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Moment of abduction

I saw only flickers of my existence, glimpses of chaos. The compound blurred through fuzzy eyes. Each flash revealed a new place and image, each telling me I was in danger.

My consciousness faded in and out beneath the cradling arm of a kidnapper. It was surreal, yet there I was, in the clutches of madness. A fairy tale gone awry.

I writhed to keep an eye open, but my mind was no longer in control. My lids held for only short stints before dropping again. I was helpless.

The interior walls of the compound rushed past as I drifted in and out of consciousness. Thick ceramic doors, cold tile striking my cheek when he dropped me, and stainless-steel corridors streaking by told me he had not taken me outside yet. His arm wrapped my waist, sending pain through my ribs as he carried me.

Guards shouted behind him, but he would not surrender. He was determined—King Kong to an unwilling Ann Darrow. Burdened by the weight of my body, he outran them; and I had no sense of where we were when darkness swept over me again.

He must have set me down, because I opened my eyes just as he hurled a guard into the ceiling. The man struck hard. His body broke through the overhead sprinkler system and ceiling, casting rust-scented water down as the battered guard collapsed in rhythm with the monsoon of droplets.

Blackness. Purple flashes. Panic.

Everything was jagged. Gunshots sparked off stainless steel walls. At any moment, a misplaced discharge of weapon fire could hit me.

A brilliant flare tore across my vision, followed by a concussive blast. Pain reverberated through my spine when I hit the wall. Debris rattled against the wet tiles around me, but through the fading glare, my kidnapper rose from the floor—clothes tattered and smoking.

He smashed through the nearest door, dragging me with him. Desmond Pope, the head of security, shouted orders. Other guards’ voices tangled with disorder in the backdrop.

Still, I knew my captor did not want to hurt me. I sensed what no one else could within him, and—right or wrong—I believed his concern was real. The fact that I was still alive said he did not want to kill me.

Doctors leading the project called my name in panic. I tried to focus. It was hopeless ... and it all started with a strange little man.
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The strange little man

Nearby trees rolled softly as Mother Nature puffed her gale across a grassy mound. Abronia fragrans bloomed there in the summer. The air was rich with the scent of life’s cycle. I took a moment to breathe it in, but skeptical butterflies worried about leaving the school frolicked in my stomach.

I had just finished my final acceptance speech outdoors with tear-filled eyes. Snow clung stubbornly to the dark green lodgepole pines, but my hands were shaking too much to be grateful for it. Farewells can be a painful thing.

Applause filled the air as I stepped from the podium, weighed down by the realization that I had spent all the years I could remember at an institute nestled in the Bridger-Teton National Forest of Wyoming. The tall, old building of brown brick was home. From the main office to tutors and young learners, every friendship I had was forged within its walls.

Students and staff came forward to shake my hand. Through the wall of faces, Professor Platz eased in. He was the man I was closest to in life: my confidant, my father figure, my Rock of Gibraltar.

“I’m still trembling,” I said.

“I wouldn’t know why,” said Father. “You’ve done that a dozen times now.”

He was right. I had given many acceptance speeches for varying degrees, but this would be the last. Professor Platz—father, as I called him—was the only person I wasn’t saying goodbye to. Losing him would have killed me.

Sixteen years had passed since the crash took my parents. My biological father lived only long enough to make Father promise he would care for me. The accident erased my memories before it, but he became my savior. Without him, I would have known nothing of them beyond photographs.

“Your parents would’ve been proud,” said Father.

He wrapped me in hairy forearms. It was the happiest I had ever seen him.

“Thank you,” I said.

“So...” Father swallowed. “Where do you go from here?”

“Excuse me,” an unfamiliar voice cut in. “Alexis?”

I turned to see a short, heavy-set man in glasses straining to stand taller than he was. He set a brown leather bag on the ground and rubbed his hands together. I glanced at Father, but he shook his head with a shrug. Neither of us knew him.

“Magnificent,” said the strange little man. “Isn’t she simply magnificent?”

“May I help you?” asked Father.

“We thought you might choose cognitive science for your ninth,” said the man.

Father cleared his throat, breaking the man’s train of thought.

“Yes,” said the man. “I’m sorry. Where are my manners? My name’s Mason Whitlow. I was sent by a privy group of people like yourselves.”

“Privy?” asked Father.

“Very,” said Mr. Whitlow.

Father sighed. “And you’re not going to say who they are?”

“Not yet,” smiled Mr. Whitlow.

“Then what are you here for?” asked Father.

“Well...” Mr. Whitlow turned to me. “I’m here to offer you a job, Alexis.”

“Job?” interjected Father. “What kind of job?”

