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        Nothing in life is to be feared, it is only to be understood. Now is the time to understand more, so that we may fear less.

        MARIE CURIE, PHYSICIS, CHEMIST, AND TWO-TIME NOVEL PRIZE WINNER
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      Sleep slides off me as something rustles nearby. It's the middle of the night. I don't need to check the clock to know that. Every rational thought says sink deeper into the pillow, but the noise persists.

      "Cheryl…?" My voice emerges, more sigh than sound.

      Another rustle, nearer now. Adrenaline spikes through the fog, and my eyes snap open to someone standing over me in the darkness.

      I try to scream, but a hand clamps over my mouth. Panic floods my veins, cold and paralyzing. The bedside lamp flickers, revealing a face I'd hoped never to see again, his steel-blue eyes boring into mine.

      Harlowe.

      Impossible. He was arrested after I exposed him as Project Gemini's leader. Yet here he is, in my bedroom. The man who stole Dad and let me believe he was dead for five years.

      A glint of metal flashes, and my eyes lock on the syringe in his other hand. Fire shoots through the back of my hand as the needle plunges in. The room tilts, shadows warping. My legs thrash among tangled sheets before my muscles surrender.

      Harlowe's hand wrenches my head sideways, crushing my face into the pillow.

      Air becomes scarce. Black spots dance across my vision.

      Then…nothing.

      The pressure vanishes between one heartbeat and the next. Harlowe's hands, the needle, his presence evaporate like mist. I gasp, lungs burning, my body still braced against hands that no longer exist.

      I bolt upright. The world spins, then settles into the familiar outlines of my bedroom. I touch the back of my hand. There's no puncture, no pain, but the skin still burns with phantom sensation.

      The clock. I check the clock, but it's melting, plastic pooling over the edge of my nightstand.

      I'm not awake. The nightmare has just shifted.

      Shadows in the corner writhe, reshaping into another place. A red light blinks near the ceiling. My fingers claw the sheets as the warm hues of my room bleed into stark whites and grays. Concrete walls rise up around me.

      No. Not here. Not again.

      Darkwater. The secret prison where they dragged Dad after agents stormed through my window and tore us apart.

      I turn. There, on a narrow cot, lies Dad. Weathered. Ground down. His eyes meet mine, swimming with sorrow that cuts bone-deep.

      "Dad?" I whisper, but it doesn't sound like my voice.

      He doesn't speak. He doesn't need to. The resignation in his gaze says everything. He knows I can't save him.

      I try to move toward him, but my feet won't lift. My arms won't respond. I'm trapped. Useless.

      "I'm sorry," I try to say, but the words lodge in my throat. Tears blur my vision as shadows lengthen across the cell, creeping toward me, wrapping around me.

      I wrench myself awake and my elbow smacks the headboard. Sharp pain. Real pain, not dream pain.

      I'm in my bed, in my room, with the glow-in-the-dark stars I once stuck to the ceiling above me. The house settles with a creak I've heard a thousand times. The clock reads three-seventeen, and it is not melting.

      I'm here. Not there.

      These walls don't close in. These shadows stay put. But my skin still crawls with phantom sensations of Harlowe's grip and the needle's bite.

      My hand finds Ember, my stuffed koala that was a lifeline gift from Cheryl, and I crush the soft fur against my chest until my trembling stops. The universe apparently thinks it's hilarious to wake me at the same time every night. Cosmic-alarm-clock-of-dread, right on schedule.

      It's been five days since Heritage House. Five days since Harlowe cornered me in that restaurant kitchen, since I thought I'd lost everything. Every time I close my eyes, his face is there, his cold voice echoing:

      I should have taken you when I had the chance.

      I glance over at my desk where the portal device hides in its secret compartment. Shaw's last-minute switcheroo saved both me and the technology from Harlowe's clutches. The device should represent victory. We won, didn't we? Harlowe's in custody, the FBI has the evidence they need, and I'm safe at home.

      But I don't feel safe.

      I need air.

      I grab my blanket and tiptoe across the room. The window opens with its familiar squeak that I've memorized from countless nights when thoughts of Mom or Dad kept sleep away. Cool night air washes over me as I slip onto the roof, wrapping the blanket around my shoulders like armor.

      I settle against the outcropping beside my window. Above, stars stretch across the velvet sky, their familiar patterns offering comfort. Orion's belt winks at me. Three stars in perfect alignment. Must be nice to have your act together.

      A soft wind carries the scent of Mrs. Abernathy's roses from next door. A car passes below, headlights sweeping across the neighbor's lawn before disappearing around the corner. Out here, I can almost pretend things are normal. Almost.

      It's been seven days since I saw Dad in his Darkwater cell. One hundred sixty-eight hours since I had his freedom in my grasp before it slipped away. I was right there, talking to him through the portal, when Gemini agents severed our connection. Another failure for my growing collection.

      I release a long breath, watching it form a small cloud that dissolves into nothing.

      What if Shaw hadn't switched the devices? I dig my nail harder into the shingle. What if Harlowe had succeeded? A fragment breaks off, tumbling down the roof with a soft tap in the gutter. What if Dad...

      My brain keeps throwing worst-case scenarios at me. Thanks, brain. Really productive use of our time at 3 AM.

      My fingers find a loose shingle, picking at its edge, the repetitive action soothing, like debugging code. One small problem to focus on instead of the system crash that is my life. The rough texture grounds me and prevents me from spiraling into endless what-ifs.

      The nightmares sharpened their claws after the adrenaline of our victory at the robotics competition faded. Every night since, shadows twist into forms I can't escape. I can barely keep my eyes open, and yet sleep is the thing I fear most.

      I pull the blanket tighter, wrapping it snugly around my shoulders.

      Somewhere out there, Dad is alive. Fighting. Waiting.

      I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to ease the ache coiled tight in my chest. I keep returning to Shaw and the second he yanked me free from the chaos at Heritage House. His embrace caught me off guard, fierce and unyielding, like a wall thrown up between me and everything that wanted to break me.

