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Chapter 1
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	Roman glanced at the numbers one of the technicians had provided on the latest group of samples. Scratching his head, he started processing the information. Obviously, they had been off in the calculations. The latest material formula would not sustain the heat temperatures that the client needed and thus shatter, which wasn’t feasible for a consumer product intended for high heat applications. 


	“That bad?” a voice asked with a slight hint of humor.


	“Huh?” he turned to find Jacob Meskier, the lead scientist in the lab and his only true friend outside his brother, leaning on the door jamb with a goofy grin. 


	“What makes you say that?” 


	“The frenetic scribbling,” Jacob said, arching his brow in Roman’s direction. 


	Roman turned back to his calculations for the formula he had written on the wall-sized whiteboard, each section of math broken into smaller bundles of calculations. His huge office was lined with whiteboard material for brainstorming, and Roman would often find himself so deep in the calculations that he missed the elements around him. Still, Roman could always count on Jacob being brave enough to interrupt when needed. 


	“I think we are close, but the heat needs to be able to withstand at least 20 more degrees without this result,” he said, pointing at one number.


	“Your brother is on his way up,” Jacob said after a minute, causing Roman to turn his direction. 


	“Jacob, are you psychic? I know Reagan wouldn’t call and give me a warning,” he knitted his eyebrows together at Jacob. 


	“I have a spy that I pay to keep an eye on him,” Jacob said with a huge grin. 


	“So, you are siding with my brother as usual,” Reagan asked, coming up on them suddenly. 


	“Everyone needs an ally,” Jacob said, never missing a beat. 


	“I’m good with that,” Reagan said, giving Jacob a clap on his shoulder.


	Roman loved his brother, but the second he saw the envelopes in his hand, cold sweat broke out along his spine. It was that time of year again, and he expected the speech about duty, honoring their parents, and helping spread the wealth they had stockpiled. None of those points had he ever been able to argue with as Reagan laid them out year over year didn’t mean he liked them a single bit. Christmas always reminded him of the single worst night of his life. He knew how hard it had been on Reagan losing their parents, but Reagan hadn’t crawled through the wreckage to find his parent’s lifeless bodies. Hadn’t wiped the blood off his mom’s face and begged her to open her eyes. The memories of those last moments haunted him to this day and had even earned him the nickname of Beast in the press and gossip rags due to his surly attitude toward life since that moment. His ugly scar and off-putting personality was due to a severe aversion to humans in general, and the complications that came from getting close to others seemed appropriate. It didn’t mean that sometimes late at night in his lab, he didn’t wish that somehow things could be different. 


	“I’ll leave you be,” Jacob said as he headed for the doorway. 


	Roman inhaled deeply, looking toward the whiteboard, taking in the numbers that always had the power to ease his tension. Unfortunately, this afternoon the numbers made his mother’s face swim before his eyes, and a single tear slid down his cheek. Exhaling sharply, he turned toward Reagan. 


	“Why can’t you just pick?” he asked Reagan. 


	“Roman, this is something we promised them we would always do together.” 


	Roman watched his brother swiped his hands through his hair and turn away from him momentarily. 


	Roman’s heart lurched. As much as he didn’t want any part of having to select a family for Christmas and pretend he was happy to be included, causing his brother pain was so much worse. Closing his eyes, he tried to block out the agony in his mother’s eyes. She had known she was not getting out of that car alive and had made him promise so many things, least of them to live and always have Reagan’s back. His brother was the person on earth that he loved enough to rise above his pain. 


	“Okay, I’ll look,” he said, holding his hand out to take the envelopes. 


	“Maybe you can even meet the family this year,” Reagan said with hope radiating from his eyes. 


	“Why? So the press can get more pictures of the Beast?” He snarled as he examined the first envelope. 


	“The press makes their money by sensationalizing everyone’s pain, don’t give it any thought.”


	Roman ran a finger down the puckered scar on his right cheek. “They aren’t sensationalizing anything; I am scarred and not blessed with your fair disposition, brother.”


	“Roman,” Reagan said, more sigh than a statement in his tone, “Someday, I truly hope you find a reason to climb out of that prison you put yourself in and join humanity again. Maybe even find someone to love.”


