
  
    [image: Shortcake]
  


  
    
      SHORTCAKE

      PROPHECY FULFILLED

      
        SHORTCAKE

        BOOK 3

      

    

    
      
        CHRISTOPHER GORHAM CALVIN

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2024 by Christopher Gorham Calvin

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        1. Looming Darkness

      

      
        2. Connections In Death And Life

      

      
        3. Evolving Threats

      

      
        4. Exposure

      

      
        5. Deviation

      

      
        6. Corrupted

      

      
        7. Unconscious Consciousness

      

      
        8. The Eternal Hurt

      

      
        9. Never Again

      

      
        10. The Prophetic Entity

      

      
        11. Initiation

      

      
        12. The Chaos Of Control

      

      
        13. Fall Of Humanity

      

      
        14. Convergence

      

      
        15. Infiltration

      

      
        16. Enter The Alpha Child

      

      
        17. Choice

      

      
        18. The Living Darkness

      

      
        19. Legacy of Destruction, Legacy of Love

      

      
        20. The Final Tide

      

    

    
      
        Author’s Note

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          THE HEAVY HAND OF TIME

        

      

    

    
      “Amanda, it’s time!” Professor Joseph Madison called across the sterile stainless steel kitchen.

      It was a typical Wednesday night in the Helix Unbound Research Facility. Amanda was seated at a cafeteria table just outside the kitchen door, flipping through pages of La Cuisine du Boulanger, the latest cookbook by award-winning French baker Pierre Laurent. This was the first night she and Joseph had cracked open this particular cookbook, and they dove in headfirst with an attempt at making a sweet soufflé of tart apples and Saigon cinnamon. Aware of how crucial timing was for achieving the proper flavor and texture of their creation, Amanda slammed the cookbook shut and raced to Joseph’s side. He had a pair of oven mitts ready, which she used to remove their ramekin from the oven.

      “It’s perfect,” she said as she eyed their dish’s pillowy golden crown. “Just like the picture in the book.”

      Amanda transferred the ramekin to a trivet on a nearby prep table. Then she pulled up a stool and hovered eagerly over it while waiting for Joseph to gather plates and utensils. He passed her the soufflé spatula he’d bought specifically for this night, and let her have the honor of serving them both. Amanda didn’t wait for the dish to cool to what most people would consider an edible temperature. Her genetics and training had afforded her an extraordinary tolerance for heat. And while she had seen little real-world application for this tolerance, her ability to consume her and Joseph’s weekly creations that much quicker was a definite upside.

      “How is it?” Joseph asked, still unable to eat his portion.

      Amanda’s broad smile said it all. They’d had their fair share of disastrous outcomes in this kitchen, but the apple soufflé certainly wasn’t one of them. Amanda finished her plate and served herself a second helping as Joseph started on his first.

      “Oh, wow,” he said after one bite. “We outdid ourselves.”

      She nodded in agreement.

      “Hey, since it came out so good, maybe we should share with Doctor Vasquez and Evan.”

      Amanda felt a frown slip across her lips. She suppressed it before Joseph noticed, then replied, “Sure. I’ll go get them.”

      She slid off of her stool and returned to the cafeteria. From there, she proceeded into the bland metal and white hallways of Helix Unbound and made her way to the central elevator. Along the way, she scolded herself for her initial reaction to Joseph’s suggestion. It had been rude, regardless of whether he’d seen it, and completely unwarranted. Amanda loved Doctor Mary Vasquez like a surrogate mother, and she regularly received plenty of one-on-one time with Joseph. There was no reason to keep tonight exclusive to just the two of them. And Evan… well, Evan was a different story.

      There had never been a time in Helix Unbound without him. Amanda and Evan were born from the same genetic experiment. They had grown up together, developed their superhuman abilities together, garnered the love of their surrogate parents together. If anything, they should have been the best of friends, two beings unique to the world and discovering its wonders hand-in-hand. But there was something wrong with Evan. Amanda sensed a darkness within him, a darkness she didn’t believe—or at least didn’t want to admit—existed within her as well. The boy had grown cold over the past few months, no longer spending time with her as he used to. He also seemed extra dedicated to his training, as if he foresaw it as his trustworthy lifelong companion, rather than the one person who could understand the turmoil within his soul. Amanda realized he had been the reason for her frown, for a fear of Evan had been swelling within her and was now nearing its tipping point.

      As she rode the elevator to his floor, she told herself to push that fear aside. Fear would only drive Amanda and Evan further apart. Fear would never bring them back together as the companions they’d first been when starting life. Fear was their true enemy…

      The elevator dinged, and its doors slid open. Amanda steadied her emotions and stepped out, perusing the empty labs and exam rooms that lined the hallway leading to Evan’s bedroom. Since this was leisure time, his door, normally locked with three steel deadbolts, was propped wide open. Amanda peeked inside and saw Evan studying one of their combat training manuals.

      “Hey,” she said, trying to mask her trepidation.

      Evan glanced up from his manual, but remained quiet.

      “Father and I made dessert.” Amanda stepped fully into the doorway, hoping her openness would spur a positive reaction from her counterpart. “We have plenty, if you want some. It’s delicious.”

      The thought of the soufflé elicited a genuine smile from her that she couldn’t otherwise force. That smile must have triggered something in Evan, for he looked back at his training manual in contemplation, then closed its cover and stood to join her. Amanda’s smile grew wider, this time with surprising relief that he’d accepted her offer. She stepped aside so he could exit into the hallway, then walked back to the elevator.

      “We need to find Mother along the way,” Amanda told him. “She loves apples and cinnamon, so she’ll…”

      She drifted off, for she felt the cool breeze of Helix Unbound’s air conditioning system brushing along her back where Evan’s body had previously blocked its flow. When Amanda turned to learn why, she saw he’d stopped following her, and was now standing in the middle of the hallway, staring at her as if she had said something insane.

      “Evan, what’s wrong?”

      The boy’s reply was soft-spoken, with the tone a doctor might take when responding to the delusions of a mental patient. “You know we can’t do that. Mother’s gone.”

      Amanda didn’t understand the claim. “What do you mean she’s gone? She told us she was going to review our test results from this morning before going to bed.”

      “Amanda,” Evan said, the imposter medical professional within him taking a more authoritative tone. “Mother’s dead. Don’t you remember? I killed her.”

      An icy chill crept down Amanda’s spine. It hadn’t been Evan’s revelation that had caused the frosty feeling, but rather her realization that she had indeed known about Doctor Vasquez’s death, only she also knew that death hadn’t happened yet. It wouldn’t happen until years after she escaped Helix Unbound. Amanda felt another chill. Escape? What escape? Helix Unbound was her home. She had no reason to leave it… at least, not yet. Fractured recollections rushed through her mind, commingling in a stew of mishmashed memories that couldn’t be disentangled from one another. What was going on here?

