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ONE




Adam woke to a pounding in his skull, and his vision took a while to clear. He was laying face down on the hard-packed ground, with bits of dirt and twigs and small stones digging into the skin of his face. He reached up gingerly, touched the back of his head, and winced. His fingers came away coated in blood.

He rose to his knees, breathing through the nausea of what may have been a concussion. Hospital, he thought. But there was something wrong with that. Some panic within him that made him think that was a bad idea. 

He managed to stumble to his feet, rubbing dirt from his face, when he saw Ethan Greer sprawled on the ground a few feet away. He, too, was face down. He made no effort to move.

Groggy, still coming to grips with being conscious, Adam stumbled to Ethan’s side. He knelt beside his friend and rolled him over. Ethan’s eyes were glued shut with caked blood. The sight of it, oozing from the wound on Ethan’s forehead, was enough to shock Adam’s memory, to defibrillate it back into a beating, breathing thing. He could remember the past few hours, the attack, the blow to Ethan’s head followed immediately by the one to his own.

He looked around for his truck and for Ethan’s SUV. Both were gone. The people who had taken them—they were normal. 

Not Suppressed. 

Not the sleepwalkers that were becoming more common, more dangerous. They weren’t being controlled. This fact made them seem all the more horrifying. 

Ethan, Adam thought. He checked his friend’s pulse, but found nothing.

Dead. 

The thoughts were still coming slowly, painfully. There was still something Adam wasn’t remembering. Bits and pieces floated to the surface, fighting their way through the thickening muck of his mind. 

The vials.

Adam stumbled again to his feet and looked around the clearing where he and Ethan had arranged to meet—a place that was supposed to be safe. Safe from them.

He caught sight of the bright blue of the cooler and stumbled to it, opening it with an odd cocktail of hope and dread moving through his veins. 

The vials were inside!

The others—the ones that were not Suppressed—they must have opened the cooler and saw that there was no food inside, nothing they valued. They had tossed it, and taken the vehicles. 

They’re running, Adam thought. They’re trying to escape.

Adam took the cooler and walked away, toward the stream where he and Ethan had gone fishing more times than he could count. He ignored Ethan’s body. There would be time to mourn later, surely. Now… now there was no time. Now Adam had to get these vials to the professor. What was his name? Milford? Milton! Professor Milton, in Denver. Ethan was going to take them so Adam could lie low, planning a way to rescue his family, but that option was now gone. Adam would have to take the vials and come back for his family later. It was the only way. There was more at stake here than just his wife and his three kids. Everything. Everyone. It was all at stake.

Adam rinsed out the cooler and filled it with cool water from the stream. He would avoid any of the treated water from now on. It didn’t seem to affect him, but he couldn’t be sure. Maybe it was cumulative? Maybe he would eventually be one of the Suppressed. But for now he was fine. He was lucid and awake, and he had to get these vials safely to the Professor. 

He rinsed the vials, made sure they were still sealed tight, and let them float in the water inside the cooler. It would keep them at a stable temperature at least. The cooler was insulated, so the cool of the water might stick around for a while. Of course, he planned to drink this water. This might be his only source for a while. He’d have to conserve.

He knelt by the stream and washed the dirt from his face and hands and rinsed the blood from his hair. He winced as the water touched the wound in his scalp, and his fingers kept pulling away with blood on them. The bleeding was going to keep up for a while. What could he do? He had nothing. Not even an aspirin. It would just have to bleed until it stopped.

Adam slung the strap of the cooler across his chest, letting it dangle at his side. He toyed with the idea of coating it in mud—if any more of the lucid people came back they might think he had something valuable in the cooler. Which, of course, he did, on more levels than one. But they’d be just as likely to steal a dirty cooler as a clean one. He decided to conserve his energy.

As he walked out of the clearing he again ignored the body. It wouldn’t do any good to look. It would just make him remember; thinking of his friend laying there dead. Mourn later, if ever. 

Adam hiked through sparse woods and over rough and rocky terrain, moving in the direction he knew would get him to Colorado Springs. He wasn’t far, actually. A few miles, at most. It was grueling and exhausting to hike through this terrain, and despite his decision to conserve the water he found himself sipping more and more often. He was thirsty—which meant he was already dehydrated. It didn’t help that his head was pounding from what was probably a concussion, and he was feeling heat build down the back of his neck, spreading from the head wound which may have become infected.

