lowered his arms, embarrassed, then preceded to fix a button on his shirt that didn’t need fixing. “What is it you need to tell me?”

	She stopped pacing, then ran a hand through her tangled crimson hair. “It’s about Alexis. And Mom.”

	His ears perked up. “Oh?”

	As she drew in a deep breath, he could tell that what she was about to say pained her before she’d even started speaking.

	“Err, well, I know where Mom and Alexis are.”

	“Well, that’s great news, Em. I’ve been wondering—”

	“I wish it were great news,” she mumbled, her voice barely audible.

	He felt his face pale. Just from the look on his daughter’s face, he could tell the news wouldn’t be what he was hoping to hear.

	“First, the good news,” she went on. “They’re both alive and safe. They’re at Torin’s.”

	“Well, that is good news.” He loosed a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding in. “At least we know where they are. So what’s the bad news?”

	She cast her eyes down toward the floor. “The bad news is that Alexis has the same symptoms I do. The skin below her knees is grey.”

	He clenched his jaw at the unsettling news. “And your mother?”

	“Mom seems to be,” she bit her lower lip, searching for the right word, “suffering from memory loss.”

	He sucked in a sharp breath, as if he’d just had the wind knocked out of him. “What else?”

	“Mom can’t remember anything that happened before Dormance. She doesn’t remember our family.” The last sentence came out as a squeak.

	He slowly lowered himself into his chair, his head falling into his hands. He squeezed his eyes shut. Novak had been a monster—that he’d already known—but this? This was cruel. This was inexcusable. “I need a minute,” was all he could manage to say.

	She gave a solemn nod as he swiveled away from her to face the holowindows. It’d been twelve years since he’d last seen Sandra—twelve years since he’d been permanently deployed to work for 7S. With the fall of Dormance, he’d hoped that everything would return to normal. That he’d get to see his family again. That he’d be reunited with his beautiful, loving wife. Apparently, these delusional expectations were far from reality. The inception of Alpha One, the creation of Dormance—her project—was her rise to fame. Sadly, it was also her demise.

	He turned back around in his chair. “Did you get to talk to your mother?”

	She shook her head. “I was in shock. I yelled at Torin and Alexis. I acted like a complete fool.”

	“I’m sure your reaction was perfectly understandable,” he soothed. “And what about Alexis? Does she know that you share the same conditions?”

	“No. I kind of stormed out of the apartment. I tried to get her to come with me, but she insisted on staying.”

	He nodded. His eyebrows furrowed as he considered his next move. “I need to see her, before it’s too late. We don’t know what the long-term effects of your condition are, and if your sister is exhibiting the same symptoms, something could happen before I get to see her again.” 

	The last time he’d seen his youngest daughter, she’d been three years old, playing in the backyard in the sandbox. Emery had been nearby, helping her scoop piles of sand into her bucket, their ultimate goal being to build a sandcastle. But, much to their dismay, when they’d turned the bucket over, the sand had fallen out of formation back into the pit. Byron remembered bringing the hose over to where they were playing. He’d saturated the sand, showing his daughters that the right amount of liquid would make the sand particles stick together. They’d been amazed by the discovery. This wasn’t all that surprising, what with their mother’s interest in the sciences. He’d only hoped that his daughters would carry the same wonderment and sense of discovery with them into adulthood, and, while Emery had, he’d never known about Alexis. He’d never had the chance to know.

	Emery interrupted his thoughts. “I’ll find a way to bring her back to the house,” she assured. “I’ll let you know once we’re both there and maybe you can come over for dinner?”

	Byron nodded. “That sounds nice.”

	“Okay. Well, I don’t want you to miss your meeting, so I’m going to head out,” she said as she grabbed her purse and headed for the door.

	“Hey, Em,” he called out.

	She turned around to face him, her hand on the door handle. “Yeah?”

	“Do you think she’ll remember me?” He paused. “Your sister, I mean?”

	A hint of a smile touched her lips. “If she doesn’t, we’ll remind her. But I have a feeling she’ll know, just like I knew.”

	“I hope so.” He returned the smile as he watched the door close behind his daughter. 

	But what if she doesn’t?
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	For a couple of days, Torin had contemplated how to resolve his unusual situation with Emery. The look on her face when she’d first seen her sister at his apartment flashed across his mind. First shock, then relief, then despair as he’d explained what was going on with her mother. 

	Could he really blame her for being upset with him? If he were to put himself in her shoes, he probably would have been just as upset, if not more so. As any good friend would, he’d given her some space, but the clock was ticking, seemingly faster with each passing day. He needed to discuss his research with her as soon as possible, especially what it had unveiled regarding both her mother and her sister. He wasn’t exactly great at waiting, so he decided to make the first move.

	With a rapidly beating heart, he stood in front of Emery’s house with Alexis right behind him, his hand raised and ready to knock on the door. He paused as his nerves went into hyper-drive. This is a bad idea. It’s too soon. I should come back later.

	Alexis stepped in front of him, ignoring his state of panic, and rang the doorbell.

	“I wasn’t ready yet,” he mumbled.

	“If I’d waited for you to knock, we would have been standing here for ages,” she teased. “Stop freaking yourself out. It’ll be fine.”

	It’ll be fine. He repeated the words over and over again in his head until the door opened. There stood Emery in flannel pajamas, her hair thrown up in a bun. Messy, casual, but still breathtaking.

	She stepped forward to give her sister a hug, but as she stepped back, she paused. It was clear that she was unsure how to greet him. Honestly, he didn’t know either. An awkward silence hung in the air for a moment, so he gave her a small nod, hoping she’d understand. To his delight, she nodded back, then stepped aside to let them inside the house.

	The scent of lavender and cherry blossoms was almost overwhelming as he entered the living room. It reminded him of the last time he’d been there with her, on their hunt for Sandra’s unfeasibly hidden clues.

	“Wow,” Alexis breathed as she surveyed the house. “It looks way different here than our house in Dormance.”

	Emery shrugged. “Yeah, it takes some getting used to, but after a while, you start to forget what our house in Dormance even looked like.”

	“Not me,” Alexis said as she tapped her index finger against her temple. “I’ll always remember.”

	Emery laughed. “We’ll see about that.” He was happy, and a little surprised, to see she was in a good mood. She sat down on the couch, gesturing for them to do the same. “So, to what do I owe the pleasure?”

	Hw couldn’t help but feel confused. She’d been so angry the last time he’d seen her that he figured she’d still be on edge, emotions blazing. But there she sat. Tranquil and calm.

	“Uh, well,” he stammered, “I wanted to formally apologize. Face to face.”

	She chewed on her lower lip, almost as if she were trying to keep herself from responding.

	“I’m sorry,” he added. “I should have told you about your mom and sister the minute I took them into my apartment. I should have told you at St. Augustine.” Sadness clouded her eyes at the mention of the cemetery, so he quickly changed the subject. “I was hoping to share some of the test results on your mom’s condition, as well as give an update on your sister and her condition.”

	“Right here,” Alexis waved.

	“Sorry.” He felt his cheeks warm. “I just want all of us to be on the same page. You may know something that we don’t. Something that could help us figure this out.”

	Emery tapped her fingers against the arm of the chair as she considered this. “I doubt that,” she confessed, “but I’m game. What do you have so far?”

	Her willingness took him by surprise. He hurriedly fired up his holopad, then took her through Sandra’s results first, moving onto Alexis next. She seemed to listen intently, given the frequent questions. The conversation didn’t last long, seeing as he’d only started monitoring Sandra a little over a week ago, and Alexis just a few days prior. 

	“ . . . And that’s why Alexis’s results are still inconclusive,” he finished. “So, what do you think?”

	She looked back and forth between the two of them before heaving a loud sigh. “I think there’s something I need to show you.” He watched with concern as she slowly pulled off her gloves to reveal grey-tinged skin.

	“Holy smokes,” he muttered as he scooted closer to her.

	“Hey, we match,” Alexis joked, clearly trying to make light of the situation.

	Emery ignored her feeble attempt. “I wonder why the discoloration is on my hands while hers is on her legs,” she wondered aloud.

	“That certainly remains a mystery,” he replied. “Alexis, has the grey spread anywhere else?”

	She shook her head. “Just my legs.”

	“But your other symptoms,” Emery interrupted, “feeling tired and lethargic, moving slowly . . . is there anything else?”

	“Not that I’ve noticed. The exhaustion comes in waves. There’s no pattern.” She shrugged. “I never know when it’s coming or when it’s going to go away.”

	“Odd.” Emery scratched her head. “My experience with the symptoms has been infrequent.”

	“Mine’s once every four days,” Alexis whispered.

	The sisters looked at each other, trying to find any dots that might connect. But there weren’t any.

	After a few minutes of typing notes into his holopad, he came to a decision. “I need to run some more tests. Two sets of symptoms are better than one. We might actually be able to detect a pattern, or at least understand what the differences are and what may be causing them. What do you think?”

	Emery tilted her head from side to side. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. If we’re going to get ahead of this, then we need to start now.” She gave him a small smile, and as much as he wanted to smile back, he couldn’t. 

	He just didn’t have the heart to shatter her optimism.
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	Operation Revive had been active for exactly three weeks, but they were still no closer to determining the root cause of the illness. No deaths had been recorded, but Byron had a sickening feeling it was only a matter of time before people started dropping like flies. 

	Naia had been working like a madwoman in the lab, in addition to having her hands full training new personnel how to properly use the equipment and record and analyze the data. The number of volunteers for Operation Revive had been outstanding, much greater than he’d expected. He just hoped they were doing enough . . . and doing it fast enough.

	Just as Naia entered his office to give him a status update, his phone rang. He shot her an apologetic glance, then answered the phone without looking at who was calling. “Commander of the Seventh Sanctum, speaking.”

	“Wow, how formal of you. Emery Parker, daughter of the Commander of the Seventh Sanctum, speaking,” she teased.

	“Sorry, Em. I didn’t see it was you.”

	“No problem. I hope you’re not busy because I have some good news. Guess who finally decided to come home?”

	He gulped, hoping that the sound wasn’t audible over the line. “Alexis?”

	“Yep. I was thinking you could come over for dinner tonight around seven o’clock. Does that work for you?”

	He hesitated as he took note of the time. It was already five o’clock in the evening, and his workload hadn’t slowed down in the slightest. His daughter’s request was terribly last minute, not to mention he was curious to hear the most recent results from Naia, but in his heart, he knew that this was more important. Today was the day he’d see his youngest daughter for the first time in twelve years.

	“Seven o’clock,” he confirmed. “I’ll be there.”

	He didn’t even have to look at the holoimage to know Emery was smiling from ear to ear. “See you then.” 

	 

	+ + +

	Two hours came and went in the blink of an eye. Byron stood in front of his armoire as he buttoned the front of his blazer. He leaned over to dust off the top of his shoes, his reflection catching his eye as he straightened. This feels too formal. I look like I’m going to a business meeting. 

	He couldn’t remember the last time he’d done anything outside of work. His whole life had been dedicated to his career, to destroying Dormance and freeing his family. Now that it was over, he couldn’t help but feel a sense of sadness. Of course, he was thrilled that his family had been released, that they’d escaped from the FCW’s alternate reality; but a part of him couldn’t help but wonder what was next for him. Without Dormance, what was his purpose?

	He checked the mirror once more before removing his blazer and hanging it back up. He rolled up the sleeves on his oxford shirt, then unfastened the top button. A little better, but he still looked stiff. He loosened his tie, then unwound it from his neck altogether and threw it on the floor of the armoire. 

	He took one last look at himself, his unsightly scar catching his eye, then grabbed his phone as he headed to the T-Port outside of his office. Emery constantly teased him about having bedchambers at his place of work, but he didn’t have the heart to tell her that Seventh Sanctum Headquarters wasn’t only his place of work . . . it was also his home. 

	After he’d been deployed—alone, without his family—he hadn’t seen the point of purchasing a house or leasing a condo. His home was with his wife and two daughters—a home he’d been stripped of too early. He’d promised himself that he’d wait until he was reunited with his family again before making any big decisions. They would start over together, as a real family.

	The T-Port transported him to Arizona, plopping him on the street corner adjacent to the house . . . his house. The smell of green chilies roasting over a mesquite campfire filled his senses, immediately reminding him of Sandra and the meals they’d prepared together every weekend for their children. As he approached the house, he found it almost disturbing that everything was just as he remembered. The same oversized sago palm sat in the front yard, and brown-speckled rocks covered the lawn area. Tiny cacti dotted the walkway to the front door. 

	It’s as if I never left.

	The welcome mat was crooked, and, as he bent down to adjust it, the front door swung open. Emery stood in the center of the doorway. Behind her was a tall girl sporting a brown ponytail. She had his build. His eyes. His freckles. 

	Alexis.

	“Do you remember when we were in the car driving to Darden and you asked me if we’d ever see dad again?” Emery asked as she turned her head to look at her sister. 

	Tears welled in Alexis’s eyes as she nodded.

	A flurry of emotions erupted throughout Byron’s stomach as tears threatened to fall from his eyes. “It’s really you,” he said as he stepped into the doorway and extended his arms for a hug. “My sweet, sweet Alexis.”

	Alexis stepped forward, cautiously at first, then embraced her father for the first time in twelve years. As she began to cry, he squeezed tighter, not wanting to let go. Emery joined in on the hug, rocking them back and forth in silence. Happy tears slid down all of their cheeks. “Both of my girls. Healthy, safe, and all in one piece.”

	Alexis pulled away so she could see her father’s face. She ran her index finger lightly over the indented scar on his cheek.

	He flinched, but didn’t pull away. “Battle wound,” he said, unsure as to whether or not he should give any more detail.

	“I have so many questions. I want to know everything,” Alexis said as she grabbed his hand and bounced toward the kitchen. “Let’s talk while we eat. I’m starving.”

	A wave of relief washed over him. She’s happy to see me. He’d been so afraid that seeing Alexis again would be awkward and uncomfortable. Fortunately, it seemed that she’d wanted to see him just as much as he’d wanted to see her, if not more.

	Emery finished serving the spaghetti and meatballs she’d impressively made from scratch as he talked with Alexis about life in Dormance versus life now, in the 7S world. She seemed to be adjusting well, but he could tell that it was all still very new to her.

	“I can’t believe that that was you on the holovision, making an announcement to the nation,” Alexis laughed, “and I didn’t even know who you were!” She slapped a hand to her forehead. “To think, my dad, the Commander of the Seventh Sanctum.”

	“Is that a bad thing?” he questioned, suddenly feeling a sense of unease.

	“It’s not a bad thing at all. I’m very proud,” she replied as she patted her father’s arm.

	“Good. That’s the answer I was hoping for.” He grinned. “So, obviously you saw my speech. What did you think?”

	“Very professional,” Alexis answered. “You did a nice job.”

	He beamed. “Thank you, sweetheart. I appreciate that.”

	“So,” Emery chimed in as she pulled a slice of garlic bread from the serving platter, “how is Operation Revive going? Have you made any headway?”

	“Well, we have more participants than expected, which is fantastic. Naia has been such a valuable asset to our team. I’m pleased that she decided to stick around. Without her . . .” his voice trailed off as a message appeared on his phone. “Speak of the devil.”

	Emery and Alexis both stopped eating, their eyes trained on their father.

	“Excuse me for just a minute, girls,” he said as he slid his chair away from the table. He opened the back door and stepped onto the patio. He’d only skimmed the message, but its contents required he give Naia a call. As much as he hated interrupting dinner with his daughters, he needed to know what she’d found out in the lab.

	His call was answered on the second ring.

	“Hello?”

	“Naia, it’s Byron.” They were past formalities at this point. “I received your message. Any updates?”

	“Yes, and a big one at that. We’ve found something.”

	“What is it? What did you find?” he pressed.

	There was silence on the other end of the line.

	“Naia,” he asked, feeling frantic, “are you there?”

	“You need to see this for yourself.” She paused. “Byron, we’ve found a pattern.”
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	The next day, Emery and Alexis sat on the couch, replaying the message that had aired earlier that morning. Their father’s voice blared from the speakers:

	Our tests have confirmed that there is a direct link between the illness and those that had lethargum injected into their bloodstreams for extended periods of time. Symptoms include lethargy, grey discoloration of the skin, nausea, memory loss, and, in severe cases, schizophrenia.

	“He didn’t mention death,” Alexis pointed out as she clicked the holovision off.

	“That’s probably because no one’s died.”

	“Yet,” Alexis added. “No one’s died, yet.”

	“That’s a morbid thing to say,” Emery scolded. “It’s a good thing no one’s died. It means we might actually have time to find the appropriate treatment, or, better yet, a cure.”

	“I suppose you’re right,” Alexis agreed. “Let’s just hope they figure it out soon, for all our sakes.”

	Her sister was right. Even though their own conditions had seemed to let up a little, there were many who were growing progressively worse with each passing day. They’d planned on going into headquarters that morning, but Naia had declined, saying there was no need. “As long as your conditions aren’t getting worse, consider the illness latent,” she’d said. Emery considered herself to be one of the lucky ones; her sister, too.

	She switched gears. “So, what do you think about dad?”

	Alexis’s face lit up. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me he was the Commander of 7S!” She punched her sister playfully in the arm. “Coolest dad ever. Seriously.”

	Emery couldn’t help but laugh. “Why do you say that?”

	“Duh. Because he runs the most powerful organization in the world.”

	Emery raised an eyebrow. “That’s your only reason?”

	Alexis’s cheeks flushed a rosy shade of pink. “And he helps people,” she added quickly, “not to mention, he cares about making things better.”

	“There it is,” Emery teased. “We might be biased, but that’s the answer I was looking for.”

	Alexis rolled her eyes. “Whatever. You know what I mean.” She glanced at her phone, hoping it would give her a reason to change the subject. “Hey, have you heard from Torin yet?”

	Emery pulled her phone from the coffee table and swiped her finger over the holoscreen. No missed calls. No unread messages. “Nope,” she answered. “Maybe I should call him.”

	Alexis nodded. “That’s a good idea. He may have gotten lost.”

	Today was a big day. It was the day Torin would move their mother from his apartment and bring her home. Both Emery and Alexis had agreed that putting their mother in a semi-familiar setting might actually have a positive effect on restoring her memory. And, seeing as her memory hadn’t improved the way they’d hoped, there really wasn’t much to lose. Torin had fought with them, disagreeing with their reasoning, but in the end, they’d won. Sandra was their mother, not his.

	Emery pulled up Torin’s contact information and pressed the call button. It rang and rang, seven times in total, and just as her call was about to go to holomail, he answered.

	“Hello?” His voice sounded raspy. The hologram was just a shadow, and she wondered why he’d disabled it for their call.

	“Hey, it’s Emery and Alexis. We just wanted to check on you and make sure everything was okay.”

	Silence filled the airwaves. 

	“You there?”

	More silence.

	“Hello? Torin?”

	Nothing.

	“Torin, are you there?”

	“Yeah,” his voice cracked, “I’m here.”

	Emery’s heart dropped into her stomach. Just from the tone of his voice, she knew something terrible had happened. “What’s going on? Is everything okay?”

	“Em, I don’t know how to tell you this . . .”

	She swallowed as her mouth went dry. “Tell me what?”

	“It’s your mom, Em,” Torin choked. “She . . . she passed away just a few minutes ago.”

	And just like that, her entire world shattered.
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	It wasn’t getting any easier. 

	Emery walked up and down the aisles of her late mother’s greenhouse. It had been four days since she’d passed away. Four days of shock, anger, and despair cycling over and over again. She’d kept herself busy, as busy as humanly possible, but nothing seemed to distract her long enough. Not to mention, everything she did reminded her of her mother. The worst part was that her mother hadn’t even remembered her or Alexis. To her, she and her sister had been ghosts—a long forgotten memory that had never resurfaced and never would again.

	The news had hit her entire family hard. Alexis was a wreck and her father was furious. Every morning, Emery could hear Alexis crying in the bathroom through the paper-thin walls, and every afternoon, she called her father to check up on him. Unfortunately, his anger would overtake the conversation, so she could never actually tell whether he was okay, if this was just his way of coping, or if he was fully losing it. That left her. She’d become numb. Fully and completely numb.

	The holomonitor in the far corner of the garage-turned-greenhouse blinked red. Time to water the plants. It was so mundane, but it was something her mother had enjoyed doing every day. And while she could have turned on an automatic timer for the watering system, she refused to do so. Albeit small, and seemingly insignificant, it was a piece of her mother that she wasn’t ready to let go of just yet.

	As the water spouts began to sprinkle over the plants, Alexis appeared in the doorway. Her eyes were puffy and she was holding a box of tissues under one arm, a holopad in the other. Emery stopped what she was doing, her attention shifting from the plants to her distraught sister. “Whatcha got there?”

	“Caskets,” Alexis sniffled.

	Emery waited for her to say something else. When she didn’t, she said, “Oh. Well, let’s see them.”

	Alexis handed her the holopad. Emery watched as holoimages of different caskets appeared before her. Oak, birch, spruce, jungle, acacia, steel, titanium. The choices were endless.

	“I’ve already picked out the dress and earrings we’re going to bury her in,” Alexis whispered. “I can’t do any more. It’s too hard.” Another set of tears threatened to fall from her eyes.

	“Shhh,” Emery coaxed as she set the holopad down and brought her in close. She squeezed her sister tight, running her fingers through her straight brown hair. The grease stuck to her hands like glue, and Emery realized that Alexis hadn’t showered since their mother had passed. “Why don’t you go take a bubble bath and relax?” she suggested. “I’ve got it from here.”

	Alexis looked up at her with grateful eyes. “Really? Are you sure?”

	Emery nodded. “I’ll see you in a bit. Now go relax.” She watched as her sister opened the door to the garage, then shut it quietly behind her. When Emery was sure she was out of earshot, she heaved a loud sigh, her hands trembling, chest heaving. Don’t cry. Don’t cry. 

	But it was no use.

	She sank to the floor with her head in her hands, her body shuddering as images of caskets floated across her mind. As the older sister, she knew she needed to be strong for Alexis, for their family. But with the emotions flooding over her at that moment, strength seemed way out of reach. Still, she pulled the holopad down from the ledge, wiping her eyes as she scrolled through the various casket options. A steel or titanium casket seemed too harsh. Her mother had loved nature, so it only seemed natural to choose a casket made of wood. 

	After a few minutes, she settled on a dark oak one with delicate adornments. Oak trees were abundant around their cabin in northern Arizona and it just so happened that this had been one of her mother’s favorite vacation spots. It was perfect.

	She stood up, and, with still trembling hands, set the holopad back onto the ledge. She wiped her eyes, noticing that the sprinklers had turned off. I need a distraction.

	She glanced at the next step on her mother’s gardening to-do list: Prune plants in aisle three. She searched the garden shed for clippers, but couldn’t find any. Feeling disheartened, she meandered back over to the first aisle of plants. As she played with the leaves of a ficus, trying not to think of her mother and how she was no longer living, a random thought occurred to her. 

	Sanaré. 

	She pressed a hand to her forehead as the realization hit her like a speeding freight train. Of course! Why hadn’t she thought of this before? Maybe sanaré could be used to help heal “the grey”—this mysterious illness that had spread across the nation. 

	It could work. It’s entirely possible.

	She pulled her phone from her pocket and pressed on Torin’s holoicon.

	“Hey, Em,” he answered, a live image of his face appearing above the screen.

	“Hey, are you busy?” Please say no.

	“Not really. What’s up?”

	“Okay, this might sound crazy,” she started as she tried to get her thoughts in order, “but I think I have an idea for Operation Revive. I think I know a way to cure the previous dormants of their illnesses.”

	He raised an eyebrow. “To cure them of the grey? Really?”

	“Yeah,” she breathed as feelings of exhilaration replaced those of desolation. “Can you come over?”

	“Sure. Give me a few.” 

	 

	+ + +

	A short while later, Torin arrived at her front door. Emery called for Alexis as he entered, shutting the door behind him. When there was no response, she went upstairs to check on her, but her door was shut. She figured it was best to leave her be. She teleported back downstairs, ushering Torin into the kitchen as she grabbed the mugs of tea from SmartMeal. They sat down at the table, his eyes locked on hers as she took a sip of the steaming beverage.

	“So?” he asked.

	“Okay, hear me out,” she began, “and please try not to interrupt. I want to get this all out in one go.”

	“By all means,” he said as he waved a hand in the air.

	“Operation Revive has tested and confirmed that those who were in Dormance for extended periods of time are the ones exhibiting symptoms of the illness. This means that the lethargum is having a negative effect on our bodies, but,” she paused, “there’s an antidote. And we already know what it is.”

	His eyes narrowed as he moved to the edge of his seat.

	She smiled, full well knowing that she’d captured his undivided attention. “It’s sanaré. Sanaré is the antidote.”

	He sat back in his chair, his forehead creasing as he absorbed the information. “I must admit, it makes sense. But I’m afraid there’s just one problem.”

	Her smiled faded. “And what’s that?”

	“There’s no more sanaré left. Remember?” He brought his hands to the top of his head before making an explosion motion. “We used the last one in downtown Chicago when we defeated the FCW.”

	“Well,” she interjected, not wanting to admit he was right, “we can make more. Someone has to know the ingredients . . .” Her voice drifted off as an unfortunate reality sunk in.

	He eyed her, concern etched all over his face. “Why do you look like you’re about to be sick?”

	She put her head in her hands as a loud sigh escaped her lips. “My mom,” she whispered. “My mom knew the ingredients, and I’m just now having this idea. We’re too late.”

	An unbearably long silence filled the room.

	“It’s my fault,” he murmured. “I’m so sorry, Em. I should have told you about your mom sooner. Seems I can’t do anything right these days.”

	She reached across the table and laid her hand on top of his. “It’s not your fault. Her memory was shot to begin with, remember?”

	He forced a smile, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “I suppose that’s true. Hey, what about your dad? Would he know?”

	“It’s possible,” she said, feeling slightly more hopeful, “but the last time I asked him about Alpha One, he really didn’t know too much.”

	“It’s worth a shot though, isn’t it?”

	She didn’t answer, just nodded her head. Even though it was unlikely, she knew she had to try. Her well-being, and apparently everyone else’s, depended on it.
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	“Is everything ready?” Emery asked as her sister checked the final bouquet of flowers in a line of many.

	“I think so.” Alexis turned to face the altar. “I still think we should have used a more recent picture of mom, though.”

	Emery looked at the framed picture sitting next to her mother’s closed casket. It was a family picture, one that included their entire family, not just Emery, Alexis, and Sandra. Byron was in it too, and that’s exactly why she’d chosen it. “It’s the perfect picture,” she sighed. “Mom would have picked this one.”

	Alexis glanced over at the frame again, then nodded. “You’re right. It is perfect.” She squeezed Emery’s arm before walking to the doors of the church.

	“Where are you going?”

	“I’m just going to step outside and get some air,” Alexis said without turning around. It was obvious she was getting choked up. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

	Emery walked over to the altar, pulling on the neckline of her dress, her gloved hands slipping along the sheer fabric. It was a little stuffy in the room and the thought crossed her mind to maybe get some fresh air as well. She turned to walk toward the doors, feeling surprised to find Torin standing in front of them. “Hey, when did you get here?”

	“Just a few minutes ago,” he said as he took a few steps toward her. “How are you doing? Do you need anything?”

	She took one last look around the church. “I think we’re all set, but thank you.”

	He glanced over her shoulder, his eyes landing on the altar. “That’s a great picture.”

	She smiled. “I like it.”

	“Me too.” He returned her smile. “People are starting to show up. Do you want to go outside?”

	She sighed. “Yeah, I guess we should get this thing started.”

	“Are you sure there’s nothing you need me to do?”

	Without thinking, she took his hand in hers. “Just sit by me. And hold my hand.”

	“Of course, I think I can manage that.”

	She gave him a weak smile. “And please don’t let go.”

	“I won’t.” He gave her hand a light squeeze before following her out the double doors.

	 

	+ + +

	While it’d only lasted an hour, the ceremony was beautiful. Emery had held it together pretty well, but unfortunately, the same couldn’t be said for her sister. Byron had escorted Alexis out of the church multiple times due to her insatiable sobbing. She’d felt terrible for her sister, yet grateful at the same time to have Torin there with her. As she’d requested, he hadn’t let go of her hand once. 

	The priest finished his speech by asking everyone to bow their heads in prayer. The entire room lowered their heads. Emery followed and closed her eyes, slowly inhaling and exhaling as she repeated the priest’s words in her head.

	“Amen,” said the priest.

	“Amen,” the room said in unison.

	And just like that, it was over. A celebration of her mother’s life, complete in a little over an hour. As much as she wanted to be okay and let go of it all, she didn’t want to leave a single memory of her mother behind. Her grief shifted into something surprising: anger. Her hands curled into fists as she thought of President Novak. He did this. To her. To them. But he was gone.

	He got what he deserved.

	The room began to file out of the church, one row at a time. Emery walked in the opposite direction of the flow of traffic, making her way to the altar instead of toward the doors. She could feel Torin watching her, his eyes burning into the back of her head. She waited until they were the only two left in the room, besides her late mother.

	He cleared his throat. “Should I go?”

	She nodded. “I just need a minute alone with her.”

	He grabbed his coat, then headed for the exit. “I’ll be just outside these doors.”

	She gave him a small smile. “I know.”

	He nodded before heading outside.

	She waited for the doors to shut behind him, then turned toward the casket, heaving a huge sigh. Tears streamed down her face. She’d held it together during the entire service. But now, finally being alone with her mother, was the last time to get it all out. 

	All of the anger, grief, and tears. 

	She laid a gentle hand on top of the casket, her body heaving as she sobbed. Pressing her other hand to her mouth to muffle the sound, she squeezed her eyes shut, feeling the last of her tears fall down her cheeks. “I love you, mom,” she whispered as she patted the casket. “You deserved so much more than this.”

	She wasn’t sure how long she stayed there, but it felt like an eternity. Even so, she didn’t want to leave. With a final steadying breath, she wiped the tears from her eyes. She straightened her posture and combed the wrinkles out of her dress, then slowly walked toward the exit. She couldn’t help but think about how much death she’d experienced recently: Rhea, Mason, her mother, even Anthony had been a death-like event, seeing as his memory of her had been wiped clean. Too much death. No more death.

	She exhaled slowly as she placed a hand on the door. It was time to move forward. Time to put her past behind her. As she pushed the door open, she knew exactly what she needed to do.

	And this time, there would be no looking back.
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	After his wife’s passing, Byron thought it only seemed right to move back into his family’s house. Even though Emery and Alexis were faring just fine on their own, the importance of having a parental figure at home was undeniable. Sandra would have wanted it that way, and he was in no position to disappoint what would have been her last wishes, nor did he want to.

	Byron and Emery sat outside, covered in blankets and warming their hands on mugs of hot cocoa. A crisp winter’s wind ruffled his daughter’s hair, blowing her crimson locks behind her shoulders. Alexis was upstairs, probably asleep, and although he wanted to enjoy the evening as a family, he knew that she was having an incredibly difficult time recovering from Sandra’s passing. He couldn’t tell if it was more so the grief or the illness that was affecting her, but most likely, it was a combination of the two. For the first time in his life, he felt at a loss when it came to how to handle the situation. Fortunately, Emery seemed to be full of ideas.

	“So, I wanted to talk to you about this before mom’s funeral, but the timing didn’t seem right,” Emery said as she shifted the blanket to cover her shoulders. “I think I may have found a way to cure the illness the lethargum caused.” 

	Byron set his mug down on the table and moved to the edge of his seat. “I’m listening.”

	“Well, to put it simply, I think we can use sanaré,” she stated flatly. “The only problem is, we used the last capsule back when we fought the FCW in downtown Chicago.”

	“I remember,” he said with a sigh. “So how could sanaré help if there’s none left?”

	Her eyes lit up at the question, as if it were the exact one she’d wanted him to ask. “Well, mom created Alpha One, which means she also created lethargum and sanaré.” He knew exactly where she was going with this. “Do you happen to know anything about the formulations? The ingredients?”

	If he were being completely honest, he knew nothing about the formulations—Sandra had been the chemist in the family, not him. But he did remember something, and that was better than nothing. “I’m at a complete loss when it comes to the formulations,” he admitted. 

	Emery’s face fell. 

	“But I do remember your mother keeping journals during the beginning stages of Alpha One.”

	Her face lit back up. “Journals? Mom kept journals?”

	He nodded, trying to think back. “Leather journals. I don’t know where she kept them, but they have to be around here somewhere.”

	“Well, what are we waiting for?” She popped up from her chair like a toy that had been wound too tight. “We need to start looking.”

	“Oh, Em,” he said with a shake of his head, “even if we did find those journals, the Alpha One initiative was incredibly complex. I’m not sure we’d be able to successfully decipher her entries.”

	“Well certainly not with that attitude,” she muttered. “We won’t know unless we try.”

	As much as he admired her optimism, he knew it was a long shot. Sandra had been a very private person, and, knowing her, those journals were probably long gone. Still, he decided to say the one thing he knew his daughter wanted to hear. “I’ll help in whatever way I can, sweetheart.” He glanced at the holoclock hovering over his phone. “But not tonight. We’ll have to start tomorrow. I told Naia I’d meet with her tonight to discuss plans for a potential cure.”

	Her ears perked up. “You have a potential cure?”

	“Not yet,” he confessed. “But I’m confident we’ll come up with something.”

	Emery brushed a stray hair from her face as a gust of wind blew across the back patio. “The more options, the better. I’ll start looking for mom’s journals. Will you keep me updated on everything?”

	Byron stood up and tossed his blanket onto the chair. “Of course.”

	She stood up as well, then leaned over to give her father a big hug. “We’re going to beat this. For mom.”

	He held his daughter as an image of his wife floated across his mind. For Sandra.
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	The game room was a complete and utter mess by the time Emery was through with it. Old photo albums, movies, video games, and crafts littered the floor. She’d spent three hours ravaging this room alone, and, at this rate, she was afraid she’d never finish.

	I need to enlist some help.

	She pulled out her phone and clicked on the holoicon with Torin’s contact information. When he didn’t answer, she left a holomail of her pretending to pull her hair out, surrounded by the chaotic mess she’d created. She wasn’t sure when he’d receive it, but she hoped it would be soon.

	“Alexis!” she yelled as she strode along the upstairs hallway. “I need your help!”

	Not surprisingly, her sister’s door was shut. She hesitate, then knocked quietly before entering. Her sister was lying in bed with the covers thrown over her head, clearly not wanting to be disturbed. “Alexis?” she whispered.

