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          Prologue

        

        15 years earlier

      

    
    
      Honestly, what was he supposed to do?

      He was sixteen years old, after all. and it was just him and Mother. Just the two of them, since his father left. And that was eight years ago. So it had been four years of her taking care of him, and then four years of him taking care of her. And by far, he had gotten the worst end of that deal.

      David studied her.

      There was something about the way she would act in these situations. There was nothing around to harm her. She was as safe as she could be. But some dark corner of her mind came bubbling to the surface during these ‘episodes.’ And in an instant she’d shift from being Mother—the strong, willful woman who was as quick with a switch as she was with her tongue—to being this daft creature, this hollowed-out soul who was afraid that the ceiling fan was about to drop on her and consume her. Or she was afraid the bedside alarm clock was shooting darts and knives at her. Or she was afraid that David was his father—that he’d come back to hurt her again.

      David hated that most of all.

      And not simply because he didn’t want to be anything like his father. He hated the fact that his own identity was being subsumed by his mother’s disease. He was ceasing to be a person to her, and was instead becoming some sort of metaphor. Or, worse, he was just the caretaker.

      David had an IQ of 170. Einstein only had an IQ of 160, and he was so brilliant they let him wear his hair in whatever ridiculous style he wanted. David had to get a haircut every two weeks or the morons at his school would give him demerits. After enough of those you went on probation, which meant less autonomy and less lab time. Both were completely untenable.

      The school was a nuisance, but it was necessary. At sixteen years old, David was just shy of being able to file to be an emancipated youth. His IQ and his academic achievements were really the only thing that saved him from being put in a foster home in the first place. He had leveraged his genius so that he could take care of his mother and still have some autonomy.

      Of course, that had all happened when his mother was still doing “pretty much ok,” as the doctors put it. She’d still been strong. She’d still had her hard edge. She’d still been Mother. Sometimes.

      But the disease was taking a greater toll now. It had softened Mother, and robbed her of the strength she had. It had made her weak. And, worse, it was jeopardizing everything David had built here.

      But he studied her.

      That was where he took some solace. Because as Mother faded, and became less and less the woman he had both feared and respected, David had found himself with a unique opportunity.

      He knew all the baselines, you see. He knew the ins and outs of Mother’s personality, and of her fierce intelligence. He knew her mind as deeply and richly as he knew his own, having watched it fade over the past four years.

      Psychology was not David’s strong suit. It wasn’t necessarily a keen interest. He was far more interested in machine intelligence. He liked the idea of an artificial intelligence that could make decisions for humanity. After all, human intelligence hadn’t necessarily done much good for them, had it?

      So as Mother faded deeper into the haze and malaise of Alzheimer’s, David started writing code.

      It started as a pretty basic interface, at first. With Mother fading so fast, and becoming so paranoid, he kept to essentials. While she slept he meticulously attached sensors and electrodes to her scalp, and braided the wires carefully so that they fell in a multi-colored pony tail down the back of her bed. She never sat up without the bed assisting her anyway, so she might never notice that she was wired up.

      The program was built to respond to the various shifts in her personality and thinking. It was rudimentary at first—if she woke up and was afraid of the ceiling fan, the program would raise the lights in the room and play soothing sounds until she relaxed and fell asleep again. Or if she woke up more lucid, the program would alert David, and he would bring her tea so she could sip in peace and chat as she felt it was acceptable.

      This was helpful, and it reduced a lot of the stress of caring for Mother. It helped David keep her worsening condition hidden from the school administrators, who came by once a week to do an assessment.

      Even though it was working, however, David was still improving it, behind the scenes.

      The longer Mother wore the sensors, the more data David was able to gather. And before long he had huge sets that covered the entire spectrum of his Mother’s mental landscape. In effect, he had mapped Mother’s mind, complete with the Alzheimer-induced ‘bad lands.’

      Now it was time to start working in the other direction.

      This part was going to be tricky, because reading a signal from someone’s brain is fairly non-invasive. But sending a signal would require a more direct connection.

      David wasn’t a surgeon. He didn’t have the hours or the background to do what he was thinking of doing. And because it was experimental—and, he admitted, because he was a sixteen-year-old boy—there was virtually no hope of convincing any surgeon to do the work. Not through official channels.

      But there were other channels.

      David did not consider himself a hacker. That was a fairly low-brow activity, in his opinion. Using code for mischief wasn’t really his thing. And it was because he loved code. And also because coding depended on rules. Breaking the rules meant doing ugly things, and David couldn’t abide ugly code.

      Despite not being a hacker, however, David was intimately familiar with the world that hackers occupied. And part of that world was labeled “The Dark Web.”

      For the most part, the Dark Web was a sort of hidden Internet—a playground for hackers and other ‘enthusiasts’ who sometimes had interests that didn’t coincide with being law-abiding citizens. It was here that people could exchange information and resources that they wouldn’t have access to otherwise. It could be a vile place, actually—every lust and degraded human want was available here, along with people selling their services for just about any endeavor one could imagine.

      David had used the Dark Web to find tools and code he needed to crack a tough programming issue. But this time he was after something that related more to ‘wetware’—the slang term for the human body.

      David needed a surgeon.

      It didn’t take long to find several candidates who would do just about any type of surgery for the right amount of money. It took a bit longer to get past the plethora of security measures and the mountain of paranoia. He had to convince anyone he communicated with that he wasn’t with the FBI, and that he wasn’t a narc. It took quite an effort, but eventually he was successful.

      The man who came to their apartment would only answer to ‘the Surgeon.’ That was fine with David, as long as he could do what he promised to do.

      David outlined for him exactly what was needed. He showed 3D imaging of his mother’s brain, with the insertion points outlined. He showed the devices he had tinkered together—the embeddable sensors that would send these signals directly to her brain.

      The Surgeon nodded along with all of this, as if he’d seen it a million times. Any worries that David had about the man balking on grounds of morality or ethics were quickly assuaged. This man would do the work for the money and then wash his hands of the both of them.

      Money was no problem, of course. David’s IQ was being put to use on things far greater than his academic pursuits. He had used his intellect to create several patents, selling them to companies under contract of anonymity. And he had also played the stock market, under his mother’s name. Both pursuits had brought plenty of dividends, which he had hidden away. He had set up accounts that paid monthly stipends that were greater than many people’s annual salaries, and no one questioned where the money came from.

      Money could be like that.

      David paid the Surgeon, and then arranged for the room, the instruments, and anything else the Surgeon required. Everything was clean and sterile—which had an odd appeal to David. And the two of them stood in surgical gowns and masks, along with a couple of assistants brought along by the Surgeon.

      Mother had been prepped. Her head was shaved clean, and she was given anesthesia. She had been confused and a little panicky at first, but as the anesthesia kicked in she faded quickly. She looked more peaceful than she had in years.

      David stood off to the side during the entire procedure. He only spoke if he was asked a question about the sensors. Otherwise he simply watched as the surgeon used a common power drill to create tiny holes in his mother’s skull, and then insert electrodes on thin wires that would be hidden by her hairline, eventually.

      When the procedure was over, and Mother’s room had been returned to normal, David paid the Surgeon in cash. The Surgeon left with his team, and David now faced Mother as she lay recovering.

      It was seven days before he tried the new code.

      It was the longest week of David’s life. Between school and the administrative visits, David was quickly approaching a ‘kill all humans’ head space. But Mother wasn’t making things any easier herself. The Alzheimer-induced fits and moods came back the instant she was awake. And since he wasn’t using the old code anymore, there was nothing to calm and sooth her in his absence. The hospice care woman was almost useless, other than keeping Mother fed and giving her sponge baths. She had questioned the bandages and electrodes, but David had planned ahead and had a medical chart created—a sort of camouflage for the surgery.

      But on the seventh day of rest, David got to work.

      The new code was different than the old code in one key aspect—it was two-way. Where the old code was responsive, the new code was also suggestive. It read data from the electrodes, and knew when mother was having non-lucid periods. And then it made adjustments. He sent signals to her brain that were meant to help regulate her, to sooth and calm her, and to bring her back to focus.

      David was using a smartphone to interface with the software. This had the advantage of letting him monitor and make adjustments from anywhere—including school. At the moment he was swiping upward to increase Mother’s dopamine levels.

      “What is happening?” Mother asked.

      David felt his heart race. A moment ago she’d been having one of her spells, and she had been barely coherent. “Mother, how do you feel?”

      She looked at him. “What have you done?”

      He smiled. “Mother! I’ve made something for you! It took some time to code it properly but …”

      “I feel nothing,” she said.

      David blinked, and then started to worry. Had the surgery gone wrong? The Surgeon had warned there could be complications.

      “What do you mean?” David asked.

      “I feel nothing,” she said.

      “Your arms? Your legs? Where have you lost sensation?”

      “My soul,” she said. “My mind.”

      David shook his head. “It’s probably just a slight side effect. I’ll work on the code, and see if I can fine tune things.”

      She looked at David then. Really looked at him.

      All his life, Mother had been cold and hard. It was part of her nature. When his father had left, she hadn’t blinked. She was glad of it, of course. David’s father had bene a monster. But she had shown no emotion whatsoever. She’d simply started caring for David the best way she could. She recognized David’s intelligence, and she was intelligent enough herself to know how to leverage it. She got him into a very exclusive school, and into programs that would nurture him into a man who would never be dependent on others. Or … well, never dependent on anyone but her at any rate.

      And he was dependent on her. He hadn’t realized it fully until now, but seeing her here, more lucid than before—it brought him such a feeling of joy. He’d missed her.

      But something was wrong.

      The look she was giving him now bore through him. It passed through him like a laser through a sheet of ice. She was looking at him, but she was seeing something beyond him.

      “I feel nothing,” she said.

      And David shivered.

      It went like this for days. David continued to care for her, to bring her anything she needed. But no matter how he adjusted the code that fed her sensors, she never reconnected with that bit of her that felt any emotion at all. And unlike before, when she simply kept her emotions in check and kept her distance from things that could hurt her, now she was truly separated from it all. She was no longer Mother, as David had known her. And she was no longer Mother as the disease had made her.

      She was a wraith. She was a spirit clinging to the world long after it should have passed. And she had no connection to any of it.

      But she was alive. She was responsive. When the school sent people to check on him, they could see a woman who was clearly ill, but who could have a conversation and answer questions. That helped David’s situation tremendously. He could go on doing his work, while the school assumed his mother was making all of the household decisions.

      That kept things going smoothly for quite some time. Months, in fact. Long enough for David to have his seventeenth birthday, and to legally file to be an emancipated youth. Long enough for him to test out of the exclusive school and enter an even more exclusive university program. And long enough for David to continue his research into how machines might better integrate with flesh and blood. He had time to improve the code.

      But that time was brought up short on his Mother’s birthday.

      She had never been much for celebrating her birthday, but every year David had made sure to bring her something special. He wasn’t much for grand gestures himself, but he did like routine and tradition. And the tradition in their household had always been for him to bring Mother a single orchid in a glass vase.

      Mother was fond of purple over pink, and so David always took special care to find just the right hue. He would sometimes search flower shops for days to find the right varietal, and within that exactly the right solitary flower, with the perfect shape and tone. It was his annual gift to her—the effort, more than the flower itself. It was his continuing commitment to her.

      This year he brought her the vase and the orchid on a tray that also held her breakfast. She had developed the habit of eating by rote—and quite mechanically. She always had the same meal of a single hardboard egg—eaten with a knife and fork—a single triangle of plain whole wheat toast, and a small bowl of sliced honeydew mellon. She drank only green tea, and that only half a cup. And she was fastidious about keeping all crumbs and bits of food on the plate. Her napkin, once used, was folded neatly and covered the plate and silverware.

      The orchid sat in a crystal vase that had a trumpeting opening at the top and a long and thin stem of glass that led to a tear-drop bulb at its base. It was elegant and perfect, and had taken nearly as long to find as the orchid had.

      “Thank you for my gift,” Mother said.

      “You’re welcome Mother,” David smiled. “I’m leaving for classes now. Do you need anything else? The woman from hospice care will here in just fifteen minutes.”

      “No,” Mother said. She was staring at the far wall of the room, which had nothing of interested adorning it. David had worried about this habit at first, but it didn’t seem to be detrimental.

      He still fretted over the fact that he couldn’t quite perfect the software that was keeping Mother lucid. But perhaps this was just how she was now. Perhaps Mother had reached a new stage of her life. One where she could be aware, but not feel anything. Surely that was better than being under the thrall of a disease that destroyed her mind. David would take an emotionless existence over losing his intellect any day.

      He left her then, and went to the street where his bicycle was tethered and waiting. He rode quickly through the streets of the city, dodging dangerously in and out of traffic. He was aware of all of it—the cars honking, the people yelling—but he couldn’t be bothered by it. Riding time was precious thinking time, and he found himself supremely preoccupied at times like this.

      He was in class when the phone call came.

      He kept the phone on vibrate, so as to avoid disrupting the lectures. This class was an advanced theory course that was actually a bit beneath his level—a required class that had irked him when he’d learned of it. But interrupting intelligent people was rude, and David was determined to respect the professor of this course, who was also his professor in more advanced courses.

      He sent the call to voicemail.

      When the class finished and he listened to the message, his blood became cold and he felt sick.

      He raced to his bicycle and then sped home to the apartment, again oblivious to the honking and yelling and the near misses from oncoming traffic.

      He arrived and dropped his bike on the sidewalk without locking it, then raced up the stairs to the entryway. He grew impatient with the elevator, and so ended up running up the interior stairs to their fourth-flour apartment.

      There were police there, and at first they wouldn’t let him in.

      “My Mother is in there!” he yelled. “I live here!”

      Eventually the hospice worker heard his voice and told the police who he was. They let him in, and before anyone could stop him he raced into Mother’s bedroom.

      Her body had been removed, but the blood was still everywhere.

      On the floor beside the bed was the orchid, surrounded by shards of glass. And against the wall was the tear-drop bulb and the long stem of the vase, now terminating in a sharp and jagged point, and covered in blood.

      David was about to stoop and pick it up when an officer put a hand on his shoulder and stopped him. “I can’t let you touch that, son,” he said.

      David whirled on him, angry. No one had called him ‘son’ in years. And this was not the time for anyone to start! He was about to tear into the officer, to really let him have it when he stopped.

      Mother’s body wasn’t here. Mother wasn’t here. And she would never be here again.

      The police pulled him back into the living room and started asking him questions. They wanted to know about their condition. Had she ever shown signs of depression? Had she ever mentioned suicide? What about her Alzheimers? How far along was she?

      David answered all of these questions and more, until the police were satisfied.

      They filled him in on the details of how she’d died.

      Apparently, between his leaving for class and the arrival of the hospice worker, she had broken the vase and used it to puncture her own carotid artery. She had bled out before the nurse had even arrived at the apartment. No note. No goodbye. Her last words had been to thank him for his gift.

      Maybe she meant the gift of release? Maybe she had been thanking him for giving her a way to end this.

      When things settled and the police left, David made arrangements for someone to come in the morning and clean up Mother’s room. He would have her things moved to storage. The important things. Everything else could go in the dumpster for all he cared.

      When he was completely alone, and sitting at his own kitchen table, he finally took out the smartphone and opened the app he had created to monitor and adjust his mother’s implants. Sure enough, there had been a spike and an alert from the sensors at the time of her death. And then, for a time, the activity had continued on. In fact, for a full hour there was neural activity, until around the time he had received the phone call, telling him Mother was dead.

      Neural activity. A full hour after her death.

      He had a digital record of his mother’s dying thoughts. He had a recording of what her mind was experiencing when her body was no longer associated with it.

      That was fascinating.

      He immediately took out his laptop and started documenting everything he had on the subject. He jotted down his own thoughts and ideas, but he also included copious data, and the conclusions he had drawn from it.

      A year or so later, he would publish about this topic. He would hide some of the specifics, but the general details would go in a paper. They would also feed his work.

      And soon that work would come to the attention of Ms. Halpern and her agency. David would be recruited to do his work while having his every need met. Once again his genius would provide.

      In all of this, too, he would come to know Ms. Halpern, who bore a striking resemblance to Mother. Not physically, of course. She was too plump, and too old, and too severe looking. But her cold and calculating intelligence was definitely the same as Mother’s.

      David found that quite fetching.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter One

        

        Present day

      

    
    
      Gone.

      Adam sat in the back of the Hummer, jostled by the quick escape over sidewalk curbs and anything else that happened to be in the way. He was gripping the vial of Sara’s blood so tightly he started to fear he would break it. He slipped it back into the small cooler, to preserve and protect it.

      They had to get it to Denver. They had to find Professor Milton, and see if he could find a cure for …

      Whatever this was.

      But they weren’t going to Denver. They were going to the Garden of the Gods.

      “We need to get to Denver,” Adam said quietly.

      No one reacted.

      “We need to get to Denver!” he shouted.

      The Humvee driver, whose name Adam didn’t yet know, glanced back at him in the rearview mirror. “I told you, we got a base in Garden of the Gods, and that’s where I’m driving. Now sit back and shut up!”

      Adam tensed, made a fist, was fully prepared to clock the driver in the back of the head, when Jeff put a hand on his arm.

      “Don’t you think we’ll stand a better chance if we can regroup? Your family … Adam, I’m sorry man. But I gotta think they’d want you to survive first.”

      “If we don’t get these vials to Doctor Milton in time, the blood may be useless,” Adam said.

      “If they’re not already spoiled,” the driver said.

      And again Adam started for him, with Jeff holding him back.

      “Calm the hell down!” Jeff said. “Your family wouldn’t want this!”

      Adam was about to reply when some colder, more reasoning part of his brain kicked in. Because despite the grief and rage that Adam was feeling, he knew wisdom when he heard it. If he had any chance of ending this horror and avenging his family, he was going to need help. And right now, these two were the only help he had.

      He settled back, taking deep breaths, and thought of Sara. Of Sammie and Charlie. Of Kate.

      Judging by the state of the world around them as the sped away from the hospital, dodging UVF’s and human patrols, the world wasn’t in good shape. It was on the brink. But for Adam, the world had already ended.

      “Heads up,” the driver said. He was studying the side mirror. “We’re being followed.”

      —

      Jocelyn Wu ducked through the door of her lab and raced down the corridor to the closest exit. She heard the tat-tat-tat of semi-automatic gunfire, and hesitated.

      This was not what she’d signed on for.

      In fact, ever since Ms. Halpern had recruited her away from the World Health Organization, none of this had been what she’d signed up for. She thought she was helping to save the world, but based on what she’d uncovered from David Priseman’s files, she might just have aided in enslaving it.

      She backtracked from the exit. If there was a gunfight going on out there, it was the last place she wanted to be.

      Picking her way back through the hospital corridors, she found herself stepping over the bodies of soldiers and patients alike. She felt like throwing up.

      The blood and gore didn’t bother her—she was a trained medical professional. It was the blatant waste of human life that got to her. So many people, with so much potential. And it was all just snuffed out in an instant, with just an ounce of lead.

      Jocelyn hurried along, keeping low, hoping that no one spotted her and started shooting.

      She reached another exit, and this time it sounded as if the gunfire had died down. At least, from her position, about fifteen feet from the door, all was quiet.

      And then there was a sudden series of shots, followed by a very loud explosion.

      The glass on some of the windows lining the hall burst inward, and Jocelyn covered her face with her arms. She was still some distance from the windows and the door, but shards of glass still managed to reach her, taking tiny knicks from her forearms. She glanced through the open window frames and saw soldiers dodging back behind one of the wings of the hospital. A helicopter had exploded, and the wreckage sat in a flaming lump on the helipad.

      Jocelyn screamed, though she wasn’t entirely sure why. It was just … well, everything about this made her feel like screaming, like running and hiding, like burying herself somewhere safe.

      She started to turn and run back down the corridor, but saw some of the soldiers run through a cross-section.

      The last thing she wanted was to be swept back into this mess. She wasn’t a prisoner here, but lately she’d started to feel like one. As David had brought in more and more Suppressed military and police officers, Jocelyn had started to feel that her movements were being limited. She started to think that she should make every effort to escape.