Hours went by and Adam stumbled on, stopping to rest for only a few moments here and there. He had to get to the city, to find some transportation and get on the road to Denver. It would be risky, going back there with the UVFs and cameras all on the lookout for him. But he had no choice.

He couldn’t tell exactly where he was, and was missing the convenience of having GPS on a phone in his pocket, when he heard a high-pitched sound from overhead.

He moved through the small patch of trees he’d been cutting between, and managed to get into the open. He looked up and saw that an airliner was making an approach for landing. Judging by how close it was, Adam guessed that Colorado Springs was just over that ridge ahead, just out of view. He’d made it!

Adam raced for the crest as quickly as possible, scrambling up the loose stones and scuffing his fingers a bit as he climbed. 

The sound of the jet was odd and disturbing. It was pitched higher than it should have been. In addition, it sounded like it was moving fast. Judging by its distance from the ground, it had to be landing in a moment, but it was rocketing toward its destination at full tilt.

Adam pushed himself to make the last bit of the climb to the crest, and stood, panting. He watched the airliner as it dipped toward the city—and he stared in disbelief. 

Smoke rose in columns from nearly every block of the city’s downtown. From his vantage point he could see multiple fires, blazing through both the new and historic buildings. UVF vehicles were racing the city grid, lights flashing. 

He might have been able to hear their sirens, if not for the screeching of the jet.

The plane’s engines whined high and loud, and Adam watched in horror as the plane narrowly avoided the two peaks next to the city, and then screamed in tones that echoed through the urban canyons. He briefly lost sight of it as it passed behind one of the peaks. Finally the plane sank low enough that one of its wings collided with a building, slicing through part of it before an explosion erupted outward. Fire engulfed the building and the plane alike, and the aircraft toppled in air until it slammed into yet another building, exploding in a cloud of black and oily smoke mottled by the orange and yellow cannonball of flame.

Adam sunk to his knees, unable to get his head around what he was seeing. 

My family is down there, he thought. The thought landed dull and flat in his brain and in his chest. His heart was oddly slowed by what he was seeing. All the chaos he’d experienced lately—this was too over the top to completely register. 

He was watching the end of the world.

His head bounded again, a deep set of thuds that rattled his teeth and his bone.

Except it wasn’t in his head. Adam turned slowly as a helicopter hovered over the slope he’d climbed before. Three men deseed in military fatigues jumped from the craft, rappelling from ropes until they hit the ground. They quickly raised their guns, aiming directly at Adam.

What could he do? His family was down in that mess below. They could be dead, for all he knew. He was standing here—injured, dehydrated, and exhausted. It wasn’t like he had the strength to fight back, or even to run. He’d done all the running he could.

The men encircled him as he continued to kneel, making no attempt to escape. One of the men pulled a pole from a bag  carried by another, walked toward Adam, and raised the pole over his head. Its end was sharp and narrow, like a long needle. 

Adam closed his eyes and waited.

There was a thunk, and Adam opened his eyes to see the pole stuck in the ground like a tent stake. A cube at its top opened in four triangular sections, and a small screen opened and expanded until it formed a parabolic surface. Adam watched as a face appeared on the screen.

David Prisemen. 

“Adam,” David’s digital image said. “You gave us quite a chase. I see you have the vials with you.”

Adam looked at the cooler hanging at his side. He glanced back over his shoulder at the armageddon below, and felt a sick clenching in his stomach, followed by an angry resolve. He lifted the strap over his head and held the cooler out in front of him before letting it drop to the ground. 

No one moved to pick it up.

“S’yours,” Adam slurred. His mouth was dry and his tongue felt swollen. He was too tired to put up a fight here. He was ready to die.

“Oh, we couldn’t care less about those vials,” David said from onscreen. 

Adam frowned. 

“We’re here for you, Adam.”

Adam slowly shook his head, as if trying to clear it, trying to figure out what he was hearing. “Me?”

“You hold the key, Adam. That’s why we’ve been studying you. That’s why we need you. The vials don’t matter to us — they never posed a threat. It was you we wanted.”

The men reacted then, and Adam suddenly realized they were Suppressed, just like everyone else. They moved on some silent command given by David, though Adam wasn’t sure how he was issuing the orders.

