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Chapter one

Nightmares – David Conrad POV





Ihovered outside my body, stuck in a space that felt real and not real at the same time, like all the air had been sucked out. I watched my hands raise the gun, heavy and familiar, and then I shot Andrew. The crack of the shot echoed in my head. He stumbled, eyes wide. Fell with a breath that seemed to last forever. 

My finger twitched again, and I turned the gun on Lili. Her face crumpled, not with fear, but with grief so raw it reached out and touched me even from here. She looked at me like her world had just ended. God, what had I done?

Andrew’s spirit floated free of his broken body in a pale glow. I expected him to rise, to drift toward mercy, but he didn’t. Instead, he straightened and walked toward me, to where I stood and watched this horror unfold. His steps made no sound, but each one felt like the world itself was pressing against me. I couldn’t look away as he closed the distance, his eyes locked on mine, holding some knowledge I didn’t want to know.

He gave me his sweetest smile. "It's not your fault,” he whispered. “I love you. I died loving you." 

I screamed out as I sat up in bed, resolute yet barely clinging to my sanity by a thread. 

The dream was always the same, and so was I, drenched in sweat and my face covered in tears. 

A glance at the clock showed me it was three in the morning. Dread washed over me as I worried that I had woken the house with my outburst. 

Lili’s sudden appearance beside me, her form perched delicately on the edge of the bed, brought both comfort and a reminder of the turmoil within. “Breathe, David, breathe.” 

“I’m okay. I’m sorry,” I apologized as I tried to gather myself. 

Anu walked behind Lili. “I will make you some tea and check Tam’s room.” His hopeful smile brought a moment of peace until I realized I could have woken Tam. 

My heart clenched at the thought of Lili and Anu’s innocent son, Tam, and his fears of my painful night terrors. Lili and I sat in silence for a moment before she took my hand.

“We moved you across the house from Tam’s room. I'm sure you didn’t wake him.” 

“I hope not. He worries about me. He talks to me all the time about my bad dreams. It’s too much for a five-year-old.” I sighed. 

“What was your nightmare about tonight?” she asked politely. Lili could sense my thoughts, as she could with others, but she was letting me voice my fears. I remembered practicing this exercise with her many times. 

“The one that tears me apart the most.” The worst day of our lives. The day Abrams, an evil traitor, took over and made me believe that Lili and Andrew were my enemies, not those I cared about most. 

“Remember what your therapist told you. Abrams is the one who killed Andrew, not you. It was on his order while he controlled your mind.” Since becoming a mother, her voice had sometimes softened more than when we worked together as operatives. She was walking away from being an operative just as I was desperate to prove I could be one. 

“We both know who pulled the trigger,” I whispered. “The only reason I’m in therapy is to get my head back in the game.” I looked away from her as a wave of jealousy washed over me, not because I wanted her to be my lover again, but because of the envy I felt for her life now. She found the love of her life, had a child, and quickly reconciled with Michael. My thoughts and emotions were scattered. Just a moment ago, I was happy that she had a fulfilling life, but as we sat in silence, I wondered what my life could have been like if I had managed to stop Abrams and save Andrew. 

I felt her enter my mind. “You can’t think like that, David. We can’t go back in time.”

“If I could, I would,” I whispered.

Anu returned with my tea. “Sozo made you the black tea you like.” He handed me my tea and sat in the chair near the window. He opened it without me asking, but I was glad he did. The night air always helped clear my mind. 

“Did I wake Rabbit?” I asked. Even in these dark moments, Tam’s nickname brought a reluctant smile to my lips. 

“He’s completely out," Anu reassured. “That boy could sleep through a tsunami alarm after playing football all afternoon with Sochi and Leo.” 

“Regardless, I should move to Ryder’s old guest house if the offer to use it still stands,” I suggested. “It might be better for everyone. I hope the dreams fade over time.” 

“We can talk about that tomorrow.” Lili shifted away from the immediate issue fading between us. “Do you think you can go back to sleep? Or do you need medication?” 

Eager to change the subject, I shifted my focus to another topic that occupied much of my waking thoughts. “Do we have any more information from the raided medical facilities? About Abrams and his research?” 