      She turned and ran out of the door, into the parking lot where the helicopter sat smoldering and the gunfire tatted in echoes among the buildings and parked cars.

      Near the exit was a Jeep, its engine running but no one nearby. It was military, for certain. There were containers in the back that she recognized, but had never seen opened. And there were rifles. She couldn’t fire one if her life depended on it—a statement that might come to truth at some point soon.

      Swallowing her rising panic, Jocelyn climbed behind the wheel of the jeep and slammed the little half door shut.

      She looked at the center console and despaired.

      It was a stick shift.

      She’d only attempted to drive stick once in her life, when she and some friends had gone to the beach in her boyfriend’s small pickup truck. She had told him that she would love to learn—a lie she would come to completely regret.

      For his part, he’d been all too obliging.

      They had started on a flat, sandy road that ran parallel to the beach, and everything seemed smooth enough. She had stalled the truck a couple of times, taking her foot off of the clutch too fast. But after the fourth try she’d managed to get going, and soon they were moving along at a good clip.

      Too fast, it turned out. Because suddenly, ahead of them, the sandy road dipped into a trench that had been formed by washouts and overly-enthusiastic drivers in off-road vehicles.

      Jocelyn had panicked, and hit the clutch instead of the brake. She corrected herself almost instantly, but it was too late. The truck slammed into the bottom of the little ravine, and Jocelyn and her boyfriend were slammed forward, caught on their seat belts. There hadn’t been airbags in her boyfriend’s old clunker of a pickup, and they were lucky to have gotten off with only some scrapes and a couple of bruised ribs.

      But the whole experience had soured her for learning to drive stick. And now she might get shot because of her ignorance.

      She took a deep breath, calmed herself, and pushed in the clutch. She ground the stick into first gear, then eased up slowly. And in an instant she was moving.

      She only lurched a couple of times, but soon enough she was moving along at a decent speed. She dodged the cars and the helicopter, and ended up squealing her way out onto the street, on the side opposite the entrance of the hospital.

      She was deciding where to go next when she spotted someone she recognized.

      Adam Bolland.

      She’d never met him personally, but she recognized him from countless videos and photos. He’d been a patient. A study subject, really. He and his family had been brought in by David’s mercenaries. In fact, his daughter Sara …

      Jocelyn took a deep breath and swallowed. She felt her eyes stinging. The girl, Sara, had been an innocent in all of this.

      She watched Adam climb into a Humvee, which then raced away from the fight. Soldiers were firing on it, and so Jocelyn turned down a side street to avoid getting into the crossfire.

      Before she was out of site, however, she caught a glimpse of something strange. A large, gleaming sphere hovered into the area, with twin turrets trained on the Humvee. These spun up, and bursts of gunfire overpowered everything with light and noise and acrid smoke.

      Jocelyn screamed again, though none of the gunfire was aimed at her. She punched the clutch, downshifted, and then sped away as quickly as possible. She didn’t even have time to feel proud that she hadn’t stalled the Jeep.

      As she raced away she saw a UVF up ahead, and instantly turned down a side street, tires squealing as she skidded and then righted herself. She wasn’t certain the UVF’s would try to stop her, but she didn’t want to take any chances. She regretted ever coming to this God-forsaken town, and she’d be damned if she would take any chances that might keep her here.

      She made another series of turns, always away from the hospital, always avoiding any patrols. Eventually she came to a main thoroughfare, and she felt like she could relax a bit.

      Up ahead, as if by a miracle, she saw the Humvee in which Adam Boland was a passenger.

      She had the sudden urge to follow wherever they were going.

      Why not? she asked herself. She had nowhere else to go, and at least they seemed to be moving in a definite direction.

      She fell in behind them, and concentrated on keeping the wheels straight. Wherever they ended up, she was sure it would be better than where they’d left.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    
    
      “Weapons ready,” the Humvee driver said.

      “Carl,” Jeff said. “I’m the only one with a weapon back here. I don’t think we’re in any shape for a firefight.”

      The driver—Carl—sneered in the mirror. “We can’t let them follow us back to basecamp,” he said.

      Adam was looking back now, peering through the glass of the Hummer’s rear hatch. He saw the Jeep as it raced to catch up to them. He felt his blood pressure spike. If they wanted a fight, he was more than willing to give it to them.

      “Pull over,” he said to Carl.

      Carl was all too happy to oblige.

      “I hope you two know what you’re doing,” Jeff said.

      Carl reached over and grabbed something from the seat beside him. He handed Adam a handgun. “Know how to use this?”

      “Yes,” Adam said. He pulled the slide and checked. There was a round in the chamber. He thumbed the safety and nodded to Carl.

      The Humvee pulled over, and each of them stepped out, weapons raised.

      The Jeep suddenly screeched to a halt, about twenty yards from their position.

      “Don’t shoot!” a woman’s voice shouted.

      Adam was crouched beside the rear bumper of the Hummer, and had the handgun raised and aimed at the driver-side windshield of the Jeep.

      Carl and Jeff were both on the other side, out of Adam’s line of sight.

      “Identify yourself!” Carl shouted.

      “I’m … I’m Doctor Jocelyn Wu!” the woman said. “I’m … with the WHO. The World Health Organization!”

      “She’s one of them!” Carl growled.

      “Wait!” Adam said. “She’s a doctor, not a solider!”

      “He’s right,” Jeff said. “We could use a doctor.”

      Carl grumbled something, then shouted, “Why are you following us?”

      The woman behind the wheel of the Jeep had her hands high in the air. “I need help!” she shouted back. “I needed to get away from that place.”

      “Away from who?” Adam asked.

      “From David Priseman!”

      Adam heard the name, and had a brief flash of rage. Then he stood, lowered his weapon, and walked straight toward the Jeep.

      “Adam!” Jeff shouted. “What are you doing?”

      Adam didn’t answer, but instead kept waiting until he was standing beside the driver-side door.

      Jocelyn Wu was a little older than he was, but she still had a youthful appearance. She was attractive—fit and thin, with straight dark hair that might have just grazed her shoulders if it wasn’t tied in a ponytail.

      “She’s harmless,” Adam said, loud enough that the two men could hear.

      He glanced into the back of the Jeep, then said, “And she’s brought some things that might come in handy.”

      Jeff and Carl both came forward then, and Carl inspected the contents of the Jeep. “Holy shit,” he said. “there’s enough ammo and grenades in here to take down a small country.”

      “Should we load it into the Humvee?” Jeff asked.

      “Just take the Jeep,” Adam said.

      “He’s right,” Carl agreed. “Jeff, drive the jeep and follow us. Ma’am,” Carl said, though his tone didn’t sound quite as respectful as the word would have implied. “You’ll be riding with us. In the front seat, where I can keep an eye on you, and my new friend Adam here can keep a gun on you.”

      “I swear, I’m not trying to …”

      “You’re going to say you’re not trying to cause any trouble,” Carl said, smiling. His eyes, however, were hard as agates. “And I believe you, Doctor. But I don’t trust you. Not yet. So get in.”

      Jocelyn didn’t respond, but instead climbed into the Humvee’s front passenger seat.

      Adam had watched all of this and wondered. Why would Carl trust him but not the doctor? Was it just because he’d been a captive alongside Jeff and the others?

      He decide the didn’t care.

      With Jocelyn with them—an actual doctor who had even worked in the facility that had been studying them—maybe he wouldn’t have to get the blood samples to Dr. Menton after all.

      As Adam climbed into the Humvee and Jeff took over with the Jeep, they sped away again, avoiding more patrols and more obstacles, until they eventually made their way into more rugged-looking terrain.

      Fifteen minutes later they arrived at the basecamp in the Garden of the Gods.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    
    
      David settled the combat sphere into its cradle, and disengaged from it. The sphere was sprayed with antibacterial foam, which dissolved after a few seconds of contact with the air, and a set of metal arms descended, lifting David and moving him from the sphere’s controls to the control room of the mobile command unit. The whole process happened within the confines of the MCU, safe from outside infections and dangers.

      The sphere had been a partial success. It had the mobility and maneuverability David needed for combat, and the electromagnetic field it used for hovering and movement also added a layer of invisible protection. It had stopped bullets, at least.

      But it had also been batted around like a cat toy by that idiotic Humvee driver. Inertial compensators had been overwhelmed by the sudden jarring movements, and David had found himself whirling for a bit, getting dizzy and sick to his stomach. He wasn’t accustomed to much personal movement these days anyway, but spinning in that big, metal hamster ball had nearly made him throw up.

      Thank God he didn’t eat solid foods anymore.

      Now, back in the climate-controlled comfort of his MCU, David felt the flush of nausea ease, even as his irritation rose.

      He’d lost Bolland. And the girl, Sara. And the vials of her blood.

      There was a chirp from the communication console of the MCU, and David felt the nausea creep back in.

      The controls of the MCU were all tuned to his brain. He could think and every component of this machine would react to those thoughts. Here, he was in absolute control of the world.

      But there was a world outside of the MCU. And outside of this facility, and of Colorado Springs. And that world was currently ruled and controlled by Mrs. Halpern.

      David opened the video channel, and Halpern appeared onscreen, larger than life as always.

      “What in the hell are you doing to my facility, Priseman!”

      “Mrs. Halpern, I apologize, but an outside force …”

      “Would this be the same ‘outside force’ you told me your brain-dead soldiers could handle?” Halpern asked.

      David felt his face flush. He didn’t like it. “On your orders we only engaged the Gamma protocol a few days ago,” he said. “To that point most of my men were acting autonomously. You recall from the research that it takes several days for the protocols to completely engage. The heavy metal …”

      “Do not condescend to me about the research, Priseman,” Mrs. Halpern said. Her voice was that quiet, cold tone that made David respond automatically. It was the nature of their relationship—the tone and timbre of it. It had always felt somehow familiar to David, though he’d never quite identified why.

      “I have reports here,” Halpern said, waving to something just offscreen, “that tell me the facility has been severely compromised. Explosions. Gunfire. Escaped subjects. And I’ve just seen footage of Jocelyn Wu leaving the facility during your ridiculous battle in the parking lot.”

      “Wu left?” David asked. He couldn’t help the slight smile that played on his lips. “She was always infuriating …”

      “I hand-picked her for this project, Priseman. Be careful of your criticisms.”

      David said nothing.

      “You’ve screwed this up worse than I could have imagined,” Halpern said, disgusted.

      David suddenly felt something shift within him. He had flashes—mental images and impressions hitting him all at once. Maybe it was leftover adrenaline from his fight with Bolland and the others. Maybe he’d just had enough—the world, as everyone had known it, had ended just a few days ago. So why should he tolerate belligerent bureaucracy any longer? What could Halpern do, halt his funding? Money was meaningless now. Everything was meaningless now.

      He smiled, and mentally willed the cameras to zoom in on his face. It was the one part of his body he still controlled, without the assistance of machines. It was the last truly human part of him.

      “I don’t care for your tone, Halpern,” he said quietly.

      Mrs. Halpern opened her mouth as if to speak, but then clamped it shut again, peering at David as if she could set him on fire with her eyes. When she did speak, it was in cold and emotionless tones that set David back a bit. He cringed inwardly to hear her.

      “David Priseman, do not test me. I will have you and that entire God-forsaken facility removed from existence if you …”

      “I don’t care for your tone Halpern!” David shouted. “So shut up and listen. I am done with following the orders of a sociopathic princess who thinks she owns the world. This facility? It’s mine. As are the UVFs, the Suppressed military and police, and anyone and anything else I can control. And here’s a hint, Halpern—I control it all. This little operation of yours has produced some remarkable results, but I no longer need your services. I’ll take it all from here.”

      He was about to initiate a hangup, but hesitated. The anger, possibly fueled by that leftover adrenaline, felt amazing. He felt all of the things he’d held back start to bubble to the surface. He felt as if he’d just liberated himself from a weight that had held him down all his life.

      “Priseman, you’re a fool,” Halpern said. “Do you honestly think I’d let you take over an entire region without any failsafes in place?” She reached offscreen, and when her hands returned they were holding a smart tablet. She flicked her fingers across the screen, and tapped a few times, then smiled up at him. “This tablet lets me control that incredibly fancy mobile command unit you’re in. It also lets me shut it down, from anywhere on the planet. As I understand it, your life support is tied in with the systems of he MCU, isn’t it?”

      “Yes,” David said. He felt cold. He felt something gripping him from the inside. Something hard and strong and icy.

      “Goodbye, David,” Halpern said. She tapped the screen.

      And nothing happened.

      David smiled at her again, and this time his smile was terrifying, even to himself. Because behind that smile was a sudden knowledge—of who he was, but also of who Halpern was.

      Halpern was Mother.

      Not his actual mother. But she was the surrogate he had clung to, after the accident had taken his body from him. She was the same cold, icy bitch his mother had always been, until the disease had claimed her.

      Until he had recreated her.

      Until he had owned her.

      “I found your failsafe,” David said. “I found it years ago. Those little pings you send? The tiny little test interruptions that I always end up reporting as system glitches? I’ve known about them all along. I reprogrammed the system to send alerts and responses, so that you’d never know. You’ve never been in control, Halpern. I have.”

      At that instant he sent a command. The signal backtracked on the video feed, and activated a worm that David had planted in Halpern’s systems, using the very same failsafe she had used as a leash for him.

      Alarms started at Halpern’s location, and she stood, her head going out of frame until the systems automatically adjusted. “What’s happening?” she asked. She looked back at David. “What have you done?”

      “Your facility uses a lot of the same systems as my MCU, on a larger scale. You’ve protected yourself and your people from the heavy metal poisoning, and from outside threats. But that left you vulnerable to inside threats. Threats like me. I was never sure if I’d be able to go through with this, but I kept it as a contingency. You know how I am with contingencies. So let’s say that I’ve decided to terminate our relationship, and pursue independent research.”

      “Priseman! Turn these systems back on right now! There are thousands of people in this facility!”

      “For a while at least,” David said, and then shut down the open channel.

      The chair that served as his personal mobility now moved him away from the controls of the MCU, and into the chamber where he normally slept or just sat and reflected. It was a small space, but he didn’t require much room. He was essentially a head on an immobile life support system, wasn’t he? This chamber would have felt confining, if he had use of his body. But the dark, cool space mostly felt comforting at times like these.

      As if there had ever been times like these.

      But it gave him space to think.

      The facility was essentially a ruin. He could have it rebuilt—he had plenty of manpower. But to what purpose? Halpern’s mission was one of world domination. She wasn’t at the very top of that monster, but she was the one controlling all of its tentacles. With her and her people out of the way, there would be a power vacuum.

      David was actually in a unique position to fill that void. It was his systems, after all, that allowed for the control of the Suppressed. The technology he helped to create could turn the heavy metal particles into nanites, and then control those with a signal that David himself could tap into. Of all the resources at Halpern’s disposal, David was the only one who could be directly connected to the Suppressed.

      The world was his army to control.

      But what he wouldn’t give for a body he could control.

      And just like that, a new purpose arose.

      This facility had been dedicated to studying the effects of the heavy metal poisoning, and using it for military advantage. But they had learned so much more about all of this than they were using. And one new discovery in particular could be very beneficial to David.

      So this facility would be rebuilt after all. And its new purpose would be it’s only mission.

      David would have it all.
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      The camp was nestled in among spires of rust-tinged rock that occasionally presented impossible-looking scenes—immense boulders that looked as though they should fall any second, and patterns of narrow gaps that allowed a xylophone pattern of light to fall on the ground. Adam had been here hundreds of times, both on his own and with his family. They had hiked here, and even camped here. There were lots of memories.

      Too many memories.

      He sat, silent and staring out of the Humvee’s windows, and he honestly wasn’t thinking of anything for a moment. It was the first time since all of this began that his mind had completely shut off, though it didn’t feel as peaceful or blissful as he might have hoped. Instead, the ache in his heart and the twisting in his stomach continued, even as his brain checked out for a moment.

      He glanced up to see Jocelyn Wu in the front passenger seat. She had pulled in on herself, as if trying to fold herself into something invisible and unnoticeable. For the fifteen minutes or so it had taken them to get to the camp, no one had said anything at all, and Jocelyn had stared out at the scenery as if she felt it might be the last time she ever saw it.

      Maybe it was, Adam though. Maybe it was for both of us.

      Except that didn’t make sense. These people had gone to a lot of trouble, and suffered a lot of losses, to bring Adam—and now Jocelyn—out of that facility. A lot of their people had been killed in that raid. So why would they go through any of that just to kill Adam once they got to the camp? Or Jocelyn, for that matter?

      They would need them alive, Adam decided.

      And he must have decided that early on, because he had jumped up to work with them when they took in Jocelyn. He had become one of them, instantly and without hesitation. It wasn’t trust—he still wasn’t sure he trusted Carl or even Jeff. It was more like survival instinct.

      The Humvee pulled to a stop, and the Jeep rolled in beside them, parking on the driver’s side. Carl stepped out, and Adam did the same. Jocelyn remained in her seat, unmoving.

      Adam looked up to see that there were several armed men and women standing with their weapons trained on him.

      Carl walked around to the the passenger side of the Humvee and opened the door, yanking Jocelyn out by the arm.

      Adam tensed, ready to fight if need be, but also ready to be gunned down. He wasn’t sure how he felt about either, but for the moment he stood his ground and watched.

      Jocelyn didn’t cry out or make any show of being afraid, other than keeping her silence and not struggling against Carl.

      Jeff walked up beside them. “Easy, Carl. They’re not going anywhere.”

      “Get his weapon,” Carl said.

      Jeff stepped up to Adam, and lifted the handgun out of Adam’s hand. Adam hadn’t even realized he was holding it.

      “Sorry,” Jeff said.

      Adam said nothing but stared at the crowd around them, wondering what was coming next.

      He still felt numb, but feeling was starting to return. The grief of his family was a constant now, but he was also starting to feel a little afraid and a lot angry.

      “What do you want?” he asked Jeff.

      “Just to ask some questions, for now,” Jeff said as he walked over to join the rest of the people of the camp—the crowd that was aiming weapons at two unarmed people.

      They were led away then, into a small building that was built from both natural rock and commercial bricks. It blended well with the scenery of the area, camouflaging the camp. There was a sod roof on the building, with plants growing—a nod to a more green approach to insulation and building. And nearby there was a small farm of solar panels providing natural power to the whole space.

      It was something Adam had wanted to do some day—to build a home that was off the grid, using natural materials. He and Kate had a running joke about building something like this for the zombie apocalypse. He’d never expected those jokes to be prophetic.

      Adam and Jocelyn were led deeper into the interior of the place, to a small conference room with windows that overlooked the sloped side of the hill the facility was built into. It was beautiful scenery, and it felt surreal to be staring at it through a tinted window, in a climate controlled room of the visitors center.

      “Sit,” Carl said, waiving a gun to a couple of chairs.

      Adam and Jocelyn sat.

      More people entered the room. An older woman, maybe in her late fifties or early sixties, led a progression of three men, all armed. The woman was short, perhaps 5’8” or so. Her hair showed signs of once being fiery red and bright with life, but now it was a dull sort of dusty blond, shot through with steel grey. Her eyes were squinted as if she’d spent most of her life looking into the sun, and the wrinkles around them proved she at least spent that life outdoors.

      She looked Adam and Jocelyn over, her expression a bit sour. Then she smiled, and the wrinkles bunched around her eyes. “We went to a lot of trouble to get you here,” she said. She was looking directly at Adam.

      Adam said nothing, but waited.

      She turned to Jocelyn. “And you, Dr. Wu. We didn’t expect you, but we can certainly use you.”

      Jocelyn also said nothing, but stared.

      The woman shook her head. “Not even a thank you? I suppose I can understand. My name is Anna Tyler. I was a park volunteer here, before things started going to shit. I saw this coming for a while now,” she moved to the window, which Adam and Jocelyn could see from their seated position.

      Anna leaned forward, putting her hands on the frame of the window, which was around waist height for her. She stared out at the landscape, then turned back to them. “Those bastards at the facility—the cripple who runs that place, and all those police and solider drones he’s commanding—they wanted you for something.”

