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Curiosity has always been my curse. It’s why I’m drawn to the science. The opportunity to chase down answers to mankind’s biggest questions while diving into the rabbit hole of research has too strong of a pull to resist.

“You know,” Mason Whitman, says with a heavy sigh filling the small room as hoses hiss and gurgle carrying my blood and oxygen to another volunteer. His breath still hanging in the air as I glance over my shoulder. “That close proximity to life-ending chemicals in freezing temperatures would give most people a moment of pause.”

I shake my head and go back to mixing our signature cocktail as the interface hisses to life.

Connect to subject? flashes on the overhead screen with a delicate robotic voice asking the same question.

Mason keeps his eyes trained on the monitors, glancing up for only split-second. He thinks he’s sneaky, but we’ve known each other long enough neither one of us has any secrets left.

“I know exactly what you’re doing.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he scoffs. Sure, he does. He’s measuring my response to the on-screen prompt. I can hear the disappointment in the way his breathing changes when my hands never waver as I mix the first compound in case the volunteer’s body crashes during the REM stage. Another, in case his mind becomes uncontrollable while I’m on the inside. And a third for something we only talked about once. If I’m unable to return from a walkthrough, Mason has the directive to inject the third serum directly into my veins and send his condolences to my father. I’m sure he wouldn’t lose too much sleep over it and would call upon his parishioners to pray for my soul, which he’s confident is already damned to an eternity of fire and brimstone.

“You learned to control your breath and hands, so I can’t see your nerves on the outside, but that little fluctuation in your heart rate just told me everything I need to know.” He flashes a cocky know-it-all smirk at me over the top of the screens he’s monitoring.

Damn it. “One day I’ll be able to control that too.”

His smile fades just as quickly as it appeared. “You don’t have to keep doing this.”

“I’m fine.” The volatile mixture flows into my syringe as I push the button for the plunger to activate. “You of all people should know, this is where I thrive.”

“That’s what worries me.” His gloved fingers drum against the sterile desktop. “I don’t think I can watch blood pouring from your eye sockets after another treatment on one of these lab rats.”

I grit my teeth at the memories engulfing me. “Then stay focused and make sure I don’t absorb too much of the patient’s traumas when I go inside.” I shrug away the memories of my blood spilling out of my body after our last attempt at Equilibrium. A lump forms at the back of my throat. I swallow hard, forcing it and the nerves threatening to bubble up back down where they came from. Not a good coping mechanism for a scientist focused on healing trauma and eliminating trauma responses in the human brain, but... the project is still a work in process just like its creator. “How’s the subject?” I ask to change the topic of conversation and refocus my thoughts on the task at hand.

“You’re impossible,” he sighs.

“Maybe, but that doesn’t answer the question.”

“No signs of instability in the lab rat... yet.” His tone conveys every bit of hatred he has for the people who show up for these trials. I understand why he hates them so much, and part of me loves him even more for how protective he is, but if anyone knows how important this project is to me, it’s Mason. He’s been my best friend since grade school and knows exactly why I’ve spent every waking hour trying to get my memories back, which is why I have zero patience for his theatrics when it comes to getting the job done.

“Just facilitate the connection... please,” I groan as I finish setting up my station.

“Sure thing, boss,” he grumbles.

I hate when he calls me boss. We’re partners and he knows it. “And stop calling them lab rats!”

“Why?” he asks, glancing up from the data rolling across the monitors in front of him with a sharpness in his eyes that only comes out at times like this.

I let out a long steady exhale as I struggle to keep my blood pressure from skyrocketing, which is the entire reason he’s pushing my buttons. He wants me to walk away and not go into this subject’s mind because he’s worried that he might have to use the third compound today. I’m not going to let him win this little battle of wits. “Because it’s creepy and rude,” I whisper, glancing back at the subject who is already heavily sedated.

Mason shrugs as his gaze goes back to following the numbers rolling across the screens. “I have a hard time caring about their feelings when your blood is running down your face. If I could just finish the Orb...” He brushes a few beads of sweat from his forehead.

“You’ll finish it.” I say with complete confidence that he will as I glare up at him from behind my protective eyewear as the formulas he’s pushing through the system populate on their lenses. “Stop putting so much pressure on yourself.”

“You’re going to die trying to save the world, and you’re telling me to stop putting so much pressure on myself?”

“Don’t be so dramatic.” I snag a wide band of rubber off the cart positioned beside the bed that will be my workstation while I’m inside the subject’s mind and wrap it tight around my arm. “Almost ready, Doc,” I say through gritted teeth, biting down on the rubber to pull it tighter until I can see my vein bulging through my skin.