“I’m not at liberty to go into details here, Professor,” said Mr. Whitlow. “And to be quite frank, I don’t know enough about what they do to inform you properly.”

My eyes widened with intrigue. Father, however, wasn’t so quick to jump.

“Forget it,” he said. “She’s not interested.”

“But—”

“But nothing. I wouldn’t encourage any pupil of mine to wander into a job without knowing the details. Much less Alexis.”

Mr. Whitlow’s brows lifted. “And I’d expect nothing less.”

He reached into his pocket and handed me a glossed card, plain but for a lone web address.

“Everything,” said Mr. Whitlow. “Everything you’ve ever dreamed of knowing or studying lies within that card.”

“I don’t understand,” I said.

“That card is your gatekeeper, Alexis,” said Mr. Whitlow. “The password is BINARY, all caps. You’ll need to log in with their WebCam for facial recognition. Password or not, no one else can access it. They built that site specifically for you.”

“What about hackers?” 

Mr. Whitlow smiled. “There’s not an organization on this planet that could pull that off.”

“If they did?” I asked.

“Then I’d believe in magic,” he answered, kneeling to retrieve a small box from his bag. “This is the WebCam I mentioned. Just plug in the drive and mount it like you would any other. Its power’s limited. Six minutes total. When only one minute remains, the light will flash.”

“I have a camera,” I said.

“You must use this one,” said Mr. Whitlow. “It’s essential that the biometrics match their end.”

I studied his tailored suit, gold cufflinks, and tapered sleeves. He was missing a pinky finger above the second knuckle on his right hand. It felt rude to stare. My eyes shot back to his.

“Consider it an honor,” continued Mr. Whitlow. “You possess a unique spectrum of knowledge. They’ve had me scouting you for a few years now.”

“But...” I hesitated. “I don’t...”

“Understand?” asked Father. “That makes two of us.”

Mr. Whitlow motioned toward the parking lot. “Follow me?”

Acceptance speeches carried on in the background as Mr. Whitlow led us to his car. I had forgotten about them. The one thing able to steal my attention had taken it; the unknown was my Kryptonite.

“Professor Platz,” said Mr. Whitlow, “we agree Alexis is uniquely gifted, correct?”

“Of course,” answered Father.

“Then encourage her to browse the site. There’s not much to it, but it’s for her eyes only.”

Father took a tense breath. “And what’s she to find on this website?”

“More than you could envision.” Mr. Whitlow slid into his car. “More than she could imagine. A world she couldn’t even dream of at this point.”

“And where’s this world of wonders?” asked Father.

“Not here.” Mr. Whitlow looked at me. “Not at this school. Where that card will take you ... it’s advanced enough to test that mind of yours. Perhaps they can help with some of your lost memories.”

He shifted the car into gear and pulled away.

Father gave me a look. There were no secrets. He knew I was going to research the address on that card.
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Entering BINARY

It felt different when I got home that day, like I did not belong there anymore. I knew I did, but a moonstruck lust to explore something novel derailed such impressions. Even the driveway leading us through the thick of forest nestling our house said but a temporary hello as our tires crumpled rocks.

Our home was pleasant: miles of heavy timber for privacy, a long gravel driveway, tall doors, gigantic windows, beautiful décor, and all the books I could read. The internet was slower than a setting sun with my hotspot, but it was all we could get in the middle of nowhere. A fair trade for what we had.

Father’s old, all-wheel-drive Subaru BRAT came to a standstill next to my little blue Mitsubishi Raider. A grayness hid my shadow as I stepped from its interior. Luggage in hand, I was already moving toward the front door.

Twitters filled the air with familiar melodies. The intellectual side of me knew birds were seeking mates or distracting potential predators from a nest, but the little girl in me heard birds welcoming her home.

“Alexis,” called Father.

“Yeah?” I asked.

He motioned to the car. “I think you forgot something in your haste.”

My eyes caught the open door. “Sorry.”

I moved to shut it.

“It’s not going anywhere,” said Father. “It’ll be there all night, you know?”

“Yeah,” I answered. “I know.”

Father gave me a look I had learned since childhood—it was the “daddy knows what you’re thinking” look.

“I’m just anxious,” I continued. “I haven’t learned anything new in years. I’ve learned new ways to do things I already know, but it’s not the same. And he said they might help me regain my memory.”

“You’re right.” Father pressed his lips together. “He said maybe.”

“True.” I made slow strides backward toward the house. “But I also know I’ll be of value to whatever they’re doing there.”

“You can’t know that,” said Father. “You’d have to know what it is they’re doing to know that.”