      Adam was listening, but wasn’t quite clicking. He thought, for a moment, that the woman was talking about Jocelyn. That would make sense—she was one of the researchers. She was studying this. She would be in high demand.

      But the woman—Ann Tyler—was looking at him when she spoke.

      “Do you know why?” she asked, as if she had expected him to volunteer the information to begin with.

      Adam shook his head. “No,” he said.

      Carl stepped forward then with the cooler and the vials. He handed them to Anna. “He brought this with him,” Carl said.

      Anna opened the cooler and took out one of the vials, studying it. “What is this?” she asked.

      “It’s blood,” he said.

      “Who’s blood?”

      “My daughter’s,” Adam said. “Sara’s.”

      Anna studied him for a moment before putting the vial back in the bag and zipping it closed. “Why did you take it?” she asked.

      Adam said nothing.

      Not because he wasn’t sure—he knew exactly why he’d taken it. He just wasn’t certain that it mattered. Here, now, as a captive of these people and with his entire family dead, would any of this matter any more?

      Finally he said, “I was taking it to Denver. There’s a professor there. Professor Milton. A friend of mine arranged for me to meet him and bring a sample of the chemical that I’d found at the water treatment plant. But I was told that it was worthless. And those vials were destroyed. All I have left are those vials of Sara’s blood.”

      “And Milton … he was going to use those vials? Could he find a cure for all of this?” Anna didn’t seem enthusiastic about this. She seemed to ask only because it was part of the processes.

      “I don’t know,” Adam said.

      Anna nodded. Then looked at Jocelyn.

      “And what about you?”

      “She was one of them,” Carl said. “She was one of the lab coats at the facility.”

      Anna leaned against the window, resting on the frame. “What’s your name?” she asked.

      “I’m Dr. Jocelyn Wu,” Jocelyn said.

      “Doctor!” Anna smiled. “Well, that’s handy. And what are you a doctor of?”

      “I specialize in infectious disease, but for the past ten years I have been the top researcher studying the heavy metal poisoning that is causing this … nightmare.”

      “Heavy metal poisoning?” Anna asked. “Like lead?”

      “Something like that,” Jocelyn said. “Only much more dangerous. The Suppressed are suffering from a contaminant from a meteorite that leached a new and alien metal into the water supply. The effects have been spreading for years.”

      “Years!” Ann stood from the window, her body tensed. “You people have known about this for years?”

      Jocelyn said nothing.

      “Not one public announcement,” Anna said, stepping forward and staring down at Jocelyn. “Not one alert. Not one EPA investigation. Nothing public. I’ve looked. And now you tell me this has been happening for years?”

      “Yes,” Jocelyn said. “We were looking for a cure.”

      Anna laughed. “No, you weren’t. We can see that’s a lie.”

      Jocelyn shook her head, and looked down at the floor. “It’s not a lie. I was looking for a cure. I just … I didn’t realize.”

      Ann crouched now, which made Jocelyn look up and meet her gaze. “Didn’t realize what, honey? That the government had different plans? That they saw this as an opportunity?”

      Adam watched Jocelyn, and saw the resolve come to her.

      “That’s right,” she said. “I didn’t realize that was their plan, until much later. And then I stayed anyway. Because I hoped to change their plan. I hoped to make a cure.”

      “And did you?” Anna asked.

      Jocelyn hesitated, as if she were about to speak, then closed her mouth and shook her head.

      Anna stood and patted her legs, as if dusting them off. Adam could imagine her doing that out among the rocks and brush of Garden of the Gods—a practiced habit that came from years of crouching down to inspect something out in the wild. It seemed fitting, even here in this clean and modern environment. To Anna, he and Jocelyn were just two more wild creatures who needed to be roped in.

      She turned to face Adam, but spoke to Jocelyn instead. “What about him?” she asked. “What is it that makes him so special?”

      Jocelyn shook her head. “I don’t know. I wasn’t given access to his records. Or to those of his family. I was kept out of the loop.”

      Anna nodded. “Pity,” she said.

      She looked at a couple of the men who had followed her into the room. “Take her and put her in the pump house. Tie her up, and keep a guard on the door.”

      The men did as they were told without a word, and Jocelyn offered no resistance as she was escorted from the room.

      Anna took Jocelyn’s chair and turned it, then sat down, facing Adam. She shook her head, as if deciding what she would do about him.

      “How many kids did you have?” she suddenly asked him.

      Adam felt his stomach clench. He didn’t want to answer. He didn’t want to think about it, or about what he’d lost.

      “This will go a lot smoother if you’ll just decide to talk to me,” she said. “I need to know.”

      “Why?” Adam asked, suddenly feeling anger boil to the surface. “Why the hell should I tell you anything? Why should you even care?”

      She shook her head and waved a hand at one of the men who had stayed behind, signaling him to lower his weapon.

      She looked up at Carl, who was standing to Adam’s side now. “Did you manage to get the files?” she asked.

      He nodded. “Jeff had them. We got lucky.”

      “Depends on how you define luck,” she said. “Get them to Raj.”

      Carl left, and now it was just Adam, Anna, and the armed man behind him.

      “There’s something you may not know. Something that makes you special, which makes me want to know more about you.”

      “I’m touched,” Adam said, sneering.

      “It’s not personal,” Anna smiled. “It’s a nature thing. You see, we’ve actually been gathering up here for a while now, hiding out, watching. Some of us realized early on that there were patterns to all of this. The Suppressed—they were growing in numbers, right out in public, without anyone even recognizing it. Well, anyone but us.”

      She leaned back a bit, twining her fingers with her hands over her stomach. “I’ll admit, there are some pretty messed up conspiracy theorists in among our group. But they tend to be thorough. And once we knew what to look for, they were pretty good at finding evidence of it. And there was evidence everywhere.”

      Adam knew his role in this conversation was supposed to be asking questions. But the problem was he simply didn’t care. This situation—this scenario he’d found himself in—it was entirely outside of him right now. He was just along for the ride.

      “One of our guys is a nut about checking census data. All of it’s available online, you know. You can find all sorts of things, if you start cross-referencing. He has reams of printouts of it, so that he can have a record when the Internet finally goes down. And he’s cross-referenced all of that with historic birth rates. And you know what he’s found?”

      Adam shook his head.

      “People who have been verified as Suppressed have a higher birth rate than average. They tend to have twins, or even triplets. They produce a lot of kids. But then there’s the Lucid. Folks like us—you, me, everyone in this camp. Do you know how many kids, on average, a Lucid has?”

      Again Adam shook his head, and stared off at the sloping landscape outside of the window.

      “None,” Anna said. “Zero. Out of everyone we’ve managed to track down—everyone who is somehow immune to this … well to this heavy metal poisoning,” she waved a hand in the direction that Jocelyn had been taken. “Not a single one of them has a kid. Those that have been diagnosed at all were diagnosed as sterile or infertile. So to a man, and to a woman, there isn’t one child. No Lucid can have children. None, that is, except you.”

      Adam was still staring out of the window, and Anna snapped her fingers in front of his face, bringing his attention back to her. “Hey,” she said. “Hey sweet pea, over here. Did you catch that?”

      Adam blinked. “I’m … I’m the only one with kids?”

      She nodded. “Out of thousands of us. Not here, of course. There are only a few hundred here. But there are other pockets of Lucid out there. We’ve been in touch with ham radios and other means. We’re trying to stay connected, so we can mobilize if we need to.”

      All of this went right past Adam. He was spinning through everything he’d seen and heard since this began, trying to make sense of it, but finally giving up.

      “We’ve asked around, and so far you are the only Lucid we’ve encountered who has actually managed to reproduce. Now, we’re a little suspicious, naturally. Seems like only one of your kids wasn’t a full-blown suppressed. Which … well, I hate to break it to you Adam, but that could be a sign that the missus was stepping out at some point.”

      “We …” Adam started. He was going to try to explain, to say they’d had some trouble. He was going to defend Kate. He was going to say there may have been a suspicion. But he didn’t finish any of those thoughts. He just stopped.

      “So we’re pretty sure that’s why that cripple at the facility wanted you. He was studying you to find out why you’re different, and what that means. So we put together our own mission, to bring you here. And it cost us a lot, you understand that? It cost us some good people.”

      Adam closed his eyes. Everything was happening too fast. There were too many details. He felt himself getting dizzy, getting sick.

      “Now that we have you here, I have to decide the best course of action,” Anna said. “And I think God must like us, because he sent you along with that Wu woman. And if you already know of someone in Denver who is looking into this, maybe we all have a shot.”

      “A shot at what?” Adam asked finally, opening his eyes and staring at her hard.

      There was the briefest bit of hesitation from Anna then. She was tough, that was obvious. But when Adam looked at her at that moment she blinked.

      “A shot at saving us all,” she said. “Because as things stand right now, Adam, the human race is about to become extinct.”

      —

      Jocelyn took deep breaths to calm herself. She concentrated on everything she knew about meditation. Her Grandmother—a natural-born Chinese woman who had died almost twenty years ago—would smack her for not being well versed in meditation. She had been a staunch Buddhist who practiced daily, even as she raised a son under Communist rule, before escaping with him, his wife, and their unborn daughter to the United States. They had a fresh start, but Grandmother had always insisted that they maintain the family’s ancient traditions.

      Jocelyn had rebelled.

      It wasn’t that she didn’t appreciate the traditions of the old world. She really did. It was more that she was a lot like her father—a scientist who had studied the effects of radiation and mutation on fetal cells. He appreciated technology and scientific advancement. He appreciated human potential as well. And Jocelyn wanted to be just like him.

      Which meant spending more time studying biology than studying Buddhism.

      She’d always assumed that she’d made the right choice, until this very moment. Right now she’d give anything to be able to calm and center herself, to push aside the fear that was boiling within her, and to move past the urge to throw up every time she thought about where she was and what was happening.

      At the moment she was tied to a piece of pump equipment—part of the water reclamation system of this place. She was being kept in an outbuilding near the ranger station where she and Adam had been delivered. Thankfully the building was modern—no cobwebs or spiders or scorpions to worry over. No obvious ones, at least. But it was still a bit uncomfortable. They’d given her a chair to sit in, but they’d forced her to bend slightly so that her hands could be tied the to equipment.

      She breathed. She concentrated on zen thoughts. She ran equations and formulas in her head, which always helped her shake off anxiety in the past.

      The door opened, and two men come through, followed by Anna Tyler. Jocelyn didn’t recognize the men—they weren’t the same men who had tied her up in here. They looked tough, and were dressed in the leathers of a biker gang, which did nothing to ease Jocelyn’s anxiety.

      “Well that’s not polite,” Anna said, shaking her head. She looked to one of the men. “Cut her loose. She shouldn’t have to stoop like that.”

      The man nodded, and reached to his belt, where a very large and very frightening knife was clipped. He took the knife and flicked it expertly, the blade glinting in the light from the skylight overhead. As he approached Jocelyn she tensed, but he only reached forward and cut the cords that had her bound.

      She strained up, grateful to be able to work the kinks form her back, and she rubbed feeling back into her wrists.

      “Thank you,” she said. She felt she had to say something. It was something Grandmother and her parents had managed to drill into her, growing up.

      Anna Tyler nodded, and pulled another chair over from somewhere on the other side of the pump equipment. It made a horrible noise as Anna dragged it across the floor–like the sound of a mourning beast after being shot with an arrow. The sound of a fatal blow.

      Jocelyn shivered.

      “Now, don’t worry about anything, “ Anna said. “We don’t have any intention of hurting you. Especially if you cooperate.”

      Jocelyn nodded, but said nothing.

      The two bikers stood just behind Anna, flanking her on either side. They had their hands in their pockets, which was a fairly casual stance for them. Jocelyn wondered if they had been picked because of how they looked—an extra bit of intimidation from a woman claiming she had no intention of hurting anyone.

      Jocelyn wasn’t entirely sure how she felt about Ann Tyler. Not just yet.

      “Now, as I understand it,” Ann said, “you were one of the doctors at that facility? The one run by the cripple?”

      Jocelyn felt herself bristle at the use of the word “cripple.” it was horribly offensive. Or would have been, under different circumstances—in a world less affected than this one.

      “David Priseman,” Jocelyn said. She couldn’t help herself—she felt an overpowering need to humanize David in Anna’s eyes, even though she herself thought of Priseman as a monster. “And yes,” Jocelyn continued. “I was a researcher there, recruited by the head of the project directly from the World Health Organization.”

      Ann nodded. “And what were you researching, exactly?”

      Jocelyn started to give the official answer. It had been drilled into her head that she was never to speak of the work at the facility. She had signed numerous non-disclosure agreements, all of which afforded very severe penalties for breaking the silence. But that was all out the window now, wasn’t it? Was there even a government to prosecute her anymore? And did NDA’s apply to hostage situations?

      “I was part of a research team that was looking for a way to inhibit the spread of heavy metal poisoning. The … well, the Suppressed among the population are all being affected by an element that contaminated the water supply several years ago. It somehow multiplies itself when it’s processed in the human body, through contact with ureic acid. “

      “Pee?” Anna said, and smiled.

      Jocelyn returned the smile in spite of herself, though it wasn’t quite genuine. “Yes, basically.”

      “So this virus …”

      “It isn’t a virus,” Jocelyn said. “It is a heavy metal poisoning. The element leeched into the water supply in Panna, and from there it spread as humans drank bottled water from the region and … well … peed.”

      Anna studied Jocelyn for a moment, then nodded. “Got it. Not a virus. Forgive me, Dr. Wu. I don’t know much about medicine or biology or heavy metals. What I do know is that facility was capturing people and holding them against their will.”

      Jocelyn recognized the undertones of threat in Anna’s voice. For all her affability, she was angry with Jocelyn, and it showed. Anna showed all the signs of being a ruthless leader, if she needed to be. Jocelyn needed a way to convince Anna and the others that she could be useful, and was not a threat in any way.

      “I was never told where the subjects came from,” Jocelyn said. “And they were generally sedated or suffering from the effects of the heavy metal poisoning. I was kept in the dark about the rest of the operations there.”

      “But you suspected?” Anna asked.

      Jocelyn considered this before answering. It was possible this was a setup—Anna might be aiming for a confession from Jocelyn, as a justification for some hideous plan she might have. Maybe she’d have her tortured. Or maybe executed.

      But if that was the case, it was far more likely they’d do those things if Jocelyn refused to talk.

      “I did,” she said, after only a few seconds hesitation. “I started seeing signs, and hearing whispers. As David Priseman’s experiments become more intrusive, I was seeing results that I knew he couldn’t have gotten any other way. It was becoming clear that he had unaffected people in captivity.”

      “Lucid,” Anna said.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “The term now is ‘Lucid.’ That’s us,” she said, waving at the men behind her. “And you.” She was staring at Jocelyn now, and her eyes were hooded and stern. “And what I’m trying to figure out, Dr. Wu, is whether or not I can trust you.”

      There wasn’t much Jocelyn could say to that. She couldn’t simply say “Yes, you can trust me.” She couldn’t beg them to. She knew the truth of it—trust had to be earned. Normally it’s earned through actions, not words. And in this instant there were no actions for Jocelyn to take.

      Except one.

      “I can study the vials that Adam brought with him,” she said. “If we can get to the right equipment, I can continue looking for a cure for this.”

      Anna was studying her, the expression on her face still stern and dark. Then she brightened a bit, and sat back. The intensity was gone, from her features at least. “That’s what I think, too,” she said. “So what do you need?”

      Jocelyn blinked, and stuttered a bit. She had expected—well, something else. But if Anna was offering, this could be a chance for Jocelyn to continue the work and actually find a cure. “I need a lab. A Phlebotomy lab would be useful, but I’ll also need some specialized equipment. I can make a list. I’m not sure we’ll be able to find everything we need in Colorado Springs, however. Most of the hospitals are under guard and under the control of Priseman’s people, by this point. And the facility was the only place locally that had some of the equipment I’ll need.”

      Anna considered this, then turned to one of the men. “I think Bolland said something about a professor?”

      “Milton,” the man said. “Professor Milton. In Denver. ”

      Anna turned back to Jocelyn. “Bolland was on his way to the University of Colorado’s Division of Infectious Diseases. Do you know Doctor Milton?”

      Jocelyn shook her head. “No, sorry.”

      “There’s no guarantee the man is still alive, or is actually Lucid himself. But he was apparently studying this, which means he likely has the equipment you need.”

      Jocelyn nodded. “Yes,” she said. “I’d say there’s a good chance of that.”

      Anna slapped her knees and stood. “That settles it then. We’re going to Denver. It won’t be easy getting in, according to one of the camps nearby. They have the place blocked off with UVFs and soldiers. The soldiers are all Suppressed, though, so they’re not exactly thinking straight. That’s are only advantage.”

      She looked at the men. “Get her a place to sleep and a hot meal.”

      Anna started for the door, and the men helped Jocelyn to stand. Everything felt surreal now, as if Jocelyn had somehow passed a test she hadn’t even known she’d been given. “Wait,” she said.

      Anna stopped and turned.

      “Just like that?” Jocelyn asked. Meaning, “Just like that, you trust me?” Or maybe “Just like that, I work for you now?”

      As if Anna heard all versions of this, she smiled. “Just like that,” she said.

      And Jocelyn heard the unspoken bits of her comment as well. “Just like that, but if you screw us you’re dead.”
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      Now that David and his entire operation were untethered from Halpern and her organization, the real work could begin.

      It wasn’t that he wasn’t grateful. Halpern had helped him in more ways than he could count. She had recruited him, all those years ago, and given him unbelievable amounts of money and not a small amount of autonomy to pursue his research further. He’d been given carte blanche to do as he pleased, as long as he kept moving forward with the organization’s goals—the ability to read, interact with and, eventually, reprogram the human mind.

      David had already made a lot of progress in this area of study, thanks to his work with Mother. And as his life at University progressed, following Mother’s death, he had made huge strides in both artificial intelligence and human-machine interaction. It was during his time at University that he became aware of the heavy metal poisoning.

      There was a lot about his work that was borderline by legal standards, obviously. But somehow, despite his sketchy experiments and research, he never found himself being curtailed. He had revealed his work with Mother, the interface he had created, and the alterations he’d made to her thinking. He’d show his work, warts and all, to the two professors who headed biometric research and artificial intelligence program. There had been some question of morality and ethics right at the beginning, and then that had faded without another peep.

      Instead, David had been introduced to several brilliant grad students and a team of accomplished researchers, all of whom had not yet cracked a viable human-machine interface.

      He was also shown the heavy metal.

      He’d been escorted into a secure lab on the university campus, and directed to an instrument array that included a sophisticated digital microscope and scanner. He peered into an eye piece to see a sample of human cells—brain cells. These were normal, gray little dots. But a moment later he was shown brain cells that were infested with the heavy metal.

      These looked essentially the same, but they had changed from gray to a light pink, with tiny dark splotches peppering them like pizza toppings. He increased magnification, and saw that the dark splotches were actually crystalline structures. Across each cell was a latticework of crystals, forming a sort of web. The larger blotches were little nodes, dug in deep within the cell, and networking together by tiny thread-like crystal pathways.

      David was completely fascinated, and immediately taken by what he saw.

      Later, as he experimented and followed up on research from the rest of the team, it was David who finally realized that the latticework forming over each braincell was actually resonating with a specific frequency. In essence, the heavy metal was forming tiny antenna arrays on each brain cell.

      Actually, it wasn’t just brain cells. The latticework spread throughout the entire body. It was too tiny to see with conventional scanning technology, but with the equipment in this lab David could see that every human cell was eventually impregnated with the tiny nodes of the metal, and the lattice of threads spread from one cell to another.

      The entire human body essentially became a receiver for the frequency that resonated with the heavy metal nodes.

      That was interesting, but it hadn’t become altogether relevant until much later.

      There had been a great deal of research into how, exactly, the nodes were effecting the human brain cells. The results of numerous tests suggested an almost Alzheimer’s type response, with patients entering a sort of fugue state, reacting to random memories that became active as the metal replicated itself throughout the brain and the body.

      That was interesting indeed. Because as David experimented he discovered that he could modify his own software and technology—the tools he had used to help Mother stabilize somewhat—and if he broadcast on the proper frequency he could interact with the lattice of heavy metal throughout the cells. And as the program took hold, the cells responded by changing their own signals.