	“Ugh,” Alexis groaned as she revealed her face from underneath the gigantic heap of blankets. “What?”

	“I need your help. There’s so much I need to catch you up on.” It was hard to see in the dim lighting from the lamp at her bedside table, but Emery could have sworn her sister looked different . . . paler. She turned on the overhead light to be sure. Her sister was indeed drained of her natural color, and, although her face wasn’t discolored, she certainly looked ill. “How are you feeling?”

	Alexis sighed. “I’m really tired. I think I just need more rest.” She rolled onto her side. “Can we catch up tomorrow? If we talk tonight, I won’t be able to focus.” The words came out as a mumble.

	Emery chewed on her lower lip. “Yeah, okay. Get some rest.” She closed the door gently behind her as feelings of panic began to surface. 

	Alexis is getting worse. We’re running out of time. 

	Just as she’d started pacing up and down the corridor, on the brink of having a full-blown anxiety attack, the doorbell rang. She teleported downstairs and opened the door to find none other than Torin, standing on her doorstep. 

	“Got your holomail,” he said with a smile. “It made me laugh.” With one look at her face, his jovial expression turned serious. “What’s wrong?”

	She ran a hand through her hair, feeling flustered and exhausted simultaneously. “It’s Alexis. I think she’s getting worse, but she won’t admit to it.”

	“Has the grey spread?”

	She raised an eyebrow. “Great, so there’s a name for it now. And that’s what we’re calling it? The grey?”

	He shrugged. “It’s just a term I’ve heard thrown around loosely at headquarters.”

	She rolled her eyes. “Fine, whatever. To answer your question, no, the grey hasn’t spread.”

	“And what about yours?” he asked as he looked at her hands.

	“Only slightly,” she confessed.

	“How far?”

	“To my wrists . . . but that’s beside the point,” she said as she quickly changed the subject. “We need to focus on what’s important. Torin, my mother kept journals. About Alpha One. There might be information in her entries about sanaré, about the formulation.”

	His eyes lit up. “Well, that’s great news! Where are they?”

	She knit her brows in confusion. “Where are what?”

	“The journals,” he clarified, looking at her like she was some crazed lunatic.

	“Oh, well . . . I haven’t exactly found them yet.” A coy grin tugged at the corners of her lips.

	He gave her a knowing look. “You brought me here to help you search, didn’t you?” He sighed, then threw his hands into the air. “This is last year all over again.”

	She frowned. “You don’t have to help. I just thought that . . . I don’t know, that you might want to be a part of this.”

	His cheeks turned a dark shade of pink. “No, it’s fine. You’re right. I do want to be a part of this.” He paused. “I’m just really hoping you have a plan this time. No aimless wandering.”

	“I don’t have a solid plan, per se, but I do have some ideas.”

	“Meaning we’re going to tear apart your house again?”

	She looked at him with a devious twinkle in her eye. “You betcha, Mr. Porter. It’s time to roll your sleeves up. Things are about to get dirty.”
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	Three days had passed, and Torin and Emery were no closer to finding Sandra’s journals. After Torin had re-inspected the game room to be sure she hadn’t missed anything, they’d wandered into the living room—that had turned out to be yet another dead-end. 

	Feeling wildly uncomfortable, they’d hit Sandra’s bedroom next. Even though he’d spent the majority of his life hacking into systems, he didn’t like the thought of rummaging through anyone’s personal belongings, especially when that person was no longer living. Wasn’t that in poor taste? At the very least, it’d likely bring him some bad karma, and he certainly wasn’t in the market for that.

	He sat on a pile of boxes in the attic, watching as Emery tore through another collection of photo albums and old music records. Something seemed to catch her eye for a brief moment, but then she threw her head back, hands flying into the air out of frustration.

	“I didn’t even know houses still had attics,” he joked in an effort to lighten the mood.

	She glared at him in disdain. “Not now, Torin.” She sighed as she surveyed the dusty floorboards. “I don’t get it. We’ve looked everywhere.”

	It was true. The attic was one of the last places on their list, apart from the backyard and the exterior of the house. He’d suggested that they check them out anyway, but she’d refused, saying that her mother wouldn’t have hidden her journals outdoors. “That’s just asking for someone—anyone—to find them and read them,” she’d said. The look on her face then matched the one on her face now.

	“Well, maybe we’re just not looking in the right place,” he pointed out.

	“Possibly,” she murmured. “Where else but here? This is,” she paused, correcting herself, “was her home. It’s the most logical place for her to keep the journals.”

	“Unless . . .” He ran his index finger over his lips, deep in thought, as he gazed up at the ceiling.

	She crossed her arms impatiently. “Unless what?”

	He shifted his gaze back in her direction. “Oh,” he said quickly, feeling his cheeks warm, “I don’t know. I was hoping that my saying ‘unless’ would trigger something for you.”

	She let out an exasperated sigh. “Again, not helping.”

	“Sorry.” He pushed himself up from the pile of boxes and began pacing back and forth. Clouds of dust floated overheard with each step he took.

	“This is hopeless,” she muttered. “It was a stupid idea. Those journals are probably locked away somewhere or better yet, were probably destroyed by Chief Novak. Wouldn’t that just be the icing on the cake?”

	“You can’t think like that. They’ve got to be somewhere, and we’re going to find them.”

	“How can you be so sure?”

	He gave her a knowing smile. “Because I know you. And you’re not one to give up. You’re certainly not going to give up now. We just need to . . .” 

	 

	+ + +

	His voice trailed off as Emery blew on an old photo album, dust particles enveloping the space around her. The pages crinkled as she turned them. There they were on Easter morning, she and her sister just little girls, adorned in identical outfits with matching bows. Their mother had loved to dress them up for the holidays.

	She flipped the page. There they were on the fourth of July, decked out in red, white, and blue spandex with oversized sunglasses, their mouths discolored from the many popsicles they’d consumed at a family friend’s barbecue. She smiled at the thought. 

	She turned to the next page, laughing at their Power Rangers costumes. She’d insisted on being the pink one, while Alexis had gotten stuck with yellow. And on the next page were multiple photos of them in Northern Arizona at their cabin, where they’d spent many Christmases playing in the snow and sledding down bunny-sized hills. She traced her finger over one of the photos, outlining the shape of the cabin. A startling realization dawned on her.

	Torin was still babbling on about something, but she hadn’t been listening. “Hey . . .”

	“ . . . And I’m just not sure it was the right decision, you know?” His brows furrowed as finished his thought, still pacing across the room. She didn’t have the heart to tell him that she hadn’t been listening and had absolutely no idea what he was talking about.

	“Torin!”

	At the sound of his name, he stopped pacing, then looked at her with an alarmed expression. He raised an eyebrow. “You have my attention.”

	Emery stood up, photo album in hand, as she gave him a wide grin. “I know where the journals are.”
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	“What do you have for me?” Byron asked as Naia entered the room, her eyes intently focused on her holopad. “Please tell me it’s something good.”

	“Still no luck, sir,” she confessed. “Although it’s an uphill battle, we are getting closer. The process is incredibly complex, like you mentioned. I guess I underestimated just how complex it would be.”

	He pressed his mouth into a firm line. Ever since Emery had optioned for a wild goose chase in search of Sandra’s journals, he’d worked harder and harder to recreate sanaré from scratch. They’d started from the ground up, with absolutely nothing to work with—but no matter how close they felt they were, there always seemed to be an indiscernible, yet critical piece missing. With every alteration came a new set of problems, causing more issues than the last.

	He sighed. He had to give credit to his late wife. She’d certainly encrypted the crap out of the formulation so that no one, but her, could figure it out. He now wished that he’d taken a little more interest in Alpha One in its primary stages. Had he done so, he could have learned more about the formulation. Any knowledge of the sort would be invaluable right about now. They were in dire straits for a breakthrough.

	“Sir?” Naia asked. 

	Clearly, she’d been speaking to him, but he’d been so caught up in his own thoughts that he’d missed every word. “My apologies, Naia. Can you repeat that?”

	“Do you want us to incorporate the next ingredient on the list, or remove one of the others? What is our next step moving forward?”

	A loud sigh escaped his lips. Making decisions day in and day out was cumbersome and exhausting. If he could have just one day—one day where no one asked him questions, scheduled a meeting, or left him a holomail—he’d be the happiest man alive.

	“Please forgive me if this is out of line, but you look like you could use some rest,” she suggested. “Perhaps a fresh perspective is exactly what we need.”

	He tilted his head. “Meaning what exactly?”

	“Meaning that, well,” she fumbled for words, “you may see this whole thing through a new pair of lenses after getting some rest.”

	Her honest response immediately made him feel guilty for snapping at her, and he wished, right then and there, that he could take his harsh tone back. “I suppose you’re right.” He shut down his holomonitor, then stood up from his desk, heading in the direction of his bed chambers. “But only if you and the rest of the laboratory technicians get some sleep as well. And that’s an order.”

	She nodded, then bowed her head as she made her way toward the exit. “I’ll see to it that it’s done.”

	“Thank you, Naia. Goodnight.”

	“Goodnight, sir.”

	The door shut quietly behind her, leaving him alone in his office. He pushed open the door to his chambers and strode into the bathroom. He turned the faucet on and splashed some water onto his face. As he reached for a towel, his eyes caught his reflection. Deep purple bags sat underneath his eyes, his hair was greasy and unkempt, and the wrinkles lining his forehead were more prominent than ever. As his gaze lowered, he was drawn to the scar on his left cheek. He turned away from the mirror, trying to keep the demons from that night at bay; but no matter how hard he tried, the demons always seemed to win.

	At the beginning of his tenure in the military, Byron hadn’t been working for the Seventh Sanctum, but for the very people who had put his family into Dormance: the Federal Commonwealth. Not knowing what they were capable of back then, he’d been deployed overseas to China for an undisclosed mission. President Novak had been waiting for him upon his arrival. 

	He’d ordered Byron to set up camp right outside Beijing, where they would initiate the first wave of their strategy. He’d quickly learned that the “strategy” was to put the entire population under control of Dormance. With this knowledge, he’d immediately approached President Novak to resign, but of course, he wasn’t going to get off that easy. As he’d tried to leave, he’d heard the sound of a blade unsheathing. He’d turned just in time to see Novak aiming a dagger straight at his head. He almost hadn’t moved in time, but did just enough so that the blade had sliced across his left cheek and barely nipped the top of his ear. 

	Thinking back on it now, he should have killed President Novak right then and there, had he known what the man was capable of. But he’d fled the scene and went searching for an organization with as much power, if not more, as the Federal Commonwealth. When he found that one didn’t exist, he decided to create it. 

	And that’s how the Seventh Sanctum was born.

	As ugly as the scar was, it served as a reminder—a reminder that if it hadn’t been for President Novak, he never would have pursued building the Seventh Sanctum from the ground up. It was a symbol of his strength and courage; of his determination to overcome evil with good. And that’s why the scar remained. To cover it up or have it removed would mean hiding the very essence of who he was. He wouldn’t stand for that.

	Byron traced over the indentation with his index finger, then tossed the towel onto the edge of the sink. He strode over to his armoire and changed into his pajamas, making sure the bulletproof vest was secure beneath his shirt. It was habit at this point. Even though Novak was long gone, one could never be too careful.

	As he settled into bed, he said a quick prayer for his late wife, for Emery, for Alexis, and for himself. The latter was a simple prayer—all he asked was that his demons be kept at bay—but he knew his efforts were futile because it wouldn’t work. It never did.

	The nightmares came easy that night.
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	The wind howled as Emery stood in front of her family’s cabin in Northern Arizona. Torin was surveying the perimeter, checking to make sure there were no unwanted guests in the shrubbery. “All clear!” he called out from behind the wooden structure.

	She tried to take a step forward, but her feet felt as though they were stuck in blocks of cement.

	He seemed to notice this slight struggle. “Is everything alright?”

	She hung her head. “Being here . . . it makes me sad.”

	He trudged over to her, kicking thick piles of snow behind him as he propelled himself forward. It took him a minute, but eventually he positioned his body right in front of hers. She gazed up at his flushed cheeks and frozen eyelashes. She hadn’t realized how tall he was until now. He didn’t say anything, just extended his hand for her to take. She hesitated for a moment, then obliged. They lumbered through the dense snow together, heaving unexaggerated breaths when they made it to the front stoop.

	“Please tell me your family keeps firewood here,” he said as he rubbed his hands together for warmth.

	“There should be some in the shed.” She gazed at the giant evergreen-colored door. “I guess I’ll go inside and see if I can get the heat to kick on.”

	As Torin made his way around back, she stepped inside the cabin, pulling off her boots so as to not track in any icy water. She plodded into the living room, the plush bearskin rug soft and warm between her toes. Delving further into the cabin, she switched on the lamp sitting atop the coffee table. Everything was just as they’d left it. 

	Moose antlers hung over the antique stone fireplace. Framed family pictures lined the hearth. The leather couches were worn in, and she could still see the indent of her mom’s hourglass shape on the far right end. A tear slid down her cheek and she quickly wiped it away, dispelling the image from her mind.

	She jumped as Torin appeared at the front door carrying a bundle of logs. He ambled over to the fireplace and threw the logs in. “Do you have a lighter? Or matches?”

	“I’m surprised you want real flames instead of a holofire,” she teased.

	He gave her a sideways grin, his shaggy hair covering one of his eyes. “No way. Holofires are cool, but there’s nothing like the real thing.”

	She nodded in agreement. Cozying up by the fire with a heavy fleece blanket and mug of hot cocoa was one of her favorite pastimes. She tried not to think too much about the many memories that had taken place in front of that very fireplace with her mother and sister.

	Easier said than done.

	“I guess we should get started,” she said as she walked behind the couch, tossing him a lighter along the way. “I’ll cover the upstairs. Why don’t you look around down here?”

	“You know how much I loathe going through personal belongings . . .”

	She crossed her arms. “You said you would help.”

	“Well, maybe we can do it together,” he suggested. “We can both look upstairs, and then come down here.”

	She shook her head. “We’ll cover more ground if we split up.”

	“But the cabin’s not even that big! I don’t see why we can’t just stick together.”

	She narrowed her eyes. “Torin, as much as I appreciate your help and support, I need you to understand something. I love being here, at this cabin—but I loved being here with my mom and my sister.” She swallowed. “Given recent events, I really just want to get in and get out. Okay?”

	He looked down at his hands, his crimson cheeks darker than she’d ever seen them. “I’m sorry. I guess I wasn’t thinking.” He looked back up at her. “Let’s make this fast then.”

	She nodded in appreciation. “Thank you,” she said as she began to climb the spiral staircase. “Like I said before, I’ll tackle the upstairs and you stay here.”

	“Roger that.”

	 

	An hour and a half later, the cabin was completely torn apart. As Torin went through the final chest near the front door, Emery decided to order them two cups of steaming hot cocoa with marshmallows from SmartMeal. She watched as he put the miscellaneous items back into the chest and closed the lid, then trudged over to one of the oversized leather couches. She joined him shortly after, handing him one of the mugs.

	“Mmm,” he murmured as he took a sip. “The little marshmallows are my favorite.”

	She pulled the mug away from her face and looked at him with an amused expression. “Mine too, although I don’t think I’ve ever heard a grown man admit to it.”

	“I’m confident in my manhood.”

	She spit the steaming liquid back into the mug, then burst out laughing.

	“Oh, I . . .,” he stammered, “I didn’t mean it like that.”

	“I’m sure you didn’t,” she said as she tried to end her laughing spell.

	He smiled, then said, “It’s nice to hear you laugh again.”

	She met his gaze, taking another sip of her cocoa. “It feels good, too. I can’t remember the last time I had a good laugh.”

	“Happy to be of service, Ms. Parker.”

	She rolled her eyes before playfully punching him in the shoulder. “Well,” she said as she surveyed the living room, “this was a bust, wasn’t it?”

	“Not necessarily.” He raised his mug into the air. “We got cocoa and miniature marshmallows out of it.”

	They sat in silence for a few moments before she shifted to a different subject. “My mom sure knew how to hide things. I just wish her journals weren’t hidden so well.” The flames crackled and popped in the fireplace in response.

	He kept his eyes on the fire, then turned to face her, his eyes wide. “Hey, Em?”

	“Hmm?” she said absentmindedly as she swirled the brown liquid in circles.

	“Does this cabin have an attic?”

	“I think so. Why?”

	But before she could say another word, he was rushing upstairs, his empty mug wobbling on the table. She set her mug down and followed him upstairs. He’d already pulled the string that unfolded the ladder and had disappeared up into the darkness.

	“Should I get a flashlight?” she called up into the hollow space.

	“I have my phone,” he called back.

	With a shrug, she began to climb the rungs, poking her head into the blackness as she reached the top. She strained her eyes as they focused on a dim light at the far end of the attic. Pulling herself up into the damp space, she crawled along the floor until the ceiling was tall enough for her to half-crouch, half-walk. “What is it?” she called across the open space.

	“You’re not going to believe this . . .”

	As she crept closer, she couldn’t help but think that maybe her eyes were deceiving her. “Are you seeing what I’m seeing?”

	He nodded his head, his mouth agape. “I sure am.”

	There, in the middle of the attic, was a secret door that had been disguised as an ordinary bookshelf.

	“How did you open it?” she breathed.

	“It wasn’t secured. I just pressed on the side and it opened.”

	She stepped into the room with caution. It was no bigger than a walk-in closet, but it was wider than it was long. Along two of the walls sat tables covered in beakers, test tubes, burners, and hotplates. She realized what it was immediately. 

	“This is where Alpha One was born.” She turned over her shoulder to look at Torin. “This is where my mother created lethargum and sanaré.”

	He stepped into the room then, running his hand along one of the tables. “The journals have to be in here.”

	She nodded with excitement as she started going through the many papers and notebooks strewn about the secret laboratory. “This is so cool,” she squealed as she thumbed through a black and grey notebook. “I always hoped that my family would have a secret something.” She gazed around at the small space. “And here it is.”

	“Hey, I think I found something,” he said, his voice muffled as he pulled a large box from underneath one of the tables. On the side of the box, in thick black marker, were the symbols: α1.

	“Alpha One,” Emery breathed. “Torin, you found it!” She carefully broke the seal on the top of the box, taking a deep breath before opening the flaps. They both peered inside, heads hovering above the contents. Four leather-bound notebooks lay at the bottom.

	She grabbed the one on top with both hands, blowing off the dust that had accumulated over the years. “Okay, mom,” she said as she turned to the first page. “Don’t let us down. We’re ready for some answers.”
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	The excitement in Emery’s eyes was contagious as she flipped through the many pages of her mother’s journals. Torin had suggested that they bring the boxes downstairs to the living room, where, subsequently, there was better lighting, to divide and conquer. He sat next to her, two fresh mugs of cocoa sitting idly on the coffee table as they devoured the contents of the journals.

	“There are so many drawings and formulations,” she murmured in awe. “This is a goldmine.”

	He nodded in agreement, even though he really had no idea what he was looking at. I’m a hacker, not a chemist. Even so, the entries were intriguing.

	“Look here,” she said as she pointed to a drawing of a capsule. “It’s almost like she could see into the future. Somehow, she knew she needed to create something in addition to the liquid version.”

	“And thank the heavens she did, otherwise we probably wouldn’t be sitting here at this very moment.”

	He could see that she was getting teary-eyed, so he quickly shifted her attention to something else. “Hey, this looks like it could be something,” he said, pointing out a page in the back of the first journal. At the top of the page was the word HEALING, followed by numerous indecipherable drawings and equations. 

	She grabbed the notebook from him, her eyes scanning the page. “Zagume. I’ve heard that word before.”

	“Really? Where? It sounds like gibberish to me.”

	“I can’t remember exactly.” She left the couch and returned to a pile of photo albums that were strewn out over the rug. “Zagume,” she said again.

	He watched as she flipped through a few photo albums, her forehead creasing as she tried to remember. 

	“How can I help?”

	“Shhh,” she hushed. “Wait. I think . . .”

	He kept silent, waiting for her to continue.

	She slapped a hand to her forehead. “It’s sap! Sap that has healing properties.”

	He regarded her with a confused expression. “Sap?”

	She bounced up from the rug. “Yeah. My mom used to take us camping in Prescott, which is about two hours from here. On one of the trips, my sister and I decided to go exploring, even though mom had told us not to.” She paused, smiling at the memory. “Long story short, I ran through a patch of poison oak and my leg instantly broke out in a rash. My mom brought me over to a random group of trees near the campsite, explaining that the sap from those trees, called zagume, had healing properties. She tapped the tree and harvested some of the sap, then placed it on my rash. It disappeared almost immediately.”

	“Do you think it could be one of the ingredients?”

	She looked at him with determined eyes. “It has to be. I mean it has healing properties, and that’s what sanaré is all about.”

	He rubbed his hands together, glad that they were finally getting somewhere. “Do you remember where that campsite is? I mean, if we went there, would you remember the group of trees?”

	She bit her lower lip as she considered this. “I’m not sure. I mean, it was a long time ago, but I know someone who will. She went to the same site more than I did with her own family.”

	He tilted his head. “Who?”

	Emery flashed a smile. “My best friend, Riley.” 

	 

	After making four calls to her best friend with no answer, Torin could tell Emery felt defeated. “I don’t know why she’s not answering,” she said as she bit a hangnail from her thumb. “I hope nothing happened to her.”

	“I’m sure she’s holding up just fine,” he soothed. “If she’s anything like you, she’s a fighter.”

	Her lips curled upward, but the smile didn’t reach her eyes.

	How can I make her feel better? 

	Ever since he’d known her, she’d constantly been faced with the most challenging of times. First, with the Alpha Drive, then her disastrous break-up with Anthony, then the deaths of Rhea, Mason, and now, her mother. If it had been anyone else, their spirit would have been broken by now. But not Emery. She was stronger than anyone he’d ever met.

	“Do you want me to try calling her? Or use my phone?”

	As soon as he said the words, Emery’s phone buzzed. Her eyes lit up like the fourth of July. “Hello? Riley?”

	He nodded as she waved and excused herself from the living room and walked into the kitchen. As much as he didn’t want to eavesdrop, he couldn’t help it. He was a hacker—eavesdropping was just a part of his nature. He couldn’t hear much though, and she almost caught him leaning as she made her way back to the living room. The thought made his cheeks burn.

	Her voice drew nearer. “She’s going to meet us in Prescott, at the campsite.”

	Unsure whether or not his cheeks had returned to their normal shade, he kept his head lowered, pretending to be engrossed in an article on his holopad. “That’s cool,” he said as nonchalantly as he could manage.

	She swiped her hand across the holopad. “Right now, Torin. We need to get moving. She’s probably already there.”

	“Oh, I didn’t know we were going now.” He grabbed his things and followed her out the door, a harsh wind blowing across their faces as they made their way across the snowy front lawn to the platform.

	“Ready?” he asked as he stepped onto the T-Port and extended his hand out to her.

	She took his hand and nodded. “Ready.”

	Mere seconds later, they arrived in chilly, but not snowy, Prescott, Arizona. Enormous trees towered over them, making Torin feel as though he were the size of an ant. Sure, Chicago was notorious for its giant skyscrapers, but they didn’t even compare to the height and girth of these trees. “Wow,” he breathed as he stepped further into the forest. “Now that’s a tree.”

	A high-pitched squeal echoed throughout the forest. He cringed, watching as Emery ran toward a girl of her exact same height with blonde hair. They exchanged a quick greeting that he didn’t understand—girl code, or whatever it was called—then walked over to him.

	“Torin, this is my best friend, Riley. Riley, this is Torin.”

	Riley flashed a toothy grin. “So, you’re the infamous Torin?”

	Infamous? He gulped, wishing his eavesdropping had gone a little smoother at the cabin. “I’m not sure about infamous, but—”

	“Oh, please!” Riley exclaimed. “Emery filled me in. If it hadn’t been for you, we’d all still be trapped in Dormance.”

	He bobbed his head as he weighed her statement. She sure caught on fast. How long had her phone conversation with Emery been? Five minutes?

	“So,” Riley said as she clapped her hands, “something about journals and saving the world . . . what exactly are we doing here, of all places?”

	Emery shifted her gaze from Torin to Riley, then back to him.

	She hasn’t told Riley about Sandra’s passing yet.

	“Riley, there’s something I didn’t mention over the phone,” Emery started.

	Her friend’s expression grew serious. “Oh no. Is everything okay?”

	“Not exactly . . .”

	It was then that he noticed something as Riley brushed a stray hair from her face. Her hands . . . are grey. He glanced at Emery and, from the look on her face, could tell she’d noticed it too.

	Riley sensed the discomfort in their stares. “Oh, is this what you’re looking at?” She held up her hands, wiggling her fingers in front of her face. “My skin’s been slightly discolored ever since I woke up from Dormance, but it’s gotten worse over the past couple of weeks.”

	Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Emery swallow. Everyone around her is either falling ill or dying. Except for me. 

	Emery had always referred to Riley as her rock, her support system, but now Riley was also sick, and showing the same symptoms that Emery was.

	“Don’t worry. We’re going to fix all of this,” he reassured as he stepped forward and placed a hand on Emery’s shoulder. Even though he was shaking on the inside, the words sounded convincing enough.

	“I’m just going to come right out and say it.” Emery looked down at her gloved hands, then gazed back up, making direct eye contact with her best friend. “Riley, my mom passed away.”

	Riley pressed a hand to her mouth as she squeezed her eyes shut for a moment, then opened them again. Tears began to slide down her cheeks. “Em, I had no idea. I’m so sorry. You know she was like a mother to me.”

	Emery’s eyes dropped as she nodded her head. “I know,” she whispered. “Some days, I still can’t believe it.”

	“How? How did this happen?”

	Emery removed her gloves, then held up her hands, the same grey-tinged skin staring them all in the face. “Because of Novak. Because of Dormance. Because of lethargum.”

	Torin sat on the outskirts of their conversation, not wanting to interrupt, but he couldn’t help it. He could see Emery starting to struggle with her words. After a moment of awkward silence, he chimed in. “Sandra kept journals. Emery and I tore her house apart looking for them, but we came up empty-handed. She had the brilliant idea to go to her family’s cabin—”

	“Sandra’s favorite place,” Riley interrupted. “Smart.” She smiled at Emery.

	“Exactly. Sure enough, we found the journals at the cabin. The first clue for the sanaré formulation brought us here. We’re looking for something called . . .” He stopped, looked at Emery for the answer.

	“Zagume.” 

	As she said the word, Riley’s face lit up. “The healing sap. I remember.”

	Those words were music to his ears.

	“Do you remember the group of trees?” Emery pressed. “And where they might be in the forest?”

	Riley hesitated. “I do, but . . .”

	“But what?”

	She crinkled her nose. “Oh, Em. You’re not going to like this.”

	Emery looked at Torin, then back at her friend. “I think I know what you’re going to say.”

	The girls continued to look at one another, the expressions on their faces growing more dismal with each passing second. A thick fog of tension hung in the air. 

	“Well,” Torin said slowly, not wanting to come off as impatient, “can one of you maybe say it out loud so that we’re all on the same page?”

	Riley sighed. “The site that held the zagume trees was one of the first spots I came back to when I woke up from Dormance.” She lowered her gaze. “It’s been bulldozed. There’s nothing left.”

	Emery sucked in a breath, then turned to Torin. If there had been any semblance of hope in her eyes, he could see now that it had completely vanished.

	Well, shit.
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	Emery followed Riley through the desolate campsite, the ground still fresh with dozer tracks. It was hard to believe the Parks Service would ever destroy any part of the Prescott National Forest. After all, it was supposed to be a preserved site. But sure enough, someone with either a lot of money or a lot of power had gotten their way.

	Torin trailed closely behind her, his feet dragging along the rugged surface. She could hear the leaves crunching underneath their shoes as they ventured deeper into the thicket. About a mile ago, she’d noticed she was feeling different—almost drained of energy—but she’d decided to keep it to herself so as to not alarm her friends. She had to keep going, no matter the cost. Her mother deserved at least that much.

	She stopped mid-step as something caught her eye. A few feet ahead were a dozen bases of trees. Trees that had once produced zagume. Trees that had healed her of her poison oak all those years ago. They’d been reduced to nothing but stumps. Her hands balled into fists at the sight. Everything good is being taken away. 

	She knelt, the palm of her hand grazing the base of one of the trees. Sawdust lay scattered off to the side. She pinched at the remains with her thumb and index finger, feeling the fresh grains as they slid against her fingertips. “This happened recently,” she whispered, more to herself than to anyone else.

	Torin knelt beside her, imitating her movements, then nodded, as if he’d come to the same conclusion. “There might still be some fresh sap in the base of the tree. If we hurry, maybe we can pull some.”

	Emery eyed the tree warily. “But how are we going to do that?”

	It was then Riley decided to pop into their conversation, unannounced. In her hands she held a silver object Emery had never seen before. “It’s a heated drilltap,” she said, as if this were common knowledge.

	“What’s a drilltap?” Torin asked, looking just as confused as Emery.

	“It’s a drill and tree tap in one. This one is considered a premium tap because it has heat rays built into it that warm up the sap during the cooler months.”

	Emery looked at her best friend, her mouth agape. “Where did you get this? And why do you have it?”

	A sly grin spread across her face. “Your mom actually gave it to me two years ago, as a Christmas present.”

	A small smile tugged at the corners of Emery’s mouth as she shook her head in disbelief. “That’s my mom for you. Always looking out.”

	Torin gave her a playful punch in the shoulder. “Come on, that’s pretty incredible. It’s almost like your mom knew this all along—that lethargum would make people ill, that we’d find the journals, that we’d enlist Riley’s help—”

	“Let me stop you right there,” Emery cut in. “My mother was a chemist, not a fortune teller. She couldn’t see into the future.”

	He shrugged. “I’m just saying. It’s pretty amazing.”

	“It’s a coincidence. That’s all.” But as much as Emery wanted to believe the words, something told her it wasn’t coincidence at all—that her mother had somehow known that all of this would happen. Trying to shake the unsettling thought, she turned her attention back to Riley. “Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s tap these trees.”

	 

	A couple of hours later, they’d only managed to remove sap from just six of the trees. Emery had pointed out that they needed something reliable to place the sap in, so while they’d waited for the drilltap to work its magic, Torin had teleported back to Chicago to grab some vials from the 7S lab. 

	The clock ticked just past the second hour, leaving them waiting on the sap from the seventh tree. The sun was setting and darkness was beginning to fall around them. Emery knew that they’d have to call it a night soon.

	“While we’re finishing up, we should probably look through the journal for another clue,” Torin suggested.

	“Good idea,” Emery commended as she pulled one of the journals out of her bag. “Let’s see.” She flipped past the zagume pages, skimming through the contents of later entries. Torin looked over her shoulder, his breath hot against her neck. The feeling made her shudder and flush simultaneously. She considered asking him to step back a few paces, but the warmth was surprisingly soothing. As she flipped past another page, his hand flew to the journal.

	“Wait. What’s that?” he asked as his finger traced the outline of a four-leaf clover.

	Emery strained her eyes, her gaze following his finger. Within each clove was an inscription in cursive, but it was too small to read. “We need a magnifying glass or something.”

	“The seventh tree is officially tapped,” Riley called out. “That’s twenty-one vials, about three vials per tree.” She counted again to be sure. “Do you think that’s enough?”

	“It’s going to have to be,” Emery responded. “We can always come back if we need more, but right now, we need to get back to the cabin.”

	The group gathered their things and hiked back to the platform. A brief whir later, they found themselves gathered around the coffee table back at her family’s cabin. “I’m not sure where we’d keep a magnifying glass,” Emery pondered as she gazed around the living room, “but we each should take a room and start looking.”

	“I’ll take the living room and kitchen,” Riley offered.

	“I’ll check the attic, again” Torin suggested. “You know, just in case.”

	“Good thinking. I guess that leaves me with the bedrooms.” Emery headed into the master bedroom first, knowing that it was unlikely for her or Alexis to have kept a magnifying glass in their rooms. She checked the nightstands on both sides of the bed, but those were a dead-end. Moving over to the dresser, she rifled through old receipts and single socks missing their pair. Feeling frustrated, she clambered into the closet, swiping her hand along the top shelves. Nothing. She sat on the edge of the bathtub, racking her brain for other hiding places, but she came up dry. Fortunately, Riley’s voice interrupted her anxiety-ridden brainstorming session. “Found it!”

	Emery popped up from her seat and darted into the living room at the exact same time Torin was scrambling back down the stairs. She pulled the journal from her bag and opened to the page with the odd symbol, holding the magnifying glass over the writing. The top area of the clover had the word CORPORIS written across it. Emery moved the magnifying glass to the next clove, which contained the word MOTUS. The last two cloves read MENTIS and SPIRITUALIS.

	“What do you think it means?” Riley asked as Emery finished reading them aloud.

	Emery fell onto the couch next to Torin, feeling stumped. She repeated the words over and over again in her head: corporis, motus, mentis, spiritualis. Spiritualis almost sounded like the word spiritual. The words, they sounded . . .

	A hand flew to her forehead. My mother loved Latin.

	“It’s Latin,” she said hurriedly as she pulled out her phone, typing each word into the search bar.

	“Of course,” Torin said with a small laugh and a shake of his head. “We should have known.”

	“What do the words mean?” Riley presssed.

	“Corporis means physical, motus means emotional—”

	“—and I’m guessing spiritualis means spiritual,” Torin cut in, “which leaves mentis, which has to mean mental.”

	Emery nodded in confirmation.

	“Okay, so we understand what the words are,” Riley pointed out, “but, as a whole, what do you think it all means?

	Emery tapped her finger against her chin as she stared at the journal. “I’m not exactly sure, but if I had to guess it seems that each clove represents a sort of ‘pillar’ of healing.”

	Torin sat up from his slouched position. “That seems like a pretty good guess. In order for sanaré to work, it can’t just heal physical wounds. It would also need to heal on emotional, physical, and spiritual levels.”

	Emery nodded her head in agreement. “The last time I was injected with sanaré, not only did my physical wounds heal, I also felt reenergized and renewed—like both my body and spirit had been cleansed.” She wanted to roll her eyes at how cheesy she sounded, but it was the truth. “Torin, I think you might be onto something.”

	“So there must be an ingredient for each clove, if you will,” Riley thought out loud. “The first clue, the zagume, must be the physical ingredient.”

