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            DAY 0

          

          WHITELY, ALASKA

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sunday, December 6

      

      

      
      Dreams were a fleeting thing. Coming and going unexpectedly, they always left me reeling with unsettling questions after. I could feel the familiar prickle of unease surface as I stared at the image in front of me. The reflection was mine, only different. The brunette hair was shorter, and the green eyes blinking back were brighter.

      “You left,” she said, her voice riddled with hurt and anger. A scowl etched deep across her brow as she pursed her lips. Only then did I realize it wasn’t my reflection at all; it was her.

      I shook my head. “I didn’t leave you⁠—”

      “Yes, you did. But then, you’ve always been selfish, Jenny, so I can’t say I’m all that surprised. You just up and vanished.”

      “It’s JJ,” I corrected. “And I would never leave you, not on . . .” Purpose? The word clung to the tip of my tongue. I wouldn’t have just left. Somehow I knew that was true, and yet an unnerving dose of doubt nudged at me.

      “You go by JJ now?” Elle scoffed. “Since when?”

      I frowned. “Since always.”

      She laughed and shook her head. “Okay, whatever you say.”

      That was a strange thing for my sister to say, and I didn’t like her tone—didn’t understand it—and I bristled. “I didn’t leave you, Elle.”

      “Then why has it been months since you’ve returned my calls? Why have you disappeared, leaving me behind to deal with everything alone?”

      I shook my head this time. “I haven’t disappeared.” But her words stirred something alarming in my chest. “I’ve been working.” I hated that nothing between us felt right, but I couldn’t put my finger on why.

      “So you keep saying, but what’s your job, Jenny? Whitely is a creepy little town. What work can you possibly have to do there?”

      I opened my mouth to tell her, but my tongue froze against my teeth. “I’m here for school,” I said, the words flowing easily. Though somehow I knew that wasn’t entirely true. “I’m here for the marine biology externship⁠—”

      “Whatever you say, Jenny,” she repeated.

      “It’s JJ,” I bit out this time.

      “Fine. JJ, what do you want? You rarely talk to me and yet here you stand.”

      “I wanted to tell you . . .” Once more, whatever I was about to say escaped me. I couldn’t remember why I needed to see her, but it had been important—it had been hammering in the back of my mind incessantly. Though now, I couldn’t think of it.

      I stared into her eyes that housed a thousand memories and were shadowed by indiscernible emotions I yearned to see for myself. Something is coming, a voice echoed from the back of my consciousness. And suddenly I felt it with every instinct. “Elle.” I forced myself to continue as my tongue threatened to swallow the words. “Look, I know you’re angry for whatever I did, but I need you to listen.” She huffed with annoyance, but I continued. “Something is coming. I can’t make it stop.”

      “Make what stop?” Her curiosity mixed with disbelief as she tilted her head to the side. Whatever our past had been, she clearly didn’t trust me. And that I had no recollection of why made an ache in my head screech to life.

      “I don’t know, but whatever’s coming,” I gritted out, squeezing my eyes shut, “I can feel it. It’s just out of my reach.”

      When I opened my eyes again, Elle’s arms were crossed over her chest, the world a fuzzy nothing behind her. That cutting, unmoved gaze of hers told me I was failing her—that I wasn’t getting through, and that it might be too late.

      “Elle,” I breathed, reaching for her arm. “Please⁠—”

      
      A phone dinged, stirring me awake. My eyes fluttered open, and the gray morning washed the bedroom in light. I tried to grab hold of the dream, but it was only an echo, just as my memories always seemed to be. The uneasiness, though, always seemed to linger. I propped myself up on my elbow.

      The dreams felt important, even if I didn’t understand why. There were parts of my relationship with my sister I didn’t understand that hugged to the edges of my mind, never to be fully remembered. And when I tried, it felt as if I couldn’t breathe.

      Quickly digging into my side table drawer, I pulled out my notepad and a pen, determined to write down the details before they were gone completely. That’s all the notebook was—bits of dreams I couldn’t bear to forget. Parts of me that felt fleeting and always on the cusp of being forgotten.

      In haste, I wrote everything I could remember about Elle’s words and the dream.

      
        
          	
        I vanished.
      

      	
        I couldn’t speak the truth or remember what I wanted to say.
      

      	
        Jenny, not JJ.
      

      	
        Haven’t talked in months.
      

      	
        Doesn’t know what I’m working on but knows about my college program.
      

      

      

      The strange thing was that I wasn’t hiding. I was in Whitely for work. I had a life here, people I knew in my building, a research study to finish, and a girlfriend I cared about.

