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Prologue

EMERY

On paper, we never made sense.

He’s always wanted a family; I never even planned to get married. He surfs and hikes, bikes and runs; I hate sand and sun, and run only if death is the alternative or procuring coffee requires it. He’s an extrovert and charms everyone he meets; I like dogs more than people. He’s always down to dance with every grandma, drunk bridesmaid, and adorable flower girl at a wedding; you could not forcibly peel me from the wall during the “Cha Cha Slide.” He works to live; I live to work.

But when I surprised everyone and took a long weekend to attend my cousin’s wedding in Las Vegas, all it took was hearing his laugh from across the banquet hall for everything I thought I knew about myself to change.

Our eyes met, and his smile faltered for just a breath before he turned to the heavily tattooed man he was talking to, said something, and then made his way across the room to me, his eyes locked on mine. When he was only a foot away, I registered how tall he was, how broad, how attractive.

Shit.

I wanted to find some visible flaw. I couldn’t.

Beneath my sternum, an anxious lever flickered desperately, begging the universe to let me not fuck it up. I’d never been good at meet-cutes; my best friend had long since stopped bothering to set me up on blind dates. The first time, I apparently turned the guy off by talking about botflies while he tried to eat his orzo. I pissed the next one off by correcting his use of “less” when he meant “fewer.” Then there was the guy who talked the entire meal about the mountain of supplements I should be taking—and could I use his referral code at checkout?—before asking about my gym routine. Joke’s on him: I don’t even know where the nearest gym is. The final nail in the blind-date coffin was the one that ended before we’d even ordered entrees. It started out fine, but then he mentioned his favorite book was American Psycho. I knew my time would be better spent back in the lab. For, like, forever.

So that’s what I did, and gave up on dating entirely. My job was the best partner I could ask for anyway.

But then I came to Vegas, heard a perfect laugh, and suddenly he was in front of me. My mind went blank. Standing this close to him—he was wearing a black suit, no tie, his white shirt unbuttoned at the neck and exposing a peek of smooth, tanned collarbone—I felt as though the universe somehow answered my wish. I was no longer the lab-rat book nerd I’d always known myself to be. I was the woman in the blue strapless sequined dress who’d actually put on makeup for the first time in weeks, who’d agreed to let someone else braid her usually ponytailed hair into a woven crown on top of her head, who’d had two glasses of wine and wanted nothing more than to give the rest of the night to this man standing only inches away.

I would think back to this moment later when we stood side by side on Torrey Pines Beach, fingers intertwined, and the waves broke over our shins, cleaning away our trailing footprints like we’d never stepped anywhere but right where we were planted. That first night, he made me feel like I’d been spawned into the world, at this wedding, solely for him to walk across the room to me.

“I’m Luca,” he said, voice deep and calm.

“Emery.”

He took my hand, his smile turning from polite and a little unsure to flirtatious and elated. “Hi, Emery,” he whispered.

My heart did a painful lurch. Hot and endearing. My absolute kryptonite. “Hi, Luca.”

Luca huffed out a nervous chuckle as he released my hand. Reaching up, he ran his fingers through his thick dark blond hair, and I tracked the movement, mesmerized. “I saw you looking over and, I don’t know. Wanted to come meet you.”

“Oh, I just looked over because I heard your laugh,” I said lamely.

“Yeah?”

“It cut through the room like a firecracker in a library.” I immediately wanted to suck the words back into my mouth, but Luca beamed like it was the greatest compliment he’d ever received.

“A firecracker in a library, huh?”

I nodded. “I mean, it’s a pretty great laugh.”

He tilted his head at me, smiling, and I could tell that he’d heard some approximation of this before, probably a million times. His was the kind of laugh that made everyone feel good.

“You have beautiful eyes,” he said, looking at each of them in turn, his gaze lingering on the bright spot of copper in my right one.

I swallowed. “Thank you.”

The song changed, from upbeat to slow, and he stood looking at me like he had nothing else in the world to do, and just when I was about to burst from the tension, from rummaging through the attic of my rom-com cortex, looking for one usable line, Luca calmly held out his hand to me. “Do you want to dance?”

And just like that, I became someone who danced.
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To be fair, it was more of a sway.

But I don’t know how I would have moved more with how tightly he held me, how close we were. He led capably, occasionally pivoting us in smooth arcs before slowing, gently moving from side to side.

Does he dance like this with everyone? I wondered, and then cracked the whip on those thoughts. Five minutes into this interaction and I was already staking a claim.

But who wouldn’t? He’d dragged more attention with him across the room than an F1 car does around a track. Males, females, young, old, queer, straight—everyone was watching him. He was gorgeous, of course—the thick flaxen hair, tanned skin, dark brows, playful blue eyes—but it was more than that. Luca had an easiness in his body, a looseness in his limbs and a smile that carried the vibe of a hot, benevolent prince who had no idea of the power he held.

“What do you do for a living, Emery?”

His question caught me off guard, though it shouldn’t have, being an obvious conversation starter. Except for me, it was the conversation starter that always made my stomach suffer a small twist.

Tell the truth, I thought, and immediately discarded it. I couldn’t and wouldn’t.

“I work in the design and implementation of medical-grade lasers used in surgical equipment.”

He stilled, pausing our rhythm and looking down at me. “Seriously?”