      Don't ever do that again.

      He had said that to me, and for a brief moment, it felt safe. Safe enough to ease my tension.

      Shaw had been a constant presence in the madness, his determination matching mine beat for beat. He's Dad's former colleague, a prodigy whose brain makes mine look like a pocket calculator. The genius who worked alongside my father for years while I lived my oblivious, ordinary life.

      But since Chicago, his texts arrive with growing frequency, each one carrying an undercurrent I can't name. Desperation? Obsession? Whatever it is makes me hesitate, and lately, I've stopped responding at all.

      There are people higher up in Gemini than Harlowe.

      My fingers stop tracing patterns on the shingle and curl into a fist. Even with Harlowe behind bars, there are others who know about the portal device. Others who will come for me.

      This perpetual vigilance is exhausting. Always waiting for the other shoe to drop, always expecting threats to emerge from the shadows. I should be celebrating our win at the robotics competition, stressing about what to wear for Halloween in four days, and arguing with Emma over which movies to watch at our next sleepover.

      Instead, I'm perched on a roof at 3 AM, too afraid to sleep because my subconscious keeps replaying trauma's greatest hits.

      I press my palms against my eyes until spots dance behind my eyelids.

      I'm a mess.

      With a sigh dragged from somewhere deep, I open my eyes. Same night sky. Same stars. Same rustle of leaves. But everything is different now, knowing what's out there beyond this fragile safety.

      The stars twinkle back at me, useless in their ancient wisdom. Burning for billions of years, and none of them ever had to deal with secret organizations or resurrected fathers. Lucky cosmic gas balls.

      I fill my lungs with crisp air. My spine straightens, shoulders squaring beneath the blanket.

      Dad is out there. The portal is secure. Whatever comes next, I’ll face it. Gemini, nightmares, or worse.

      I just wish I could do it with more than three hours of sleep.
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      Fluorescent lights buzz overhead, drilling into my skull as I navigate the hallway crush. An elbow catches my shoulder, but I barely register it. My feet carry me on autopilot while my brain loops through nightmares and half-formed rescue plans.

      My hand drifts to the back of my other hand where Harlowe’s needle pierced skin in last night’s dream. No. That didn’t happen. The real needle belonged to Dad. He plunged it into my hand over two weeks ago. But phantom pain lingers, seared into my nerves.

      "Maddie."

      Emma's voice breaks through the noise as I reach my locker. She leans against the neighboring metal door, rectangular glasses catching fluorescent glare. Brown hair spills from a loose ponytail, and she gives me the look that makes me feel seen when I'd rather disappear.

      "Still?" she asks, head tilted, eyes narrowed with concern that won't trigger my defenses. It's an impressive friendship calibration, and somehow Emma always hits the right note.

      "What? The raccoon look isn't trending right now?" My voice rasps from sleep deprivation. I flash a grin. "I could start a YouTube channel: 'How to Look Like You've Been Hit by a Bus While Acing Physics.' It'll be very niche."

      Emma doesn't smile. "Mads⁠—"

      "Or maybe 'Functional Zombie: A Makeup Tutorial.' Step one: Don't sleep for days. Step two: There is no step two. You've arrived." I gesture at my face with jazz hands.

      Her lips twitch, then form a smile that fails to mask her worry.

      My locker squeaks open. Note to self: WD-40 exists for a reason. I grab books on autopilot. My brain is sluggish, as if it's stuffed with cotton. Remembering which books belong to which class might as well be advanced calculus.

      Emma crosses her arms, immune to my deflection. "You know, they say sarcasm is a defense mechanism."

      I focus on organizing my books, pretending that the words "advanced physics" aren't swimming before my eyes like alphabet soup. "And they say sleep is essential for basic human function, but here we are, defying science."

      "You won't snark your way out of this," she says, jaw set. "Go ahead, give me your best shot. I can wait."

      I glance at her stubborn expression and nearly laugh. She's infuriatingly good at extracting admissions I'd rather bury under six feet of deflection and bad jokes.

      The bell rings, sharp and merciless, severing whatever comeback I'd mustered.

      "Saved by the bell," I mutter, shouldering my bag.

      Emma blocks my escape, eyes locked on mine. "Maddie. I'm serious. You don't have to deal with all this alone. You know that, right?"

      I force a smirk. "Noted." I brush past her. "Now stop being such a mom, or people will start thinking you're responsible."

      "Heaven forbid," she calls after me, but the worry bleeds through.

      Mr. Sanders transforms first-hour history into a monotone hum, Civil War factoids melting into white noise. Something about Sherman's March, burning, and destruction. My mind snags on the word "prison," and suddenly I'm back in the concrete box where Dad sat under buzzing fluorescents, shoulders caved, eyes flat. The air tastes stale, recycled, institutional. Each breath drags me deeper⁠—

      A sharp kick to my shin breaks the spiral. I spin in my seat. Emma sits diagonally behind me, arching a brow over the rim of her glasses, mouthing, You good?

      I nod once and turn back to my desk, pressing my pencil harder against paper, scribbling anything to look busy. The tip snaps, carving a jagged line across my notes. Perfect metaphor for my concentration.

      Sanders drones on, gesturing like he's conducting an orchestra only he can hear. My stomach churns. The clock ticks at a pace that defies the laws of physics. Einstein was right about relativity. Fifty minutes in this classroom stretches into three hours.

      The morning passes in a blur. Voices and faces slide past without registering. I drift through hallways like a ghost, present but elsewhere. Half of me sits in class, nodding at appropriate intervals. The other half runs through the portal code and escape plans.

      In Ms. Krueger's class, time crystallizes as she weaves between desks collecting homework. I reach for my folder, already knowing what it contains. Empty promises and incomplete equations.

      "Good job, Maddie," I mutter. Math genius scores zero. Dad would be so proud.

