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Chapter 1
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The titanium blade of her hunting knife sank into his flesh. With watery eyes and wobbling knees, the perpetrator refused to let go of the assassin’s neck.

Isa put force behind the knife, thrusting it deeper into his flesh until his grip loosened around her neck.

Only when his warm, dark red fluid stopped spurting did she let go of him and the knife.

The man dropped to the floor.

His lifeless eyes stared at her.

Isa kneeled next to him, grimacing. “This is for Shia,” she whispered before pulling the knife from his heart. She wiped the blade clean on his robe before standing up.

As if nothing had happened, she strolled out of the apartment and trotted down the two flights of stairs to the ground floor, where her red and black motorbike awaited. She swung her leg over and settled before putting on the helmet.

Isa drove off when a sudden high-pitched noise rang in her ears. She stopped the bike abruptly, jerking the helmet off.

The noise was persistent, but after she grabbed her head with both hands, the ringing in her ears subsided.

She removed her hands from her head. When she raised her head, she noticed a bright swirling light on a nearby wall. The vortex of light lured her. As she moved closer to the spinning light, the noise in her head stopped when she reached the light. She gaped at it and reached out to the beautiful vortex of multicolored lights. When she touched it, her hand simply went right through it. There was nothing.

Her eyes widened as she tried to free her hand, but it was stuck.

Isa yelled when something or someone on the other side yanked her into the vortex.

***

[image: ]


Lily sighed when she entered the tall building. She paced towards the reception counter, announcing her arrival.

A young woman looked up, smiling when she recognized the familiar face. “Mrs. Walters, you’re early today. Please wait in the lobby. I will notify you when Lieutenant Walters is ready for you.”

Lily nodded before heading towards the lobby, where she took a seat and waited.

After fifteen minutes, her name echoed over the intercom speakers.

‘Mrs. Walters. Please come to reception, Mrs. Walters.’

She strolled up to reception, where she waited in line until three other visitors ahead of her had received aid.

She gritted her teeth. Why couldn’t the receptionist just tell her to go through?

They sent the two visitors to the lobby to wait while a porter escorted the third visitor to the elevator.

Eventually, it was her turn.

The receptionist smiled again. “Lieutenant Walters is ready for you.” The young woman rang the bell next to her on the counter.

A porter trotted closer, introducing himself to Lily before accompanying her to the elevator. They rode up to the nineteenth floor, where they got out.

The porter took the lead towards the medical room, where Sister Moira awaited their arrival.

The two women greeted before Lily asked, “Any changes, Sister?”

Moira shook her head. “Unfortunately, no, but keep your hopes up. The doctors are still trying every new test out there.”

The Sister, an older woman a bit on the heavy side, waggled down the corridor towards the elevator while Lily followed her until they reached the elevator, where they turned left. They stopped in front of a locked glass door, room 1912.

“Here we are,” the sister announced. “Ring the bell when you’re done.”

Lily nodded. “I know the procedure by now,” she said, before spraying her hands with disinfectant from a bottle in a holder hanging against the wall.

After sister Moira punched a code on the keypad hanging from her arm, the glass door swooshed open.

Lily entered the room. Her shoulders jerked with fright when the door swooshed shut behind her. Would she ever get used to that sound? She stood for a while before she pushed the light blue curtain aside and paced towards the bed.

Janice lay on her back. She always lay on her back when Lily visited. A vaculiter hung on a stand connecting an intravenous line leading to her chest. A tube connected to a ventilator led to the inside of her mouth, helping her to breathe.

Lily came here every day for five years, and she still couldn’t get used to the beeping of the machines in the background, keeping her wife alive.

“Hi, Honey.” She pulled up a chair and sat down next to the bed. She took Janice’s hand in hers. “The kids send their love and Mom, too.”

She pressed her lips to the chilly hand.

A tear fell down her cheek.

She put the icy hand under the blanket and gazed at the pale woman on the bed. “Janice, I can’t do this anymore. It’s been five years and nothing has changed,” she remarked with a shivering voice. Soon thereafter, tears rolled down her face. It had been a long time since she had cried over Janice. So, she let it all out, sobbing where no one could see her.

After a while, she wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.

She shifted the chair away from the bed before she took the remote out of the drawer to switch on the TV. She browsed the channels until she found a movie. While watching, she forgot about her sorrows. She even laughed at the funny scenes.

After the movie had finished, she put the remote back in the drawer.

She took out her cell phone to check the time. Her eyes widened. The movie was two hours long. She forgot about the kids. She had to pick them up from school.

Lily flew out of the chair and moved closer to the bed. “Goodbye, my love.” She leaned over to kiss Janice on the cheek. She took her hand out from under the covers and kissed it. When she pressed the hand against her cheek, a finger moved.