I nodded, surprised again. It was such a practiced, boring answer, I was rarely asked to confirm. On the off chance I was, this is where I’d veer straight into the technical weeds, using terms like photothermolysis and optimal ablation until the listener lost interest. But here with Luca, for some strange reason, I felt unwilling to expand the lie. It usually rolled right out of me, but tonight, I was sick of it. It felt like a straitjacket.

“What kind of schooling do you have to do to make lasers?” There was a pleasing rhythm to his speech I couldn’t place, a rounded accent like an extra vowel at the end of some of his words.

Laughing at his astonishment, I said, “I went to medical school, but I don’t actually practice medicine.”

Mostly.

“A doctor? You’re Dr. Emery?”

I laughed again, nodding. “I am. Dr. Emery Finch.”

He began moving us again, a slow dance that allowed us to keep looking at each other. “Is it terrible if I tell you I haven’t seen a doctor in, like, five years?”

“Yes, but I won’t tell.” I lowered my voice, confiding with a smile, “I don’t actually know many physicians.”

“I treat everything with ibuprofen and water.”

“You look pretty healthy to me,” I said with a grin. Understatement of the century. “As long as you wear sunblock and eat your veggies, this doctor says you’re probably fine.”

“Smart and hot,” he said, shaking his head and smiling down at me. “I’m intimidated.”

This made me laugh again. “Oh, please.”

“Seriously, now I can brag that I know someone who makes lasers.”

“You say that like it was on your bucket list.”

“Emery Finch, I think you underestimate how much men think about lasers.”

I stared up at him, absolutely charmed. “What do you do for a living?”

It was his turn to grin. “I’m a landscaper.”

My surprise flared and then vanished. Other than the suit and the artificial Vegas setting around us, everything about Luca screamed I work outdoors in the sunshine. “I love that.”

“You do? Why?”

Tilting my head, I studied him. “Because it fits you.”

“Is that a nice way of saying I look like someone who doesn’t read at work?”

I laughed. “I’m saying you look like someone who likes to be outside, in the sun, moving his body.”

These words sent a hot flush of mortification down my spine, but he didn’t seem to hear the overt horniness in my voice.

“I do; I love being outside.”

“That’s nice.”

He correctly interpreted my tone. “And you, not so much?”

“I like to think of myself as indoorsy.”

Luca laughed and it was that infectious sound again. “What sorts of indoorsy things do you like to do?”

Before I could think better of it, I lifted one eyebrow and his laugh ripped from him again, filling the room and catching the attention of people around us, who smiled. “Okay,” he said, “I walked right into that one.”

“To be honest, I’m a bit of a workaholic,” I admitted.

“Okay, but in all fairness, I bet lasers are fascinating.”

I shrugged. “To me, I guess.”

“What made you get into that line of work?”

I wasn’t sure anyone had ever asked me this before, and it meant I didn’t have time to think of a breezier answer. “My parents died in a car accident, and what I do now is a circuitous way of inventing things that could have saved them.”

My own surprise at my answer was replaced by a vague sensation of relief. Like when you’re carrying something heavy and are finally able to set it down, if only for a minute. There, I thought. That’s a hundred percent true.

“Oh shit,” he said, pausing our movements again. “Actually? Damn. I’m so sorry.”

“Thanks. Yeah.”

“How old were you?”

“Fourteen.”

“Jesus.”

I nodded, and smiled up at him, hoping he read the expression as I’m okay now, I promise rather than I smile when I talk about my parents’ death.

The song changed to a faster number. Guests flooded the dance floor, screaming in excitement, and we eagerly ducked out of their way. Luca took my hand, leading me to an empty table littered with wineglasses stained with lipstick, cake plates with only scattered crumbs remaining, muslin bags of tooth-breaking Jordan almonds that guests had left behind. He turned a couple of chairs to face the dance floor and we sat down, for a minute just watching the crowd jump around to the song while scream-singing the lyrics.

“Pardon me for assuming you wouldn’t want to do the Macarena,” he said.

“Thank you, you absolute legend.” I toyed with a bag of candy. “This may be a controversial take, but Jordan almonds seem like something invented by dentists to increase business.”

Luca laughed, taking the bag from me and looking at them. “In Italy, we give them in groups of five to symbolize the wishes for the newlyweds: health, wealth, happiness, fertility, longevity.” He opened the bag, popped one into his mouth, crunched, and winced.

I laughed, and then his words registered. That was the accent. “You’re from Italy?”

“I lived there until I was nine, when we moved to the States.” And that explained the subtlety of it.

“Can I ask you something?”

He nodded, mock solemn, but his labored crunching of the almond made it impossible to take him seriously. “Anything.”

Lowering my voice to a whisper, I asked, “Are the Volturi real?”

That perfect laugh, it sent awareness tap-dancing across my skin. “We don’t speak of them, Emery,” he whispered. “We pretend we don’t know they exist. It’s safer that way.”

“That’s what I thought.” Smiling, I looked back out to the crowd. “Who do you know at this wedding?”

He lifted his chin to the groom. “Arlo and I were friends in high school. What about you?”

I mimicked his motion, to the bride. “Justina is my cousin.”

We watched as the newlyweds were lifted in their chairs on the dance floor. In a move that was objectively unwise to a sober witness, the drunk groomsmen struggled to raise the occupied chairs overhead.

“Well, that seems safe,” I said.