“You’re sure about this?” Doctor Eden’s reputation precedes him, but I know we tend to push the limits beyond what he is comfortable with. Mason and I have always been good at that. “I’ve seen this kind of mumbo-jumbo before,” he adds. “It has power, but the risk—”

“Don’t tell me the great Doctor Isaac Eden is scared of my father.” The interface scans my retina for the repository as it accesses the codes for the subject and begins the syncing process.

Eden lets out a low chuckle and shakes his head slowly. “I can admit it. I have some concerns about overseeing a project that could end with Father Able’s daughter dead at my own hands.”

I can’t fight the laughter and it fills the room as it flows out of me. “You’re giving yourself a little too much credit there, Doctor. If I die today, it’ll be at my own hand.”

Mason cringes and that’s enough for me. I hold one hand in the air. “Doc,” I interrupt him before he causes Mason to fall off the rails again, “if you’re going to hurl, do it in that basket instead of all over the floor like in the last round of trials.”

“Have it your way,” Eden finally concedes. “I’ll alert the team,” he says, tapping the screen on the device wrapped around his wrist. “I’ll do what I can... should the worst happen.”

I love the optimism. “I’ll be fine, doc.” I motion toward Mason. “He’s looking out for me.”

He shoots an uneasy glance at Eden. “I can’t do this.” He shoves back against the desk as he stands, causing the vials to knock together.

“Actually,” I reach out, grabbing his arm pulling him to a stop before he can dip out through the side door, “you are the only one who can do this with me.” My eyes stayed trained on the vials, still wobbling in the cradle attached to his desk. If one falls out of the tray or destabilizes, this project will be over before it even begins.

His face softens as he turns to look at me. “Are you sure about this?”

“I’ve already told you, I’m positive.” I turn back to my station to ensure everything is ready to go. “You just better hope those compounds aren’t compromised from your tantrum.”

“Yeah, I really hope they aren’t,” he says absently.

“Mase, if you really don’t want to do this with me anymore,” my breath hitches in my throat, “I’ll put in a request for another lab-partner.” My teeth sink into my tongue as the words leave my mouth. He knows as well as I do, no one else will qualify for the project. There’s also the fact I don’t want to work with anyone else. I will if I have to. I definitely don’t want to, but if this has gotten to be too much for him...

“You know, I don’t want to bail on you or the project.” He shakes his head as he reclaims his position behind the monitors. “It’s taking you longer to stop the blood flow each time.”

Good thing I’ve got my back to him because if he saw the way my jaw clenched, he’d know he hit a nerve. “You’ve always had a weak stomach,” I say, turning around to throw him a cheeky wink.

“It’s not my stomach I’m worried about.”

“Keeping the subject from falling into a permanent coma will be a very thin line...”

“Just the subject?” He laughs and throws his head back in an exasperated gesture. “What about you?”

“I hate taking chances with the subjects attached to my neural cortex, but no scientific advancement comes without risk,” I state firmly, immediately regretting how harsh my tone sounded.

He scoffs. “Would you listen to yourself?”

I groan as I let my arms flail to either side of her body. “They know what they’re signing up for when they agree to do this.”

“Ha!” Mason lets out a deep pained laughter, which echoes through the room causing Doctor Eden to glance up from his device where he’s been going through his pre-procedure protocols. “I’m not worried about them!” He grips his hair with both hands. “What the hell, Taryn? You know they’re all just trying to get a lesser sentence for crimes you and I couldn’t even imagine, but you... you’re a different story. I am very worried about my friend.”

“I’ll be fine.”

Mason cups his hands around his face and drags them down slowly.

“Equilibrium is too important. We’re one level away.” I throw my arms up and let them fall to my sides in frustration. “If we figure out how to remove the memories associated with this subject’s trauma responses, then we’ve found the missing piece to the code and our dissertation will write itself.” I place my hands on the desk and lean across, placing myself eye-to-eye with him. “I need this.”

“You aren’t the only one with daddy issues. We both need this.” His face distorts in a frown, but his eyes sparkle with a hint of hope that somehow always manages to stay visible even in the worst situations. That’s one of my favorite things about him. He always looks for the silver lining and usually finds it when no one else can.

“Thank you,” I say when he goes back to keying in the codes on his side of the screens.

He grunts and pauses his data entry long enough to look up at me with a warning glare. “This doesn’t mean that I’m going to watch you die. If I see even the slightest hint of instability—”

“Abort the connection,” I interrupt him before his train of thought scares Doctor Eden off. As a representative of the board, we need him present for the trial. Trying to get anyone else to go along with this would be more difficult than entering the subject’s mind. The fact he’s had a crush on me since I started working at Angel’s Mercy Medical and I’m confident that’s the only reason he’s gone along with our project. He’s hoping for a date when this is all said and done. That won’t happen, but since he hasn’t asked yet, I haven’t told him no either. “It will be fine. We’ve done this plenty of times.” I give him my best forced smile. “What could go wrong?”