She gasped, gaping at Janice’s hand, but nothing happened. She placed her hand against her cheek again. Once again, the finger moved.

Lily rang the bell before rushing to the door.

She grabbed sister Moira by the arm when the door opened and dragged her into the room. “She moved her fingers!”

Moira placed her arm around Lily’s shoulders. “My dear, it cannot happen. She’s paralyzed from the neck down. If she weren’t in a coma, she could move only her eyes.”

She shrugged the sister’s arm off her shoulder. “Just look. Or get a doctor to have a look, or somebody.”

“Calm down, Mrs. Walters. I will look at her hand.”

For five minutes, the two women stared at Janice’s hand. Nothing happened. Nothing moved.

“Move your finger again, Honey,” she whispered.

Moira glanced at the desperate woman next to her and sighed when she took her by the shoulders to lead her out of the room.

Lily glanced over her shoulder back to the room before she allowed the sister to escort her to the elevator, close to Janice’s room.

“Same time tomorrow, Mrs. Walters?”

Lily shook her head. “No, not tomorrow. I have things to take care of and...”

Sister Moira nodded. “Let us know when you will visit again.”

When the porter arrived, he held the elevator door open for Lily to step inside.

After they reached the ground floor, he noticed the bus was about to pull away. The porter reached for his radio, calling out, “Clive, come in.”

“Yes,” the bus driver answered.

“Please wait, I have another passenger.”

Lily smiled as she sighed with relief. “Thanks, now I don’t have to wait.” She exited the building and rushed towards the bus. She smiled when the door opened and took the first available seat.

The driver shut the door and drove off.

She sighed when she leaned her head against the window. It wasn’t her imagination. Janice’s finger moved. 

It was an hour’s drive from the Institute to the city centre.

On days like this, Lily was glad they didn’t allow visitors to enter the premises with their own transport. She wasn’t up for the long hours of driving back-and-forth today.

She shut her eyes and dozed off.
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Chapter 2
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Isa hid behind an army tank. Guns fired all around her. It would take only a few steps for her to reach the house. She ducked down and scanned the area before she sped off. She reached the house, barged through the door, and fell to the ground.

The artillery fire stopped.

Isa caught her breath before she stood up slowly. With a titanium blade hunting knife in her left hand and a scattergun in her right, she paced through the corridor.

Her eyes widened when a man with brown trousers, a long white shirt, and a red and white turban on his head appeared in front of her.

They stared at each other.

“El Farad?” she asked.

The man’s face dulled. “How did you get in here?” He pulled a weapon from his side.

A shot fired.

The top of his head split in two, letting his brain splatter across the wall. The weapon fell out of his hand when his lifeless body hit the floor.

A woman in a black burka rushed into the room, yelling. She fell next to him, raised her head, and glared at Isa, standing in the corridor. The woman in the burka shouted at her in a foreign language before putting her arm under the dead man’s head, pulling him closer.

Isa raised her gun and fired another shot. “Just shut the fuck up,” she enunciated.

The woman stopped yelling as she exhaled her last breath. With a gaping mouth, she fell on top of her husband.

The assassin hurried back the way she had come. Isa scanned the area before she exited the house and rushed towards the motorbike.

She hopped on her red and black bike and sped away, neglecting to wear her helmet. She had to get to safety first.

***
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When Sebastian flipped a switch, an alarm went off in three different offices on three different floors, as well as in the control room.

Ten minutes later, five people barged into the monitor room.

“What the hell is going on? Did she kill him?” Charles Owen, the head of the institution, snarled.

“The target has been eliminated, Sir. But she missed two gateways already.”

Sebastian’s fingers moved quickly on the touchscreen monitors, flipping through the different windows on the monitors. “I’ve lost her.”

“What do you mean, you’ve lost her?”

“No, wait. There she is. She has to put on her helmet so I can activate the ringer in her brain.”

The six people in the monitor room watched as Isa raced past the third gateway.

“Doctor, we have to get Mike in there.”

Doctor Goldberg nodded and left the room.

“I want her out of there! She’s one of my best agents. I can’t afford to lose her.” Mr. Owen slammed the door shut after he exited the monitor room.

Anna bit down on her lip. “Jeff, can’t you put an obstacle in her way?”

“Prof. I can try. But she’s going to crash if I put something on the road, and if I put someone out there, she will just kill him.”

“Well, just try something.”

Jeff and his working partner, Chrissie, left and rushed back to the control room.

“How many gateways remain?”

“Two, Prof.”

“Why are we still using these kinds of gateways? I’ll speak to the engineers and technicians. This is bullshit.” Anna patted Sebastian on the shoulder. “Keep me informed.”