      Ms. Krueger stops at my desk, sharp eyes scanning my face, then dropping to the empty desk where my homework should be. I look up, forcing a half-smile. Yep, totally fine, definitely not imploding.

      "Maddie," she says, her tone blending disappointment and concern in a ratio more painful than anger. She moves on without another word.

      I watch her continue around the room. I've always been the kid who submitted homework early and solved extra credit problems for fun. Now my priorities have shifted from basic trig identities to quantum physics and family trauma. It’s a slight career pivot.

      After class, Ms. Krueger waves me over before I can flee. "Are you sure you're okay?"

      I deploy a job-interview-worthy smile. "Yes, Ms. Krueger. Sorry about today's assignment, but I'll have it tomorrow. Okay?"

      She studies me. "Maddie, that's not what I'm asking."

      I grip my math book tighter, smile slipping. "Sorry. I've been dealing with a lot these days."

      Ms. Krueger nods. The FBI agents who shadowed my every move at school after Dad reappeared weren't subtle. Everyone noticed, and no one knew the truth.

      "Just know that I'm here to help," she says. "With schoolwork or anything else. And try to rest, Maddie. You look like you need it."

      I mumble "thanks" and escape the classroom.

      For a moment, I imagine telling her the truth. Yeah, that would go well. Straight to the school counselor, do not pass go, do not collect $200.

      I shake my head and merge back into the hallway current, another face in the crowd. Another kid with a backpack full of books and a head full of secrets.
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      When I step through the doorway of Mr. Collins' classroom, tension unravels in my chest. My shoulders, creeping toward my ears all day, drop an inch. The smell of solder and singed circuitry sweeps away the hallway bouquet of industrial disinfectant, body spray, and perfume used in teenage chemical warfare.

      STEM Club is where my brain finally remembers it knows how to function.

      In here, I'm not defined by FBI agents shadowing me or bothered by the nightmares that steal my sleep. No one's sneaking sidelong looks or clustering in whispered groups when I pass. Here, I'm just Maddie: the girl who can fix anything with a circuit board and enough caffeine.

      "Fourth place!" Sophie spins in her chair, vibrating with energy. "Out of twenty-two teams!"

      "Did you see the other teams' faces when our bot went supersonic?" Noah grins, fingers drumming on his laptop. "I thought the arm would snap off at that speed!"

      Sophie rolls her eyes but can't suppress her grin. "The arm was fine. It's your nerves that need reinforcement."

      I slide into my workbench spot, fingers seeking a screwdriver to fidget with. Emma sits next to me, already in project manager mode. "Guys, we demolished that course. Fourth place against teams with gazillion-dollar robots? We're legends. Own it."

      "Absolutely!" Mr. Collins enters with his signature megawatt grin, carrying chips, pretzels, and candy that vanishes into Sophie's hands before he arrives at the table. "Fourth place at regionals is no small feat, especially considering our chaotic first run. You showed resilience, creativity, and teamwork. I couldn't be prouder."

      I shrug, downplaying how much that first run rattled me. "Yeah, but it was hardly a flawless victory. The robot was a runaway train for half the course."

      "That's what made it awesome," Noah cuts in, grin widening. "It was like watching a sci-fi movie come alive. I swear, Maddie, you're a genius. That arm design saved us."

      "Luck," I say, waving them off. But a spark of satisfaction ignites within me, refusing to go out.

      Being here, hearing them talk about that moment like some grand adventure we survived together, makes it feel okay. Even the mistakes. Especially compared to the high-stakes chess game I've been playing with Gemini.

      Sophie tosses a piece of candy at me with impeccable aim. It bounces off my forehead into my lap. "Stop being modest. You're our mad scientist. Own it."

      "Mad Scientist Maddie," Noah chimes in, triggering laughter from the group, and I join in.

      Mr. Collins leans against his desk. "This is what I love about this club. You're not just teammates; you're problem-solvers, innovators, and most importantly, a community. Keep this energy, and who knows where we'll place next time."

      Noah spins in his chair. "So what's next, Mr. C? World domination? Taking this show to Mars?"

      Mr. Collins laughs. "Not Mars, Noah, but close. Regionals are happening in Madison over Christmas break. Same competition as last year⁠—"

      "Where we crushed it!" Sophie calls out, setting off a round of cheers from the group.

      "Remember the post-win feast at Riverbend?" Noah says, clutching his stomach.

      Emma rolls her eyes. "When you inhaled an entire pie by yourself? I thought we'd have to roll you home!"

      I find myself smiling. It’s not the forced grimace I've worn all day, but something real.

      Noah turns to Mr. Collins. "Do we know the competition parameters?"

      "Yes, they were posted last week," Mr. Collins says, then his smile falters. He runs a hand through his hair, like he always does when he's about to deliver bad news. "But we have a problem. We don't have a robot."

      The room goes dead silent.

      Noah stops mid-spin, the chair squeaking in protest. "What do you mean? It's right there—" He points to the far workbench, where our battered bot lies slumped like a fallen soldier.

      "It died after its final run in Chicago," Mr. Collins says. "Whatever caused the holes in the casing eventually reached the control board, and, well, it's not coming back from this one."

      My mind flashes to the restaurant kitchen in Chicago where Harlowe had me cornered. Chaos erupted when I tossed what I thought was my portal device into the deep fryer, and hot oil sprayed everywhere. Our robot stood in the crossfire, taking damage it wasn't built to handle. Collateral damage in a war it never signed up for.

      "So, we rebuild," Noah says, heading toward the supply cabinet. "We've got parts. We've got brains. What's the problem?"

      Mr. Collins rubs the back of his neck. "The problem is funding and timing. It's almost the end of October, which means Madison is in less than two months."

      "Plenty of time," Noah says, digging through the cabinet. "There's not much in here, but if we get creative..."

      "We need a new control system and actuators," Mr. Collins continues. "That'll eat most of our remaining budget. We won't have enough to cover entry fees."

