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​“IT’S TOO SOON TO TELL,” Sophia repeated for what felt like the hundredth time. She set down the beaker she was holding onto the pristine surface of the lab table harder than she intended, and it clanged sharply. “We haven’t done enough tests. We haven’t done enough trials. We haven’t done... enough. And you all know it.”

“Come on, Sophia,” Gloria replied, giving an irritated sigh. “You’re always such a downer. Can’t you just let us celebrate small successes, even if they don’t end up being the answer in the end?”

Sophia scowled at Gloria, and then glanced across the room. Carl, Jo, and Maddie were all huddled together, whispering. At least this time, Sophia knew it wasn’t about her. It was about Miller, their boss, who was currently in a top-secret meeting with Queen Amina, of all people. Apparently, the queen was personally interested in the progress they’d made on the most recent study—putting living metal on a strict diet of vatogen, a rare element found only on the plant’s home planet. 

“She has at least three eligible children,” Sophia heard one of her colleagues whisper. “Do you think any would come here to check on the project?” Sophia rolled her eyes. She couldn’t care less about the royal family, and she didn’t know why anyone else did either. 

“Get back to work!” she called across the room to her colleagues. “We’ll find out what happened soon enough.” 

Some days, Sophia really regretted her recent promotion to senior researcher. It meant she spent a lot less time staring through microscopes and doing math, and a lot more time explaining what should be basic science to adults who clearly didn’t do their homework in college, and telling them to actually work. It was like she had turned into a parent, a fate she had done her best to avoid for her entire life thus far.

With a few grumbles, the small group separated and headed back to their stations.

It was an important day for this experiment—Gloria was at least right about that. Their previous attempts to combine living metal with different elements or alloys had either led to a strange effect where the living metal seemed to almost shrivel—but not die, just sort of slow down and dry up—or it would explode, sometimes quite violently. 

But this time they had decided to skip the melting and mixing, and instead simply feed the metal to the plant. There had been no change with any other substance they fed to it, but when it began eating a vatogen-only diet, they had noted one significant change—the living metal stopped reacting to hydrogen, the only substance on the planet that could kill it. And today marked thirty days since the experiment began, with every sample yielding the same results.

It was a huge step forward—if it was real. But they couldn’t know until they did more tests, tried more samples, and most importantly, until someone else tried the experiments and got the same results.

The door to the lab burst open just as Sophia was pulling on her gloves to begin taking measurements of the most recent sample of living metal they’d pulled from its artificial environment. 

“Sophia!” Miller’s extraordinarily deep voice boomed through the lab. “I need to see you in my office.”

“What happened?” Jo exclaimed, looking up from their work with an expression of excitement. “What did the queen want?”

“You’ll all be debriefed shortly,” Miller replied. “Sophia, now.”

Sophia scowled at him, but pulled the gloves from her fingers and headed toward his office, trying to ignore the disappointed yet curious glances her colleagues sent her way. It was strange, actually, that Miller wouldn’t be gabbing away about the meeting with the entire team. He was the chattiest, most extroverted, biggest gossip in the office, despite the fact that he was their boss. 

Something big must have happened, though she couldn’t imagine why he wanted to tell her before all the others. Unless she was being fired for some reason. Or he was being fired, and she was taking his place. She gritted her teeth and desperately begged the universe to not let that be true. Being senior researcher was bad enough. She certainly didn’t want to be everybody’s boss. 

Sophia closed the door to Miller’s office behind her as he pulled down the shades on the windows. She frowned. He never pulled the shades when they were alone together at work. It was one of their rules.

“Sweetheart,” he began.

Great. It was personal, then, not professional. She steeled herself.

“I made a mistake.” He sat down on the edge of his desk and held out a hand. His expression was apologetic, sincere. “Please say you’ll forgive me.”

“Not until you tell me what you did.” Sophia didn’t like it when he begged for forgiveness before admitting to his faux pas. It didn’t feel right, though she had never been able to explain exactly why. 

