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Chapter 1: Aftermath






Seven days without a word from Declan.

Every morning for a week, she picked up the secure phone and stared at its blank screen. Every evening, she set it down again, reminding herself that silence didn't mean he was gone. He was out there, still alive, and the way he vanished—seventeen seconds, smooth and efficient—looked more like a planned extraction than an attack. From what Strand had found, it seemed clear: whoever took him wanted to capture, not hurt. People who meant harm didn’t quietly remove someone from the back seat of a moving car.

They had simpler options.

She believed this most of the time.

The second property in Olympia was never going to work for long. She realized that within two days of the abduction, after Strand confirmed that Farren’s leak had exposed more of their logistics than they thought. They moved twice in four days. The third place was a research foundation in Portland, arranged by Strand through official channels. It was neutral and had solid backing, which made it much harder for Stellan’s group to act directly without risking the kind of attention they’d been avoiding since the Simone Ashby story broke.

The foundation offered a simple lab. It wasn’t as advanced as Hallett’s, but it was enough for her to work on the counter-agent she’d been developing for two weeks. She ran her first test the morning after they arrived.

The results were what the binding affinity calculations had predicted.

The BIBR modification did its job. After she applied the counter-agent, the abnormal telomerase activity in the cell cultures dropped to normal levels within six hours. The cells that had been dividing too quickly and building up errors finally stabilized.

She sat in the lab at midnight, staring at the results. She let herself feel something for exactly two minutes, then started writing the compassionate use application.

The application needed proof of how the treatment worked, test results, a clinical reason for each confirmed case, and a plan for treatment. She finished it in eighteen hours. Strand’s contact at the FDA’s emergency division received it within the hour.

That was five days ago. The authorization was pending. Meanwhile, there were sick individuals out there who had received the undeveloped material and were waiting for some meaningful treatment that she could provide. 

There were twelve confirmed cases now. She saw the new count in the morning news. Twelve people in three states had received an incomplete version of the compound she created, and the counter-agent that could help them was locked away in the foundation’s cold storage, waiting for approval to move through the slow bureaucracy.

Patience didn’t come naturally to her. She learned it out of necessity, which was much harder.

On the eighth morning, Strand knocked on the door of the room Wren had been sleeping in and said, "We have a location."

She tracked time like she tracked incubation windows in the lab: carefully, in exact increments, each hour recorded against a baseline that no longer changed. Eight days was the right count.

Twice, she’d thought it was nine days, both times in that blurry space between sleep and waking when numbers got muddled. Each time, she checked the access log and counted from the night of the abduction. Eight days. Not nine.

Working on the counter-agent kept her going. She could control the synthesis, the documentation, the pace of the preclinical work, and the careful monitoring of the cell cultures. She managed every step and held onto that control.

The Portland foundation had a single lab bench with adequate equipment.

It wasn’t GenVault or Hallett’s facility. Still, the centrifuge worked, the incubator was calibrated, and the supplies she ordered through Strand’s contact arrived without trouble. She’d worked in worse places at twenty-two, when her first lab was just a converted storage room with one working outlet.

On the seventh evening, she reviewed the compassionate use application again and found nothing to change. The science was solid. The documentation was complete. Twelve confirmed cases, each carefully documented as required. The counteragent had worked in the cell cultures, and the data was included. She submitted it at 11:17, then sat alone in the empty conference room, feeling the weight of waiting for someone else to act.

The foundation had a small kitchen with a coffeemaker, already stocked before they arrived. She made coffee at five every morning, then sat at the lab bench and worked until Strand came in at eight with the latest updates. The routine worked. Routine always helped; it made clear thinking possible, even when everything else was uncertain.

On the fifth day, she let herself spend twelve minutes in the foundation’s small garden, looking at the sky. The Portland November sky was gray and layered, with a kind of light that made everything seem thoughtful instead of bright. She’d done her best work in weather like this for three years. The weather hadn’t changed. She hadn’t changed. The work hadn’t changed. She went back inside and started the morning batch.

She built her career on the belief that you could always find the next step if you paid close enough attention to where you were. Eight days of careful work had produced the cell culture data, the compassionate use application, the counteragent protocol, and the documentation that would eventually go to Hana’s institution. The next step was clear. She kept moving forward.