He nodded while he kept his eyes on the monitor, watching as Isa moved further away from the fourth gateway she missed. There was only one left, and they were still getting Mike ready.

Sebastian jumped out of his chair when she stopped and got off her bike. He grabbed the phone and called Doctor Goldberg. Thereafter, he informed his boss, Mr. Owen, and Professor Lombard.

As soon as Isa put on her helmet and jumped back on her bike, he pressed a button and activated the ringer in her brain.

He grabbed the microphone and switched it on. “Ringer activated. I repeat. Ringer activated.”

Sebastian sat back in his chair. He sighed with relief while waiting for the process to take place.

He watched as Isa disappeared through the gateway and jumped up while throwing his hands in the air, yelling, “Yes, she made it.”

After Sebastian contained his mirth, he smiled, nodding when he said, “Welcome back, Lieutenant Walters.”
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Chapter 3
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Lily sat in the car in front of the school, waiting for her children. It’s nearly two o’clock. The bell should go off any minute now.

Seconds after the bell rang, kids rushed past the car, running and screaming. Only when Daniel and Samantha yanked the car doors open and raised their voices to each other did Lily realize school was out.

She blinked a few times before she asked, “Why do you always have to fight?”

After Sam had leaned in to kiss her mother, it was Daniel’s turn to hang over the front seat, kissing his mother on the cheek too, before they tried to explain why they were fighting, but she silenced them. “Do you want to come with me to Grandma’s?”

“Grandma Lena?” the two of them asked in unison.

“No, Grandma Becca.”

Daniel shifted back in the seat, grimacing, while Samantha crossed her arms after she fell back against the back of the front seat, shaking her head. “Drop us off at home first,” she said.

Lily glanced at Sam in the passenger seat next to her, then in the rearview mirror at Daniel. “Why don’t you want to visit Grandma Becca?”

“Her room always smells like pee.”

She gaped at her son. “Daniel!”

“He’s right, Mom. Her room stinks.” Sammy grimaced when she looked at her mother.

“Fine, I’ll drop you off at home.” Lily started the car and drove off.

***
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Lily parked the car in the parking lot and strolled down to the entrance of the old-age facility where Janice’s mother had lived for the past two years. She entered the building and greeted everybody before signing the register.

She took the staircase to the first floor and paced down the corridor until she reached the last door on the left.

When she entered the room, Lily grimaced when the smell of ammonia hit her nostrils. Her hand reached for her nose. The kids were right. The room smelled of pee.

She shook her head. Why had she never noticed it before?

“Hello, Becca,” she greeted before shutting the door behind her.

The old woman on the bed struggled to get up. She frowned when she finally sat upright, glancing at Lily. “Hello, dear. Can I help you?”

“It’s me, Lily, Janice’s wife.”

The dark eyes lit up. “Oh, is Janice here?” She shuffled around the bed over to her daughter-in-law. “Where is she? Why doesn’t she come in?”

“Mom. Becca, sit down. Janice is not here. I came to tell you how she is.” She took the old woman by the arm and led her back to the bed. “Janice is still in the hospital. I saw her yesterday, and she’s still the same.”

“Lily, why are you talking so loudly? There’s nothing wrong with my ears, you know.”

She snorted and flopped onto the bed next to the old woman. “I’m sorry.”

“What did the doctor say? When can she come out?”

“I didn’t see a doctor.”

“How’s Danny and Sammy? You should’ve brought them with you. I miss my grandchildren.”

She gazed at her mother-in-law and nodded.

Becca lived with them until two years ago. The time she forgot to switch the stove off and almost set the house on fire, the doctor diagnosed her with an early stage of Alzheimer’s. Sometimes she remembered everything, but within seconds her mind disappeared and she didn’t know what she was doing or to whom she spoke.

“Do you need anything? I will come by on the weekend again. Sunday after church.”

Becca shook her head. “No thanks. Do you want some tea or coffee? I will ask the nurse to bring you a cup.”

“No thanks. I have to get going.” Lily stood up from the bed. “See you on Sunday.”

The old woman escorted her to the door. “You can bring me some biscuits when you come again.”

Lily frowned. “I brought you biscuits and chocolate three days ago. Did you eat all of it?” She turned back into the room and opened a cupboard. “Here it is. You didn’t even open the box yet.” She removed the biscuits from the cupboard and ripped the plastic off before she opened the box. “Here you are.” She put the box on the bed, took Becca by the arm, and led her back to the bed again. “I’ve opened the box. Don’t eat all at once now.”

Becca sat down on the bed. Her eyes lit up, and she clapped her hands. “Look, someone brought me some biscuits.” She took out a biscuit. While nibbling on it, Becca shut her eyes and smiled with delight.