      Emma straightens, expression shifting to determination. "Well, that won't stop us. As team manager, I'll come up with fundraising strategies."

      "Yes," Sophie says, clapping her hands together. "If Emma's on fundraising duty, we can focus on salvage. Let's start with figuring out what still works on the old bot."

      Mr. Collins nods, his grin returning. "That's the spirit I love to see."

      I lean forward, the screwdriver now spinning with purpose rather than anxiety. Circuitry, mechanics, fundraising. These are problems I can solve.

      My mind races through potential solutions. If we salvage the main chassis and rewire the control board, and if we can get replacement servos, maybe we can pull this off without breaking the bank.

      It's a welcome distraction from the other, more impossible problem: locating Dad wherever they transferred him. With robotics, failure means losing a competition. With Dad, failure means losing.

      I push that thought away and focus on the robot. One impossible problem at a time.
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      My fingers freeze mid-keystroke in the quiet corner of the library as a notification flashes on my laptop. It’s another intrusion attempt, but this one's different. It's probing a vulnerability I patched this morning. They're adapting.

      I open the terminal app and type a series of commands, watching the attack evolve in real-time. This isn't an automated script. There's intelligence behind it, methodically testing each layer of my defenses.

      "Not today," I mutter, implementing a countermeasure I've been saving. The attack recedes, but the adrenaline spike stays, the kind that comes from knowing you're being hunted. They're getting closer. Each attempt more sophisticated than the last.

      Emma and I have claimed this table in the Fort Atkinson public library as our own, a quiet nook between World History and Science where we've spent countless afternoons debugging code and life. STEM Club ended twenty minutes ago, and now it's only us, rows of books, and late afternoon sun spilling through tall windows, painting warm rectangles across the worn carpet. No FBI agents trailing, no Gemini operatives waiting to accost me in the parking lot.

      Another notification flashes on my screen. Another intrusion.

      Since the robotics competition, these intrusion attempts have become constant digital background noise, like living next to a highway. What started as basic exploits has grown into a digital chess match where my opponent keeps changing strategies. I've countered with encryption algorithms that would make most government agencies weep.

      The attack signatures tell me everything I need to know. This isn't random. This is Gemini trying to find a way in, and they're not hiding their persistence.

      I grab my phone and pull up Shaw's contact. He'd trace this in seconds. He claimed he hacked the Boy Scout website when he was five, and I'm still not sure if he was joking, but he graduated from MIT at fourteen, and his technical brilliance is what I need right now.

      I swipe away from his contact, jaw tightening. I'm not ready to reconnect with him. Not yet. I need more time to process recent events, and Shaw adds complexity and chaos I can't handle.

      Minutes pass. Emma clicks at her keyboard, but I can sense her watching me from the corner of her eye, waiting for the right moment.

      It doesn't take long.

      "You look exhausted, Mad." Her voice is gentle but firm. "When's the last time you slept?"

      I shrug. "I'm fine."

      "Uh-huh." She leans forward, elbows on the table. "And I'm secretly Batman. Try again."

      A weak smile flickers across my face, but it crumbles under her steady gaze. Emma's not buying it, and I don't blame her.

      "You've barely eaten at lunch, and you jump every time a locker shuts," she presses. "You're running on fumes, Mad. Talk to me. Please."

      The words scrape against something raw inside me. My chest tightens, a knot I've been carrying for weeks, since the night my dad reappeared.

      "I feel stuck." The words slip out. "Like I'm drowning in possibilities."

      Emma stays quiet, giving the words space to exist between us.

      "It's not about finding Dad," I continue, voice so low Emma has to lean in. "It's about what happens when I find him. What if he's different? What if Gemini's done something to him? Or what if I make a mistake with the portal and expose us all?"

      I pick at a hangnail. "Every time I think about using the portal, I see a thousand ways it could go wrong." Tears prick at the corners of my eyes, but I blink them away. "And if I mess up, it's not me who pays the price. It's Dad. It's you. It's everyone."

      "You know what this reminds me of?" Emma leans forward, voice dropping. "Remember when I had that meltdown before the science fair because I thought my project wasn't as good as Jenna's? And you told me I was comparing my rough draft to someone else's final version?"

      I nod, remembering her tears in the bathroom.

      "This is the same thing, Mad. You're comparing your messy, real-life situation to some perfect rescue fantasy where everything goes as planned. But life doesn't work that way. Not even for genius portal-wielding superheroes like you."

      Emma reaches across the table and puts her hand over mine, stilling my fidgeting fingers. Her touch is warm and grounding. "You're not alone in this, Mad. I know I don't understand everything about the portal or Gemini, but I understand you. And you've never failed at anything you've set your mind to."

      Emma's trying to help, she really is, but my shields are up. I stare down at the worn tabletop, tracing a scratch in the veneer with my finger.

      "I feel like I'm failing this," I say. "I have a magic box that can look anywhere, and sometimes I want to find my dad so badly it hurts. Like finding him would fix everything."

      I think about Fielding's promise. The FBI agent who became my reluctant ally in Chicago. He arrested Harlowe and promised to help me find Dad if I cooperated with the investigation. But his help comes with strings attached, answers I'm not sure I can give, information that might put Shaw at risk.

      And then there's Shaw. Brilliant, damaged Shaw, who saved my life at Heritage House. He wants to locate Dad as desperately as I do, but I'm afraid being around him will completely unravel whatever sanity I have left.

      I take a deep breath.

      "But other times…" My voice catches. I press my palms flat against the table, feeling support in its solidity. "Other times, I want to take that stupid device, throw it in the river, and pretend none of this ever happened. Go back to before, before the night he showed up, before Gemini, before Harlowe."

      The memory of Heritage House rises unbidden. The stifling heat of the kitchen, the greasy tang of old oil, and Harlowe standing there, calm, certain, like he owned the world. He never shouted because he didn't have to. His quiet, calculated malice was louder than any scream.