“Maggie told me she will let me know if they have another target they are looking at now,” Lili replied. “I don’t know exactly when the raid will be, but it could be happening right now.” 

“So, the national security director still keeps you in the loop?” 

“Yes, for now, I’m leaving daily operations to the team. Dr. Rohr regularly updates us with notes from the ongoing research based on the raids. She can't find out more about Michael and Abram’s intentions for him.” The dead ringer for Andrew, whom we rescued three months prior from a terrible medical facility, concerned us both. 

“How is Michael?” I never sought him out directly, but memories of how he gazed at me with the eyes of the man I had loved lingered in my mind. I had to remind myself daily that he wasn't the same person, though. 

“He is settling into a routine. It’s difficult for him. Most of what he remembers was implanted, but it still feels real. He was despondent for the first few weeks after we rescued him, but he is getting better. He asks about you every time I see him.” 

I chose not to respond to his asking about me. “How are his panic attacks? Has he had any more episodes?” 

“His panic attacks and headaches are fewer,” Anu answered. “He’s auditing some classes at the university, which gives him some direction and purpose during the day.” 

“So, he’s getting better, good.”

“Better, but sad,” Lili said after a long pause. “All his memories are false, and he’s… lost.”

“He’ll make new memories, better memories,” I answered back. “Thank you. Both of you. I should let you two get some sleep. You must slay all the numbers in the morning,” I joked about their jobs as forensic accountants. 

Sometime later, I lay there in the dark, alone, and thought about what I would do when the sun rose in a few hours. I tried to lift my gloomy mood by thinking about Charlie—Dr. Charlotte Rohr. She was a real piece of work, that one. She saved my life. Doc was an incredible surgeon and a brilliant scientist. She was beautiful, funny, and kind, and never backed down from any fight. She bit me once out of spite, and that memory made me laugh. I wanted to see Charlotte Rohr. She might have received information from Maggie and the NSA. 

I decided to visit her the next day at her lab and hopefully avoid seeing Andrew’s doppelganger, Michael. However, if I were honest with myself, I wouldn’t mind catching a glimpse of him. The pain I felt each time I saw him, though, outweighed the momentary joy. 

Lili and Michael had formed a close bond, similar to the connection she and Andrew once shared before our relationship started. I felt too unstable to be around him, let alone consider being his friend. My therapist advised me to give it time, but I didn't see how that would help. Ultimately, I still would have killed Andrew, and Michael would still remind me of the face I was trying to forget.

It was always the same whenever I saw him. There was a brief moment of happiness followed by hours of deep pain and guilt. Guilt was not only for Andrew but also for Michael himself. The memories in his mind recalled me loving him, and when his eyes met mine, he always looked so happy and hopeful. Only to glance away and then back with clouded-over eyes, usually filled with tears; he, too, would find an excuse to leave wherever I was. Avoiding him was the only thing I knew to do to escape the pain we both felt.








  
  

Chapter two

Cold Coffee – Charlotte Rohr POV





Ilay in the comfort of my bed, and the memory of my rescue persisted. The image of Lillianne Gryffon and her team saving my sister and me haunted me like soldiers—manipulated, controlled, and stripped of their will. Lili faced an impossible choice. The dire circumstances blurred the line between saving and sacrificing. Her decisiveness, while necessary, left a trail of irreversible consequences. 

Lili and her uncle, Mr. Zhou, were more than my rescuers; they were helping hands that reached out to me in the days that followed, allowing me to help correct all the wrongs I had been forced to commit at the hands of Desmond Abrams. Even though he was dead, the mere thought of his name sent a shiver down my spine. The two families were more than my benefactors; their contributions enabled me to establish this haven of research and rehabilitation. It was a sanctuary born from chaos, where I tirelessly sought answers to Abrams' DNA research. Success remained elusive, as the answers slipped through my fingers like grains of sand. 

The men we managed to rescue that night were just shadows of the soldiers I once believed they were. Strong, faithful, loyal soldiers had become nearly lobotomized echoes of their former selves. Honestly, I wasn’t sure if I'd ever be able to help them regain their stolen lives. 