	“Which means there are three more ingredients,” Emery said with a smile, feeling relieved that it was all starting to come together. “We need to examine these journals for any clues related to emotional, mental, and spiritual ingredients.” She grabbed the other three journals from her bag, tossing one to Torin and the other to Riley. “I’ll take two. If you don’t find anything, bring it back to me. Something might stick out to me that wouldn’t to you, seeing as she was my mother and all.”

	“Does this mean we’re pulling an all-nighter?” Torin asked.

	“Hold that thought.” Emery held up a hand as her phone buzzed, a holoicon of her father’s face appearing over the screen. She noticed Torin shudder. “My dad still gives you the creeps, huh?”

	He gave a half smile. “Just a little. You try working for him. It’s terrifying.”

	This time, she did roll her eyes, then answered the call. “Hello?” She excused herself to the kitchen, her expression turning grave as she stood up.

	“That doesn’t look good,” he mumbled.

	“I’m sure everything’s fine,” Riley reassured, her eyes trained on her best friend.

	They sat in silence, waiting until her voice tapered off. Emery hung up the phone and took a deep breath as she returned to the living room. “I have to go.”

	“What?” Riley asked. “Why?”

	Emery looked at Riley, then Torin, her eyes heavy with more bad news. “It’s Alexis. The grey has spread.” Her voice caught. “It’s really bad. And I have to go. I’m sorry.”

	Torin stood up from the couch, journal in hand. “Whoa, not so fast.”

	“Torin, I really have to—”

	He stood firm as he said the one phrase she so desperately needed to hear. “We’re coming with you.”
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	Byron sat at the kitchen table with his head in his hands. The grey had spread from Alexis’s legs up to her stomach, chest, and arms. The only parts of her body that remained a natural skin color were her neck and face. He had no idea when it’d gotten so bad. Surely not at their dinner—he would have noticed. Wouldn’t I have?

	He wanted to keep a close eye on his daughter’s condition, so he’d decided to move his office to his family’s home. In order to continue Operation Revive, he’d ordered that two holomonitors remain switched on every hour of every day: one in Alexis’s room and one in the lab. He’d instructed Naia to inform him if they formulated anything that looked promising. So far, he’d received no news. Usually, no news was good news, but not in this case.

	His thoughts were interrupted as the front door opened. Emery strode in with Torin and some blonde girl he’d never seen before. “We got here as fast as we could,” she panted as she hurried to give her father a hug. “How is she?”

	He could lie and say Alexis was doing better, but he knew Emery would see right through it. “It’s not good, Em. If we don’t figure out the formulation for sanaré, and quick, I’m not sure we’ll be able to save her.”

	Emery’s jaw clenched. “Don’t say that. We can’t think that way. We’re going to figure this out.” She pulled out one of Sandra’s journals. “We found them, dad. We found the journals.”

	His eyes lit up like a small child in a candy shop. There it was, in her hands. His shining beacon of hope. “Where were they?”

	“In mom’s secret lab in the attic in our cabin.”

	“Mom’s secret lab?”

	“Oh . . . I thought maybe you knew,” she muttered, her cheeks flushing a dark crimson.

	“Apparently, there’s a lot I don’t know about your mother. I guess I really shouldn’t be all that surprised. She was a mysterious one.” He noticed her expression darken with grief, so he quickly changed the subject. “Well, Alexis is asleep right now, so I’m not sure if you want to wait until she wakes up, or if there’s something else you need to do.”

	“What about you, sir?” Torin interjected out of nowhere. “Doesn’t 7S need you at headquarters?”

	Byron made a wide sweeping gesture with his arm. “Currently, this is the new 7S headquarters. Well, my new office, for the time being. I have Naia on-call to alert me if and when any progress is made.”

	“How’s that going?” Emery asked.

	“Not well. We take one step forward and two steps back.” He glanced behind Emery, realizing that he hadn’t been introduced to the blonde girl. Where are my manners? “I don’t believe we’ve met.”

	The girl was fidgeting with a sleeve on her shirt when she realized that he was talking to her. “Oh, I’m Riley. Emery’s best friend.”

	“Sorry,” Emery said as she turned toward her. “That was rude of me.”

	“Don’t worry about it, pumpkin,” Riley said with a smile. “And don’t mind me. I’m just along for the ride.”

	“Well it’s nice to meet you. It’s always good to add one to the team. We can certainly use all the help we can get.”

	He gave her a friendly nod as he walked over to the holomonitors. Not much had happened. Alexis was still sleeping and the lab technicians were still pouring various chemicals into beakers. He let out a long exhale before turning back around to face his daughter and her friends. “In the meantime, is there anything I can do to help?”

	“Actually, there is something,” Emery said as she pulled the other journal from her bag. “Right before you called, we were going to look through the journals for more clues.”

	He regarded her with a confused expression. “Clues? What clues?”

	Riley pulled a vial from her pocket and handed it to him. “It’s zagume, a special healing sap from a tree in Prescott.”

	He recognized it immediately. “Of course. How did you find out about this?”

	Emery opened the journal to the page with the zagume drawings. “We also found this,” she said as she flipped to the back. “I’m not sure what the four-leaf clover is, but inside each clove is a different word. They’re all in Latin, but we found them to mean Physical, Emotional, Mental, and Spiritual, and we think it has something to do with the formulation for sanaré.”

	He smiled as he traced his finger over the shape. Sandra knew that he loved riddles. It was like she’d left one last puzzle—one last challenge for him to solve. “I think you’re onto something, kid.”

	Her eyes widened. “Really?”

	He nodded. “Do you mind if I take a look at a few of these journals? Maybe see if something catches my eye?”

	“Please,” Torin said as he handed over his journal.

	“Be our guest,” Riley added as she tossed hers onto the coffee table.

	Emery looked at her friends with a confused expression. “I thought you guys wanted to help.”

	“Oh, don’t get me wrong,” Riley said hurriedly. “I’m all for helping. I just think that you and your dad might be better at deciphering your mother’s entries.”

	Emery looked at her father. 

	“She does have a point,” he agreed.

	“I guess we’ll let you know when we find something,” Emery said with a hint of disappointment.

	“You misunderstand,” Torin teased. “Riley and I will be on Alexis-duty. Just call us back downstairs when you find something.”

	 

	Two hours later, Byron and Emery had come up with numerous potential clues. They sat at the kitchen table, hunched over the journals like two high school students cramming for finals. Byron’s journal had about double the page-markers than the one Emery was currently working on. He flipped to the next page, his eyes glazing over at the lines and lines of text. He glanced over at his daughter, noticing that her focus seemed to be dwindling as well.

	She met his gaze. “Is anything jumping out at you?”

	He gestured to the many page-markers sticking out of the sides of the journal. “I’d say so. The problem is that there are too many.”

	“We need to narrow them down. Think of it in the context of the four-leaf clover. We already have the physical ingredient, so that leaves us with emotional, mental, and spiritual.”

	“So many of these fall under each of those categories,” he said as he tapped his fingertips against his temples.

	“Try this,” she offered as she took the journal from him. “Go through them and pick out the three that stick out the most. That’ll be the best place to start. Mark them with a different color so we know which ones to look at first.”

	He nodded, then started going through the pages again, one by one. As he approached the fifth page, something caught his eye that hadn’t during the first round: a drawing of a stick figure girl holding a shell. He pressed a hand to his forehead as the realization came to light. “I know what the second ingredient is.”

	She looked up from her journal with wide eyes. “Really? That was fast.” She leaned over the table to see what had caught his eye.

	“Look familiar?”

	She narrowed her eyes as she looked at the drawing. “It’s a girl holding a seashell.” She looked at her dad, confused, then back down at the makeshift drawing. “I don’t get it.”

	“When you were little, before Alexis was born, we used to take family vacations to Rhode Island. There was a beach,” he paused as he tried to recall the name, “Pleasanton Beach. We went there every summer until I was deployed. You’d waddle along the sand with your mother, picking up seashells along the way. There was one shell in particular you seemed to have a fondness for.”

	“I can’t believe I don’t remember any of this.”

	“You were so young. It’s understandable,” he said as he cleared his throat. “You’d constantly pick up an achioshell. Your mom swore that every time you brought one to her, her heart would swell with joy. She loved the feeling so much that she brought one home with her.”

	Emery nodded her head slowly, clearly remembering something. “I vaguely recall seeing a seashell in her nightstand drawer. I had no idea where it was from or what it was for.”

	“It makes sense though, doesn’t it? Achioshell could be the emotional ingredient.”

	She regarded him for a moment. “Isn’t it hollow?”

	He shook his head. “If you can find one and crack it open, you’ll find a white pearly liquid, very similar to that of a clam. If I recall correctly, achioshells are only found on Pleasanton Beach.”

	Emery stood up abruptly from her place at the table. “We have to go there.” She gathered the journals, then rushed into the living room, calling out for Torin and Riley.

	Byron stayed seated at the kitchen table, allowing a small laugh to escape his lips. He’d never told Sandra, but the achioshell had done wonders for him too, which is why he’d kept one for himself in his office drawer all these years.
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	Pleasanton Beach was surprisingly easy to find. Even though Emery didn’t fully recall the many vacations her family had taken during her younger years, the beach felt eerily familiar the minute she’d set foot on it. Byron had opted to stay home to tend to Alexis and any 7S crisis that might arise, while she, Torin, and Riley had set off for Rhode Island. 

	The state itself was pretty small, but that wasn’t to say it wasn’t absolutely stunning. The majority of the Rhode Island population hadn’t seemed to embrace the new technology like most of the other states, and the ambiance reminded her of her home back in Dormance. Country cottages and small farms lined the roads, and kids rode their bicycles to and fro, stopping at ice cream parlors and sandwich shops. It was as if teleportation and holo-everything didn’t exist yet. There were even some cars—real, oil-guzzling cars—parked in some of the driveways. It was oddly refreshing.

	Emery smiled as she, Torin, and Riley kicked off their shoes and parked their bicycles against a whitewashed fence. Since the closest T-Port was about ten miles away from Pleasanton Beach, they’d chosen to rent bicycles for the day. Even though her legs ached, she didn’t mind. There was something about this little town and its fierce determination to keep things simple. She closed her eyes and took a deep inhale as a salty breeze swept through her hair. I love it here.

	“Em, you coming?” Torin called. She hadn’t realized how far ahead her two travel companions had gotten.

	“Yeah, I’m coming!” she yelled as she ran toward them, kicking up sand along the way. As she approached the shoreline, she couldn’t help but notice the hundreds of seashells, all different shapes, sizes, and colors. She jumped back as the water hit her feet. “It’s freezing!”

	He laughed at her sudden outburst. “Well, hopefully the shells are on the shoreline and not in the water,” he said as he bent over to pick one up. “You have a picture of what an achioshell looks like, right?”

	She pulled out her phone and searched for the message from her father. A holophoto of the shell appeared above the screen. It was a deep green color, almost identical to a clamshell, but not quite as fan-shaped.

	“So the shells can really be any size, depending on how long they’ve been alive for?” Riley asked.

	“Looks like it,” Emery responded as she stuck her other foot into the water. Her toe grazed the edge of something smooth. She knelt to pick the object up, feeling disappointed after realizing it was a hollow seashell in the shape of a miniature horn with grey and white pearly swirls covering the surface area. Even though it wasn’t an achioshell, she pocketed her find. It was pretty and smooth and, interestingly enough, seemed to have a strange calming effect on her.

	After searching the white sandy shores for thirty minutes, Riley called out from the far side of the beach. “Hey, I think I found something!”

	Emery dropped the shell she was holding and ran over to Torin, who was standing just a few feet from Riley. “Did you find an achioshell?”

	“Not an achioshell,” Riley said, “but achioshells upon achioshells.” She extended her arms, gesturing at the surface area around her feet. There, just below the water’s surface, were dozens of deep green shells.

	“Whoa!” Emery exclaimed as she reached down to pick one up. She attempted to pry the little guy open, but it was sealed shut. “Not as easy as I thought it would be.”

	“Here, let me try,” Torin offered. He pulled a tool that resembled pliers from his pocket and wedged it within the mouth of the shell. With the push of a button, a buzz sounded and the shell popped open.

	“Neat,” Riley breathed. “How did you do that?”

	“Like your drilltap, these are stunpliers.”

	“How do they work?” Emery asked, feeling concerned for the achioshell. “Is it hurt? Did you kill it?”

	Torin laughed. “Nothing like that, I assure you. The stunpliers just send a slight shock wave to whatever it’s attached to. In this case, I stunned the shell which caused it to loosen its grip and pop open.” As he finished explaining the process, the achioshell began its long journey to close up again. “See, I shocked it just long enough to open, so we’ll have to get the liquid out before it closes again. Em, can you toss me a vial?”

	She rummaged through his bag, grabbing a few of the clear vials along with one of the journals. She tossed one over to him. “While you and Riley collect the achioshell liquid, I’m going to look for our next clue.”

	“You got it, boss,” Torin said, giving her a phony salute. Emery rolled her eyes and smiled, then turned away from her friends to search for higher ground. After climbing up a decent-sized hill, she plopped down on a thick pile of sand, kicking her bare feet out in front of her. She’d already been through the first two journals front and back, and could honestly say she knew them like the backs of her hands. 

	Let’s see what’s behind door number three.

	In the twenty minutes that passed, nothing seemed to jump out at her. She could feel her eyes glazing over at the many theories, postulations, and drawings scribbled on each page. It was all starting to look the same, until something caught her eye in the far right corner of one of the pages. The word blacoka had been traced over and over again in black ink and was circled multiple times. Underneath, the circle was the word Kemp. 

	Or rather, the name Kemp. 

	Emery pressed a hand to her mouth, her eyes growing wide. “I can’t believe I didn’t think of this before,” she said aloud, even though she was way out of earshot. She rose to her feet, the pages of the journal flapping in the wind as she dashed over to where Torin and Riley were busily collecting the achioshell liquid. “Guys,” she panted when she finally caught up to them.

	“Whoa there, tiger,” Torin laughed. “Take a breath.”

	“No time for breathing,” she rushed. “I know what the next clue is.” 

	They gathered around her, waiting for her to continue. 

	“My mother had a favorite professor at Darden. His name is Professor Kemp. He was my Intermediate Chemistry teacher in Dormance.” She paused to catch her breath. “I felt like he was always watching me. It was such an eerie feeling. And maybe this is why. Maybe he knew that I was Sandra’s daughter.”

	Riley leaned over her shoulder, narrowing her eyes to read what her best friend was pointing at. “Blacoka? What’s blacoka?”

	“I have no idea, but it’s circled, like, eight times and traced over and over again in black ink. What do you think?”

	“I think we have our next clue,” Torin said with a grin. “We’re pretty much finished collecting the achioshells, so let’s get to it.”

	“Right, well, there’s just one problem,” Emery said as she shuffled her feet. “I have no idea where Professor Kemp is. We obviously can’t go back to Darden, because Darden’s in Dormance, and Dormance no longer exists. So how are we supposed to find him?”

	He regarded her, a hint of mischief glinting from his eyes. “Oh, Em. How severely you underestimate my abilities.”
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	Back at his apartment, Torin refused to take his eyes off the holoscreen, even with Emery and Riley standing directly behind him. They were so close he could feel their warm breath on the back of his neck. Even though he knew neither of them had any clue what he was doing, it was almost impossible to keep his nerves at bay. “So, about Kemp. Is that all you know about him? His last name?”

	Emery furrowed her brows as she considered his question. “It’s not like I was friends with the guy. He was just my professor. Not to mention the fact that he was creepy beyond all comprehension. Trust me, if you’d been there in class with me, you’d understand.”

	He tapped his fingers impatiently against the desk. Given her level of involvement, he’d expected her to know a little more information or, at the very least, to have been a little more observant. But no, a last name was all he had to work with. “Okay, well he must live in Arizona, right? Since he was teaching at Darden?”

	She bobbed her head from side to side. “Possibly. But he could have moved. Or fallen ill. Or died after Dormance was deactivated.” Her face fell as she considered the possibility. “Argh. This is so frustrating. I should have paid more attention.”

	I’ll say. Torin bit his tongue to keep himself from saying the words. He turned back toward the holomonitor and searched the name Kemp in the state of Arizona database. He sighed as a couple hundred names appeared on the screen.

	“Gosh, how many Kemps can there be in Arizona?” Riley chortled.

	“Can you narrow it by city?” Emery asked. “Try the city of Tucson or the surrounding area. That’s where Darden Prep is.”

	He looked up the zip code and entered it into the search, then added a ten-mile radius. At twenty, the results were more promising, but still not what he’d hoped for. A list of four or five names would have been feasible, but twenty? There wasn’t enough time to visit each address to find the right Kemp. He buried his face in his hands, massaging his temples in the process.

	“Wait,” Emery said as she brought her face closer to the screen. “There.”

	He peeked through his fingers, then lowered his hands altogether. Right next to her finger was the name Donald Kemp. Dr. Donald Kemp.

	“Bingo,” he said with a smile. 

	 

	+ + +

	An hour after locating Dr. Donald Kemp’s address, the trio stood on the professor’s doorstep. Out of the corner of his eye, Torin could see Emery gulp before reaching to ring the doorbell.

	“What if he’s not home?” Riley whispered.

	“Then we’ll wait,” Torin responded. “We don’t really have a choice. We have to talk to him.”

	Emery cleared her throat to silence her friends as the door creaked open. An older man, in his early sixties, stood before them in khakis and a raggedy polo shirt. His glasses sat crooked on his nose and his five o’clock shadow made for a sinister appearance. A cane stood at his side, and Torin realized he was leaning pretty heavily on it for support. Dormance hasn’t been kind to him either.

	“Professor Kemp?” Emery asked with caution.

	The man nodded, but didn’t speak.

	“We’re so sorry to bother you and to show up unannounced like this, but there’s something important we need to discuss with you. Do you remember me? From Intermediate Chem—”

	“Emery Parker,” Kemp interrupted. “Of course I remember you. Daughter of my favorite student all those years ago. Sandra Parker was quite the firecracker.” He raised an eyebrow as he studied her up and down, his glasses sliding down his nose. “You seem to be a little less vivacious than she was.”

	Emery shuffled her feet, her face flushing a rosy pink.

	“How is Sandra, if you don’t mind my asking?”

	Torin turned to look at Emery as her face fell, then interjected, “Sandra’s actually no longer with us. There were some . . . unfortunate complications after being in Dormance for such an extended period of time.”

	Kemp’s expression mirrored Emery’s as a cloud of darkness rolled over his face. “That’s not the news I was hoping to hear. My condolences to you and your family.” He shook his head sadly. “Sandra was a lovely woman. Brilliant, too. She will be sorely missed.” 

	An awkward silence filled the space between them before he invited them to come inside. Emery and Torin made themselves comfortable on the dusty, old couch, while Riley seated herself on an oversized recliner.

	“Would any of you care for a cup of tea?” Dr. Kemp asked as he wobbled toward the kitchen.

	“I’ll get it,” Torin offered as he hurried into the kitchen. “You’ll probably want to sit down for what Emery’s about to tell you anyway.”

	Kemp gave him a confused look, then hobbled back over to the living room. “So, what can I do you for?” he asked as he sat down in front of Emery and Riley.

	Torin could hear the hesitation in Emery’s voice. “Without getting too much into the details, there’s something I found in my mother’s journals that we need your help with,” she said as she flipped to one of the marked pages. “Blacoka . . . is this word familiar to you?”

	Kemp stuck his hand out to retrieve the journal, then sat back in his chair as he skimmed the contents of the page. His face lit up as his eyes landed on the top right corner. “Indeed. I do know what blacoka is.”

	Emery moved to the edge of her seat. “Do you know where we can get some?”

	“I suppose I would.” A twisted smile graced Kemp’s lips. “Seeing as I’m the one who invented it.”

	Torin made his way back into the living room, carrying a serving tray with a teapot and four small teacups. Emery thanked him as he poured her a cup. “So, can you tell us what it is?”

	Kemp took a sip of his tea, then leaned forward and set the cup down on the coffee table. “It’s a substance I created—one that, when burned, releases a fragrance that can be used to promote mental wellness. Your mother was a huge fan of it.”

	“Is it like incense?” Riley chimed in.

	“Exactly like incense.” Kemp’s forehead wrinkled as he tried to recall something. “I remember your mother asking me for a larger quantity of blacoka back in the day. It could have been for research or a project, or perhaps she enjoyed it so much that it was just for leisure,” he said with a shrug.

	“You said that blacoka promotes metal wellness?” Emery confirmed as she jotted something down in the journal.

	“Indeed, I did.”

	“Can you tell me how it works?”

	“I suppose I can give it a shot.” Kemp considered her for a moment before continuing. “When blacoka is inhaled, the components of the formulation are dispersed through the nose cavity into the brain. From there, the molecules behave in such a way that they essentially heal damaged neurons and synapses, as well as rejuvenate the entire neural system.” He smiled at the thought. “Your mother used to say that she was reborn after each use.”

	Emery finished scribbling in her notebook. “Thank you, Professor. This has been really helpful. I guess my next question is . . . do you have any extra blacoka that we could take with us?”

	He eyed her suspiciously. “What for?”

	Torin listened as Emery explained the situation as best she could: Alpha One, sanaré, Operation Revive. He made sure to keep his attention focused on Professor Kemp, whose expressions ranged from surprised to not surprised to complete and total shock. Torin had to bite his lip to keep himself from laughing at the man’s shifting caterpillar eyebrows.

	When Emery finished, the professor didn’t say anything. He just sat with his hands folded in his lap, his eyes trained on the coffee table. Finally, after an unnecessarily long and uncomfortable silence, he spoke. “I understand that what you’re trying to do is good. Trying to heal the previous dormants of their illnesses is a good thing. However, have you considered the potential repercussions?”

	“Repercussions?” Emery asked. “How could there be repercussions when we’re trying to heal everyone of something that wasn’t their fault and was completely out of their control?”

	Kemp sighed. “What I mean is that you don’t want to go about disturbing the natural order of things. Once you upset Mother Nature, it’s very hard to get back in her good graces.”

	What in the world is this guy talking about? Torin could sense Emery’s rising frustration and decided to interject. “If you have any available blacoka, even just a small amount, it would really help us out. No one’s talking about ‘changing the natural order’ or whatever.” He immediately wished that last sentence hadn’t come out so defensive. “We just need to see if we can recreate the formulation, that’s all.” He raised a challenging eyebrow. “So, can you help us or not?”

	The professor slowly stood from his chair and started toward a room that had papers and books strewn everywhere, undeniably his office. “Wait here,” he said as he hobbled away from them.

	When he was out of earshot, Emery turned to Torin and whispered, “Thank you.”

	He gave her a small smile. “Well, we didn’t seem to be getting anywhere fast, so I knew I had to shoot it to him straight.”

	“And it worked,” Emery commended as she patted him on the arm. “I just wish I could have been persuasive enough.”

	Had she not wanted him to intervene? Suddenly, Torin couldn’t help but feel like he’d overstepped. “You were plenty persuasive,” he assured. “I just wanted to get things moving. We’ve already been here for over an hour.”

	Kemp’s voice broke the tension. “You’re welcome to come in here!” he called from his office.

	Riley was the first one to pop out of her chair. Torin and Emery followed close behind as an oaky smell filled the hallway, but the smell suddenly turned burnt. She turned to him with wide eyes. “He’s not—”

	Torin gritted his teeth. “Oh, I think he is.”

	They raced into the office to find Kemp standing over a large wastebasket, the contents blazing in flames. He was about to dump even more of the blacoka sticks into the basket when Torin charged at him like a bull seeing red for the very first time. “Don’t you dare!” he yelled as he tackled Kemp to the ground.

	Emery and Riley watched with wide eyes as the scuffle unfolded: Kemp’s cane flying into the air, Torin’s arms flailing as he tried to grab the rest of the blacoka.

	“You’ll never have it,” Kemp grunted. “It’s mine. And now it’s all gone.”

	“There’s still . . . some . . . left,” Torin managed to say through ragged breaths. “Give it to me.” He pinned the professor’s arm against the cherry wood floor, pulling the sticks from the old man’s grasp. Kemp tried to head-butt him, but he wasn’t quick enough. Torin sat back just in time, holding the blacoka sticks up in the air where the professor couldn’t possibly reach them.

	Footsteps grew nearer as Emery and Riley approached him. “Here, I’ve got them,” Emery assured as she tried to take them from Torin. But his fingers were grasped too tight. “Torin, you can let go,” she soothed. “It’s okay. I’ve got them.”

	He broke out of his crazed trance and slowly loosened his grip, finger by finger. He shook his shaggy hair out of his eyes, although a few strands remained stuck in the sweat that had formed on his forehead, then pushed himself up from the ground and dusted the dirt and debris from his pants. 

	With a final glare at Kemp, who was still lying motionless on the floor, Torin turned to walk out of the office, noticing that Riley was busy trying to salvage any of the blacoka from the mess of black smoke hovering over the trashcan. It wasn’t like him to tackle an old and slightly crippled man, but he hadn’t seen any other option. Blacoka was needed for the sanaré formulation—without it, they would have been screwed. 

	He watched from the doorway as Emery extended a hand to Professor Kemp. Even though the man had just attempted to destroy their only hope of returning the world back to normal, there she was to lend a helping hand.

	Kemp grunted as he took her hand. She pulled him up, then brought herself uncomfortably close to his face. “You almost cost the world its future,” she scolded through clenched teeth. “You should really learn to think before you act.” And with that, she turned on her heel to meet up with her friends.

	“Ready?” Torin asked.

	He held up the bag of blacoka sticks and nodded. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”
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	It hadn’t been easy, but Byron had finally found a few free moments where he didn’t have to worry about Alexis or Emery, only himself. He’d been alone for so many years and, while he’d missed his family greatly during the Dormance-phase, the hustle and bustle of life with his daughters was definitely taking some getting used to.

	Alexis had been awake when he’d left, and he’d suggested that she invite a friend over briefly while he ran a quick errand. Fast-forward to now, Byron stood in his office at 7S Headquarters with the very best scientists from Naia’s team standing in front of him. Among them was Dr. Matheson, a close friend and colleague of Sandra’s for many years. The thought of his late wife brought with it a sense of guilt, but was quickly overshadowed by grief. 

	He’d found Dr. Matheson’s experience in biogenetic engineering to be especially interesting, and when he’d presented the second phase of Operation Revive to him, the doctor had been more than willing to participate.

	“All right, let’s get to work,” Byron said, finishing one of his many pep talks. As of late, it’d become increasingly difficult to keep the team motivated, not to mention the results for phase two were beginning to look just as dismal as phase one—but he wouldn’t allow that to dull his spirit. There was no doubt in his mind that they would figure out how to imitate sanaré’s properties, even if it took double the manpower to do so. 

	“Dr. Matheson, please stay behind. The rest of you are dismissed,” Byron said with a polite wave of his hand. “I appreciate your efforts during these trying times, and I look forward to your future reports.” He waited for the last scientist to leave before shutting the door to his office. As he walked back around the desk, he stole a glance at Matheson. Beads of sweat formed along the doctor’s forehead. 

	Ignoring it, Byron seated himself, then leaned forward with his elbows on the desk, chin in hand. “I must say, I’m quite disappointed with our progress thus far.”

	Dr. Matheson shifted in his seat, but remained quiet.

	Byron studied his face for a moment, then sat back in his chair. “What do you need from me? How can I help speed up our progress?”

	Matheson removed his wire-rimmed glasses and squeezed the bridge of his nose. His eyes were red and watery from lack of sleep. “There’s really nothing you can do,” he mumbled, the sentence barely audible.

	Byron bit the inside of his cheek as he formulated his response. “Do you understand what’s at stake here?”

	Dr. Matheson nodded his head. “I do.”

	“That’s interesting, because it sure doesn’t seem like it,” Byron countered as he stood up from his chair. “As you know, my daughter is on a wild goose-chase in search of the ingredients to formulate sanaré.”

	“I’m aware.”

	Byron pressed his mouth into a harsh line. “I have no doubt that she’ll discover the formulation. In the meantime, I’ve asked you to develop a way to imitate large quantities of the liquid formulation without the need to obtain the original ingredients, or even the formulation for that matter.” His gaze landed on the doctor’s receding hairline as he cracked his knuckles. “And the best you’ve been able to come up with is duplicating milligram amounts?”

	Matheson finished cleaning his glasses with his lab coat before returning them to his face. “That is correct.”

	Byron clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth. “Can you see where my frustration lies?”

	The doctor was silent for a moment before slowly standing from his chair. “Yes, I understand what’s at stake here. Ever since the destruction of Dormance, the economy has been sub-par at best, what with all the re-emerging civilians. There aren’t enough jobs due primarily to the fact that teleportation has made the entire transportation industry obsolete.” He paused to take a breath. “Now that ‘the grey’ is spreading, not only in North America, but also on a global scale, the opportunity to mass produce and distribute the one and only cure provides huge potential monetary benefits, as well as the obvious health benefits.” He fluffed his lab coat before continuing. “So, yes Commander, I understand what’s at stake.” 

	Byron opened his mouth to interject, but Matheson kept going.

	“I understand that this could be our livelihood. But with all due respect, sir, you can’t just snap your fingers and expect me to have it all figured out, especially in such a short amount of time. I am willing to help, as I said before, but I’m asking that you have a little more patience. And a little more faith.”

	Byron took a step back, shocked at the scientist’s rational response. It was a common stereotype that scientists were logically-wired and couldn’t always see the “big picture”. As much as he hated to admit it, he’d definitely pegged Dr. Matheson as a stereotypical lab geek, but he was happy to learn that the doctor did get the big picture—and that he seemed willing to help Byron get there.

	Feeling tongue-tied, all Byron could manage to say was, “Good.”

	Matheson gave a quick nod of his head, then turned to leave the room.

	Byron cleared his throat. “Doctor?”

	He glanced over his shoulder, his hand on the doorknob.

	“Don’t let me down.”

	Dr. Matheson smirked. “I wasn’t planning on it.”
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	Back in Arizona, Emery stood over the kitchen table with all the ingredients splayed out in the shape of a four-leaf clover, like the drawing in the journal. They were missing just one ingredient. She and Torin had spend the last hours poring over the journals, but nothing had jumped out at either of them. Riley was on Alexis-duty, and Byron had taken the fourth journal outdoors, claiming that fresh air was just what he needed to awaken his senses. She was starting to think that maybe he was onto something.

	“Find anything?” Torin asked.

	She shook her head. “Nope, nothing. This is so frustrating!” She closed the journal and chucked it across the table, then sat down, leaning back into the chair.

	“I know,” he agreed. “Maybe we’re wrong about the four-leaf clover. Maybe there really are only three ingredients.”

	“Maybe. I don’t even know what would be considered a spiritual ingredient anyways.”

	“Holy water?” he joked with a sideways smile.

	“Har-har. Very funny.” She ran a hand through her hair, her crimson locks catching the sun’s reflection in the window. “I’m going to go check on my dad, see if he’s found anything.”

	“Sounds good. I’m going to go through this one more time.” 

	The look of determination on his face reminded her of their many trials and tribulations during Novak’s tyranny. What an easier time that had been. Did that thought really just cross my mind? She grimaced. “Have fun with that.” 

	She slid out of the chair and opened the patio door, eyeing her father at the far end of the backyard. She figured he’d be by the firepit, seeing as the weather was chillier than expected, but instead, he stood in the gravel near the holofence. 

	“Hey!” she shouted in order to get his attention.

	Byron turned, journal in hand. His face lit up as soon as he saw her. “Hey, kid. How’s it going?”

	She stepped off the patio deck onto the gravel and meandered over to him. “Unfortunately, not so good. We can’t find anything that might be considered a spiritual ingredient.” She kicked some of the rocks surrounding her feet and dug her toe into the dirt underneath. “What about you?”

	He sighed. “To be honest, I’m not having much luck either. It’s a shame, really. It makes me wonder if I really even knew your mother at all.”

	She put a hand on her father’s shoulder. She knew how much he loved riddles and figuring out puzzles. Heck, he was the one who’d taught her half the riddles she knew. If it hadn’t been for him, she probably would have been eaten alive by that manticore back in Dormance. 

	Ah, yes. The good ol’ days.

	“You knew mom, just like I knew mom. Maybe she didn’t record the last ingredient in her journals. Maybe it was something she was still working on. You know, like a work-in-progress,” she suggested.

	He shook his head. “You might be right. But I still feel like I should be able to figure it out.”

	“Someway, somehow, we’ll figure it out. We always do.”

	He gave her a half smile, then shifted his gaze back to the journal. “I’m going to go through this one last time, just to make sure I didn’t miss anything.”

	She nodded, leaving him to it, then turned to head back inside. The sun lit up the patio deck as it emerged from behind dark grey clouds. She smiled as she gazed upward, Mason’s face floating across her mind. It was the first time in a while he’d made an appearance in her thoughts. 

	Help me, Mason. Where do we go from here? 

	She stood still for a moment, unmoving, until a large cloud appeared and covered the remaining sunshine. She sighed, feeling silly for talking to nothing—to no one.

	She shut the door behind her, noticing that Torin was still sitting at the kitchen table, hunched over the same journal, eyes flitting across the page. The rattling of the blinds as the door closed caught his attention. “Please tell me your dad had good news.”

	She let out an exasperated sigh as she sat back down at the table. “I wish I could say that, but no. We’re all stuck.” She noticed that he now held a pen with one hand, and with the other, seemed to be holding a spot in the journal. She leaned over the table to get a closer look, and a small sketch of something indiscernible came into view.

	“Are you drawing in my mom’s journal?”

	He froze. The pen dropped from his fingertips. He raised both hands in the air, the journal flipping shut. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to,” he apologized. “I just had an idea and—”

	“—decided to deface my mother’s work?” she pressed. “Seriously, Torin? I swear, sometimes you don’t think at all.” She slammed her hand down on the journal and slid it across the table.

	“I’m sorry,” he whispered as he lowered his gaze.

	She drummed her fingers atop the worn leather, taking slow, deep inhales to calm herself down. It took a few moments, but eventually, her heart rate normalized and her body temperature lowered. She waited until she felt the color leave her cheeks, then eyed her friend, his gaze still pointed toward the floor. “Hey,” she said as she reached over to put her hand on his. He flinched slightly, but didn’t remove his hand. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have yelled like that. I’m just really sensitive to—” she paused, unable to find the right words—“all of this.”

	He lifted his gaze and nodded. “I understand.”

	Silence lingered between them.

	She quickly shifted her thoughts back to the last question he’d asked before her unfortunate outburst. “So, you were asking if my dad had good news.”

	He nodded. “You said he didn’t.”

	“Right. That hasn’t changed.”