      The cool air blowing against her back was replaced by an intense heat. Amanda felt a powerful rumble in the ground beneath her feet, which was no longer the smooth floor of Helix Unbound, but rather a pile of broken concrete, steel beams, and ash. She turned just in time to see a gothic tower of twisted figures rising from a lake of bubbling lava only a hundred feet away. It was Evan’s tower, concocted from the warped recesses of his dark mind. It was the manifestation of all the wrong, all the destruction, all the death the boy had taken part in since breaking free from his childhood prison.

      “Evan, stop,” Amanda pleaded. The tower continued rising into a smoky sky, blocking out the sun. “You need to stop,” she repeated. She faced her counterpart, who was staring at his tower with conflicted pride. “Please, Evan. You’re better than this!”

      His eyes shifted to her, and Amanda felt the lava’s heat dissipate. When she glanced over her shoulder, the tower and lake were gone, replaced by the majestic woods of Soul Wind Forest. When Amanda looked back at Evan, she found that he had aged considerably. He stepped up to her, caressed her cheek, and stared at her with loving eyes. Amanda now saw that she had aged as well, into the young woman that had experienced more pain in life than any person should ever have to endure. Evan leaned in for a gentle kiss, which Amanda accepted with a yearning she knew could never be fulfilled. And when the kiss was over, he pulled back, the glow of stained glass windows washing over him.

      “Evan,” Amanda choked through stinging tears, already too aware of what was coming next. “I’m so sorry.”

      Then the first blood stain appeared. It was the darkest red Amanda had ever seen, and it spread uncontrollably across her lover’s chest. The other stains followed, each the result of another bullet wound, fired by an assailant who Amanda would go on to kill, but not before he had taken the life of the one person she never wanted to be without. Evan collapsed, his body disappearing into a sea of red ash. Hatred flared within Amanda. She felt it consuming every particle of her unstable body as her genetic abilities and soldier-like training took hold of her once more. She pushed back against them, unwilling to let them have her again, but unable to do anything to stop them. Then her surroundings went black, and an unnerving silence filled her ears.

      “She was perfection…”

      Amanda spun in the darkness, seeking the source of the booming voice.

      “Did none of you ever question why she was given the Alpha moniker?”

      Amanda spun again, but the blackness around her was impenetrable. She recognized those words. They had been spoken by One, a member of the Plainclothes who had been with Helix Unbound and Project Impulse from the start. Amanda had tried so hard to ignore his claims, but no matter how deep she buried them, they always found their way to the surface of her thoughts.

      “You are the Alpha child.”

      No, she wasn’t, Amanda told herself. She was Amanda, the innocent girl who had grown up as a member of the Desmond household, who never wanted to cause others pain, who never wanted to be a source of suffering.

      “Like it or not, you’ve still got a destiny to fulfill.”

      Amanda rocked her head from side to side, as if trying to literally shake the thoughts loose from her mind. She heard that last phrase echoing through the blackness, repeating over and over again as if taunting her with a reality she so desperately wanted to pretend wasn’t true. But destiny wouldn’t let her off the hook so easily, and no matter what name she went by, she would always be the Alpha child at heart.

      “It’s time…”

      Amanda froze. That wasn’t One’s voice from the night she and her family and friends had interrogated him. Nor was it Joseph’s voice from the night they had made the superb soufflé. In fact, that voice was unlike any other Amanda had heard before. It wasn’t even spoken in the traditional sense of sound waves transferring from the source’s vocal cords to the recipient’s ear drums. It was more of a mental voice, one that had snuck into Amanda’s mind without her permission or desire, but which now had free rein to violate her thoughts at will.

      “It’s time…”

      That was no memory Amanda was hearing, either. That was something new, something insidious and incomprehensible, save for its desire to force her destiny upon her. And now Amanda knew exactly from whom it had originated. She opened the eyes of her mind, not to see through the surrounding darkness, but to see it for what it truly was. A shape materialized: the outline of a human body, though its humanity was questionable at best, with features obscured by persistent shadows. It was the Dark Man, one of the central figures behind Project Impulse, though one whose true allegiances and motives were unclear. The Dark Man had never spoken to Amanda before, yet his presence had attempted to influence her on more than one unwanted occasion.

      “You,” she said, feeling her body tense.

      The Dark Man started toward her, so Amanda instinctively retreated. She took one step back after another, keeping her eyes focused on her nemesis as she cautiously fled into a blackness that knew no end. The Dark Man followed, never in a hurry, never speeding up to match Amanda’s pace, but slowly closing the gap between them nonetheless. Panic creeping upon her, Amanda turned her back to the evil entity, prepared to break into a sprint to escape him, but there he was, blocking her path at the exact same distance at which he had stood before. Amanda turned again, but the Dark Man was still where she had left him the first time, still stepping forward, a hand now outstretched toward her.

      She strafed to her left to avoid him, then nearly toppled head over feet as her toes clutched the invisible ground to prevent her from running in to her stalker, who had somehow teleported into her path once more. Amanda looked to her right instead of sprinting blindly again, and saw the Dark Man awaited her there as well. There was no escaping him. The blackness was his domain, and she was his progeny, the final Impulse child, on the run from a destiny that would never let her go. The Dark Man reached out again. It wasn’t an aggressive gesture, and yet it may as well have been a mortal threat, for Amanda knew if she allowed him to take her, she would never be free of him again.

      She crouched back, but she could feel the Dark Man behind her as much as she could see him in front of her. His hand neared, behind it, a terrifying force Amanda didn’t want to embrace. She closed her eyes, wishing him away as she might a figment of her imagination. For a moment, she even thought she’d succeeded, but then she felt the icy touch of death in his fingertips, and she knew, no matter how much she fought from that point forward, she was his…
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      Amanda screamed as she bolted upright. Her chest heaved behind sweat-soaked pajamas, and her body trembled in the moonlight. She saw the familiar walls of her temporary bedroom, heard the familiar ticking of the clock that hung nearby, and confirmed that, despite how real her nightmare had felt, it had been just that: a nightmare. She wasn’t back in Helix Unbound as a child, nor in Eden during its downfall, Soul Wind Forest when she and Evan had consummated their feelings for each other, or the attic of Renewed Hope when she’d lost him to Judas. She wasn’t trapped in blackness, either, and though she still felt his presence haunting her, she wasn’t under the control of the Dark Man.

      Amanda fell back against her pillow and waited for her breathing to regulate. Once it did, and once she felt she had full control of her senses, she rolled out of bed and crept across the hall, to another bedroom that awaited there. She confirmed her scream hadn’t woken the person asleep inside, then did the same for a second and third bedroom farther down the hall. This wouldn’t have been the first time Amanda’s night terrors had disturbed the family that had taken her in during this past year and a half, but luckily, tonight, she had bothered no one but herself.