      David had petitioned for access to a live patient, after discovering this. He hadn’t been much for sharing his research with anyone else on the ‘team,’ but he’d been delivering reports to his unknown benefactors for some time. And he’d barely finished making his request before he’d gotten an affirmative response.

      That very afternoon he was given a test subject and the freedom to experiment. And within the hour he had not only brought the patient’s random-seeming actions to heel, he had figured out the ‘base code’ of their thought process, and had issued a few outside commands.

      The patient responded to every one.

      True, it wasn’t always perfect. It took some time to work out exactly what stimulus produced which results. At one point the patient had collapsed, and a med team had rushed in to check vitals and revive the man. Apparently David had induced a micro-coma.

      The control David was exerting was far from perfect, of course. There was still much to learn and a long way to go. Exerting complete control could only happen when the patient was almost completely overrun with the heavy metal poisoning, which not only made them susceptible to control, it endangered some of their autonomic systems.

      But over time, David was learning to refine and hone the process. And his research had led to great strides in artificial intelligence as well as human-machine interaction.

      The UVFs were part of that outcome. In fact, automated and intelligent technology worldwide owed its roots to David Priseman, who was never acknowledged for any of it.

      Which didn’t matter much to David. He had his work. He had his research. He had the backing of Halpern and the organization.

      What he didn’t have was a body.

      This useless lump of flesh he inhabited was fine for housing his intellect. He didn’t need his hands or legs in order to do his work. He had technology for that. His own research had made it possible for him to interface with his mobile command unit, and the MCU supplied him with everything he needed.

      Everything except the ability to walk among others, or feel the touch of someone’s hand, or just go to the damned bathroom on his own volition.

      David had always thought of himself as being a bit like Stephen Hawking—a brilliant mind trapped in a useless body, aided by machines so as to continue his great work.

      But unlike Hawking, David’s work could actually free him from the machine.

      This was something of a black project, even within the organization. In fact, once David had realized the potential of this line of research, he decided to keep it to himself. There had never been a report to Halpern or the organization about this particular line of study. The only records of it existed within David’s MCU, and that was an impenetrable sphere of data. David had isolated that research from anything that was accessible from the outside.

      He turned to it now, though, with a sense of exhilaration.

      The attack on this facility had done some damage to systems across the board, and there had been many deaths among the patients as well as the soldiers. But there are still a few significantly Suppressed patients on hand. And in the undamaged areas of the facility the equipment was still fully functional.

      The signal was universal by this point—transmitted via mobile phone towers and satellites, blanketing the United States. With only a few adjustments, that same signal could have blanked the entire world. But here, in this facility, the ubiquitous signal wasn’t going to be enough for David’s plan. It would just be the carrier for what came next.

      David called up his black research and started initiating the protocols he had developed. The MCU docked and armed itself—its ablative plating thrummed with electricity, and the automated defenses became active. The MCU wasn’t quite as agile as the sphere, but it made up for that lack of agility by being nearly indestructible. It would be the perfect housing to protect David while he embarked on the next level of human existence.

      Within the facility, in one series of labs that were isolated from the rest, David activated the thousands of cameras and scanners that functioned as his eyes and ears. The systems in the MCU converted these images and signals into something simple and comprehensible to David, immersing him in a world of sensory data that made him feel as if he were in the very room with these patients.

      These were all highly infected individuals. They were the ultimate outcome of the Suppressed—mindless drones bouncing around in their environment, with no notice of causing themselves harm, of starving themselves to death. They shambled about in these labs, protected from their own actions by cushioned surfaces, and fed by tubes running from a backpack apparatus.

      They were the extremes, and David and his team had learned a lot from them.

      Now it was time to put them to use.

      David engaged the systems associated with his black project, and in moments the Suppressed stopped moving. They swayed in place as he watched, but started with glassy eyes into an unseen horizon.

      David called up a protocol he’d been working on for years now. It was familiar, at its base. The same programming he’d used to calm Mother.

      But it was vastly expanded from that original programming. It was far more evolved.

      He activated it.

      The interface that connected David to his MCU engaged, and David suddenly went into a spasm. He couldn’t feel his body, of course, but he could sense that it was going into a seizure. His brain was isolated from this, buffered from it by the interface. And then the seizures stopped.

      And David found himself standing in a lab, with cushioned surfaces.

      He felt the itch and ache of a tube running into the vein of his left arm.

      He felt actual hunger, and a weariness in his legs.

      He felt lungs contract and expand, and air move through his throat and his nostrils.

      He laughed, and the sound was odd. It wasn’t his voice. It was the voice of the patient—a woman, as it turned out. He hadn’t been particularly picky about where the signal sent him, and hadn’t really considered the implications of transmitting to a female body.

      His first thought was to initiate the shutdown—and with that thought it was done.

      In an instant he was back in his body, the signal having shut down and his consciousness returning to its default host. He smiled, and laughed again.

      And this time the laugh was truly his own.
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      Adam was still in the conference room, contemplating the view of Garden of the Gods. They had brought him a meal—cold cuts and bread, and plenty of water to wash it down. Adam ate mechanically, habitually. He didn’t feel particularly hungry, but some instinct within him reminded him that he hadn’t eaten in nearly 48 hours. Not solid food, anyway. There was no telling what had been pumped into his veins while at that facility.

      He was still reeling from everything that had happened. He played it back, over and over. Sara’s death. The helicopter. The explosion.

      There were other details, he knew. There were things he should have remembered—things he should care about. But those particular details owned him for the moment. They kept him peering out of the window, as if hoping he’d eventually see some sign of life out there. But all he saw were stones and dried brush and the end of everything.

      The door opened, and two men escorted Jocelyn Wu inside.

      She didn’t look any worse for wear. Maybe a bit frazzled. Adam watched as they guided her to one of the chairs and gestured for her to sit.

      She sat, and the men left the room.

      Jocelyn looked around the room, paused briefly on Adam, and then continued her scan, as if she might be searching for a weapon or some means of escape. There was little she’d be able to use, Adam knew. There was only one exit for this room, unless you counted the large plate window, which was probably coated to protect it from accidental impact from a chair or maybe a rock bouncing downhill fast enough to fly into the window from the outside. Adam hadn’t bothered trying to escape, but he had looked around for weapons. The best he’d found was a dry erase marker. He might be able to shatter the plastic and create some kind of jagged makeshift knife, but instead he tossed it in the waste bin near the door.

      Jocelyn looked back at him, after a moment. “They told me you know someone at University of Colorado’s Division of Infectious Diseases.”

      Adam glanced at her, then looked back at the window and said nothing.

      “Dr. Milton?” Jocelyn asked. “I don’t know him, personally.”

      “Neither do I,” Adam said.

      “But you want to take the vials of blood to him?”

      “Sara’s blood,” Adam said, a bit too forcefully.

      Jocelyn didn’t react at first, just sat and stared at him, thin nodded. “Sara’s blood,” she said. “And you think Dr. Milton might have something?”

      Adam shook his head. “I don’t know. Ethan Greer—my friend. He set everything up. But before I could get to him, everything went to hell.”

      Jocelyn nodded. “I’m sorry. I know you’ve lost a lot.”

      Again Adam said nothing. He hadn’t just lost a lot. He’d lost everything. All that remained of his family at all were a couple of vials of his daughter’s blood, and who knew if those could be used in any meaningful way?

      He hoped they could. He wanted Sara’s death to mean something.

      And he knew what was being implied, behind the scenes. He knew what people were trying to say about Sammie and Charlie—he knew they suspected that Kate had stepped out. And maybe she had. There was that period in their marriage, when things weren’t going so well. There was that guy—someone she worked with, someone who seemed a little too familiar with her. All those little signs, from years earlier, all came back as Adam studied the rocky landscape outside of the conference room. And none of it mattered.

      “We’re going to Denver,” Jocelyn said. “We’re going to find Dr. Milton’s lab, and hopefully use it to analyze the … your daughter’s blood. And yours, actually. If we can isolate what makes you different than the other Lucid, maybe we can make some sort of … I don’t know. A cure maybe? And antidote? To be honest, this heavy metal behaves in ways that are dramatically different than anything else I’ve ever seen. There’s really no telling …”

      “You were there,” Adam said, his voice hard and his jaw set. “You’re one of them. From that facility.”

      Jocelyn took a breath. “Yes,” she said. “I was recruited from the WHO. A woman … Ms. Halpern. She brought me in because I was one of the first to recognize that this was all happening because of heavy metal poisoning from a newly discovered element. I didn’t …” she paused now, taking a shuddering breath. “I didn’t know about your family. Or anyone else there, really. I was told the subjects were all rescued, or volunteers.”

      “Volunteers,” Adam said quietly.

      He was staring at her. He was angry with her, but he wasn’t even sure why. She had escaped that place as soon as she could, just like him and the others. Her being there, in that place where his family … where they had died … that was just coincidence, wasn’t it? She wasn’t the enemy here.

      David Priseman was the enemy.

      This woman, Halpern—she was the enemy.

      The people behind the scenes at that facility, the people who had orchestrated all of this as if the gradual enslavement of humanity was somehow an opportunity for career advancement—they were the enemy.

      “Why did they bring you in here?” Adam asked.

      Jocelyn shook her head. “I don’t know, really. To convince you, perhaps? Though this was your idea, so I don’t think you need much convincing.”

      “No,” Adam said. “Denver is where I wanted to go all along. So no.”

      “Then to enlist you, maybe. To get you to think of this as a team effort, rather than your own personal vendetta.”

      Adam thought about this. He wanted to snap back about it, to ask, How could this not be a personal vendetta? He wanted to rage about his family, about all of the personal loss he was feeling, about the end of the world.

      And it was that phrase that brought him up short. The end of the world. Billions of people around the globe, suffering the same sort of loss he’s just suffered. He lost everything because of this … this …

      “Heavy metal poisoning?” Adam asked.

      Jocelyn had been studying him, watching him in a way that suddenly felt a bit uncomfortable, though Adam wasn’t sure why.

      She nodded. “There was a meteor strike in Panna. It penetrated into one of the natural aquifers there.”

      “Panna? Like the bottled water?”

      “It’s their primary export,” Jocelyn said, nodding. “The metal from the meteorite is somewhat inert, and there wouldn’t have been enough of it to really do much damage. Except it’s somewhat water soluble. It dissolves, and then the small particles of it spread. Maybe one part per three billion, on the whole. Trace amounts. They didn’t even register on EPA tests.”

      “So how did that end up becoming … “ Adam gestured vaguely, indicating ‘the world’ maybe. The Suppressed.

      “Urine,” Jocelyn said. “The metal reacts to uric acid. It … well it replicates. So once it’s consumed, it starts to embed itself in the urinary tract, and then spread from there into the bloodstream. The particles are small enough and fine enough that they go unnoticed in the body, even after billions of replications. Before they get to levels that might cause noticeable effects, such as a urinary tract infection, they’re expelled as waste. But enough of them penetrate into the bloodstream, and from there end up gathering in the brain. After sufficient quantities, they start to effect changes in personality.”

      “The Suppressed,” Adam said.

      Jocelyn nodded.

      “So what you’re telling me is that when we … when we pee we’re spreading this disease?”

      “Not a disease,” Jocelyn said.

      “Right. Heavy metal poisoning. I get that. This explains why the EPA made a big push for revamping water treatment a few years back.”

      “I was told at the time that it was an attempt to control and possibly stop the spread of the metal,” Jocelyn said. “Now I’m not certain.”

      “Considering Priseman was part of all of this, at my own facility, I’m guessing that keeping things under control was exactly what they were doing. Only the goal was to control us. Whoever Priseman was working for was trying to set up an … an infrastructure. They wanted to have a means of spreading this strategically.”

      There was a knock on the door and Carl, the man who had driven them here in the Humvee, poked his head in. “Anna says it’s time to go.”

      Adam looked from Carl to Jocelyn. “Denver? Now?”

      “The sooner the better. I’ve arranged for the vial of Sara’s blood to be iced, to preserve it longer. But it’s already been awhile, and it wasn’t in the best condition.”

      Adam nodded. “Let’s go,” he said.

      They walked from the conference room, following Carl outside. There were plenty of armed men and women mulling about in the corridors of the building, and in the courtyard outside. They all looked like tourists—all wearing comfortable looking clothing, shorts and T-shirts mostly. Many of the T-shirts bore a logo that read “Garden of the Gods.” Gift shop clothes. Probably the only thing available here, when things started going south.

      It made all of this feel even more surreal.

      Adam was about to climb into the Humvee when Anna stepped forward. She had a rifle slung over her shoulder, and she held out a pistol. Adam was vaguely familiar with guns—he’d done some target shooting with friends over the years, and his grandfather had taken him hunting when he was a kid. To him the pistol looked like a .45. He took it.

      “Know how to use it?” Anna asked.

      Adam tapped the barrel with an index finger. “This end points at the other guy,” he said, then tapped the trigger. “This end makes it make noise.”

      “Very cute,” Anna said.

      Adam almost smiled. For an instant he had forgotten the weirdness of all of this, and the pain of losing his family. It was still there, though. A dull toothache in his soul. But it was good to smile, even just a little.

      He pulled the slide on the .45 and checked the chamber. One round loaded. He pushed the release on the side and checked the magazine. It was full. Maybe eight rounds. He slid that back in, thumbed the safety off and then on again, and looked at Anna for approval.

      “Good,” she said. “Combat training?”

      “Only if ‘Call of Duty’ counts as combat training,” he said.

      She smiled then, and laughed lightly. “It’ll have to, I guess.” She motioned to a group of people gathered around a second Humvee. Four people total—two men and two women. “They’re going with you. They’re good. Ex military. And Carl is a vet, too.”

      Adam looked at Carl, who nodded. “What about you?” Adam asked.

      “I’ve had training. Not military, but I was a deputy before I got this job.”

      “Running a refugee camp for Lucid?” Adam asked.

      “Yeah,” Anna said.

      “Are you going with us?” Adam asked.

      She shook her head. “Too much to do here. We get new people in every day. And it won’t be long before someone notices. Have to keep this place fortified.”

      Adam nodded. This place was a refuge, and even though he wasn’t sure how much he actually trusted Anna, he was glad to seem someone doing what she was doing.

      He wished he could have gotten Kate and the kids here. He wished he could have kept them safe. He wished …

      He wished he hadn’t failed them.

      But he wouldn’t fail everyone else.

      That was his consolation. That was the new drive within him. He might not have been good enough or strong enough or smart enough to stop his family from dying, but as he looked around at the faces of everyone in this camp, and saw the men and women who were struggling to survive here, he accepted a silent mission. He would protect the Lucid. And he would find a way to end all of this.

      They all climbed into the Humvees now, each armed and each carrying satchels with food, bits of clothing, and other useful items.

      “There are radios in each Humvee,” Anna said, leaning in through a window. “Shortwave. We’ve put repeaters on the highest peaks around here, so you should be able to reach us.”

      Adam nodded. “I’ll let you know what we find.”

      “Not just that,” she said. “Keep listening. Find others. Tell them where we are, and tell us they’re on the way.”

      “Isn’t that dangerous?” Adam asked. “Shouldn’t you try to lay low? Avoid strangers?”

      “The Lucid are all that’s left,” she said. “We have to take our chances, when it comes to strangers. None of us can afford to be strangers now.”

      Adam nodded.

      As if that was the cue, the Humvee started and Carl drove them away, with the second Humvee close behind.

      Adam turned to see Anna and the others, and wondered about all of this. She was right, he realized. Right now, the only chance any of them had was for the Lucid to come together, to work together. There were bound to be conflicts, down the line. But at the moment they were all pitted against the same enemy. Not just the Suppressed, or the heavy metal poisoning, but against David Priseman and the organization backing him.

      They crested a small hill, and were making their way down through a path lined with huge boulders and craggy hills. Adam was staring straight ahead now, from the passenger seat of the Humvee. He was thinking. Daydreaming a bit. He was trying to think of anything but his family, and the wall of grief that came with those thoughts.

      It took a few moments to realize that the drone of the Humvee’s engines weren’t the only noise he was hearing.

      There was a persistent thump-thump-thump noise bleeding in through the open passenger window.

      “Oh shit!” Carl shouted, pointing.

      Adam leaned forward …

      Three black helicopters buzzed past them overhead, whizzing by like three angry hornets, chopping the air with their blades and issuing a sound that echoed from the stone walls surrounding them.

      Adam felt his heart pounding in rhythm with the sound.

      Carl slammed the brakes, and the three of them got out. The second Humvee had stopped as well, and the four ex-millitary climbed out with rifles raised, tracking the helicopters across the sky.

      “UVFs,” Carl said. “Automated.”

      “They’re heading for the camp!” one of the female soldiers shouted. “We have to go back!”

      “We have to stay on mission!” Carl shouted. “Anna’s got plenty of weapons and people who know how to use them! We have to get to Denver!”

      With that he climbed back in, and then spewed a string of curses at Adam and Jocelyn, demanding they get in the Humvee.

      They did, and in seconds the Humvee lurched forward, speeding even faster through the canyon, out onto the main raid.

      Adam couldn’t hear the sound of gunfire from here, but he did hear three dense-sounding explosions, from the distance. It would have been hard to determine where those came from, on any other day. The canyons and boulders here would refract and reflect sound all over the place, making it impossible to pinpoint direction. But on this day, Adam knew exactly where they were. He knew that the camp was under attack.

      He picked up the shortwave radio, but before he could transmit Carl put a hand on his. “Don’t,” he said.

      “They could need help!” Adam replied, the memory of his mental promise—the responsibility he’d only just assumed—felt heavy in his gut.

      “There’s nothing we can do for them now,” Carl said. “We just have to complete the mission. That’s what matters.”

      Adam hesitated, but he knew Carl was right. He put the radio back, and then leaned against the door of the Humvee, staring out of the window at the terrain as it blurred by.
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      Normally the drive from Garden of the Gods to Denver would take a little over an hour. But this drive was anything but normal.

      They managed to get to 25 North, racing along at the Humvee’s top speed. But they were exposed here. The grid of cameras and sensors that made it possible for the UVFs to patrol was pinging them all along the highway, and it wouldn’t be long before an army of UVFs started to close in on them.

      They left the main highway just outside of Black Forest, then wound their way through back roads, occasionally hopping onto 83 and then 86.

      It was slow going. And they often stopped so that someone could scout ahead to make sure the way was clear. Sometimes they encountered obstacles in the road—fallout from the rise of the Suppressed. Cars had been wrecked and abandoned. Trees had been felled from accidents. At one point an RV with the word ‘Chrysalis’ on its side was blocking part of the roadway, but pulled away as the Humvees approached, disappearing into the backroads.

      After nearly four hours they finally saw the ‘Welcome to Denver’ sign.

      They navigated through the Denver streets, and came to Larimer Street after several minutes of dodging UVFs and negotiating obstacles.

      Adam was surprised by how inept the Unmanned Vehicle Force actually was. The AI that ran all of the automated systems had always been efficient. It knew how to run a grid, to keep tabs on anyone violating traffic laws. It had been very useful as a deterrent to high speed chases, and was a general watchdog for signs of criminal activity. But without its human counterpart, it was proving to be more of a nuisance than an actual deterrent. Without someone watching—looking for alerts from the system and calling to engage actual lucid, human officers—all of these eyes and ears were worthless.

      It took some time to find the Division of Infectious Diseases. In the end they had to pull over and raid a small security booth, breaking the glass to get inside and picking up a stack of maps printed on glossy paper. They found the building they were looking for, and threaded their way to it, pulling into a lot marked “Breckinridge Lot, Parking by permit only.”

      This lot connected to the two research facilities, and according to Jocelyn those would be the most likely places to find Milton’s lab. Whether they’d actually find Milton was questionable at this point—and highly unlikely. The man had to have moved on by now in one way or another. But it was his lab they needed most at the moment.

      Carl drove the Humvee straight through the wooden drop gate for the parking lot, and everyone exited once the two Humvees parked on the sidewalk in front of a building marked “Research 2.”