The man grabbed Adam’s arms, hard, and yanked him to his feet. They pushed him toward the helicopter, still hovering over a stretcher it had lowered to the ground. Two of the guards forced Adam down onto the stretcher and strapped him in place, and all three men hooked into ropes that pulled them upward as the helicopter rose.

Adam turned his head and saw the chaos in the valley below. The helicopter dipped its nose in that direction and flew straight toward the fire and smoke. 

It was both the end and the beginning. 


TWO




THREE DAYS EARLIER




Not enough time. The thought repeated like a double-time mantra in Adam’s brain. They’ll get here before I’m done. 

He reached and slid the metal case open, heard a slight hiss, and felt a tingle of refrigerated air coil up his hands and arms. Wisps of frozen CO2—dry ice—rose in tendrils, escaping into the warmer air outside the refrigerator. 

Adam pulled the goggles over his head as he leaned down and reached into the waist-high container, feeling around. His latex-covered fingers scraped against the cold metal at the bottom of the box. 

I know they’re in here. This is where they keep them. They have to be here!

The box was empty. 

Adam gritted his teeth and knelt further. He blinked—an involuntary reaction to the smoky white billows of condensation flowing around his goggle lenses. 

Nothing. 

The refrigerated case was completely empty. 

“Shit!” He slammed the lid closed and turned away, pivoting in a full circle, examining every inch of the small laboratory. It was no larger than a walk-in closet, squat and square, and no more than nine feet on each wall. 

Must have been hell to work here every day. 

Adam dared not turn a light on, so he used a combination of ambient light and the display of his phone as he squinted into every corner of the room, until he was satisfied there was nothing he missed. 

The samples weren’t here. 

BRNNNNN! BRNNNNN! 

The piercing wail of an internal security siren blared from hidden speakers throughout the building. Adam’s heart picked up pace, flooding him with adrenaline he wasn’t sure how to use. Fight or flight were both poor choices at the moment. He needed to be calm. He needed his lizard brain—the cold and calculating part of him that could think of a way out of this. The last thing he needed was to make a hasty mistake.

Adam paced through the lab quickly, checking every niche, every corner he’d already searched. One last attempt to locate them. At this point, the samples would be completely useless if they weren’t on ice, or at least kept in some sort of high-insulating thermal container. One of the insulated carriers would be used to transport the vials from facility to facility. Something small and light, but insulated. Something like … 

 A lunchbox. 

His eyes fell on a shelving unit that reached to the ceiling, set against the wall opposite where he was standing. He had searched it before, when he’d first entered the room, but had looked right past the thing that was in plain sight, like missing Waldo in a crowded cartoon ice rink. Adam took two long strides and immediately had his hands on the blue Thermos brand lunchbox. It was a picnic cooler—one with a zippered top and a few pouches of black netting along the outside. He never knew what those were for. Napkins? Condiment packets? Kate had always shoved tiny cylinders of beeswax lip balm in there, and then complained that they were “all melty” from the sun. “In the cooler,” Adam would tell her. “If you put them in the cooler, the heat won’t get to them.”

He hastily unzipped the top and peered inside. 

Perfect. 

Three glass vials, each capped with a plastic airlock, were wedged into preformed bits of foam that stabilized them, holding them separate from each other to prevent breakage. 

Adam shook his head. Despite the current situation, he couldn’t help but think like a manager, and the state of these vials annoyed him. The technician in charge of transport for these samples had left the job half finished. They’d simply thrown the cooler on a shelf, not taking the time to unlock the storage refrigerator and place the sample tubes inside one at a time. There was nothing on the inventory. No check in time, no initials to show that procedure had been followed. Sloppy work.

Of course, he could hardly blame them. After the security breach earlier, the facility was on high alert. A building-wide announcement had demanded that all exterior doors and contained corridors be locked down. The place had been a madhouse, full of chaotic employees and security personnel, confused about the nature of the breach. 

Adam, however, wasn’t confused—he was the cause. He had actually gone to a great deal of trouble to trigger the lockdown at just the right time, leaving him inside, with unfettered access to this particular lab. It had taken a lot of effort for him to be right here, right now. Alone. Especially since they seemed to be watching him so closely lately.

Not now, he thought. It's time to get the hell out of here. 