Lily left the room with tears in her eyes. After she shut the door and wiped her eyes, she hurried down the corridor. She glanced back at Becca’s room after she reached the staircase.

When she stopped by the nurses’ station, she informed them about the biscuits before she signed out and exited the building.

Lily rushed to her car. After she got in, she clutched the steering wheel. Her knuckles turned white as she stared blankly in front of her. She leaned forward until her head reached the steering wheel before she shut her eyes.

Her head yanked up when a knock on the window brought her back to her senses. She winced before letting the window down. “Can I help you?”

“No, I just wanted to know if you are okay,” a woman said.

Lily smiled when she nodded, letting the window go back up. She started the car and headed back home.

***
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Daniel rushed out to the garage when he heard the car. He hugged his mother after she got out. “Sam ordered pizza. Why are you so late?” he asked in one breath.

Lily shrugged. “Sorry, I didn’t keep track of the time. Grandma misses you.”

“Really? She didn’t even know who I was the last time I was there.”

“Honey, I told you grandma’s memory comes and goes.” She shut the garage door and followed her son into the house.

Samantha sat at the dining room table with a slice of pizza in her hand while doing homework. “You’re late,” she hissed, not even looking up.

“I know. Finish your homework, then you can have pizza.”

“Mom, I’m hungry.”

“Well, put one of the two down and finish the other first.” Lily strolled to the kitchen and took a bottle of wine out of the fridge. She poured herself a glass before she headed to the bedroom, where she sat down on her bed and drank half the contents of the glass.

After putting the glass on the nightstand, she kicked off her shoes.

Lily headed to the en-suite bathroom.

She sat on the side of the bathtub before opening the taps.

Today was the first day in five years she hadn’t visited Janice. She brushed her fingers through her fawn-brown hair before she raised her head to stare at the ceiling. “Five years,” she whispered.

She closed the tap.

After she undressed, she got into the tub. The warm water relaxed her, letting her mind go, thinking of nothing and no one.

Sam tiptoed across the room and knocked on the bathroom door. “Mom?” she asked when she entered.

“Yes, Honey.”

“Are you okay?”

Lily opened her eyes and gazed at her daughter. “No, Sweetie. I miss your mom.” She wiped a tear from her cheek when she blinked a few times. “Do you want to share the tub with me?”

Sam nodded. She took off her clothes before she plunged into the tub. Water splattered all over the tile floor while the blonde girl giggled.

“Jeez, Sam, I said share a tub with me, not make a tsunami,” Lily hollered before she burst into laughter. She aimed and threw a wet facecloth at her daughter. 

“Ow,” Sam squealed. “What was that for?”

“That’s for wetting the floor.”

After they settled down, Lily filled the tub with more warm water.

Mother and daughter gazed at each other.

“I miss my mom, too.”

Lily’s face dulled. “I know, Sweetie. I know.”
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Chapter 4
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Janice flickered her eyes. She opened them for a second before she shut them again.

Doctor Goldberg tapped both her cheeks. “Come on, wake up!” He pinched her earlobes. “Janice, you’re safe. Wake up.” He slapped her cheek harder this time. “Give her another shot.”

The sister on duty injected yellow fluid into the IV line.

Janice gasped and flew upright. She breathed rapidly, inhaling loudly, as if there wasn’t enough oxygen in her lungs. “Where am I?” she heaved.

“Calm down, Lieutenant. You’re safe.” Doctor Goldberg placed his hands on her shoulders and pushed her down. “Breathe slowly,” he ordered before he put the oxygen mask back on her face.

“Why am I in water?” Her breathing slowed down, but her eyes remained widened.

“Sister, you can take over now.” Doctor Goldberg patted Janice on the head before he walked away.

“Are you feeling better?” Sister Cathy asked.

“What am I doing in the water? I want to get out of here.”

“Just relax. You had a small seizure while we gave you physiotherapy. That’s why you’re in water.”

Janice yanked the mask off her face. “Why am I getting therapy?”

Sister Cathy smiled. “You injured your legs while you were in Iraq.”

The lieutenant’s face dulled. “So, I’m in hospital?”

The sister smiled again. “We will take you out now, then move you back to your room.”

Janice nodded, smiling back at her.

The medical personnel removed the rest of the tubes and discontinued the IV line before taking it out. The nurses removed her from the water tank, and after they dried her, they dressed her before two nurses wheeled her with her bed back to her room.

Sister Moira met them at the elevator and accompanied them to room 1912, next to the elevator. She punched a code on the keypad hanging from her arm and entered the room when the door opened. The nurses followed her with the patient on the bed. They positioned the bed against the wall and fastened it with brackets before leaving the room.

“Glad to have you back, Lieutenant. You were gone longer than usual.”