“Ten dollars Arlo ends up face down on the floor.”

I laughed, shaking my head. “I’m not taking that bet.”

Luca turned to look at me, blue eyes twinkling, smile just barely curling his lips. “Dr. Emery Finch, do you want to get out of here?”
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Want doesn’t even begin to cover it.

He took my hand and led me out of the banquet hall as easily as he’d led me onto the dance floor earlier. We’d find out later that Luca would have won the bet and Arlo ended up with quite the shiner, but neither of us would even think about the wedding until the next day, long after the sun came up, slanting warm and golden across the foot of Luca’s hotel bed, where the bedding had wound up in a smooth, white pile.

Our first kiss had been as easy as our first word, our first dance, our first time ducking out of a party early. It was inside the elevator, a wordless moment where our eyes met. Luca stepped closer, gently crowding me against the mirrored wall as he bent and brushed his lips over mine. He pulled away, studying my reaction, and I sent a hand around the back of his neck, pulling him down, stretching on my toes to deepen the kiss. His tongue was teasing, lips strong and full, kisses so intoxicating I felt like I’d had much more to drink than I actually had.

Luca was the first man I’d slept with on the first night, and only the third man I’d ever been with, but he made me feel like a sex goddess. There was a mirror across from the bed, and he was obsessed with how we looked together.

Do you see that?

The way you take me?

Sei perfetta. So perfect.

Show me how to make you come.

His hands were fevered and greedy, cupping my curves, squeezing, pulling me to him, stroking me to madness. Beneath me, above me, behind me, he absolutely possessed me. For the entire night, the only thought I had was More of this, more of him.

After the first time, we lay in bed facing each other, talking for hours through the night about everything, from the hardships in our childhoods—Luca had been left alone much of the time to care for his younger sisters while his parents traveled or socialized; I’d lived a perfectly happy life as an only child until the devastating loss of my parents—to our favorite sports, books, bands, movies. Gradually we made our way back to each other, kissing, touching, teasing, until one of us was begging for more. Over and over again, this lasted all night long.

During breakfast the next morning, with room service trays stacked precariously on the table, Luca sleepily gazed at me with adoration.

“Luca?” I asked through a bite of pancake. It felt like there was a panicked bird trapped in my chest. Something fluttering, anxious, desperate to get out.

He hummed in response, completely calm.

“Am I crazy?”

“No.”

“What’s happening here?”

He lifted his coffee to his lips, blowing across the hot surface. “I think you know.”

I think I did.

[image: ]

Strange, maybe, that though we met in Vegas, our whirlwind wedding didn’t take place there. It was a couple of months later in our shared hometown of San Diego, on a cliff overlooking the Pacific Ocean, with his parents and sisters, my grandmother, cousin, and aunt, and a scattering of our friends who could make the last-minute trip to California in attendance.

I struggled with the decision. Not the decision to marry Luca—I’d known from that very first night that I would do anything to keep him. No, I struggled with knowing that I could never be totally honest with him.

For his safety, and for mine.

But I’d make it work. I assured myself that I’d always been able to accomplish anything I put my mind to. I could love him enough to make up for the secrets.

We wrote our own vows, promising to encourage each other’s passions, growth, and independence, though we did keep some things standard.

For better, for worse.

For richer, for poorer.

In sickness and in health.

To love and to cherish,

’Til death do us part.

I would rewrite that last part now if I could.

’Til death do us part …

And luckily death is no match for me.
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EMERY

THREE YEARS LATER

I can’t find my keys.” I limp down the hall in one shoe, and with my favorite navy pin-striped dress only halfway zipped. “Or my blazer.” I peek in the bathroom for my lost items. Nope. “Or my other shoe.”

Wordlessly, Luca hands me a steaming mug. Despite the missing keys, blazer, and shoe, my husband knows the priorities well in this moment: I am barely functional before nine in the morning and multiple cups of coffee.

Which is unfortunate, frankly, given that the biggest presentation of my life is happening at six o’clock on this hellfire day, a time that works for the executive team and investors in San Diego, Chicago, New York, London, and Basel, but definitely not for my stubborn circadian rhythm.

“Keys are near the microwave,” Luca says, trailing behind and zipping me up. As a scientist, I believe in probability, not luck, and this dress has yet to let me down: I have never had a bad day while wearing it.

My husband’s eyes are also glued to my boobs, still more evidence of the dress’s power.

“The blazer is in the dry-cleaning bag hanging on the dining room chair,” he says. “And did you check under your side of the bed for the shoe?”

Luca has a seemingly endless well of patience, and I peck his stubbled cheek in thanks before jogging into each room to collect my things. The clock on the microwave reads 5:00 a.m., which feels like a time suitable only for owls and infants and people with a sunrise kink like Luca to be awake.

For as long as I’ve known him, Luca has always been a morning person, up for a run before sunrise, well into his workday by the time I’m barely climbing out of bed. Because my brain doesn’t fully turn on until after lunch, my best work is always done after midnight, fueled by coffee and adrenaline and whatever scraps of junk food I can find in the break room at the office. In fact, I was up until only a couple of hours ago putting the finishing touches on my presentation when Luca shuffled sleepily in and made me get at least an hour or two of rest before my big day.