“He said he scouted me for years,” I said, “which means they know my fields of study. Besides, they wouldn’t have sent that Mr. Whitlow guy to intercept me if I weren’t qualified. Not on something worth being so reticent about.”

“I can’t argue with your logic,” said Father, “but is it too important to wait for supper?”

“Are you kidding me?” I snickered with a bounce. “I’m dying here.”

“Go on then.” Father snorted, trying not to laugh. “Run to your adventure.”

I always smiled when he laughed. It was a funny one: a cartoon sort of chuckle.

Our smiles said we loved each other as I ran to the only house that I could remember living in. My feet were quick. The ache to see where that card would lead me was wonderful.

Sparky gave a startled yelp when I blazed through the front door. He chased me toward my room, left with little to do but bark when I paid him no mind. His unrest was high. It matched mine for reasons he could not understand, and the dinky legs under his belly could barely keep up with his sporadic, wiggling body movements.

I lapsed to pay attention as I made my way to the bedroom. Sparky had chewed the corner of the rug and it snagged my shoe to a near trip, but I did not slow. I had tunnel vision. Nothing beyond Mr. Whitlow’s words, getting lost memories back, and Sparky’s little nips on my heels existed.

“Ouch, Sparky,” I hollered.

I folded myself to the hardwood floor for a look, but Sparky was in my face before I could drag my foot in for a glance. The same four-legged beast that wounded me seconds earlier was bathing me in puppy breath kisses. I loved him for it. Though, I was not sure why sometimes.

Sparky was destructive, yippy, nippy, and zippy when we walked through the house. He had the bladder of a five-week-old puppy and always found something disgusting to roll around in when he ventured into the wilderness. He was a piece of hairy work I would not have swapped for the world.

“Yes,” I told the still licking monster. “I love you too, but get down for a second, Sparky.”

He had broken the skin. A little blood made its way from my ankle and into my sock. My body quivered. The sight of blood made me squeamish, but it was not bad. I had certainly had worse.

The bathroom held ownership of the first-aid kit. That is where I went. It took a moment to find the kit under the sink, pull it out, scrub the wound, and imprison the memory behind a medicated Band-Aid.

Three other scars like it from the little monster stood out above the newly applied Band-Aid. I thought about the other nips as I quickly, albeit messily, returned the kit beneath the sink, knocking over a sealed jar filled with black ointment. It was grandmother’s recipe. Father placed it there when I recovered from the accident.

My room was how I left it a week earlier, spotless. Sheets on my oak, antique bed were tucked in, the cherry wood dressers, dust free and polished to perfection, and the carpet still had vacuum marks on it. Cinnamon ambrosia filled my lungs, telling me the automatic air freshener had been hard at work. Father must have turned it on while I wrapped my last few days of schooling.

Sparky pounced on my lap as I sat and hit the power button on my laptop. At least he tried to. He did not quite make it. Poor Sparky could not jump well.

He was an absurd-looking Basset Hound: his front feet turned out more than they should have; he had way big ears, even for a Basset Hound, and his legs were shorter than a dog of his breed should be, yet his body was still somehow full-sized. His tongue did not help.

He hopped up again, and I caught him mid-leap as his ears leveled out with the flooring beneath his crooked little feet.

“Did you miss me, Sparky?” I asked.

His tongue lashed as if my face were peanut butter, and his tail thumped against the side of the computer desk. Fifty-one pounds of weird, compact, licking machine was bouncing on me in excitement. It felt like someone was beating me to death with a wet towel, but I did not care.

“How are you planning on researching like that?” asked Father.

My eyes never left Sparky. “We don’t know. We don’t know, do we? We’ll just have to wait until we calm down, won’t we? Huh? Won’t we, Sparky? Yes, we will.”

“I’m going to cook up something to eat,” said Father. “Would you like anything?”

“Yes, please,” I answered through Sparky’s tongue. “Whatever you’re having is fine.”

Father eyeballed me for a moment before leaving the room. He thought puppy kisses were revolting, but I felt otherwise. They made me giggle inside.

It was seven full minutes before Sparky wore his tubby little self out. He thought he was going to drape his belly across my lap and stare at my face while I researched. It was not possible. I could not fit up to my desk with him there.

I picked him up, grunting. “You need a diet, Porky Pig.”

His loose skin and fat rolls draped across my hands as I carried him, then formed lazily into the covers when I laid him down. His eyes never left me, not until he slipped away to track rabbits in a world where he was swift.

I know, because I had a bit of time to watch him while my laptop came to life, perform an automatic update, and take its time finding the world wide web. The physics surrounding the reason it was slow were obvious, but it dragged that day.