BRNNNNN! The alarm was still screaming as he zipped the cooler shut, satisfied that the contents were intact. He took a deep breath. For this next part he’d need to be calm, unhurried. He’d need to blend. 

He peered out the window of the closet lab’s door. The hallway was deserted. So far no one had entered this particular wing, which was what Adam had counted on. If they were following protocol, they should still be in Sector 4. 

Where things had exploded. 

It had taken a lot of planning and a ridiculous amount of perfect timing to create this window of unguarded time in Sector 1. And, for the most part, the whole thing had gone over without much of a hitch. 

Except for the security alarm.

Fire alarms, yes. He had prepared for those. The local VPD was probably on its way, with maybe a police escort — who wouldn’t be much more than a curious onlooker. Or maybe one of the automated police units would guide them in. These days it seemed that more and more police offers were useless on their own. The AI was acting as first responder now, and the police seemed pretty sedentary most of the time. All emergency personnel were acting that way. 

Later, after the smoke cleared and things were deemed safe, an arson investigator would be on the scene. It wouldn't take long for them to spot the cause of the explosion. But hiding that wasn’t entirely Adam’s aim. His goal was to get all eyes on Sector 4, to clear a path to Sector 1 so he could work without interruption.

But he hadn’t anticipated someone throwing the security alarm this early. It wasn’t part of the protocol. Not for a random explosion. The protocol dictated that they should methodically check each room in Sector 4 and then move on to this hallway. That should have given him at least 30 full minutes, maybe more. Instead, he’d barely gotten twelve.

Maybe I'm not so paranoid after all, he thought. They must have been watching me—they knew this was a setup. 

Again Adam inhaled and exhaled slowly, controlled and measured breathes, and then stepped into the hallway, taking a final, casual look in each direction. He couldn't be certain that he was being watched, and until then the plan was to walk at a brisk and purposeful pace to the double doors at the end of the hall. He had the cooler slung over a shoulder, holding it in place with his right elbow on the lid to minimize jostling inside. 

Progress to the doors seemed ridiculously slow—it felt as if he might never reach them. Despite this, however, he was already a little winded, and he felt sweat trickling from his temple to his chin and from his armpits to his waistline. 

He was moving too fast. Someone would notice. 

“Hey!”

It was all he could do to keep from turning around. Instead, he focused on not running. There was still a chance that whomever it was behind him might assume he was doing something “official.” 

Adam heard the footsteps pounding behind him. He counted them. 

Four steps. Two people.

Again, he fought the urge to look back. 

Adam knew the stakes. He’d known them for some time now. This was more than just trying to stay out of trouble. This was life or death. 

“Hey! Stop!” The voice was louder, more demanding. Gruff and deep. He thought he recognized it, but still refused to turn and look behind him.

Fifty more feet.

His feet hit the waxed floor, harder and harder—too hard to maintain the pretense that he was doing something “official.” He felt the sweat bead on his forehead, one drip running down the side of his nose. 

He was nearly there—twenty-five feet now. They were gaining on him, unless it was a trick his ears were playing. He expected one of them to grab him any second now, to give his shoulder a hard squeeze, to forcefully turn him, slam him against the corridor wall. It would be over then—before it had even started. He’d be sunk. He’d be finished. Definitely be out of a job, maybe worse. 

But he had prepared for that. 

Or, at least, he thought he had prepared for it. Faced with the reality of it, he wondered now if this might have been a huge mistake. Over the past few months, as more of his people began acting strange, as his own family began acting strange, he had noticed that he was being watched closer. The tests and interviews—that man, the one who never left the mobile command unit in the parking lot. His insistence on weekly screenings had seemed, at first, to be an overzealous approach to preventing drug use or corporate espionage or any number of other infractions. It became clear, however, that Adam was one of only a couple of people being screened so frequently and thoroughly. After his third blood test, he'd started planning. All of this had something to do with these vials, and he had determined it was worth the risk to retrieve them.

Now he wondered if he'd let paranoia push him into making a huge mistake.

Maybe there was still time—maybe he could still get out of this?

Can’t let them see my face. There's still a chance if they don't know who I am.

At that moment he dropped the pretense altogether and broke into a dead run. He urged his body forward, leaning into it and pumping his legs as hard as possible. His work loafers, never meant to be running shoes, made an incongruous racket on the linoleum of the corridor.

Slap-slap-slap-slap!

