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Chapter 1: Norah
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Norah Bennet cracked one eye open at the sound of her mother’s voice drifting up the stairs. She groaned, rolling over and pulling her stuffed monkey, Mr. Monkey, closer to her chest. A quick glance at her alarm clock confirmed her worst fear—it was only 7:30 a.m. Didn’t her mom realize she was homeschooled? “That means I shouldn’t have to get up early,” she mumbled into her pillow, giving Mr. Monkey a reassuring squeeze. Deciding that five more minutes (or maybe fifty) of sleep was a perfectly reasonable response, she snuggled deeper into her blankets.

But fate—or more specifically, her mother—had other plans. A firm knock rattled her bedroom door before it swung open without waiting for a response. Norah peeked out from under her covers just in time to see her mother, Jessica, pause at the threshold, her expression shifting from determined to dismayed.

Jessica sighed dramatically as she took in the disaster zone that was her 13-year-old daughter’s bedroom. Clothes were draped over the furniture in what could generously be called a creative display. A pile of half-finished projects—robot parts, tangled wires, and an old radio she had been trying to fix—sat stacked on her desk. Stray socks, notebooks, and at least three empty juice boxes littered the floor. Jessica bent down and picked up a pair of socks that had somehow landed over Norah’s computer screen. She held them up like they were contaminated evidence.

“Norah Bennet,” Jessica called again, this time with a mix of exasperation and authority. “Come on, it’s time to get up.”

Norah groaned louder this time and buried her face into her pillow. “Do I have to? Blake doesn’t have to do schoolwork today! Can’t I just take the day off? Or, you know, the whole winter?” She threw in an extra dramatic sigh for good measure.

She was, of course, referring to her older brother, Blake, who had somehow gotten out of schoolwork altogether. He’d spent the entire summer doing “community service” at Genesis Labs, which they had conveniently labeled an internship. Now, he was even staying there for the school year, going through some kind of special training. It hardly seemed fair.

Jessica, unimpressed, marched over and yanked the covers right off her. “Nope. Up. Now.”

Norah sat up reluctantly, rubbing the sleep from her eyes, still clutching Mr. Monkey like a lifeline.

“There we go,” Jessica said with a satisfied nod. “Progress.” She turned to leave but stopped at the doorway. “Now get dressed, come downstairs for breakfast, and after that,” she said, scanning the mess around her, "You’re cleaning this up before you even think of doing anything else."

Norah let out another groan as she watched her mom pluck a crumpled T-shirt off her lamp and shake her head. “I don’t even want to know how this ended up here.”

With that, Jessica left the room, leaving Norah to glare at the ceiling. “Ugh,” she muttered. “Worst. Morning. Ever.”

Mr. Monkey, as always, had no response.

Well, we better get cleaning,” Norah said to Mr. Monkey, placing the well-loved stuffed animal gently on her pillow as if he were supervising the whole operation. She let out a dramatic sigh, hands on her hips, as she scanned the disaster zone that was her bedroom. Clothes were scattered across the floor like a tornado had blown through, books stacked haphazardly on her desk, and an impressive collection of empty snack wrappers peeked out from under her bed. With a determined nod, she grabbed the nearest pile of laundry, tossing socks and shirts into the hamper with the grace of a basketball player making free throws.

She moved to her desk next, stacking books neatly while occasionally flipping through a few pages, getting distracted for just a moment before shaking her head and refocusing. As she gathered up the crumpled snack wrappers, she made a mental note to stop sneaking food upstairs—not that she actually would. The last challenge was tackling the mystery items lurking under her bed. She braced herself, took a deep breath, and pulled out an assortment of forgotten treasures: a missing shoe, a half-eaten granola bar (yuck!), and an old science project she had sworn had vanished into another dimension. Finally, after what felt like an eternity, she flopped onto her bed, triumphant. “There, all clean!” she declared to Mr. Monkey.
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NORAH HUFFED AS SHE made her way down the stairs, struggling to keep her overflowing laundry hamper balanced in her arms. Mr. Monkey perched on top, wobbling dangerously with every unsteady step. "Hang in there, buddy," she muttered as she nearly tripped over a stray sneaker at the bottom of the staircase. She gritted her teeth, adjusted her grip, and shuffled determinedly toward the laundry room.

With an exaggerated groan, Norah nudged the door open with her foot and half-dragged, half-lugged the hamper inside. She set it down with a thud and pushed back her tangled hair, eyeing the mountain of clothes with a dramatic sigh. "Okay, let's do this." She started grabbing handfuls of shirts, socks, and random pajama pants, stuffing them into the washing machine. She paused when she found a balled-up sweatshirt, giving it a sniff—big mistake. "Ew!" She tossed it in quickly before the stench could burn her nose off. After dumping in some detergent and twisting the knob to 'normal wash', she smacked the start button like she was launching a spaceship. "Boom. Laundry—defeated." She gave Mr. Monkey a victorious fist bump before heading to the kitchen.

At the table, her parents, Jessica and David, were already deep into their breakfast. Her dad was reading the news on his tablet, while her mom sipped coffee, giving Norah a knowing look as she plopped down in her chair. Ignoring the glance, Norah grabbed the box of Frosted Choco Bites, pouring herself a generous bowl before drowning it in milk. As she stuffed a spoonful of sugary goodness into her mouth, she reached for the orange juice, pouring herself a glass as her mom spoke.

"Don't forget, we have the co-op today," Jessica reminded her.