      She returned to her own bedroom, changed her pajamas, and stripped her damp bed sheets. She would wash everything in the morning, but this had become such a common occurrence that her temporary family had provided her with two backup bedding sets she could swap whenever needed. Amanda remade the bed, leaving the comforter and top sheet turned down so she could crawl back in when ready. She then used the bathroom and took a side trip to the kitchen for a glass of water. Along the way, she passed through the living room, where a laptop was propped open on a coffee table. A digital camcorder on a tripod was attached to the laptop, as was the receiver for a wireless lapel microphone. Amanda had set these items up over a week ago, but she had yet to use them, repeatedly finding reasons to procrastinate making a recording that had been on her mind for several months now. Having no intention of making this night more painful than it already had been, she ignored the devices and continued into the kitchen.

      She retrieved a glass from a cupboard and filled it with pre-chilled water from the refrigerator dispenser. Amanda downed the glass, the cool liquid calming her insides, then filled it again to bring back to her bedroom. A strong wind howled outside the kitchen window. A thunderstorm was coming, or so the weatherman had said, and though the preceding wind could be unnerving, the predicted rainfall would serve as welcome background noise while Amanda tried to recoup her lost night of rest. She stared out the window, watching the wind rustle nearby trees, whose shadows danced along the sidewalk and street of the peaceful neighborhood in which she had taken residence. Then one shadow shifted atop another, forming a rough outline of a human body, prompting Amanda to shut her eyes tight as she shook off her lingering memories of the Dark Man. Whether by his own hand or her imagination, he was in her head now, ready to seize any opportunity to remind her of his presence.

      Amanda turned away from the window. Then, with a steadying breath, she opened her eyes. She confirmed she hadn’t spilled her water during her blind retreat, then passed back through the living room with a conviction to keep her brain from focusing on anything of significance until she had crawled back into bed and fallen asleep. She had gotten as far as her bedroom hallway before she lost that battle, at which point a nagging voice told her she shouldn’t go any further. Amanda wasn’t certain what the voice had meant, for her temporary bedroom had been her safe haven for so long now, she nearly considered it her second home. There was no danger there, no reason not to return and salvage what sleeping hours remained of this night.

      But then Amanda realized the voice hadn’t told her she couldn’t go farther; it had said she couldn’t go further. And with that realization came sudden clarity. Amanda returned to the living room and set her glass on an end table coaster. She then stared at the recording setup that had been awaiting its on-camera star for over a week. If she ignored it, the setup would still be there the next day, and the day after, and so on. But Amanda’s burden, the reason she had set the camera up in the first place, would keep weighing on her. And if she didn’t address it soon, she might lose her opportunity to do so. For one thing was becoming increasingly clear: it was time. And Amanda couldn’t sit on the sideline any longer. She sat on the couch, booted the laptop and camera, clipped the microphone to her shirt, and launched the computer’s recording software. When an on-screen light confirmed the recording was underway, Amanda stared into the camera lens, the heaviness of her heart tugging at the edges of her face. Then she spoke, each word weighed down by an agony only she understood.

      “Hello, Father. If you’re watching this, there’s something you need to know.”
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            LOOMING DARKNESS

          

        

      

    

    
      Stacy Fitzgerald moaned in sleepy protest as she rolled over in bed. She didn’t know what time it was, only that she wasn’t ready to get up. Though the details were hazy as her mind wakened, she knew she’d been having a pleasant dream. She recalled something about a party—a birthday or wedding perhaps—at a quaint outdoor venue in the countryside. Her family and friends were all there, even those long since missing from her life. They were happy, as was she, something about the party holding extra special meaning for her. Stacy instructed her mind to fight against consciousness, to hold on to what she remembered in hopes of dozing back off and returning to the blissful dream world she had conjured. She gripped her pillow tight, burying her head in its plush filling. Then she curled her body, feeling her bare legs sliding beneath warm sheets, her feet touching the equally warm body next to her, and an even warmer ray of sunlight drifting over her face…

      Wait. Stacy’s brain fired into gear. Sunlight?!

      She opened her eyes to the sight of crisp, bright light infiltrating window shades. Stacy then grabbed her phone and checked the time. “Derek!” she said with hushed urgency. “We overslept! You’re going to be late for work!”

      Initially groggy, Derek turned his head as if he hadn’t heard her. Then he saw the sunlight peeking through his bedroom window, and a shot of adrenaline coursed through him. “Oh, shit. You’ve got to get out of here.”

      “Yeah, no kidding.”

      Stacy was already halfway out of the bed, her eyes darting around Derek’s bedroom floor for her pants. She knew they should have picked up before falling asleep. Derek wasn’t the neatest boyfriend a girl could ask for, and his room typically fell somewhere between crime scene and natural disaster zone. Finding a generic pair of blue jeans among the other laundry scattered around was near impossible.

      “Here,” Derek said, tossing her pants to her.

      She forgot she had taken them off on his side of the bed. Or had he taken them off? Stacy wasn’t sure. All she remembered about last night was that it had been an exhilarating reunion after not seeing each other since early March. She slipped her legs into their respective holes. “How long until your dad comes to check on you?”

      “Any minute now,” Derek said as he scrambled to find clean components of his police uniform. “He gets aggravated when I run us late. What about your parents?”

      “They’ll assume I’m sleeping in.” Stacy zipped her jeans and straightened her shirt, double-checking that she was still wearing her bra. She tied a wrap around her hair, slipped her phone into her pocket, and performed a sweep of Derek’s nightstand and bed to ensure she hadn’t left any personal belongings in plain view. “Okay, I’m good.”

      Derek crossed the room and raised his window blinds. He then slid open his window and extended an emergency escape ladder his dad kept under every second-floor bed in case of a fire. Stacy joined him at the window, glanced at the ground below, then lifted one leg after another onto the first rung.

      “Remember,” Derek said, “make a soft landing. You don’t want to draw my dad’s attention if he’s on this side of the house.”

      Stacy smirked at him. “I think I’ve done this enough times to know the drill.”

      “It’s been a while. I thought maybe you were out of practice.”

      “Did I seem out of practice last night?”

      Derek blushed. Stacy leaned forward and kissed him on the lips. “You look sexy in your uniform.”

      He was only in half his uniform by then, but he knew what she meant. “Want to meet for dinner tonight?”

      “I don’t know what my parents have planned. Call me when you get off of work. We’ll figure something out.”

      They heard Vincent Desmond’s voice yelling from downstairs. “Derek, let’s go! I’m going to start docking your pay if you keep this up!”

      Stacy giggled. “Go catch some bad guys, Officer.”

      “Aye aye, Captain.”

      She slithered down the escape ladder like a pro. It ended six feet off the ground, but she lowered herself to the last rung, dangled her feet, then dropped softly onto Derek’s lawn. She made sure she hadn’t been spotted through the nearest first-floor window, then blew her boyfriend a kiss and took off down the sidewalk. Derek had just managed to shut the window and return the escape ladder to its under-bed storage when Vincent rapped twice and opened his door.