“That’s not as comforting as you think it is.” He sucks in a deep breath. “The lab—” he pauses and cringes in response to the warning glare I shoot in his direction. “I mean,” he clears his throat, “the subject is ready.”

I take a deep breath and key in the sequence we’ve spent our entire careers developing. “Equilibrium,” I say to the system. “Initiate connection.”

“Request received,” Equilibrium responds. “Taryn, would you like me to link you to Volunteer eighty-eight?”

“Affirmative, Equilibrium.” The data transmission begins with a beep and a gentle hum as the system sets up the links that will be the map Mason will use to help me once I’m inside Volunteer Eighty-eight’s mind. It makes it easier to navigate their minds if I know nothing personal about them beforehand. Without preconceived judgements, I can find our targets much easier. We learned that after I tried to navigate Mason’s traumas. A shudder travels down my spine as his memories flash in my mind again. I had never thought of Mr. Parson’s as the violent type, until Mason let me inside. I still wished he’d let me erase those memories, but he refused saying they were the fuel for his ambition. That’s his decision to make, but I still hate knowing he lives with that pain every single day.

“There’s no going back once you’re in,” Doctor Eden says as he approaches my bedside with a scowl on his face.

“I’m well aware of that, Doc,” I say, lifting my arm for him to inject the serum in my still bulging vein.

Eden lets out a heavy sigh and goes back to work keying in his access code for the system. “Welcome to Equilibrium, Doctor Eden,” the system responds. “Do you authorize this link to begin?”

He glances at me as his finger hovers over the button to initiate the injection. “If you want to back out...”

“I’m not backing out.”

“She’s not backing out,” Mason says in unison with me.

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you, both,” he reminds us as the computer scans his retina.

Mason’s skin formed chill-bumps at the doctor’s words. “You’ve done your due diligence. Can we just get on with it?”

“Taryn, count backwards with me.” Eden says, pushing the button causing the needle to break through my skin sinking into my vein. “Ten...” A gentle hiss signals the IV drip initiation. “Nine... Eight...” He scribbles something on his digital pad as my eyelids grow heavy. “She’s on her way in; take care of her, Mason.”

“I plan on it.” A gentle hum fills the room as he powers up the system.

“Seven...”

And that was the last thing I heard from Eden as the system took control of my mental capacities.

“Welcome to Volunteer Eighty-eight’s mind, Taryn. I’ll be with you the entire way,” Equilibrium reminds me. My body jolts in response as the system feeds the visual to my optics. My thoughts flicker like a screen coming to life as it changes from an endless stream of data to something with little more appeal than a fallout shelter. I find myself, or more accurately my avatar finds itself standing in the center of the room surrounded by modern weapons with fatigues littering the floor.

Charming.

A pair of dog tags and a medal still hang proudly on the wall, signaling it might be the only thing here that’s truly prized by the subject.

“What’s special about the pieces still displayed on the wall?” Mason asks through the communications link built into the lenses.

I’m unable to speak in the real world while I’m in the subject’s mind because my body is effectively in a coma, but the system translates my thoughts for me. (Since this is the lobby, it gives clues to what hides in the deeper recesses of the mind.)

“So... if I were a betting man, I would put my next paycheck on those being a warning of his military... prowess.”

(Sounds about right,) I agree with Mason through the communications link.

A growl emanates from the center of the projection. “Leave.” The deep voice fills the entire lobby. It’s ominous but also sounds muffled as if it was buried under thousands of layers of earth, which translates to the millions of layers of memories with a little desperation mixed in.

“Keep your focus, Taryn. It’s just a projection,” Mason reminds me through the link. He must be observing my vitals and they’re spiking.

(Right. Just a projection.) I make my way across the room toward a pile of what looks like dirty laundry in the corner of the room.

“I think you need to get out of the lobby Taryn. Something doesn’t feel right.”

(Relax. I just need to find a connection point to a memor—) Another loud growl startles my avatar causing it to jump backwards as the pile unfolds into a beast better fit for a horror movie.

“Are you The Keeper?” I ask the beast through my avatar.

The monster gives a low chuckle. “I’m not who you should concern yourself with, young lady.”

Mason’s voice comes through the link again, “I couldn’t help but notice the quickening of your pulse at being called young lady. Remind me to use that the next time I want to irritate the hell out of you.”

(You do that well enough without adding anything else to your toolkit. Just keep your eyes on the screens, would you?) The beast flicks his massive arms, sending a horde of insects flying through the lobby. “Ugh!” I focus my attention on forcing my avatar to the floor, keeping her head down until the swarm passes and finally dissipates. “I’m not afraid of you,” I say as my avatar stands to face the monster again.

“You should be,” he says with a tone that leaves a menacing echo in the hollow space of the room. “I won’t hold them back if you keep pushing.”