Norah paused mid-chew, her spoon hanging in the air. Normally, homeschool co-op was not the highlight of her week. Sitting through extra lessons, group projects, and pretending to be interested in things she already knew? No thanks. But today was different. Today, they were going to Genesis Labs.

Her eyes lit up, and she quickly swallowed her bite of cereal. "Oh, I haven't forgotten," she said, barely containing her excitement.

Genesis Labs wasn’t just any science facility—it was the leader in technology. They were pioneers in robotics, medicine, and cutting-edge engineering, Genesis Labs was also famous for its work with animal sanctuaries around the world. They were constantly coming up with new and innovative ways to protect endangered species—and, even cooler,and they were even trying to bring back extinct animals! Sure, they hadn’t succeeded yet, but just knowing they were working on it made Norah’s brain buzz with excitement. And the best part? Her brother, Riese, worked there. That meant there was a small chance she could get a sneak peek at some of the behind-the-scenes action.

Blake, her other brother, had gone on the tour last year and told her they got to see the labs where scientists were working on actual DNA from extinct animals. But when she pressed for details, he just shrugged and said they didn’t really let them see much.

Norah frowned at that. What was the point of a tour if they didn’t show you anything cool? Did they think kids would be impressed by a bunch of boring test tubes and scientists scribbling on clipboards? No, thank you. If she was going to Genesis Labs, she wanted the full experience—holograms, robots, and at least one top-secret, classified experiment.

Jessica glanced at the clock and set down her coffee. “Speaking of which, you need to go get ready. We have to leave in 30 minutes, and I don’t want to be late and have the others waiting on us.”

Norah swallowed her last bite of cereal and hopped to her feet. “Don’t worry, Mom,” she said, giving her a quick peck on the cheek. “I’ll be quick!”

And with that, she bolted up the stairs, taking them two at a time like she was training for the  Olympics. Bursting into her room, she did a dramatic dive toward her closet, landing in a pile of stuffed animals and yesterday’s hoodie. "Okay, focus," she told herself, flinging open the closet doors. She needed an outfit that said: "I am a serious scientist-in-training, but also, I’m super cool and not afraid to outrun a rogue robotic Killing machine if necessary."

She settled on jeans, her favorite “Future Mad Scientist” t-shirt, and a hoodie with way too many pockets (you never know when you’ll need extra storage space). Clothes in hand, she sprinted to the bathroom, somehow managing to shower, brush her teeth, and wrestle her hair into a ponytail all in record time.

Twenty-seven minutes later, she burst back into the hallway—dressed, clean, and ready for adventure. Sure, her socks didn’t match, but honestly? Who even noticed socks when you were about to visit the most high-tech lab in the world?

Norah made her way back downstairs, practically skipping as she landed on the last step. Her mother stood waiting by the door, arms crossed but mildly impressed.

“I’m impressed,” Jessica said, glancing at her watch. “That was record time.”

“Told you I’d be quick,” Norah grinned, throwing her arms out as if she had just won some kind of speed-dressing championship.

Jessica shook her head fondly and handed her a bright pink lunch pail  “Here, I packed your lunch for you.”

Norah groaned dramatically. “Aww, Mom, I was hoping to get something at the cafeteria at Genesis Labs! Riese said they have androids that bring your food right to you! Like, actual robots with trays! It’s the future, Mom, and you’re holding me back with peanut butter sandwiches.”

Jessica just gave her the look. You know—the Mom Look. The one that meant this argument was already over before it even started. “Well, this is better. This is made with love from your mother,” she said sweetly, patting the lunch pail.

Norah sighed like it was the greatest tragedy in human history, but she still took the lunch pail and gave her mom a hug. “Fine. But if I get attacked by a malfunctioning food-service android and don’t have the strength to fight it off because I didn’t get a fancy robot-made meal, that’s on you.”

Jessica snorted. “I’ll take my chances.”

Norah slung her backpack over one shoulder and bolted for the door, pausing just long enough to call over her shoulder, “Come on, Mom, we’re going to be late!” before disappearing outside.

Jessica laughed at her daughter’s excitement, shook her head, and followed her out the door. 
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Chapter 2: Genesis Labs
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Jessica’s car rolled to a stop in front of the gleaming, high-tech Genesis Labs facility, where a small crowd of parents and their kids had already gathered. The morning sun reflected off the sleek glass exterior, making the whole place look like something out of a sci-fi movie. Norah barely waited for the car to stop before flinging the door open and hopping out.

The homeschool group was a mixed bag of personalities, each one standing with their parent(s), chatting excitedly—or, in some cases, half-asleep.

Elliot Carter (15) leaned against a metal bench, scrolling through his tablet, probably hacking into something he shouldn’t be. His backpack had wires sticking out of it, and Norah wouldn’t have been surprised if he had built some kind of robot in there just for fun. His mom stood next to him, talking animatedly to another parent about how he had “completely disassembled and reprogrammed their microwave last week.”

Sofia Delgado (14) was flipping through a massive biology book, already prepared for every possible scientific discovery they might stumble upon today. She had a notebook tucked under one arm, ready to take notes, and her dad, wearing an equally geeky “Save the Rainforest” T-shirt, smiled proudly beside her.

Jamal Reed (13), dressed in a basketball jersey and sneakers, stood with his arms crossed, looking slightly unimpressed but still excited underneath the tough exterior. His mom, a no-nonsense woman in scrubs (probably coming from or heading to work), ruffled his hair, making him groan.
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