      “What’s taking you so long?”

      “I overslept,” Derek said, hoping his guilt wasn’t written all over his face. “I’ll be down in ten minutes.”

      “Make it five.” Ever the law enforcement officer, Vincent’s eyes scanned Derek’s room suspiciously. He paused ever so briefly on his son’s bed, then on his nightstand, before backing out of the doorway with a leery look about him. “See you downstairs.”
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      Derek split the difference at seven and a half minutes. He was fully dressed in his Eden PD attire and had even brushed his hair while swirling mouthwash. His stomach was grumbling, but he knew better than to ask for a time extension to satiate it. This was one of the drawbacks of carpooling with his father to work on most days. Understandably, the sheriff’s schedule trumped his own, that of an entry-level patrolman, and it was only a problem when Derek overslept or otherwise farted around when he was supposed to be getting ready. But those days were probably a little too frequent for Vincent’s tastes. Derek considered ending their carpooling arrangement to limit the tension it created, but parking at Eden PD was insufficient for its size, leaving late arrivers settling for paid street and garage options. Derek had no desire to waste his paycheck on an avoidable expense. Besides, he and Vincent’s carpooling commute was the sort of father-son bonding time he still appreciated, even as he grew older and into his own manhood.

      “What’s on tap for today?” Derek asked as they pulled out of their driveway.

      “Standard patrol duty for you,” Vincent said. “I need to start prepping for the Rose Parade.”

      “Mayor Collins asked you to ride again this year?”

      “Thankfully, no. He found some other sucker to do it. But just like last year, he wants security as tight as it can be. He still worries that one day we’re going to have another incident like The Red Room.”

      Derek noticed the shift those final words incited in his father’s tone. Just like the annual Rose Parade, The Red Room, as it was unofficially known, was supposed to be a symbol of Eden’s rebirth following its collapse nearly five years earlier. It was a majestic performing arts center, a gathering spot for the culturally inclined to enjoy world-renowned concerts, stage plays, and other similar modes of entertainment. It was also the place where Judas Sparrows, in a last ditch effort to save himself from an incurable disease, had launched an attack upon the city that ultimately led to Evan’s death and Amanda’s departure from Vincent’s and Derek’s lives. His father hadn’t been the same since. It wasn’t that Vincent moped about in misery or harbored some inner anger at the hand fate had dealt them; it was more like the cup that contained his happiness had been permanently downsized. A joy was missing within him, and Derek suspected nothing but Amanda’s return to their family would bring that joy back.

      “If you need help, just let me know,” he told his father. “There are rumors of a new drug making its way around the usual gangs, but other than that, the streets are pretty uneventful these days. I’ve got time to spare.”

      “Don’t worry,” Vincent said. “It’ll be all hands on deck for parade day. That should give you at least a few hours of excitement. In the meantime, there is one critical thing you could do for me.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Tell Stacy to use the front door when she spends the night. I wasn’t worried about it on her shorter breaks, but if this is going to go on all summer…” He paused a moment for Derek to process, then continued, “The girl has had enough trips to the hospital on our watch.”

      “How did you⁠—”

      “I’ve been doing this job a lot longer than you, son,” Vincent said. “You don’t become sheriff without having some minimal degree of observation skills. Besides, did you really think I wouldn’t be the first person her parents call when she sneaks out at night?”

      That caught Derek by surprise. Stacy had assured him her parents were blissfully unaware of their late-night extra-curricular activities. “They know?”

      “They’ve got her bedroom window wired with motion sensors. Well, not just her window. Every window and both exit doors. They’ve also got more cameras around that house than Eden First Financial.”

      “They have that little trust in her?”

      “On the contrary,” Vincent corrected, “they trust her implicitly. You too. That’s why we talk behind the scenes instead of putting a stop to it. But you’ve got to realize, they almost lost their daughter twice to circumstances beyond any of our control. Keeping tabs on her is just their way of having comfort that she’s all right. They’ve got the same setup at her dorm room at school… though she doesn’t know that.” Vincent eyed Derek from the corner of his eye. “She doesn’t need to know it, either. Got it? Let her parents have their peace of mind.”

      “Yeah, sure,” Derek agreed. He kicked himself for being so naïve to think he and Stacy had been getting away with their tryst for well over a year without anyone catching on. He wondered whether their respective parents would take it in such stride if they knew how most of those nights together ended. It’s not like Derek and Stacy hadn’t slept at each other’s houses before. In fact, it had been common practice while Stacy recovered from the wounds she’d sustained in The Red Room. But those sleepovers were public knowledge, and except for a few risky endeavors during the witching hours, they had been relatively G-rated. In the interest of maintaining the status quo, maybe Derek needed to plant the seed that nothing had changed. “You know, Dad, we don’t do anything⁠—”

      Vincent’s glare, the type of glare that said don’t bother bullshitting me, stopped that lie in its tracks. “We all know what the two of you do up there. I’m not saying we approve, but it’s only natural. You’ve almost lost each other twice, too, and except for summer breaks like these, it’s not like you get to see each other often.”

      Derek squirmed uncomfortably. “I suppose this is where you lecture me about being safe?”

      “It’s a little late for that, don’t you think?”

      It was, but Derek wanted to reassure his father anyway. “We use protection.”

      “I know,” Vincent quickly cut in. “I saw the condom wrapper folded in your bed sheets this morning. Also, have you ever asked yourself how a twenty-pack of condoms has lasted you this long?”

      What had already been an embarrassing conversation for Derek had now turned downright humiliating. “I thought the foil used to be a different color…”

      “Clean your room,” Vincent ordered. “And start restocking your bathroom yourself. If you want to be an adult, you need to act the part. And yes, that means staying safe—no slip ups—at least until you put a ring on that girl’s finger.”

      Derek responded the best way he could. “Yes, sir.”

      What Vincent didn’t know was that he’d been strategizing how to get a ring on Stacy’s finger for a few months now. He had no doubts about wanting to marry his long-term girlfriend. Nor did he have any doubts that she would accept his proposal, though likely not before yanking his chain with a fake denial. The problem was one of finances and logistics. Stacy was still in college, and probably would be for at least two to three more years. The distance had once been a heavy strain on their relationship, but following her second brush with death in The Red Room—and Derek’s subsequent rescue of her—distance was no longer an instigator of what both of them now realized were childish and pointless fights. Nonetheless, a few more years of distance wasn’t ideal for an engaged couple, especially if they intended to get married in a shorter timeframe than that. Also, there was no telling where Stacy’s career would take her once she graduated. Derek had dropped out of college to join Eden PD after his brief stint as a deputy. If Stacy didn’t return to Eden full-time, would he be able to foster his own career somewhere else?