      I rub my arms, trying to banish the ghost of his words. The way he spoke about power, about responsibility, about being the only one who could be trusted. His words had slithered into my brain like poison, because deep down, I recognized something of myself in them. That need for control. That belief that technology could fix everything if we wielded it correctly.

      The thought makes me sick.

      Emma's voice breaks through my spiraling thoughts, soft but steady. "Hey. What if we start small?"

      This catches me off guard. "Small?"

      "Yeah, like when we fed those people through the portal."

      When I first showed Emma the portal, she had the idea to deliver food to people in need. We ransacked the pantry and opened a portal to an alley in Houston. Emma got too enthusiastic, tossing food packages through like a madman, but we both felt that jolt of doing something real, even if it didn't change the world.

      "Maybe we can do something like that again," Emma suggests. "Use the portal to help someone. Crawl out of the hole you're in one step at a time."

      Maybe Emma's onto something. Starting small. Doing something good, even if it doesn't solve everything. It's not the answer, but maybe it doesn't have to be. Maybe it's enough to move forward.

      I shrug, but something in me unclenches a fraction. "Maybe."

      My phone buzzes on the table, the screen lighting up with a notification. Another user has subscribed to StudyMaster, bringing the total to thirty-seven. The number sinks in. I've been so wrapped up in everything else that I'd almost forgotten about the app.

      I fixed all the StudyMaster bugs on the bus ride back from Chicago, amped up from the competition and Harlowe's arrest. When we got home, Emma insisted I submit it to the app store right away. The app was approved the next morning, validation that not everything touched by my code has to end in disaster.

      Now these notifications keep coming, each one a tiny reminder that somewhere out there, thirty-seven people found something I made useful.

      Emma spots the shift in my expression. Her eyebrows lift, and she leans forward, eager. "What is it?"

      I tilt the phone toward her, and she squeals.

      "Oh my god. Thirty-seven? You're almost viral."

      I roll my eyes, but I laugh anyway. "Yeah, it's really taking the world by storm. Next stop: Silicon Valley."

      "Hey." She straightens and clears her throat in a way that's part cartoon villain, part motivational speaker. "Speaking of helping people…"

      "Oh no." I squint at her. "I don't like where this is going."

      "Your new chief marketing officer has ideas." She folds her hands and adopts a playfully solemn expression, like she's a venture capitalist about to reveal the next world-changing opportunity. "First order of business: make a TikTok account. Second: give me the login."

      "Chief marketing officer? Since when are you CMO?" I cross my arms, unable to keep the grin off my face.

      "Since right now," she says matter-of-factly, like it's the most obvious thing in the world. She leans back with a satisfied smile. "You're welcome."

      "You're ridiculous," I say, shaking my head.

      "And yet, you love me anyway."

      I roll my eyes but don't deny it. Emma has this way of cutting through the darkest corners of my brain and dragging me back into the light, whether or not I want her to.

      For a moment, sitting in our corner of the library with the afternoon sun warming my back and Emma's ridiculous marketing plans making me smile, I can almost believe everything might be okay.
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      Uncle Joe's truck rumbles to a stop in our driveway. We haven't spoken much since he picked me up at the library, but that's how it is with him. The silence between us isn't empty. It's filled with years of shared understanding, of knowing when to talk and when to just exist.

      We walk up the path to the front door together. His presence offers a quiet, unspoken reassurance: I'm here if you need me. The smell of garlic and tomato sauce hits me the moment we step inside. Spaghetti night.

      "Is that you two?" Cheryl's voice floats from the kitchen, warm and steady.

      "No, it's a couple of burglars who really love pasta," I call back, dropping my backpack by the door. "We've come to steal all your carbohydrates."

      Uncle Joe hangs his keys on the hook by the door, a small smile at the corner of his mouth. He's used to my sarcasm by now. Might even miss it if I suddenly started speaking like a normal human being.

      I follow the smell into the kitchen, where Cheryl stands at the stove, still in scrubs from her shift at the hospital. Her hair is pulled into a messy ponytail, with wisps escaping around her face. She stirs the sauce with one hand while checking her phone with the other.

      "How was school?" she asks, not looking up.

      I shrug, even though she can't see it. "Fine. Normal. Boring." All lies.

      "Mmm-hmm." She glances up, eyes narrowing as they sweep over me. The nurse's assessment, looking for symptoms, cataloging concerns.

      Uncle Joe heads to the living room without a word, giving us space. Cheryl resumes stirring.

      "You know," Cheryl says, putting her phone away, "it's okay to talk about it, whatever it is."

      "It's not that simple," I say, moving to the cabinet to grab plates.

      "It never is." She wipes her hands on a dish towel, turning to face me. "But not sleeping, not eating… That's not helping anything."

      I arrange forks with unnecessary precision, buying time.

      Uncle Joe wanders in from the living room, opening the refrigerator to grab Parmesan cheese. Cheryl glances at him, and they exchange one of those quiet looks of concern they think I don't notice. It makes my chest ache.

      "How was work?" I ask Cheryl, deploying the tried-and-true deflection tactic.

      She sighs, shoulders sagging. "Busy. Short-staffed again. We had a patient who thought superglue on a cut was a suitable alternative to stitches."

      I laugh. "Superglue Guy sounds like a genius."

      Uncle Joe sets the cheese on the table and gives my shoulder a gentle squeeze as he passes.

      My throat tightens. These quiet moments of normalcy are increasingly precious. Part of me wants to freeze this scene, the three of us in this kitchen, the comforting scent of sauce bubbling on the stove, the soft clink of plates on the table. It's safe. Ordinary. Untouched by portal physics and government conspiracies.

      "Oh, before I forget," Cheryl says, draining pasta in the sink, steam billowing around her face, "I got a call from Ms. Krueger today."

      My hand stills on the water pitcher. "What? Why?"