It’s been three years, but Luca and I still don’t make much sense to people. I’m not unattractive, but Luca is absolutely gorgeous. Like, golden skin and muscles and toothpaste-commercial-smile kind of gorgeous. You may think I’m biased, but I once watched a grown man ride his bike into a tree because my husband was working in the front yard shirtless.

Our sleep schedules are still totally different, our jobs are worlds apart, and our temperaments opposite—I can be intense and driven, occasionally lost in a silent brainstorm related to work even when surrounded by people, while Luca is social and playful and always smiling—but I love that about us. I like that Luca is everything that I’m not.

And, also, because without my happy, easygoing, early-riser husband I would have overslept and arrived half dressed, shoeless, and via Uber to the most important day of my career.

Luca stands, holding the front door open for me, wearing his running shorts and socks, a fitted T-shirt and baseball cap, looking tanned and relaxed, ready to leave for his run after he sees me off.

Catching me around the waist, he bends, pressing his lips just beneath my ear. “You’re not leaving until I get a proper kiss.”

I tilt my face up, happy to indulge, and for just a breath, work slips away and it’s only the quiet pull of Luca filling my mind and body. He tilts his head, deepening the kiss, bringing one big hand up my neck, cupping my jaw.

As it always does, our chemistry takes over, flushing heat down my limbs, electricity pulsing between my legs. Until the quiet voice in the back of my head presses forward, becoming loud and shrill: You don’t have time for this.

But I want to. I want to have more time for Luca.

Pulling away, I press my face to his neck, soaking his sweetness and hotness up with one deep breath, making the same silent promise I make nearly every morning—Starting next week, I will be more present; I will be home before he’s asleep; I will not take his steadiness or sunshine for granted; I will be a better partner—before stretching to peck him just one more time.

“Good luck, Em,” he says, smiling against my lips.

“Thank you. I’m so nervous I want to barf.”

“You’re going to be great.” He steps back, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear and letting his gaze roam over my face. I’m wearing makeup today, something I don’t always do for work, but I knew this presentation—with some of the biggest of bigwigs—called for a bit of physical polishing. Luca has always maintained he likes my freckles, but I can see in his eyes that he notices the way a touch of blush brings them out, how my lipstick accentuates my mouth, that I could cut a man with the point of my winged eyeliner. “And you look beautiful.”

“So do you.”

He grins. “See you tonight. I assume you’ll go straight to the restaurant?”

I frown, momentarily thrown. “Restaurant?”

Luca’s smile falters, barely long enough for me to catch it, but I do. He rescues it with a laugh. “Yeah. For—”

My stomach sinks as my brain hooks on the date. “Oh, right, yes, yes,” I say, attempting to cover. “I was thinking I would come home before—”

“You forgot.” His blue eyes glimmer with teasing, but it’s tight. There’s a shadow there.

“I did not!” I try to keep my voice light. It’s not a complete lie. I did remember the date was coming up and had every intention of planning something spectacular, but then Tom discovered a batch of incorrectly time-stamped samples, there were a series of random mix-ups and lost vials in the lab, and our already dwindling timeline was robbed of a whole week. Just one of a dozen small-scale catastrophes recently, but any one of them could have tanked the whole project if not caught. Put them together and my best intentions just … slipped my mind. “I want to come home and change before dinner.”

“Sounds good.” Luca leans in, pressing one last kiss to my forehead. “Happy anniversary, Emery. Hope it goes perfectly today. You’ve got this. See you here at seven.”

“Seven,” I repeat, heart positively hammering behind my sternum. I step outside, laptop bag in hand, legs rubbery with nerves. I wave one last time before climbing into my car and driving off, to the meeting that will change not only my life but the entire world.
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EMERY

In the car, I wonder whether it’s possible to drown in my own self-loathing. I forgot my own fucking anniversary. Who does that?

Yes, today is an epic day for my career, and yes, deadlines and unforeseen disasters have left me more distracted than usual, but it’s right there in the calendar! The one on the wall that Luca updates meticulously with family members’ birthdays and doctors’ appointments and Sunny Sundays at the beach. Who still uses a paper calendar, you ask? My adorable husband does, insisting he likes the tactile experience and visual accessibility. All true, but he also hangs it next to the coffee maker, knowing it’s the one place I’m most likely to see it.

Unfortunately, I’m usually half asleep while I wait for my coffee to brew. And even if I wasn’t, that paper calendar on the wall isn’t the one I remember to check. That calendar, the one that holds every critical deadline and meeting and to-do item in my work life, lives on the phone I’m contractually obligated to keep out of sight.

The calendar and the phone and the small safe that Luca doesn’t even know about.

That almost no one knows about, not even the busybody neighbor who seems to know everything, and whom I can feel watching from her window as I pull out of the driveway and turn down the street.

Hell, she probably remembered my anniversary before I did.
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There’s an adage that a lie told often enough becomes truth, and I’ve carefully built my life around it. My job isn’t one I can discuss with anyone, not even the person closest to me.

The key to deception is to lead with the lie you want the world to see. With that in mind, from the moment I leave my lab every day to head home, I mentally reconstruct the fictionalized version of myself: Dr. Emery Martín, a project lead whose team develops novel optical resonators for surgical laser devices … the details of which are still so wah-wah and overtly boring, no one stays focused long enough to ask many questions.

But some days it’s exhausting to be so compartmentalized. With Luca, I’m an affectionate—if work-obsessed—wife. On Sunny Sundays together, I love the beach and eating his cooking, or spending the entire day naked in bed. At work, I am a driven, inspired scientist with a gift for innovation.