      Underlying all of that, engagement rings weren’t cheap. Of course, they could be, and Derek was confident Stacy would marry him no matter the money invested to adorn her finger. In this case, it was his own baseline of acceptance he needed to appease. Stacy was his one, the girl he had always wanted, who could have had anyone else, but ultimately chose him. Derek couldn’t bring himself to propose unless he did it right, and in his mind, right meant showing Stacy he loved her enough to put in the work necessary to buy her a ring worthy of her beauty. An entry-level patrolman salary did little to help accomplish that goal. Then again, if his father wanted him to put a ring on Stacy’s finger sooner rather than later…

      “You know, a little raise would go a long way to getting that ring,” he said, adding a joking grin so Vincent wouldn’t get suspicious.

      “You’ll get a raise when you earn it,” Vincent replied, his face stoic. “We can’t have anyone accusing us of nepotism. But I can give you some advice to get you there quicker if you’d like.”

      If it meant more money in his bank account, Derek would take whatever advice Vincent had to offer. “Sure.”

      “Start getting to work on time.” He shot his son a playful wink. “When you live with the boss, it’s a little hard to hide when you’re slacking on the job.”

      It wasn’t as helpful as Derek had hoped, but his father had a point. Instead of arguing or making excuses, he took the playful suggestion to heart, and once again responded in the best way he could: “Yes, sir.”
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      Senator Victoria Riley’s laptop screen woke from its dormant state. The text beneath her password entry box indicated a secure video call was incoming. Soon, a digital ring emitted from the laptop’s speakers, filling her kitchen and drifting into her living room. The call wasn’t planned, otherwise Victoria would have been waiting for it instead of putting the finishing touches on her attire for the day. She had her bedroom television turned to Patriot Talk, a morning show focused on politics and divisive issues around the country. It was one of several such shows Victoria would cycle through each morning. She didn’t care for the talking heads that regularly hosted the show, nor the panels of so-called experts they would bring in to reinforce their personal views. But her more career-driven colleagues did care, and knowing the hot-button issues of any given day helped prepare her for whatever annoyances might come her way.

      Patriot Talk was winding down a one-sided criticism of the current presidential administration as Victoria slipped into her suit jacket and flipped the end of her hair over its collar. A banner flashed across the screen that read Next Up: America’s New Drug Crisis—Who’s to Blame? Victoria rolled her eyes and searched for wherever she left the television remote. She wasn’t soft on drugs, but the current crisis had been growing for over a year now. The common belief was that it stemmed from the DeMarco empire, which already had a stranglehold on most major cities, but had since expanded to even the most rural of locations. But Patriot Talk wouldn’t blame Thomas DeMarco or anyone else in his supply and distribution chains for the declining situation. The hosts were going to blame any politician who had ever made a comment suggesting they didn’t take illegal drugs seriously… as long as they were on the other side of the political chasm, that was.

      Victoria found the remote and flipped channels. Then, in the quiet lull between stations, her ears picked up the ringing coming from her kitchen. She dropped everything and ran to intercept the call before it ended. Moments later, she was staring at a laptop screen containing three boxes: one with a live video stream of herself, one with her long-time friend and now clandestine partner General Francisco Javez, and the third with a still image of an official government seal that read Office of the Senate Black Book Committee. Once both Victoria and General Javez were on, the seal flashed to black and was replaced by a live stream of Alison Drexmore, head of said committee. The woman didn’t bother with morning pleasantries nor apologies for interrupting with an unscheduled call. Instead, she dove straight into business.

      “I need an update on last night’s planned raid. The summary report I received this morning indicates it was a success, but its details are lacking.”

      Victoria suspected this was coming. She had assembled the report in question around three o’clock that morning, after General Javez and a small team of loyal soldiers had conducted an off-book operation at a chemical manufacturing plant just outside of Philadelphia. Given the time of morning and how little sleep Victoria was going to get before her day job came calling, she had skimped on the finer details. Luckily, it appeared General Javez had also anticipated Alison’s call, for he lifted a note sheet into view.

      “We raided the facility at 0100 hours, as planned. A skeleton crew of two security guards, one chemist, two lab technicians, and a janitor were present at the time. We subdued the security guards with non-lethal force, then systematically cleared the facility’s five floors. The janitor surrendered willingly on floor two. We took the lab technicians by surprise on floor four, but were spotted by the chemist while securing them. He made a run for an emergency failsafe button that we believe would have either flushed or incinerated the contents of their production tanks, had we not caught him first.”

      “And those contents?” Alison asked.

      “The evidence we collected suggests Trizorapine, though we’ll have to wait for the full chemical analysis to come back to say for certain. I’ve got men holding down the building and detaining workers as they arrive for their day shifts. We’re conducting interrogations, but so far it doesn’t appear these people knew the full context of what they’d been working on. Even the chemist who went for the failsafe told us he’d only done so because that was a strict protocol he’d been given. He doesn’t know why it was the protocol.”

      “Digital records?” Alison asked, switching subjects.

      This was Victoria’s wheelhouse. “Francisco’s men installed a remote tap so our cyber group could siphon through them. My last check-in with them was a little after seven o’clock. They had cracked the facility’s encryption and were sorting the records by type: supply orders, shipping manifests, human resource documents, and such. They’ve got a long way to go, but the initial shipping manifests don’t look promising.”

      The disappointment on Alison’s face was visible. Attacking Project Impulse’s supply chain had been her idea. The location of Helix Unbound’s final sister facility, Complex E, remained an elusive secret. Records retrieved from Helix Unbound and its three subsequent sister facilities, B, C, and D, confirmed that plans had been drawn to develop Complex E, and even implied that some construction efforts had been put into motion. But that was the extent of record-keeping for the potentially non-existent facility. Nonetheless, Alison knew those who were trying to see Project Impulse through to its endgame must have set up shop somewhere. If not in Complex E, then in somewhere else equally capable of supporting their genetic tampering. Wherever that happened to be, they would need supplies to remain operational. And one of those key supplies, Alison had learned from scouring Helix Unbound’s records, was a manufactured steroid called Trizorapine. If she could locate the sources of Trizorapine, then logically, she could trace their shipments to their secret destination. But while the idea had merit, it unfortunately hadn’t played out so easily in practice.

      The previous night’s raid on a Trizorapine manufacturer had been the fourth of such raids in the past six months. During the first raid, General Javez hadn’t anticipated the implementation of failsafes. To the best of anyone’s knowledge, these manufacturers weren’t a part of Project Impulse, as Helix Unbound’s sister facilities had been. They were private firms contracted to produce Trizorapine under confidentiality agreements. They had no skin in protecting Project Impulse or its whereabouts. So it took General Javez and his team by surprise when the chemical tanks of that first manufacturing plant went up in flames, and its networked computer storage initiated a self-wiping routine. The operation had been a total loss.