      "She's concerned about your missing assignments." Cheryl turns, fixing me with a look that's both questioning and concerned. "Says you've been distracted in class and not participating like you used to."

      Oh, great. A parent-teacher alliance is forming against me. I pour water into glasses with more force than necessary, sloshing some onto the tablecloth.

      "It's fine," I say, the words automatic. "I'll catch up."

      "Maddie." Cheryl's voice softens, and somehow that's worse than if she'd yelled. "I'm not worried about school. I'm worried about you."

      I stare at the water glasses, watching condensation form on the outside. Tiny droplets merge, gaining mass until gravity pulls them down in erratic paths, like my life. Separate elements combine until the weight becomes too much and the whole thing slides apart.

      "Yeah, well, life hasn't exactly been normal lately," I say, then add, "Or ever."

      The moment the words leave my mouth, I want to snatch them back. Cheryl's face falls, her eyes dropping to the pasta bowl. Great job, genius. Way to sound like an ungrateful brat.

      "I didn't mean—" I start, my voice catching. "That's not how I meant it to sound."

      Cheryl's shoulders tense as she busies herself with the sauce ladle. I've hurt her feelings. The last thing I wanted was to make her think they're not enough. Cheryl and Uncle Joe stepped up and built a life around a kid they never planned for, stepping in when Dad left to work on a project and then died. They deserve to know they are enough.

      They didn't ask for any of this. Not for their sister to die, not for my father to abandon his responsibilities, not for a grieving, difficult kid to raise. But they did it anyway, without complaint, restructuring their entire lives around mine.

      "I meant—" I try again, searching for words that won't make things worse.

      Uncle Joe clears his throat, drawing both our attention. "Food's getting cold," he says, signaling a truce and establishing a buffer between conflict and resolution. Eat first, talk later. It's a philosophy that's defused countless tense moments in this house.

      We sit, the familiar choreography of passing dishes filling the silence. I take a bite of spaghetti, letting the tanginess of the sauce and garlic cut through my mental chaos. For a few seconds, there's only this: warm food, a cozy kitchen, and the people who've never stopped trying to keep me safe.

      "I'm worried," Cheryl says after a few minutes, her fork twirling pasta without bringing it to her mouth.

      "I'm okay," I say, another lie. "Getting there. Time heals all wounds, right?"

      Uncle Joe catches my eye across the table. His expression is unreadable, but he knows I'm not telling the whole truth. He doesn't push, instead offering a simple nod before he returns to his food.

      Everything I've left unsaid sits between us like an uninvited guest. I want to tell them. God, there are moments when I want to tell them so badly it hurts, about the portal, about Dad being alive, about the nightmares that wake me gasping for air. About how scared I am all the time.

      Then I remember Heritage House and Harlowe's flat, emotionless stare as he pulled up the video feed of Uncle Joe, oblivious to the fact that he was being monitored. That crushing sense of powerlessness, knowing there was nothing I could do to alert him. How effortlessly they'd turned my family into a bargaining chip.

      I force a smile. "This sauce is amazing, Cheryl. Did you do something different?"

      She eyes me for a moment, clearly debating whether to allow me to change the subject. She sighs. "I added red wine. Just a splash."

      "It's good," Uncle Joe agrees, reaching for seconds.

      We're back in safer territory now. Cheryl talks about her coworker's new puppy. Uncle Joe mentions the neighbor's tree dropping leaves in our gutter. Normal things. Safe things.

      I nod and laugh in all the right places, playing my part in this domestic theater. But beneath the table, my fingers press against my palm using the pressure point technique Cheryl taught me for anxiety.

      For now, this has to be enough. These moments of borrowed normalcy, this family that loves me even when they don't understand what I'm going through. I cling to them like lifelines in a storm, knowing they can't pull me to shore but grateful they're there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 6

        

      

    

    
      Later, after dinner, I'm in my room, where the cursor on my laptop blinks impatiently. I've rewritten the same function three times, and it still refuses to compile. Ember sits on my lap, her glass eyes judging my coding failures.

      My phone vibrates with a message.

      
        
          
            
              
        //>Shaw: I have some ideas. Want to talk?

      

      

      

      

      

      I reread the message, jaw tightening. His texts have been stacking up for days, each one heavier than the last.

      
        
          
            
              
        //>Shaw: Hey Maddie, you okay?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        //>Shaw: We should talk about Chicago.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        //>Shaw: Robert wouldn't want you isolating yourself.

      

      

      

      

      

      Shaw doesn't get to play the Dad card. He didn't grow up with Dad's bedtime stories, his terrible pancake experiments, or his habit of getting so lost in engineering problems that he'd forget basic human functions like picking me up from school.

      But the annoying subroutine in my brain keeps reminding me that Shaw probably understands the current version of my father better than I do. He worked alongside him while I was here, trying to live a normal teenage life, oblivious to everything.

      I can't deal with Shaw right now, his intensity, the way he zeroes in on me like I'm some puzzle he needs to solve. He knows I'm ignoring him, and he's only growing more persistent.

      I swipe away his message, but my phone lights up with a breaking news alert:

      7.6 Earthquake Devastates Myanmar. Thousands Feared Dead or Trapped.

      My breath catches as I skim the headlines. Widespread damage. Mounting casualties. Rescuers hampered by aftershocks. Lives hanging in the balance, buried under tons of concrete.

      Lives could be saved with portal technology. I could be there in moments.

      I slide open my desk drawer and press my palm against the false bottom, a modification I added after reading too many spy manga. The pressure sensor clicks, and the compartment lifts to reveal the portal device.

      I lift out the silver metal box, about the size of a paperback novel but heavier. I set it on my desk and activate it with my thumb. Metal arms unfold with precision, locking into position to form a perfect rectangular frame. No matter how many times I see it, the transformation looks impossible, like watching magic disguised as engineering.