Adam was in relatively decent shape, but at the moment he was wishing he’d spent just a little more time on the treadmill. The adrenaline he’d felt earlier betrayed him, abandoning him as he needed it most, and he was feeling the burn of fatigue starting to spread, rising from his legs to his lungs, closing his throat as he desperately urged his body to move faster. 

He ignored the fatigue. He knew from experience that he’d eventually break through "the wall" and pick up a second wind. There’d be nothing but the sound of lightning-fast loafers slap-slap-slapping their way down the corridor. Maybe he'd leave a trail of fire in his wake.

Twenty more feet. 

“Adam! Stop right there!” a man’s voice yelled from behind him. “I will shoot!”

Adam considered this—would they really shoot? Would they risk killing him, to keep him from taking these vials? 

At least one of the men giving chase knew who he was, and could probably guess that the cooler slung over Adam’s shoulder had something in it that wasn’t—strictly speaking—supposed to leave the building. He might even know exactly what it was.

He clearly knew Adam, and therefore would know his position in this facility. He might even be one of the guards that Adam saw every day—one of the friendly ones Adam spoke to regularly. 

So would he really shoot? 

Suddenly there was a loud CRACK! followed by the whine of a bullet shot from a small handgun. The noise reverberated loudly down the hallway and made Adam hold his breath for a moment, skipping a step and causing him to to lose the rhythm of his run, to stumble a bit. He waited for his body to react; to fall face-forward in a growing pool of his own blood.

But he hadn’t been hit. 

That answers my question.

Suddenly a massive amount of adrenaline coursed through his body again. 

There you are, he thought. And, oddly, he felt like smiling and laughing. The moment was so surreal, he had to remind himself it wasn’t a dream. He was thinking so clearly now. And his body was moving like an Olympian’s. 

Or, at least, that’s how it felt. It didn't matter if it was real or not.

He ran harder, faster, straight for the door.

The bullet missed, he thought. On purpose? 

No way to tell, and no time to ask. It was escape time, and Adam’s focus was on placing one foot in front of the other until, finally, he reached the door.

He slammed into the horizontal push bar felt the door give—and then stop. His momentum crushed him against it, and he bounced back a bit, nearly stumbling and falling to the floor. In shock, he slammed a hand against the door’s surface, feeling the simian urge to scream and attack in frustration.

He breathed. He calmed. 

His heart pounded like a piston in a high-performance engine, stuck at a stoplight.

The sound of footsteps raced closer—when they reached him, he'd be done.

Adam’s story would be over.


Alarms from the Colorado Springs facility. 

They’d started about thirty minutes ago, and they drove David batty. This facility was just one of the five that David was actively monitoring. It was the one where he happened to have taken up residence, for the moment. The mobile command unit was stationary, in a cordoned-off segment of the facility’s grounds. David had decided that this place, out of the five, might give him the most peace and quiet. 

The whole point of living in this God-forsaken corner of the country was the peace and fucking quiet. But now, alarms. Loud ones. 

Everywhere.

Worse than the noise was the implication of disorder. Because that was the other reason David found himself here at a water treatment facility: interviewing employees, running genetic screenings, and doing background checks so thorough that he could tell his employer what someone’s mother had for breakfast on May 23, four years ago. 

This sort of thing wasn’t in his job description. Not really. It was related, in its way, to the work that had brought David to this very point in time, to this condition. David had a mind for details.

The volume of detail, honestly, was both impressive and terrifying. Surveillance had really gotten quite an upward boost with the advent of near-quantum computing—something David had contributed to on more than just a cursory level. His work had been foundational to the rise of artificial intelligence. 

AI might not have been as powerful and efficient as science fiction had always hoped it would be, but it was sure as hell a lot better at dogging details from microscopic data sets than any human had ever been. It had its failings, true. For all their development in the field, AI still couldn’t be completely relied upon to make decisions, to act autonomously. It was still dependent on an ordered set of instructions—it needed guidance for a higher mind. It lacked the will to have initiative, to think outside of pre-determined parameters. It could perform nearly any task, if it knew the rules, but would return to a default “Lost/Return” mode if a scenario deviated too far from its programming.

That was something of a failing. Despite that limitation, however, AI had one shining virtue in David’s view—it was orderly.