      However, it put General Javez and his team on guard when they performed the second raid. They prevented any failsafes from being triggered and secured a sizable batch of Trizorapine that had just been barreled for shipping. The problem was that this was the facility’s first batch produced, and it hadn’t yet received a destination for the shipment. General Javez tried to maintain the ruse that the facility was still operational, in hopes that they could still intercept the shipping information once received, but it never came. Someone from Project Impulse must have been watching the facility from afar and reported its compromised state.

      The third raid had introduced its own set of challenges. General Javez and his team had prevented the failsafes from being triggered, secured the facility’s staff and current Trizorapine production, and even tapped their cyber group into its robust shipping record archive. The problem this time wasn’t too little information, but rather too much. The third manufacturing plant had been the largest of the four, and its capacity wasn’t dedicated to Trizorapine production alone. By the cyber group’s rough estimate, there were nearly eight hundred distinct chemicals being produced by the facility at the time of the raid. And all eight hundred had international shipping destinations. Given the logistics of transporting chemicals around the globe, the Trizorapine never traveled alone. With every batch, it and at least a couple of hundred other chemicals were packaged together and shipped to the same international port. From there, cargo ships would further group the chemicals with an assortment of other manufactured goods, then distribute their wares among other global ports. The goods would be further distributed by delivery trucks, planes, and even other ships, at some point reaching their final destinations. The Trizorapine had a unique strand in that spiderweb of interconnected transportation networks, but isolating it had proven to be an impossibility. By design, the manufacturing plant didn’t track it beyond its initial domestic destination port. On top of that, cargo ship records Alison had procured revealed the shipping company used its own identifiers to track its cargo, with no mapping to the identifiers used by the manufacturing plant. Again, this was likely by design.

      “What’s the problem this time?” she asked with a hint of annoyance.

      “It’s not so much a problem as it is a contradiction,” Victoria answered. “Well, two contradictions, really. Even though we couldn’t isolate the destination of Trizorapine from our last raid, we at least gathered enough evidence to know that destination was international or, at a minimum, not within the mainland United States. Last night’s facility, as far as we can tell so far, only shipped within the mainland United States. The destinations don’t align.”

      “Maybe the destination was a domestic distribution hub,” Alison proposed. “I assume the cyber team is still collecting those details. Perhaps the Trizorapine was being gathered from multiple smaller production facilities into one centralized location before being shipped to its final destination.”

      “Yes,” Victoria confirmed, “our cyber team is still working on that info. But therein lies our second contradiction. The Trizorapine didn’t ship to a single destination; it shipped to twenty-six of them. One for each state east of the Mississippi River.”

      Alison tilted her head into her hand, rubbing her eyes in subdued frustration. She had thought tracking Complex E’s location through its supply chain would go smoother than this. But either the former government officials behind Project Impulse were really that smart, or there was something else to their actions she couldn’t quite see yet. Alison hoped it was only the former, for the latter introduced an entirely new set of headaches she might not have the time or resources to deal with. This clandestine operation had been underway for well over a year now. Even though Alison largely had carte blanche with her Black Book budget, she was still expected to produce results. Playing the long game to get those results was acceptable, but squandering a long-term allocation of resources was not.

      “We should consider the upside here,” General Javez offered. “This is yet another Trizorapine manufacturing plant we’ve taken offline. There must be a finite number of them, given the special circumstances under which the chemical needs to be produced. Eventually, we’ll take out enough that it should cripple Project Impulse’s next move, whatever that happens to be.”

      Alison returned her cold eyes to the screen. “I don’t want it crippled, General. I want it dismantled. Those people are toying with scientific breakthroughs none of our other military research groups have come close to replicating. The power they’ve unleashed was supposed to be under our control. Instead, it’s become a direct threat to our national security. If you don’t believe that, ask Jacob Riley.”

      The reference to Victoria’s deceased husband had been unnecessarily harsh. For Victoria, it stirred painful memories of the day she’d learned he’d been shot to death in his own senatorial office. She’d been distraught, sad, angry, and vengeful all at the same time, and it was that hurricane of emotions that had spurred her pursuit of Project Impulse in the first place. For General Javez, Alison’s words were a reminder of the day he’d stood on Victoria’s front porch and agreed to help her carry out her vengeance. Jacob had been a good friend and hadn’t deserved the betrayal that had gotten him killed. Despite so much progress since then, achieving their end goal was still far from certain.

      “I understand,” General Javez said, forcing his professionalism ahead of any personal distaste he might have for Alison’s methods. “We’ll keep extracting whatever information we can from last night’s raid and start honing in on our next target.”

      “See that you do,” she replied. “At some point, we’re all going to have to answer for what we’ve been doing these past eighteen months. Between Complex B and your more recent failure in New York, you can’t afford another display of incompetency, General. As for the senator and I… well, I’m not looking to go to prison for misallocation of government resources. I assume she’s not, either.”

      Victoria saw no reason to confirm the obvious. Alison must have sensed she had pushed enough buttons for one call, for without apology or cordiality, she told the others to follow up with her once they knew more, then ended the call. Victoria stared at her empty laptop screen for nearly a minute, debating what to do next. She considered calling General Javez privately, but other than unloading their shared feelings about Alison, the call would serve no purpose. He was doing his job, and Victoria was doing the same. At some point, they were bound to have a breakthrough. They would hit that one production facility that wasn’t so clean at covering its tracks. Then they would trace it to Complex E with as much firepower as they could muster and wipe Project Impulse from existence. But Victoria knew the clock was ticking. If not her own from a pending review of her, General Javez’s, and Alison’s clandestine activities, then Project Impulse’s. For someday soon, it would reach its endgame and unleash whatever hell it had been cooking up upon the world. Victoria could only hope they would find and stop it before then.
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      Inside a sterile, nondescript bunker, which itself was located inside the bowels of Helix Unbound, Complex E, Colonel Davis stared at the alarm clock next to his bed. He wasn’t waiting for it to trigger; it had done that hours earlier, when his morning routine had kicked into gear to ensure he was ready by the time the science staff began their shifts for the day. It was his duty to oversee their safety, doing everything from monitoring their progress from bed to lab table, to ensuring they remained well fed, to watching for any signs of depression or other mental illness being confined to this high-tech hamster cage might induce. He was a glorified babysitter, a far cry from the elite commander he’d once been. But there wasn’t much he could do about that.

      The army that had once been under his command was down to only two men. Many had been killed by Evan when he’d first returned to Helix Unbound seeking revenge for his treatment as a subject of Project Impulse. Of those who’d survived, nearly all had been killed in the military’s destruction of Complex B and subsequent caravan attack by Judas. The loyalty of those who remained was questionable, at best. They had witnessed their comrades fall in an unofficial war that had no end in sight, and for which it was unclear whether they were fighting on the morally correct side. Though they had never taken action against Colonel Davis, he wouldn’t risk turning his back to them, for fear of a mutiny he was certain someday would come.