But lying doesn’t just increase mental load and create stress, it rewires the brain. I once read a study where researchers found that the part of the brain that processes emotions—the amygdala—is very active the first time a subject tells a lie, but the more times it’s told, the more this activation diminishes.

Simply put, the more I lie, the more my brain becomes wired to say, “Eh. No big.” Every morning and every night, I shed each side of myself so easily, I sometimes wonder if I’m slowly and deliberately creating a split personality.

I went into my marriage knowing it had to be that way. I was hopeful and in love … and possibly a little self-important—but the lying is getting harder. I know I’ll have to tell Luca eventually; I just have to get through this presentation first.

So, as I pull into the parking lot and steer into the spot with my name—DR. EMERY MARTÍN—I compartmentalize like the pro that I am and shed the public-facing side of myself, transforming back into the one that very few people ever see. I climb out of my car. My back straightens, my strides become longer and more confident. My gaze turns sharp. Two assistants rush toward me, Tom Halliday taking my bag, Claire Morgan handing me another coffee—Claire is my favorite—both updating me in overlapping words.

“Wei, Johns, Dunn, and Zimmerman logged on early,” Tom says.

“A/V is up and ready for you,” Claire adds. “Your slides are loaded, and I confirmed they’re the most recent ones that you sent this morning.” Her pause carries unspoken judgment. “At 3:36 a.m.”

I wince in apology. “I couldn’t stop tinkering.”

“Behold my shock,” she says with a single raised brow. Claire is my favorite for more than just feeding my caffeine addiction; she’s also an active member of the Friends of Tony Bennett fan club (I support fangirl enthusiasm at any age), and the most dependable yet no-nonsense assistant I’ve ever had. I used to attribute this to the twenty years she spent working around politicians, but I think raising six sons might have had something to do with it as well. She is not here for shenanigans. Mine included.

And while she’ll always point out my crack-of-dawn timestamps, she’ll also admit that none of us have what you’d call a “normal” work-life balance. It’s the price we pay for what we do, and we all knew that going in. Signed a large stack of papers agreeing to it, in fact. “Has anyone checked in on Honey?”

“Subject 10142 is stable as of 0545 this morning,” Tom reports robotically. If Claire is the most dependable assistant I’ve ever had, Tom is the most detail-obsessed. He’s twenty-eight but looks fourteen and can often be found double-checking compound batch codes on his lunch break because he finds it soothing. When he used the words onboarding, pharmacovigilance, and gravimetrically during his first interview, I knew he was my guy.

I take a folder from him, leafing through it. “CRP and platelets?”

“Both look great.”

“Awesome. That’s the cherry on top.” Feeling a rush of excitement, I pass the folder back as we walk through the marble lobby of the glossy steel-and-glass building with the gigantic SURGOPTIX sign visible to anyone driving past on the nearby 805 freeway.

We wave to the security guard behind the desk, who waves back at the three employees his computer screen tells him work in the Laser Optimization department on the tenth floor.

The elevator call buttons look ordinary enough but are fitted with undetectable biometric scanners. As Claire casually presses the one indicating UP, the fingerprint of her right index finger is read and the doors to the second elevator on the left automatically open. Once we’re inside, another scanner verifies our identities, and a hidden panel on the back wall slides open, revealing a short hallway.

When the elevator is called again, the car will be empty, even though it never left the ground floor.

We continue through a door requiring simultaneous retinal scan and handprint clearance, down two flights of metal stairs, to a desk manned by another security guard, through a solid steel door, along a lengthy, concrete tunnel, and into an open, clean, centralized workspace surrounded by a series of modern rooms and laboratories.

Goodbye, SurgOptix. Hello, BioNEX: the actual place where I spend most of my waking hours.

A robotic British voice floats through overhead speakers just inside the entrance: “Good morning, Dr. Martín.”

“Morning, Rob,” I call back. Security within the BioNEX headquarters is in the form of an AI scanner with a posh accent I call Robert Pattinson. The executives boringly named him AISS, which stands for “artificial intelligence security system,” which they pronounce as “Ace” but I find it impossible to believe anyone looks at that acronym and doesn’t see ASS.

As Tom and Claire peel away to return to their cubicles, my best friend and collaborator, Dr. Annabella Rodriguez, waits outside the conference room. She gives me a quick, tight hug. “How are you feeling?” she asks quietly.

I take a restorative gulp of my fresh coffee and smile at her like we aren’t about to blow health science wide open. “Eh, you know, pretty good.”

“Ready to share the most exciting medical technology ever known to humankind, you mean.”

I laugh through another sip. “You always accuse me of being hyperbolic. I was trying to keep it low-key.”

“Low-key is good.” She bends a little to meet my gaze, serious now. Annie is a steel-coated marshmallow—all bark and (usually) no bite—but can be truly terrifying when she wants to be. “Because you know we can’t talk about Compound Y.”

I swallow, quickly shaking my head. Today we’re discussing the project that is ready for scrutiny and staying far, far away from the one that isn’t. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

“Don’t let Leonard bait you into discussing it.”

I scoff. My boss, the head of Research and Development, Leonard Montrell, gets even more worked up than I do about this stuff. But we both know we must stick to the plan today. “Let him try. I am a brick wall. A concrete tomb.”