	He gave her a small smile.

	There he is.

	“So what do we do now?”

	She locked her gaze on the closed journal lying in front of her. “I think we should start to formulate.”

	“Even without the fourth ingredient?”

	“Who knows if there even is a fourth ingredient? The other ones were so easy to find, and now this last one suddenly seems impossible? It doesn’t make sense.” She shrugged her shoulders, then stood up from the table. “The grey isn’t getting any better, so we may as well start formulating with what we’ve got. If we need to add something in later, then I suppose we’ll figure it out at that time.”

	“I’m not so sure that’s going to work.”

	She tilted her head, giving him a knowing look. “Do you have any better ideas?”

	“No, I suppose not.” His shoulders slumped in defeat. After a moment of silence, he finally caved.  “Okay, fine. You win. Back to Chicago then?”

	Emery clapped her hands together and nodded. “Back to Chicago.” 

	 

	+ + +

	Emery watched attentively as Torin divvied up the ingredients on his coffee table. Although her mom’s handwriting resembled something close to chicken scratch, it seemed like they had the appropriate portions of each.

	Here’s hoping.

	“Okay, based on her recordings for the viscosity and pH levels of sanaré,” he said, reviewing the journal once more, “we should use one ounce of zagume, half an ounce of achioshells, and about five milliliters of blacoka.”

	She double-checked the numbers, knowing full well that Torin didn’t make mistakes when it came to math. She nodded her head in confirmation. “How are we going to get five milliliters of blacoka?” She lifted up one of the incense-like sticks. “It’s not exactly a liquid.”

	“Our best bet is to crush it to make it more like a spice or an herb-like consistency.”

	“I really hope this works,” she muttered.

	“Yeah, me too,” he said as he began crushing the blacoka. “My gut’s still telling me that there’s a fourth ingredient, though.”

	She sighed. “I know, but let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We should try this first.” 

	She watched as he left the table and started up the ARC 4000, one of the pieces of equipment they’d taken from Sandra’s lab. It was an older machine and quite small, no more than a foot in height that held a glass beaker in the center of a field of electrical currents. A knob at the bottom controlled the voltage, and it appeared there was also an emergency shut-off switch. 

	In case things get out of hand? That’s worrisome.

	“Okay, here goes.”

	She leaned forward and focused her full attention as he first poured the zagume into the beaker, followed by the achioshells, then the crushed up blacoka. She reread her mother’s entry aloud, making sure he’d set the voltage to the correct setting. The currents began to buzz as the ingredients lifted from the base of the beaker, floating in midair like those in a crystal ball. The zagume molded with the achioshell liquid to create a sort of bronzed mocha color. The blacoka particles were then immersed into the liquid, shifting the color to a darker shade of orange. The whole process took all of three minutes. She continued to watch intently as the ARC 4000 whined, signaling it was shutting down. The electrical currents disappeared from sight.

	Torin slipped on a glove and carefully pulled the beaker from the machine. He swirled the liquid around in the glass, bringing it to eye level so they could both see it more clearly. “So, what do you think? Does it look like sanaré?”

	“Kind of,” she said as she examined the liquid more closely. “But I’m pretty sure sanaré was a vibrant orange color. This is like a burnt orange. Almost brown.”

	His shoulders sagged as he set the beaker down on the table. “It’s probably not right then, and that means there’s most likely a fourth ingredient.”

	“There’s really only one way to find out if it works. We need to test it.”

	He raised an eyebrow. “What? How? It’s not like we have mice with ‘the grey’ or any other living thing that survived Dormance.” 

	She gave him a poignant look, and could immediately tell he’d caught on to her train of thought. 

	His mouth opened in horror. “No. Absolutely not,” he argued, shaking his head violently. “We’re not testing it on you!”

	“We have to,” she pleaded. “We both knew this was coming. It’s the only way we can find out whether or not it works.”

	“But what if we were wrong? What if it hurts you? Or makes your condition worse?” His eyes grew wide. “Or kills you?”

	“Well, that’s just a risk I’m willing to take.” She looked him dead in the eye. “Torin, this could be it. In your hands, you could be holding the one thing that can heal the entire world.” She paused. “But in order to know, we have to test it.” She gazed down at the beaker with determined eyes. “So, load up a syringe.”

	He opened his mouth in protest, but she shot him a harsh look. He retreated to his desk where he pulled out a case of syringes. “Are you sure about this? I mean, really sure?”

	“No,” she admitted, “but do we really have a choice?”

	“Let me at least grab a mouse or plant or something from outside, just to make sure it doesn’t have any negative side effects.”

	“No.” She shook her head as she rolled up the sleeve of her shirt. “We don’t have time to find a nonhuman test subject and analyze data and blah, blah, blah. We need a human subject, and that human subject is me.” She took a deep breath. “Just do it, please, before I change my mind.”

	He studied her face for a moment. “Fine,” he said as he removed the beaker from the coffee table, then stuck the syringe into the liquid. In the blink of an eye, it was full, the needle dripping burnt orange. 

	“Ready?”

	She closed her eyes. “Ready.” Taking a deep breath, she tried not to wince as the needle pierced her skin, the liquid oozing into her bloodstream. As the pressure released, she opened her eyes to find him wrapping a bandage around her elbow.

	“Do you feel okay?”

	She accidentally let out a crazed laugh, which would probably make him think something had gone extremely wrong. “Seriously? You injected it less than two seconds ago.”

	He eyed her suspiciously, as if she were a criminal who’d just been released from death row on a technicality. “Just tell me if you start to feel weird, okay?”

	They sat there for the next ten minutes, still as statues, his eyes trained on her like a puppy who hadn’t been housebroken yet. 

	“You don’t have to stare at me,” she chided.

	His cheeks turned red. “Sorry. I’m just nervous, that’s all.” He cast his eyes downward, then looked up abruptly with wide eyes and a huge smile. “Your hands!”

	“Huh?” She dropped her gaze to see what he was so excited about. There they were. Her olive-colored hands. 

	 “Wait, does this mean we did it? We actually did it?”

	“It’s working, Em. The grey . . . it’s gone!” He reached out to hold her hands in his, and, much to her surprise, she let him. His skin was cool to the touch and slightly calloused. She ran her fingers through his, but her feelings of elation quickly began to fade.

	Something’s not right. It was almost too easy. 

	She gazed at Torin, whose face was glowing with pride. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. There could be side effects . . .”

	“I agree. I should probably keep you under observation for the next couple of days, just to make sure it’s working properly.” He scratched his head. “It might be a good idea for you to keep a journal of your own so you can document how you’re feeling.”

	“That idea’s not half bad.” She smirked. “Well, what do we do now?”

	He looked down at the empty beaker and syringe, then shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know. Relax?”

	She scrunched up her nose. “Do we even know how to do that?”

	He laughed. “You make a valid point. Ever since we met, we’ve always worked to overcome some obstacle, always chasing the next challenge.”

	“You’re right,” she said as she absorbed the truth of his statement. “It’s almost like we need to relearn how to relax.”

	They both let out an awkward laugh.

	“I guess we can start by sitting on the couch, maybe watch some holovision?” he suggested. “Or we can go out to eat somewhere?”

	Like a date? Her mouth immediately went dry. “Holovision is good,” she said hurriedly. “Let’s do that.” 

	 

	+ + +

	Two hours later, Emery awoke to a pile of drool and her head on Torin’s shoulder. She slowly brought herself upright to look at him. He was passed out with his mouth open, head thrown against the back of the couch. A faint snore escaped his throat. She cautiously inched toward the edge, making as little movement as humanly possible so as to not wake him. The holovision displayed scrolling credits from the movie they hadn’t made it through. Geez, we must have been tired.

	A pounding headache hit her as soon as she stood up. She stumbled into the kitchen to retrieve a glass of water, hoping that it was just dehydration and not a side-effect of the formulation. As she reached for a glass, her eyes landed on a disheartening image. Her hands.

	They were grey again.

	Trying not to panic, she whirled around, knocking the glass from the countertop, and darted back into the living room. She straddled Torin’s motionless body and began shaking his shoulders. “Wake up!”

	An eye fluttered open, followed by the other. “What’s happening?” he said with a yawn. “How long was I out for?”

	She held her hands up, just inches from his face. “The grey. It’s back.”

	He rubbed his eyes, then grabbed her hands to take a closer look. “When did this happen? Are you showing any other symptoms?”

	“I’m not sure. We both fell asleep watching the movie. When I woke up, I had a really bad headache so I went to get a glass of water and that’s when I noticed my hands.” She could feel her lower lip quivering as she said this.

	“It wasn’t there when we started watching the movie, right?”

	She hesitated as she thought back to just a few hours prior. “I don’t think so. I vaguely remember my hands being their normal color.”

	“So the grey must have returned within the two hours the movie was playing,” he surmised. “Which means . . .”

	“Which means that we didn’t figure out the formulation. Whatever we came up with only heals for a short period of time.” She sighed as she let her body sink into the couch. She turned her head so that her face made direct contact with a throw pillow. “This is so frustrating!” she yelled, her voice muffled in between the layers of fabric.

	“Well, the good news is that we’re on the right track.”

	She poked her head out from behind the pillow. “What do you mean?”

	“Even though our formulation only heals for a short period of time, the most important part is that it heals. It does what sanaré is supposed to do. We probably have the right ingredients, but the one we’re missing has something to do with the length of the effect.”

	“I can’t look through those journals again,” she murmured as she ran her fingers through her hair. “I’ve looked at them what feels like a hundred times and I’ve found nothing. I don’t know why this time would be any different.”

	“You might be right,” he said as he stood up from the couch and began pacing across the living room. “But what if we’ve been approaching this entirely wrong? What if the final ingredient isn’t in your mom’s journals?”

	She regarded him with a confused expression before shaking her head. “That doesn’t make sense. All of the other ingredients were in the journals, so why wouldn’t the last one be as well?”

	“We need to think outside of the box. Maybe the final ingredient wasn’t perfected yet. Maybe it hadn’t even been completed. Or maybe it was so proprietary that your mother didn’t want to include it in her journals.”

	She rolled her eyes. “That’s a lot of ‘maybes’.”

	He ignored her sarcasm, and finally stopped pacing. “Let’s try something. Can you think of any places or things that your mom enjoyed on a more spiritual level?”

	Her stomach turned at the mention of her late mother. “That’s a pretty loaded question,” she whispered.

	“Come on,” he pressed. “Think.”

	“To be honest, I wouldn’t even know where to start.”

	“Obviously she was a chemist,” he prompted, “but was she religious?

	Emery gazed up at the ceiling, and, as painful as it was, recalled some memories of her mother. “She enjoyed going to church. She did yoga sometimes, and she went for a lot of bike rides, but I guess that might be more on the physical end of the spectrum than spiritual.”

	“What else?”

	She racked her brain for more memories. What else did she like to do? “I don’t know. I mean, she loved to tend to her garden . . .”

	At that moment, his eyes lit up, but she couldn’t quite put together why.

	“She loved to garden?” he repeated.

	“Yeah. Why?” And then it hit her. “The greenhouse.”

	A wide grin, from ear to ear, stretched across his face.

	Her heart began to race. “Do you think the final ingredient is in the greenhouse?”

	He nodded excitedly. “It’s the only place we haven’t checked, and what’s more perfect for finding an ingredient than a garden?”

	“If this is it,” Emery said as she shook her head in amazement, “then it’s been right underneath our noses this whole time.”
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	Byron knelt by the edge of Alexis’s bed with his head in his hands. Over the past week, his youngest daughter’s sleep patterns had become more and more irregular, and he’d noticed her waking less frequently. It’d gotten to the point where he wasn’t sure whether he should try to keep her awake, or just let her sleep. Sleep was supposed to be restorative and rejuvenating, but he’d recognized a familiar doubt creeping into the corners of his mind. What if she fell asleep and didn’t wake back up? Would he be to blame for her death knowing that he should have tried to keep her awake?

	Any breath could be her last. 

	Falling asleep could turn fatal.

	With that alarming thought, he leaned in and hovered over his daughter, waiting patiently for her chest to rise and fall. Her breaths were shallow, but she was still breathing. 

	She’s still alive.

	He jumped as his phone buzzed in his pocket. As he tiptoed across the room and out the door, a hologram of Emery’s face appeared above his phone. “Hey, Em.”

	“Hey, dad. I have some good news.” Her voice sounded uneven, almost as if she were out of breath—half panicked, half . . . excited?

	“I wish I could say the same,” he mumbled as he glanced back into Alexis’s room. “I could use some good news right about now.”

	“No luck with the formulation at 7S?”

	He shook his head. “Unfortunately, no. Naia and the team of scientists have been working round the clock, but nothing has come to fruition. It’s a shame, really. All that hard work to get minimal results, at best.”

	“Well then, you’ll probably like what I have to say.”

	“Go on.”

	“Torin and I dabbled a little with the current ingredients, the ones we know of, at least, and we’ve had some luck.” She took a steadying breath. “For the time being, it’s more or less a short-term solution. The three ingredients we’ve found provide the same results as sanaré, just for a shorter time period.”

	He could feel his heart rising in his chest. “How short-term? And how do you know this?”

	“The effects only last for two hours, then they wear off and the grey comes back again. We know because . . .” She hesitated, biting her lower lip, but he already sensed where this was headed. 

	“Because why, Emery?”

	She sighed, throwing her hands into the air. “Because I was the test subject.” She winced, clearly waiting for an angry reaction.

	But he didn’t react. Was he outraged? Of course! How could she be so careless to test an unknown substance on her own body? But was he surprised? Not in the slightest.

	“You’re not yelling at me,” she pointed out with one eye open. “Why aren’t you yelling at me?”

	“Indeed, it was careless and you probably should have given it a second thought,” he scolded, “but I can understand why you did it. You must have a lot of confidence in your mother and those journals.”

	A small smile crossed her face. “I do.”

	“Well, it’s a great start, but it only lasts for two hours? That’s hardly any time at all. Has your condition worsened since its return?”

	“Not yet. Torin’s been monitoring me, though.  It seems that the return symptoms are exactly the same as before the injection. No worse, no better. There’s something else—”

	“Well, if you can find that fourth ingredient,” he interrupted, “let me know immediately. We’ll need to formulate at 7S, test it, and then mass produce and distribute. There’s a lot riding on this.”

	She narrowed her eyes, clearly confused by his statement. “Mass produce?”

	He scratched his chin. Why does she sound surprised? “Yes, we’ll need to produce as much as possible to distribute to all of the dormants. I’d also like to find equivalents for the ingredients, in case the originals become difficult to obtain or are in danger of extinction. It’s always smart to have a back-up plan.”

	“Right,” she murmured. “Once we find that fourth ingredient, I’ll let you know. I’ve got to run. I think Torin needs me for something.”

	Before he could get another word in, the line clicked off and the hologram of her face disappeared into thin air. He couldn’t quite put his finger on why, but the abrupt end to their conversation had left a bad taste in his mouth.

	He glanced back at Alexis’s room, watching as she turned over in her bed, pulling the blankets up high around her neck and shoulders. He could only hope that Emery would find that fourth ingredient. 

	And soon.
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	Emery stared at Torin as she set the phone down on the coffee table.

	Concern shadowed his face. “Why did you lie to your dad?”

	Kemp’s words repeated in her head: You don’t want to disturb the natural order of things. Once you upset Mother Nature, it’s very hard to get back in her good graces. 

	She gave him a pained look. “Honestly, I didn’t know that the plan was mass production and distribution. Do you understand what that could do?”

	“I’m not sure I follow . . .”

	She stood up from the couch and walked over to the window that overlooked downtown Chicago. “Sanaré can heal humans of all injuries and even reverse death within a twenty-four hour period.” She shot him a knowing look. “That’s not natural. I’m starting to think Kemp was onto something.”

	“Kemp? That loon? You really think we should follow his words of wisdom?” He shook his head. “That guy was off his rocker and you know it.”

	“Off his rocker or not, he did have a point. If we mass produce and distribute sanaré, then everyone in the world will have access to it. People could shoot or stab each other, and then heal themselves. People could bring their loved ones back from the dead.” Her eyes widened as the reality sunk in. “That’s not normal, Torin. And while many people might see it as something great, it could really screw things up, just like Kemp said.”

	He clasped his hands and placed them on top of his head. “Are you even listening to what you’re saying?”

	She looked at him in disbelief. “Don’t tell me you’re siding with my father on this one! Do you get what I’m saying?”

	“I do, but,” he countered, “I think you’re underestimating the great things that sanaré can do for everyone. What if it cures cancer? What if it cures us of all our illnesses? What if it allows us to live longer, fuller lives?”

	“And what if messing with the natural order of things makes things worse? What if, call me crazy, we’re not supposed to play God?”

	He opened his mouth to respond, then thought better of it.

	“You can see how that could be incredibly dangerous, don’t you?” she pressed. “We’re not supposed to have that kind of power.”

	“Says who?” 

	His eyes were alight with a sort of rage that she’d never seen before. A chill ran down her spine. “Unbelievable,” she muttered. “I can’t be the only one who sees a huge problem with this.”

	He cocked his head in defiance. “It’s not that I don’t understand what you’re saying. I do. I get it. But I think you’re jumping straight to negative conclusions instead of positive ones.” He paused. “Just give it a chance, Em.”

	She rolled her eyes. “Fine.”

	“Fine doesn’t mean yes.”

	“I know,” she retorted with a smirk. “That’s why I said it.” Now it was his turn to roll his eyes. “Anyways,” she said, hoping to veer away from the subject, “I’m going to head home and harvest a couple of vials of imejora so we can finish the formulation and test it.”

	“Do you want company?”

	“Only if you’ll wipe the ridiculous notions of sanaré as a cure-all from your mind.”

	He didn’t answer, just continued shaking his head as he headed in the direction of the nearest T-Port. She let him get more than a few paces ahead before following.

	After mentioning that her mother loved to garden, she and Torin had left his apartment and teleported to Arizona, making a beeline for the odd plants in the greenhouse she could never seem to identify. She’d found handwritten instructions, in her mother’s cursive, tucked way back in a cupboard, that explained how to harvest the imejora. If the clear capsules were harvested properly, they’d turn a vibrant orange. It’d taken her a couple of tries, but eventually she’d found that the trick was to wear gloves when picking them off the plant, then to drop the capsules immediately into the vials. The final step was to secure the lid—it had something to do with the oxygen content as soon as it was harvested. As long as the capsules turned orange, and didn’t remain translucent, the harvesting had been performed correctly.

	With four fresh vials in hand, Emery left her second visit to the greenhouse a happy camper. She and Torin walked over to the platform to head back to Chicago. Her father hadn’t been anywhere in sight, which was probably a good thing, given that she didn’t want to disclose what they were up to. Most likely, he was upstairs tending to Alexis, or taking a break on the patio.

	As they stepped onto the platform, an unshakeable feeling of dread washed over her. Trying, but failing, to overlook the feeling, she waited for the cool gust of wind to distract her and transport them both back to Chicago. With her heart beating out of her chest, she stepped off the platform and trekked over to Torin’s apartment. She put her trembling hands in her pockets, but not soon enough for him not to notice.

	“Hey,” he said as he placed a hand on her shoulder, “are you okay?” He reached for her hands and removed them from her pockets. The grey was slightly more prominent than before.

	She gazed down at her hands in his, a flurry of butterflies erupting in her stomach. What’s happening? Black dots filled her vision as her knees began to buckle. She squeezed her friend’s hands as she leaned into him, the smell of oak and cherry filling her senses.

	“Em? Em, are you . . . ?”

	But she’d drifted off before she could hear the end of his question. 

	 

	+ + +

	Emery awoke to a dark room, except for a faint glimmer of orange shining through the open window from the rapidly setting sun. She was sprawled out on Torin’s couch in the living room, her right leg dangling off the edge. A cool draft swept through the room, and she quickly pulled the blanket up around her, burying her face in the soft fleece. Her neck and cheeks felt flushed, but the rest of her body felt cool, like stone.

	“You’re awake,” Torin announced as he walked into the living room. He was carrying a tray of four syringes. She noticed that these were a bright tangerine shade as opposed to the burnt orange from their first go-around. As his eyes met hers, she could sense a sort of sadness in his expression. Had something bad happened in the time she’d been unconscious?

	He averted his gaze as he sat down in the chair across from her. “I used the four vials of imejora to formulate these syringes,” he explained as he gestured to the tray. “Do you want to try one?” He looked at her, then abruptly averted his eyes back to the tray.

	“Hey,” she said as she reached out to touch his arm, “look at me.” 

	When he didn’t, she started to panic. “Torin, why won’t you look at me?”

	Without saying a word, he reached underneath the coffee table and pulled out a reflective silver platter, then handed it to her, his eyes trained on the floor.

	Yeah, something bad definitely happened.

	With trembling hands, she took if from him and held it up to her face. Her breath caught as her eyes met her reflection. The grey had spread, and now covered her neck and bottom half of her face, right up to the tip of her nose. The platter clanged as she dropped it onto the table, her hands moving to the neckline of her shirt. She squeezed her eyes shut, then looked down at her shoulders and chest. 

	All grey. 

	“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “It’s just hard to see you like this. You’re so . . .”

	“Grey,” she finished. In that moment, all she wanted to do was hide under the covers and vanish from sight.

	“Clearly, your condition is getting worse,” he said quietly. “Who knows what that could mean for the others? Like Riley? And Alexis?”

	Alexis. Her sister’s name carried a heavy weight. Alexis was much worse off, but how much worse? If her own grey had spread so quickly in such a short amount of time, would Alexis’s hold the same fate? Was she even still alive?

	She continued to squeeze her eyes shut, trying to drown out the negative voices floating through her mind, like tormented souls who hadn’t peacefully moved onto the next life. “Do it,” she demanded as she opened one eye and stuck her arm out.

	He grabbed one of the syringes from the tray. “You know, it’d make me feel better if you’d open both of your eyes.” He shifted uneasily in his chair, the syringe dripping with the bright orange liquid. “Right now, I feel like some mad scientist who’s holding a prisoner against her will.”

	She obliged and opened her other eye, blowing a stray hair from her face. “Just do it.”

	A loud gasp escaped her mouth as the needle pierced her skin. The grey had made her more frail than she’d realized, so the piercing of one needle actually felt like a hundred tiny pin pricks jabbing at her flesh over and over again. As the syringe emptied itself into her bloodstream, she recognized a familiar feeling. Almost immediately, she felt rejuvenated. Revived. Alive.

	Within seconds of the serum leaving the syringe, the grey began to fade, replacing her once dull, lifeless skin with her natural olive-colored pigment. Just from the look on Torin’s face, she could tell it was working.

	“Wow, that was fast,” he breathed.

	“I remember how I felt the very first time Theo injected me with sanaré.” She paused, a smile lighting up her face.

	“And?” he prompted.

	“And how I felt then is exactly how I feel right now, at this very moment.”

	“Are you sure?”

	She nodded. “We don’t have any time to waste. We need to get to Arizona—to Alexis and Riley—right now.”

	Torin grabbed the other three syringes as she gathered her bag. She reached for his hand as he pulled her up onto the T-Port, their chests touching as they waited for the cool gust of air.

	Let’s hope we’re not too late.
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	Byron jumped at the slamming of the front door, his senses on high alert as two pairs of footsteps echoed from downstairs. He pulled the shotgun from behind Alexis’s door, barrel pointed directly at the hallway.

	“Alexis!” a familiar voice yelled.

	Emery. He lowered the shotgun, then wiped the beads of sweat that had started forming along his brow. Ever since his announcement last week, he’d felt on edge after learning that undisclosed FCW supporters were wreaking havoc all over the continental U.S. They’d targeted downtown Chicago first, which wasn’t surprising, but they’d recently started attacking random cities. There was no pattern, no rhyme or reason to these disturbances; hence, the shotgun stationed by his daughter’s door.

	The door flew open and Emery appeared, Torin only a couple of paces behind her. Byron noticed immediately that something was different. Her hands . . .

	They weren’t grey. 

	He opened his arms for a hug. She rushed over to him, rocking him back and forth as she squeezed his middle section tightly. “How is Alexis? Is she still alive?”

	“Still alive?” he asked with a concerned look on his face. “Of course she’s still alive. Why would you ask that?”

	She set her gaze on the motionless heap of blankets and pillows. “Just checking. You can never be too sure.” She pulled away from him and knelt by her sister’s bedside, ushering Torin to join her.

	Her movements had a dizzying effect.  “What’s going on?” he asked, watching as Torin pulled out a giant syringe filled with bright orange liquid. It was like something out of a nightmare. Byron’s mouth opened in both protest and horror as Torin leaned over Alexis and positioned the needle over her arm. Before he could go any further, Byron grabbed his arm, stopping him. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

	“Dad, it’s okay,” Emery soothed. “It will heal her.”

	“Now hold on just a second, young lady,” he demanded. “As brilliant as I think you and Torin both are, you’re about to inject my youngest daughter with something that I’m guessing hasn’t been properly tested yet.”

	“Yes, it has,” she countered, a little too quickly.

	He could tell she was lying. “Emery.”

	She rolled her eyes as she stood up from the floor. “Torin injected me with the serum less than thirty minutes ago. I had the exact same feeling I did in Dormance, the first time Theo administered it. This is it. This is sanaré.” She stood firm. “I need you to trust me.”

	“I do trust you,” he assured, “but we need to take a little time to make sure it doesn’t have adverse side effects.”

	“There’s no time for that,” she grunted.

	He held out his hand to Torin. “Give me the syringe.”

	Torin looked from Emery to Byron, then back at Emery, his eyes wide with alarm.

	“Give me the syringe,” he repeated, harsher this time. His eyes met his daughter’s. They were alight with rage, frustration—and fear. 

	When Torin didn’t move, Byron reached for the syringe, but he wasn’t fast enough. Emery swiped it from Torin’s grasp and aimed directly for her sister’s vein. The needle pierced Alexis’s arm.

	Byron lunged at Emery, but Torin caught him mid-step, pushing him backward into the closet door. He flailed his arms, surprised by the boy’s strength, but it was too late. He watched as the empty syringe fell from Alexis’s arm onto the bed, drops of orange staining the white sheets. 

	He fell to his knees, his mouth still open in protest. Just as he was about to yell, Alexis’s eyes shot open. Her arms and legs rustled under the covers as she threw them over the bed and brought herself upright. The grey began to fade from her head and neck, disappearing from her chest and arms, until natural color finally reached her legs and feet. In mere seconds, her grey-tinged skin had vanished.

	Torin helped Byron to his shaking feet, then walked him over to his daughter’s bedside.

	“See?” Emery whispered. “I told you.”

	He watched as his youngest daughter turned her hands over and rubbed them together, her eyes brimming with happy tears. He placed a hand on her shoulder. Her big brown eyes met his. “How do you feel?”

	Alexis nodded her head and smiled. “I feel . . . great. I’m not tired anymore.”

	He squeezed her shoulder, then leaned over and embraced her in a heartfelt hug. “I’m so happy you’re okay.”

	Alexis squeezed her father’s hand, then looked up at her sister. “Your grey’s gone, too.”

	Emery sat down opposite her father and took Alexis’s free hand in hers. “You missed quite an adventurous few weeks. We were all over the place. Mom had these journals . . .”

	As Emery explained their latest escapades to her sister, another figure appeared in the doorway. His daughters’ faces lit up. “Riley, look!” They flashed huge grins as they waved their normal-colored hands at her.

	She gave them both a coy smile. “I hope you saved some for me.”

	“Of course we did,” Torin said as he knelt and rummaged through his knapsack. He tossed Emery another syringe. “Have at it.”

	Byron stood from the bed as Riley switched spots with him. Torin was leaning against the doorframe, smiling as he watched the sisters reunite once again. Byron’s eyes drifted to the boy’s feet, to the knapsack he’d just rifled through, the front flap open. Something sharp was sticking out of the side. Without being too obvious, he tried to focus on the object, straining his eyes just to be sure. 

	It’s another syringe.

	“Torin,” Byron began as his eyes left the ground, “would you mind fetching Alexis a glass of water? She hasn’t had much to eat or drink, and I don’t want her to fall back into lethargy.”

	“You got it,” Torin said as he turned to leave the room. Byron watched as he stepped onto the T-Port, his body vanishing from sight as he teleported downstairs. He looked over his shoulder at Emery, whose back was still facing him. She was deep in conversation with her sister.

	 In one swift movement, he grabbed the knapsack from the floor and pocketed the syringe. He set the bag back into its original place, then un-tucked his shirt so that it hung over his back pockets. Without saying a word, he slipped out of the room and made his way out the front door before anyone could even notice he was gone. So as to not arouse suspicion, he located the furthest T-Port in the neighborhood and directed it to take him downtown. Within seconds, he’d arrived. He smiled as he approached the doors to 7S Headquarters. 

	There was a lot of work to be done.
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	The campfire crackled and popped in the brisk Arizona night. Emery sat a few feet away from the flames, curled up in a blanket she should have been sharing with Torin. Across from her, Riley and Alexis were gabbing like old friends, and Riley was busily twisting Alexis’s hair into messy braids. It was nice to see them both acting like their usual selves again.

	She turned to look at the patio door, hoping that maybe her father would appear, but it remained shut. Disappointed, she faced the fire again and tapped the tips of her index fingers together.

	Torin took notice. “Hey,” he whispered as he scooted in closer to her. “Are you okay?”

	She brushed a stray hair from her face. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just wondering where my dad went.”

	He glanced over his shoulder before turning his gaze back to her. “Hmm. He did kind of disappear, didn’t he?”

	She sighed. “Looks like it. I thought he’d want to be here, with all of us, now that Alexis is better.” She smiled as her sister giggled at something Riley said.

	He followed her gaze. “I’m sure he’d be here if he could,” he assured. “I bet something came up at the office.”

	“Yeah.” She shrugged. “I guess.” She knew she sounded indifferent, but deep down, she really cared where her father was. It was strange for him to disappear so suddenly, especially with everything that had happened in the past few hours. She was better. Alexis was better. They’d recreated sanaré. It was time to celebrate and recognize how lucky they all were. 

	So why isn’t he here?

	With a heavy heart, she removed the blankets from her lap and grabbed her mug of depleted cocoa from the table. “I’m going to grab some more hot chocolate,” she announced. “Anyone need anything?”

	Riley and Alexis shook their heads, then continued their conversation, while Torin handed her his empty mug. “Extra marshmallows, please.”

	She laughed. “You got it.” The mugs clinked together in her left hand as she trudged over to the patio door. The kitchen was warm and inviting, and the smell of cranberry and cinnamon lingered in the air. She took a deep breath, allowing the sweet fragrance to fill her senses. As she approached SmartMeal, she couldn’t help but notice that Torin’s knapsack was half open on the kitchen counter. A pit formed in her stomach as she opened the bag and dug through its contents with her free hand. 

	Something was missing. 

	Where’s the extra syringe?

	Feeling panicked, she set the mugs on the counter and checked the bag again. When she came up empty-handed, she dashed toward the patio, the back door creaking as it swung open on its hinges. The noise caught everyone’s attention.

	“Torin,” she called, trying to keep her voice steady. “Can you come here for a second?” She tapped her foot as he slowly stood up from the chair, stretching his ams and legs along the way.

	Oh for Pete’s sake.

	“Hurry up,” she grunted once he was close enough to hear her. She grabbed his arm and pulled him inside, shutting the door quickly behind them.

	Torin tilted his head, clearly confused by her sudden change in behavior. “What’s got you all worked up?”

	“Where’s the other syringe?” She hoped that maybe he’d placed it somewhere or had hidden it, perhaps in the bathroom or in a random drawer. Her hopes sank as he pointed to the knapsack on the kitchen counter.

	“It’s in my bag.”

	She grabbed his arm again and pulled him closer. “Really?” she questioned, a little more harshly than she’d intended. “Where? Because I don’t see it.”

	She watched as he searched the bag, his hands frantically shifting various objects from their original places. “I don’t understand. It was in this bag when we got here. I saw it when I pulled out the syringe for Riley.”

	The pit in her stomach grew even deeper, but before she could say anything, her phone rang. She held her hand up to pause the conversation as a hologram of Naia’s face appeared.

	“Emery?”

	Her heart sank when she saw the concerned expression on Naia’s face.

	“You’re going to want to get down here. And fast.” 

	 

	+ + +

	Fifteen minutes and a quick fib to Riley and Alexis later, Emery and Torin found themselves in the middle of downtown Chicago, in front of 7S Headquarters.

	“I still don’t understand what’s going on,” Torin whispered as he followed her to the front of the building.

	“I don’t either, but I think I have a hunch. I just hope Naia won’t confirm what I’m thinking.”

	“And what’s that?”

	She turned and looked at him with a grave expression. “I’m afraid that if I say it out loud, it’ll make it true.”

	He rolled his eyes. “Come on, Em. You know I hate being in the dark.”

	She ignored him as a familiar petite figure exited the building and made a beeline right for them. Without stopping, Naia breezed right past them. “Well come on, then!” she called without slowing her pace.

	Emery and Torin looked at each other, then jogged after her. They followed her a few blocks in the blustery wind until they arrived at a café. 

	“In here,” Naia ordered as the door slid open.

	The café was completely deserted which, Emery realized, was probably exactly why Naia had brought them there. To a non-crowded undisclosed location. This definitely isn’t good news.

	Naia led them to a table, then placed an order via SmartMeal. Tense silence filled the air as the mugs of tea materialized beneath the machine.

	“So, how have you been?” Torin asked in an effort to break the uncomfortable silence.

	Emery nudged him in the side, then rolled her eyes. “Ignore him,” she said as she warmed her hands on the mug. “Is everything okay?”

	Naia shook her head, her blonde hair shaking violently with the movement. “It’s your father. He’s asked me to do something I’m highly uncomfortable with.”

	Emery felt a lump form in her throat. “What’s that?”

	“Well, he showed up not too long ago with an orange syringe that I recognized immediately to be sanaré.” She narrowed her eyes and pointed her index and middle fingers at them. “I’m guessing you two figured out the formulation?”

	Torin nodded with pride, and it took everything in Emery to not stomp on his foot underneath the table. “We only did it to cure my own condition, and my sister’s.

	“And Riley’s,” Torin interjected. 

	“We filled a fourth syringe for safekeeping,” she continued, ignoring him. “Just in case.”

	“Just in case.” The words spewed from Naia’s mouth as if they were poison. “Per your father’s instruction, my team has figured out a way to imitate the serum without having the actual formulation or the ingredients.” She paused, either for dramatic effect or to allow the information to sink in. “Behind my back.”