Janice shrugged. “They said I had a seizure or something.”

Sister Moira smiled. “Or maybe you just dozed off in the water. That happens too. But the doctor will do tests tomorrow.” She sighed. “Well, I’m going home now. The night staff will bring you your food. See you tomorrow.” She shut the curtains in front of the door before exiting the room.

Janice eyed the room she was in. It was empty except for a TV monitor on the wall and a side table next to the bed. On it stood a glass of water and the TV remote control.

She grimaced. Why couldn’t she remember the accident in Iraq? Even this room was unknown to her.

The light blue curtains moved when the door swooshed open. She turned her head to see who would enter from behind the curtains.

Two nurses moved the curtains aside. One carried a tray with a plate of food, while the other pushed a trolley into the room with cups, saucers, and an urn on it.

“Something to drink with your meal, Lieutenant?”

“I don’t know. What do you have?”

“We have hot chocolate, which is your favorite, and coffee and tea.”

Janice nodded while she replied, “Hot chocolate then.”

The other nurse put the plate on an over-bed trolley and pushed it closer. “Mandy, just help me so she can sit.”

The two of them pulled her upright in the bed, making her comfortable with pillows under her arms. They puffed the pillows under her head and pulled a lever to lift the top of the bed.

When Mandy returned to the urn, she took the cup of hot chocolate and placed it next to the plate of food before she pushed it closer for Janice to reach.

They drew the curtain before leaving the room.

The door swooshed shut again.

Janice jerked her head to the side, staring at the curtains until they stopped moving.

She was alone again.

Why did it feel as if this was her first day here? She didn’t know any of the staff.

She sighed when she removed the plastic lid from the plate. The food looked delicious, but... She grimaced before putting the lid back. Suddenly, she wasn’t hungry anymore.

She took a sip of the hot beverage. It was warm and sweet. She shut her eyes and smiled. This was truly her favorite.
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Chapter 5
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The Institution and Rehabilitation Center for Severely Injured Soldiers, IRSIS, stood on the outskirts west of the city. The pale concrete skyscraper with its black-tinted glass window panels stood twenty-five floors high. It had room for seventy-two patients on floors fifteen to twenty. They admitted severely injured people in uniform–paraplegics, quadriplegics, and those who suffered severe head trauma.

Furnished with innovative medical equipment, they admitted patients from all over the world.

They employed only highly skilled medical personnel and lab technicians, mostly unmarried.

All personnel had to live-in, except the doctor in charge, Doctor Goldberg, the CEO, Mr. Owen, and his second in charge, Professor Lombard.

Each floor from one to twelve had fully equipped rooms with bedrooms, bathrooms, a tearoom, and a dining hall. Floors one to three were for the engineers and technicians, and floors four up to twelve were for the medical personnel.

***
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All the engineers and technicians gathered in the boardroom on floor twenty-five after receiving an email this morning notifying them of an urgent meeting.

Silence came over the boardroom when Professor Anna Lombard entered. She glanced at them before she put her briefcase down and moved to the front of the desk. “As some of you may know or have heard, we almost lost Lieutenant Janice Walters, better known as Agent Isa, yesterday.”

They all nodded. Those who weren’t on duty heard it through their colleagues last night at the dinner table.

“I know I emailed all of you, but the technicians working in the control and monitoring rooms are free to leave.” She waited until there were only six people left in the room before she continued. “I thought there were more of you.” Professor Lombard shook her head. “Anyway, I want you to come up with another form of portal for teleportation. The ones in use are inadequate. If Lieutenant Walters raced past that fifth gateway, we would’ve lost her forever. She would’ve been just a body in that bed on life support. This ends today. No teleportation until you come up with a better solution.”

Quinton, an engineer, stood up. “Prof. Mr. Owen said there aren’t sufficient funds.” He glanced at his colleagues. “We have come up with another form of gateway, and he shot us down.”

She furrowed her brows. “This is news to me. Tell me about this new gateway.”

He stooped, opened his briefcase, and removed a stack of notes. “The agent in the field can drive through the one we were working on. They will never miss a gateway again.”

Christian, a technologist, stood up as well. “The ringer will be unnecessary. The institute will save money on the head surgeries to insert it when they use our method.”

Professor Lombard nodded. “Show me your notes. Quinton, yours too.”

The two hurried to her. After they reached the front, they placed the folio papers on the desk before each flipped through their notes to explain.

“This sounds fantastic. One question, though. What if the agent takes another route than the one scheduled with the portal gateway?”

“Easy, but they will cost a bit to alter the control room consoles. If there’s more than one exit road, Control puts an obstacle across the roads that do not lead to the gateway. They’ll guide the agent on the right path, so to speak.”