“He saw Honey’s data,” she admits with a wince. “He’s chomping at the bit.”

This throws me. “How? When?”

“Last night. I didn’t want to stress you out before today’s meeting, but I couldn’t not tell you, either. I was finishing the post hoc analyses when he floated into my office like a fucking ghost and saw the P value.”

I groan. “Fuck.”

“It’s great data. Compound Y works. You’ve done it, Em. This isn’t a bad thing … we just need to keep Leonard from bringing it up today.”

“Right. It’s too early. Besides, we have plenty to talk about without it.”

She nods, squeezing my shoulder. “I’m so proud of you, Em. I can’t even tell you.”

“I’m so proud of both of us.” I give her a quick, tight hug and then step back, adjusting my blazer. “Think we’ll make Vince’s butthole pucker into an angry pinhole today?” Vince is Dr. Vincent Barker, scientist colleague, and—not to be dramatic—my nemesis. I don’t say that kind of thing lightly, but this is a man who habitually undermines subordinates, steals credit for every smart idea, and intentionally holds back information to make others look dumb in meetings. Ruining his day would absolutely make mine.

Annie’s belly laugh fills the sterile hallway. “Oh, without question.”

To the outside world, Annie is a celebrated veterinarian who oversees two very successful clinics. To the few people who know the truth, she’s sold her vet practice and now works in a secret office far beneath the SurgOptix building. She’s been my ride-or-die since we met almost ten years ago, and has been the right hand to my lefty throughout the final development of my life’s work: the BioVIVE.

We turn to walk together, and by the time I’m standing at the head of the conference table, my nerves have fallen away and the lingering guilt over my forgotten anniversary has been conveniently shoved to the back of my mind, replaced entirely by excitement about the life-changing presentation I’m about to give.

“Good morning, everyone,” I say to the people gathered around the conference table. “Or good afternoon and good evening,” I add for the participants from the other sides of the world joining us from the video wall. Readying myself, I look at each person in turn, my gaze lingering for a moment on that of my sharp-eyed curly-haired best friend and colleague now sitting near the end of the long table.

It’s really happening, our eyes silently communicate.

Finally, I give a bright smile. “Who’s ready to talk about miracles?”
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Covertly wiping my palms on the fabric of my dress, I turn to the laptop to begin the presentation. “As you all know, Dr. Vincent Barker’s team is close to launching the BioSCAN into the public sector. This technology has the potential to replace not only X-rays, CTs, and MRIs but potentially biopsies, genetic testing, and even diagnostic blood work. It will undoubtedly revolutionize medicine.”

Vince smiles magnanimously from his seat at the table. His long black hair is pulled back in a severe ponytail that accentuates his widow’s peak. If he were purple, Vince would look just like the Count from Sesame Street. The two men on either side of him give him congratulatory shoulder pats. But Vince has had his day in the sun.

Today is all mine.

“The BioSCAN is truly visionary, but it has long been our goal to go beyond that.” I note the way Vincent’s smile flattens immediately at this. Butthole pucker number one. “My team’s goal was to find a way not only to identify injury, illness, and disease, but to immediately treat it. As you know, over a billion dollars have gone into funding this project over the past decade, with a very low probability of success. Well, I’d love to give you all an update on our progress so far.” I nod to Claire near the wall. “Lights, please.”

The room dims and a screen with a computer animation comes to life behind me, a 360-degree view of the focus of most of my waking hours for the past ten years: the BioVIVE capsule.

The chamber opens and an animated person climbs in and lies down before the top seals closed. The animation then shifts to a view from inside the chamber, where the patient’s body is scanned.

“The BioVIVE incorporates the BioSCAN’s proprietary scanning technology,” I say, and we all watch as the computer simulation shows the scan zeroing in on the affected area of the body. “From there, the diagnosis is created, target tissues are identified, and the ideal treatment plan is generated, from light therapy, to laser tumor ablation, to cell-directed chemotherapy, to precise gene editing.”

Vincent huffs out a laugh. “Sorry,” he says with a smile when everyone at the table turns their attention to him. “It’s just—is this all you have, Dr. Martín? You’ve called together the entire board of directors to show an animation? Ten years and a billion dollars and we still don’t know whether the healing technology works on organic tissues?”

“A perfectly timed request, Dr. Barker,” I say, and with a smirk, I click another key so the animation smoothly transitions to a video. “This is Waffles,” I say. “She is a five-year-old Lab-boxer mix who was brought in to her vet, a collaborator from the BioSCAN trials.” I smile at Annie. “Her owner found a lump on Waffles’s chest and Dr. Rodriguez put Waffles in the BioSCAN, which identified the lump as a type of lymphoma.”

As the video proceeds, I narrate what happened next. “The BioVIVE scan confirmed the finding of lymphoma and indicated that it had spread to various sites on Waffles’s body but had not yet infected her bones. Waffles had a very small chance of survival without dramatic intervention.”

Clicking forward, I say, “You’ll see now that when we initiate the BioVIVE sequence, it pinpoints the site of her tumors and …” My smile widens as the scanner image shows Waffles’s tumors being lasered away. “Instantly ablates the carcinogenic tissue. The patient feels no pain, and the body will clear out the dead cells via urinary excretion.”