      The alarm clock’s digits flashed as a new hour began. Colonel Davis had fifteen minutes before the first morning break, at which time he would escort the facility’s science staff to the cafeteria for refreshments. That meant he had fifteen minutes to place the phone call that had been on his mind for the past few weeks, a call he didn’t want to make until the turn of the hour out of respect for time zone differences. He picked up the receiver next to his alarm clock and dialed. There was a brief delay as the call was routed through Complex E’s cyber-infrastructure, rerouted to a dummy line in a far off country, then connected to its dialed recipient. The phone rang three times before a woman answered, her voice harboring trepidation at what undoubtedly appeared on her end as an unknown number.

      “Hello?”

      “Hi,” Colonel Davis said, trying to sound as natural as a hard-nosed military official could. “May I speak with Demetrius Jackson, please?”

      “Who’s calling?”

      The colonel couldn’t give his real name, so he considered lying. But the last time he’d tried that, it hadn’t worked in his favor. Instead, he fell back to vague truthfulness. “An old friend.”

      Momentary silence, then, “Hold on.”

      Colonel Davis heard the phone on the other end being shuffled around. Then he heard heated whispering, unable to make out much beyond what sounded like the woman saying I think it’s him. Nervous that his call would be denied, Colonel Davis fiddled with a bedside pen and pad of paper, scratching incoherently to distract himself from growing frustration and anger. There was more silence, then a familiar male voice came on the line.

      “You need to stop calling me, Colonel. This is the fifth time I’ve changed my number. I’m not coming back.”

      “Jackson,” Colonel Davis said, relief overtaking him as he heard his former soldier’s voice. “How have you been?”

      Jackson didn’t seem in the mood to humor small talk. “I’m the same as the last time you called. Crippled, but surviving. Now I need you to leave me alone. I’m not a soldier anymore. I’m a family man just trying to move on with life.”

      “I know,” Colonel Davis said. “I know what you’ve told me. And… I’m sorry I keep tracking you down. It’s just… things are getting tough over here. I don’t know my purpose anymore. I don’t know who I can trust. I’m on an island, with no one but myself to rely upon. I need my right hands back.”

      “Your right hands are gone,” Jackson said bluntly. “One is dead, and the other is confined to a wheelchair. What could I possibly do for you in this condition?”

      “You could be my sound mind, my voice of reason. You could be my tether to—” Colonel Davis paused, partly because he didn’t know how to vocalize what he wanted to say, and partly because he wasn’t sure if he should. Since the destruction of Helix Unbound, he had felt himself slipping farther and farther from mental stability. He had avoided thinking about his shift in mental state by drowning himself in work at Complex B. But that work had ultimately led to the destruction of that facility, the betrayal of Judas, the death of his men and Evan, and a hasty retreat to a half-built complex in which he had even less control than before. There was no more avoiding the shift within him, and facing that reality was now taking a heavy toll. “I just need someone I can trust.”

      “You chose the people you trusted,” Jackson said, confident Colonel Davis would pick up on his reference to the Dark Man and Woman in White. “If something’s changed, then walk away. Do what I did and get out while you still can.”

      The colonel’s instinctual reaction to Jackson’s words was not one he intended to voice, but it slipped out anyway. “I’m not sure I can anymore.”

      And there was the cold, hard truth of the matter. Colonel Davis was in too deep. He was a key component of an unholy trinity that had commandeered Project Impulse for its own goals. Only those goals had been relatively benign compared to what they were now. A little global chaos, an unseating of the United States as one of the world’s greatest military powers, was nothing compared to what he suspected the Dark Man would do if left unchecked. As far as Colonel Davis could tell, the Woman in White had already succumbed to his will. The colonel had felt pressure to follow suit, but he was fighting back, unwilling to give up control of his own actions and destiny. Yet, with each passing day, and each mental slide away from stability, he felt himself losing that fight. He felt himself being swallowed by the darkness that had overtaken Project Impulse, and soon there would be nothing of his own free will left to guide him.

      After a long, tense moment, Jackson replied, “I don’t know what to tell you, Colonel. Maybe you should turn yourself in to the government. Maybe you should face the penalties for your past actions, and then maybe… just maybe… you’ll find redemption.”

      Colonel Davis felt a twitch of hopelessness. Somewhere deep inside, he knew he was already beyond redemption. “Jackson, please…”

      “I’m changing my number today. Don’t look up the new one.”

      There was a click, and the line went silent. Colonel Davis could have been angry. In fact, the old him would have been angry, pissed even, that a person who had once been so loyal was now unwilling to help him. But he didn’t feel anger. Instead, he felt nothing. He felt only emptiness, and some far off longing to have for himself what Jackson had found. Colonel Davis set both the phone and his scribbling pen down, then dropped his forehead into his palms. He had been such a prideful man at one time, and now look at him… pathetic, weak, paranoid, and ineffective. He had become a nobody, a figurehead of a genetic experiment in which his partners called the shots, and he obeyed like a lapdog. He needed to get away from them. He needed to get away from this place. He needed⁠—

      Colonel Davis's thoughts cut out as lights do when someone flips their switch. An alien thought slithered into his mind: don’t run away. Don’t disconnect. Embrace the destiny that awaits. Be part of the change that was coming to the world. Seal a legacy as one of the harbingers of greatness that awaited on the other side of catastrophe. Colonel Davis groaned as the new thoughts embedded their claws into his brain. They were positive on the surface, a tempting reprieve from the negative cloud in which he had lived these past eighteen months. But the way they had invaded his mind and now ripped at opposing streams of consciousness revealed their true nature. There was something malignant behind those thoughts, a dark force that wanted Colonel Davis on its side. He winced and pushed the thoughts away, thinking of Jackson’s voice, about his encouragement to seek redemption. Maybe it wasn’t too late after all. Maybe there was still something he could do. He just needed to fight a little longer…

      The thoughts of embracing catastrophe fled, leaving him to his prior, though more exhausted, mental state. Colonel Davis let his head drop from his hands onto his nightstand, where it landed upon the pad he’d been scribbling on with a dull thud. The colonel took several deep breaths to reclaim control of his mind, then opened his eyes and slowly pushed himself back into an upright position. It was then that his gaze fell upon the notepad. Though he’d been scratching unconsciously, a nervous tick to counter the array of emotions he knew would accompany the call with Jackson, his pen strokes had taken on a familiar shape. It wasn’t a shape Colonel Davis had seen with his own eyes before, but it was one both he, the members of Project Impulse, and every resident of Eden would easily recognize. It was a hieroglyphic eye, the symbol Raymond Holmes had left time and time again while carrying out a murderous crime spree. It was the symbol of Eden’s destruction, appearing from the magma tunnels that ran beneath the city and had contributed to its downfall. And it was the symbol Judas had co-opted to isolate the other Impulse children before betraying all who’d supported him. It was a symbol of death, a symbol of darkness, and now it had found its way into Colonel Davis's mind. He ripped the top sheet of paper from the notepad and crumpled it tightly before tossing it in his waste bin.