“Just say you’ll forgive me.” 

She pursed her lips. The first time he’d begged for forgiveness before admitting his mistake, he had gotten angry that she had come home late and poured her freshly made pot of favorite, most expensive coffee down the drain. Coffee was nearly impossible to get on the city—most had to make do with caffeine pills for a pick-me-up. So when she found out he had dumped an entire pot... she had been livid, but had unfortunately promised her forgiveness before knowing what had happened.

The second time he had begged for forgiveness was the time he knocked one of her rare books off its shelf, causing the spine to split and pages to spread all over the floor. Non-digital paper books were hard to come by, and though her collection was small, it featured several books that were more than three hundred years old, one of which was a medical treatise she valued greatly. Luckily, the casualty in question had been an old horror novel, which was slightly less valuable than the others. Regardless, she’d had to spend several hundred dollars to get it rebound—which, of course, negated nearly all of its inherent value.

The third time, he hadn’t cheated on her, but he admitted to coming close, claiming he had been angry, lonely, and tempted, and only his love for her had prevented him from taking action. That one had been tough. They’d gone to therapy for months afterward.

And here he was again. Begging for forgiveness, even though she had no idea what he’d done.

“No,” she said. Their therapist had advised her to never promise forgiveness until she was ready to give it. “What did you do?”

He looked at her for a moment as if contemplating whether to tell her or not. Finally, he took a breath and looked down at the ground, a picture of contrition. “You know the purpose of my meeting with the queen?”

“Yes,” Sophia answered. She wasn’t supposed to know, of course, but Miller was pretty much incapable of keeping a secret for very long, especially to her. “She wanted to know the results of our experiments with living metal.”

“She’s been meeting with every research company in Rove City,” he added. “I told her we’d had a breakthrough.”

“And...?” Technically, that wasn’t false. They had learned something significant about living metal’s relationship with vatogen. Except that they didn’t know the implications. They hadn’t done enough tests. They still had to prove that what they’d learned so far wasn’t just a fluke. Especially since living metal, at least in large quantities, was known to have a certain level of intelligence. Maybe it was messing with them somehow.

“She wanted to know if it was ready for human trials yet,” Mill continued.

Sophia’s jaw dropped, and a mild panic began to bubble in her abdomen. “You didn’t.” Her voice was low, almost raspy.

He nodded remorsefully. 

“What exactly did you say?” Her heart was pounding in her ears.

“Just that we thought we knew a way to make it interact with human biology in a safe way that wouldn’t cause pain.”

“No.” Sophia shook her head, eyes wide. “No, no, no. You didn’t.” The implications, especially for someone like the queen, who didn’t really understand the science...

“She wants my lead scientist to come to the royal laboratories and work for her.”

“What exactly do you think you’re going to do for her?” Sophia demanded. “Science isn’t magic! It takes time! It takes mistakes! And testing on humans is... is...” She was so angry, she could barely catch her breath. “We haven’t even designed animal trials yet, let alone run them! We can’t run human trials!” She knew she was getting louder and louder, and it was possible, even likely, that her colleagues could hear her shouting. “And you haven’t even been participating in most of the research, so what could you possibly offer—"

“Not me,” Miller interjected. “You.”

“Me what?” Sophia broke off her rant and froze, her arms in the air. 

“She wants you to come to the royal labs. Since it was your idea and your experiment.”

“Me.” Sophia’s mind spun, ran in crazy, absolutely insane circles. She felt as though she couldn’t think, like her ability to rationalize and analyze had suddenly been ripped away from her, like her mind had been eviscerated from the inside out. “Me. Me?”

“Please say you’ll forgive me,” he whispered. “You know how much I love you. It was a mistake. I thought she was just going to fund more research. I didn’t know she was going to ask you to come work for her! I didn’t know she wanted the results right away—I couldn’t possibly imagine everything would be so immediate—” 

He was babbling now, but all she could do was stare at him. 