A low, impressed hum moves around the room. Not everyone in attendance understands the technical details of what I’m saying, but they do understand what it could mean: enormous leaps in the state of medicine. And loads of money.

Bolstered, I continue. “Of course, given the classification level of the project and the obvious issues with testing this on human patients, we began working with various vet clinics to help rescue terminally ill or injured animals as a proof of concept.”

I gesture to the screen again, describing the dozen lifesaving interventions we’ve been able to carry out with the BioVIVE, including successful treatment of dogs with bone cancer and kidney failure, and a cat with a broken pelvis.

I look up at the gathered faces. “As you can imagine, this technology holds promise for nearly all human diseases that have a known cause, and even some that don’t.”

On the video wall, a man sits forward. I suck in a breath, immediately recognizing Dr. Pierre Aubert, the French Minister of Health and Solidarity.

“This is an incredible technological breakthrough,” he says.

“It is certainly an interesting extension of the groundbreaking BioSCAN invention,” Vincent adds coolly.

“Mais non,” Dr. Aubert insists. “This goes far beyond anything we’ve ever seen. The BioVIVE … with diagnosis and treatment together? Alors, this, this is unheard of.”

I lock eyes with Annie again as Vincent sits heavily back in his chair. I don’t need to look at him to know that he’s absolutely livid. The tightest of puckers is happening.

I make a mental note to meditate on this moment later, gleefully remembering his posture and expression in excruciating detail, to enjoy the overt petulance of a man who’s done everything he can to undermine me since the day I began work on this project.

But for now, I’m busy fielding an explosion of excited questions. The room is abuzz with energy, speculation, profit predictions, and estimates about how long it would take to scale something like this up, to test it in international markets, to get it fully approved by the FDA.

My blood is thrumming, my heart pounding. I’ve been working on this for years, have experienced moments of elation during breakthroughs and moments of despair during major setbacks. I’ve given my blood, sweat, and tears to the BioVIVE. I’ve sacrificed time with my friends and my husband to be here at all hours of the day, advancing science. And look: It didn’t just go over well, it was a roaring success.

I scan the room, the air teeming with excitement. Leonard is positively giddy, his smiling eyes telling me just how well the presentation was received. Annie is beaming. Claire gives me a muted round of applause. I think Tom is happy—it’s always hard to tell with him.

One day I’ll get to share these victories with Luca, too, I tell myself. Not now, but soon.

I am goddamn elated.

And then, my gaze lands on Vince, and my heart sinks. It’s not that he’s smiling; it’s the way he’s smiling, like a man gripping the pin on a grenade.

“Dr. Martín,” he says, clearing his throat and motioning to the rest of the room. “Perhaps you could share your other project with the group.”

Annie’s head whips in my direction, her attention pressing like heat to my cheek.

I stare at him intently. Don’t do it, Vince. Don’t do it. “I think we’ve taken enough of their time today, Dr. Barker.” Shifting my attention away from him, I address the room. “Thank you for coming, everyone. We’ll—”

“On the contrary.” He rises to stand behind me, walking around to the front of the table. “You’ve certainly given us all a lot to digest today, but I do think it’s important that everyone here have all the information before making any decisions.”

“There’s more?” Dr. Aubert asks. “More than the BioVIVE?”

“Vincent,” I hiss, but it’s too late.

My eyes fall closed as the next words rocket from his mouth: “Dr. Martín has spent the better part of the morning talking of medical miracles, but I’d like to hear her explain her real reason for being at BioNEX: resurrection.”
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Okay … even I admit it sounds questionable when you just blurt it out like that.

Fucking Vince.

After an interminable moment of deafening silence, where the board members at the table look at each other in question, and the ones over video do that peering-forward thing like they can see dimensionally into the conference room, they all turn their focus on me.

Waiting.

When I can’t seem to form an actual sentence, Vince elaborates, “Emery’s team has been covertly working on a compound meant to initiate hypothermia, prolong artificial cardiovascular function, and essentially bring deceased mammals back from the dead using the BioVIVE.”

Which is why I spend the next eleven hours in locked-door meetings with shouting heads of state.

[image: ]

Perhaps I should back up.

Just so you don’t think my whole life is a lie, I did initially start out working on surgical lasers. But from my very first meeting with Leonard, this was the deal: As long as I continued to develop the BioVIVE, he’d continue to fund my real life’s work, a compound that can profoundly lower core body temperature, keep a heart artificially contracting, and maintain electrical signals in the brain for up to an hour, hopefully buying victims of accidents or injury enough time to get help.

It’s why I agreed to this life in the first place. My entire career, all I’ve ever wanted is to spare someone else what I lived through.

But now … ? Fucking Vince.

“I can’t believe I was worried about Leonard when Vince was right there. I should have known,” Annie says from my small office couch. She’s dressed in a bright pink pencil skirt and a cream blouse secured at the top with a knotted men’s tie. Her outfit says cool and trendy, fun but professional. Her posture says she is contemplating a murder and deciding where to hide the body. “That smug little rat. This is exactly why overconfidence is number twenty-eight on the Ick List.”

Annie’s Ick List is an ever-changing catalog of things men do/say/own that immediately rule them out as possible romantic partners. The total was up to seventy-six at last count, and includes big things, obviously, but also random and indefensible actions like no-show socks (or, as Annie calls them, socklettes), water shoes, air guitar (see also: finger guns), frowny-face emojis during text fights, listing height in a professional bio, engine revving at stoplights, natural deodorant, and the sight of any man treading water, ever.