I installed the WebCam and drive Mr. Whitlow gave me. It loaded fast, overtaking my laptop, and pitching me to an empty screen with only a URL bar in view. I typed the address from the card, and the screen went oil black. A slender password box floated from the bottom right of the monitor to square itself in front of me. Three words flashed beneath it.

“Enter password here.”

Disquietude revealed itself internally as I guided the mouse. It terrified me not knowing what the future may hold after spending my life in predictable routines. Part of me feared change. Maybe I should not have been so bothered, but I was.

I paused to digest nerves when an envelope tucked under my laptop with its corner protruding to reveal a heart-shaped sticker ensnared my attention.

“Father?” I called across the house.

“Yes,” he hollered back.

“Did you put an envelope under my laptop?”

“No. Why?”

He was lying. It was not a malicious lie, but it was a lie. A little white one to avoid ruining a surprise. One he must have stowed under my laptop while I tucked Sparky in.

I lifted the laptop and pulled the envelope from beneath it. It was crème de la crème and Father’s personality was all over it: the corners of the card were Linden Oak leaves from the Julian Alps, its design was retro, its paper forged from the mighty Metasequoia, and the wax seal holding it together was from the stamp in his office two doors over.

I opened it carefully, expecting to find some marvelous card or sentimental thing inside, but I did not. The envelope held but a solitary, rectangular piece of paper. A routing number came into view.

“A check?” I walked from the room.

Father halted me in the hallway. “You’re taking it.”

“It’s thirty thousand dollars,” I said. “No way I’m taking this from you.”

“You’re right.” Father stepped toward me and placed his hands on my shoulders. “You’re taking it from your parents.”

The words sucker punched.

“What?”

“Me and your dad,” he said, “we had almost two full days to talk before it happened. Before he slipped away. He was weak, you know. From the crash. We didn’t talk much, but he told me to look after you. To protect you. To make sure you were okay and had a head start when it was time for you to spread your wings and fly into the world’s storms on your own. He knew your mother didn’t make it and had me giving him updates on your recovery. He never got to see how well you recuperated, that the head injury you sustained in the crash unlocked something special in you, something I wish he could have seen.”

He paused for a moment. Lips pressing together. Battling emotions.

“He died thinking you’d never form fresh memories,” continued Father. “Thinking you’d be in that bed, a vegetable until you grew old.”

Father was the only man that could make me weak, the only man to make me strong. That was the former, and those were things he never talked about.

“Anyhow,” he continued, “he wrote a check to me, and I put it in a special account for you just over fifteen years ago. I’ve added some to it, but that’s what he gave you to start life with.”

“But—”

“But nothing,” interrupted Father. “Whether you take the job that Mr. Whitlow fellow was talking about or take off on another path doesn’t matter to me as long as you think it through. You’re taking that money, regardless. Once you get settled, I’ll send you the rest.”

My eyes were no longer dry. A nod was all he got before grabbing my head, pulling me in gently, and kissing my forehead the way only a loved one can.

“Thank you,” I said.

“No,” said Father. “Thank you, Alexis.”

A tender moment passed before he sent me back to the room, telling me to get out of there before I made him any mushier than he already was.

The WebCam was flashing when I returned. I shut the door behind me and sat down, readying myself for an undetermined future.

“Binary,” I typed.

Nothing happened when I depressed the enter key.

“BINARY,” I said. “All caps. Duh.”

My fingers moved faster than normal.

I clicked ENTER, and the screen shimmered for a moment. Then it happened: a few colors swirled, for show more than anything else, then agglomerated to form a polychromatic bar at the center of the screen. The WebCam powered off. Then on again.

A series of corresponding, multicolored texts came together to form a fragment of a sentence. An instruction. It was simple.

“Directly at the camera, please.”
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The call

It was chilling to remember not remembering something. I understood its provocative nature—being unable to recall anything before the day fate took my parents. That is what it was like with the WebCam. I remembered looking into it, but that was it.

The next thing I knew, Father was calling my name. It took a moment to sink in. Explanation, nowhere.

“Are you alright?” asked Father.

My eyes were still adjusting. “Huh?”

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“Yeah.” I thought hard about it. “I think so.”

“Are you sure?” he continued. “I called your name a few times before I came in here. You were just staring at your computer. At an empty screen.”

I did not understand what had happened, but I had to say something. “I’m just tired. I must have been daydreaming.”

Apprehension in his eyes. No one could blame him. I did not know why my mind had failed to summon up the seconds that had passed. I could not have been sitting there too long.

“Well,” said Father, “the lasagna’s done if you want some.”

It was not possible.

“Lasagna?” I asked.

“What do you think I’ve been doing in the kitchen for the last hour?”