“I see you have everything planned already. Thanks, you two.” She turned to the rest of the team. “Leave the finance up to me. I’ll discuss this with Mr. Owen and get back to you by noon.” She nodded with a smile.

After they left, she grabbed her cellphone to call the CEO’s office. “Nancy, is Mr. Owen in? Great, tell him I’m on my way.” When Anna put her phone away, she grabbed her briefcase.

She took the elevator and stopped on the nineteenth floor first.

When the door opened, she walked up to the medical station.

Sister Moira jumped up when she entered. “Morning, Prof. What brings you to my floor?”

“How is Lieutenant Walters this morning?”

The Sister turned a monitor screen to her, punched the number 1912 on the keypad, and within seconds, the Lieutenant’s room popped up on the screen. “As you can see, she’s doing fine. Eating well and taking her meds as prescribed.”

“Did she remember anything?”

“Nope, not a thing. She didn’t even recognize her room or the medical staff.”

The professor nodded. “Good, keep it that way.” She turned away and stopped in the doorway. “Her wife, was she here to see her yet?”

Sister Moira walked closer to her. “That’s a strange thing, Prof. It’s been two days now since she last visited. She used to visit her every day.”

Anna raised her eyebrow. “That’s a good thing. Now you don’t have to sedate her daily.” She headed off to the elevator and turned around while walking backwards. “Keep up the good work, Sister.”

Sister Moira’s face flushed before she turned back and moved the monitor screen to its place.

***
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Anna Lombard paced up and down in the CEO’s office with her arms behind her back and her fingers interlaced.

“I’m sorry. I don’t have enough funds,” Mr. Owen said after he listened to the professor’s explanation for implementing a new gateway.

She stopped pacing and glowered at him. “So, you’d rather have those agents die out there?”

“Come on, Anna. You know they can’t die out there.”

“Argh, Charles. You know what I mean.” She started pacing again.

“What do you want me to do?”

She rolled her eyes. “This is bullshit and you know it.” She jerked a chair aside and dropped onto it. “You kept that extra money for something else. What is it?”

Mr. Owen drummed his fingers on the table, sighing. “We’re done here. Will you excuse me? I have a lot of work to do.”

Anna jumped up, shoving the chair backwards. “I won’t allow teleportation until the new gateway is in place.” She marched over to the door and turned around. “You can explain to the government why we’ve stopped.”

“You don’t have the authority to shut it down.” Charles Owen jumped to his feet. “And if you try, I’ll report you to the government.”

“Ha, telling them what?”

He snorted. “The word treason has a nice ring to it.” He gasped aloud. “No, espionage sounds a lot better. Don’t you think?”

“Ugh!” She jerked the door open. When she stormed out, she slammed the door shut behind her.

Mr. Owen’s shoulders jerked up and down, laughing when another door, further down the corridor, banged shut. She’s feisty, but too emotionally attached to the patients. They used to be high-ranking officers. Now they were just a bunch of airheads. He’d better keep a close eye on her.
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Chapter 6
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Lily sat at the counter in a bar, staring blankly in front of her. Occasionally, she took a sip of wine from her glass. When she put the glass down, she missed the counter, letting the glass tumble to the floor.

Wine splattered.

Lily regained her senses as the glass hit the floor, shattering into tiny pieces. “Oh, gosh,” she cried out. She grimaced, glancing at the bartender. “I’m so sorry,” she apologized, jumping off the barstool.

“No, leave it. You’ll just cut yourself.” The bartender rushed around the counter and threw a large, wet cloth over the shards.

Lily sat down again, sighing.

The bartender returned after he had thrown the glass away. “Can I get you another glass of wine?”

“No thanks. I’d better get going.”

“Stay. It’s on the house.”

She smiled, shrugging. “Okay then.”

He put another glass of wine in front of her. “Don’t let your mind wander off again.” He smiled at her before turning away to help another customer.

“May I keep your mind from wandering off again?”

Lily’s head jerked around. A handsome woman with short, dark brown hair, covered slightly with gray streaks, stood behind her, smiling. She smiled back at her. “Sure, I can do with some company.”

“I’m Talia,” she said, holding a hand out.

“Lily, pleasure to meet you,” she said, smiling as she shook the woman’s hand.

“You’re not from around here, are you? I never saw you in here before.”

“No, I’m visiting my mom on the farm.” Lily took a sip of wine. “I had to get away from the city for a while.”

Talia put her empty glass down and ordered another vodka with ice before she turned back to her. “You seemed preoccupied. I was watching you from the table over there,” she said motioning with her thumb to the back.

“I have a lot on my mind.” Lily emptied her wineglass and stood up. “I have to get going. My mom is taking care of my children,” she explained with a smile. “They can be a handful sometimes. Don’t want them to be a burden to her.”