It’s probably why she’s single and rarely ever dates. Though watching me attempt to juggle two lives unsuccessfully might also have something to do with it.

“I admit this situation isn’t ideal,” I say, stifling a nervous laugh, “but when you really think about it, it’s not all bad. After everyone calmed down, the billionaires were pretty stoked.”

“Give me one example of a billionaire being stoked about anything that ended up being good for the rest of us.” She throws up her hands. “We are on the verge of a potential trade war with France, Emery.”

“Vince made it sound like we’ve been doing this in secret, but they all approved this research!” I protest. Quietly, I add, “In theory.”

“Yes, darling of mine, they approved compound screening! But while the BioVIVE has been approved for preclinical animal trials, Compound Y hasn’t.”

I protest this with a loud groan. “We work for a company that doesn’t even technically exist. Since when do they care about rubber stamps? It’s the chicken-and-egg conundrum! We need proof-of-concept studies in order to get their full approval but aren’t allowed to do proof-of-concept studies until we have their full approval. Everyone knows the system is a mess. They’ve always just looked the other way!”

“Yeah, but they have plausible deniability,” Annie says, before slowly exhaling. “And now everyone thinks the goal of the BioVIVE is to create zombies. If France really pushes, the board could cut our funding. We’re lucky they only paused the project until they’re able to review the data; they could insist you be removed from it entirely.”

I sit down beside her. “They wouldn’t do that. It’s too important. Resurrection through medical science? Come on, the scientific community has been circling this possibility for decades and we’re the first to succeed? Even vive la France is too power hungry to give that up.”

She holds my gaze. “Then they’ll punt it over to Vince’s team, which does everything by the semi-broken books rather than by the completely corrupt books.”

“Is that why he did this? To get me kicked off the project and claim the glory for himself?” At the thought, I can feel my blood pressure rise. “Or does he want to shut it down so that the BioSCAN is the only technology we have?”

“I’m not sure, but you know how butthurt he is over the BioVIVE stealing his thunder. And he has never been Team Zombie. He’s against the whole Compound Y concept.”

Fuck.

Today is a mess. I can’t believe my probability dress failed me.

“His entire argument is absurd.” I stand and begin pacing. “The idea of reanimation scares people because when we hear the word, we think of divinity, not science.”

“Here we go,” Annie says, closing her eyes and leaning her head back. “Get it all out.”

“But we aren’t talking about divinity! This is the pinnacle of scientific innovation!”

Annie silently waves for me to continue.

“I mean, how do we define death?” I ask rhetorically. “The medical community can’t even agree.”

She only nods; she’s heard all this before.

“I am simply proposing that there are situations in which a patient is declared dead due to blood loss, pulse, and respiration, but could be saved by Compound Y.” I punch the air, frustrated. “I mean, fuck, Annie! Where is their curiosity? Where is their vision?”

“No idea,” Annie says dryly.

“Anyway,” I say, leaning back against my desk, “you’re right about Vince being against the resurrection studies. If he were put on the team, he’d undoubtedly derail my research. Or worse.”

“You don’t think—”

“That he’d destroy it?” I cut in. “Or that the vials of Compound Y would vanish or be mysteriously compromised? Maybe. Either way, I think we should move them until we have permission to continue the research.”

Annie goes deadly silent, her jaw slowly falling open. “Move the compound? To where? Your fridge at home in a little box marked EMERY’S MENSTRUAL VITAMINS?”

“Don’t be silly, my fridge doesn’t even lock.”

“That’s the part of the plan you’re worried about? We’re talking about a top secret experimental compound. Would having it off-site even be legal?”

“Honestly, Annie, it’s all so classified I’m not sure there are laws governing this kind of thing.” Pausing, I look over at her. “I don’t know if that makes it better or worse.”

Annie stares mutely ahead. I think she might be dissociating. I don’t blame her. I would if I could. “What about your old fridge? Does it lock?”

Annie looks aghast. “At the vet clinic?”

I nod. Annie sold her clinic to a friend but helps out on occasion and has access whenever she needs it. I can practically feel my eyes glimmering with hope. Ten years ago, Annie was the neighbor I would pass nightly as I shuffled up to my apartment at midnight and she was walking down to the street to exercise one of her roughly ten thousand foster dogs. After a few conversations initiated by one or another of her hounds escaping her grasp and bounding back up our steps for kisses and scratches, it became clear that she was not only a talented and loving veterinarian but a brilliant scientist to boot. A light bulb crackled on in my brain, and in the end, it was surprisingly easy to tempt Annie into saving animal lives in the uber-private sector for quadruple her current salary and full payment of all her vet school loans.

“Some people shouldn’t be allowed to have pets,” she told me once. “The moment an animal becomes difficult or expensive, they want to put it down. My job is literally to save them.”

Kindred souls, we are. Judging by the look on her face now, she might be regretting that.

“Em, I am not putting Compound Y near the hands of Todd the Dumbass Vet Tech.”

“He’s not going to touch a box that’s labeled EMERY’S MENSTRUAL VITAMINS.”

“That was a joke!”

“Annie, it took me years to get this formulation perfect. I am not letting Vince get his hands on it!”

We startle as a knock lands heavy on my office doorframe just before the devil
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