      The ex-military among them fanned out with weapons ready. Adam once again clicked the safety from his .45, and was surprised to see Jocelyn do the same. He hadn’t realized she was armed.

      She looked uncomfortable with the weapon, holding it as if it might go off just from touching it wrong. “You ok with that?” he asked.

      “I had to receive weapons training when I worked for the WHO. Some areas are dangerous, especially for women, and the UN mandated that we should all be familiar with weapons. I had hoped to never use one.”

      “You might not have to,” Adam said. “Just stick close.”

      As a unit, they made their way to the front entrance of Research 2. Carl was first to arrive, and without hesitation he smashed the glass of the front door and motioned one of the other armed men to lead in. They all filed through, one after another, with Adam and Jocelyn in the middle.

      “Do we have any idea where this lab is?” Carl asked.

      “Not a clue,” Adam said. He looked to Jocelyn. “You’re probably the one most familiar with this type of facility.”

      “I’ve never been here,” Jocelyn said. “But there’s probably a directory we can check.”

      They made their way to a large desk that had once served as a receptionist area, and they rifled through papers and pamphlets until one of their escorts found a directory. Professor Milton’s name was next to an office number, but there was a square marked “Phlebotomy Lab” nearby.

      As they negotiated the hallways, they moved slowly. Every doorway was checked and cleared before they moved on. This made the pace slow and grueling, but it provided the comfort of knowing that no one could sneak up behind them.

      The Phlebotomy Lab was clearly marked, and after it was cleared Adam, Jocelyn, and Carl entered. The escorts stayed outside, with a guard posted on the door and the other three moving and monitoring the corridors.

      “Ok,” Carl said, looking around the lab with distaste. “Now what?”

      Jocelyn took out a small insulated bag that contained Sara’s blood sample. She looked around the lab and spotted the equipment she was after. “It’s a good thing this place has its own generator,” she said. “We’ll need power to run these tests.”

      “Someone should check that,” Carl said. “You two do your thing. I’ll go find the generator and make sure it’s not about to run dry.”

      He left Jocelyn and Adam alone.

      “What do you need? And how can I help?”

      Jocelyn had opened the vial of blood and used a pipet to draw a small sample. She placed this on a slide, which was then placed into a machine Adam didn’t recognize. “We can run numerous tests at once, with this equipment. I’ll start rounds for Sara’s blood, but I’d like to draw some of your blood as well.”

      Adam nodded, then followed Jocelyn to a chair where he was directed to roll up his sleeve. She wrapped a band around his bicep, and prepared a needle.

      Adam hated shots. He hated needles. He had avoided this kind of thing as much as possible in his life. But at the moment, he was almost eager for Jocelyn to draw his blood. If this led to answers, if it led to maybe a cure, then he wanted it.

      It was a way to honor Sara and his family.

      Once his blood was drawn, Jocelyn started another series of tests. Soon a great deal of the equipment in the room was humming and scanning.

      “Now we wait,” Jocelyn said, pulling off a pair of rubber gloves.

      “How long?” Adam asked.

      “Most of these tests will take about an hour. One or two may take a day to run. The DNA sequencing has been refined to just a few hours.”

      Adam shook his head. “That’s a long time to be hole up here. We’ll have to get some provisions, and that means some of us moving out of the facility for a time. That makes us vulnerable. Is there any way to speed it up?”

      “No, I’m afraid not,” Jocelyn said. “These sequences take as long as they take.”

      Adam stood then, and moved toward the door. “Ok,” he said. “Maybe there’s a cafeteria or a break room in this building. I’ll let Carl know that this is home for the next day or two.”

      He left the lab, nodded to the woman guarding the door, and asked her, “Which way did Carl go?”

      She pointed. “He said he’s looking for the generator. That way leads out back.”

      Adam nodded and thanked her. “I’m sorry, I never got a chance to ask your name.”

      “Lisa Danvers,” she said, shaking his hand.

      “I’m Adam.”

      “Oh we all know exactly who you are,” Lisa said. “The Lucid who had a kid.”

      Adam felt a brief shock. In all of this he’d actually managed to get his mind off of Sara and Charlie and Sammie, and off of Kate. Now, unexpectedly, it all came rushing back to him.

      “I’m sorry,” Lisa said. “I don’t think sometimes.”

      “It’s ok,” Adam replied, forcing a smile. “I’m going to find Carl. Keep an eye on the lab.”

      Adam left in the direction Lisa had indicated, and after a couple of turns he came to a large set of doors marked with an exit sign.

      He had a brief moment of deja vu.

      It was only a short time ago—weeks at the most?—that he was in a similar hall, running for his life. When he’d made the decision to take samples of that chemical, back at the water treatment plant, he had no idea just how far down the rabbit hole he would end up. He hadn’t thought it through, he supposed.

      And now, here he was. One of just a few people who were immune to the heavy metal poisoning. One of the few Lucid. And his family …

      He shook it off, and pushed through the doors at the end of the corridor, stepping out into the sunlight and cool air.

      He could hear the generator immediately, and realized he’d been hearing it for some time now. The low, steady thrum of it filled this little pocket of open ground, the canyon between university buildings. It was muffled a bit, but no muffler could drown out that drone completely.

      He looked around, trying to spot the source of the droning, and spotted Carl, face down.

      He rushed forward, cautiously. He drew the .45, made sure the safety was clear, and led with it as he ducked from building corners to HVAC systems. He peered over one HVAC unit to see Carl lying prone, his head obscured from Adam’s view by the angle.

      Adam glanced around the rest of the courtyard, looking for signs of anyone else. Someone had to have attacked Carl, and they might still be present.

      Slowly Adam crept toward the man on the ground, and when he reached him he checked for a pulse, still darting his eyes up and around to make sure no one snuck up on him. The noise from the generator was comprehensive, and so overpowering that it felt like a physical presence in the courtyard. It made Adam nervous—aware that he was vulnerable.

      Carl stirred when Adam touched his neck, and Adam felt relief. He didn’t know Carl all that well, but at the moment he was as close to a friend as Adam had left. And he was a resource. Adam needed this entire team to stay alive, if there was any hope of getting through this.

      Adam leaned forward so he could be heard as he shouted, “What happened?”

      Carl shook his head—either a sign that he didn’t know, or a sign that he was still too disoriented to give an answer.

      Adam helped Carl to his feet, and then guided him back toward the door Adam had come through. Once they were inside he could find the rest of the ex-military folks, and maybe together they could track down and eliminate any threats.

      They were almost to the door when someone stepped out from behind one of the large HVAC units, wielding an axe.

      He took a swing at the two of them, using the blunted back of the axe for a hammer strike. Adam reacted first by stepping back, then by tumbling to the ground with Carl in tow. Carl hit with a thud that was inaudible over the generator noise, but which clearly took the wind out of him. Adam landed on top of him, but rolled off quickly and got to his feat again, raising the .45.

      The axe crashed down on his hand, knocking the gun away.

      It felt like a colony of fire ants had suddenly struck his hand all at once. Intense pain shot up through Adam’s right forearm, and he wondered for an instant if his hand and his arm had been shattered.

      No time, he thought, stepping back to make sure the man couldn’t get another blow in.

      He finally had time to examine his foe.

      The man was older, maybe in his sixties. His hair was white and long and tended toward stringy, as if it hadn’t been washed in several weeks. He had a few days of beard grow, and the ash stubble made him look haggard. But a pair of wire-framed glasses rested on the man’s nose, and he adjusted this with a finger even as he staggered a bit and raised the axe again.

      “I’ll use the blade if I have to!” the man shouted. “Stand down! Just leave the premises and no one will be hurt!”

      Adam nursed his throbbing hand, which was starting to get feeling again. A good sign—it might not be broken after all.

      “Who are you?” Adam shouted.

      “Just leave!” the man said, raising the axe as if he was about to strike.

      Carl was between Adam and this man, and there was every possibility that the axe blade might come down on Carl’s head. Adam had to stop that.

      The .45 was too far away to reach in time, and Adam had no other weapons. His only choice was to rush the guy—and without another thought he did just that.

      The man might have cried out, but Adam could only hear the drone of the generator. He slammed into the man’s chest at full speed, and the two of them toppled to the gravel of the courtyard. Adam reached for the axe, which the man still clung to in a desperate grip. They fought then, Adam trying to wrench the axe away, and the man struggling to hold on to it, never once trying to strike Adam or harm him. It was as if the man just wanted to get away.

      Adam gripped the axe hard with his left hand. His right hand still throbbed, but the feeling was coming back in earnest. It ached, but he could move the fingers. He made a fist, took a deep breath, and punched the man hard in the solar plexus.

      The man gasped, loud enough that Adam could hear it even over the generator, and his grip on the axe released.

      Adam got to his feet, the axe dangling at his left side, and huffed. He took several deep, ragged breaths before the adrenaline started to wear off and his heart rate started to slow. Unfortunately, his hand also started to throb and ache again.

      “Who are you?” Adam shouted.

      The man was rubbing his solar plexus with both hands, and said nothing.

      Adam looked around, spotted the .45, and picked it up. He aimed it at the man. ”Who are you?” he asked again, with greater intensity. The gun punctuated his question, and the man seemed to actually slump inward, right there on the ground.

      “Go ahead,” he said. “Do it. I’ve survived longer than I thought I would anyway. The world is doomed. I might as well go now.”

      Adam shook his head. He lowered the .45, then raised it again as he used the back of his throbbing hand to wipe at his forehead. “Look, I don’t want to shoot you. We were just checking the generator. You attacked us. Now who are you?”

      The man shook his head, then said, “I’m Professor Jessup Milton,” he said. “I used to work here.”
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      Professor Milton slumped into a cafeteria chair. The cafeteria itself had been well raided, but there was still a Keurig and a couple of stray cups. Adam hadn’t had coffee for a while now, so he made a cup for both the Professor and himself, and settled in.

      Carl was nursing a lump on the back of his skull, and turned down the offer of coffee.

      “We actually came here looking for you,” Adam said. “I thought you’d be long gone by now, though.”

      Milton sipped his coffee and nodded. “How do you know me?” he asked.

      Adam shook his head. “I don’t. Ethan Greer was trying to connect us.”

      “Ethan Greer?” Milton asked. Then his eyes widened. “You’re Adam Bolland?”

      Adam nodded.

      “Is Ethan Greer with you?”

      Adam lowered his head. He hadn’t thought of Ethan much since leaving the mountain. There had been too many threats, too many events since then. Now he thought of his friend’s body, splayed on the mountainside. He looked up and met Milton’s eyes, and his expression said everything.

      Milton got the message. “Were you able to bring the vials?” he asked, quietly.

      Adam shook his head. “They were worthless anyway, Professor. None of this is what I thought it was.”

      Now it was Milton’s turn to shake his head. “No, I suppose it isn’t. I was certain that if I could get my hands on that chemical I might be able to synthesize some sort of antidote for this.” He waved his hand vaguely toward some unseen distance. “But it isn’t chemically induced. Not the way we assumed. It’s something else.”

      “Heavy metal poisoning,” Adam said.

      Milton looked at him. “How do you know?” he asked.

      “We have a researcher with us. She figured it out. She’s testing …” Adam hesitated, unprepared for the strong emotions that overtook him. “She’s testing my daughter’s blood right now, in your lab.”

      Milton struggled to rise, and the armed guard at the door raised his weapon. Adam waved a hand, telling him it was ok, and then stood and helped Professor Milton to his feet. “I need to see her,” Milton said.

      Adam nodded, and looked at Carl. “You ok?”

      Carl glared at Milton, then at Adam. “No,” he said.

      “Will you live?” Adam asked.

      Carl scoffed and sneered, but said, “Yes.”

      Adam led Milton out of the cafeteria, stopping briefly to pocket a couple of candy bars he’d found while scavenging the room. It was just about the only food left here, and Milton had explained that it was he who had raided the place.

      They stepped out into the corridor with the guard tagging along behind them. “You’ve been living here?” Adam asked as they walked.

      “For the past couple of weeks,” Milton said, nodding. “It was easier to sleep in my office than to trek home each day. I live on the outskirts of Denver. The UVFs hassle em each time they find me on the road, so I packed a bag and bunked here.”

      “And you’re still researching this? How? Have you found anything?”

      “Hints. I had no idea it was heavy metal poisoning, so clearly my research has been moving in the wrong direction. I thought it was viral at first, but quickly eliminated that. I was investigating the idea that it was a contaminate in the water supply, but hadn’t quite made it to the heavy metal range.”

      They came to the Phlebotomy lab and Adam nodded to Lisa Danvers as he led Milton through the door. The other guard, whom Adam hadn’t yet managed to meet officially, followed them inside.

      “It’s ok,” Adam said to the guard. “He’s fine.”

      “Carl said to watch him,” the guard said.

      Adam considered this. “What’s your name? We haven’t really met yet.”

      “Taylor,” the man said.

      “Taylor,” Adam repeated. “Ok, just hang out. I get it. But I think Professor Milton was just being cautious. He didn’t kill anyone.”

      Taylor nodded over this, and then stepped back, leaning against the wall close to the door. He kept his rifle ready, though thankfully he was no longer pointing it at anyone.

      Adam and Milton moved away, and Milton leaned in a bit to whisper, “Thank you. I’ve never been comfortable around guns.”

      “You might have to get comfortable,” Adam said. “Things are … well, they’re different now.”

      Milton said nothing to that.

      Jocelyn Wu looked up from her work as Adam and Milton approached. “Who is this?” she asked, almost as if Adam had brought a day visitor to her place of work. She even smiled a little.

      It had an effect that Adam had not expected. It made things seem lighter somehow, as if everything would eventually turn out alright. Adam wasn’t sure that was ever going to be the case, but something inside of him yearned to see a smile again, it seemed. Something within him felt comforted by the open friendliness of Jocelyn Wu.

      “Dr. Jocelyn Wu, meet Professor Jessup Milton.”

      Jocelyn blinked. “The Professor Milton? You’re … forgive me, but you’re alive? And Lucid?”

      “Last I checked on both counts,” Milton smiled, extending a hand. “Though that second one could be debatable.”

      “Lucid is what we’re calling people who are immune to the heavy metal poisoning,” Adam said. “The affected we’re calling ‘Suppressed.’”

      “Dear Lord,” Milton said, looking appalled. “Who came up with those?”

      “The WHO, actually,” Jocelyn said.

      Milton considered. “Apt enough,” he shrugged. “So what have you discovered? And how can I help?”

      Again Jocelyn smiled. “It would help tremendously to have a second set of eyes on these tests and results, Professor. Since this is your lab, I assume you’re familiar with everything?”

      Milton rolled his eyes. “Of course. Who do you think put this this lab together? My name is practically engraved on every brick of this facility.”

      They continued talking, discussing results and theories. Jocelyn filled him in on everything she knew, and he did likewise. Together they were able to eliminate a few dead ends, and start collecting a few possibilities that neither had considered before.

      Adam listen for a bit, then quietly slipped away.

      He came to Taylor, who was leaning against the wall but watching Milton intently.

      “I don’t think he’s any danger,” Adam said. “Maybe just overzealous in a tense situation.”

      Taylor looked at Adam, and his expression was hard and even a bit angry. “I have my orders,” he said.

      Adam watched the younger man’s face for a moment, then nodded. He walked out through the door and left the situation as it was. He hoped that Milton didn’t do anything to get himself shot—it seemed that there were trust issues to overcome.

      Something else became apparent as well. Despite Anna Tyler’s invitation to help Adam reach Denver, and despite the fact that they were here as a team of sorts, Adam was still an outsider to this group. So was Jocelyn. And so, definitely, was Professor Milton.

      There was a line between them and the people from Garden of the Gods, despite sharing the same mission.

      That was dangerous. And it could lead to trouble. Adam would have to find a way to smooth things out, to build trust, and to bring them all together.

      He started toward the cafeteria. If he could find Carl, maybe he could get the man to let go of whatever grudge he might hold against Milton. That would go a long way toward smoothing things within the group.

      Assuming Taylor didn’t shoot Milton first.
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      Adam joined the patrols after awhile, spotting Taylor and Lisa at first, and then joining up with the other guard—Tony—and watching the approaches to the building from the second floor. The rear of the building was fairly well blocked off, thanks to a combination of campus design, security fences, and an overturned semi near the gate. The front of the building faced large, mostly empty parking lots, and it was these that Adam and Tony watched.

      Tony was armed with a semi-automatic rifle—the type that caused a lot of controversy among gun control proponents, prior to the apocalypse. Adam guessed they might not be as keen to ban them these days, faced with government-driven oppression of this magnitude.

      Adam, on the other hand, had only the .45 he’d carried in with him. There were no spare rifles. But he got the impression that he wouldn’t be given one anyway. There was something a little off about the dynamic at play here.

      He had started noticing it with Taylor. The young ex-soldier was a bit too hot under the collar, and a bit too willing to take aim. Adam had managed to talk him down a bit, but the resentment was plain on Taylor’s face. He was more or less following whatever directives Adam gave, but his body language and attitude spoke loudly that Adam was not in charge.

      Which was fine. Adam didn’t need to be the leader here. He just wanted what he thought everyone wanted—answers. And survival.

      But what if that wasn’t quite everything that the others wanted?

      Carl seemed like an amicable enough guy, but he had lost a lot of his charm when he was clocked by Milton. He was nursing a pretty big welt on the back of his head, and he tensed whenever Milton was nearby.

      Adam had tried to smooth things over a bit, to explain that Milton was just doing what they were doing—getting by the best he could, protecting himself from threats. But Carl wouldn’t hear any of it. He was snappish and surly, and tended to overreact to petty annoyances.

      That was what prompted Adam to start testing the waters a bit more.

      Taylor was a hothead, and that much was obvious. Adam had him figured pretty quickly.

      Lisa was a little more even tempered, but she was also playing dutiful solider right to the edge. She did anything Carl told her to do. and even though she was friendly, it was clear she had an alignment with Carl and the others that she didn’t share with Adam, or Jocelyn, or especially Professor Milton.

      And now there was Tony.

      He was a little worrisome to Adam. Tony was older, for starters, and clearly a war veteran. Maybe Afghanistan, or one of the Gulf Wars, at least. And he was very attached to his rifle. It was clearly a personal possession, not just something he’d been issued by the people back at Anna’s camp.

      Adam considered the attitudes of all of these would-be soldiers, and then thought about the encounter he and Ethan Greer had with the Lucid, back on the mountainside in Colorado Springs.

      That encounter had put Adam in the hands of David Priseman, and had gotten Ethan killed. Details that may have been glossed over a bit in all the chaos, but were not forgotten.

      It occurred to Adam, for the first time, that the group responsible for Ethan’s death may have been part of Anna Tyler’s group in Garden of the Gods.

      Adam glanced at Tony, who was holding his rifle erect and peering out of the window as if daring anyone to approach. He was capable—Adam had seen him in action on the way in. He was dangerous.

      So was Taylor.

      So was Carl.

      What about Lisa Danvers?

      She was dangerous, too, but she might be persuaded to help if things went sideways.

      And that was the question Adam had to settle. If things did go sideways, what would he do?

      For now, he patrolled, and watched the approach to the building while also watching Tony. He made mental notes. He took notice of exits and supplies and vehicles that might run.

      He planned.

      Depending on what Jocelyn Wu and Jessup Milton found in his daughter’s blood, and what it meant to everyone, he might have to make an escape, and quickly. The only question was, who would go with him?
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      David had taken the leap sixteen times now, with sixteen different subjects. Every one had been the same. He could initiate transfers right from the MCU, and be wholly in the body of a Suppressed, in complete control of their actions, thinking and seeing from within their heads.

      A week ago he’d had only one useless and broken body, and now he had sixteen perfectly fit bodies at his beck and call.

      He ranged out.

      The heavy metal in everyone’s bloodstream could do more than just produce the Suppression effect. It acted as a receiver for the signal that was continuously broadcast by millions of repeaters. Every UVF, every security camera, every transmitter tower—David’s reach was total. If he had remote access to a Suppressed, he could inhabit them, without ever moving from his current position.