The chaos erupting from Sector 4, however, was not orderly. People were everywhere, abandoning their posts and making their exits. They had, at least, gathered on the grounds, exactly where they were supposed to. That was pleasing. Protocol was being observed—which was to be expected, considering how many of the facilities’ staff had already succumbed to the suppression, their wills partially muted. 

Still, there were stragglers—people who didn’t belong where they were, and should be somewhere else entirely. That caught David’s attention. Because in his time monitoring this and the other facilities, he had noted that even those who were somehow resistant to the suppression would generally follow the crowd, especially in emergency scenarios. But as the alarms and fire suppression systems activated, as people evacuated to the grounds and left the corridors of the facility empty, one of David’s “special interest” subjects appeared to be breaking from protocol. 

Perhaps things were not as disorderly as they seemed.

The surveillance cameras were a little antiquated for David’s tastes, but at least they were digital and high definition. The corridor cameras could only operate at 4K, but it was enough to give him the ability to zoom and pan within a frame. He did so now, following the man—Adam Bolland— as he left the shuffling crowd and made his way quickly and quietly to the labs in Sector 1.

The man was one of the mid-level managers. Actually, David had quite admired this man’s management style. He knew protocol, followed it religiously, and was very good at ensuring that his team was briefed on a regular basis. David had cleared him on background as well, finding nothing in the man’s history to indicate he might be trouble.

It was his genetic profile that was most interesting to David.

Despite being a diligent worker and a strict follower of protocols, there was an ever-widening gap between Adam’s behavior and that of his co-workers. As the suppression spread, most of the facilities’ workers become more complacent and compliant. Adam, on the other hand, remained as lucid as ever, and at times even challenged directives. This was exactly the sort of pattern David was looking for. It characterized something the researchers had studied—a natural resistance.

David had the AI keep up with Adam as he moved through the facility. The explosion that had caused all this chaos had happened in an unoccupied lab, near a series of pipes and filters that had immediately ruptured, dousing much of the lab with water. Because of the prevailing heat, the water had been superheated, and steam had bellowed upward. The particulates were enough to trigger the smoke detectors, even when the smoke from the explosion had not.

As explosions go, this one could not have happened in a more fortunate space. No workers were harmed, and the chance of an uncontrolled fire was minimal. 

This was planned.

Sector 1 was at more or less the center of the hub of this facility—a research area where samples were tested against baselines, and a bit of chemical engineering was often employed to find solutions for reducing contaminant levels, or implementing EPA-approved additives—designed by researchers working for David’s employer. 

Since the Public Waters Act eight years ago, water treatment facilities nationwide had labs such as these, which helped to maintain the public water supply. Water was essential to life, of course, and for decades manufacturing and processing plants had contaminated it with abandon. EPA reprimands had been a joke, prior to the PWA. 

Things had changed. As the suppression became the primary focus for researchers worldwide, the Environmental Protection Agency was empowered and funded in ways that most of the alphabet agencies drooled over. 

Now there were penalties that went far beyond fines. Some offending plants were seized as a result of violations, costing shareholders billions and encouraging very public backlashes. Hitting investors in their wallets tended to make businesses fall in line quickly, and soon testing and development labs were mandatory in all water treatment facilities. As were strict security protocols. For some special facilities—usually those isolated from the rest of the nation’s populace—special operatives were assigned to carry out special missions in special ways. 

David was special in this way.

Adam Bollard, however, was special in his own right. And at the moment, he was disrupting everything. 

Protocol dictated the activation of the fire alarm, and the evacuation of the facility. It also dictated a room-by-room search of the affected section, followed by a full search of the rest of the facility. Bolland knew these protocols in and out, and was obviously counting on them to give him time to search for something specific in Section 1. He was counting on all of the attention being on Sector 4, allowing him to conduct his search unfettered and uninterrupted.

He had not, however, counted on David.

Since David was housed apart from the main facility, he was not required to evacuate to the grounds. He was perfectly protected in the mobile command unit that served as both his workplace and his home. 

The AI system that saw to all of David’s physical needs, and guided the MCU from location to location, across the United States, was part of the same system that controlled the Unmanned Vehicle Force used by the police. The system used near-quantum computing and semi-artificial intelligence to pilot drone vehicles, and to help them make basic decisions and determinations. The AI also made them perfectly obedient and capable. They followed orders and assisted when needed—a trait that David had helped to develop, and which turned out to have applications far beyond artificial intelligence.