“—it was the queen, you know? She was so powerful and incredible and beautiful, and I found it so hard to even think around her. I just wanted to impress her. I just wanted to make her happy, you know? And this... even if you fail, you know, this will be great for the company. Everyone will be happy. We’ll have sent our very own researcher to the Queen’s Lab! And I’ll do everything I can to support you, to help you, to—” 

“No.” Sophia stepped back, her hands out in front of her. “No. I won’t do it.”

“You don’t have a choice,” Miller replied, a frown settling over his features. “It’s the queen.”

“What’s she going to do?” Sophia demanded, crossing her arms. “Assassinate me? Vent me out an airlock? I quit. And, no, I don’t forgive you. I don’t want anything to do with you ever again. I’ll leave your stuff in the corridor. You can get it tonight.” Her hands were shaking as she turned to leave, but Miller put his hand out.

“Please,” Miller said, his eyes begging, “even if you can’t forgive me, please just take the file.”

“What file?” Sophia spun around to see him holding out a tablet with a signature on it. 

“The information on the specifics of the project the queen wants you to work on,” he said. Tears were welling up in his eyes. “All you have to do is sign, and it will be delivered to your inbox. Just read it, that’s all I ask. You know I never meant to hurt you? Right? Please?”

Sophia scowled at him. Every bone in her body wanted to turn and walk away. She didn’t want to look at him, talk to him, or be in the same room with him. Not now, not ever again. But at the same time, her curiosity was piqued. The queen had given her, and her alone, clearance to look at the project specs. Slowly, she reached out and scrawled her signature across the screen. Miller hadn’t actually told her what the queen was looking for—it couldn’t hurt to at least find out.

Once the signature had registered, she typed her secure PIN, dropped her hand, and sent Miller the most forceful glare she could muster.

“Never speak to me again,” she ordered and then stormed out.
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Luckily, they’d only been dating for about six months. Which meant that most of the stuff Miller had left at her house were small things—clothing, a toothbrush, and some toiletries—all of which she loaded into a large trash bag. But she also opted to throw in the card he had written her after he poured her coffee down the drain, which read, “I’m so, so sorry, please forgive me”; the necklace he had purchased for her after destroying the book; and the framed picture of the two of them he had given her after almost cheating on her.

Although, now she wondered if he’d been lying to her the whole time. Maybe he had dumped her coffee just to be a dick. Maybe he had destroyed the book on purpose. Maybe he’d cheated on her but lied about it, admitting just enough to make her think he was telling the truth. 

She wondered if he would come knocking this time, begging for forgiveness with a sad face and an expensive gift. She’d known from the beginning that dating her boss was a bad idea, but at the time it had seemed exciting. Daring. Thrilling. She’d jumped into the relationship with barely a thought, reveling in the indiscretion.

But now, she could barely remember what she had even liked about him. He was handsome, of course. Intelligent. Outgoing. Extroverted. People were friendlier to her when he was around. 

But he was also manipulative. Cruel. And vindictive. And a whiny child who never did anything wrong and never picked up after himself.

She was better off without him. 

But it still hurt. He was the fifth guy she had broken up with in the last couple of years. For some reason, she always fell for ones who wanted her to fix them, who wanted her unconditional love and support, but who never gave anything of substance in return. It was starting to feel like maybe the problem was really with her, not them. Maybe she was just bad at romance. And maybe it was time to stop dating for a while and focus on work.

Except she didn’t have any work now. She had quit the lab, which meant she would have to find work somewhere else. Unless...

There was still Queen Amina’s “project.” 

Why on earth would the queen be so interested in human trials this early in the game? Sophia knew that a now-defunct research company had attached prosthetic limbs made from living metal to people without going through the proper procedures and trials, but as far as she knew, all of those experiments had ended terribly. All the subjects had died, and the queen put an end to it and instituted new regulations. This meant all of the various research companies who were hoping to get approval for human testing had to go back to the drawing board.

But for some reason, the queen wanted to push human testing again? For what reason? 