      The MCU served as his life support and protection. It filtered water and provided sustenance. It kept him safe and alive while he did his work. The combat sphere might have given him some mobility, but it was clunky and awkward. This, though … this was elegant.

      He could be whole again.

      No—he could be better.

      He’d made the leap sixteen times so far, and each had been a different set of test conditions. He’d tested various ages, both male and female, various races, and even a bit of distance. The range didn’t seem to matter—at least not within the confines of the facility. His latest test subject was almost a quarter mile away, and sensors in that part of the facility were limited primarily to monitoring. Despite this, however, David had been able to take control of the subject’s body with no perceivable delay or lag. He could feel what the body felt, taste what it tasted, and move with its legs. He was alive and in control!

      How far could he range out?

      Theoretically, there was no limit. The system he’d devised was ubiquitous—there were transmitters and receivers all over the planet. Even limitations of poverty had been no barrier—governments of third-world countries had gotten an assist from the first world nations, and they’d been all too eager to install a roving, automated police force to help keep the peace in their tiny nations. It cut the costs of manpower, and provided a sense of security to the citizenry. It also provided a sense of totalitarian strength to some of the less altruistic government officials.

      But for David, it could provide the means to be anywhere on the planet, instantly, in command of a body that was fit and healthy and unfettered by spinal injuries.

      Assuming, of course, that the Suppressed were protected and cared for.

      That thought hadn’t occurred to David until just now, and it was alarming. This process—his new ability to inhabit the Suppressed—was only useful to him if the Suppressed remained uninjured. It would do him little good to transfer into a body that was incapacitated or in great pain—he’d only suffer himself.

      Unfortunately, the Suppressed had a tendency to wander into imminent danger on a regular basis, with no idea they could die or be horribly injured.

      That presented a problem.

      For the moment, David had the run of an entire network of healthy bodies with checked-out minds. But over time, those would deteriorate. Attrition would start to take hold. The Suppressed were their own biggest danger, and that meant a dramatic reduction in the pool of resources David could access.

      Something would have to be done.

      But first, he had to see if he was right.

      He used the MCU’s interface to connect to the satellite network, and then to a UVF network in China. He’d been monitoring news stories from there all this time, until the infrastructure collapsed to the point that news broadcasts were becoming rare. Still, he could see reports—including video—from the UVFs there. The Suppressed were moving in much greater masses in the over-crowded environment.

      David selected someone who was isolated and in good shape. A man dressed in a business suit, and wandering the halls of a large office building. David used local transmitters and receivers, creating an ad hoc network of UVFs that were in sync with the building’s own cameras and systems. And then, as he had done sixteen times already, he took over.

      In an instant he was standing in a corridor, the lights dimmed, and an eery silence all around. He was immediately assaulted by a putrid aroma, however, and realized with disgust that it was coming from him. The man had apparently soiled himself a number of times as he’d shambled along in the corridor.

      David retched, vomiting on the floor and collapsing to his knees. He realized, then, that he felt a tremendous thirst and hunger. This man was badly dehydrated, and hadn’t eaten in some time.

      David initiated the retrieval protocol, and was soon back in his own body. He panted a bit from the remembered misery, and had the MCU dim the lights and pump more oxygen into the room, to help him calm down.

      This would not do.

      Now that David had this ability, the Suppressed were his means of freedom. He could be anyone, anywhere. But if the Suppressed were allowed to deteriorate, to starve or to be injured, what good would it do him?

      He came to the realization, in that moment, that he had a marked responsibility to make sure the Suppressed were cared for. It was going to be up to him to make sure they were protected, that they were given food and water and shelter, and that they were kept clean and healthy.

      They were going to be his eyes, ears, and body. It was his responsibility to make sure they were fit for the task.

      So how was he going to pull that off?

      He couldn’t very well control all Suppressed at once. He had experimented with splitting his control, and so far the result was a lot of disorientation and a massive migraine. Direct control of more than one host was impossible.

      But indirect control might not be.

      After all, his operating system was responsible for keeping the UVFs in motion, following directives, carrying out basic subroutines. He could call up any UVF at any time and command it directly, but the rest of the time they ran on their own automated set of behaviors.

      The police cruisers, for example, knew when it was time for a fill up, and they made their way to the automated fuel stations built to supply them. They knew when to plug in and recharge their batteries. They knew when to go through a car wash for God’s sake! And they knew when to park in an overnight storage facility.

      Food. Water. Hygiene. Shelter.

      The basics of human life.

      David had written the protocols, and made them adaptive. This meant that no matter where a UVF was, it would find its way to the closest set of resources to make sure its needs and requirements were met. That was useful, because the UVFs ranged far and wide at times. In fact, at any given time a set of UVFs from, say, Denver might find itself taking shelter in Boulder, and then getting back on the road once all automated maintenance, fueling, and cleaning had been completed.

      The UVFs were built to go where they were needed, and to take care of themselves without human intervention.

      At this point, the Suppressed weren’t much more than organic machines themselves. David could hop into one at any time, and be human for them. But beyond that, everything they needed could be provided by an automated system.

      And a lot of the infrastructure was already in place.

      In fact … all of that infrastructure was in place, though it was currently falling into disrepair.

      But what if David could do some reprogramming, and have the Suppressed start rebuilding?

      It wouldn’t be difficult, really. Despite being mindless drones at the moment, the Suppressed maintained all of their memories. They still possessed their skills. They just couldn’t access that information directly. They had to be told to access it.

      So David would tell them.

      It was going to take a lot of work. A lot of hours. He would need to work around the clock. At first.

      But David knew how to prioritize. He knew how to choose the most important tasks first, and accomplish them quickly.

      He could leap from body to body, keeping himself awake indefinitely while he worked. His own body could sleep, could be fed, could be cared for. The tether between his body and those of the Suppressed would allow him to move perpetually into a fresh unit. He could get a year’s worth of work done in just a couple of weeks, at this rate.

      And his first order of business would be to write a subroutine that would access the memories and skills of Suppressed who could help him in this work. He could multiply his utility, and increase yield exponentially.

      Basically, David was about to outsource his genius, and expand his capabilities a billion fold—tapping into minds of suppressed all over the planet.

      He’d own the world in a month.
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      “This is simply fascinating,” Milton said, scanning the results from the blood tests. “This heavy metal multiplies but doesn’t damage cells. It only penetrates a few, expanding as needed. It forms long chains, about a molecule thick, through the entire body!”

      Milton, Jocelyn, Adam, and Carl were sitting in a conference room where the results of Sarah’s blood tests were being displayed on a large monitor. They’d been here for nearly a week, and it was starting to take its toll on Carl and the others. Jocelyn and Milton seemed indefatigable, willing to go on forever if allowed. But Adam’s patience was more in tune with Carl and the soldiers. He was starting to get antsy and anxious.

      “And what does that mean for us, exactly?” Adam asked. “Is there a cure for this?”

      “We aren’t sure,” Jocelyn said. “I know that’s not what anyone wants to hear, but this is something different than anything I’ve seen before.”

      Carl made a disgusted noise, and leaned back in the conference chair. “So this was a big waste of time,” he said.

      Jocelyn shook her head.

      “Not at all. We know the structure of this, and that’s helpful. But what’s even more helpful is the way this latticework differs in Sara’s blood in comparison to that of the other Suppressed. She was ill, correct?”

      Adam winced. He hadn’t thought much about Sara’s illness, since this started. “She has … had … Turner Syndrome. Kate and I were debating about getting her into hormone therapy.”

      “Turner Syndrome?” Jocelyn asked. She shook her head lightly. “I don’t think so. I’ve seen her medical records, and I know she was frail. But I believe that was due to whatever genetic quirks were keeping her from being fully suppressed.”

      “Are you telling me she was misdiagnosed?” Adam asked.

      “I believe so,” Jocelyn said.

      This was stunning to Adam. All of Sara’s life, the disease had more or less defined her. A lot of the tension and anxiety that had put strain on his marriage to Kate had spun out of Sara’s illness.

      Of course, if he was really being honest with himself, he had to admit there was stress well before Sara was born. And apparently …

      He stopped himself. He didn’t want to think about Kate’s infidelity. Sammie and Charlie—they were his children. Whatever lies Kate may have told were buried with her now.

      Everything was gone.

      All that Adam had left was whatever they could find out about Sara’s blood, and whatever legacy Adam could build from that.

      “So what’s the next step?” Adam asked. “I don’t know how much longer we can hole up here.”

      “Maybe two days,” Carl said, sneering. “At best.”

      “So we have two days,” Adam said, turning back to Jocelyn and Milton. “What can we do?”

      The two scientists exchanged glances, and Adam noted the slight shake of Milton’s head.

      Jocelyn took a deep breath. “We’ve run all the tests we can on Sara’s blood. Now … I think we need access to a Suppressed.”

      Adam blinked, not entirely sure he’d heard her right.

      Carl made a noise that clearly showed his annoyance, then said, “So what are you asking us? You want us to go out and find a Suppressed and bring them back here?”

      Jocelyn met his gaze, and nodded.

      Carl stood then, pushing away from the table. “Unbelievable. How long have you had this idea?”

      “Since this morning,” Professor Milton said, attempting to sound assertive.

      Adam watched Carl, and saw the tension in his shoulders, his arms. His hands clenched slightly, as if he were ready to make a fist and start throwing punches. Milton rubbed him the wrong way, for sure. It seemed petty, to hold a grudge against the man for doing what Carl himself would have done in similar circumstances. Or maybe that was exactly the way Carl was reacting the way he was.

      Regardless, to Adam this was another red flag, and something to be on guard against.

      Since bringing Milton in, Adam had noticed that things were shifting in their little compound. After leaving Garden of the Gods, and seeing that air strike in progress, Adam had more or less taken it on faith that they were all in this together. But for the past few days that didn’t really add up.

      It was becoming clear that Carl and the other GoG Lucid were on one side, and Adam and the two scientists were on the other.

      Why there should be divisiveness at this point, Adam couldn’t guess. But it was there. Taylor was caustic toward Adam and the others. Carl was ready to boil over. And Lisa …

      Well, actually, Lisa was typically calm. Or quiet, at least. She did her task, and was diligent. She followed orders. She didn’t hesitate. But she also didn’t seem angry or on high alert. She’d even chatted with Adam, Jocelyn, and Milton a few times, when she was on guard duty.

      Which made Adam wonder—if anything happened, if there was any sort of split in the group, could he depend on her as an ally?

      He hoped it wouldn’t come to that.

      The conversation had shifted to a laundry list of things that Milton and Jocelyn needed. Supplies—mostly medical supplies—were running low. They needed a few things to keep the research going. But chief among these, they needed a Suppressed subject. Possibly more than one.

      “We can grab someone,” Adam said.

      Carl sneered at him. “Easy as that, huh? Just roll up and shove them in the trunk of a car or something?”

      “I’m pretty sure the police aren’t going to investigate kidnappings at this point,” Adam said. “The only police we’ve even see have been Suppressed. Or UVFs.”

      “But the UVFs are still running on their original programming,” Carl said. “And they’re armed. Right now, they’re running around in a state of Martial Law. If they think we’re out there kidnapping people, they may just shoot first and ask questions never.”

      “Which would make it very important to avoid being seen by UVFs,” Adam said, growing a little impatient. “Something I thought we were doing anyway.”

      Carl studied him, and Adam could just see the man weighing options and alternative courses of action. Not for the capture of a Suppressed, but for taking action against Adam.

      Maybe Adam was being paranoid, but it was starting to feel as if the greatest danger they faced might be within these very walls.

      I need to be ready, Adam thought. I need to have a backup plan, to get us out here. Just in case.

      “Ok,” Carl said suddenly. His voice was tight, but he had come to some sort of internal conclusion about all of this. “We’ll grab someone.”

      “Two people, if you can,” Jocelyn said. “Not related. Maybe even different races, if possible.”

      Carl’s brow hardened as he said, “Two people, then.”

      He turned to Adam. “Coming?” he asked.

      Adam forced a slight smile. “Wouldn’t miss it,” he said. And I wouldn’t let you out of my sight anyway, he thought.
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      They waited, sitting in one of the Hummers as a UVF passed by. It wasn’t more than twenty feet from them, and everyone held their breath while it went about the circuit of its patrol.

      Adam was sitting in the rear seat again. Carl was driving, and Lisa was in the passenger seat, holding a rifle at the ready. Adam had the .45 in a tight grip, and rested it on his calf. Beside Carl was a rifle leaning against the seat from the floorboard.

      The disparity between their armaments was palpable. Adam had a feeling he was only armed with the .45 because it would look suspicious if they gave him a slingshot.

      They were in a more urban area of Denver, not far from the campus. Here they had spotted some activity—Suppressed roaming in and out of storefronts and other buildings. They were behaving oddly, in Adam’s opinion.

      To date, the Suppressed had more or less fallen into old, remembered patterns. When they dipped from lucidity, they tended to wander around in a delusional state, acting upon virtual objects, performing tasks they had performed days, weeks, years earlier. Some would go through hand motions, as if they were preparing a meal or mowing a lawn or something else entirely. Others would sometimes stand or shuffle about with their hands at their sides, as if in a daze.

      The one trait they all had in common, however, was that they were all in tremendous danger. There were bodies lining the streets—people who had fallen from exhaustion or dehydration, and had either died or were in the process of dying. And in places there were bloody smears and torn flesh, denoting accidents where unaware Suppressed were struck by vehicles or had fallen into open gratings or met with some other tragic fate.

      Adam had stopped looking at them as human, when they were like that. He had to. His urge was always to get out and help. And to do that would be the end for them. He’d never be able to stop. He’d essentially become one of them—another aimless soul wandering among the dead and dying.

      It was better to face it the way he and the others were—with the hope of a cure, and doing everything they could to survive until they could find a way to end this.

      “There,” Carl said, pointing.

      They had come to this spot because of all the active Suppressed, but had hesitated to bring in anyone they’d encountered so far. Jocelyn and Milton had given them some specifics on who would make a good subject. Most of the Suppressed didn’t fit the bill. They were too far gone, for the most part.

      But as they’d gotten closer to the center of Denver, things began to change.

      Suddenly the Suppressed were … well … clean. They also looked hydrated and fed. And they were going about tasks that didn’t look rote, but instead seemed almost normal.

      Looking closer, however, they could see that these ‘normal’ activities were unusual themselves. Suppressed were randomly picking up objects, tools, and materials, and carrying them into buildings or alleyways. They would start doing things—using tools, lifting materials into place, things like that. None of it really made sense, but it all seemed somehow very productive.

      “Is this normal?” Carl asked, looking over his shoulder.

      Adam shrugged from the back seat. “What exactly is normal these days?”

      Carl turned, shaking his head. “Good point. So we grab a couple of these more well-to-do types, right?”

      “They fit the bill,” Adam said.

      Lisa spoke up. “How do we do this? Just … just grab them?”

      Adam reached into the seat beside him and held up the white paper sack that Jocelyn had given him. “We use this. There are four syringes in here, capped. They contain a sedative. Jocelyn walked me through doing the injections. These will knock them out for a couple of hours, and we can haul them back to the lab.”

      “Four?” Carl said.

      “We only need two subjects, but we get four tries,” Adam said.

      “Should we bring more?” Carl asked.

      He suddenly seemed very amicable. For the past few days he’d been uptight, angry, ready to snap. Was that really just cabin fever? It made Adam wonder, but it didn’t change his opinions. Whatever was going on here, Adam needed to have a plan in place to make an escape, if necessary.

      “We’ll stick with two,” Adam said. “I think we’re pushing our luck with that many, as it is.”

      They got out of the Hummer and quickly made their way across the street and into a nearby building, crouching to avoid detection by any UVFs that happened by. Adam caught the sign on the building, before they entered.

      Metro Denver Utilities.

      They were entering a local utility office–possibly a main branch. And it showed every sign of being active and maintained.

      “What the hell is going on here?” Adam whispered.

      “Don’t follow,” Carl said. “What do you mean?”

      “Look at this place! It’s in good shape. It’s been repaired, I think. By … by the Suppressed. It’s as if they know what they’re doing. Is that possible?”

      Carl shrugged. “No idea. This is all weird, though, so I don’t see any of this as being any weirder.”

      “It doesn’t fit,” Adam said.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Carl replied, and the edge was back in his voice.

      Adam noted this, nodded, and the three of them moved again.

      They were inside the facility now, and Adam could see tons of electrical equipment ranging through a large vault of a room. This was likely a main component of Denver’s electrical grid. The Suppressed were working to restore infrastructure?

      Two figures—a young man around twenty and a woman in her forties—stepped through a door a few feet from them, carrying tools and materials. They shuffled a bit, but they were definitely moving with some purpose. They settled in front of a panel, and the young man began removing screws, placing them with precision on a small ledge nearby. When he had them removed, he pulled the panel and revealed a series of wires, conduits, and breaker switches.

      The woman placed the objects she’d been carrying on the floor, and reached into the panel, grasping one of the breakers and pulling it hard. It popped free, and she placed it on the floor near her pile. She then sorted through the objects she’d brought in, picked up an identical breaker, and then stood and slid it into place in the panel. She flipped the switch on the breaker, and there was a sound from somewhere in the facility—a single horn that indicated a process had started somewhere out of sight.

      “They’re making repairs,” Adam said. “How in the world?”

      “Who cares?” Carl whispered, fiercely. “They’re perfect. Do your thing!”

      Adam nodded. Whatever was going on here was fascinating and curious, but they had their own agenda to follow at the moment. So without hesitating, Adam took two syringes from the bag, held one in his teeth while he uncapped the other, and then rushed forward.

      He went for the young man first. He was closer, and smaller. Adam grabbed him and pushed him against the panels near where the two Suppressed had been working, and then jabbed the needle into the man’s neck, thumbing the plunger in the same motion.

      The man struggled a bit, but it was almost as if all he wanted was to get back to work. Adam stepped back and watched as the young man stepped away from the wall and took a step toward the panel he had removed earlier. He lifted this, placed it just so, and was reaching for the screws on the ledge when he stumbled a bit. In a few seconds he dropped the panel to the floor with a clatter, and collapsed in a heap.

      The woman seemed not to notice at all. Instead, she stooped to pick up the panel and began to complete the task the young man had left undone.

      There’s some sort of protocol at work here, Adam realized. They’re running a program.

      It was a startling realization. It meant that something or someone was controlling these suppressed. But for the moment, it was irrelevant. He would have to look into this later, if they managed to get through this.

      Adam tossed the used syringe across the room, and then uncapped the one he’d held in his teeth. He didn’t bother grabbing the woman. Instead he simply injected her as she worked. She had actually completed the task of reattaching the panel cover before crumpling to the floor.

      Adam motioned for the others, and Carl ran forward with Lisa following behind, sweeping the area with her rifle.

      “What the hell is going on?” Carl asked.

      Adam shrugged. “Something is controlling them. We’ll have to look into that at some point.”

      “Grab the kid. I have the woman,” Carl said.

      They picked up their quarry and rushed toward the door they had used to enter this area. Adam had tucked the .45 into his belt, at the small of his back. Carl slung the rifle over his shoulder.

      Before getting to far, Adam made sure he had the two remaining syringes, still in their paper bag. He had tucked them into his back pocket for now.

      As they reached the door, they heard a strange pattering noise coming from somewhere in the facility. It took a moment to realize it was the sound of feet, running in unison, in their direction.

      “We have to get out of here!” Adam shouted.

      He kicked the door open and got through it by turning sideways, careful not to bang the young man’s head on the door frame.

      Carl followed, and Lisa brought up the rear.

      As they raced through the building, toward the exit, several suppressed entered the room. They were armed with tools and bits of conduit. No guns.

      “Run for it!” Adam said.

      They sprinted as fast as they could. Lisa raised the rifle, preparing to fire.

      “Don’t!” Adam shouted. “They have no idea what they’re doing!”

      “They’re about to kill us!” Carl said. “Shoot them!”

      Lisa hesitated, and Adam said, “Last resort. Ok?”

      Lisa nodded, and the three of them continued, finally reaching the door and bursting through just as dozens of Suppressed were closing in on them.

      They raced across the street, and managed to get to the Humvee before three of the Suppressed caught up with them.