“Will I see you again?”

Lily furrowed her brows. “I don’t know.” She walked a few steps before she turned on her heel. “If you’d like,” she shrugged before she continued, “You can visit me on the farm.”

Talia hopped off the barstool. “I would like that very much.”

Lily grabbed one of the paper napkins from a table before she hurried back to get a pen from the bartender so she could write her number. “Call me for directions,” she said, holding the napkin out.

When their fingers touched, an electrical spark charged down her spine.

Her face flushed as she turned around, rushing out of the bar to her car. After she got in, she sat staring behind the wheel, shaking her head. What was she doing? She was still a married woman.

Lily sighed when she pulled herself together before driving off.

***
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Talia sat on the barstool, glancing at the number on the napkin. She took her phone out, punched the number in, and saved it on her contact list.

While sipping on her drink, she recalled the woman’s hands. There were no rings on her fingers. She glowed. Finally, a single woman. The last two she met in this bar were married and caused her lots of agony. She didn’t want to go through that again.

She called the bartender closer. “Pete, another one, please.”

He put the vodka in front of her while leaning over the counter, smirking.

She narrowed her eyes as she glanced at him. “Wipe that grin off your face,” she said, chuckling before taking a sip of her drink.

“Hmm, someone scored tonight.”

She waved a hand at him. “Don’t you have customers waiting?”

Pete chuckled before he pushed himself away from the counter to check on his other customers.

***
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After Lily parked her car in the barn, she turned toward the city. She stared at the tall, dark concrete building towering on the outskirts of the city. A red light flickered on top of it, alerting low-flying planes.

She sighed before she strolled towards the farmhouse and smiled when she found her mother sitting on the veranda, obviously waiting for her. “You didn’t need to wait up for me, Mom. I’m grown up now.”

Her mother snorted. “You will always be my little girl.” She patted the bench next to her. “Come sit for a while, or do you want to turn in?”

“Are the kids asleep?”

Charlene nodded and placed her hand on her daughter’s arm after she sat down. “Something’s bothering you. This is the first time in five years you have been sleeping over with the kids. Do you want to talk about it?”

Lily’s face dulled. She sighed when she turned to face her mother. “I’m so tired, Mom. I don’t know how long I can keep up with this. There’s still no change in her condition.” She cast her eyes down. “I met someone at the bar tonight.” She shook her head. “Gods, why am I feeling so guilty?”

“Sweetie, you must go on with your life. You’re making yourself sick by worrying all the time.”

“Mom, I’m still a married woman. And now I’m cheating on her.”

“You are not doing anything wrong.” She grabbed her hand. “Look at me.”

She sighed again, looking at her mother.

“You’re forty-four. You must go on. Meet other people and fall in love again.”

Lily wiped the tears trickling down her face. “The kids will hate me for going on with my life, most of all, for giving up on their mother.”

Charlene shook her head. “They will understand. And you’re not giving up on Janice. Just stop visiting her every day.”

“I have. It’s been three days since I last saw her.”

“Oh, Lily,” Charlene said, sighing. “Janice hasn’t woken up in five years. Do you think she will ever wake up?”

Lily shrugged. “I’m clueless, Mom. I can’t think straight anymore.” She cleared her throat. “I hope you don’t mind, but I’ve asked Talia to visit me here on the farm.”

“Of course, I don’t mind.” Charlene got up. “Come, let’s go to bed.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 7
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Professor Lombard got out of the elevator when the doors opened on the nineteenth floor. She marched towards the medical station. “Sister Moira, Lieutenant Walters will not carry on with her duties until further notice, understood.”

Moira’s eyes widened. “But she’s already there.”

“Call them, sister. Tell them to stop.” Anna flew around. “Tell them I’m on my way,” she yelled as she rushed back to the elevator. “Which floor?” she called out, holding the doors open.

“Three,” the sister replied, watching the professor jump into the elevator.

Anna pushed the third-floor button. She paced up and down in the elevator until the doors opened. She sprang out on the third floor, racing to the water tank.

“Agent Isa is wired up and ready for teleportation,” Sister Jane confirmed.

After Doctor Jenkins verified, he gave the orders to Control on the thirteenth floor for Keith to flip the switch.

“Wait, Doctor Jenkins, stop,” the professor shouted when she entered the room.

“Isa is on the way. I confirm, Isa is on the way.”

The announcement blasted through the speakers from the control room, echoing through Professor Lombard’s ears. She gasped aloud before shutting her eyes. “Dammit,” she murmured.

“Professor Lombard, are you okay?”