      Next comes the controller, my creation, built from a gutted game controller chassis and upgraded with custom circuitry. The blue 3D-printed shell sports colorful Lego accents that Emma insisted on adding "for personality." Two joysticks control spatial orientation while the scroll wheel selects preloaded coordinates. It's not elegant, but it works.

      I Google coordinates for Yangon and send them to the controller. I rotate the scroll wheel and select the new entry. The portal frame flickers and becomes a window to the other side of the world.

      The devastation steals my breath. From my elevated vantage point, Yangon isn't a city anymore. It's a wound. Entire blocks crushed like paper models, concrete slabs stacked at impossible angles. Six-story buildings compressed to two. Glass everywhere like cruel confetti. Through gaps in the rubble, I glimpse flashes of color: a yellow shirt, a red door, fragments of everyday life frozen mid-collapse. The math is brutal: thousands of lives, each one measured in remaining minutes and oxygen.

      Figures in blaze-orange vests pick through the rubble like ants trying to move mountains. Some of these buildings were stories high before they fell. Now they're tombs of concrete and steel.

      My phone vibrates, snapping me out of my trance. Emma's calling.

      "Mads, have you seen the news?" Emma's voice carries the same horror I'm feeling. "The earthquake in Myanmar is awful."

      "I'm looking at it right now, Em," I reply, eyes fixed on the devastation. "I'm there."

      "What do you mean you're there?" A beat of silence. "Oh! Oh wow. Really?"

      I take in the devastation through the portal. "It's bad, Em. Really bad."

      "Oh my god," Emma breathes. "I want to help. Can you come get me?"

      I hesitate. I hadn't considered bringing someone to me. But the need for help overrides any doubt.

      "One sec," I say as I close the portal to Myanmar and search for Emma's coordinates. I open the portal above her house and drive it down into her bedroom. Emma stands in the middle of her room, waiting. I reach a hand through the portal, and she jumps. I laugh. It must be weird seeing a hand appear out of nowhere.

      Emma grips my hand tightly as I lead her through. In my room now, her eyes are wide with a mix of fear and excitement. "That was... incredible," she whispers, voice shaky.

      I want to enjoy this moment with her, but the crisis on the other side of the planet pulls my attention back. I switch the coordinates back to Myanmar.

      I pick a spot and use the controller joysticks to drive the portal toward one of the collapsed buildings, maneuvering through the rubble like a surgeon probing a wound. The frame fills with darkness as I navigate twisted metal and broken concrete. The quiet suffocates me. There are no calls for help, no movement.

      People have died from this earthquake. The scale of destruction makes that clear. My hands freeze on the controller as a realization hits me: moving the portal through the rubble means I could come face-to-face with death. Through this magic rectangle, I could find a body crushed beneath concrete, limbs at wrong angles, eyes vacant. I've never seen death up close. The thought makes my fingers tremble on the controller as I hesitate, suspended between duty and dread.

      I force myself to continue. There are people who could survive today because of us, because of the portal. People who won't stand a chance if we don't help them.

      I pull the portal window back to an aerial view and scan the surrounding devastation. Emma gasps. I spot another collapsed building nearby and move the portal down into its ruins. I steer it through the wreckage, straining to catch any sound that filters through the frame.

      A faint sound reaches me. Someone's crying. Faint, but unmistakable.

      My heart races as I maneuver the portal, chasing the sound. I find a small gap in the rubble, and inside...

      A woman, maybe in her fifties, lies pinned beneath a slab of concrete. Her face and clothes are caked with dust, but her chest rises and falls with ragged breaths. She's alive.

      I stare at her, my mind struggling to process what I'm seeing. She's so deep down, it could take days for rescuers to reach her. Days she might not have. I shake off the paralysis and save the exact coordinates to a bookmark on my list. This saves the entire state of the portal, including its orientation and location.

      I have to get help. I glance back at the woman through the portal, her eyes wide with fear and pain. "Hold on," I whisper, though she can't hear me through the closed portal. "I'm going to get you out."

      I pull up Google and search for how to aid earthquake victims. A list pops up, and I scan it. Check if the area is safe? Nothing looks safe in that rubble. Provide first aid? Clear debris? Most of the list is beyond my reach, but one thing stands out. Hydration. I can do that.

      Emma reads the list over my shoulder. "We need to get supplies."

      I grab two crumpled twenty-dollar bills from the corner of my desk drawer, the last of my birthday money. It seems inadequate against the scale of what we're trying to do, but it's all I have.

      "Emma, I need you to watch the door," I say, turning to her.

      She blinks at me. "What? Why?"

      "In case Uncle Joe comes up. Stall him or something. Don't let him see inside the room."

      Emma's eyes dart to the glowing portal frame, then back to me. "Wait, what are you doing?"

      After a quick online search, I send a new set of coordinates to the controller. With a click of a button, the portal now shows a small grocery store parking lot in Florida. The side wall of the building faces the frame, bathed in orange light from a flickering streetlamp. "I need supplies. Water bottles, first aid kits, whatever I can grab. I'll be right back."

      Her mouth opens like she's about to argue, but she stops herself, biting her lip. "Okay. Hurry."

      I nod, slipping the cash into my pocket. Before stepping through, I grab the controller and adjust the portal's position so it's less conspicuous, high enough to avoid attention but close enough to the ground for me to hop through.

      "Don't let anyone in," I say, meeting Emma's eyes.

      She gives me a shaky thumbs-up, then turns to face the bedroom door, posture stiff like she's bracing for battle. I hesitate, watching her for a moment, then step through the portal.

      The humid Florida air hits me like a wall, thick and clinging. The asphalt beneath my sneakers is rough, still warm from the day's sun. I tuck my head down and make a beeline for the automatic doors. Inside, I grab a case of Gatorade, packs of toy whistles, and a pack of glow sticks. Perfect.

      At checkout, I fumble with my crumpled twenties, avoiding eye contact with the cashier. The moment the bags are in my hands, I'm out the door and around the corner, scanning for cameras before leaping through the portal back to my bedroom.