	Emery bit a hangnail from her thumb. “That’s not possible. You have to have the ingredients in order to make sanaré . . . they’re ingredients, for crying out loud! And you have to have the formulation in order to ensure the proper ratios.”

	Naia shook her head sadly. “Not with the IFT X4. All it takes is one drop of sanaré and we can create an infinite number of batches. The ingredients and their ratios are essentially cloned, so there’s technically no need for raw ingredients or original formulations.”

	Emery’s mouth dropped open. “What? How is this the first time I’m hearing of this? I can’t believe my dad’s been working on this the whole time! Without telling me, or you!” Her head fell into her hands and she squeezed her eyes shut, hoping the pressure would somehow rattle some sense into her brain.

	“So, wait a second,” Torin said slowly, “you’re saying that as long as you have a single drop of sanaré, you can create hundreds and hundreds of batches without the formulation or the ingredients?”

	Naia nodded. “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

	“And that’s a bad thing . . . why?”

	Emery’s head shot up. “This is what we were arguing about earlier. By having sanaré, which is essentially a cure-all, we’re basically acting as a higher being. We’re not supposed to have that much power.”

	“And like I said before,” he countered, “maybe you need to give it a chance. Maybe this will be a good thing.”

	She stuck her lower lip out. “That’s really naïve of you to say.”

	“I agree with Emery,” Naia affirmed. “Sanaré gives humankind too much power. This could go downhill really fast.”

	“Negative Nancys over here,” he murmured as he took a swig of his tea. “We should just let it play out.”

	Emery ignored him and turned her attention to Naia. “Do you happen to have the syringe with you?”

	“Your father won’t let it out of his sight.” She sighed. “And to make matters worse, he’s already started mass producing. He plans to start distributing tomorrow morning.”

	Emery groaned. “You have to be kidding me. How can he possibly move this fast?” It’s like he’s had it planned all along. The mere thought was paralyzing.

	“What’s his distribution plan?” Torin asked.

	“Starting tomorrow, he’ll distribute to all of the Midwest, then work his way outward, until he reaches the East and West coasts.”

	“And after that?” Emery croaked, already knowing the answer.

	Naia’s mouth pressed into a harsh line. “Global distribution.”

	Emery sat back in her chair as the words sank in. A disturbing realization hit her. Worse than the Federal Commonwealth, worse than Novak . . .

	My father is my new enemy.
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	“Now that you’ve had the formulation for forty-eight hours, what do you have for me?” Byron asked as Dr. Matheson took a seat in front of him. “I’m hoping it’s good news.”

	For the first time since Byron had worked with him, the doctor smiled. “Our results have been promising,” he said as he pulled a half-filled syringe from the inside breast pocket of his lab coat. “Now that I have the actual product in my hands, it’s been much easier to find ways to clone it in larger doses.”

	Byron took the syringe from him, turning it over in his hands. “This is much better than the milligram you showed me last time.” He nodded his head in recognition. “Good work. However, as you know, we’re planning to start selling sanaré to the dormants residing in Chicago this week, which equates to 1.5 million people.” He eyed the syringe dubiously. “We need these to be full syringes. And we need a lot more of them.”

	Dr. Matheson held up his hand before Byron could continue his lecture. “You didn’t let me finish,” he said with a coy smile. “I’ve found a way to clone sanaré in large quantities, but I’ve also found a way to increase the potency of each dose.”

	Byron’s ears perked up. “Meaning what exactly?”

	“Meaning I’ve created a better solution. Half of a syringe of sanaré is equivalent to the power of one full syringe.”

	Byron raised the needle in the air with both hands, examining it closely. “Have you tested it?” As soon as the question left his mouth, a vibrant female, about Emery’s age, walked into the room, followed by a male around the same age.

	The doctor stood from his seat and approached the young girl. “Carlise, here, is a dormant. When I found her, the grey was all over her body, and was quickly approaching her neck and head.” He fiddled with his holopad and projected a hologram of Carlise’s previous state—her grey state. “She was injected with a full syringe of the less potent cloned sanaré.”

	Byron nodded. “Impressive. She looks exactly as I would have guessed after being injected with a full dose.” He turned his attention to the other subject. “What about him?”

	“This is Jackson. Also a dormant, his grey was approaching his neck and head when I found him. However, he was injected with a half syringe at the exact same time as Carlise.”

	Byron looked the boy up and down, scrutinizing him for any signs of the condition, but he couldn’t find any. His skin looked natural, his weight was in a healthy range, and he moved around the room with a pep in his step.

	“We’ve been monitoring both of their vital signs. The half syringe with cloned ingredients worked faster and more efficiently than the less potent and full syringe. By increasing the potency and making the formulation more concentrated, we’ve reduced the healing time by over a third.”

	“It almost sounds too good to be true,” Byron rebutted. “What’s the catch?”

	Dr. Matheson thanked both Carlise and Jackson as he dismissed them. He waited until the door closed before answering. “The catch is that we can only clone from the original formulation.”

	Oh. Byron took a second to let this sink in. He tapped the tips of his fingers together, then stood from his chair so that he was eye level with the doctor. “Let me get this straight. What you’re saying is that you can’t clone a half syringe to make another half syringe?”

	Dr. Matheson sighed. “We’ve tried, but the result of the secondary cloned syringe was ineffective. The cloning process feeds off of the natural ingredients in the sanaré. Without it, the entire process can’t exist.”

	Byron raised an eyebrow. “So what exactly are you saying?”

	“What I’m saying,” Dr. Matheson said as he lowered his voice to a whisper, “is to guard that original syringe as if your life depended on it.” 

	“And why is that?”

	The doctor’s eyes flitted toward the door. “Because, in all seriousness, it actually does.”
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	It’d been three hours since their conversation at the café with Naia. Torin sat on a barstool, watching as Emery paced back and forth across the living room in his apartment. The worry lines in her forehead were prominent, and she was whittling her fingernails down to mere stubs.

	“How quickly do you think Naia can gather the information?” she asked as she gnawed on yet another hangnail.

	He hopped off the stool and placed himself directly in front of her. “You’re making me dizzy,” he admitted as he took her hands in his. “Can we sit down?” He glanced at the holoclock on the wall. It was almost one in the morning. 

	A loud sigh escaped her lips as she sunk into the plush couch. “Fine, I’ll sit.”

	He couldn’t help but eye her leg, which was now bouncing impatiently. She really can’t sit still. He extended his arm across her body, his hand landing on her knee. The bouncing ceased almost immediately. “There. That’s better,” he whispered.

	She studied him for a moment, concern lining her eyes. “How did this happen? How did my dad become the enemy?”

	“I wouldn’t necessarily call your dad the enemy,” he countered, choosing his words carefully. “He’s trying to help the general population. He’s trying to heal an illness. Is that really such a terrible thing?”

	She cast her eyes downward and shrugged. “I just have a bad feeling. My gut’s telling me that what he’s trying to do is wrong.” She looked back up at him. “Do you know how hard it is to not follow your intuition?”

	Do I ever. It was difficult to hold her gaze, especially with the hundreds of thoughts swirling around in his mind. Her crimson hair was thrown into a messy bun, and her makeup was smeared in the corners of her eyes. She looked confused and heartbroken and beautiful, all at the same time.

	Oh, what the hell.

	Before a second thought could interrupt, he leaned in and placed his lips on hers, the movement gentle and sweet. To his delight, she didn’t break away; instead, she scooted in closer and wrapped her arms around his neck. Cinnamon and chocolate lingered on her breath, the smell only making him want her more. With her chest pressed against his, he could feel the beating of her heart as it grew faster and faster, in rhythm with his own. They remained intertwined for a few moments, prolonging the moment as long as they could.

	When she finally pulled away, it felt too soon, but he was grateful he’d acted on his feelings. He’d taken a chance and she’d accepted. Finally.

	Without saying a word, Emery grabbed the fleece throw that was sitting on the edge of the couch and leaned into his shoulder, wrapping them both up in the soft, fuzzy blanket. His chest rose and fell with hers, their breathing completely in sync. He could see out of his peripheral that her eyes were beginning to flutter, the first signs of falling asleep. He allowed his eyes to do the same and, for once, didn’t fight it. He drifted off to sleep with her hand curled in his. And that’s when he knew. 

	I’m in love with Emery Parker.
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	A familiar dream visited Emery that evening. She was at home with her mother and sister in Arizona, enjoying a hot, dry evening splashing around in the pool. As her mother got out of the pool, her movements were much slower than usual. Emery got out after her, following her to the barbecue pit, but instead of moving slowly, her own body moved at lightning speed. She spotted an empty syringe laying on one of the lawn chairs.

	“Mom?” she called out. “Are you okay?”

	Her mother turned to face her, tongs in hand. There were patches on her skull where her hair had fallen out, her hairline receding further and further back from her forehead. Her big brown eyes were sunken in, along with her cheekbones, accentuating her jawline in an unsightly manner. But instead of staggering backward, like in previous dreams, Emery found herself taking a step forward.

	“We all have to die at some point,” her mother said, her voice empty as it echoed through the desert. “It’s unnatural to live forever.” A single drop of blood slid from her nose.

	“What are you talking about?” Emery whirled around to face her sister, who was still floating in the pool. “What is she talking about?”

	She expected to see her sister’s bones laid out perfectly on a pool raft, like in the previous rendition of this dream, but her sister was as spritely as ever. “Listen to mom,” Alexis cooed as she bounced over to where she was standing. “Listen closely.”

	“We all have to die at some point,” her mother repeated.

	Emery knew what was supposed to happen next. She’d try to take a step toward her mother, but her feet wouldn’t move. They’d be stuck to the ground in a blue gel-like substance. Instead, she took a deep breath and confidently held her hand out to her mother. “There’s a cure now. No one has to die. Come with me.”

	Her mother shook her head as her skin began to melt away from her face. Emery closed her eyes to block out the disturbing scene. I refuse to watch my mother die, yet again. 

	Moments later, she finally opened her eyes, a pile of ash on the ground. A gust of wind ruffled her hair as it picked up her mother’s remains and whirled them away into the desert sky.

	Come on, wake up. She didn’t want to stick around for her own demise—her skin disappearing, one body part at a time—to reveal only bone, until there was nothing but ash left. Instead, she gazed across the pool, startled by the image before her. There stood Byron, with piles and piles of orange-filled syringes surrounding him. “It’s the only way,” he said, his voice musical like a song. “Join us.”

	Emery jolted awake. She was still cuddled up with Torin on the couch, his head thrown back and perfectly molded into one of the cushions. After carefully placing his arms in a position she could sneak out from, she stood from the sofa, rubbing her eyes as she made her way into the kitchen.

	Remnants of her dream floated across her mind. It was odd that both she and her sister had been perfectly healthy in this dream, whereas before, they’d both been ill, eventually disappearing as the wind swept their ashes away. There’d been nothing different about her mother—still sick and still repeating her mantra. Her dad’s appearance, however, had been a new addition, surrounded by syringe after syringe of sanaré, beckoning her to join them. In the past, she’d only recounted and listened to her dreams until it was too late—she wouldn’t make the same mistake again.

	As she pulled out her phone to give Naia a call, a holophoto of her and Mason appeared. She froze as her throat tightened, her palms beginning to sweat. Suddenly, the room turned stuffy and claustrophobic, like she’d just entered a burning building without a hazmat suit. In desperate need of fresh air, she rushed over to the window, forgetting that Torin had some weird command system he used for almost everything in his apartment. Frustrated, she darted over to the front door and burst into the hallway, arms and legs pumping down the corridor until she made it outside. 

	She inhaled a gigantic gulp of frigid fresh air, keeling over so that her chest was on top of her knees, her arms folded over her shins in a yoga-like pose. After a few more large inhales, she stood upright, hoping that no one had witnessed her anxiety attack. She wiped the sweat from her forehead when another paralyzing thought struck her.

	I kissed Torin last night.

	A wave of guilt washed over her. Ever since the hunt for the sanaré ingredients had started, she hadn’t been to the cemetery once to visit Mason. It was like the formulation and the sanaré had taken precedence—like she’d completely pushed him and their friendship aside.

	I’m a terrible person.

	Without another thought, Emery trudged to the nearest T-Port and directed it to transport her to St. Augustine cemetery. A slightly too-warm breeze for the end of autumn greeted her as she stepped off the platform. Although she hadn’t been there in weeks, the cemetery looked and felt the same. Mason’s headstone was exactly as she’d left it, albeit it was damp and a shade darker from a thunderstorm that had just recently passed.

	She knelt next to his grave, slowly leaning into the side so that her back was up against the edge. She kicked her feet out in front of her and folded her arms across her lap. Tears streamed down her face and, for once, she didn’t try to stop them, didn’t try to hold them back. She just let them flow.

	“Everything’s a mess,” she murmured under her breath. “You’re gone. My mom’s gone. My dad’s not who I thought he was.” She took a deep breath, her body shuddering with the movement. “And last night, I kissed the person who took you away from me.” A loud sob escaped from her throat. She rocked herself back and forth, hitting the back of her head against the stone. “I’m so sorry. Please forgive me.” 

	She turned to face the grave, waiting for some kind of sign that he’d heard her plea, but there was nothing. The air around her was still. The trees were motionless. The usual rustling of the leaves was nonexistent.

	“I’m sorry,” she whispered again as she stood up. “I hope you can forgive me, Mason.” She looked up into the sky, waiting again for some kind of sign that he’d heard her. As she stared deeper into the clouds, a thought occurred to her, one she should have realized a lot sooner.

	I can’t keep torturing myself like this. I have to move on.

	With a steadying breath, she wiped the wetness from her face. She walked around to face Mason’s grave head on, then turned her gaze upward again at the cloudy sky. She squeezed her eyes shut, then knelt and patted the ground, shifting the clumps of dirt between her fingers. 

	“Goodbye, Mason.”

	As she brought herself upright again, she smoothed her pants and shirt, then turned on her heel to head back toward the iron wrought gates. As much as she wanted to look back one last time, she knew better. 

	It was time for a new beginning. 

	And that time was now.
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	One day of distribution in Chicago, and sanaré had already been a major success. Byron kicked his feet up on his desk as he perused the most recent statistics. At two hundred and seventy five dollars per syringe, 7S was already raking in the cash. And this is just one city, he thought to himself. He averted his gaze from the holoreports to Dr. Matheson, who was also busily scrutinizing the numbers.

	“Impressive,” he murmured as he scrolled further down the list. “Highly impressive.”

	Just as Byron was about to respond, there was a knock at his office door. Naia strode in with her usual demeanor: shoulders back, head held high, glowing brighter than the sun on a cloudless day. “Sir,” she greeted. “May I have a moment?”

	Byron switched off the holoreport, then turned his attention to Dr. Matheson. “Would you excuse us?”

	The doctor nodded as he stood from his seat and headed for the door. “I’ll be in the lab if you need me.”

	“Very good.” Byron nodded as the door shut behind him, then turned his attention to Naia. “Please have a seat.”

	She obliged, occupying the same chair the doctor had just moments ago. “This might be somewhat of a sensitive topic,” she began, her tongue rolling across her lips, “but it needs to be addressed.”

	He clasped his hands together and put his elbows on the desk. “I’m listening.”

	“I know that there are two phases of Operation Revive.” Her expression was pained as she continued. “I know about the IFT X4 and the plans for mass production and distribution.”

	He sat back in his chair, studying her face as he processed the information. “Did Dr. Matheson tell you?”

	She shook her head. “No.” She paused. “Actually, I sort of pieced it together on my own.”

	“Frankly, I’m not all that surprised.”

	A hint of a smile touched her lips. “What I want to know is why I was kept out of the loop regarding this second phase and the creation of the IFT X4.” Her face fell. “I thought I was a more valuable asset to you than that.”

	“I assure you, that was never my intention.” He hesitated, knowing he had to choose his words carefully. “I had you working on the first phase. That was your sole focus, and the most important one, I might add.” He could see beads of sweat forming along her hairline.

	“I understand that,” she replied slowly. He could sense some caution in her voice. The confident woman he’d witnessed mere minutes ago was quickly fading from sight. “But now that the first phase has been successfully completed, I’d like to formally request to be an active officer for phase two.”

	“I appreciate the offer, but we have plenty of active officers on phase two,” he responded harshly. “Perhaps the next project.”

	“Sir, if I may . . .”

	Why is she pressing this so hard? He took a moment to study her more closely. She sat rigid and upright in the chair, her hands clasped tightly on the armrests of the chair. Her lips were pursed and her chest was rising and falling more rapidly than usual. The realization hit him right between the eyes. She’s nervous. But why? 

	Unless . . . 

	She was trying to get information, to find out something, albeit he didn’t know what. He knew better than to play in her hand, but if he were to dismiss her without reason, there was no doubt in his mind she’d go snooping around to find answers. And knowing her background and her skillset, that was the last thing he wanted.

	“On second thought,” he said, shifting his tone, “you make a valid point. I can probably find some room for you in phase two. In fact, the more I think about it, there are a few areas where we could really use you.” He scratched his chin, hoping he’d come off as sincere. “You’ll be second in command to Dr. Matheson. Work closely with him and he’ll fill you in on everything you need to know.”

	He noticed her grip loosen on the armrest, her knuckles returning to a normal color. “Thank you, sir,” she said as she rose from her seat. “I appreciate the opportunity. I’ll meet with Dr. Matheson immediately.”

	Byron managed a smile. Not if I get to him first.
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	“What do you have for me?” Emery asked as she brought a tray of tea to the living room. Alexis and Naia were sitting on one end of the couch, Torin and Riley on the other. Emery set the tray down on the coffee table, then made herself comfortable in the leather recliner.

	Naia looked up at her, disappointment drawn all over her face. “Sadly, not much.”

	Emery cocked her head to the side as Riley and Alexis prepared the tea. “What do you mean?”

	Naia sighed. “I think your dad’s onto us.”

	“Well, shoot.” Emery bit her lower lip. “Why do you think that?”

	“They’ve completely shut me out,” Naia said as she took a mug of tea from Alexis. “When I asked your dad if I could be a part of the second phase for Operation Revive, he made me second in command to Dr. Matheson.”

	“That doesn’t sound too bad. What’s the problem?”

	“Every time I try to meet with Dr. Matheson, or get any sort of information from him, he assigns me to some menial task. They seemed important at first, but the other lab technicians pointed out that the work I’ve been assigned is work they’ve already done.”

	Emery shook her head. “So you haven’t learned any additional information about the IFT X4?”

	“Nope,” Naia scoffed. “And the lab techs don’t know much either. It’s like the only people who know anything are Dr. Matheson and your dad.”

	“How about you try to seduce him?” Torin chimed in jokingly.

	Emery looked at him with disgust. “The doctor or my dad?”

	Torin’s smile vanished as quickly as it’d arrived. “It was a joke. Just trying to lighten the mood a little.”

	Naia rolled her eyes. “Well, don’t.”

	Emery shot a knowing look in Torin’s direction, stifling a laugh. 

	“We need a different plan,” Naia thought aloud. “Something fresh. He’s already onto me, so there’s no way I can do anything. We need to use someone else who has access to 7S Headquarters.”

	All eyes shifted to Torin, who was wholly consumed with stuffing a miniature sandwich into his mouth. It only took him a moment to realize that everyone was looking at him. He spit the sandwich back out onto the tray. “Aw, come on. Really?”

	Emery nodded. “Who better than you to hack into the systems and figure out what’s actually going on in there? Not to mention, you’re a master eavesdropper.”

	At this, he perked up a little and pressed his shoulders back. “I still have plenty of equipment. Access codes shouldn’t be too hard to figure out.” He tilted his head back and forth, as if weighing his options. “I think I can do it.”

	Emery smiled, then looked at Naia. “Since you have access to the lab, do you think you can go in after hours and set up the equipment? If Torin does it and gets caught, we’re screwed.”

	“Shouldn’t be a problem,” Naia answered.

	“Okay then,” Emery said with a firm nod. “I guess we better get started.”

	 

	+ + +

	By two o’clock in the morning, Emery and Torin were wide awake in his apartment, their eyes glued to the holoscreen as Naia entered 7S Headquarters. Torin had given Naia special contact lenses so that everything she saw would be projected onto the screen at his apartment. Even though Emery had been out of Dormance for over a year, the level of technology in the 7S world was still mind boggling.

	She scooted to the edge of her seat as Naia entered the underground quarters. She stood only a few feet from where the lab was located. So far, she hadn’t bumped into any 7S personnel. Luckily for her, the place was a ghost town. They watched as Naia scanned her fingerprints, then waited as the laser scanned her retinas.

	Emery’s breath caught. “What about the contacts?”

	Torin waved his hand dismissively in the air. “Shouldn’t be a problem.”

	He was right. The doors opened with ease, and Naia strolled right in like she owned the place. The walls were covered in metal devices and machines that were hardly recognizable. Lab tables lined the sides of the walls—beakers, Bunsen burners, and the like were scattered across the countertops. Out of the corner of her eye, Emery could see Torin’s expression, but he didn’t seem fazed. Just another day in the office for him.

	A dark rectangular shape blocked their view as Naia removed her backpack and started digging through it. “Okay, so you want a camera in each of the four corners, plus one by the doorway at eye level?”

	“Yes,” Torin confirmed. “You just need to—” He was cut off by an odd squishing sound as Naia suddenly jumped onto the walls, scaling them with ease. She placed the first camera in the west corner.

	“What the hell?” Emery murmured.

	“Oh,” Naia laughed. “Right.” She held one of her hands up in front of her face so that Torin and Emery could see what she was wearing. They were gloves with tiny star-shaped suction-cups. “They attach to any surface and allow me to climb without making any sort of noise.”

	“Where did you get those?” Torin asked in amazement.

	“You’re not the only one with a few tricks up his sleeve, Mr. Porter,” Naia teased.

	Torin looked at Emery, his expression serious. “I want those. I need those.”

	Emery was thankful for the momentary comic relief. “I’m sure Naia will get you some,” she said, giving him a playful nudge.

	They turned their attention back to the screen as Naia finished placing the cameras in the upper corners of the room.

	“Okay, now the door is going to be the most difficult,” Torin warned. “We have to make sure it’s out of sight, so as to not raise any suspicion, but we also need to make sure the room is completely visible on our end.”

	“Don’t you worry,” Naia cooed as she began to fuss with the retina scanner by the door. “I’ve got this.”

	Before Torin could yell at her to stop before she tripped a wire, or worse, Naia had detached the scanner from the wall, switched around some of the lines, and secured it back in its original place. “My god, she’s better at this than I am.”

	“Hey, two’s better than one,” Emery laughed, “especially in a situation like this.”

	Torin shrugged. “I suppose you’re right.”

	“If you two are finished over there,” Naia interrupted, “why don’t you go ahead and check to make sure all of the cameras work? I’m turning them on right now.”

	Torin switched the view from Naia’s contact lenses to five smaller screens. He checked the rotation and angles on each, then gave a thumbs-up, even though Naia couldn’t see him.

	“We’re good,” Emery confirmed. “Thanks, Naia.”

	“No problem. I’ll see you guys in a few.” And with that, their connection clicked off.

	“Well, that wasn’t so bad,” Torin said as he adjusted the views so that they could see the images from the five cameras.

	Emery rolled her eyes. “Don’t jinx us. It’s too early for that.”

	“Fine. Hey, do you want to grab some snacks and some energy drinks?”

	She raised an earnest eyebrow. “It’s three o’clock in the morning. We should probably get some sleep.”

	He shook his head as he finished adjusting the settings on the holoscreens. “No way, little lady. We’re pulling an all-nighter. It’s stake-out time.”

	The only all-nighters she’d pulled were for school in Dormance, when she’d had to study for exams. She’d never thought she’d pull an all-nighter for any other reason, yet here she was. As long as I’m not alone, she thought to herself as she retreated to the kitchen to grab some snacks. She wasn’t sure what to expect, but one thing was certain. 

	No sleep would be had that night.
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	“We’re not producing quickly enough,” Byron said as he paced back and forth across the lab. “We’ve barely had enough inventory to fulfill orders in Chicago. How can we expect to expand across the nation—across the globe—if we can’t even produce enough for our own city?”

	Seventeen blank faces stared back at him, including those of Dr. Matheson and Naia. The room was so silent that if a pin were to drop, it would sound like a bomb exploding. He narrowed his eyes as he gazed at each and every one of his employees. “Anyone? Anyone at all?” he asked through clenched teeth.

	“We’re working as fast as we possibly can,” Dr. Matheson replied. “Perhaps, we need more manpower.”

	“Manpower isn’t the issue here,” Byron pointed out. “There’s a bottleneck somewhere. And we need to identify where and what it is.”

	The doctor was quiet as he mulled this over.

	To Byron’s surprise, Naia piped up. “The bottleneck is the time it takes to fill the duplicate syringe. The process itself is actually quite fast when it comes to duplicating the sanaré.” She walked over to the IFT X4 to demonstrate. The titanium machine charged to life. 

	Byron followed closely behind her, then handed her the syringe of original sanaré. He watched as she placed it in the extended robotic hand. It swiveled to the center of the circular machine. The hand locked the syringe in a stand, while the empty syringe sat adjacent in a holder of its own.

	“Now, when X4 scans the original sanaré”—Naia paused, as if she’d just realized something—“the machine creates a replica, which then materializes in this overhead compartment.” She pointed to a cylinder that had tubes connecting it to both of the syringe stands. “This occurs within seven seconds.”

	Byron nodded as he watched the process take place. “Continue.”

	“As I mentioned before, the bottleneck is the time it takes for the liquid in this compartment to be administered to the second syringe.” She activated the filler, the whole room watching as the syringe was filled, drip by drip.

	“And how long does this take?”

	“To fill half a syringe, it takes around fifteen minutes, which doesn’t sound like a long time, but when you’re trying to produce millions of syringes, it’s practically a lifetime.”

	Byron grunted. As much as he hated to admit it, Naia had been surprisingly helpful ever since she’d offered to be involved in the second phase of Operation Revive. Perhaps he’d been wrong about her. Perhaps she really did want to help move his strategy forward. 

	He turned to face Dr. Matheson. “We need to improve upon this. We need to find a way to cut the fill time in half, at the very least. Naia is right.” He gave her a gracious nod. “Fifteen minutes to fill half a syringe is far too long for the quantities we’re trying to achieve.”

	“I can work on it,” Dr. Matheson started, “but you have to take into consideration the speed that Operation Revive has been escalating. The fact that we’ve even been able to do any of this at all is truly miraculous.”

	Byron slowly shifted his gaze from Naia to Dr. Matheson. “As a scientist, are you saying you believe in miracles?” The doctor opened his mouth to respond, but he quickly cut him off. “Here at 7S, we don’t believe in miracles. We believe in facts. In science. As a scientist, I wouldn’t think you’d leave things to luck or chance. And I certainly didn’t think you’d believe in miracles.” He shook his head in disgust. “You will fix this bottleneck. And you’ll do it in the name of science. Are we clear?”

	Dr. Matheson nodded his head, then slowly retreated to the back of the group.

	“Good. Now, I’d like for everyone to get back to work. No one goes home until we hit our quota for the day.” Byron nodded at the group before turning to face Naia, but to his dismay, she was nowhere to be found. 

	Odd. 

	He surveyed the room, looking for her white-blonde hair, but a sea of brown and black stared back at him. He narrowed his eyes, his teeth grinding together. 

	Very odd, indeed.
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	“I figured it out!” Naia yelled as she burst through Torin’s front door. He and Emery were sitting on the couch with their feet propped up on the coffee table. He slid his hand from Emery’s, suddenly feeling somewhat self-conscious. Did Emery care if people knew about them? What exactly were they? Did she want to be anything more than friends? 

	It’s not like he’d asked.

	Apparently, he didn’t slip his hand away fast enough because a huge grin spread across Naia’s face.

	“Oh, here we go,” he groaned.

	“No, no, no,” Naia said as she moved closer. “What’s going on here? Are you two dating now?”

	Torin looked at Emery, whose face had flushed a deep shade of crimson. He gazed back up at Naia, unsure how to answer her question. “It’s none of your business.” The minute the words left his mouth, he wish he could take them back. Childish and stupid.

	“Oh really? It’s none of my business? All right, all right,” Naia joked. “Anyway, whatever you are, good for you two. I’m happy for you. Truly.”

	Emery’s natural color returned to her face. “You are?”

	“Yeah,” Naia said with an exaggerated eye roll. “It’s about time.”

	Torin considered a few counter statements, but decided against all of them. “So, what did you figure out?” he asked, trying to shift the focus to a different topic.

	“Oh, right!” Naia’s eyes lit up like a finale of fireworks. “I figured out how they’re duplicating the sanaré.”

	Emery eyed her with a confused expression. “But we already know that. They’re using the IFT X4.”

	“Right you are. But, in order to duplicate the serum, they have to have the original formulated serum—one with pure ingredients.”

	Torin ran a hand through his hair as he stood up from the couch. “You’re saying that they can’t duplicate a duplicate?”

	“Try saying that five times fast,” Emery teased.

	Naia didn’t seem to hear her. “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

	“So if we destroy the original,” he said as it all came together, “then 7S will have nothing to replicate.”

	“Precisely.” A twinkle glimmered from her eye. “We’ll also need to eradicate their current inventory . . .”

	“And how much is that?” Emery asked.

	Naia shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “A lot.”

	“How much is a lot?”

	She heaved a long sigh. “Hundreds of thousands, maybe more.”

	His jaw dropped in disbelief. “Hundreds of thousands?”

	Naia glanced at him with a somber expression. “Afraid so.”

	He turned to look at Emery, who had popped up from the couch and was now pacing back and forth across the room. Her brow was furrowed and her eyes flitted every which way. He could tell that she was running through multiple scenarios in her head, most likely worst-case scenarios. They were similar in that way—always weighing the odds before devising a plan.

	“Okay, first things first,” Emery thought aloud. “We need to destroy the original serum. This will halt any and all production and keep the inventory level where it’s at.” She hesitated, chewing on her lower lip.

	When she didn’t continue her train of thought, he prompted, “And what about destroying the hundreds of thousands of syringes?” 

	“I hadn’t thought that far ahead yet.”

	“We’ll think of something,” Naia interjected. “I agree with Emery though. Let’s focus on getting the original syringe first.”

	He looked between the two of them. “Okay, so how should we do this?” 

	“Call Riley and Alexis,” Emery said. “If this is going to work, we’re going to need more brainpower.” 

	 

	+ + +

	Twelve cups of coffee and three oversized bags of chips later, Torin felt confident in the plan that he, Emery, Naia, Alexis, and Riley had conjured up. Each member of the team had been able to offer some area of expertise: for Naia, it was information about 7S and the layout of the downtown headquarters; for Emery and Alexis, it was their relationship with their father and predicting what his next moves might be; for Riley, it was her second nature to point out potential problems that no one else saw coming; and for himself, it was his tech-savvy skill set and operative mind. And yet, a crucial part of the plan still seemed to be missing.

	“We still haven’t been able to pin down where Byron keeps the original serum,” Torin pointed out. “Naia’s been around both him and Dr. Matheson for over a week, and there’s still no telling where he keeps it after the workday is over.”

	“Okay, let’s think about this logically,” Emery said. “Obviously, the original serum is in the lab for eight hours during the workday, while the duplicates are being produced. But the cameras we’ve placed in the lab have shown that once the workday is over, the original serum is no longer stationed in the IFT X4.” She looked around the table to ensure everyone understood. “It’s clear that my dad doesn’t trust a soul with that serum. He’s always the one placing it in the machine in the morning. Which means he has to be the one taking it out at the end of every day.”

	“Right,” Torin said with a nod, “but where does he take it once he leaves the lab?”

	“My guess is that he takes it back to his office, or puts it somewhere in his armoire,” Alexis chimed in.

	Emery looked at her sister questionably. “Why do you think that?”

	Alexis shrugged her shoulders. “7S Headquarters is the most secure place in the nation. He certainly isn’t going to take it out of that building.”

	Emery ran her hand along the holoprint of 7S Headquarters, zooming in on her father’s bedchambers. “It just seems too obvious,” she murmured.

	“What if he takes it back to the cabin in Northern Arizona and hides it in your mom’s laboratory?” Riley suggested.

	“Every day?” Emery shook her head. “Highly unlikely. That’s a huge inconvenience, even with teleportation in the picture.”

	The room was silent as they mulled over the endless possibilities. Just as Torin was about to speak, a warning blared across the holomonitor. His hands shot up to his ears, as did everyone else’s, as the siren droned on for what felt like an eternity.

	“Can you turn it down?” Emery yelled.

	“I’m trying!” Torin shouted back as he scrolled through the various settings on the holomonitor. Another few minutes went by until the siren finally stopped wailing. A news reporter appeared in the midst of what appeared to be a worsening hurricane.

	“I’m Edgar Jennings with World News, here to share an urgent public service announcement. A category three hurricane is quickly approaching the southern Louisiana coast. The following cities need to evacuate immediately: Iberia, Saint Mary, Terrebonne . . .” The newscaster’s voice trailed off as the list of cities continued.

	Emery couldn’t seem to break her gaze from the holomonitor. She pressed a hand to her mouth and squeezed her eyes shut. “Oh no. It’s starting.”

	Naia turned away from the screen to face her. “What’s starting?”

	“The distribution of sanaré . . . it’s messing with the natural order of things.”

	Torin watched the screen as the map of Louisiana darkened in color. I’ll be damned. Maybe she’s right.

	“We have to get moving,” Emery urged, “and fast. What’s the point of distributing sanaré if natural disasters are going to kill us all first?” She shook her head, her eyes igniting with rage. “All to turn a profit. Unbelievable.”

	The sudden shift in the room was palpable. 

	Naia nodded. “Emery’s right. Does anyone have any bright ideas?”

	Riley’s face lit up. “What if,” she started, circling the table, “we put a tracker on the original syringe?”

	Everyone turned to look at her, expressions of disbelief written across their faces.

	“Hear me out,” Riley pleaded as she tousled her hair. “If we were to put some sort of invisible tracker on the syringe, maybe we could see where Byron’s been hiding it.”

	“That idea’s actually not half bad,” Torin commended.

	“You’re forgetting one thing, though,” Alexis refuted. “How would we even get a tracker on the stupid syringe if we don’t know where it is?”

	“We know where it is for eight hours of the day,” Emery said in a low voice. 

	All eyes landed on Naia.

	Realizing what she had to do, she gave Emery a slight pat on the shoulder and smiled. “Anything for you.”
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	Torin was hunched over his desk in his apartment, eyes glazing over from the strain he’d put on them over the past couple of days. To say the pressure was on was an understatement. 