Anna opened her eyes, glaring at the doctor. “No, Doctor, I’m not okay. Obviously, you didn’t hear me. I wanted you to abort this mission. Isa is off duty until you hear from me again.” She stared at the woman in the tank. “Where is she teleported to?”

“To Mosul in Iraq, North America has a death warrant out for Abdul Hadad.”

She glowered at the doctor while poking him in the chest with her index finger. “This is on you, Doctor,” she warned. “She better be safe,” she snarled before heading back to the elevator.

Doctor Jenkins scowled, glancing at the sister. “What is her problem?”

Sister Jane shrugged. “No idea, Doc.”

***
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Sebastian’s eyes followed the monitors in front of him. He jumped up when Professor Lombard spoke behind him. “Jeez, Prof. You’ve startled me. What can I do for you?” He took a seat again before returning his gaze to the monitors.

She glanced at the monitors. “Which one is Isa’s?”

“The last ones on the right. Is there something wrong?”

“Where is she now?”

He grabbed the microphone. “Hang on, Prof.” He switched it on and pushed a button marked one before he spoke. “The ringer is activated. I repeat. The ringer is activated.” He turned to the last two monitors. “Um... Isa is now... Yes, she just entered the building where the target is hiding out.” He shoved magazines and empty crisp packets off the chair next to him. “Have a seat, Prof. We have visual all the way.”

Anna sat down while staring at the monitor.

He glanced at her. “Prof. Did you speak to Mr. Owen about the new gateways?”

She sighed. “Yes, but he declined it.” She gasped aloud. “Oh, my gods,” she called out. Anna grimaced when she turned her face away from the screen.

Sebastian chuckled. “Did she kill him in an unladylike manner?”

She swallowed the nauseous lump in her throat when she nodded. “Don’t you ever get sick of watching this all day?” She glanced at the empty crisp bags. “How can you eat while watching that?”

He shrugged. “Guess I’m used to it by now.” He jumped on the microphone again, pushed the number two button, and announced that he had activated the ringer. “Now it’s just Isa. She better not pull the same stunt as the last time.”

The two of them watched her race down the stairs and out of the building to her motorbike.

“Good, she’s on her bike. Come on, Isa, put on that helmet.” He reached out to the red flip switch.

“What is she waiting for?” Anna jumped up and covered her mouth. She sighed with relief when Isa put the helmet on.

Sebastian flipped the switch. He grabbed the microphone again and pushed button number three. “Ringer is activated. I repeat. Ringer is activated.” He sighed with relief when he shoved the microphone backwards.

They kept their eyes on the screen until she disappeared through the vortex.

“Welcome back, Lieutenant.” Sebastian exhaled aloud while smiling. “Exciting, isn’t it, Prof?” he asked, glancing at the professor.

She shook her head as she moved towards the door. “Not at all. I don’t have the nerves for this. I’ll be a wreck before the end of the day.” She chuckled when she opened the door. “Thanks for letting me watch. Before I forget, I took her off missions until further notice.”

Sebastian nodded. He creased his brows after she shut the door behind her.
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Chapter 8
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Lily’s cellphone rang while she was in the shower. Samantha grabbed the phone and answered. “This is her daughter. She’s in the shower. Can I take a message?” She frowned. “Why do you want to know the name of my grandmother’s farm?” She heaved a sigh. “It’s Lafayette.” She put the phone down, making a face before trotting out of her mother’s bedroom.

“Who was on the phone?” her grandmother asked.

Samantha shrugged. “She wanted to speak to Mom. Then she asked me what the farm’s name was.”

Charlene raised a brow. “Did you tell your mother?”

“Nah, she’s still in the shower. Can we go down to the river, Grams?”

“Yes, but be careful. There are a lot of slippery rocks out there. Watch your brother and don’t stay too long.” Charlene hurried to the main bedroom. While knocking on the door, she called out. “Lily, dear.”

“Come in, Mom.” Lily was drying her hair when her mother stormed into the room. “Is there something wrong?”

“No, no relax. Sam answered your phone a few minutes ago. The woman you met in the bar...”

“Talia?”

“Yes, I think she’s coming over.”

“What do you mean, you think?”

“Sam said she asked for the name of the farm.”

Lily’s eyes widened. “What else?”

“Nothing.”

“What time is it? I’d better get dressed.”

“Her number will be on your phone. Call her back if you’re not feeling up to it.”

She chucked the towel aside. “No, I’m fine. I didn’t realize I would see her so soon.” She yanked a pair of shorts and a T-shirt out of the drawer. “Do you think I should wear trousers instead?”

“Show off those gorgeous legs of yours, Honey.”

“Argh, Mom.” Lily’s face flushed. “Where are the kids?”

“They trotted off to the river.”

“Good, they won’t be here when she comes.”
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