      One, a large man wearing a clean and pressed suit, swung a pry bar and struck Lisa on the shoulder. She cried out.

      “Lisa!” Adam shouted. He dumped the young man in the back of the Humvee, as Carl brought the woman around.

      Adam ran for the businessman, and slammed a shoulder into his chest just as the man was raising the pry bar for another swipe.

      The other two Suppressed—two younger guys—piled on then. Adam was pinned to the ground, and the younger men were raising their fists and bringing them down mechanically and methodically. The blows seemed timid, but they were no less effective. Adam struggled to cover his face, to wriggle out of their grip somehow.

      He saw Carl standing beside the Humvee, and then turning, running around the front to climb in the driver’s seat. He heard the Hummer’s engine start.

      Then he heard a shot, and one of the young men rolled backward, falling to the ground. Dead.

      Lisa was there, kicking at the men. She raised the rifle and used the butt of it to strike the second young man, knocking him unconscious. She swung the rifle like a club, and knocking the businessman back.

      “Come on!” she said, reaching down to grab Adam’s hand and help him up.

      They scrambled into the Humvee, which Adam was relieved to see had not left them behind.

      Before they even had the doors shut, Carl punched it, and the Hummer squealed out into the streets. There was the sound of sirens in the distance—UVFs making their way to the scene. Carl had to dodge through numerous side streets, and even into a few neighborhood yards, hiding out as the UVFs sped by.

      It took a while to get in the clear.

      Adam nursed a busted lip and a bruised eye, but was otherwise ok.

      “Sorry about that back there,” Carl said, looking at Adam in the rearview mirror. Lisa was in the back now, tending to Adam. They had both scrambled into the Humvee together.

      “I thought you were a goner,” Carl said, though there was no real note of apology in his voice.

      “Yeah,” Adam said. “Me too.”
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      If David could move his arms, he would have punched the screen in front of him.

      Still, he screamed in rage, and the med alerts from the MCU warned him about his blood pressure. He silenced them, and raged on as the entire series of events played out. He watched as Adam Bolland once again mucked about in his plans, screwing everything up right at the heart of what David was doing!

      He calmed himself, eventually. He watched from local security cameras as Adam and the other two struggled against the Suppressed. There was hope, for an instant, when Adam went down. David thrilled to it. He had him! The others he couldn’t care less about, they could just run—he had his prize.

      But that was his mistake. In his haste to grab Adam, to tear Adam apart—he’d forgotten that people tend to stick together.

      The woman, armed with a rifle, clubbed her way through the small cluster of Suppressed, and pulled Adam free. Then they were in the vehicle and speeding away before David could get any of the Unmanned Vehicle Force to the location.

      Again, David raged.

      It was all just so infuriating! Here, David had managed to take control of an entire network of automated systems, and beyond that an entire population of suppressed. He had established protocols and programs that had his people rebuilding the infrastructure of Denver—making it the first of many cities worldwide, where David could pick and choose Suppressed at will!

      But this went beyond David’s on personal plans and goals. Having a selection of bodies available, so that he could be anywhere, any time, was amazing and wonderful. But he was also making the world safer for the Suppressed. He was building a way for them to stay healthy, to stay alive, unthreatened by their own mindless wanderings.

      In effect, David was saving the world.

      And Adam Bolland was ruining it.

      But Bolland had finally made a mistake that would end him, once and for all.

      He’d taken some of the Suppressed.

      And not just any Suppressed, but a pair that were already under David’s control!

      Realizing this came as such a surprise and shock that David laughed out loud. He had the sudden feeling of receiving a special gift, out of the blue. Like when he was a child, and Mother would bring him something special. A ‘sussy,’ as she called it. And then, later, Ms. Halpern would give him some new toy, some new bit of research or new technology, and he’d get that same feeling. That special feeling, as if he deserved only the best things in life.

      “Someone up there loves me,” David beamed.

      The UVFs closed in on Bolland’s last known location, but David knew they wouldn’t find him. As a police force, without someone continuously monitoring and controlling their activities, the UVFs were proving to be less than ideal. They couldn’t make decisions on their own, they could only carry out directives. They needed someone to act as dispatch constantly. They were a good deterrent, and they helped slow down rebellious actions, but they were not much good for apprehending someone like Bolland.

      No, getting to Bolland was going to take more finesse. It was going to take something more subtle.

      David tried to access the Suppressed that Bolland and the others had taken, but found that they were unconscious. He could inhabit them, but the drugs in their systems kept him in a haze, unable to move.

      That would wear off, in time. And when it did, David would be ready.
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      They rushed into the labs—Adam carrying the young man and carrying the woman. Lisa moved the Humvee to a hidden spot between buildings, camouflaging it with pallets and loose hurricane fencing.

      Jocelyn and Milton met them in the corridor and rushed alongside them as they raced into the lab where the tests would be performed.

      “They’re in better shape than I expected,” Jocelyn said as she eased the woman onto a table. Milton was guiding Adam in placing the young man on an adjoining table.

      “There’s something odd going on,” Adam said.

      Jocelyn looked at him, and her eyes went wide. “You were attacked?” she asked, apparently noticing his bruised face for the first time. She rushed to him, and raised a hand to his chin, examining him.

      “They were acting out some kind of programming,” Adam said.

      “Then they attacked our boy here,” Carl said, amicably. He was smiling and nodding, as if trying to ingratiate himself to Adam.

      Adam ignored him. “They were repairing one of the power stations, and when we grabbed them all hell broke loose. I’m not sure how, but I think someone is controlling them.”

      “Controlling them?” Milton said. He shook his head. “I don’t see how.”

      “The heavy metal network,” Jocelyn said. She turned to Milton. “The lattices of metal, in the bloodstream. The heavy metal is very receptive to certain frequencies. We discovered it in our research at the facility. I wasn’t part of the experiments being done, but I know that we were testing to see if radio waves might reduce the metal’s reproduction. We had some limited success with that.”

      “Could someone use that to actually control the Suppressed?” Adam asked.

      Jocelyn turned back to him, her eyes wide. “I’m not sure,” she said.

      “Well someone’s figured out a way,” Carl said from behind them.

      They turned to see him, and Adam fought the urge to pull the .45 on him. His hand went involuntarily to his side, at least, and then brushed back just enough to feel a lump in his pocket.

      The syringes.

      They were plastic, and capped, and wrapped up in so much crinkled paper they must have been protected during his scuffle.

      He let his hand fall back to his side. “Whatever you need these two for, I think it’s best if we get started and done as quickly as possible.”

      Jocelyn nodded, and glanced at Milton, who moved away to one of the machines near the tables.

      Adam watched them for a moment, then walked out of the lab, down the corridor, and into the break room.

      They’d brought in several five-gallon bottles of water, to replenish the supply of a cooler that rested against one wall. Adam took a paper cup and filled it, then chugged it down and refilled it. He repeated this several times. Somehow he’d become dehydrated during all of this.

      He stared into the blue-tinted plastic of the water bottle, watching as a series of bubbles glugged to the top.

      This had all started with water.

      It was their biggest vulnerability. Their greatest weakness. They had to have water to survive. And so water was the best means possible for spreading some kind of infection or contagion or, in this case, heavy metal poisoning. Water was vital to life—but it may have just been the agent that brought about the end of life as they knew it.

      “Thirsty?” Lisa’s voice said from behind him.

      He turned to see her, rifle slung over her shoulder, standing in the doorway of the break room.

      “A little. It’s room temperature, but still pretty refreshing. Care for a sip?”

      She smiled, and moved toward him, accepting a hastily filled paper cup. She drank quickly, just as he had, and went straight to the spigot to refill the cup herself.

      “I’m sorry about what happened, back there,” she said.

      He shook his head. “You saved my life. Don’t be sorry about that.”

      “But Carl …” she started, then stopped. She drank the next cup of water. “I couldn’t believe it. He was going to leave you there.”

      Adam glanced at the door. The last thing he wanted was for Carl to hear this conversation. He’d had his suspicions about Carl already, but the events at the power plant had cemented everything. Carl couldn’t be trusted. Which meant that Carl’s men couldn’t be trusted.

      But what about Lisa?

      “I think he just panicked,” Adam said, forcing a slight smile.

      Lisa was shaking her head. She bit her lip, as if debating what to say next. Without looking up at him, and with her hand hovering on the lever for the spigot, she said quietly, “I don’t think so.”

      She filled her cup, and turned to stare at the break room door. She leaned against the countertop next to the cooler, and looked at Adam. “We were told to watch you closely. Anna gave us orders. She didn’t trust you. She especially didn’t trust Dr. Wu.”

      “Because we were in that … the facility,” Adam said.

      “Yes. Our own people—she knew they’d been captured. But she said you might be a plant. And when we left, those helicopters flew in.” Lisa shook her head and closed her eyes for a second. She looked back up at him. “When we got here, Carl pulled us aside. He told us he was pretty sure you called for that attack, somehow. And he said we were supposed to watch you closely. And if you did anything suspicious …” She let it hang, but it was clear what she meant.

      “Then why let me live at all?” Adam asked.

      “Anna thinks Dr. Wu might actually know a way to cure this, so she wanted us to let it play out. But no matter what happens in there, our orders are to grab anything we think is useful and come back.”

      “Without me or Jocelyn,” Adam said.

      Lisa nodded, grimly.

      “But you’ve changed your mind?” Adam asked.

      “Carl changed it. The way he’s acting. Trying to leave you to be torn to pieces by the Suppressed. That’s … this isn’t right,” she said. “Anna saved us, but she’s kind of not all there, if you know what I mean. And Carl—he’s loyal. He’ll do anything Anna tells him to do.”

      Adam took this in. He knew it was true. All of it. And he knew what it meant.

      Once Jocelyn and Milton found something, or once they determined there was nothing they could do, Carl would order his men to open fire. Adam, Jocelyn, and Milton would be dead, and Carl and the others would grab everything they could carry, load the two Hummers, and speed back to Garden of the Gods. They might get there to find a smoking hole in the ground, but they would stick to the plan.

      But then there was Lisa.

      “So I need to know,” Adam said. “Are you with Carl, or are you with me?”

      She thought this over, and shook her head. “I never wanted to make a choice like that.”

      Adam said nothing. He just watched her.

      “You,” she said, finally. “I’m with you.”
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      “We’ve compared the blood tests from both Suppressed to Sara’s blood,” Jocelyn said. “There are similarities, for certain. But the latticework is very different. The heavy metal is more pronounced in the Suppressed, with thicker strands. And it permeates more cells. It has a particular fondness for brain cells. With the portable MRI we were able to see high concentrations of it in key areas of the brain.”

      “You put them in an MRI?” Adam asked.

      “Portable scanner,” Milton said. “Fairly new technology. A small halo, and a wand. Not like the big machines.”

      “But you just said their bodies are full of this metal,” Adam said.

      “Non-ferrous,” Jocelyn said. “We can see it, but magnetic fields don’t affect it.”

      Adam nodded. For a brief instant he had this horrible mental image of billions of particles of metal being ripped out of someone’s bloodstream, like a swarm of gnats eating their way out of a host. He shook his head, trying to clear the image.

      “The latticework is what makes it possible for a radio signal to actually send commands to the Suppressed,” Jocelyn said. “We have spectral analyzers in the lab, so we can actually see the frequencies that the Suppressed are receiving.” She turned to a piece of equipment on the table behind her and turned it on. She used a wand from the machine, and passed it over the woman they’d brought back from the power plant.

      On the small screen, a rainbow colored wave appeared, fluctuating rhythmically.

      “You can see the pattern,” Milton said. “It’s definitely a man-made signal. It’s a set of instructions, but we can’t interpret them.”

      “It’s telling them to rebuild,” Adam said. “Whoever is controlling this is trying to rebuild the infrastructure of the city.”

      They all looked at him, expectantly.

      He shrugged. “We took these two from a power plant, where they were making repairs. There were a lot of Suppressed acting in unison. It’s not much of a leap.”

      “But why?” Carl asked. “And who’s doing it?”

      “The why is pretty obvious,” Jocelyn said. “Restoring the infrastructure would be the first step in getting life back to normal. Or as close to normal as we can expect, at any rate. And who … I think that’s pretty obvious as well. David Priseman.”

      At the mention of Priseman’s name, Adam felt his muscles tighten. This was the man who had cost him everything—including his wife and children. This was the man who murdered them.

      “So what do we do?” Carl asked. “Sounds like he’s trying to rebuild society. So, what, we should stop that?”

      “Rebuild it with his own agenda in place,” Jocelyn said. She seemed flustered by all of this. Adam could see she was upset, but he wasn’t sure about her reasons. Was she simply reacting to the fact that Priseman was involved?

      From the table, the woman began to stir. They watched her closely, backing away.

      “Shouldn’t we tie her down or something?” Carl asked.

      “I stopped the sedatives earlier,” Jocelyn said. “We wanted to have one of them awake, so we could do another MRI, and see how the signal interacts with their own brain activity. We thought having her restrained my encumber her. Better to observe how she acts out.”

      The woman sat up, and slid from the table. She stood there, swaying slightly, for several seconds. And then, suddenly, her eyes brightened and focused. The swaging stopped, and she looked around at each of them.

      When she came to Adam, she stared hard into his eyes.

      “Adam Bolland,” she said.

      Adam felt his blood chill. Hearing this woman say his name—a complete stranger, but until a few moments ago not much more than a vegetable—was completely unexpected.

      “Yes,” Adam said.

      Taylor was the guard on duty in the room, and he rushed forward with his rifle raised. Carlo waved to him, and the younger man stopped where he was, keeping his weapon trained on the woman.

      Or, from Adam’s angle, trained on the woman and Adam.

      “You have caused me such a headache,” the woman said, shaking her head.

      And Adam knew instantly who they were dealing with.

      “Priseman?” he asked.

      The woman smiled. “Do you like my new trick? It’s an odd feeling, having arms and legs that work and feel again. It’s true, there’s a slight disconnect. It’s not entirely like having my own body back. But it will do just fine. I can feel, and I thought I’d never have that again.”

      “What are you doing, Priseman?” Adam asked. “What have you done?”

      “I’m rebuilding the world, Adam,” the woman said, smiling. “Ironic, isn’t it? Your name is Adam. I only just put it together. And … well, I suppose that makes me God! Now that I like.”

      “You’re nobody’s God, Priseman,” Adam said.

      “True. I didn’t make any of this. Ok, savior then. I can live with that.”

      “And how are you a savior?” Jocelyn said, stepping forward. Her voice was hard, angry but scared. She stood in front of the Suppressed woman with her fists clenched. Professor Milton stepped in beside her, putting an arm on her shoulder.

      “Right this instant I have several thousand Suppressed rebuilding and repairing everything they need in downtown Denver. This is the first. When Denver rises, I’ll know that my plan works. I’ll adjust for any errors. And I’ll update the program so that it goes global.”

      “And what’s the point?” Adam asked.

      “Oh come on, Bolland. The point? Civilization! The Suppressed are out there dying for God’s sake! I’m creating a world where they can have their needs met. Food. Shelter. Hygiene. Procreation.”

      “Procreation?” Jocelyn said. “You’re … you’re breeding them?”

      “Well, the human race does have to continue, doesn’t it?” Priseman asked. “And it’s not like the Lucid can reproduce. In fact, the heavy metal has seen to that, pretty much worldwide. It’s been happening for decades now. A rise in sterility. A drop-off in births. Only the Suppressed can procreate now. So … if the human race is to continue, it will have to continue under my control.”

      “I’m not going to let that happen,” Adam said.

      “You can’t do a thing to stop it,” the woman replied.

      Taylor raised his rifle and stepped forward, and Adam was about to yell for him to lower his weapon. But at that moment, the door to the lab burst open and Lisa ran inside, huffing.

      “Helicopters,” she managed. “Two of them, coming this way.”
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      They all moved into the corridor and rushed the front entrance, where Tony stood, rifle to his shoulder, sweeping the parking lot for signs of approaching intruders.

      Adam stooped to peer through the glass of the door, looking upward into the sky, beyond the overhang of the building. He just caught a glimpse of one black helicopter as it swung around, centering itself over the building.

      “This is your chance to give up peacefully,” said David, in the woman’s voice.

      Adam turned to face her. “We’re trying to find a cure for this,” Adam said. “To save everyone.”

      The woman laughed. “Look around you, Bolland. It’s too late to save anyone. And, well, I’ve already saved the world, the only way it could be saved. The old world is gone. The Suppressed rule the earth now.”

      “Meaning you rule the earth,” Jocelyn said.

      The woman looked at her, smiling. “Maybe. It’s a nice change, don’t you think? No petty bureaucracies. No in-fighting, or racial wars. No endless debates about gun control or abortion or marital rights. Just peace. Just every living human working in harmony with every other. I’d say, as world saving goes, I’ve done a better job than most saviors.”

      “Can I shoot this woman now?” Taylor asked.

      “Take her back into the lab,” Carl growled. Adam admired the decision—it showed restraint, and a bit of forward thinking. Having a means of communicating with David, who was the one issuing orders to the UVFs and any Suppressed they might encounter—that might come in handy.

      Adam turned to Tony and Lisa. “We need a way out of here.”

      “The Humvees are stashed,” Lisa said. “There’s one in the parking garage, down the block. The other is hidden in the alley next door.”

      “Can we get to it?” Adam asked.

      Lisa went to the glass, peering left and right, then up. “I’m not sure. It depends on who is in those helicopters.”

      As if in answer, a black shape suddenly appeared from the top of the overhang, moving in an arch, straight for the glass of the doors. It was man dressed in SWAT gear, and as he raised a weapon the group inside the hall scattered, taking cover.

      Shots fired, and the glass shattered, allowing the SWAT officer to make a solid landing, crouch to a knee, and lob a crowd suppression grenade into the hall.

      “Cover!” Tony shouted.

      Adam grabbed Jocelyn and Milton, dragging them into a side office just as the flash-bang grenade ignited.

      Smoke billowed into the room, and it stung their eyes and lungs. But it was just a whiff. Adam pushed the door closed, and the three of them barricaded it with the desk and a bookcase.

      “That might keep them out of the room, but it keeps us in,” Adam said. He looked around, frantic. This was an interior office. No windows. He glanced up, and saw a small, narrow air-conditioning vent in the wall, near the ceiling. It wasn’t big enough to squeeze his head into, much less three grown people.

      But the ceiling …

      It was a common drop panel ceiling, with panels that were mostly insulated styrofoam. Adam hopped onto the desk, and pushed one of the panels up. He was able to peer into the opening by standing on his toes. It was dark up there, and dusty. But the crawl space could be big enough. And looking around, he saw that though the walls continued upward through the ceiling, there were gaps at their tops, big enough for someone to crawl through, if need be.

      He looked back down to Jocelyn and Milton. “We go up,” he said.

      Milton shook his head. “I can’t do that,” he said. “I’ll never be able to make that. My knees. My back. I’d get up there and be just as stuck as I am here.”

      “We have to try,” Adam said.

      As if to punctuate the statement, gunfire erupted just outside the door, and was returned from further down. Adam flinched, dropped to his knees, and climbed from the desk and onto the floor. Jocelyn and Milton crouched with him there, taking shelter behind the desk.

      The gunfire continued, but moved away from them, deeper into the facility.

      “We have to try,” Adam repeated.

      Milton nodded, swallowing, and the three of them stood again.

      There was another bookcase along the wall to the right of the door, and Adam swept this, clearing the shelves with a sweep of his hand. The bookcase became a functional ladder. He climbed to the top, pushed through the panel, and slid into the ceiling above.

      He braced himself on the metal struts between ceiling panels, holding himself up by hands and toes. It was painful, and tiring. He could see right away that Milton was right. The older man wouldn’t be able to do this. But it was better to try. They had to do something.

      Adam looked down through the opening and gave instructions, then helped each of them to climb and enter the crawlspace. Milton was first, so that Jocelyn could assist from below. It was an awkward maneuver, and Milton’s dignity was compromised on numerous instances, but they did manage to get him up there. It took a bit more coaxing to get him balanced on the supports, away from Adam, so that their weight wasn’t concentrated in one area.