I slept in an apartment above the lab that Mr. Zhou provided. On the nights I was not at the cozy apartment, I stayed at my private condo near Josie’s University. After dawn, I went looking for some coffee and was greeted by Mr. Zhou’s lovely wife, Vivi. 

“Good morning, Charlie, how are you?” she asked as she poured me a cup of coffee without me asking. 

“I’ve been up all night, researching and working. Did Director Allen call about the raid they were planning to attempt?”

“Not to my knowledge, sweetheart. Charlie, dear, you really should get some sleep. You can’t keep up this pace.” Her advice was genuine. 

I sat at the kitchen island counter and watched the sunrise painting the horizon in shades of yellow and pink. “I know. I will tonight,” I promised her. “For now, can I get another coffee with a bagel and cream cheese to go?”

“Of course.” She assembled my to-go plate after refilling my coffee, and I went back to the lab to work. 

Once back in my lab, minutes turned into hours, but I didn't notice how quickly time passed. 

“Hey, Sis, how are you?” Josie asked with her usual cheerful tone and jolted me from my work. Her voice sounded hoarse.  

“I’m working, Josie. How are you? Your voice is gruff. Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. Come play hooky with me," she said, beaming, even though she looked a little paler than usual. 

"I, unlike some people, have to work for a living, Josie," I joked, knowing there was more to her student persona.  

"Hilarious." She tossed her sandy-brown mane over her shoulder and looked around my office. "What time did you get here this morning?" She picked up a cold cup of coffee and a half-eaten bagel.  

“Umm…”

“You pulled another all-nighter, didn’t you?” 

“Yes, and Vivi already scolded me. I’ll sleep tonight and even drive to my place near you. We can have a girls' night.” I tried to calm her down, but it only seemed to make my little sister more fired up. 

“Do you know what time it is now?” she asked.

“No. Josie, I am busy.” I had yet to look up from my computer. 

“Don’t Josie me, Dr. Rohr,” she snapped. “It’s four in the afternoon.”

“What?” 

“Is this all you’ve eaten? Half a bagel?” She shook the now crusty bagel at me. 

“Okay, Josie, I understand. I’ll take better care of myself.” 

"Doc, you once made me eat every hour, on the hour, to keep my strength up,” David said as he walked into the room, looking like a model straight out of a high-end magazine. “Should I follow your lead and make you do the same?" he joked. 

"You had been shot and nearly died. Your metabolism burned calories to heal you faster than you could consume them. I was doing my job then and now. Except today, I haven't made any progress." I sighed as I leaned back in my chair and stretched my arms. 

David rested his arm on the corner of my paper-covered desk. “No new information on the perfect soldier DNA mix, I suppose?” 

"None."

"Have you heard from Director Allen? How did the raid go?" he asked. 

"What raid?" Josie asked, playing her part of a curious college student. 

“They discovered another facility funded by Abrams. This one is operational, but the NSA and MI6 are working together to shut it down. I haven't heard from Maggie yet.” I reached to stretch again, but strong hands grabbed my shoulder and gently worked out the knots. I chuckled. "Oh, God, David, I'll give you an hour to stop doing that." 

"Where is my neck massage?" Josie teased David. 

"Get a job, and we'll talk," he teased back.

"I have a job,” she snipped. “It is called being a student and getting good grades." 

I steered the conversation back on track. "I’m beginning to understand better how this changed DNA controls your regulatory systems,” I told David, “but I don't know how it causes the sixth sense you both have." 

"How is Michael?" David’s voice lowered, and he dropped his contractions whenever he spoke of Michael. Josie had brought this to my attention weeks earlier. 

“His bloodwork is routine, but there are some unusual fluctuations. I need more data, meaning I require the initial idea for the experiments, the scientist's notes, or anything that can help me untangle the web.”

“Lili told me you found no signs of plastic surgery on him. He looks like Andrew, as if Michael were born that way.” David's tone when speaking about the two men sent chills down my spine. Although they looked alike, David clearly had different feelings about each of them. Andrew’s name was spoken with admiration, while Michael’s seemed tinged with hesitation.  