	Unfortunately, the category three hurricane had increased to a category four, and had hit not only the Louisiana coast, but also the Texas coast. The results were devastating. Advanced warning hadn’t been given soon enough. The power to the T-Ports on the south coasts had been disconnected. Casualties were already in the thousands, and the National Coast Guard was still discovering bodies every minute.

	Thousands of lives lost. Thousands of lives regained through sanaré.

	The distribution of the miracle drug hadn’t left Chicago yet, so residents of Louisiana and Texas were desperately trying to make their way to the Illinois border to get their hands on whatever amount they could find. As for the residents of Chicago, they’d come to a sickening realization regarding how fruitful this natural disaster could be for them. A Chicago family could purchase a few syringes and upsell them for a nauseating profit. To think, it’d come to this, people actually putting price tags on human lives. Just the thought made Torin’s stomach turn.

	All the more reason to hurry to complete the tracker. 

	He held the miniscule object up in the air, scrutinizing it for any imperfections. Ever since he’d invented the disintegration machine for the late Chief Novak, he’d been more open to trying his hand at dabbling with machinery. Emery called him a double threat: not only was he a hacker, he was also an engineer.

	Testing phase. He rummaged through his desk drawer and pulled out a tennis ball. He placed the tracker, which was no larger than the tip of a pin, on the ball, and then rolled it across the room. The holodisplay showed the tennis ball’s precise location, coordinates, and everything he needed to know. A smile stretched across his face as he called for Emery.

	She emerged from his bedroom wearing a robe that hung off one shoulder, her hair loosely braided down one side. “This better be good. I was asleep,” she said as she stifled a yawn. “And I was having good dreams.”

	“You look ravishing,” he said as he looked her up and down.

	She rolled her eyes. “If you called me in here just to tell me that, I’m going to smack you.”

	“No, I didn’t wake you just for that,” he said with a wink. “Although that was the first order of business, and the most important.”

	She yawned again, but didn’t say anything.

	“Now for the second order of business. Trust me, you’re going to be happy I woke you for this,” he said as he scrambled across the room and grabbed the tennis ball. “Here.”

	She held her hand out, a confused expression crossing her face as the ball rolled into her palm. “Um, are we playing fetch?”

	“It’s the tracker,” he said excitedly, ignoring her sarcasm. He pointed to a small dot that was hardly visible.

	She narrowed her eyes as she brought the ball closer to her face. “Well, I’ll be damned. You did it!”

	His face lit up at the compliment. “Let’s not get too excited just yet. I need you to walk around downtown Chicago and then teleport to Phoenix, Los Angeles, and New York.”

	She spun the ball in her hands. “Why?”

	“You certainly have a lot of questions today.” He heaved an exasperated sigh. “Because we need to test its range. Just go change into some normal clothes, please.”

	“What, you don’t like my robe?” she pouted as she bumped her hip into the air.

	He tried to stifle a laugh and succeeded, but smiled like a goon instead. All in all, a fail. “No, I like it very much. But if you keep parading around in it, I’m one hundred percent positive I won’t get any work done.”

	She smiled coyly. “And that’s a bad thing?”

	“Emery,” he groaned. “Please.”

	She stuck out her tongue. “Chill out, I’m just messing with you. I’ll go change.”

	Less than fifteen minutes later, she reappeared, clad in black pants, a black button down, and a heavy grey coat. She’d twisted her hair up into a tight bun, her cheeks illuminated with rose-tinted blush. She tucked the tennis-ball-turned-tracker into her purse as strode over to him. “Tell me one more time where I’m going.” Her voice was sultry and he shrugged off the shiver that was making its way down his spine.

	He pulled away from her in an effort to focus on the task at hand instead of the lavender scent of her hair. “Walk around downtown Chicago,” he instructed. “Then teleport to Phoenix, Los Angeles, and New York.”

	“How will I know that the tracker is working and that you’re getting the data you need?”

	“We’ll keep our phones connected. Here,” he said as he pulled an earpiece from his pocket. “I’ll be with you the whole time.”

	She nodded as she stuck the earpiece into her ear. “Wow, this brings back memories.”

	He smiled. “Hopefully good ones?”

	She gave him a knowing look. “Of course.” She adjusted the earpiece once more, then looked at him with a serious expression. “I’ll be back before you know it.”

	As she turned toward the door to leave, a knot suddenly formed in his stomach. “Hey, Em?”

	She glanced back over her shoulder, her eyes locking with his. “Yeah?”

	“Be careful out there. People are a little unstable right now.”

	To his surprise, she pulled a familiar object from her back pocket—a dagger. With the flip of a switch, blue currents appeared, buzzing and pulsing around the blade.

	“I didn’t know you still had that,” he said, immediately feeling better. “Just promise me you’ll be safe, okay?”

	“Don’t you worry about me,” she said with a smirk. “I’ll be just fine.”

	Before he could say anything else, she turned on her heel and marched out the door. Even though his nerves were kicking in, he knew she was right. 

	She’s going to be just fine.
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	“Okay, I’m standing outside Seventh Sanctum Headquarters,” Emery said into her earpiece. “Are the coordinates correct?”

	“I’m cross-referencing with the actual GPS coordinates now,” Torin mumbled from the other end of the line.

	“And?” she pressed.

	“You have very little patience, don’t you?”

	She tapped her foot, even though she knew he couldn’t see her. “Well, you’re sending me all around the country, so this might take some time.”

	“No it won’t,” he countered. “It’ll take an hour at the most. I promise.”

	She opened her mouth to argue when a holoscreen adjacent to 7S Headquarters caught her eye. Images of crumbling buildings and fault lines filled the screen. The text at the bottom of the screen read: 7.9 Scale Earthquake Shakes San Bernardino County.

	Almost immediately, her thoughts shifted to Mason. Images of his tombstone, split in half from the pressure of the quake, shattering to pieces on the ground, flashed across her mind.

	Torin’s voice interrupted her thoughts. “Emery? Emery, answer me.”

	Sputtering for words, all she could manage was, “Oh my god.”

	“What? What is it?”

	She squeezed her eyes shut. First a major hurricane hits, and, less than a week later, a massive earthquake shatters the west coast? It’s getting worse.

	“Emery? Did I lose you?”

	“Turn on the news,” she said, her voice hoarse and barely above a whisper. She waited, somewhat impatiently, for him to catch on, to understand why she was reacting this way. Even though she couldn’t see his face, she could hear his breath catch and knew his expression matched hers.

	“There’s something I’ve been meaning to say,” he said slowly. “You were right about messing with the natural order of things. And this is proof.”

	Her lower lip quivered as the words hit her ears. Finally. “1857,” she said firmly. “The last significant earthquake in Southern California on the San Bernardino stretch was in 1857.”

	“I know.” He cleared his throat. “This isn’t a coincidence. You were right and I’m sorry I’ve given you such a hard time. I need you to know that I’m done doubting. From here on out, I’m all in.”

	The sentiment made her smile. “I’m happy to hear that.” And she was. Even if he only meant that he was all in for this whirlwind of a mission they were on and not for . . . her. 

	At least I have my partner back.

	With one last look at the holoscreen, she started toward the nearest T-Port. “I’m off to Arizona. It doesn’t look like I should attempt Los Angeles. Would you agree?”

	“Fully,” he affirmed. “Go to Phoenix and then to New York.”

	“Roger that.” 

	“And hurry back here.” His voice was strained. “Please.”

	She nodded. “I will.” 

	 

	+ + +

	That evening, Emery stood with Torin, Riley, and Alexis around the many holomonitors in his apartment. They’d made a last minute decision to send Naia into 7S Headquarters before the workday ended. The time on the holoclock read 4:32 P.M., which meant that she had less than thirty minutes to enter the lab and place the tracker on the original syringe.

	“Do you think she can do it?” Emery whispered in a voice only Torin could hear.

	He gave a slight nod of his head. “It’s Naia. She’s a boss. She’ll get it done.”

	Naia had opted to wear the special contact lenses so that the group could see her every movement through her own eyes. As she entered the lab, no one turned to look at her. No one seemed to take notice. Except for Dr. Matheson.

	“Ah, Naia Grant,” the doctor greeted. “I’ve been wondering where you’ve been. Come, I have quite a few things to catch you up on.”

	Naia obliged and followed him further into the laboratory, past a large number of holomonitors with displays of various test results. Surprisingly, Dr. Matheson led her right to the IFT X4. “One of our newer techs found a way to fix the bottleneck you so clearly pointed out earlier this week.” He gestured toward the machine, and Naia’s gaze went straight to the original syringe.

	“Don’t act too fast,” Torin muttered, wishing that she could hear him. “Take your time.”

	The view shifted to a lab station as Naia gave a quick pep talk to some of the younger scientists.

	“Change holomonitor three to the east camera,” Emery suggested. “Her body language will tell us a lot.”

	“Really?” Riley asked. “Like what?”

	“Like whether or not this mission will be a success,” Emery retorted as she crossed her arms over her chest. “We only get one side of the story by seeing things from her point of view. It’s important to see it from every angle.”

	Torin had to give her credit, yet again, because as soon as he adjusted the third holomonitor, Naia slyly reached into her back pocket. He zoomed in on the image. Between the tips of her index finger and thumb was the tracker. 

	As Dr. Matheson was called over to a lab station on the opposite side of the room, it became abundantly clear that Naia would capitalize on the opportunity. She caught one scientist’s attention and brought him over to the IFT X4. She began to circle the machine, the scientist following closely behind her.

	“What’s she saying?” Alexis asked. “It’s hard to hear.”

	Torin turned up the volume on holomonitor one. “So you’re the one who fixed the bottleneck?” they heard Naia ask.

	The boy scientist blushed. “Well, it wasn’t just me. My team was a tremendous help.”

	“Can you explain what you did to fix it? This is just such a great learning opportunity.” 

	Without even the slightest hesitation, the boy began to talk, completely engrossed in his own heroic story about what he thought was equivalent to saving the day. It was actually quite comical . . . and a little sad.

	“Here she goes,” Torin said as he scooted to the edge of his seat. “Everybody cross your fingers.”

	The room was silent as the boy droned on and on about his heroic actions. Once they’d walked halfway around the IFT X4, Naia suddenly turned around and began walking in the other direction. She swept by the machine, her arm extending slightly as the tracker landed on the back of the syringe.

	The boy stopped walking. “What are you doing?”

	Shit. Torin watched with wide eyes as Naia’s lips parted. Come on, think of an excuse!

	“You were just explaining how you used a small engine to speed up the flow from the compartment to the second syringe.” She shrugged, her tone nonchalant. “I just wanted to get a closer look.” She leaned into the IFT X4 to emphasize her point.

	“Whoa!” the boy yelled as he rushed over to her. “You shouldn’t stick your head in there. It’s against protocol,” he scolded as he pulled her away from the machine.

	“Well, I appreciate your time,” she said with a bow of her head. “Please excuse me. I need a word with Dr. Matheson.”

	As she walked away from the machine, the tension in Torin’s apartment disintegrated as the group erupted in cheers. Emery leaned over his shoulder. “Please tell me the tracker is connected and working.”

	A huge grin spread across his face as he pulled up the information. “It’s working. The coordinates are correct. Now we’ll finally learn where your father takes the syringe at the end of the day.” He looked over at her, expecting to see a smile just as big as his across her face, but to his dismay, her face was solemn.

	“This is only the first phase. We have a lot more to do, and it all has to go according to plan,” she said as she turned to leave the room.

	He gulped as he turned back toward the monitor. Come on, Em, he thought to himself. Don’t lose faith in us now.

	“Emery, where are you going? You’re going to miss it!” Alexis called. When there was no answer, she turned to Torin and shrugged. “I guess we’ll just watch it without her.”

	The scientists finished up their projects and packed their bags, turning in their badges as they exited the laboratory. As more and more of them left, a familiar man entered from an undisclosed side door.

	“There he is,” he said as he watched Byron make his way toward the IFT X4. The original syringe was plucked from its holder as the Commander placed it in the inner pocket of his coat.

	“He’s leaving the laboratory,” Riley announced.

	A hush fell over the room.

	Torin turned to holomonitor number four to check on the tracking device. Seeing as Byron was on the move, the coordinates were changing, as expected.

	“Where do you think he’s going?” Alexis asked.

	“Not sure,” Torin answered, “but based on the current coordinates, it looks like he’s going to grab something to eat.”

	“Speaking of food, is anyone else hungry?” Riley questioned, looking back and forth between them.

	He shrugged. “I could eat.”

	“Yeah,” Alexis chimed in. “Me too.”

	“I’ll order a pizza from SmartMeal,” Riley offered, then yelled, “Emery, what do you want on your pizza?” She was met with a muffled response. “Pepperoni it is.”

	 

	Three hours and two pizzas later, Riley and Alexis were passed out on the couch. Emery had finally come out from hiding once she’d smelled the pizza, and now lay in a recliner with a holopad, the bright screen illuminating her face. With one look at her furrowed brows, Torin could tell she was scrolling through the news highlights, or, more realistically, lowlights.

	She spoke for the first time since she’d stormed off earlier that day. “Got anything?”

	He swiveled in his chair to face her and shook his head. “Not yet. What time does your dad normally go to bed?”

	She scrunched her nose. “That’s kind of a weird question to ask his daughter, don’t you think?”

	He sighed. “I know. It’s just that he seems to be pacing around his office. I was hoping that after he took the syringe from the laboratory that he’d place it somewhere, but the coordinates haven’t stopped changing.” He threw his head back in frustration.

	She rose from the recliner and walked over to the desk. She placed her hands on the armrests of his chair and leaned into him, placing a gentle kiss on his forehead. “I’m sorry for how I acted earlier.”

	Warmth rushed to his face like lava erupting from a volcano. “Oh, it’s okay. I understand.”

	She looked at him with a raised eyebrow. “You understand what?”

	“I don’t know. I mean,” he stammered, “I understand how difficult this must be for you. With your dad and everything.”

	She bit her lip as she cast her eyes down toward the floor.

	Great. Let’s bring up the one thing she clearly doesn’t want to talk about. He was about to fix his faux paus when, out of the corner of his eye, he noticed the holomonitor wasn’t flashing anymore. He shook Emery’s arm as he swiveled toward the screen.

	“What is it?”

	“It stopped moving. The coordinates aren’t moving.”

	She moved closer to the screen. “Where is it?”

	He researched the coordinates, his forehead creasing as he registered the location. This can’t be right. He crosschecked with a second source before looking at her. “The syringe is in his office,” he stated, “or more precisely, his bedchambers.”

	She let out a low, cynical laugh. “Of course.”

	“What?”

	“He keeps anything important on him at all times,” she clarified.   

	“You mean the syringe is . . . in his pajamas?”

	“Most likely. Or it could be in the drawer on his nightstand. Do you know what this means?”

	He shook his head.

	“We’ll have to break in and get it at night.” She took a steadying breath. “While he’s sleeping.”
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	“Engage impossible task number two,” Torin chided. “How in the world are we going to get into your dad’s bedchambers? And take the syringe without him knowing?”

	“All I can say is that I’m done sneaking around,” Naia said as she kicked her feet up onto the coffee table. Riley and Alexis stirred, but didn’t wake. “Geez, they can really sleep through anything.”

	Emery looked at her as if she’d just struck gold. “Naia, you’re brilliant!”

	Torin looked back and forth between them. “Wait, what did I miss?”

	“Apparently, I’m a genius,” Naia said with a tip of an imaginary hat.

	“You really are.” Emery began to pace as each piece of her idea came together. “And when you find out what it is, you’re going to wonder why you didn’t think of it first.” 

	+ + +

	That night, Emery met her father at a Brazilian steakhouse for dinner. The crowd was dismal for a Friday night, even by weeknight standards. They’d just ordered their meals and were now sitting in a slightly uncomfortable silence. She fiddled with her napkin, her gaze shifting to the breast pocket of her father’s coat. Is the syringe with him now? 

	Her eyes traveled downward to her lap where a blue dot blinked on her phone. Torin had mapped the device so that she could see her location in comparison to the syringe, which would appear as a green dot. And sure enough, there was a green dot blinking in the same space the blue one was.

	It’s on him at this very moment.

	Her thoughts scattered as their meals materialized in front of them, the scent of parmesan and garlic floating through the air. Byron had ordered the Cordeiro lamb, while she had opted for the Lombo pork loin. 

	Byron poured himself another glass of water, topping hers off in the process. After their last encounter, she wasn’t sure how to even begin a conversation with him. It was clear they didn’t exactly see eye to eye on Operation Revive, but she knew she had to be cordial, otherwise her entire plan would end up in shambles.

	Hidden in her right sleeve was a pill—a horse tranquilizer. She hadn’t bothered to ask Naia where she’d gotten it, or maybe she just didn’t care to know. Best to refrain from being guilty by association. Naia had explained that when immersed in water, the pill would disperse, although the translucent color would make this difficult to see. Once consumed, it would require twenty minutes to take effect, meaning it’d be lights out for her father without him even knowing it. They’d teleport back to 7S Headquarters where she’d put him to bed, then search his coat for the original syringe. 

	Easy enough, right?

	A bead of sweat trickled from her forehead all the way down the side of her face. It sat on the edge of her chin, threatening to fall. In order for this to work, the timing had to be just right, so as to not raise any suspicion from him nor any bystanders. If she did it too early, she risked having her father pass out, in public, in the middle of the restaurant. If she did it too late, her father would likely excuse himself to his bedchambers and dismiss her for the evening, locking her out of the building. As with all things lately, timing was key.

	Her thoughts scattered as her father cleared his throat. “So, I’m guessing you’ve watched the news?”

	What an odd way to start our conversation. “Um, yeah,” she replied as she grabbed her water glass. “It’s terrible. Devastating, actually. It’s shocking that we’ve had two natural disasters occur within the same week, wouldn’t you agree?”

	He sighed as he set down his glass. “Em, I wasn’t trying to start conflict. I’m just at a loss for words after our last conversation.” His eyes drooped like those of a basset hound.

	“You and me both,” she muttered under her breath.

	“Things don’t have to be this way,” he pleaded, as if sensing the conversation was about to take a wrong turn. “We may have different views, but we’re still family.”

	Her hand tensed into a fist. “You’re right. We are family. Which is why I can’t understand how you think distribution of a magical cure-all is the answer to our problems.” 

	So much for being cordial.

	“Young lady, I do not appreciate your tone.” He shook his head. “Clearly, this was a mistake. If we can’t be pleasant, then there’s no point in having dinner.”

	As he turned his head to look for the waiter, most likely to ask for carry-out containers, she realized that this was it. Her chance. 

	Take it. 

	She slid her left hand into her opposite sleeve and pulled out the pill. With her father’s head still turned away from her, she dropped the pill into the glass, watching as it fizzled for a split second, then disappeared almost immediately. Her hand retreated as soon as her father turned to face her again.

	“The service here is really going downhill,” he complained as he began to gather his things. 

	Her eyes flitted to his glass of water. “Look, I’m sorry,” she said in her most apologetic tone. “Let’s just not talk about work, or current events, or . . .” It was then she realized that she actually didn’t have that much in common with him. The destruction of Dormance had brought them together, and now it appeared the destruction of sanaré would be the thing to tear them apart. The realization made her stomach turn.

	“It’s okay, Em,” he said, his tone falling flat. “I have things I need to do back at the office.” He pulled the glass toward him and downed the entire thing in one gulp.

	Emery tried to act casual as their waiter approached.

	“Is there anything else I can get for you this evening?” the young male asked.

	“That’ll be all,” Emery said hurriedly. “Thanks.” As he walked away from the table, her eyes landed on her father. His eyes had already begun to droop as he emptied his plate into one of the to-go containers. 

	Hang in there. Just twenty more minutes.
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	Torin gave himself a pat on the back. “I’m so happy I convinced Emery to wear those contact lenses.”

	Naia stopped mid-swirl, a lump of chocolate pudding sitting on her spoon. “I really hope you gave her new ones, not the same ones I was wearing.”

	He made a face. “Of course not. That would be gross. Not to mention, unsanitary.”

	She stuck the spoon in her mouth before responding. “Good answer.”

	He scooted closer to the holoscreens, watching as Emery and her father made their way out of the restaurant. It’s go time.

	“How far is he into the pill?”

	Torin checked his stopwatch. “It’s been about ten minutes since he drank the whole glass. Why do you ask?”

	“I don’t know,” she said as she flipped onto her back. She reached for the holopad, swiping it off the coffee table and turning it on in one fell swoop. “It just seems like we’ve been waiting for a while. Can you program this holopad so that I can watch?”

	He rolled his eyes. “Or you could just come over here like a normal person and watch it on the screens I’ve already programmed.” He gestured to the four holomonitors in front of him.

	“Yeah . . . I’m going to stay over here. It’s more comfortable.”

	He shot her a sidelong glance before turning back toward the screens. Emery was guiding her stumbling father to the nearest T-Port. She looked like she was struggling, and he couldn’t help but feel a little bad they’d sent her on this mission without any back-up. He watched as the stepped onto the platform when, suddenly, the screen turned black as white and blue sparks filled the view. He’d never seen it in action before, but he quickly realized that this is what teleporting must look like. “Neat,” he breathed. 

	It only lasted for a few seconds until the screen changed to a familiar landscape—7S Headquarters. He watched as they entered the building, noticing Byron’s movements getting more sluggish by the minute.

	Emery pulled the earpiece from her pocket and stuck it in her ear. Byron’s eyes were fluttering, opening and closing with each step. He’s not going to make it up to the room, Torin thought. He could hear her struggling to get her father’s body onto yet another T-Port, one that would transport them up to the seventh floor inside the building.

	“Should we go in?” Naia asked, panic written all over her face. “It looks like she could use some help.”

	“Guys,” Emery’s voice echoed over the speaker system. “He’s about to pass out. I’m not sure we’re going to make it.”

	“You have to,” Torin urged. “We can’t just leave your dad, the Commander, passed out on the first floor lobby.” He balled his hands into fists, squeezing so hard that his knuckles turned white.

	Emery grunted loudly as she lugged her father up onto the T-Port with her. By the way she was panting, Torin almost felt like he were there himself. He should have been there to help her. “Don’t push yourself too hard,” he warned.

	It took a few minutes, but she and her slouching father finally stood atop the T-Port. “Seventh floor,” she commanded through gritted teeth as she supported most of her father’s weight.

	Another screen of black with white and blue sparks appeared until a new image came into focus. A tall, lanky figure. Torin turned to face Naia, whose hand was pressed against her mouth. That can’t be good.

	“Well, what do we have here?” said a meek male voice.

	Torin couldn’t see Emery’s face, but if it looked anything like Naia’s, it was one of complete and utter panic. “I can’t see who it is,” he whispered.

	The figure slowly came into focus, and he immediately recognized the man as Dr. Matheson.

	Well, shit. 

	 

	+ + +

	Emery stood before the doctor with her bowlegged father slumped on her right shoulder, drooling, his eyes rolling into the back of his head. 

	Great. Just great.

	The doctor approached her and helped Byron stand upright, but the movement was fleeting. “My, my, what do we have here?”

	Think. She hesitated, then said, “We were at dinner and I think he may have had one too many to drink.”

	The doctor raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t take the Commander for a drinker.”

	“Oh, yes,” she declared with an exaggerated nod of her head. “He really likes bourbon. And whiskey.”

	“What are you doing?” Torin whispered harshly into her earpiece. 

	She ignored him and kept her eyes trained on the doctor. She didn’t dare flinch. Flinching meant she was up to something, and even though she was, he couldn’t know that.

	Dr. Matheson looked back and forth between her and her father. “How nice of you to see that the Commander returns back to his chambers safely.” The look he gave her was enough to send shivers down her spine. “I can take it from here, dear. You look like you’re about to crumble beneath the weight anyway.”

	Emery wondered if Torin and Naia were freaking out as much as she was. This is a huge deviation from our plan. 

	When she didn’t let go of her father, the doctor eyed her curiously. “Is there something else, Ms. Parker?”

	Fortunately, with the position her father was in, she was able to slide her hand into his side coat pocket. She repressed a smile as her fingers grazed a slender object within the fabric. The syringe. If she took it now, then Dr. Matheson would see it, and he’d more than likely piece together that her father’s current behavior wasn’t due to intoxication.

	“Poor old chap,” Dr. Matheson purred as he threw Byron’s arm around his shoulders.

	Emery’s face fell as she watched her hand slide out of the coat and away from the syringe. So close. She bowed her head as the doctor turned to head toward Byron’s office. She slowly moved her hand to her back pocket, grasping the handle of the dagger. Although she didn’t know what exactly, something came over her.

	Without thinking, she marched over to the doctor and her father. She unsheathed the electrified dagger from its hiding place and pointed it straight at Matheson’s forehead.

	“What the hell are you doing?” Torin hissed.

	She unclasped the earpiece and threw it onto the floor. It crunched underneath the weight of her boot.

	Dr. Matheson’s hands shot up in surrender as he looked the blue pulsing dagger in the eye. Byron’s body slumped against the wall until he fell to his knees, his head resting against the office door.

	“That’ll be all, Dr. Matheson,” she spat as she brought the dagger in closer to his forehead. “I’ll take it from here.”

	To her surprise, the doctor cackled. “What a pretty little toy that is.” A few soft tisks escaped his mouth. “It’s a shame that you won’t get to use it.”

	Before she could register what was happening, she fell to her knees next to her father. Shock waves traveled throughout her entire body. Every inch of her being pulsated in pain. The corners of her eyes began to water as she let out a desperate cry. Just when she thought she couldn’t take anymore, her body stopped twitching. The pain subsided.

	And then everything went dark.
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	Byron awoke to the sound of metal screeching. He shot upright and raised his hands to cover his ears, only to find that they’d been bound in holocuffs. With wide eyes and a thumping heart, he took in his surroundings. The walls were stark white, as were the ones in every other room in the 7S building, yet there was a very slight, almost indiscernible, difference. The walls surrounding him were shiny and coated in a clear jelly-like substance, making them transparent to the outside world. He curled up in a ball as he realized where he was: in a holding cell beneath the laboratory.

	From across the room, he could see Emery in another cell, pacing back and forth, talking to herself. Next to her was Alexis, who appeared to be either sleeping or unconscious, and in the cell adjacent to his own was Riley, who was doing the exact same thing Emery was.

	“What happened?” he called out, his voice nothing more than a hoarse croak. He expected Emery to turn and make eye contact, but she continued to pace, like a tightly wound toy. 

	He called out one more time. 

	No response.

	The reason why became abundantly clear. The walls were insulated, soundproof. Fear struck every fiber of his being as a harsh realization came to light. There was only one other person who had access to these cells besides him.

	Dr. Matheson.

	Byron pushed himself upright, using caution to not touch the walls. He was fully aware of the damage they could do, seeing as he was the one who’d invented them. Hopefully the others were aware, too, albeit he didn’t know how they could be—and, in the current state, it’s not like he could warn them. Coming into contact for even one second could shut down a person’s entire nervous system and leave them immobile for hours. It was a tactic he’d used when capturing FCW refugees. It’d been an effective means of capture; however, he’d quarantined this area almost two years ago, after Dormance had been destroyed, since a use for it no longer existed. Apparently, Dr. Matheson had found a different use, although Byron couldn’t possibly fathom why he, his daughters, and Riley were locked up.

	It was then that memories from the night prior came flooding back to him. Dinner with his daughter, how he’d been about to tell her that she’d been right. Looking for the waiter. Drinking his water. And then . . .

	She drugged me. My own daughter drugged me.

	But Emery was in the same situation as he was. She was locked up in the cell right in front of him. 

	Again, his thoughts reverted back to the previous evening. He’d brought the syringe to dinner, as a peace offering, and had planned to tell Emery that she’d been right all along; but the conversation had taken a turn for the worse. Before he’d even had the chance to tell her, he’d been knocked out. Whatever she’d given him must have been strong because he couldn’t recall anything else that had happened.

	Byron winced as an unexpected shrieking noise filled his cell. His hands instinctively flew up to his ears to block out the sound, momentarily forgetting that they were bound in holocuffs. Riley was now awake, and as he gazed at each of the cells, he noticed each person attempting the same movement and failing. After a few seconds, the shrieking stopped, and a man in a lab coat appeared. The doctor himself.

	Matheson.

	A chill ran down his spine as he watched the doctor slither to the middle of the room. He typed something into his holopad to deactivate the soundproof walls before he spoke. “How nice to have you all here together,” he hissed as he turned toward Byron. “Your daughter put up quite the fight.”

	“What do you think you’re doing, Matheson?” Emery demanded through clenched teeth. “This is illegal. You don’t have the authority to lock us up.”

	“So far, no one’s tried to stop me.” A crooked smile crossed his wrinkled face. “You see, I’ve been watching you fight and argue and fight some more over this.” From the pocket of his lab coat, he pulled out the original syringe of sanaré. “Finally, I decided that I’d had enough, especially when I caught wind that Byron here actually agrees with his daughter—that we shouldn’t be ‘messing with the natural order of things’. What a load of crap.”

	Emery’s gaze shifted to meet Byron’s, the incredulous look on her face making him feel both guilty and warm at the same time. “Is that why we met for dinner?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper. “You were going to tell me that you agreed with me?”

	He nodded. As his lips parted to speak, the doctor interrupted. “Boohoo, yes, it’s all so touching, isn’t it?” he spat. “The point is now that I have the syringe, I’ll be able to continue Byron’s work as if he never had that senseless notion to begin with.”

	“That sounds like a giant feat for just one person,” Emery retorted. “Good luck with that.”

	An unsettling grin stretched across the doctor’s face. “Where’d you get the idea that it’s just one person?”

	Byron’s face fell at the same time as Emery’s.

	He watched in both horror and intrigue as two familiar figures stepped through the doors and into the light. Emery uttered a small, pained sound as she shrank to her knees.

	Naia and Torin.

	 

	
 

	46

	 

	 

	Emery could hardly believe her eyes.

	“Are you kidding me?” she shouted through gritted teeth. Her hands flew up to the sides of her face, the holocuffs keeping her from pressing against her temples. She felt as thought her head were about to explode. “What the hell is this?”

	Naia and Torin shrugged, then looked to Dr. Matheson for his response. A tremor of panic rose up her throat as she looked back and forth between them. She could have sworn she felt the back of her neck tingle, and she had to remind herself that the fiasco with Novak was over. There were no more microchips left. The power to control others did not exist anymore, which meant that Naia and Torin had made this decision of their own accord.

	She wasn’t sure which was worse.

	“You’ve known for a while that I’ve disagreed with your outlook on the mass distribution of sanaré,” Torin said with little to no emotion. “I had no choice but to side with Dr. Matheson.”

	His voice was flat, very un-Torin-like.

	Without even giving Emery the time of day, Naia looked at Matheson and asked, “Should I round up the others?”

	The doctor gave a slight nod of his head. “I think that would be wise.”

	Emery shot a look of disbelief at her father, then shifted her attention to Riley and Alexis. The expressions on their faces matched hers.

	Emery waited for a sign, a signal—anything—from either Naia or Torin, but they remained steadfast in whatever this “new” plan was. She gaped as they turned to walk out of the room. Just as Matheson was about to follow them, she called out, “It won’t work.” She knew it was a desperate attempt, but it was worth a shot. “Eventually, there will be no one left to save.”

	Matheson glanced over his shoulder as he slowly turned in her direction. “And why is that? Because we’re making Mother Nature angry?” he taunted. “Is She going to punish me?”

	“Or kill you. That’d be preferable,” she retorted with a straight face.

	Riley let out an obnoxious laugh, the sound echoing throughout the underground chamber.

	“I highly doubt that. Look where you are. I’m free. You are not,” he mocked with a lick of his lips. “Where’s your precious Mother Nature now?” Like a bully whose taunting had gone too far, the room fell quiet. “Where is She now?” he repeated, his words dripping with condescension.

	Byron broke the silence. “I wouldn’t provoke the situation any more than you already have.”

	Matheson’s glasses slid down his nose as he moved his gaze from Emery to the Commander. In one swift motion, he pushed them back up onto the bridge of his nose. “And what are you going to do about it? You’re in the same situation as your daughter.” He shook his head. “Pity, really.”

	Byron’s hands balled into fists, his jaw clenching, but before he could respond, the doctor turned away and typed a code into the control panel. The holovision lit up, covering every inch of the wall. Matheson smiled as the jingle for the evening news began to play.

	“If I were you, I wouldn’t plan on getting much sleep tonight. Or ever, really. Have fun watching the highlights of a world that used to be. Your world.” And with that, he threw his shoulders back and waltzed out the door. The steel contraption slammed shut, sending an echo throughout the chamber.

	Emery watched in horror as natural disaster after natural disaster appeared on the screen: hurricanes, tornados, earthquakes, tsunamis. This can’t be the end.

	“Two-faced snakes,” Riley muttered, louder than she’d probably intended. “I can’t believe they turned on us!”

	“After everything we’ve been through,” Byron muttered with a slow shake of his head, “I never thought it’d come to this.”

	“You’re telling me,” Emery scoffed.

	“I don’t think we should panic just yet,” Alexis interjected.

	They all turned to face her, looking at her as if she’d lost her mind.

	She took a steadying breath as she locked eyes with her sister. “Torin would never betray you, Em. And I don’t think Naia would either. They’ve been nothing but helpful. They wouldn’t turn on you—”

	Emery cut her off. “Well, people change. Wouldn’t be the first time.” Her thoughts flickered to both Warren and Mason. But Mason was under the microchip’s control. It wasn’t his fault.

	As if he could read her mind, Byron asked, “You don’t think Matheson’s somehow found a way to reactivate the microchips, do you?”

	Emery shook her head. “Torin never had one. I don’t think Naia did either.”

	The four of them sat there, puzzled, the evening news blaring from the holovision.

	Emery looked over to her father’s cell. With a deep breath, she uttered the words she’d hoped she’d never have to say again. “What do we do?”
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	A cloud of guilt hung over Torin as he followed Naia and Dr. Matheson down the corridor. It only took a minute or so to reach the laboratory. He half expected to see all of the 7S lab technicians busily working away, but the lab was completely empty.

	Dr. Matheson spun around to face them. “I trust I can leave you both to it,” he said.

	Keep your mouth shut. Let Naia do the talking.

	“Yes, sir,” Naia stated firmly.

	“Good.” He checked his holowatch. “I have another appointment to get to, but I’ll be back in about three hours.”