“Yeah.” I double-checked the clock and further confused myself. “Of course.”

My cell phone rang, launching me from my skin. My heart battled the willpower to remain calm. Apprehension filled my veins.

It had to be because of my actions on the computer. I grabbed my cell as Father looked on, eyes cutting to the screen to reveal a series of dashes.

“———-”

“Sure you’re okay?” asked Father.

His brow creased until the furrow in the middle straightened. He was the one man in the world I knew could see right through me, and I did not want him brooding. I nodded, not wanting to say anything else.

“Okay,” he said. “Come to the kitchen and grab yourself a bite to eat when you finish your call.”

I waited for him to exit before turning my attention to the phone in my clammy hand. I had hushed the stress of its ringing, but the courage to answer was a slowly sprouting seed. There was a new compulsion within me that was not there before I investigated the WebCam. An urge to move forward coaxed me.

I pressed the phone’s answer key and brought it to my ear against instinct, listening for a voice. For anything. I did not want to be the first to speak.

My eyes searched the room as if answers awaited me within sight.

“Alexis?” sounded a female voice.

Seconds passed.

“Alexis...” she repeated.

I swallowed hard before answering. “Yeah?”

“It’s nice to hear your voice,” she said. “We’ve been watching you for a few years now.”

“I’m sorry.” I shook my head with a gapped mouth. “Who is this?”

“My name’s Dr. Crane,” she answered, “and I’m with the organization Mr. Whitlow approached you about.”

I typed their names faster than she uttered them.

“You won’t find anything,” said Dr. Crane.

My fingers aborted their quest. They were watching me. An eerie feeling set in as I looked back into the WebCam.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“There’s nothing on the Internet about us or the organization,” she answered. “We’re completely off the grid. The federal government doesn’t even know of our existence. You already know more than they do.”

“How do you get funded?” I asked.

“We just do.”

“Where are you located?”

“I’m afraid I can’t say.”

“Why not?” I paused in thought. “What do you do, and why me if it’s so hush-hush?”

“We’re nearing the end of a project nearly sixty years in the making,” answered Dr. Crane. “You’re familiar with fringe science, yes?”

“Doomsday devices, bioweaponization, cybernetics, relativity, black holes, teleportation, and so forth?” I asked.

“Smart girl,” said Dr. Crane. “Let’s just say the project involves two of the theories you just mentioned and leave it at that for now.”

It was crazy talk that could not have been real. My dreams dreamed of such. I needed more information than she was giving me.

“Is there a name for what you’re working on?” I asked.

“We just call it the project,” she answered. “That way, if it were to get out, no one could directly search it online or anywhere else. Not in a fruitful capacity.”

Dr. Crane dawdled. As did I. Both pondering what the other would say next and how the call would end.

“Why are you being so clandestine if you want me there?” I asked.

“Because,” answered Dr. Crane, “this is the type of research and development that certain organizations will make unfathomable sacrifices to get their hands on.”

It sounded scary, but I had to ask. “What do you mean by sacrifices?”

She paused as if she did not want to respond. “People have died to protect what we’ve discovered here. It’s that important. Not only to us, but to the world. It’s going to change the way civilization views its current reality.”

“I don’t know,” I said.

She was talking about atrocious waters, and I was not sure how far I had already swum out by entering the password, staring into the WebCam, and answering the call. I needed to learn more. Part of me feared I was soon to be at a point of no return with an organization people could not walk away from, but a strong covet thirsted to discover what they were doing there.

“You’re interested, aren’t you?” asked Dr. Crane.

My lips held fast under clenching teeth.

“I can tell you’re scared,” she continued. “It’s okay. I was too. When I first came onto the project, it was overwhelming to me. Believe me when I tell you this. What you think you know is elementary within the walls of our compound. If you want to explore the world, to gain knowledge and experience things you currently only fantasize about, this is a journey you should take.”

It was the first time I felt something could be beyond me since childhood. To say what I think I know is elementary within the walls of their compound was unnerving and a little insulting. Certainly, they knew my abilities.

“I’m interested,” I said. “I just—”

“Being interested isn’t going to cut it here,” said Dr. Crane. “We need a yes or no, and we need it before you end this call.”

I ran my fingers through my hair in a debate. “If I say no?”

“Then you will never hear from us again,” she answered. “No matter how hard or long in life you try, you’ll never be able to track us down, contact us, or have this chance again. This honestly is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.”

“And if I say yes?” I asked.

Dr. Crane’s voice brightened. “Then we’ll bring you a package. There will be no turning back. You’ll be along for the ride, and you’ll never thirst to advance that beautiful mind of yours again.”