"No signs of prior surgeries. I should run more tests, but he's been drained and burned out by the assessments. He avoids this place like the plague," I admitted. 

"Why?" Josie asked.

“He saw one of the soldiers, a survivor of the Abrams’ debacle, and hasn't been back since. I protected him, but whatever they prepared him for was above my pay grade. I never even saw the team that worked with him. They flew in and out, rarely staying on site.”

“That's like the scientist who worked with Lili and me when we were kids,” David said. “He never stuck around, though. Maggie told me it was probably because he didn't want to get too close to us, being so young. Dr. Lui passed away, taking his secrets with him. Maggie has some of his research notes, and Uncle Somchai does too. I can get those for you if you'd like,” he offered casually. 

“According to Maggie, they need to be classified and redacted first.” 

"Yeah, but I’m not Maggie, and I say you can see them as they are. You're on our side and have bled with us. I trust you. Not the security clearance attached to your ID." David smiled and nodded. "Come on, let's get you something to eat. You, too, Uni girl. Let's go." He seemed more carefree. 

I liked this side of him. I wanted to ask how therapy was going, but I didn't want to dampen his mood. 

We walked to a nearby place that Josie recommended. The service was quick, and the food was good. She seemed extremely tired, but I attributed it to her work ethic and caring for me.  

"I need to check in on Michael tonight at his new place,” I said, expecting David to know that Lili had helped Michael move in. 

“I heard that he has a place on Phayathai Road,” David said, “near the university he will attend.” So, my theory was correct; he was keeping tabs on Michael through Lili. 

I tried to sneak the next piece of information in as casually as possible. "He misses you, you know. Do you want to come with me to say hi?" 

"He doesn't know me, Doc, not really. His memories of Lili and me are fake." 

“I can assure you that what he thinks and feels is very real. You held him in your arms the night we saved him. Providing him with a safe spot for the first time in years was genuine.” My voice sounded a little harsher than I intended, but he needed to know the truth. 

I was about to say more when my phone rang, and the caller ID showed it was Michael. “Hey Michael, what are you—”

"Charlie, I need help,” his frantic voice cut me off. “There's a guy following me, and I’m lost. I ran from the back of the library into the garden. My phone's almost dead…" 

The line dropped. I turned to tell David what had happened, but he was already on the move.








  
  

Chapter three

My Safe Place – Michael Zhou POV





2 hours before the phone call ~

Ispent the morning giving myself a pep talk about finding my identity and self-worth. I battled internally between the memories that were planted in my mind and the reality of my life. Currently, life found me auditing classes at the prestigious Chulalongkorn University. Mr. Zhou, the uncle of my savior, Lillianne Gryffon, gave me his surname. His kindness and Lili’s have helped me more than I felt I deserved. I was also trying to push past another negative thought. I should have felt a sense of achievement, being on campus alone, studying, and starting a new life. 

However, a familiar unease crept over me amidst the day's triumph. The sensation of being watched prickled the back of my mind, a haunting reminder of darker days. I tried to dismiss it as a lingering shadow of my past, a side effect of the long captivity that still clung to my psyche. I took a deep breath and willed the creeping fear back into the recesses of my mind, refocusing on the path ahead. Each day, my panic attacks lessened, but they still lingered at the edges of my awareness. My nervousness about them surfacing at any moment, even with the mood stabilizers Charlie had me on, was always present, causing a sense of unrest. 

I tried to shake off the thoughts as I walked to the library. The scent hit me first, old paper and ink, a quiet perfume of knowledge aging like wine. Chulalongkorn University’s main library stood like a sanctuary at the heart of campus, all glass-paneled elegance and sharp, modern lines that felt too sleek to house something as timeless as books. Once I stepped inside, the world fell silent.

My fingers brushed the railing of the second-floor mezzanine, smooth like river stones from years of touch. I stood there, overlooking the atrium, listening to the faint shuffle of pages, the low hum of fluorescent bulbs, and the occasional scratch of pen on paper. The silence wasn’t empty; it breathed with purpose.

A librarian nodded at me as I passed, her eyes crinkling above her mask. I returned the gesture, my throat too tight to speak. This place reminded me of Mr. Zhou's study, only bigger and livelier. Books there weren’t just stored; they awaited, eager for curious hands and restless minds.