	“See you then,” Naia said with a nod of her head.

	Torin watched as the doctor turned to leave, finding it odd that he didn’t even bother to dispose of his lab coat on the way out. Now that was a man with a Napoleon-complex. As soon as he was certain the doctor was out of earshot, he turned to look at his partner, but Naia was already looking at him. 

	Her expression fell. “Did you see the looks on their faces?” she whispered.

	He let out a long sigh as he slowly nodded his head. “I feel terrible.”

	“Me too. But we couldn’t tell them,” she reasoned, more to herself than to him. She chewed on her lower lip. “Better for them to be in the dark.”

	“Right,” he muttered, although he was highly unsure of himself. “Right?”

	She shrugged. “Oh, Torin. I don’t know.”

	He bobbed his head back and forth in uncertainty. “If we had told them, it would have been too obvious. Matheson would have caught on. And we’d be out of luck.”

	She inhaled a long, calming breath. “My thoughts exactly. We can’t worry about them right now. We have work to do.” She checked her holowatch. “And only two hours and fifty-three minutes to do it. Think it can be done?”

	“Well, seeing as we have the A-team on it,” he gestured to her, then to himself, “I’d say we’re more than well-equipped.”

	A small smile tugged at Naia’s lips. “Damn, I hope you’re right.”

	He gave her a wink, as he clasped his hands together. “Not to toot my own horn, but it wouldn’t be the first time.”
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	The natural disasters were like something out of a series of nightmares, only growing in frequency and severity. Although it had been less than an hour since Dr. Matheson, Naia, and Torin had left, Emery couldn’t help but feel as though she were watching the end of the world as she knew it.

	“Turn it off!” she shouted, knowing full well that no one could hear her. Even if they could, they probably wouldn’t do anything about it anyway. 

	Her thoughts flitted to Naia and Torin.

	Traitors.

	Was she bitter? Of course she was! After everything they’d been through together, having anyone turn on them was the last thing she’d expected. They’d been through too much and shared a special connection where betrayal was completely out of the question. Or so she’d thought. 

	Her feelings of betrayal faded momentarily as Alexis spoke up, attempting to calm everyone down, but even Riley, who was normally composed and unruffled, wasn’t having it.

	“Wake up and look around, Alexis,” Riley scoffed. “Naia and Torin aren’t coming back. They’re not on our side. It makes you wonder if they ever were.”

	“Don’t say that,” Emery and her father said simultaneously.

	“Naia is loyal to a fault. She must have something up her sleeve,” Byron pointed out.

	“And Torin wouldn’t turn on me. Especially after everything we’ve been through—everything that happened with Mason. He just wouldn’t.” Right? She tried to silence her own nagging doubt, but it lingered like an unwanted guest.

	Alexis seemed to sense her uncertainty. “Right. I don’t think we have anything to worry about.”

	“Are you kidding me?” Riley retorted. “Never mind the fact that we’re stuck underground in prison cells where no one can hear us. No one knows where we are. I think we have plenty to worry about.”

	Sirens blared from the holovision. Emery had to shout over the sound to be heard. “We have to trust them! We really don’t have much of a choice.”

	Riley rolled her eyes. “Well, I hate to break it to you, but I don’t trust them. And you shouldn’t either! If they were planning something all along, then why didn’t they tell us?” she demanded.

	The sirens stopped their howling, finally allowing Emery to gather her thoughts. As much as she hated to admit it, Riley had raised a good point. It seemed unlike Torin and Naia to plan something on their own. Had they said something discreetly to her that she wasn’t remembering? With all of the distractions as of late, it was hard to determine what bits and pieces of their conversations, if any, had any underlying meaning.

	She thought back to her many conversations with Torin as they’d searched for the ingredients, the clues, the journals . . .

	His sketch in the journal.

	Her eyes grew wide as she tried to suppress her smile. He’d been planning something all along. From the very beginning, he’d always encouraged her to have a back-up plan—and she’d always brushed it off. Seems he’d taken his own advice and created a Plan B.

	As much as she wanted to tell her father, sister, and best friend that everything was going to be fine, she knew she couldn’t. While she didn’t know the reasoning behind Naia and Torin keeping their strategy under wraps, she knew well enough to trust their judgment. 

	So that’s exactly what she planned to do.
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	“I can’t believe I brought this with me, especially here,” Torin said with a shake of his head. “Not the smartest idea.”

	“You had to,” Naia reassured. “Without it, we’d be starting from square one. And I highly doubt we’d be able to create a blueprint from scratch in three hours.”

	“Speaking of,” he interjected, “time check?”

	She glanced at her holowatch. “One hour and fifty-seven minutes.”

	A loud sigh escaped his lips as he surveyed the laboratory. Machine after machine beckoned for him to come closer—unfortunately, he was clueless where to start because he had no idea what any of these machines were capable of.

	Enter Naia.

	“We’ll be focusing on the machines at the far left of the room,” she said with a gesture in that direction. “Why don’t you pull out the journal? Maybe it will help spark my memory.”

	Trying to keep his hands from shaking, he did as she said. Although he’d never say it out loud, or to her face, he sure hoped she knew what she was doing, seeing as she’d been the one helping the FCW while discreetly being on 7S’s side the entire time. If she couldn’t remember how to transfer the liquid sanaré into a gas capsule, they were downright screwed. There was very little chance that he could figure out such a complex transformation in a little over an hour.

	He handed her the journal, face open to the page with his sketch, and studied her face closely. She was a difficult one to read, but after a few moments, her brows relaxed and a small smile tugged at the corners of her lips.

	“E-VAP 800,” she mumbled to herself. Her eyes flitted from one machine to the next.

	“What does that mean?” he pressed.

	She waved her hand in the air absentmindedly and darted toward one of the metal monstrosities, almost dropping the journal along the way.

	“E-VAP 800,” she repeated again, as if this were supposed to mean something to him.

	He followed her and whirled her around, then placed his hands atop her shoulders to steady her. Her eyes locked on his with a fiery intent so strong, he almost felt the need to look away. “Naia, I can’t read your mind. And saying E-VAP 800 over and over again isn’t making things any clearer.”

	“Right. Sorry.” She chuckled quietly as she nodded her head. “The E-VAP 800 is what we used to created the lethargum and sanaré capsules.”

	“I’m guessing E-VAP stands for evaporation?”

	She nodded. “That is correct. We’ll need to empty the original formulation from the syringe into one of these petri dishes,” she explained as she grabbed the clear plastic container from underneath the machine. “We then place the dish into the chamber and activate this rod,” she said, demonstrating as she went, “to scan the ingredients in the formulation. If we want to keep all of the ingredients in tact during the liquid to gas transformation process, we select the Preserve All option.”

	He bent down and studied the machine closer. “And after that, it just spits out a gas capsule?”

	Her lips pressed into a thin line. “Not exactly. It creates the gas and locks it in this chamber.” She pointed to a long cylinder at the far end of the machine.

	Torin chewed on his lower lip, deep in thought. “So, basically, what you’re alluding to is creating a capsule, something that will contain the gas and also allow for release.”

	“Precisely. What would be even better is to create a machine where we can insert the gas cylinder and have the gas easily transferred over to the capsule.”

	He narrowed his eyes, trying to understand what she was getting at.

	“Okay, it’s pretty obvious that the state of, well, the world, is highly unstable. We need to get the sanaré into gas form immediately. If anything should happen to this machine, or if Matheson should catch onto us, at least we’ll have completed the first step in the process.”

	He gave her reasoning some thought, nodding at each point she’d made. “How long does it take for the E-VAP 800 to transform the liquid into a gas?”

	Without a second’s hesitation, she answered, “It takes seventeen minutes and thirty-two seconds.”

	He couldn’t help but laugh. “Wow, how precise.”

	But Naia wasn’t laughing. “Time is everything in situations like these.” She tried to hide a shudder, but failed. “As a world-renowned hacker, I thought you’d understand that.”

	For some reason, her jab hit home. “Believe me, I do. Time has been against me more times than I can count.”

	“Then what are you doing just standing around? Start working on the capsule machine. I’ll get the E-VAP started.”

	His face fell at her harsh tone, but as soon as he saw her wink over her shoulder, he smiled. “You got it.” 

	 

	Fifteen minutes into the E-VAP transfer, Torin had almost completely sketched out a machine that would transfer the gas from one container to another. He sat back in his chair as he looked at what he’d drawn. It was truly some of his best work. He glanced over at Naia, who was decked out in a white lab coat, white latex gloves, and safety glasses that kept falling down her nose. She looked ridiculous, but he didn’t dare say anything.

	“How’s it coming?” he called out from the other side of the room. It took a moment before she turned around to face him. From the crease in her brow, he could tell she was deep in concentration.

	“It seems to be going off without a hitch,” she responded, her tone edged with surprise. “The E-VAP process is basically seamless. To be quite honest, I’ve never seen anything like it.”

	“That’s great. There’s only a minute or so left, right?”

	She nodded. “Exactly one minute and fourteen seconds.”

	Their faces fell as footsteps echoed from outside the laboratory.

	“Apparently we’re cutting it a little too close!” he whispered harshly as he scrambled to clean up his station. Footsteps of differing rhythms drew nearer and nearer. It was then he realized that there was more than one person approaching.

	With panic in her eyes, Naia whirled back toward the machine. “Go faster!” she murmured, as if it weren’t an inanimate object and could hear her.

	The footsteps were only seconds away.

	Torin hid as much as he could in two of the drawers, moving as fast as possible while still using caution so as to not damage what he’d been working so diligently on.

	Suddenly, the footsteps stopped.

	He waved his hands in the air to get Naia’s attention, even though her back faced him. “They’re here!” he squawked as ran over to the IFT X4. He typed in the code, tapping his fingers against the machine until it whirred to life, then sprinted back over to his desk to continue tidying up.

	The countdown on the E-VAP 800 ticked down.

	3 . . . 2 . . . 1 . . .

	Before he could even process what was happening, Naia had grabbed the cylinder and stuffed it into the back of her jeans, fluffing her lab coat around her to ensure it was hidden, then switched off the machine with a flick of her wrist. Just as she was walking over to where he was standing, the laboratory doors shot open. She whirled around, accidentally knocking the journal off the desk. Or perhaps she’d done it on purpose?

	Torin considered picking it up, but as Matheson entered with his cronies, he thought better of it. He opened his mouth and let out a slight exhale to relax the muscles in his face, then, with the bottom of his shoe, slid the journal underneath the desk.

	Dr. Matheson opened his arms wide as he approached the two of them. “My two converts,” he purred as he drew closer.

	Torin’s eyes shifted to the faint shadow underneath Naia’s lab coat. Move, move, move.

	As if she could read his thoughts, she ducked underneath the doctor’s arm and extended her hand out to the new team of technicians. “Naia Grant,” she said, giving all six of them a hearty shake. “Pleased to meet you.”

	Dr. Matheson lowered his arms and looked Torin straight in the eye. He lowered his voice, then said, “If I’m being quite honest, I didn’t expect the two of you to still be here when I returned.”

	Torin tried to remain expressionless, although he was wildly curious by what the doctor meant. “That’s the thing about Naia and me. Once we believe in something, we’re in it for the long haul.” He chanced a look at his partner, who appeared to be stifling a smile, then cleared his throat and returned his attention to Matheson, whose focus seemed to be on his shoes. “Why weren’t you expecting us to be here?”

	The doctor lifted his gaze and shrugged. “I just figured you would have gone home by now. It’s been a long day for all of us.”

	Odd. He wanted our help, so why is he so blasé about it now?

	Naia seemed to sense the tension. She meandered over and grabbed Dr. Matheson’s hand. “Great to see you again, sir. As always, Torin and I are at your service.”

	Matheson regarded them for a long moment. “Yes, well, I’ll need your assistance downstairs.” He ushered them toward the door, then turned around to face the technicians. “Bradley, I’m leaving it to you to show the newcomers the inner workings of the IFT X4.”

	A gangly guy with jet-black hair and thick-framed glasses stepped forward from the group. “Yes, sir. I would be honored.”

	“Good.” Matheson pushed his spectacles back onto the bridge of his nose as he gently pressed Torin and Naia through the door that led to the underground chamber. 

	“So, where’d you find all the techs?” Torin asked as he descended the stairs behind Naia. “I don’t recognize any of them.”

	When he didn’t receive a response, he stopped dead in his tracks. He spun around, realizing that Matheson wasn’t behind them, then sprinted back up the staircase. He slid his hand along the edge of the door. It was sealed shut.

	“Naia . . .”

	But she was already halfway up the stairs, standing just a step below him. “Why isn’t he following us?” She tugged on the door. “And why is this locked?”

	Torin swallowed the lump in his throat as he recalled the last few moments with Matheson, how his eyes had been on his shoes—on the ground—right where the edge of the journal lay. 

	He closed his eyes and ran his hand over his mouth. Then, with a steadying breath said the words he hoped weren’t true. “I think Matheson saw the journal.”
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	Emery sat on the ground in her cell, cross-legged, eyes trained on the ceiling. Fortunately, Matheson had forgotten to reactivate the soundproof barriers. Riley was whistling a familiar tune, one she recognized, but couldn’t quite put her finger on. Her father and sister were asleep, although she wasn’t sure how anyone could sleep at a time like this. 

	A loud slam jolted her from her thoughts. She shifted her gaze to the source of the noise and crawled to the edge of her cell. An obnoxious banging echoed throughout the chamber.

	“What the hell is that?” Byron shouted.

	Emery scanned the room until her eyes landed on an unnerving sight. In the entryway, behind a steel door with a glass window, was . . . Torin’s head? 

	He was mouthing something she couldn’t quite make out, and it’s not like she could hear anything with the relentless banging. She shook her head, hoping he could see her clearly. Suddenly, he disappeared, and Naia took his place. She looked frazzled and . . . worried. Straining her eyes, Emery desperately tried to make out what she was saying from behind the glass.

	“They’re trapped,” Alexis said out of nowhere, as if it were blatantly obvious. “They were on our side all along, just like I said.”

	“That can’t be right,” Riley interjected. “We all saw it with our own eyes. They’re with Matheson. They should have access to everything, including the chamber doors.”

	A pit formed in Emery’s stomach. “Unless . . .”

	Byron shook his head. “Oh no.”

	“Something went wrong.” Emery glanced at Riley, whose expression quickly shifted from concerned to fearful. “Matheson must have found something and turned against them.”

	“Well,” Alexis interrupted, “it looks to me like we’re about to find out.”

	Emery returned her gaze to the steel door. Dr. Matheson now stood in front of the glass with a malicious leer on his face. He pushed both Naia and Torin through the door from the sides. They walked in front of him, their hands bound in holocuffs. It seemd as though Alexis had predicted correctly—Naia and Torin had indeed been on their side all along—but something about all of this still wasn’t sitting right.

	No one uttered a word as Dr. Matheson led his two new captives to their individual cells. Naia was placed in the empty cell next to Emery, while Torin was shoved into a vacant cell on the other side of the room, far away from everyone.

	“I don’t take betrayal lightly,” he hissed. “Lock cell B4,” he commanded, sneering as the system engaged. An eerie black glow appeared around the cell, almost like a force field, then faded.

	“Cell B4 has been contained,” a robotic voice stated. 

	Matheson took off his glasses as he rubbed the bridge of his nose. Then with an exasperated sigh, he said, “I had high hopes for you, Mr. Porter, but I suppose you’d rather rot in here with the rest of them.”

	It was then Emery noticed the random group of people donning white lab coats that had assembled in the back of the chamber. Dr. Matheson slid his glasses back over his ears, straightened them, then strode toward the group. “See what happens when you betray me?” he bellowed, gesturing to the cells. “Let this be a warning to you all.”

	Heads bobbed up and down, gaze after gaze landing on Emery’s cell. A chill lodged in her chest as they turned to leave, following the doctor through the steel doors.

	A bout of silence stretched across the chamber.

	Finally, Byron spoke up. “Please tell us you at least accomplished something while you were in the lab.”

	“Can you tell us what happened?” Alexis asked. “One minute you’re up there, the next you’re down here.”

	But Naia didn’t respond, only shook her head. Her eyes shifted upward, her gaze pointed at the camera. “We’re being watched,” she mumbled under her breath.

	“We need to get out of here,” Riley said, her voice shaking. “You were supposed to get us out of here!”

	“Everybody calm down!” Emery barked. She nodded her head in the direction of the camera. Her eyes widened as an idea came to her. In that moment, Torin’s gaze met her own. As if they could communicate telepathically, he nodded and pulled out his holophone which, thankfully, was in the front pocket of his jeans.

	“What’s he doing?” Riley whispered.

	Emery shook her head, trying to shush her.

	“I hate being left out of things,” Alexis whined.

	Emery rolled her eyes. “Just hang on.”

	Everyone focused on Torin, fingers flying, working faster than anyone had ever seen.

	Just when Riley and Alexis were about to pipe up again, Torin lifted his gaze and his hands, which were no longer bound by holocuffs, and tucked his phone in his back pocket. He looked directly at Emery and nodded.

	Her own holocuffs were gone, as were everyone else’s. She checked for the blinking red light on the camera. It wasn’t there. “Okay,” she said with a grin, “now we can talk.” 

	 

	
 

	51

	 

	 

	Byron’s eyes flitted back and forth between Emery and Torin. Their chemistry was palpable and almost reminded him of his wife . . . late wife. Although some time had passed, his stomach still turned every time he thought of Sandra and how quickly she’d been taken from them. A true misfortune.

	His trip down memory lane was interrupted as Riley asked, “What just happened?” to which Alexis surprisingly responded, “Torin disabled the camera.”

	Ah, yes. The hacker. That’s why Byron had hired him to begin with. He cleared his throat before speaking. “Well done, Porter. I’m actually a little ashamed I didn’t think of that myself.”

	“How do we really know the camera’s off? And that there’s no back-up?” Riley interrogated. Clearly she was trying to play devil’s advocate.

	Before Emery and Torin could answer, Byron said, “I’m certain it’s off. The red light isn’t blinking and the lens is covered.” He gestured toward the camera, smiling as each of their gazes turned in that direction. “There is no back-up—I would know, I run the place.” He shot a knowing look at Riley, then directed his attention to his two employees. “I think we should start with the two of you first.”

	Torin shifted uncomfortably; Naia, on the other hand, stood firm. She gave Byron a crooked smile as she reached behind her, her hand going underneath her lab coat. “I think you’ll be quite pleased.”

	Byron watched as she pulled out a cylindrical silver tube. “Please tell me that’s what I think it is.”

	She nodded. “Yep.”

	“You transformed the original sanaré from liquid form to gas form,” he said in amazement. “Using the—”

	“—E-VAP 800. Precisely,” she finished. 

	Byron knew he should keep any noise to a minimum, especially with what was lurking just outside the walls, but he couldn’t help himself.

	“So, that’s what you were sketching in your journal. A capsulated gas form of sanaré.” Emery’s hand flew to her head. “I should have known,” she said with a small laugh. “You’re always one step ahead.”

	Torin smiled, but the expression quickly fell from his face. “I did make a mistake though. I accidentally left the journal upstairs. I think Matheson saw it . . .”

	“Which is why we’re in here, with all of you,” Naia finished.

	A collective sigh left the group.

	“No need to panic just yet. I think . . .” Torin’s voice trailed off as the lights began to flicker.

	All eyes turned to the holovision as a red banner with giant letters snaked its way across the screen.

	TORNADO WARNING.

	Byron gazed around his cell as the white gelled walls also began to flicker in and out of view. Even though they were underground, he made his way to the middle of his cell, throwing his arms overhead and dropping to his knees. His eyes met Emery’s as she did the exact same thing. “Get down!” he shouted.

	No one questioned his direction; they simply dropped to their knees and took cover.

	As he sat there, curled up in the fetal position, a memory floated through his mind. His girls had been quite young when they’d experienced their first wrath of Mother Nature. A tornado had hit the neighborhood next to theirs. Instead of panicking, his daughters had watched with curiosity as the destructible winds ripped the roofs off of their neighbors’ houses and tore up white picket fences. He’d taken them into the basement, telling them to hide under a nearby desk and protect their heads with their arms. Once they’d realized what was happening, the panic had settled in, and they’d screamed and cried for the tornado to stop. But Byron had always been amazed at the calm demeanor of his daughters as they witnessed Mother Nature doing Her worst for the very first time. Emery had the same look on her face now as she did when she was a little girl. So did Alexis.

	A fierce howling sounded as sparks erupted around each of their cells.

	“What the hell is this?” Dr. Matheson shouted as he rushed back into the underground chamber. His fingers started flying uncontrollably on the control panel. He stopped and stared at Byron, a frenized look in his eyes. Even though he’d just arrived, he made for the stairs again.

	“It’s a tornado!” Byron shouted after him. “Stay underground!” But it was too late. Dr. Matheson was already halfway up the stairs.

	The pressure in the room changed, causing him and the others to press their hands against their ears. He opened and closed his mouth as rapidly as he could, motioning for the others to mimic the movement. The howling continued and he could hear everyone screaming in pain at the uncomfortable change in pressure. The noise continued for another three minutes until it finally stopped. 

	The room fell dark.

	Realizing that the gel walls had been deactivated, Byron stepped out of his cell, searching his pockets for a light source. Although he came up short, he noticed a shining ring of light from across the way. As he ran over to the beam, he realized it was Torin’s holowatch.

	“Is everyone okay?” Byron called out as Emery, Naia, Riley, and Alexis joined them.

	“What the hell was that?” Naia asked.

	“That,” Emery said as she smoothed her hair down, “was an F-3 or F-4 tornado.”

	“I’m leaning more toward an F-4,” Byron said as he ran a hand through his hair.

	Naia and Torin stared at him blankly.

	Alexis surveyed the group before asking, “Where do you think Matheson ran off to?” Her pupils were so dilated in the dim light that she almost looked possessed.

	Byron scanned the room before answering. “Probably to check on the inventory.”

	At this, Emery’s ears perked up. “Which is . . . where?” 

	“We definitely would have been better off, had it been underground, but Matheson won’t be so lucky.” The group looked at him with confused expressions as he led them up the stairwell back into the laboratory, careful to avoid any fallen debris along the way. When they made it to the main floor, every single jaw dropped.

	The sight was astounding.

	The roof had been torn off the building, and the interior had been gutted like a deer carcass. Matheson and his cronies were nowhere to be found. Across the way, Byron could make out what remained of the vault door. The duplicate syringes lay all over the floor, orange goo splattered everywhere. The walls to the lab had been ripped away, just like the roof. The only thing that remained was the floor they stood upon . . . and an open journal, its pages fluttering in the breeze.

	Torin ran over to it and picked it up. “I can’t believe it. The journal withstood the storm.”

	“Looks like Mother Nature’s on our side after all,” Byron said as he patted his daughter on the shoulder.

	“Yeah,” Emery said as she gazed at the desolate scene before her. “If only it hadn’t come to this.”

	“Do you think Matheson escaped?” Alexis asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

	“That I don’t know,” Byron said slowly, “but what I do know is that we don’t have any time to waste.”
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	Emery followed Torin out of what was left of 7S Headquarters, hopping over broken glass and crushed tile every couple of steps. She’d just about caught up with him when he suddenly took off down the street. She started to run to catch up to him, but stopped as the city fully came into view. Her hand flew over her mouth.

	Buildings ripped apart, windows shattered, oblong structures of towers that once were. It was heartbreaking. It crossed her mind that Torin’s apartment, even with all of its gadgets and technology, may not have weathered the storm. That must be where he’s running of to in such a hurry.

	She turned over her shoulder and yelled for the others to pick up the pace. Riley, Alexis, Naia, and Byron sped up and followed her down the same street Torin had disappeared down. Finally, after running as fast as she possibly could, he came into view. Her gaze shifted to the left, but landed on . . .

	Nothing.

	Torin’s entire apartment complex had been reduced to mere rubble. She watched as he fell to his knees with his head in his hands. She slowed her pace and lifted her hand up to halt the others. They stood behind her, watching her watch him in his moment of agony.

	A hand fell gently on her shoulder. It was Naia. “You should go to him.”

	Emery remained silent, then nodded. She approached him with caution, afraid that if she startled him, he’d run away like a stray dog. “Torin,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

	His head remained in his hands for a few minutes longer. Finally, he looked up, face blotchy, eyes rimmed with red. “Everything is gone.”

	She sighed and knelt beside him, putting her hand on the nape of his neck. “Not everything.”

	Surprisingly, he smiled.

	“I suppose you’re right,” he said with a nod of his head. “Things are replaceable. I just don’t know how I’m going to create the gas capsule without any of my equipment.”

	Unsure how to respond, she kept her hand on the nape of his neck and gazed up into the sky. They sat in silence for a few moments, unmoving. As the clouds parted, an idea struck her. And it was pure gold.

	She stood up and whirled around to face her family and friends. “Does anyone know where we can find a car?”

	They looked at one another with confused expressions.

	Emery rubbed her hands together. “Time to go old school.” 

	 

	+ + +

	It didn’t take long for them to find an abandoned car lot on the outskirts of downtown Chicago. Emery scanned the vehicles, looking for one that would fit all of them. Unfortunately, their options consisted of only four-passenger cars. She walked over to one that looked similar to her car in Dormance, then turned to face the group. “Okay, there’s six of us and only four seats.” She shot her father a knowing look, hoping he’d understand what she was suggesting.

	Byron cleared his throat. “Right. Well, we could take two cars—that is, if I knew what it is we’re doing and where we’re headed.”

	Emery laughed, purposely ignoring his request. “The funny thing is, I think I’m the only one who knows how to drive.”

	Naia smiled and turned toward Byron. “She does make a valid point.”

	Emery waited for her father to make the executive decision, but he stayed silent, so she made it for him. “Naia and Torin, you’re coming with me.” She gestured for them to get in the car. “You three stay here,” she ordered as she pointed to her father, sister, and Riley.

	Alexis’s face fell. “But Em, where are you going?”

	Emery opened the driver’s side door to the car and ushered Torin inside. “To fix this mess once and for all.”

	“That doesn’t answer my question,” her sister said, but Emery wasn’t paying attention. She bent down as Torin eyed the strange contraption in front of him. “I know you’ve never driven a car before, but I need you to hotwire this one.”

	His face lit up at the request. “So retro.”

	She rolled her eyes. “Do you think you can do it?”

	“Seriously?” He lifted an eyebrow. “Are you really asking me that?”

	“Just hurry before my dad or sister ask me any more questions.”

	She could hear her father and sister quarreling, trying to figure out how to handle the situation. “Naia, do you really care to know what the plan is?”

	Naia shrugged as she opened the passenger side door and hopped in. “I’m just along for the ride.”

	“Emery Parker!” her dad shouted again. “I demand to know where you’re going and what you’re doing this instant!”

	Just as she was about to give in and respond, the car roared to life. She grinned. Perfect timing, as always.

	She turned around to face a concerned friend, and a bewildered father and sister. “What I need,” she said as she collected her thoughts, “is for everyone to trust me. Do you think you can do that?”

	The group hesitated, then slowly nodded in unison.

	“We should be back in four or five days, maybe sooner.” Her father opened his mouth to speak, but she could already guess exactly what he was going to ask. So she continued, “Hopefully, when we’re finished, the T-Ports around Chicago will work again and we won’t have to drive back.”

	“How can we get ahold of you if we need to?” Alexis asked.

	“Call Torin’s holophone. I’m sure the city’s signals will be restored in no time.” She flashed a reassuring smile, then walked over to where they were standing. She wrapped Riley in a hug, then moved onto her sister, then her father. 

	Byron squeezed one of her shoulders and nodded. “I can’t believe you’re jetting off without telling me where. This is Parenting 101 and I’m failing miserably. Just . . . be safe, okay?”

	His rational response was unexpected and, for a moment, she felt bad for giving him such a difficult time. “We’ll be safe. I promise.”

	With one last wave, she turned away from the group and headed for the car. Torin hopped out of the driver’s seat and made his way to the back. She slid into the driver’s seat, trying to recall everything the car needed before getting on the road. Full tank of gas. No oil change lights on. We should be good to go.

	Just as she was about to shut the door and take off, Riley called out, “Wait!”

	Emery pushed the door back open, smiling as her friend approached her with two red canisters.

	“It’s unlikely you’ll find a gas station that’s still in business,” she said with a wink. “These were in the trunk of another car.” She extended them out. “Take ‘em.”

	Emery took the canisters and proceeded to the trunk, securing them so they’d stay upright. She walked back over to Riley and gave her a hug. “Thanks. You’re always looking out.”

	“What kind of best friend would I be if I didn’t?” She flashed a toothy grin, then turned around to rejoin Byron and Alexis.

	Emery slid into the driver’s seat, for what she hoped was the last time, and shut the door. She shifted the car into drive and slowly made her way out of the lot, waving as they took a right onto the road. She glanced into the rearview mirror, reminiscing. The last time she’d left her family, she’d been heading off to Darden. How things had changed.

	“So,” Torin said, interrupting her thoughts, “where exactly are we going?”

	“Since we’ll be accompanying you on this grand adventure, I suppose I’d also like to know that,” Naia teased.

	Emery nudged her playfully in the shoulder. “I hope you’re both ready for a good ol’ fashioned road trip.”

	Naia perked up, and Torin leaned forward from the back seat. 

	“Torin, is your holophone working?”

	He fumbled around in his pockets until he found it. “Surprisingly, yes.”

	“Great,” Emery said. “I need you to find the fastest route to Flagstaff, Arizona.” 
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	Fifteen hours into their trip, Naia and Torin had switched places exactly four times. Torin was now sitting in the front passenger’s seat, intently studying the holomap he’d pulled up on his phone. Emery broke his concentration. “Ten hours to go. It feels like we’ve been on the road for ages.”

	He closed the holomap, watching as the image dissolved right before his very eyes. “You’ve got to be tired. I’ve already offered to drive multiple times.”

	She arched an eyebrow as she looked over at him. “Right, just one major problem. You don’t know how to drive.”

	He shrugged. “So teach me. It doesn’t look that hard.” He gestured to the front windshield. “It’s not like anyone else is driving anymore. What could possibly go wrong?”

	“Famous last words.” She took her eyes off the road and gave him a sidelong glance. “Unfortunately for you, it’s not like we have time to kill. I’m trying to get us there as quickly as possible.”

	He dropped his gaze. “What’s the point if you can’t enjoy the journey?”

	She regarded him for a few moments until a soft chuckle escaped her lips. Then, with a shake of her head and some sporadic maneuvering, she pulled the car off to the side of the road. “Alright, hotshot. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

	He could hardly believe his ears. “Really?”

	She rolled her eyes. “Just switch places with me before I change my mind.”

	He didn’t say another word, just swung the passenger door open and hopped out. He jogged around the car, noticing that Naia was fast asleep in the backseat, legs propped up on the edge of the window.

	Emery stalled the engine and stepped out of the car, gesturing for Torin to take her place. He shot her a giddy smile as she shut the door behind him. He ran his fingers along the steering wheel, then gripped it tightly. Buttons of all different sizes covered the dashboard and, like a little kid, his first instinct was to push them all. He refrained himself as his eyes moved from the many buttons to the stick shift and gears. He lifted his gaze as Emery slid into the passenger’s seat. She handed him the keys.

	“The pedal on your left is used to brake. The pedal on the right is used to accelerate. Put your foot on the brake and then stick the keys into the ignition,” she instructed, very professor-like.

	He did as he was told, pressing his right foot on the brake and slowly turned the keys. The engine hummed to life and the whole car vibrated. He grinned at her with childish glee. “What’s next?”

	She placed his hand on the stick shift. “The car’s in P right now, which means Park. You have to shift it to D to drive.”

	His breath caught as he shifted gears, her hand on his the entire time. Her touch was soft and gentle, with just enough force to remind him that he was supposed to be learning and paying attention. She didn’t seem to notice his distracted stare. “Now, slowly take your foot off the brake. The car will start to roll.”

	He nodded and let off the brake, laughing as the car did just as she said it would.

	“Good. Now you’re going to use the wheel to steer the car and press on the right pedal to accelerate.”

	He maneuvered the car back onto the road, putting more and more pressure on the accelerator, until she was gripping the inside of the door.

	“Okay,” she squealed, “that might be a little fast!”

	“Are you kidding?” he shouted. He rolled the window down. “This is the perfect speed. I’m driving!”

	“Torin . . .”

	“Why did we ever get rid of cars? This is so fun!”

	He shifted his gaze from the road to her, expecting to see an angry expression, or at least a concerned one, but he was met with neither. Instead, the corners of her mouth lifted and she rolled down her window, shouting, “We’re driving! Look out world!”

	He laughed, taking in the full sight of her—wavy crimson hair whipping wildly in the wind, face glowing as she hollered and whooped out the window, the sweet sound of her laugh. He didn’t want to look away.

	He jumped as Naia’s face appeared in the rearview mirror. “I would yell at you for waking me up,” she said while stifling a yawn, “but you’re both too damn cute.”

	His cheeks grew hot as he averted his eyes back to the road. He wanted to gauge Emery’s reaction, but resisted the urge. It turned out he didn’t have to. She grabbed his hand and squeezed it tight. “Damn right we are.”

	He looked over at her in surprise.

	“If Torin gets to drive, then so do I,” Naia teased.

	“Don’t you worry.” Emery winked at him, then turned around to look at her. “You’re next!”
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	Emery slammed the car door shut, then trudged through the snow up the steps to her family’s cabin. The scent of pine and campfire filled her senses. She inhaled deeply, then glanced over her shoulder to look at Naia and Torin. “You have the journal, right?” she asked, directing the question at him.

	As if he’d known what she was going to ask, he waved the leather bound journal in the air. “Got it right here.”

	She smiled. “Good. Now let’s see what we can throw together.”

	Her friends exchanged confused looks, but followed her inside the cabin anyway. They passed through the unlit fireplace in the living room and up the stairs until they reached the ladder that led to the attic. It was dark and difficult to see, so Torin pulled out his holophone to use as a light source.

	“After you,” he said to Naia, standing back as she stepped in front of him. Emery could feel them watching her as she climbed the rungs, following suit a few minutes later. It didn’t take long for them to crawl across the dusty attic floor over to the faux bookshelf door. Emery hesitated once she reached it, turning around to look at Torin.

	“Just press the right-hand side where the crease is,” he instructed.

	She did as she was told, smiling as the door popped open. Once inside, they each exhaled a sigh of relief as they stood upright from their crouched positions.

	“That was more uncomfortable than I thought it would be,” Naia said as she shook her legs out. “My muscles were cramping before I’d even reached the top of the ladder.”