It was a lot to take in. Terrifying even. I already knew I was going to say yes, but it was going to scare the hell out of me to take a leap of blind faith. She left me no choice.

“Okay,” I said. “I just want to know—”

“If you’re in,” she interrupted, “you’re to join us with no questions asked.”

I hashed it over. Fears arose regarding whether I would see anybody I knew again for a while and how hard it may, or may not be, to reach Father in the future. He was raison d’être to me. I would not leave him to worry.

“Listen,” I said, “Professor Platz is someone I can’t just up and walk out on without at least letting him know how long I’ll be and—”

“Six months,” interrupted Dr. Crane. “That’s how long we’ll need you before you can leave the compound. Six months and you’ll walk away with two hundred and twenty thousand dollars.”

I did not answer. Not right away. My lips parted and breaths became shallow as I contemplated.

“Alexis,” she continued, “if you’ll do this... if you’ll help us, when your time’s up, we’ll see if we can help you regain your memories before you leave.”

That was it. She had me. The itch to find out what they were up to and be part of it entangled with the opportunity of possibly remembering my parents counterbalanced any concerns I had. Money was the icing on the cake.

“Yes,” I said. “My answer is yes. I want to be part of the project, but you never answered my question.”

“What question was that?” asked Dr. Crane.

“Why me?”

“Let’s talk about that when you get here,” she said. “Just accept the fact that your expertise with mental gymnastics led you here and brace yourself for Wonderland.”

I stood to pace my room. “When will I get the package?”

“First thing tomorrow morning,” answered Dr. Crane. “Follow the instructions and we’ll be seeing you soon. Goodbye, Alexis.”

The phone clicked, leaving only Sparky to keep me company.

“Alexis,” called Father.

“Coming,” I answered.

I was unsure what to tell him. He needed to know, but I wanted to wait.

There was room for one last supper together before telling him I was going to take off on a capricious escapade, and I wanted to have it without seeing him worry. I owed him something for all he had done for me, something meaningful, and I had the perfect surprise planned for him in the morning.
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Accepting the package

I did not sleep that night, and the boredom of time’s crawl was killing me. To pass it, I showered, exercised, bathed, and ate. It was odd for me, but there were too many thoughts gyrating upstairs for a peaceful slumber to take hold.

The sun took its time rising into the blue. Thoughts formed without mercy as I waited for Mother Nature to shed the night sky and light her new day. I could not stop questioning what they were doing at the compound, why those involved would have at any point been in danger, and if they could help me remember my parents.

The night passed before I knew it. Father’s alarm was close to sounding out, and I knew it was going to take time to prep his surprise. I had to make haste.

I scurried into the kitchen to cook a breakfast worthy of kings while trying to keep noise at a minimum. I did not want to alert Father of my actions. He did not know I could cook.

Father had prepared my meals for as long as I had lived there. I never had a reason to learn. The thought of educating myself in the culinary arts did not cross my mind until last semester, when it sank in that I would be on my own someday. That is when I started learning through books and talking to friends at The Institute about family recipes.

I put my gathered knowledge of cookery to practice that morning in grand fashion: I made strawberry-filled red velvet crepes, caramel apple cinnamon rolls, blueberry walnut pancakes, mouthwatering macaroon baked eggs, stuffed French toast, and breakfast taquitos. I even had regular coffee snuggled between a stein of cappuccino and a small pot of home-brewed breakfast tea.

“What’s that smell?” called Father from the rear of the house.

“Come and see for yourself,” I said, bursting with excitement.

My bottom lip curled under my top teeth, awaiting him with nervous excitement. I knew he was going to be surprised. He had never seen me boil an egg.

Father entered and stopped in his tracks. Time ticked. His eyes sparkled.

His stalled expression said he was having trouble grasping the adorned table. Maybe it was the food, or perhaps the smell in the air or the fact I was wearing the cutest apron money could buy. Maybe it was my smile.

The way he looked at me was something I will never forget. His eyes gleamed over his cheeks, wrinkling their outer corners to make room for an ear-to-ear grin. It was honest. Pure.

“Did you do all this yourself?” asked Father.

“For you,” I answered.

“But...” He paused as if it were not happening. “Wow. When did you learn to...? I mean...”

Father moved to his favorite chair and took a seat, scooting himself closer to the table as I grabbed a plate—one I had crafted weeks ago for the occasion.

He stopped breathing when I set it in front of him. “Oh, Alexis...”

The plate was beau idéal. It had a picture of him and me on it taken back when I was only twelve, the year I started my studies at The Institute—a photo priceless to him. The inscribed lettering on it was simple.