	Roman didn’t allow such fantasies to play in his mind, even in the darkest of hours. He had his work to keep him busy and fulfilled. 


	“How about dinner Saturday, and we can review the options?” Reagan said. “Marissa and the girls would love some Uncle Roman time.”


	Roman smiled. Marissa never treated him like a freak and had such a sweet disposition he couldn’t help liking his brother’s wife. Madeline was so cute, and he could never help laughing when she started chattering up a storm. It was a simple moment with him and eased all the guilt, tension, and pressure to succeed in the lab at work.


	“I can do that,” he sighed, staring absently at the papers in front of him. 


	“Please just give them a once over,” Reagan asked gently. 


	“I will do what I promised,” Roman said over the lump in his throat. 


	“I appreciate it,” Reagan said as he turned away, “you know mom would be so proud of you,” he said, glancing up at the board. 


	“And father you,” Roman acknowledged. 


	With a knowing glance, they briefly said what words they never uttered, and finally, breaking eye contact, went their separate ways. 


	





Chapter 2
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	Juliet was up at the crack of dawn reading a new science journal she had borrowed from the library yesterday. Her heart lurched a bit as she read the information, and she felt a twinge of the nostalgia that school and her future had once promised to do research that finally made an impact on humanity. These days the concoctions she came up with were becoming famous and drawing more business to Graceland Bakery, where her best friend Gracie Worley provided her employment. It was honest work and kept Anya and Ezra in clothes, food, and the essentials, which were all she could ask for anymore. 


	As she finished her cup of coffee, she flipped the cover of the journal over, placed it up on the shelf out of the way, and prepared to start the real work of the day. She packed lunches, organized backpacks, and finally moved toward the rear of the apartment to get two kiddos started on their day, not allowing any “what ifs” to derail the day before it got started. A year had changed her perspective for good, and until Anya and Ezra were older and able to pitch in more. There was no sense worrying about what she had lost. As she glanced at the two dozing bodies, she had gained so much. Besides, Ezra becoming self-reliant, appeared to slip further and further from reality every moment that passed. The doctors had held onto hope after the accident he would bounce back, but he still wouldn’t talk, hadn’t progressed in physical therapy, and used his walker all the time. Ezra showed zero emotion ninety-nine percent of the time. As a scientist, she had searched for physical changes she could make to help him, but everything pointed to a mental block in the present, and she was not certain how to fix that. 


	She saw a flash of pictures of her childhood and a mother that had been sickly for most of it with a broken heart. Juliet had gone to school and read every book she could put her hands on, only to learn that a broken heart was not curable with traditional medicine. Her mother never recovered after Juliet’s father was killed in a robbery when he was nineteen, six days before Juliet herself arrived in the world. Juliet had learned early to be self-reliant and to take care of her ailing mother. Until one fateful day during high school, when Juliet came home to laughter, and her heart sailed to the ceiling. She ran into the kitchen to see what had her mother so joyous and came face to face with Jameson Summers, the heart doctor her mother needed. 


	Juliet finished the walk down the hallway to the back bedroom, bringing her mind to the present and failing. She leaned against the hallway boards outside the main bedroom shared by Anya and Ezra. She remembered the wedding, the move to the bigger house, no longer having to wear secondhand clothing, and all the physical things Jameson had done to make her feel welcome. The moment Anya and Ezra arrived, with their cute faces, though, she knew she would never get the emotional support she needed from her mother or Jameson. They were the product of a happy relationship that Juliet’s existence never had been. That never stopped her from doting on and loving her new brother and sister. It was good there for a moment in time. She started college, made it into grad school, and then the call came. Life would never be the same again as only the tiny broken body of Ezra was able to be recovered from the car with a hope of life. Luckily, Anya had been at ballet practice that afternoon. As they buried their parents, a sense of darkness once again settled over Juliet’s world, and she now took care of two tiny humans and tried to keep everything normal. She flipped her head back as a tear tried to escape—pushing away angrily from the wall, she swiped the errant tear and squared her back. 
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