      But that’s not the only reason. I squeezed my eyes shut. The voice was back. It was the same part of me that seemed to come alive in my dreams—the part of me I didn’t understand but desperately wanted to.

      I skimmed through other notes in my book—more snippets of dreams I would’ve forgotten otherwise—hoping to put more pieces together.

      
        
          	
        I haven’t seen her in years.
      

      	
        Dr. John – stepfather – Elle hates him.
      

      	
        Fridge photo – I took it when I left to find our mom.
      

      	
        Mom was altered.
      

      	
        The King Corporation.
      

      	
        Personality studies and experiments.
      

      	
        My mom’s memory gaps.
      

      	
        My memory gaps.
      

      

      

      My mind lingered on those last two. Only after dreams, when I was left with the unsettling images of Elle and the strange conversations we’d exchanged, did I contemplate the inconsistencies and realize there were memory gaps. More disturbingly, why were there memory gaps at all? And worse, nothing in my dreams ever matched the memories I had when I was awake.

      Panic bubbled inside me again, and a lancing pain shot from the base of my skull through my head. I exhaled a deep breath, forcing my pattering heartbeat to settle. The rational part of me knew dreams were dreams. They weren’t supposed to match the real world or always make sense. Yet, they felt real in so many ways it frightened me.

      My phone dinged again, and I dropped the pen in my hand, grabbing my cell off its charger.

      2 Unread Messages

      Ares: It is time. One hour.

      Ares: Meet them at the maintenance door.

      I dropped my notebook, forgetting about it completely as a compulsive need to get up and get ready clicked inside me. I swung my legs out of bed and headed to my closet. Blindly, I chose a folded pair of jeans from the shelf, pulled underwear and a bra from my dresser, and grabbed a beige sweater, hanging them on the rack to change into after my shower.

      I stopped at my bedroom window, appreciating the snow-covered mountains surrounding the tiny port town of Whitely. Since coming here, it had become my home. Maybe it was the still, blue beauty of the Prince William Sound in the spring, or the bustle of tourists that came and went during summer, but this hamlet, strange as it was with a single building for us townsfolk to live in, was the perfect place for new beginnings.

      Remotely, I realized something didn’t feel right, but questioning what that something was sent a sharp pain through my head again, and I pushed the discomfort away. I focused on showering instead. I didn’t want to be late for my meeting.

      Grabbing my phone in case any more texts should come through, I headed into the bathroom and turned the hot water on. I was about to jump in when my phone vibrated on the counter.

      Kat’s name flashed on the screen, as did a picture of us smiling together, and I answered. “Good morning, beautiful,” I said with a grin. “Are you calling to confirm our date tomorrow⁠—”

      “Did you get a text?” Kat said in a rush.

      “What? Yes, why?” I tested the temperature of the water against my fingers. “How did you know⁠—”

      “Shit,” she bit out.

      I heard a crash on the other end and frowned. “Kat, what’s wrong⁠—”

      “JJ, what did it say?”

      I opened my mouth to tell her, but nothing came out. The incessant pain in the base of my skull ached deeper. Sharper.

      “You can’t tell me,” Kat muttered. “Look, JJ, I know you want to do what the text says, but don’t do it, okay? Try as hard as you can to resist. Stay in your apartment and don’t⁠—”

      “I can’t,” I said simply and almost laughed. “I have work to do.”

      “God damn it, JJ, listen to me!”

      I glowered at the phone in my hand. She was acting strange and making me uncomfortable. Hesitantly, I put the phone back to my ear. “I don’t have time for this, Kat,” I gritted out.

      “Well, make time!” she shouted. “Stay in your damn apartment. Resist the urge to do whatever they told you, okay?”

      My heart rate spiked as I considered her words.

      “Jenny,” she said more calmly. “There’s a lot you don’t know about what I’m working on too, and I’m urging you to dig deep right now and listen to what I’m telling you—really listen, and trust me.”

      But I could only focus on one word. “Jenny?” I whispered. A nudge of a memory flared to life somewhere in the depths of my mind. “You never call me that.”

      Kat was silent for a few heartbeats, and I stared at my reflection in the mirror, my eyes fixed on the crown tattoo peeking out from below my ear. Kat had the same one. It’s how we met, at a meeting a year or so back. Suddenly, our history refocused. Her easy smile and confidence as I sat among a group of strangers I’d never met before had put me instantly at ease.

      “JJ,” she whispered into the phone, so quiet I almost missed it over the spray of the steaming water, “You trust me, right?”

      I nodded, watching myself in a confused daze in the mirror.

      “You know it’s got to be bad if I’m begging you not to do whatever that text tells you to do today. Right?”