“To the greatest man I’ve ever known. With untold love, Alexis...”

It enraptured him, the least I could do before terrifying him with the announcement of the job I accepted.

“It’s beautiful,” said Father. “You’re beautiful, Alexis.”

The plate was still warm to the touch when I took it from him to prep. He watched as if he had seen a unicorn. At least one of us was not preoccupied. Me? I was already contemplating the conversation ahead as I piled my dish and sat to join him.

“This is too much,” said Father.

“I’m sure you can handle it,” I said with a backhanded grin. “I’ve seen you eat.”

“Yes.” He chuckled. “I guess you have.”

He was not overweight, but when Father ate, he did it with gusto. When he was busy organizing and planning stuff for The Institute, he would go long periods with nothing to sustain him. By the time he was hungry, he was starving.

Father lived off coffee the first two-thirds of the day, then had one large, healthy meal at night. An unintentional intermittent faster. I used to worry about it until I researched and discovered it is healthy for one to fast.

“This is amazing,” said Father. “It really is.”

“Thanks,” I said. “You’re not just saying that?”

He licked his lips. “No, but when did you learn to cook?”

“During the last semester,” I answered. “Figured it was time for me to return a few years of favors.”

“Well, you certainly did that.”

We were halfway through our food before I brought it up. Holding it in the air would not change the subject to come. I contemplated.

“Something on your mind?” asked Father.

I inhaled and dared not lock eyes with him. “I took that job. The one Mr. Whitlow talked with us about yesterday after my graduation speech.”

“What?” he asked, his voice a little strained. “What do you mean, you took it?”

“I did everything Mr. Whitlow said to do,” I answered. “I got on the site, mounted the WebCam, and entered the password.”

“And?” asked Father.

“And then I got a call from a lady named Dr. Crane,” I answered.

Father put his fork to rest and leaned back in his chair. “And what did this lady tell you?”

“The same things Mr. Whitlow did,” I answered, “but with a little more detail.”

Father set down his fork. “Like?”

“It sounded like fringe science,” I continued. “She wouldn’t get into details, but I know it’s what I’ve been looking for... what I’ve been waiting for over the last few years.”

“Not to sound repetitive.” Father paused for effect. “But you don’t know that.”

“I know you’re worried about me,” I said, “but I’ve already accepted the offer.”

He was speechless at my comment, confused. His eyes squinted as he tried to rationalize it, to no avail. I was not trying to make his hairs stand on end. There were reasons for concern, sure, but I did not want him troubling over a decision I had made on my own.

“It’s only six months,” I said.

“Six months where?” he asked.

I shook my head. “I don’t know yet.”

His head shook in return. “How do you not know?”

“She wouldn’t say,” I answered. “It’s an off-the-radar project involving some pretty radical experiments from what I’m gathering.”

“Then how are you planning on getting somewhere you don’t know the location of?” asked Father. “It doesn’t make sense.”

“They’re providing me with all the information this morning,” I answered, “sending me a package with everything I need in it.”

“I don’t know, Alexis.” He rubbed his eyes. “I just don’t know.” He stared at his plate for a second and shook his head. “Something doesn’t sound right.”

“What if they can help me?” I pointed at the diagonal scar on my forehead running from my hairline to my right eyebrow. “Do you know what it’s like to look in the mirror every day and see this? It’s in my face every time I take a shower, go to the bathroom, or walk past something reflective, reminding me there’s a decade of my life missing. People that once loved me, that I’m sure I loved in return... I’ve forgotten them. I want those memories back.”

“They said they might help you, Alexis,” said Father. “Not that they could.”

I looked at Father. Pausing. Connecting. “But if there’s even a two percent chance they can do it...”

Father lowered his head for a moment and looked back up, his inflection defeated and accepting. “Your mind’s already made up, isn’t it?”

I nodded. There was nothing else needed. He knew me. I knew him, each like the back of the other’s hands.

The doorbell rang and my heartbeat fell into cumbersome rhythms as I looked into Father’s eyes. I knew why it was ringing. It had to be the package.

I stood from the table. “I’ll get it.”

He watched as I walked from the kitchen, burning a hole in the back of my head. It was piercing, and the pins and needles poking the conversation were still drawing blood.

The silhouette next to the front door had Sparky barking. I picked him up to comfort and opened it. My chubby little guardian was licking me when I saw who it was.

The man standing at the door was six feet tall. He was in his late forties with a stern face holding aged eyes outlined with crow’s feet. His head and face shaved clean. The light-skinned man was of mixed race. His uniform was unfamiliar: black, military. He was not a standard courier. A small metal name tag rested under his left shoulder in all caps.