	“It’s a great workout,” Torin joked, but Emery could tell he was also discomforted.

	Naia surveyed the once-hidden laboratory surrounding them. “Well, it’s not quite up to 7S standards, but I suppose it will do.” She turned to look at Torin. “Journal?”

	He flipped open to the page containing his sketch and handed it to her. She grabbed it with one hand and, with the other, pulled the gas cylinder out from the waistband of her pants. “Ready to get to work?”

	He nodded. Emery noticed he seemed to be frowning at the limited amount of equipment he had to work with.

	“Well, I’ll leave you two to it,” Emery said as she started for the door. “I’m not much help in this department, but what I am good at is ordering food.” She flashed the two of them a wide grin. “I noticed that the holowires were active as we were driving here.”

	Torin checked his phone to confirm. “Good eye,” he said, sounding impressed. “That means there aren’t any outages here, at least not yet.”

	“I’ll rev up SmartMeal. Do I even need to ask—?”

	“Pizza,” they both said in unison.

	“Got it.” Emery ducked out of the door and crawled back across the attic. She placed her right foot on the top rung of the ladder, taking caution as she made her way down into the dimly lit hallway. She jogged down the stairs, her stomach grumbling the entire way, and kicked off her shoes at the bottom. Her eyes went straight to the bearskin rug. Without a moment’s hesitation, she walked over to it, digging her feet into the plush material. She plopped down onto the couch and let her head sink into the worn leather. Her eyes only closed for a few seconds until her stomach grumbled again. She tilted her head toward the kitchen. SmartMeal sat atop the counter, beckoning her to order something, and she would.

	Just not yet.

	Her focus shifted to the framed photos lined along the hearth. A grainy, almost underdeveloped, snapshot of her, her father, mother, and sister sitting around a campfire caught her eye. Her mother was holding Alexis in her arms, and young Emery looked like she could hardly sit upright on her own. Byron and Sandra were smiling so big, their lips looked like they were about to crack. Alexis’s big brown eyes were focused on her mother, and Emery had a feisty look on her face as she held her dad’s hand.

	I will never be with my whole family again.

	Tears pricked her eyes. She tore her gaze from the photo and looked up at the ceiling instead, trying to focus on anything but her memories. First Rhea, then Mason, now her mother. The thought of losing another person was almost too much to bear. She’d experienced so much loss in such a short amount of time that she almost longed for the days when times were simpler. The times in Dormance, even if they weren’t real. At least in Dormance, her mother, Rhea, and Mason had been alive. But my father was nonexistent.

	She sighed as she sat up and buried her face in her hands. Having it all is such a crock of . . .

	A noise made her ears perk up. She absentmindedly grabbed the wool throw from the couch and walked over to the source of the noise—the window adjacent to the kitchen. It was barely cracked. She maneuvered around the dining room table and pressed her face against it, her warm breath fogging up the glass. With a grunt, she pulled the window up further and stuck her head outside. There, in the middle of a white-tipped forest, was a fawn. It stopped moving, seeming to sense her presence, its beady black eyes staring straight into hers.

	She let out another breath, watching as the majestic creature continued grazing what was left of the frozen grass. Time got away from her, and she wasn’t sure how long she’d been staring at the fawn, but a different noise made her jump, causing her to bump her head on the underside of the window. “Ow,” she muttered as she ducked back out from underneath it and stood upright, rubbing the sore spot in a circular motion. She turned to look at the perpetrator.

	Naia raised both of her hands in the air in a surrendering motion. “Sorry,” she said as she drew closer. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

	Emery shrugged. “It’s okay.”

	“What were you looking at?” Naia said as she poked her head out the window.

	“Just a fawn.”

	“Must have been one captivating fawn,” Naia teased as she pulled her head back into the cabin and shut the window. “It’s freezing out there, not to mention, the pizza’s going to get cold . . .” Her eyes traveled to the kitchen, and she frowned in dismay.

	“Oh, right!” Emery hurried over to the kitchen and started up SmartMeal, quickly stating her order before Naia could make too much of a fuss. “So, how’s it going up there?” she asked, hoping to get Naia’s mind off of food, or lack thereof.

	“Not as well as we’d hoped.” Naia drummed her fingers on the countertop. “Granted, it’s only been an hour or so.”

	Emery clenched her jaw to keep it from dropping open. “I was staring out the window for an hour?”

	Naia shrugged. “Don’t ask me. I wasn’t down here.”

	She dropped her elbows onto the countertop and rubbed her forehead. “Some daze I must have been in.”

	Naia smiled. “It happens to the best of us.”

	She rolled her eyes as the pizza appeared underneath the machine. Just as she was about to yell Torin’s name, he came flying down the stairs with a bewildered expression.

	“You have to see this!” he shouted.

	Emery shot Naia a look, abandoning the pizza to join him in the living room. Her eyes landed on a strange, yet familiar object in Torin’s hands. 

	A gas capsule.

	She took it from him and examined it more closely, then handed it over to Naia. “That’s it, right?”

	Naia studied the golf-ball-sized object, nodding in confirmation. “It sure is.”

	Emery’s eyes grew wide. “But how—?”

	“That’s not all,” Torin interrupted. “I was able to transfer the gas from the cylinder to this capsule using a machine in the lab upstairs. I also found this.” He pulled out a smaller pocket-sized notebook. It was made of black leather and hardly looked worn. He flipped open to one of the earmarked pages and set it down on the coffee table. His index finger landed unforgivingly on one of the diagrams. “Look familiar?”

	Emery shoved Torin’s finger from view and leaned over to look at the drawing. She had to stifle a gasp. “It’s a launcher. The same one . . .”

	“ . . . the Federal Commonwealth used,” Naia finished. Her brows furrowed in confusion. “But what is it doing here, with your mom’s stuff?”

	Emery shook her head, unable to comprehend what was going on. “I . . . I don’t know,” she stammered. “This doesn’t make any sense.”

	“It’s almost as if . . .” Naia shot Torin a knowing look, but didn’t finish her thought.

	“Almost as if what?” Emery pressed, her gaze snapping back and forth between the two of them.

	“Your mother,” Torin started, then paused. “It’s almost as if she somehow knew all of this was going to happen. Like she’d planned for it somehow.”

	Emery swallowed the lump in her throat, eyes alight with fear. “It can’t be. She wouldn’t have wanted any of this to happen. She wouldn’t have allowed for it to happen.” She shook her head, trying to steady her voice. “It’s just a drawing, just a sketch. I doubt she was planning for anything.”

	Torin took a deep breath as he stood up. “I wouldn’t be so sure about that.” He grabbed the fire poker from the hearth and walked a few paces away from the bearskin rug.

	Emery watched him with confusion. “What are you—?”

	But before she could get the rest of her question out, Torin had shoved the sharp end of the fire poker underneath the floorboard and was pressing down on the other end to pull it up.

	“What are you doing?” Emery shouted. She attempted to lunge at him, but Naia held her back. “This is my family’s cabin! These are original hardwood floors!”

	But Torin wasn’t listening. The wood creaked and cracked as it popped out of place. With each displaced board, Emery screamed louder and louder.

	Finally, after removing eight of them, he threw the fire poker to the side and dropped to his knees. He pulled out his holophone to light up the space underneath the cabin. A voracious grin stretched across his face. “You need to see this.”

	Emery wrenched herself from Naia’s grip as she rushed over to the giant hole in the ground. Before looking down, she slugged Torin in the arm, nearly causing him to fall over.

	“Hey, watch it!” he grunted as he regained his balance. “Before you try to knock me over again, maybe you should take a look at what I just found.”

	Emery rolled her eyes, then averted her gaze to the space beneath her feet. She knelt next to him, peering into the dark hole, trying to get a closer look. When her eyes finally focused, she rocked back onto her ankles in shock. She turned to meet his gaze.

	“Holy shit.”
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	Just outside 7S Headquarters, Byron stood with Alexis and Riley, anxiously awaiting the arrival of his eldest daughter.

	“What did Emery say when you talked to her?” Alexis asked, her eyes focused on the road as she searched for the incoming car.

	“Just that they’d found what they needed and were heading back.” He knew his answer wouldn’t satisfy her, but truthfully, their call had disconnected pretty quickly since the holoconnections in Chicago hadn’t been fully restored.

	“So, we still have no idea what the plan is?” Riley asked.

	“Unfortunately, we’re still in the dark,” Byron responded with a shake of his head. “Hopefully we’ll know more soon.”

	“There they are!” Alexis interrupted, pointing at a black dot that was heading straight for them.

	They waited patiently as the car approached, stepping back as it made a swift left turn and parked against the curb. Emery hopped out of the driver’s seat and, without greeting them, went straight for the trunk. Torin pulled himself out of the backseat and went to stand by Alexis, while Naia closed the passenger side door and made her way next to Byron.

	“Well, hello to you, too,” Byron said with a sarcastic wave.

	Naia rolled her eyes. “You’re not going to believe what we found.”

	“That reminds me, where exactly did the three of you venture off to?”

	“Northern Arizona.” 

	She said it so simply, so blatantly, as if he should have known. Maybe he should have. “To the cabin?”

	She nodded, then pointed toward Emery. “She’s about to explain everything—or at least, what we’ve been able to piece together.”

	He watched as Emery lugged a piece of equipment from the trunk. It was about two feet tall and a foot in diameter. Steel rods lined the outside of a circular shape. Four additional, more flexible, rods intersected with the sphere. She opened her arms wide and gestured to the foreign object.

	“What is that?” he asked.

	“This,” Emery said, “is the answer to all our problems.”

	“Well, that,” Naia interjected, “and this.” She held up a small capsule that had an orange gas floating within it.

	It didn’t take long for him to connect the dots. He turned his attention back to the contraption. “Where did you get that? Did you make it?” He looked back and forth between Emery and Torin. Just from the looks on their faces, he had his answer. “You found it in Sandra’s lab. At the cabin.”

	Emery nodded solemnly. “Did you know?” She swallowed, a look of despair darting across her eyes. “Did mom know this was all going to happen? Was she planning for it?”

	He ran a hand through his graying hair. “It’s hard to say. I suppose I could have been wrong when I said she hadn’t considered the consequences of Alpha One falling into the wrong hands.” He bit the corner of his lip.

	“Whether she planned for it or not, we found the solution in the lab in the cabin.” Emery’s face pulled taut. “Her solution.”

	Riley cleared her throat and raised her hand in the air as if she were in a classroom. “For those of us who have no idea what you’re talking about, would you mind taking a few steps back and filling us in?” She winked as she nonchalantly gestured to herself and Alexis.

	Emery smiled. “Right. First things first. Before the tornado hit, Naia and Torin were able to convert the original liquid syringe of sanaré into gas form.

	“That was the cylinder Naia showed us before you all left for your road trip,” Riley affirmed.

	“Exactly. We drove to my family’s cabin to investigate my mother’s secret laboratory. That’s where we found another journal.” She motioned to Torin to hold up the small black notebook. “It was then we found the launcher,” she continued, pointing at the contraption at her feet, “and realized what needed to be done.”

	Riley took a moment to process everything, then sighed. “Still not fully following . . .”

	“Well,” Emery said, racking her brain to go back a little further, “when I was out of Dormance and on the rooftop of 7S Headquarters with Theo,” she shuddered as his name left her mouth, “he had the same contraption and launched the lethargum capsule into the air. We immediately reverted the effects by launching a sanaré capsule into the air.”

	“We need to do the same thing to reverse the grey,” Alexis whispered. 

	Emery nodded. “A one-time only get-out-of-jail-free card. We reverse the grey this one time and give the dormants the chance they’ve always deserved.” She looked around at each of them. “To live.”

	The group was quiet as the reality of what they were about to do sank in.

	“And how do you propose we do this?” Byron questioned. “It’s likely that the launcher will only distribute the sanaré particles throughout Illinois, maybe some cities in neighboring states.”

	“While the particles in this gas capsule are denser than the last,” Naia pointed out, “you are right about the launcher. It’s not powerful enough to reach the entire nation.”

	Byron looked at Emery. Her eyes said it all. “Well, I suppose it’s a good thing we know something that is.”
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	Emery followed her father as he led the group past the largely destroyed 7S Headquarters with a spring in his step. She knew that what they were about to do was crazy, that what she was about to ask was even crazier. Would it even work? Or were they messing with something completely out of their wheelhouse?

	Question after question plagued her mind as she followed her father: left turn, right turn, another left. A couple of blocks later, they arrived at the Sears Tower. Fortunately, the tornado hadn’t touched it, leaving it all in one piece. It was in pristine condition, which was more than could be said for 7S Headquarters.

	Riley and Alexis had offered to partner up and carry the launcher, Torin had the journal, and Naia had the gas capsule—all tangible things—but Emery seemed to have gotten stuck with something heavier somehow, even though it was intangible: an unspoken confidence that this crazy, far-fetched plan would work.

	Her thoughts scattered as her father tested the elevator and turned around to give them the good news. “Elevator’s in tact. The building’s back-up generator wasn’t affected by the storm.”

	A smile tugged at Emery’s lips. “At least one thing’s gone right today.” As much as she wanted to be carefree and lighthearted—they were so close to the end, after all—an incessant chirping in the back of her mind wouldn’t let her be. Your mother knew. She’s responsible. This is all her doing . . . and her undoing. She shook the voices from her head as she stepped into the elevator.

	Up, up, up it climbed.

	When they finally reached the top, Byron led them to a staircase that put them on the roof of the Sears Tower. Emery shivered as a cool gust of wind swept through her layers of clothing. She gazed up at the darkening sky. Angry clouds stared back at her, as if to question her intentions. What are you doing? Why are you here?

	“The launcher,” Emery instructed as she pointed at the area beneath her feet. When Torin didn’t answer, she turned in his direction. She stopped short just as she was about to repeat herself.

	Torin’s eyes were wide with fear.

	“What is it?” she demanded as she rushed over to him. “Why do you have that look on your face?”

	Without hesitation, he handed her his phone. A holomap of the entire nation appeared—an angry, dark red shadow outlined the east, west, and south coasts. 

	“Hurricane,” she whispered.

	He took the phone back from her. “I think you mean hurricanes. Plural. This is unlike anything in history.” He ran his fingers through his hair, his eyes darting across the map. “Category 5 hurricanes are hitting every coast of California, Texas, New York, the Carolinas, Florida . . .” His voice trailed off. 

	She looked around at the fear-stricken group. As an idea slowly came together, she somehow felt equally fearful and relieved at the same time. “How strong are Category 5 hurricane winds?” she asked.

	He threw his hands in the air in disbelief. “Greater than 197 miles per hour, but that’s besides the point. Who cares how strong they are? We need to take cover—we need to warn the nation!”

	Once more, she looked around at the group. It was time. For once, they had something good on their side, something useful. “I need everyone to listen to me closely.” She took a deep breath as all eyes landed on her. “Winds this strong are going to affect the entire nation, not just the states the hurricanes are originating from.” She took a steadying breath as her crazy-but-not-too-crazy-to-work idea rolled off her tongue. “We can use the winds to our advantage. If we have winds blowing in from all directions, then we can time the launch of the sanaré so that when the capsule bursts, the winds carry it across all states, all over the nation. All dormants with the grey will be cured, a one-time only deal.” She let out a shaky breath. “But we only have one chance to get it right. We screw this up and . . .”

	There was no need to finish her sentence.

	“But the hurricanes will destroy everything in their wake. They’ll take lives,” Riley countered. “Who’s to say anyone will survive such a massive storm?”

	Emery shrugged. “Who’s to say they won’t? We at least have to try. It could be the end, or it could be a beginning. A new beginning.”

	As those last words left her mouth, she sucked in a sharp breath as if someone had punched her in the stomach. A moment with her mother in Dormance flashed across her mind. “It represents new beginnings,” her mother had told her as she’d opened the box containing the alpha ring.

	Her hand flew to her mouth. She could feel her body start to shake as tears pricked her eyes. What her father had assumed and blamed Sandra for all these years had been false. Her mother had been prepared in the event that her technology, that Alpha One, could fall into the wrong hands. She’d known. She’d foreseen. And she’d given Emery all the knowledge and tools she needed to fix it and start anew.

	To make things right again.

	She didn’t even realize Torin was standing next to her until he laid his hand on her shoulder. “Are you okay?”

	She slowly lowered her hand from her mouth, trying to compose herself as best she could. With a voracious nod, she said, “Yes,” and then, not a beat later, “We need to alert the nation. Now.”

	Byron looked at Torin. “You’re holophone’s up and running?”

	He nodded in confirmation.

	“Let’s connect to the network, so that I can do a live announcement. Some areas in Illinois and Indiana are without power, so it won’t be broadcasted everywhere, but we need to try to reach as many states as possible.”

	“I’m working on a nationwide connection as we speak,” Torin said, his fingers flying over the holoscreen. He paused for a brief moment as he checked the weather data. “We only have about forty-five minutes until the eyes of the hurricanes are expected to hit the coasts.”

	Emery chewed on her lower lip as her mind swirled with information and what-ifs. Delegating tasks was the only way this would work. She directed her attention to Riley and Alexis. “You two will record the announcement. Naia will be in charge of ensuring it’s streaming nationwide. Torin, you’re going to help me set up the launcher and notify me of the exact minute to launch.”

	He regarded her with a puzzled expression. “The exact minute? That’ll be when the winds are—”

	“—in full effect, I know.” She kept her voice steady, even though she was trembling on the inside. “But it’s the only way to ensure the sanaré is distributed properly, to every single state.”

	He shook his head in disbelief. “Emery, we can’t be up here when the winds are in full effect. More likely than not,” he hesitated before finishing his morbid thought, “we’ll die.”

	The truth in what she was about to do reverberated throughout her entire being. She nodded her head, shoulders falling as she exhaled. Her eyes locked on his. 

	“At least it’ll be something worth dying for.”
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	Torin squeezed his eyes shut as he processed what she was saying. No, Emery, no. What in the world are you thinking?

	Just as he was about to open his mouth to say something—anything—to pull her from this suicidal mission, he stopped. He knew Emery well enough to know that the determined look on her face meant there was no way she’d change her mind. The thought was heart wrenching.

	He looked at his phone to check the holomap once more, then glanced over his shoulder as Byron positioned himself for his live broadcast. This was complete and utter chaos. He couldn’t hold it in any longer. “Stop!” he shouted. “Everyone just stop!”

	The group froze in position, mouths agape as they stared at him. Even Emery looked appalled at his outburst.

	“All of you inside,” he demanded through clenched teeth. “Now.”

	He noticed Byron shoot a glance at Emery and she nodded, as if giving them permission to leave. Naia jogged over to her and handed her the gas capsule. “I think you’ll be needing this.”

	“Thanks,” Emery said as her hand closed around it.

	Naia smiled, then gave a short wave as she headed inside with everyone else.

	“That includes you,” Torin said to her, his voice flat. He took Emery’s arm and began leading her to the door when, suddenly, she stopped dead in her tracks and yanked her arm from his grip. He turned to face her, his eyes blazing with anger, but his face quickly fell at what he saw. She wasn’t angry, frightened, or vengeful. No, she was something much more terrifying than that.

	She was placid.

	He took her shoulders as gently as he could and moved her so that she was positioned right in front of him. He could feel beads of sweat forming in a line across his forehead. “Emery, we only have thirty minutes until the hurricanes hit the coasts all over the nation. We need to be inside. We need to take cover.”

	She let out a quiet laugh as her head moved from side to side. “Don’t you see? This is the only way.” She placed her hands on top of his and squeezed, then gently removed them from her shoulders. “We’re going to be fine. We’re going to survive. I promise.”

	He stared into those deep grey eyes, waiting for some realization to hit her, to bring her back to reality. But there was nothing. She remained firm in her stance.

	This is her new reality.

	Knowing he couldn’t change her mind, he nodded and moved to the center of the roof. He knelt by the launcher and, even though his mind was spinning in opposing directions, started making adjustments. This is a suicide mission! Do I stay up here with her? I can’t leave. I have to follow through . . . except this isn’t my idea. But we started this together, so we should end it together. Right?

	After ten minutes of fiddling with the launcher, everything seemed to be in place. He could hear the live broadcast coming to an end from his holophone, which he’d propped up against a nearby pipe.

	“ . . . and follow the emergency evacuation protocol to your city’s bunkers. I repeat, as soon as the storms pass, return to open air to absorb the full effects of the sanaré.” The Commander’s voice echoed in the open space. “The Seventh Sanctum thanks you for your cooperation in this matter and I assure you, we’ll do everything in our power to rebuild and recommence once these storms pass.”

	Torin grabbed his phone, typing in the necessary algorithm to ensure the broadcast would play on a loop on every known holostation. He lifted his gaze as black combat boots approached him. Emery had her hands on her hips, crimson hair blowing in the breeze. The winds were getting stronger by the minute. His mind urged him to get inside, get inside, get inside, but his heart was telling him to stay, stay, stay.

	She held out the gas capsule. “Ready?”

	Every aspect of that moment reminded him of when she’d held out the omega key. His hand closed over hers. He gave her an aching smile before saying, “Together.”

	 

	
 

	58

	 

	 

	Emery braced herself as the winds picked up speed. She glanced at Torin, who was kneeling right next to the launcher, gas capsule in hand. She wanted to tell him to go inside with the others, to not risk it, to choose safety over her insane idea. But even though she was aware of the risks and the potential consequences, she couldn’t shake the certainty that everything was going to be okay. She firmly believed that they were going to make it through this, alive and in one piece.

	“New beginnings,” she murmured, finding comfort in the sentiment. She stumbled slightly as another gust of wind swept through downtown Chicago. Being on the roof of one of the tallest buildings during a hurricane certainly wasn’t the smartest idea, but they had to make do with what they had.

	Her thoughts scattered as Torin let out a loud groan. “The winds are moving faster than originally forecasted.” He began to ready the launcher, moving bits and pieces around and pulling on small metal rods. His panicked movements actually lessened her nerves, and she almost felt like laughing. Clearly, this wasn’t the time to be lighthearted—unless she wanted Torin at her throat—but for some reason, she felt an overwhelming clarity. This was all happening for a reason. They were in the right place, at the right time, doing the right thing. For once, the driving force was finally on their side, working for them, instead of against them.

	And then she heard it. A loud whooshing, high pitched whistling, metal singing as if it had a voice. Instead of crouching for cover, she straightened, growing taller, eyes focused on the currents headed her way.

	“Get down and grab onto one of the pipes!” Torin shouted as he finished bolting the launcher to the roof.

	As the winds drew nearer, her confidence wavered. She stepped backward and crouched, keeping her eyes focused straight ahead. She stuck her hand out behind her, searching for the pipe until her fingers finally grazed a metal surface. Without a moment’s hesitation, she clutched onto it.

	“It’s coming!” Torin shouted as he ran over to her.

	His hair was almost standing upright, and she could feel her jacket and hair start to ruffle in the unforgiving breeze. She gripped the pipe a little harder as she pulled Torin down to join her. 

	He looked at his holophone one last time before shoving it into his pocket with his free hand. “Hang on tight because our lives depend on it.”

	She gave him a determined look and nodded as the wind started to relentlessly pull her body away from the pipe. Tugging, tugging, tugging. The joints in her fingers began to ache and, if she could see her knuckles, she was certain they’d be white. The current was fiercely resilient, refusing to let go.

	It’s going to take us with it. We’re not going to make it.

	Her eyes were forced shut as the winds picked up, whooshing faster and faster around her until everything was a blur. She couldn’t think straight, couldn’t see, couldn’t hear—she felt frozen. Stuck.

	Beside her, she thought she could hear Torin screaming, but it easily could have been the wind howling as it ripped through the top of the building. She wanted to open her eyes to make sure he was okay, that he was still with her, but her eyes were sealed shut. Even so, tears spilled from the corners. Whether they were from fear or a physical reaction from the winds, she didn’t know. She didn’t care. She just wanted this to be over.

	Relentless howling, screeching of metal on metal, and sounds she never wished to hear again surrounded her. She opened her mouth to scream, but her mouth was sealed shut, just like her eyes. If she could open it, she was almost positive she’d drown in a swarm of oxygen, that her lungs would fill to the brim and explode, and her body would be swept into the merciless winds of the hurricane.

	Her feet, legs, and torso were numb. The cold worked its way up her body, pressuring her to let go. Her hands were freezing, and she couldn’t quite put together how she was still holding onto this damn pipe. Her hair felt as though it were being ripped from her skull, and a thousand razorblades scratched at her face.

	Do. Not. Let. Go.

	Just as her fingers felt as though they’d had enough, the winds began to lessen. Her body started to recoil little by little after having been stretched and pulled by what had felt like her limit. Her legs slowly regained feeling, and she found shortly after that she could open her eyes. Dried tears made her eyelashes stick together, but she didn’t care. Her chapped lips lifted into a smile as Torin’s eyes met hers. He was still here, right next to her.

	They were okay.

	An eerie silence surrounded them. Her heart had just started to slow when it picked up pace again. Relief and panic coursed through her, simultaneously. She released the pipe, one hand at a time, stretching out her fingers and balling them into fists to check her motor skills. She sat upright from lying horizontally underneath the pipe, and, although her legs were unsteady, she pulled herself to her feet, walking over to where the launcher had been bolted into the roof. Thankfully, it was still there.

	She was about halfway there when Torin stopped her. “You won’t believe this,” he said as he laid a hand on her shoulder. 

	She followed his gaze, eyes lifting upward toward the sky. “Oh . . . my . . .” 

	A circular area of calm, bright blue sky stared back at them. She looked from side to side, realizing that they were still surrounded by intense air currents, but it was as if they were in a tunnel, a vacuum.

	“We’re in the eye of the hurricane,” Torin whispered in awe.

	Miraculous was the only word that came to mind. She gazed at the window of blue sky, half expecting a flock of birds to fly across the open space.  It was as if they were peering into Mother Nature’s soul, and She into theirs. Emery could sense that an understanding had been reached, and that she and Torin had been spared to fulfill it.

	She stared at the patch of blue sky for a few more moments before snapping back to reality. “The sanaré,” she instructed as she reached for the launcher.

	Torin broke out of his daze and unzipped one of the inner pockets of his coat. He handed her the orange gas capsule. “It’s time,” he said with a firm nod.

	She placed the capsule into the tiny claws of the launcher. The red button on the device stared back at her with a certain darkness, taunting her. A tremor of uncertainty met her fingertips as she placed her hand over it, then looked at Torin.

	“What are you waiting for?” he asked.

	Her mouth curled into a small smile as she extended her free hand to his. “Together. Remember?”

	He laid his hand on top of hers. “Ready?”

	She nodded. “On three.”

	Torin took a deep breath. “One.”

	“Two,” Emery whispered.

	“Three.”

	
 

	Epilogue

	 

	 

	Emery stared out her apartment window at the bustling city below her. She squinted as the clouds parted to reveal the sun, causing a sharp reflection off the newly renovated 7S Headquarters. With the amount of work that had been completed, it was hard to believe that only six months had passed since the nationwide storms had hit. 

	Torin, being the genius that he was, had brainstormed a spectactular idea for the microchips that were still implanted in the dormants’ bodies. His idea was so clever that the Seventh Sanctum would have been crazy to not jump on it immediately. His proposal included a simple extraction process and some reprogramming that would allow the microchips to be attached to large scale machinery and drones to help rebuild the cities at a faster pace. In addition, people from all over the country had been so grateful for this one-time-grey-cure that they’d immediately gotten to work helping in any way that they could. 

	Seeing what she saw now, no one could even begin to guess the type of destruction they’d endured—buildings, homes, and retail centers ripped and torn apart, unstable holoconnections leaving little to no communication, whole towns wiped away, seemingly nonexistent to begin with. But even so, the people of their nation had come together to rebuild, to restart, with grateful hearts and open eyes.

	A knock on the door startled her and she jumped, almost hitting her head on the window frame. She checked her holowatch as she made her way across the oak wood floors. When she opened the door, she smiled.

	“Sorry it took us longer than expected,” Riley said, looking frazzled, as she leaned in for a hug.

	“Don’t even worry about it,” she replied with a laugh as she hugged her best friend, then her sister.

	“Have you talked to dad yet?” Alexis asked.

	Emery checked her holophone. “He just sent me a message. He’s already there.”

	Alexis took off down the hall toward the nearest T-Ports. “Come on, I’m starving!”

	Riley and Emery both laughed as they jogged down the hall and stepped onto the T-Ports next to Alexis’s. Seconds later, they arrived just a block away from the Mediterranean café Emery and her father frequented. It was one of the only original buildings that had survived the storms, and thank goodness for that because it’d quickly become a place of comfort and safety for her.

	She touched the side of her temple to remove the hologlasses she was wearing as she walked into the restaurant. She spotted her father a few tables down.

	He stood up as she approached and wrapped her in a big hug. “I’m so happy you all could make it,” he said, moving on to greet Alexis, then Riley. “I’ve ordered some hummus and gyro wraps for the whole table, so dig in.”

	“Sounds great,” Emery said as she took her seat and started filling her plate.

	“Yeah, apparently Alexis is starving,” Riley teased.

	“Only because I thought we were eating earlier than one o’clock in the afternoon!” Alexis retorted. “Can you blame me?”

	Emery laughed as she shoveled some pita bread and hummus into her mouth. “Well stop talking and start eating!” Her gaze landed on her father, who was laughing along with her, but her face fell as her eyes flitted to the empty chair next to him. 

	Byron, along with everyone else, seemed to notice the shift in her energy. He reached over and gently placed his hand on her forearm. “Are you okay?”

	Emery considered telling him the truth. She considered telling him how much she missed her mother, and how she wished she were here. But instead, she just nodded and piled some more hummus onto her plate. “I’m great,” she said with a nod. When her father raised an eyebrow, she shot him a knowing look. “Truly,” she said again, “I’m great.”

	As she looked around the table at her family and friends, a comforting realization floated across her mind. Loss and death, as excruciating as they can be, are never the end, only a new beginning. Her mother was still there with them, even if her physical presence wasn’t. And although the sanaré had given everyone a second chance, the way of the world was just like her mother had said. Everyone must die at some point because it really is unnatural to live forever. That reassuring thought stayed with her all the way through lunch. 

	Afterward, they’d all parted and gone their separate ways. Everyone seemed to be in a rush to get to wherever they were going, but not Emery. Instead of heading toward the T-Port, she decided to take a stroll through downtown Chicago. She wanted to feel the wind in her hair, the sun beaming down on her face, the birds chirping in her ears.

	She’d walked a couple of blocks only to find herself standing in front of 7S Headquarters. She plopped down on a nearby bench and surveyed the shiny new building. There were a few drones still dropping material off on the rooftop. Just as she was about to pull her phone out, it pinged. She grinned as a holomessage from Torin appeared. Come upstairs! I have something to show you.

	She shook her head at his location-hacking skills, laughing as she made her way inside. Now that they were both employed full-time, working for the Seventh Sanctum, it was even easier for him to locate her whereabouts. She scanned her fingerprints as she entered the elevator and was transported to the core of the building. The lower level T-Port transported her up to the fourteenth floor, where Torin’s new office resided. Seeing as the door was wide open, she walked right in. “This better be good because I was only halfway into my afternoon stroll.”

	Torin swiveled around in his desk chair, flashing her a toothy grin as he stood up. “That was fast.”

	“Don’t act like you didn’t know where I was. I know you pulled up my coordinates,” she teased.

	He shrugged, then smiled. “Guilty.” He opened the top desk drawer and pulled something out, but kept his hand underneath the desk, just out of sight.

	She leaned over the back of one of the leather chairs, eyeing him suspiciously. “Whatcha got there?”

	“Don’t be mad, okay?”

	She bristled as she brought herself upright. “And why would I be mad?”

	With a tilt of his head, he said, “Come look.”

	She made her way around the chair over to the desk. Her breath caught as she looked at what lay in the drawer.

	“Where did you find all of these?” she said as she rifled through them. “I thought they were gone!”

	He smirked. “I have my ways.” 

	Her eyes shifted to his hand as it emerged from underneath the metal surface. He held up something small, but discernible. “There’s still one thing left we need to do, but I wanted to wait for you. Are you ready?”

	She grabbed the contents of the drawer and held them close to her chest. “Seriously? You didn’t even have to ask!”

	With her mother’s journals clutched tightly to her chest, she followed Torin up the steps that led to the roof of 7S Headquarters. She took a deep breath as she stepped onto the roof, the sunlight streaming down on her from the afternoon sky. It wasn’t easy keeping the dark memories at bay, but she knew that this was their chance to replace all of their bad memories with better ones.

	She kept pace behind Torin as he led her to the center of the roof. A huge smile spread across her face as her eyes landed on a circular pit . . . made out of carbon steel.

	She squealed, then punched him playfully in the shoulder. “You made me a larger disintegration machine? You shouldn’t have!”

	A shade of pink deepened in his cheeks as he shrugged. “My gift to you.”

	She looked back and forth between him and the machine. Her voice came out barely above a whisper. “Thank you.”

	He nodded, then, before things could get too emotional, said, “Well, what are you waiting for? Drop those bad boys in!”

	She pulled the journals from her chest, running her fingers over the worn leather one last time. “Goodbye, mom,” she whispered as she placed them into the bottom of the pit, “and thank you. For everything.”

	Torin tossed her the remote, then raised his arms, swaying them in the air. “To Sandra, and to our fellow citizens: may no one have to go through the hell we went through—ever again.”

	Emery held the remote in her hand, watching as the sensor turned from red to green as she placed her index finger on it. Just like the disintegration machine before, Torin had personalized it so that her fingerprint was needed to activate it. Without even the slightest hesitation, she pressed the button and shouted, “Never again!”

	Her eyes widened as small lasers darted across the bottom of the pit, destroying everything in their wake. Piece by piece, inch by inch, the journals disintegrated before her very eyes, and with it, she felt as though an invisible weight were being lifted. Like she could finally let go. Like she could finally move on.

	Torin placed his arm around her shoulder and pulled her close. He planted a soft kiss on the side of her temple. “It’s finally over. For real this time.”

	She gazed up at him with a soft expression. And then, without thinking, she placed her hand on the side of his cheek and pulled him in slightly until his lips were pressed against hers. She wavered momentarily, and he let out a small chuckle as he helped her regain her balance, holding her firmly in place. The kiss only lasted for a moment, but it was imperfect and flawed, just like they were. And there, on the rooftop, Emery found herself nestling into a new beginning as she watched the smoke rise, taking with it the countless heartaches of her past.
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