      Emma jumps as I materialize, dumping my purchases on the bed.

      First aid. We need medical supplies. My brain cycles through options until it lands on the perfect solution. Cheryl. The hospital. I've wandered those halls enough times to know where the supply closets are.

      I drive the portal through the hospital corridors until I'm looking at the stark white walls of the third-floor supply closet. The shelves are filled with white boxes, each one labeled with terminology that's foreign to me. I need help.

      I grab my phone and call Cheryl. She answers on the second ring.

      "Maddie? Everything okay?"

      "Super." I force my voice to sound casual. "How do you treat scrapes and burns?"

      A pause. "What happened? You or Joe?"

      "No, no, no, we're fine," I say. "I'm watching the earthquake coverage. It looks so overwhelming, and I was wondering how they treat the injured in a situation like that."

      Cheryl's nurse mode kicks in. While she lists supplies, I reach through the portal and grab gauze, antiseptic wipes, and burn gel, each item sending a pang of guilt through me.

      This is stealing. But the moral equation balances in my mind: these supplies might mean the difference between life and death. The hospital can replace gauze; those people can't replace their lives. I make a mental note to pay it back somehow.

      I end the call and move the medical supplies to the bed. Emma helps me organize everything. It's not much, but it's a start.

      "Right," Emma says, taking command. "Let's go back to that woman and get her what she needs."

      I activate the portal at the last position in Myanmar. The woman is still there, coughing, her breathing labored. Emma grabs a Gatorade from the bed and cracks a glow stick. I open the portal frame, and Emma moves forward, setting the Gatorade and glow stick near the woman.

      As she leans forward, I catch a glimpse over her shoulder. The acrid smell of pulverized concrete burns my nostrils, mixed with something metallic and raw that makes my stomach clench. Emma withdraws, and I close the portal, but gritty dust clings to her forearm like ghostly fingerprints.

      "It's so hot in there," Emma whispers, brushing the fine powder from her skin.

      The woman picks up the glow stick and glances around, confused. Then she sees the Gatorade and mutters something in a language I don't understand, then begins to cry, this time with relief.

      Tears spring to my eyes as she opens the bottle with trembling hands and takes a sip.

      My success with the first woman emboldens me. "Let's find more."

      Emma nods. I move the portal through the building, straining to hear more voices, more signs of life. Emma helps me find a man pinned under a concrete beam, only one arm free. His cries for help are hoarse and desperate. We don't hesitate this time. Emma drops a Gatorade and a glow stick through the portal. Let him see. Let him know help is coming.

      I save the coordinates and continue to drive the portal around, finding two more people. Emma drops Gatorade and glow sticks, along with gauze wraps at a woman bleeding from her head.

      I move the portal deeper into the rubble until I hear a faint moan from somewhere nearby. Searching, I find a woman in her forties, slumped against a pile of debris. Her face is smeared with dirt and blood. But something else catches my eye, and Emma sees it too.

      "Oh god," Emma whispers, pointing at the blood streaming from the woman's ears.

      I grab my phone and call Cheryl, my fingers executing the command before my brain authorizes it.

      "Maddie?" Cheryl answers. "What's going on?"

      "I'm fine, I have another injury-related question."

      Cheryl sighs. "Sweetie, I appreciate your interest, but can we talk about this later? I need to focus on work right now."

      "Please," I insist, my voice cracking. "It's important. What does it mean if someone's bleeding from their ears?"

      Silence stretches across the line as I wait for her answer.

      "That's a serious sign," Cheryl says, her nurse voice activating. "Potential skull fracture or brain hemorrhage. Immediate medical attention required. Keep the person still, stabilize the neck. Where did you see this?"

      "Myanmar coverage," I say. "Thanks. That's all I needed."

      I end the call as an aftershock hits. Dust and small debris rain down on the woman, and nausea twists my stomach. These people are trapped in a nightmare.

      I reach through the portal with another bottle of Gatorade, and Emma drops a glow stick, placing them beside her before withdrawing.

      Hang on.

      Then, it happens. I guide the portal through the rubble and recoil in shock at what I see.

      A man. Motionless. Half-buried in concrete dust.

      His eyes stare upward. Fixed. Dilated. Empty.

      My first dead body.

      My stomach contracts violently. Bile surges up my throat. I slam the portal shut, but it's too late. The image is already permanently downloaded into my memory.

      I stumble backward, and my legs hit the bed. I collapse. Sound compresses to a high-pitched whine, and my hands shake uncontrollably, like they're trying to disconnect from my body.

      Emma's face has gone chalk-white. She's frozen, mouth open, eyes locked on the space where the portal was.

      "We need to—" My voice breaks. I swallow hard. Reboot. Try again. I stand and make my way back to my desk. "We need to keep going. The others still need us."

      I grip the controller, but my hands betray me, and the joysticks wobble under my trembling fingers. I try three times to input coordinates. My muscles refuse to cooperate.

      "You okay?" Emma asks after a minute of silence.

      "I keep seeing him," I admit. "Every time I close my eyes."

      Emma nods, her eyes glassy and distant. "Me too."

      My hands won't stop shaking. I need to sandbox this experience, isolate the trauma in a secure container where it can't corrupt the rest of my mind. I need mental firewalls to block the dead man's vacant stare from conscious thought.

      I move the portal to an overview of a collapsed building where rescuers sift through the top layer of rubble. They're not moving fast enough. They have no idea how deep they need to go.

      The toy whistles. Of course.

      We drop one off with each survivor, their startled shouts barely registering as we work. Back to the aerial view, Emma and I strain to hear any whistle sounds. Nothing. They're too deep.

      I need to draw the rescuers to them somehow. I glance over at Ember on my desk, and an idea hits me.

      "Emma, what if we create a diversion?" I say.

      "A diversion? What do you mean?"

      "Something that leads the rescuers to the survivors we found," I explain.

      "It needs to make noise," Emma says.
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