“POPE”

A soldier-like stiffness poured from the aura around his eyes.

“Alexis?” he asked.

“And you are?” I asked in return.

“Pope,” he answered.

“That a first name or a last?”

“Last. You are Alexis, aren’t you? This is the address I was given.”

“Yeah.”

He reached out to hand me a box. I did not take it.

“And your first name is?” I asked.

His jaw clenched, unamused to be engaged in idle conversation.

“Desmond,” he answered.

“Desmond Pope.” I reached for the shelf beside the front door for a pen. “One second.”

I turned back to give him my signature. He produced a small device and raised it to my face, causing me to flinch.

“Facial recognition,” explained Pope. “I can’t release the package without providing them with a scan. They need to be sure it’s released to the right person.”

I did not respond.

“It’s going to match the scan they took from the WebCam last night,” continued the so-called Desmond Pope. “We’ve all had to do it, including me.”

I suppressed my paranoia long enough to ease into position and let him scan me. I swallowed dread. What if I suffered a lapse in time like the night before?

“There we go.” Pope handed me the package. “Have a nice day, Alexis.”

He turned to walk away. I zeroed in on his posture. It was stiff with tension under a head held high. His right arm did not move the way his left did as he stepped. It stayed at his side—a gunslinger’s walk.

I latched the door, walked straight to my room, slid the package under the bed, and went back to the kitchen. Father did not need to be cleaning the galley when I made everything for him as a surprise in the first place, and I knew he would do such a thing. I was about to interrupt him washing dishes.

He was still sitting in his chair when I returned. Deep in thought.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“I’m fine,” said Father. “I’m just worried about you is all.”

To lighten the mood, I smiled and bobbed my head. “I love you too.”

“Was that the package you were talking about?” asked Father.

“Yeah,” I answered.

“Care to share it?”

“I can’t. I’m sorry. I want to follow their protocols and they asked me to remain silent about everything.”

“I see.” He sighed. “Then go look at your package. I’ll stay here and clean up.”

“I’ll get it,” I said. “I want you to relax this morning.”

“I did.” He took a last bite of French toast and set down his fork. “And now I’m done relaxing.”

“It’s just going to make your hands feel worse if you—”

“Go on now,” interrupted Father. “Seriously. I’m not that crippled.”

He was. He dealt with it well, but his hands were no longer nimble. Especially his left.

“I know you’re excited about this,” he continued. “I’m just being a worried old fart. You get in there and check out whatever it is they sent you. I’m going to stay here and do this.”

“But—”

“No buts about it,” interrupted Father, as usual. “It’ll help me relax and not worry so much.”

“Okay.” I nodded. “Yeah.”

I eyed his hands with concern for a moment before heading back to my room. I did not bother to say anything else. Father was hard to win an argument with.

I moved back to my bedroom and seized the package from under my bed to place it on the computer desk, then grabbed the gold-plated letter opener I borrowed from Father last year and... kind of kept. The tape was sturdy. It took time to open.

My gaze crept its contents: packing peanuts, bubble wrap, and a small vial of liquid. Below it hid another small box with detailed instructions. 

“1. Do not open this box until 6:00 PM.

2. The device within it will power up upon opening.

3. The battery’s lifespan is one hour. This should be long enough to follow the rest of the instructions within the second box before the battery’s cell dies.

4. Failure to complete the instructions before the battery dies will result in the immediate termination of our agreement regarding you and the project, and we will make no further efforts to contact you.”
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Chapter 6
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Six o’clock

Time is not something I had ever been apprehensive about before, not even on exams. That moment was unique. An indefinite chance awaited me.

I had already packed a small suitcase of clothing inspired by Albert Einstein’s wardrobe—the modesty, that is: seven outfits, including the one I was wearing, that did not take up too much space. They all went well together, looked professional, and would not leave me feeling like I was dressing in rags.

Father was in the living room, ogling the grandfather clock. An attempt to discontinue its advance. Perhaps it was working. The pendulum swung at a crawl, teasing us both, inching less for him than me.

I tried not to think about it. I was nervous enough without counting down the minutes to a shadowy grand design. To do so would have driven me to become a bedlamite.

Sparky sensed my impatience and followed me with sad little steps I had not seen him take since we rescued him from the pound.

“Come on, Sparky,” I said. “Let’s have a goodbye treat together.”

Bacon Bits were unhealthy for dogs and the reason he was fat, but he adored them. I lobbed one into the air and he jumped after it. A successful catch with a failed landing plopped him square on his backside.

I laughed, momentarily forgetting about things to come.

“Poor, non-athletic, fat little Sparky,” I said in the biggest baby voice I could muster. “Are you okay?”
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