      “Colonel Davis?” a voice said over his in-room intercom speaker.

      Trying to brush off the implications of his drawing, the colonel jammed the intercom’s response button. “Yes?”

      “We need you in The Hive. There’s been another breach.”

      Go fuck yourself, is what Colonel Davis wanted to say. These breaches were getting out of hand, preventing Project Impulse from reaching its final stage of evolution. Maybe if he stopped dealing with them, the project would fall apart, securing him the freedom he desired. Then again, if he ignored the breaches completely, he probably wouldn’t survive to enjoy that freedom. He was screwed either way, so he would do what he’d been doing these past eighteen months: he’d keep pushing forward and let the chips fall where they may.

      “I’ll be right there.”
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      Joseph Madison strolled down the quiet sidewalk, the warm morning sun a pleasant complement to the cool breezes that still frequented these late May days. He carried with him two roses, one red and the other white, each fitted with a small vial of water and plant food, ensuring the blooms would stay fresh for at least a few days after he placed them. The professor had taken this walk more times than he could remember since The Falling of the Tides, and it had become a regular part of his weekly routine following Evan’s death a year and a half earlier. He passed row after row of concrete headstones, some bare of decoration and slowly deteriorating from exposure to the seasons, others well-kept and adorned by floral arrangements more extravagant than he had ever brought with him. There were no other visitors to this portion of the graveyard this morning, which was how Joseph liked it. It gave him the opportunity to speak and act freely, without the fear of observation or eavesdropping, both of which could lead to reporters subsequently hounding him. He was a known figure in the disasters that had plagued Eden over the past five years, and as much as he tried to put the past behind him, less-satiated and more curious minds were determined not to let that happen.

      Joseph made a right turn down an intersecting sidewalk, then a left onto the freshly cut grass that ran between parallel rows of headstones interspersed with periodic gaps. He recalled a time when there had been no gaps, here or anywhere else in this graveyard on the border of Eden and Lakeview Bay. The plots had all been reserved to honor the memories of those killed during The Falling of the Tides. For many of the deceased’s family members, Lakeview Bay had only been a temporary home on the way to the farthest place from Eden possible. When they’d moved to more permanent residences, a large number had their relatives’ headstones—most of which weren’t accompanied by a body—transferred to local cemeteries to make visitation easier. But like most residents who’d returned to Eden to rebuild their previous lives, Joseph hadn’t bothered moving Mary Vasquez’s headstone. Cemeteries hadn’t been a top priority on the infrastructure list during Eden’s reconstruction, and by the time they’d proliferated, residents who occasionally visited their departed loved ones had gotten used to the infrequent drive to Lakeview Bay.

      Though Joseph couldn’t have predicted it at the time, and though he would give anything to reverse how his children’s lives had played out a year and a half earlier, the extra graveyard capacity near Mary’s grave had given him the ability to bury Evan next to her. He’d feared Amanda would frown upon it, given Mary wasn’t actually a casualty of The Falling of the Tides, but rather a victim of Evan’s rage when he’d returned from vicious challenges on Sunrise Isle to exact revenge on Helix Unbound. But she’d given her approval without hesitation before departing Eden to protect her family from the ongoing activities of Project Impulse. In hindsight, Joseph shouldn’t have been surprised. Despite Evan’s dark origins, Amanda had found the goodness within him. She had fostered that goodness and, in turn, grown to love him. She would want her Evan, the Evan that wasn’t consumed by rage nor filled with hatred and a thirst for death, to be buried somewhere meaningful, even if she wouldn’t be around to visit him herself.

      “Hi there,” Joseph said softly when he stopped in front of Mary’s headstone. “It’s me again. But I guess you expected that.” He laid the red rose on the grass in front of the headstone, noting the one he’d brought the previous week, which had surely wilted days ago, was no longer there. “I see the caretaker is still cleaning up after me. One of these days, I’ll run into him and thank him.”

      Joseph twirled the white rose nervously between his fingers, then set it on the grass in front of the neighboring headstone, which read In Loving Memory of Evan Madison-Vasquez. In truth, Evan had no last name, but the cemetery had requested one, and given he was the product of Joseph and Mary’s work on Project Impulse, Joseph thought the addition was fitting. “Hi Evan. How have you been?” The professor scoffed at his own ridiculousness. “Look at me: chatting as though you’re going to climb out of that grave and respond. What a foolish old man I’ve become.”

      He sat on the grass between their graves. He knew the moisture in the underlying dirt would leave him looking like he’d had an accident during his visitation, but he didn’t care. His mind was preoccupied by the inherent conflict it often faced during these trips. Joseph was a man of science, an intellect trained to assume disbelief until proven otherwise. As he had once expressed to Evan, that left him at odds with religious concepts such as God, faith, and, relatedly, a belief in life beyond death. Yet he visited these graves week after week, and week after week he spoke to Mary and Evan as if they were there with him. In Evan’s case, his corporeal remains were actually there, though by now heavily decomposed. Joseph had a dream one night that Evan’s Omega Genome had somehow survived his mortality, that he wasn’t truly dead, but rather in a state of deep hibernation from which he would one day wake to reunite with his surrogate father. Joseph knew the idea was scientifically infeasible, and yet, even after learning it had been a dream, he had held on to a sliver of hope that he was wrong.

      But as expected, Evan had never risen from his grave. Nor would he, Joseph repeatedly reminded himself, because all that made Evan was gone from existence. He was a corpse, a collection of organic compounds fertilizing the earth in Mother Nature’s never-ending cycle of life. And yet, despite this knowledge…

      “I’m thinking of returning to my job,” Joseph said, continuing his one-sided conversation. “I’ve been on sabbatical for nearly three semesters now. At some point, my supervisors are going to pull my line and hire someone else. But I think I’m ready. I miss the students. I miss prepping the next generation of scientists for the greatness they’ll one day achieve.” He paused in self-reflection, then added, his tone growing more melancholy, “I’ve been squandering myself this past year and a half. I’ve been living a life of pity and remorse, holding on to the things I’ve lost instead of looking to what remains. I’m having trouble giving you up… both of you.” Joseph’s gaze drifted to Mary’s headstone. “I still think about the good days at Helix Unbound. I think about all those nights we stayed up late trying to overcome some unexpected obstacle in our preliminary genetic code. I think about how we used to raid the vending machines and set up makeshift snack buffets in our lab. I think about the misery we put ourselves through running through iteration after failed iteration of code, and then how the eventual thrill of success overcame that misery plus some.”
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redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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