I settled into a corner desk beneath a painting of King Rama V Chulalongkorn himself, watching over us like a kind ghost of academia. I opened my notes, but for a moment, I didn’t start writing. I sat there, absorbing the quiet hum of history, theory, and thoughts flowing between the walls. When I felt grounded and focused, I reviewed my notes from the ancient architecture class I was auditing and began studying. Thanks to Mr. Zhou, I would be enrolled soon, and I wanted to make him and Ms. Lili proud. My thoughts often drifted to David whenever I thought of Lili, but I reminded myself that those memories were not real and that he did not truly love me. The only real memory I had was the night he saved me from Abrams’ labs. He had stayed with me all night and held my hand. I shook my head again and tried to focus on my studies. 

For the first time that day, I felt like I could breathe.

Hours passed, and the sun began to set when I looked around, sensing that I was being watched. It was a fleeting yet unmistakable reflection of a man in the window—a man who bore an eerie resemblance to the one who had tormented me at the medical facility, his image etched into my memory through pain and fear. 

With a sense of urgency cloaked in stealth, I slipped out, weaving through the aisles and darting into the sanctuary of the surrounding gardens. My escape was short-lived. I emerged from the garden and stumbled into an unfamiliar alley, a misstep sending pain shooting through my ankle. I collapsed, my twisted ankle refusing to bear weight. I limped down a dark alley and found shelter for the night between a discarded dumpster and an abandoned street-vendor's cart.

The loud roar of a motorcycle shattered the silence. I hesitated before peeking out. It was a restaurant delivery driver, unaware of my distress. Trembling, I longed for David or Lili, craving the comfort and safety they offered. Filled with terror, I felt invisible and unreal, as if the memories haunting me belonged to someone else, fragmented and disconnected.

I pulled out my cell to call Charlie for help, but it shut itself off. I was still terrified to move, and even if I could, I would be an easy target with a bum ankle.

It hurt when I tried to stand and put pressure on it. I pressed myself back against the building and kept hidden between the dumpster and the cart. Another loud noise triggered a full-blown panic. The kind I had recently managed to stop, but there was no halting this one. 

I covered my ears, curled up as tightly as possible, and kept chanting the only thing that brought me peace: an old nursery rhyme I must have known when I had a real life. No one had taught it to me, and it was never mentioned during the doctor's learning sessions. I had known it from my very first waking memory at the facility.

Heavy footsteps echoed down the alley, approaching me steadily until they stopped right in front of me. I slowly opened my eyes to see a pair of military boots. There was no stopping the panic attack from taking over. I thought I was done for, and there was no stopping the panic from overtaking me. 

“Michael, are you hurt?” I looked up to see David crouching down to examine me. 

The panic that held me frozen lifted as I looked into his eyes, not caring that the memories weren’t real. At that moment, one truth was clear: he was my safe place. I threw myself into his arms and cried uncontrollably. I was scared he would push me away, but he didn’t. He held me tightly.

“You’re safe. I have you,” he said, the words I needed to hear. “Breathe with me… Deep breath in, a slow breath out, I have you. It’s going to be okay, I promise.” His voice was soft and low. 

I rested my head on his chest, feeling the same sense of safety that I felt all those months back when he first held me. 








  
  

Chapter four

Memories – David Conrad POV





Ihad heard the panic in Michael’s voice on the phone and knew I would find him at the university. Thank God for one of my mad-scientist's gifts: my exceptional hearing. It picked up a whimper, then music, and I realized someone was singing a song that always soothed Andrew and helped him sleep after a panic attack. If not for that song, I might not have found Michael. 

Now holding him in my arms, I kept wondering how he knew that song. How had the scientist known how to implant it in his memories of Lili and me? I had tried so hard to seem indifferent to him, but despite my better judgment and reluctance to give him false hope, I pulled him closer and cradled him in my arms. "Please... Sorry..." Michael cried, and although I was unsure of what he was sorry for, I continued to hold him. 

I don’t know how long it lasted, but it felt like forever. By the time we were done, the sun had set, and the alleyway lights were on.