“You don’t have to hold back the memories. I’m here to find them.”

The monster laughs with venom dripping from its fangs.

“I’m serious. I want to help him heal.”

“Help him?” The beast laughs louder this time. “You don’t know the first thing about healing. You must heal yourself before you can help anyone else.” It reaches out, tracing the outline of my projection’s jaw with a single venom-soaked claw.

My projection cringes and turns away. “What are you afraid I’ll find?”

“Afraid?” The Keeper growls. “Too bad. I liked you.”

“Shit.” Mason growls. “I’m aborting the connection,” he says, a split-second too late.

The lobby shakes as a rumble fills my brain until the lobby floor parts sending my consciousness tumbling downward into a black pit. The free fall seems endless until my avatar finally hits a dark damp floor hidden deep beneath the lobby. (I think I’m in the basement.)

“Looks like you’re in the repressed memory sector but I can’t find this one anywhere on the map Equilibrium gave us.”

(Another glitch. Great.)

“That’s not The Keeper,” Mason observes as he watches from the screens on the outside.

(No. No, it’s not.) A tall figure steps out of the shadows reaching out to take my hand and help me up off the floor. It’s nothing like the first projection I met. This one isn’t menacing or terrifying. (It feels... familiar.)

“Familiar?” Mason asks with a squeak. “How is anything in this guy’s mind familiar? I don’t like this.”

This projection doesn’t match the subject’s profile at all. He’s at least a foot taller than the subject with piercing blue eyes and dark hair. Even knowing he’s a projection I feel my body respond. “Taryn,” Equilibrium says, “your current thought map seems to have deviated from the course you programmed. Would you like me to shift your experience to match the new directive?”

(Negative, Equilibrium.) My own project calling me out while I’m locked inside some random guy’s head. Just what I needed today. The undeniably handsome projection is still standing in front of me waiting for me to take his hand. It couldn’t hurt... Its energy is calm and inviting. I’m not afraid of it, but I don’t recognize it even though it feels... safe.

“I don’t like your numbers, Taryn.” Mason’s voice cracks. “You need to come back. Now!”

(I’m not ready.)

“I don’t care. You’re dropping and I’m not going to bury my friend tomorrow.” Beeps and sirens come through the link as Mason works to scramble the code and bring me back from the mindscape. “Damn it, Taryn. Let it go.”

(I just need a few minutes.)

“I’m forcing the code through,” Mason growls through the communications link. “Get ready to break from the experience.”

(Wait!) I strain forcing my avatar to reach out farther, but he is still too far away when Mason’s code enters the system causing the entire scene to break. The lobby and my avatar break into miniscule pieces of code sending data scrolling across the lenses again as my mind is released from the connection. I gasp for oxygen as my body becomes conscious and I sit straight up clutching my chest. “What the hell was that?” I demand through ragged breaths as I struggle to reacclimate to the real world.

“The mindscape was breaking,” he says like that’s somehow a valid defense.

The sweat beads on my forehead. I attempt to wipe it away with the back of my hand, but it returns too quickly until it’s dripping off my skin. “Disconnection from the mindscape is difficult enough,” I remind him. “The last thing I need is to get yanked out without a cool down period.”

Doctor Eden holds up his device showing me the display. “Taryn, you need to lay back down. Your numbers are still climbing.”

The numbers are a little extreme, even for a mindscape trip. “Fine,” I grumble, forcing myself to rest my head against the pillow instead of diving into the data like I want to do. A metallic taste floods my senses as a pang hits me in the center of my stomach. “Shit.” I reach for the body waste receptacle just in time.

“Here.” Mason hands me a rag and helps support my body weight as I hang my head over the side of the bed to keep from gagging on the blood flooding into my mouth. “You were already in the repressed memories. If it shut down completely with you in there...”

“I know. You would’ve had to use the third serum,” I say with my voice muffled by the rag I’m pressing against my lips.

The bright white of the cloth has already turned to a dark crimson when Doctor Eden jams another needle in my arm sending another chemical compound through my veins. “Sorry, Taryn,” he says as he glances up with a sheepish look in his eyes. “I have to stop the blood, or you won’t make it through the next half hour.”

The room starts to spin around me, and I force my eyes closed to keep from adding my lunch to the receptacle.

“It’s not worth it,” Mason adds. “Can’t you see that?” His arm still firmly around me as I feel the blood flow slowing in response to the Doctor’s injection.

“Wasn’t that beast enough to make you think twice about pursuing this project?” Eden asks. “It was enough for me to start second guessing a lot of things, including my involvement here.”

Mason wrinkles his nose and shoots a go-to-hell look at the sedated subject. “Why is this okay with you?” he asks, glancing back at me.

“Why is what okay with me?”
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