Of course, Sophia could always just go read the file. It was there, sitting in her inbox. But she didn’t want to. It would just remind her of Miller, and she didn’t want anything to do with him or it. Not when she was this angry, at any rate.

Instead, Sophia decided to take a shower, then made herself a dinner of spicy rice and ice cream and sat down to watch the news. There was nothing of note on, just the usual pod politics: one pod’s mayor was caught embezzling tax money; another had an affair; another gave an award to a class of children for doing volunteer work. They were all preparing for elections and getting ready to attend the queen’s annual leadership gala. 

When she finished eating, she didn’t feel any better. She had only shed a few tears in the shower, but what she really wanted to do was punch something. If only her gym was open this late, then she could indulge the urge. Instead, she decided she should do something relaxing, so she headed to the study and gazed at her book collection. 

She had ten books total, all carefully acquired through legal means, and each of them costing far more than she probably should have spent. One by one, she pulled down each of the books from the shelf, dusted it, gave it a careful once-over to make sure there were no new cracks in the leather, before placing it gently back on the shelf.

She spent the longest time flipping through a book titled The Brain And All Its Measures, by a Doctor May Eliot. It was her most treasured medical treatise, written many centuries earlier, during a time in which scientists were just discovering the power of the human brain. Doctor Eliot had been studying the effects of various drugs on the brain, tracking how each impacted specific centers of the brain and the long-term impacts on the body and behavior of the subjects. 

Sophia had read a digital version of it twice, even though it didn’t provide anything new at this point. The book itself had a leather cover, and the inside was filled with glossy pages covered in illustrations. It was her most valuable and prized possession. At least Miller hadn’t gotten his greasy paws on this one.

Then her doorbell rang. 

Sophia glared at the book in her hands for a moment, then sighed and placed it gently back on the shelf. It could be Miller, here to beg for forgiveness. It could also be the delivery man with a package. Or the neighbor asking to borrow some eggs. She should at least check.

She peered through the peephole in the door and let out an irritated sigh. Miller. Of course it was him.

“Please let me in, Sophia,” he begged through the door. “I just want to say I’m sorry.”

His performance would likely be the talk of the corridor tomorrow, Sophia knew. Mrs. Galton, who lived across the hall, was probably watching the whole thing with glee. She had never liked Miller and had not minced words whenever she had the opportunity to share her opinion.

Sophia didn’t respond to Miller, but he kept going anyway.

“I never meant to hurt you.” He sniffled.

Great. Sophia rolled her eyes. Now he was crying. 

“It was an honest mistake. All I want is your forgiveness. Please.”

Sophia sighed, glad she had taken the few extra minutes to change the keycode on her door so he couldn’t get in. She listened for another couple of minutes as he whined and begged outside her door, and then shook her head. Her choices here were limited. She could open the door, but that seemed like a bad idea. Either she’d forgive him and let him in, or she’d end up punching him in the face, and neither of those seemed like particularly great options.

She could also sit here and listen to him whine, but it was mostly irritating, and at some point, she might be tempted to give in. Who knew what he might say to sway her?

Or she could go to bed. 

That seemed like the best plan. It was late, after all. She was exhausted. It had been an all-around terrible day. She’d broken up with her boyfriend, quit her job, and said no to the queen of Rove City. The best idea here would be to take a bath, go to bed, and maybe call her mom in the morning.

And maybe read the file.

She pursed her lips as she strode away from her door and the sounds of Miller’s pitiful pleads. 

It would probably bug her all night if she didn’t read it.

“I don’t know,” she muttered to herself. She already knew she wasn’t going to take the project. But at the same time, she was curious. It was why she was a scientist—she wanted to know things. Not to mention, she didn’t actually have a job anymore. And this was technically a job offer. If she took it, she could use the opportunity to explain to the queen and her scientists all of the reasons why what they were doing was a bad idea. Plus, working for the queen would look good on her resume and probably give her social grid rankings a boost, even if the experience was short-lived.

“Maybe I’ll read just read the synopsis,” she said to her plant as she watered it carefully. 
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