The once-dark, foreboding alley now shimmered with colorful lights, and the sounds from the buildings signaled that it was about to become a popular night spot. Michael’s breathing evened out, and his shaking stopped. I leaned back to look into his eyes and saw he was starting to come back to himself. I held onto him for a few more minutes before trying to stand up with him.

“Come on, let’s get you home,” I said. 

He nodded in response, limping beside me as he took in his surroundings for the first time. 

“What happened?” I asked.

“Someone was following me, so I ran out of the library. I twisted my ankle while running, so I had to hide here,” he admitted.

“Here, piggyback ride," I offered, stooping down to let him hop on. 

“I’m not three,” he protested, wiping tears from his face, which made me smile.

“Fine,” he gave in to me. He wrapped his arms loosely around my neck as I walked toward his apartment.

“Michael, when’s the last time you ate something?”

“This morning, I had a banana.”

“Let me reword that. When did you last eat a meal with substance?” I demanded as he leaned his head against my neck.

“I don’t know. Food is hard for me. They programmed me to like certain foods, but when I try to eat them, I don’t like them sometimes.” He yawned.

“Okay, we will talk about that later.” I continued to his apartment.

I mentally tapped into Lili’s mind. “I have Michael. Why didn’t you tell me he was not eating?” 

“If you're so concerned, why haven’t you checked in on him yourself?” she answered. 

“You know why,” I snapped.

“Where did you find him? Is he okay?” she asked, completely ignoring my original question. 

“In an alleyway near the university. He twisted his ankle, but other than that, he seems fine, just scared and tired. I’m taking him home now.” 

“Good. I’ll alert the others and be there shortly.” The connection between us blinked out as I continued to carry a limp Michael on my back. His head nodded back and forth against me like a toddler. Once we reached the building, I had to wake him up to get through the door. 

“Michael, where is your building keycard?” 

“Here.” He pulled the card from his pocket and handed it to me. I checked the card and saw he was on the fourteenth floor, apartment 3-L. I carried him to the elevator and punched in fourteen. I shifted his weight and readjusted him on my back. He wasn’t heavy to me, just cumbersome. 

“Okay, we are here. What is the door’s key code?” 

I entered the series of numbers into the lock while he recited them as if they were a date, 04022015. If only he knew how important April 2, 2015, was to me, so much so that I repeated the numbers back to him. 

“April second, 2015?”

“They were the numbers I had in my head when the security company came to set me up,” he replied.

“Let’s get you inside and cleaned up, and then we can talk about dinner.” I carried him to the bathroom and placed him between the double sinks on the counter. 

“I can walk now,” he whispered as I sat him down on the countertop.

“Sit here for me.” I wet a washcloth with warm water before gently wiping his face. When I finished, he leaned forward and rested his head on my shoulder. He closed his eyes and sighed as I continued cleaning and caring for him. A part of me wanted to kiss his forehead and coo softly to him, but I reminded myself that he was not my Andrew. He was just a replica. A replica that began yet again humming the same tune my lover used to self-soothe. I tried to ignore it, but I couldn't.

“What is that tune you're humming?” I inquired.

“I’m not sure. It's always been with me, even from the moment I first woke up in the labs. I think it’s a real memory.” He smiled widely, and I couldn’t find the words to tell him I wasn’t convinced it was true. 

“How is that? Better?”

“Much better now, and my ankle feels better, too. I think I can walk on it now." He smiled as I helped him down, and he was still wobbly but walking much better as I guided him to his couch. He sat down and settled in. I pulled a blanket off the back of the sofa and placed it over him.

“You rest. I will cook.” I headed to the kitchen and rummaged around when I heard the key code being punched. Azrael’s presence was felt long before Lili walked in the door. Now that their personalities had merged, adapting to their combined signature proved challenging.

“A bad day?” Lili entered, asking questions, with Charlie and Josie following. They kept Michael entertained while I cooked, so I increased our portions. I pan-seared steaks and cooked noodles with fried veggies. 

“Okay,” I called out when the food was ready, “Michael needs to eat, so get him to the kitchen table.” My tone was very much like a lecture.