      “But,” I started and shook my head. “Why? It’s my job⁠—”

      “People are going to die, JJ,” she growled, frightening me. “You are going to die if you do this. You must listen to what I’m saying. Please, I’m begging you⁠—”

      “I can’t do that, Kat.” The notion to ignore orders was preposterous.

      “Baby,” she breathed, her voice almost a whimper.

      “Stop,” I demanded. “This is bigger than you and me. You can’t change what’s already been set in motion.” The words fell from my lips as my resolve hardened into place once more. “I have to go.”

      “I’m coming—just wait for me⁠—”

      “Goodbye, Kat,” I said coldly and clicked off the phone. I didn’t have time to argue with her, not about this. Stepping out of my pajama bottoms, I heaved out a breath and stepped into the shower. Kat’s words and concern dripped away as the water streamed over me.

      I am committed. I am focused. I am working for the greater good. I am a soldier in the Great Transformation.

      The voice in my head drowned out any lingering confusion and muddled remnants from my dream, and I sighed in the relief I felt in that.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      An hour later, I led two HVAC men out of the snowy morning, through the side door of the apartment complex, and down the tunnels on the ground level toward the basement. One of the men was stocky and burly looking, with a dark-stubbled face and narrowed eyes that looked through me, not at me. The other was tall and groomed, with angular features that made him look equally menacing. And his missing middle finger was curious, but I reminded myself it was none of my business.

      Both men looked like they were on a mission, though I had no idea what, exactly, they were going to do or what they had in their tool bags; it wasn’t for me to ask, nor did I have the inclination to.

      Since supplying Ares with blueprints and building occupancy information, my only job left was to get the two men in and out of the complex without issue, and that was exactly what I would do. Do your duty for the greater good, and all will be well. It’s what Ares had told me during my check-in last month, and I believed him. Without question. Every fiber inside of me told me to. Survival of the fittest.

      “The HVAC units are back here,” I told the men, and we turned down one of the narrow hallways. The carpet was gray and threadbare, bunching under our feet as we walked in silence.

      I was about to punch in the lock code to the basement when the handle turned, the door opened, and Jimmy Ortiz was standing there.

      Maintenance Manager.

      39 years old.

      Lazy.

      Smelled shower fresh and like stale beer all at once.

      He was one of a hundred others I’d spent time learning about during my time living in the complex—the perfect breeding ground. But for what . . . I tried to remember.

      Jimmy’s dark eyebrows lowered over glassy black eyes as he glared between me and the men behind me. “What the hell are you doing down here?” he bit out.

      My heart stuttered a bit, but I gave nothing away. “They’re here to fix the furnace,” I explained, a smile forming easily on my lips. Oh, how easy it had become to lie, even if something inside me churned at the realization.

      “But—that’s my job,” he grumbled. “I don’t need city-folks to⁠—”

      “You told Tessa you were too busy, and there’s a city council meeting on the thirteenth floor Tuesday,” I reminded him, though I knew he’d lied to the mayor because Jimmy was anything but busy. A liar, perhaps, and a clown, but never busy. “So, I offered my brother-in-law’s help.” I motioned to the dark-haired man beside me. “With the virus spreading in the lower forty-eight, Tessa wants the town to be as prepared as possible. Hence the meeting.” My smile widened, but Jimmy only glared at both men before his ire found me again.

      “Screw this bullshit,” he muttered, realizing one of his many excuses to avoid his job was biting him in the ass. A strange thought darted through my mind: would he care if he knew he was the reason this final stage in Ares’s plan has been so easy? The thought vanished as quickly as it had come, and Jimmy marched down the hall with heavy, disgruntled steps.

      I made sure he disappeared around the corner before leading the men into the basement. It smelled dank, and the air was muggy at the same time. Metal ducts wove their way above my head, leading to the dozens of apartments lining the floors above. The implications of that gave me pause, but only briefly.

      I cleared my throat. “Part of the HVAC system is through those doors. It’s huge; you can’t miss it. The other units are on the roof. Once you’re finished down here, we’ll take the stairs to the top.” I glanced between them. “I’ll wait out here until you’re finished.”

      Both men nodded and made their way into the basement, leaving me to stand watch in case another unexpected visitor arrived. Once the air system was compromised, the final phase would be well on its way, and I felt a sudden spur of excitement to finally learn what that last phase would be.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “—hospitalization is at an all-time high. Joseph Hillman is in Georgia now—outside of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention—awaiting an announcement from the Director-General of the World Health Organization, Kenneth Donaldson. Joseph, have you heard anything new since this morning?”

       The screen flashed from the brunette news anchor to a man standing outside the CDC. A surgical mask hung around his neck
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