      Jocelyn was able to climb up on her own, and Adam took advantage of this time to start moving and exploring their escape route.

      He found that there were more solid and stable areas where the walls met the panels. Some of the interior walls rose up nearly to the roof, but others stopped just this side of the drop ceiling. Adam helped Milton get to these areas. And there was enough clearance above them that they could all stand, though they had to crouch somewhat.

      The used the metal bands that were holding the drop ceiling in place, gripping them as supports while each of them balanced and moved along the tops of the walls. They came to the taller walls from time to time, and scrambled over those, then kept moving.

      Gunfire was still audible from below, but it was slowing. Adam had no idea how the fight was going, and at this point he didn’t care. He concentrated on getting Jocelyn and Milton through the crawlspace toward the one shaft of light that was visible, on the far end of the building.

      It took forever. Adam wasn’t sure of the exact time, but during their progress the gunfight stopped, and Adam could occasionally hear muffled talk, mostly shouting. Since the people attacking them were Suppressed, Adam guessed that the shouting was coming from their own people. He couldn’t make out the words, but he thought that someone might be issuing ‘field bravado.’ Trash talk in combat. Usually a sign of desperation.

      Adam led them to the shaft of light, and discovered it was coming in through a vented panel on an outside wall. He was able to peer through it and see the courtyard behind the building.

      It was clear, from the look of it.

      The panel was sure, with metal slats. Adam ran his fingers along its edges, hoping like crazy that it wasn’t welded or bolted in place. He felt a slight gap, wedged his fingers into it, and pulled.

      The panel grudgingly pulled free, and Adam grabbed it around the edge, then moved it to the side.

      He looked down now, into the courtyard.

      Just below them was a rooftop—the overhang above the rear door. It was quite a drop, and even Adam wasn’t sure he could make it without breaking something. Milton wouldn’t stand a chance.

      Adam glanced from side to side, then, hoping for a ladder or maybe a ledge.

      He saw a thick, black rope bouncing gently agains the side the building, about six feet to his left.

      It had been used by the Suppressed SWAT team, to rappel down from the roof. It meant there was a helicopter above them. But it also meant a way down.

      “Either of you know how to fly a helicopter?” he asked.

      They shook their heads, wide eyed.

      “Me neither,” he said. “Dammit.”

      Their only choice, then, was to go down.

      Lisa had said there was a Humvee parked in the alley next to the building, and another in the parking garage a block down. The one closest by sounded the most appealing.

      Adam took a couple of breaths before planting one foot firmly the corner of the opening, and gripping tightly toward the middle. He swung out, facing the wall, and reached for the rope.

      It was just out of reach. His fingertips brushed it, moving it slightly.

      Adam shifted his grip, trying to get the extra inch or so by holding the edge with his fingertips. He reached again, and this time he was able to roll his fingers just over the top of the rope.

      His left hand slipped at that moment, and suddenly Adam was in freewill.

      On instinct he gripped the black rope with his right hand, and felt his shoulder yanked nearly out of socket as he slammed into the wall. He fought the urge to cry out, and instead scrambled to get both hands on the rope, and his feet planted under him.

      It took several long, painful seconds, but he had it. He was braced in a pose he thought of as “Batman style,” with his feet flat on the wall’s surface and his weight supported entirely by his hands.

      He looked up to see Jocelyn and Milton peering from the opening, wide-eyed and worried.

      He nodded, then waddled across the wall until they could get a grip on the rope.

      Milton, for his part, did ok with slowly crawling from the window. He held the top tight, and his legs hung nearly useless below him. But he was able to gently lower himself down.

      Adam managed to climb down to the overhang, and braced the rope as Milton came to join him.

      Jocelyn was out then as well, and showed quite a bit of prowess. She clearly had some sort of climbing experience. Adam made a mental note to ask her about that later.

      Once all three of them were standing on the roof of the overhang, Adam lay down and looked over its edge. No one was in sight. The glass doors had been shattered inward, but no one seemed to be nearby, guarding this obvious exit from the building.

      Which meant that either everyone had been captured inside, or David—the current brains of the outfit—wasn’t thinking about things like escape routes. Maybe his abilities were being taxed.

      Or maybe he had the SWAT team on autopilot, like the UVFs. That was an interesting idea. It implied that David couldn’t be everywhere at once—which was a relief. But it also implied that he was somehow programming the Suppressed, getting them to access their own skills and knowledge, so that they could run as automatons.

      He would have to think about this later, though. For the moment, he and Jocelyn and Professor Milton needed to get out of here.

      Once again they took to the rope. Only this time Adam pulled up the slack of it, made a harness, and lowered Professor Milton to the ground. Milton then acted as an anchor for Jocelyn and Adam as they scaled the rest of the way down.

      Once on the ground they avoided the ruin of the door, and any ground-level windows. They raced along the wall of the building until they came to the alley.

      Adam peered down it toward the street. The alley was a jumble of wooden pallets and hurricane fencing. But inside the rubble, he could just make out the shape of the Hummer. The keys would be inside.

      He felt at the small of his back. The .45 was there, and he drew this out, made sure it was ready to fire, and led with it in front of him.

      He also felt the bulk of the syringes. He’d forgotten they were there.

      They stepped around the corner and into the alley, making their way toward the rubble that camouflaged the Hummer. It took a bit to climb over the debris, but they eventually managed. And with just a bit of effort Adam got the door open and guided Milton and Jocelyn inside.

      He climbed in, settled in the driver’s seat, and found the keys dangling from the ignition.

      This would be make or break time.
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      Adam checked once again to make sure Jocelyn and Milton were strapped in. Once the engine started they might not have much time. He was going to have plow their way out of the jumble of wooden pallets and wire fencing, and hope that the Hummer could get up to speed quickly. The SWAT team might be Suppressed, but there was every possibility they’d come running once they heard the Hummer’s engine start.

      Adam shook his head. There was no choice. There was nothing to be cautious about. There was only staying here or making a run for it.

      He cranked the engine, and it turned over in one try.

      He slammed the Hummer into drive and jammed his foot on the gas pedal, launching them forward with a racket of scraping and squealing and thudding as the debris moved over the Hummer and fell away. Thankfully the windshield held up to a few hard bumps, and in a moment they were shooting out of the alley almost unscathed.

      Two SWAT members were on guard at the front of the building, they raised their weapons to fire.

      Adam jerked the steering wheel to the right, putting a line of abandoned cars between him and the SWAT team. Still, a couple of rounds ricocheted from the metal frame of the Hummer.

      He spun the wheel again, this time aiming directly for the fence that surrounded the parking lot. He said a silent prayer, hoping that the Hummer had the brute force power needed to drive straight through.

      They slammed into the fencing, and the wires bulged outward until a gap formed ahead of them—they essentially drove under the fence at high speed. It made for a horrendous noise of metal scraping metal, but once they were through they jostled across the sidewalk and found themselves on the street.

      Adam immediately turned down a side street—one with more cover, in case the helicopters came after them. He needed to find a place to hide, preferably one where they could keep the Hummer, and where they could regroup a bit.

      He was looking for parking garages or other structures when suddenly Carl, Lisa, and Taylor stepped out into the street. Guns raised.

      Adam slammed on the brakes.

      Actually, Lisa was leaning heavily on Carl, her head lolling to the side. She looked injured.

      Carl and Tony didn’t look much better. There was blood caked over their faces and arms. Tony had one arm dangling to his side, and was holding his rifle in his left hand, as if it were a pistol.

      “Get out,” Carl said, his voice hard.

      “Carl!” Adam shouted through the window. “Get in! They can’t be far behind!”

      “Get out!” Carl said again, and this time punctuated his command by firing a round directly over the Hummer.

      “What is he doing!” Jocelyn shouted, a note of panic in her voice.

      Adam knew.

      He climbed out of the Hummer with his hands in sight. The .45 was still sitting in the passenger seat. No chance to grab it now.

      Jocelyn and Milton followed suit and also exited the Hummer, hands in the air.

      Carl and Tony hobbled forward with Lisa between them. Tony kept his weapon trained on them the whole time. Carl rested Lisa in the back seat of the Hummer, then bent forward and grabbed Adam’s .45. He actually smiled a little as he stuck it in his belt. He knew it was the only weapon Adam had.

      “What are you going to do with us, Carl?” Adam asked. “You planning to shoot us?”

      Carl shook his head. “Not unless you give us any problems. The question is, did the squints here figure out how to undo all of this?” He turned to Jocelyn and Milton. “Did either of you find a cure for this? Something you’re holding on to for later?”

      They both shook their heads.

      “Would you even tell me if you did?” Carl asked, smiling in a way that was more chilling than comforting. “Move over there,” he said, waving his rifle toward an abandoned pickup. “Backs against the truck.”

      They moved, pressing their backs against the pickup. They were able to put their hands down at least.

      Adam leaned back, then immediately put his hands behind him.

      He felt the bag with the syringes.

      He fumbled with it a bit, and got both syringes out. He crammed the bag back in his pocket, to make sure Carl never saw it. And then, when their captors were busy pulling bits of fencing and wooden plans from the grill of the Hummer, Adam handed one of the syringes to Jocelyn.

      She looked at him, surprised, but then nodded.

      Adam uncapped his syringe.

      “We’re going to leave you three here, alive. Though I don’t know if that’s merciful, exactly,” Carl said. “But Anna gave us pretty strict orders about you, Bolland. If Miss Wu there found a cure for this, we were supposed to bring her back alive. You, not so much.”

      “Any particular reason you decided to rescue me only to leave me for dead out here?” Adam asked.

      “You’re an unknown, Bolland. And we’ve watched you. Seems like you’d eventually cause some trouble. Anna’s pretty good at reading people, and she figured you’d never toe the line.”

      “They may not even be alive you know,” Adam said. “Those helicopters—“

      “Maybe, maybe not,” Carl said, raising the rifle slightly. “But Anna’s gotten us this far.”

      Adam said nothing.

      Tony stepped in beside Carl. “We’re good to go,” he said.

      Carl turned to respond, and it was in that moment that Adam rushed forward. He jabbed the syringe into Carl’s neck and pushed the plunger.

      Jocelyn did the same, but Tony turned and had his gun raised before she could get to him.

      Adam slammed into the young man as he fired, and Jocelyn managed to pounce, plunging the syringe into the young man’s neck.

      The two Lucid soldiers lay unconscious on the ground. Adam helped Jocelyn to her feet. “Good work,” he said.

      Jocelyn nodded, huffing.

      They heard a groan from behind them, and turned to see Professor Milton laying slack against the truck. He was holding his stomach, and blood was gushing from a gunshot wound.

      He dropped to the ground, even before Adam and Jocelyn could rush to him.

      “Professor!” Jocelyn said.

      Milton was leaning against the side of the truck, his legs splayed on the ground, and blood soaking his shirt until a rivulet began oozing to the asphalt.

      He said nothing, but breathed heavy.

      Adam crouched beside him, putting a hand on his, pressing the wound. Milton winced, and looked up at them.

      “This … is not how I … pictured it,” he said.

      Adam was going to respond, to make some sort of wisecrack, to assure Milton that everything was going to be ok. But there was no time for that. Milton was looking at Jocelyn when his eyes glazed over, and his head drooped.

      He was gone.

      It was then that they heard the whup-whup-whup of helicopters nearby.

      Adam shook his head, then slammed his palm into the side of the truck as he stood. “We have to go,” he told Jocelyn.

      She was still staring at Milton, unmoving.

      “Jocelyn, we have to go!”

      She shook herself, then stood. She appeared to be in shock, but she followed Adam back to the Hummer. They spotted Lisa in the backseat, as they arrived.

      “What about her?” Jocelyn asked, as if she were half afraid of Adam’s answer.

      “Can you do anything for her? While I drive?” he asked.

      She nodded, seeming relieved, then quickly climbed into the Hummer.

      Adam stopped just long enough to recover the rifles, spare clips, and anything else that Carl and Tony had on them. Then he leapt into the driver’s seat and raced them away from the scene.

      The helicopter sounds were close, but they seemed to be moving in some sort of pattern. It took Adam a moment to realize they were running a grid. Without actual human intelligence to guide them, they were falling back on a machine pattern. They were likely working with security and traffic cameras, as well as local UVFs, to try and spot the Hummer.

      That gave Adam an idea.

      He stopped looking for parking garages, and instead pulled the Hummer onto a sidewalk and under a large awning in front of a hotel. He climbed out, telling Jocelyn to stay put with Lisa for the moment.

      On the street he found an SUV that had been abandoned with its keys still in the ignition. He tried it, and after a couple of weak starts it kicked over. The battery had held out just enough to get it running. The only problem was fuel. The gauge was past the ‘E’ mark.

      They’d have to find gas.

      He sped to the Hummer, and quickly helped Jocelyn get Lisa into the back seat of the SUV. Then he put the Hummer in drive, and let it roll unmanned down the sidewalk and out into the street. He hoped it would get noticed before it slammed into something and stopped.

      Adam leapt back into the SUV, and they raced away now. This time, with a new plan.

      Adam saw signs for the hospital, and started navigating his way there.

      “There won’t be anyone there to help her,” Jocelyn said, picking up on what he was doing.

      “No, there won’t,” he said.

      “Based on David’s plan to rebuild the infrastructure, there may even be Suppressed there waiting for us.”

      “Probably,” Adam said.

      “So you do have a plan, then?” Jocelyn asked.

      “I have … an idea,” he said.

      “Good enough for me,” she replied.

      They rounded a corner and came to a stop. There were two UVFs down the street, though neither made any attempt to drive toward them. Between the UVFs and Adam, though, was the hospital. And just up the way a bit, to his right, was exactly what he was looking for.

      Adam raced across the street and stopped the SUV in the drop-off of the hospital. He turned and faced Jocelyn. “That’s what we’re going for,” he said, nodding to something outside of the vehicle.

      She looked, then nodded. “Perfect,” she said.

      “I’ll hop out, and I think I can pick up Lisa and carry her. But I can’t carry her and the rifles. Can you grab those? And race ahead? Get those doors open?”

      Jocelyn nodded. “Let’s do it.”

      Adam spend his door as Jocelyn opened hers, and they both pulled Lisa’s limp form from the back seat. Adam picked her up, and Jocelyn slung one rifle over her shoulder while picking up and gripping the other.

      They raced now toward the parked ambulance, just a few feet away.

      Jocelyn opend the back door, and helped Adam to lift Lisa up and into the interior of the ambulance. They all climbed inside, closing the doors behind them.

      Adam lifted Lisa onto a stretcher, where he strapped her in. Jocelyn rummaged through the cabinets and kits of the ambulance, finding what she needed. “Drive!” she said to Adam.

      “Yes ma’am,” he replied, then squeezed into the cab of the ambulance, started the engine, and sped away. He resisted the urge to hit the siren—a long-held childhood dream, but likely to be a fatal mistake at the moment.

      The UVFs suddenly sprang to life, alerted by the motion of the ambulance, perhaps.

      There was an emergency radio in the dash of the ambulance, and Adam turned this on, tuning it to the frequency used by the police. There was an automated report of a suspect fleeing, along with the current location of the ambulance.

      They might not have much time before more UVFs and SWAT helicopters showed up.

      Adam raced the ambulance up to top speed then, dodging parked cars and other obstacles in the street. He squealed around a couple of turns, heading for the edge of Denver. They needed to get away from the grid of the city, where the UVFs and the programmed Suppressed would have the biggest advantage.

      “This is very difficult when I’m being jostled about!” Jocelyn protested.

      “Not much choice!” Adam said, once again yanking the steering wheel to take a side street.

      They came to a bridge, and Adam checked the side mirrors. “Hold on!” he shouted, then slammed on the brakes.

      He got the speed down enough to make his next move safer, and then prayed it would work.

      Instead of crossing the bridge, Adam turned and jumped the concrete curb, driving out onto the grass of the sloped hill. The bridge crossed a large drainage ditch, and Adam was able to drive down to the concrete walkway that ran beside it. This was a local exercise trail—one of those park projects that helped utilize extra space within the city, giving citizens a place to relax or exercise. Right now it was going to give Adam and Jocelyn and Lisa their only shot.

      He pulled under the bridge, and waited.

      In a moment, the storm of noise from the UVFs and helicopters came crashing in around them. They heard sirens, and the sounds of helicopter blades chopping the air. And all of it passed directly over them—and kept moving.

      Adam’s heart was pounding. He was sweating profusely, despite a blast of cold air coming from the vents of the ambulance.

      He turned and saw Jocelyn busily working to stitch a wound in Lisa’s shoulder.

      “Will she be ok?” he asked.

      Jocelyn shook her head. “I think I have her stable, and I’m tending her wounds. She has multiple gunshots. I can’t tell if there’s any real internal damage, but she seems to be holding out at the moment. This isn’t quite my field, so I’m doing the best I can.”

      Adam nodded.

      They were both doing the best they could. It wasn’t quite enough, though, was it?

      They waited there under the bridge for a couple of hours. Jocelyn had monitors hooked up to Lisa, and an oxygen mask was placed over Lisa’s nose and mouth.

      “What now?” Jocelyn asked.

      “We’ll have to find a place to lay low. I don’t know what our next move should be, exactly. I do know that we’re not going back to Garden of the Gods.”

      Jocelyn shook her head. “I just can’t believe this is the world now,” she said.

      Adam knew what she meant. “I can’t believe that out of all of this, David Priseman may be the only one with a plan that might actually do some good.”

      “Except for the part where he’s enslaving humanity to his will,” Jocelyn said, bitter.

      “Yeah,” Adam agreed. “Except for that.”

      “So do you have anything in mind?”

      Adam thought for a moment. “Did you find anything when you studied Sara’s blood? And the Suppressed?”

      Jocelyn nodded. “Yes. A start, anyway. All of our data is gone now, but I could reconstruct much of it. And before you ask, no I don’t have a cure. But I may be able to find one, with time.”

      “So you’d need a facility? You’d need some place to do the work and the research?”

      She peered at him. “Do you have some place in mind?”

      Adam shook his head. “I’m not sure. But I do know that the facility where I was being held captive wasn’t the only place David Priseman had been doing his work.”

      “Where else?” Jocelyn asked.

      “There were labs set up at the water treatment facility, where I worked. At this point, I don’t know if anyone would be there or not. But I tend to doubt it.”

      “Not exactly a bio lab,” Jocelyn said.

      “But it could be, with the right materials. Plus it would put us closer to Priseman. I’m hoping he’ll keep looking for us everywhere but Colorado Springs.”

      “So you want to go back there? Back to the heart of it?” Jocelyn asked, incredulous.

      “It’s home,” Adam said. “And it’s the only place I can think of right now.”

      Jocelyn nodded. “Ok. Why not? You’ve gotten me this far. You’ve kept me alive thus far. I trust you. Whatever your plan, I support it.”

      “Not much of a plan,” Adam said. “If Priseman is reestablishing the infrastructure of Colorado Springs, he may have already dealt with the water treatment facility. But the labs weren’t really necessary to infrastructure. I think it may actually be the safest place we can go and still have access to what you need.”

      They chatted further about the plan, about their route, about Lisa’s condition. There were many unknowns, and many dangers. But for the moment, it seemed to be their only course.

      They agreed on a route, using a Colorado State road map that had been wedged into the glovebox of the ambulance. And once Jocelyn verified that Lisa was stable enough for travel, they got on their way.

      In the streets, many Suppressed were now moving with a sort of muted purpose, going to their assigned posts, doing their pre-programmed tasks.

      The ambulance slid by them like a whale passing through a school of krill.

      Adam, Jocelyn, and Lisa were on their way home. And where things went from there was anyone’s guess.
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      Without readers, an author is just some guy with a really crappy hobby. Long hours at the keyboard. Tons of money spent on editing, layout, cover design. Even more long hours waiting for reviews and sales and bits of praise on Twitter. Honestly, a fella could take up fishing.

      So please, spread the word. If you liked this book, tell a friend. Send them to those links above. Help us grow these author businesses  of ours, and we promise we’ll do everything we can to keep you entertained as much as possible!

      Thanks for your help. And thanks for reading.
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