“Michael’s right here and can go to the table alone,” he said, making me laugh. His playful spirit let me know he was feeling better. They all sat around the table with him as he ate.

“Thanks, David,” he said with a mouth full of food, so he must have meant it.

“How is school going?” Lili queried him.

“Great. Thanks to you and your uncle, I will soon be enrolled full-time.” 

“What are you studying?” Josie questioned.

“Ancient history, for now. I like how it makes me feel,” he answered while eating.

“How does it make you feel?” I sought an answer from him that I hoped didn’t break my heart.

“To be honest, since I have very few personal memories, I enjoy how history makes me feel because I know it’s real. You know, learning about people, places, and events that are recorded kind of grounds me.” His answer about feeling grounded in history was almost precisely what Andrew had told Lili and me when we asked about his love of anthropology and archaeology. I felt my heart pinch as I gave Lili an awkward glance, knowing she felt the same way I did. 

“Lili, I need to head out,” I said. “Can you help make sure everything is secure?” 

“Yes,” she answered, but I could tell she knew I needed to escape the moment. I had to do something to keep my mind busy. 

I walked back to the university through the garden. I noticed nothing unusual, but I called someone I could trust for reassurance. Their senses might be more attuned to the truth of the situation than mine.

“Hey, David, what’s up?” Hunter asked in his typical chipper voice.

“Can you meet me down at the library? Michael thought someone might have been following him today. I will feel better if we look at it together.”

“Sure, give me ten minutes. Tam is kicking my ass at chess, so I'll be there once he's won another round of ice cream for later.” 

“Uncle Hunter, don't say ass,” I heard my favorite kiddo chime in, briefly relaxing me.

Fifteen minutes later, I stood at the back entrance of the closed library when my sixth sense kicked in, letting me know someone was approaching. 

“You called?” Hunter asked while chewing on a toothpick as if it were his job.

“I want to go in and look around, where Michael claimed to see a person he remembered.” 

“Okay, but you realize the library is closed.” He grinned.

“When has that stopped us in the past? Come on and help me get in this door.”

“I’m fresh out of C-4,” he joked.

“You are such an idiot.” I was about to let him have it when a particular little pain in the butt appeared.

“What are you two boys doing?” Josie chimed, looking a little paler than usual.

Hunter jumped. “Jesus, Josie, what the hell?” His action made me laugh.

“You know, for two guys who are supposed to be superspies, you kind of stink at handling jump scares.” She pushed past Hunter.

“What are you doing here, Josie?” Irritation filled Hunter's voice.

“I followed David here, and I’m using my keycard to get us in the back door of the library. So please take several steps back a few feet and let me do my thing,” she snarked in Gen-Z fashion. “You see, students with a perfect GPA get certain perks from the university, including an after-hours key to the research library.”

“Are you forgetting the last time you followed someone? You got yourself kidnapped and almost killed,” Hunter reminded her of her last foray into espionage. 

“Yeah, but I didn’t die now, did I? And I saved my sister.”

“You didn't save anyone. You were stuffed into a box, and we rescued you and your sister. You little pixie-tailed pain in the ass.”

“Hunter, decorum, please. We should be quiet,” I commanded. “Better yet. Let’s split up. Hunter, you take Josie.”

“Oh, hell no, you are not Scooby-Dooing me off with him!” she complained. “Come on, Fred, we are going this way. I don't care where you go, Shaggy.” 

“Fine, we'll get footage, then head to where Michael was studying when he got spooked. Hunter, can you do that tracking thing you do in the stairwell to the south? That’s where Michael ran from when he left.”

“On it.” He smirked, leaving Josie with me.

“What the hell is your problem with each other?” I demanded. 

“He was a jerk to me the night I almost died, so I bit him.” 

“What is it with you and your sister biting people?”

“I know what I said, David, but I had been in that box for hours and passed out when they found me. You know what, I don’t want to talk about it. The security offices are up here.”

“Okay, wait here, and I will be right back.” I shifted into operative mode and pulled all the necessary information from the security footage for the afternoon. 

I returned to where I left Josie. Only one problem: no Josie.