Also, David adored the system. It was his child, his progeny. He had contributed at least some of the DNA of the system—a very large contribution, actually, based on the most bizarre and tangential research anyone could have expected. To think that all those years ago, some tiny fragment of metal combined with the struggling economy of an island nation would lead to a series of events that fundamentally changed the world—it was inspiring in its complexity.

The AI controlling David’s mobile command unit knew to keep him at a safe distance from the facility while maintaining wireless contact with internal systems. And so it was no trouble for David to activate the security alarms in addition to the already blaring fire alarms and suppression systems.

He watched as Bolland reacted to the alarms. He could almost hear the man’s thoughts. 

Too soon. Not enough time. 

By now David was certain he knew what the man was after. 

And he mustn’t be allowed to obtain it.

In and of themselves, the vials would be worthless. The chemical they contained was benign, according to all methods of analysis. It contained nothing that would be in the least bit incriminating. But in the right hands, it did something very dangerous—something that David’s employer had worked tirelessly to prevent.

It told a story.

Stories, as it turned out, could be wildly dangerous in the wrong hands. This story, in particular, could cause an uprising unequaled in the history of any nation the world had ever known. It was the most significant story of all time, known only to a few. David happened to be one of them, by necessity. Even he didn’t know all of it. But he knew enough. He had pieced together the progression—studying the propagation of data in an intelligent system was, after all, his specialty. 

Those vials contained clues to the origin of the suppression. It was unlikely that Bolland could uncover those clues on his own, but David knew from his background checks that Adam had friends who could help him. Some of those friends might not yet be suppressed enough to be complacent. Some might be naturally immune, as Bolland seemed to be. The most prudent course of action, then, was to keep Bolland from removing those vials in the first place. 

However, rather than force Bolland to flee the lab, as David had hoped, the alarms seemed to energize the man’s search. Soon, Bolland put his hands on a padded cooler. By rights, it should not have contained anything of value. It certainly should not have contained the vials. 

But David knew, even without seeing the evidence directly, that the vials would be in there. Because, as he had painfully learned over the years, screwups such as these were inevitable when humans were involved, especially as the suppression took a greater hold and an individual’s will became more fractured. 

There are positives and negatives to account for, David thought. Adjustments will be necessary.

David watched as Bolland slung the cooler over his shoulder and started to make his escape from Sector 1. This could not be allowed. David called up a map of the facility and saw that two security guards were already methodically searching nearby corridors, as they had been instructed.

“Attention, security personnel,” David said aloud. The AI of the mobile command unit instantly determined whom David was speaking to, and channeled his voice to their portable communication units. “Intruder in Sector 1. Adam Bolland has violated protocol and perpetrated an illegal incursion into one of the secured lab facilities. Target has obtained a regulated substance, for unknown purpose. Apprehend.”

It was perhaps a bit more clinical than what the security guards were used to hearing, but David had long since chosen precision over social norms. The guards barely hesitated as the command registered, and they hurriedly made their way to Sector 1.

They arrived just in time to give pursuit. One guard fired a warning shot, though it only seemed to hasten Mr. Bolland’s retreat. 

Bolland was making his way to one of the exterior doors—ill-advised exits, required by the local municipal code. David abhorred such safety regulations, which jeopardized “security” in the name of “safety.” Case in point—a man was about to escape with a potentially dangerous substance, and all that stood between him and freedom was a single door.

David activated the door’s digital security system, and the lock engaged. Locking this door, especially during a mandatory evacuation, would be against protocol—even illegal—according to local fire laws. David could live with the reprimand, if anyone could possibly trace the event back to him. Or if they had wits enough to put up a fuss, which was becoming increasingly unlikely. 

Bolland, in his rush to exit the building, slammed into the door. He bounced backward in a way that David found amusing. David didn’t watch much television, and had never seen the appeal of prat-fall comedy, until now. He almost wished he had a tub of popcorn.

He checked the other cameras from the corridor, verifying that the guards were closing in. Bolland’s attempt at theft would be foiled, and he’d be in a cell by the end of the day, where people working under David’s orders would study him intently, looking for whatever marker made him different.

At this point, Bolland was a more valuable prize than the vials.

“Open communications to Home Office,” David said.

He then heard a series of tones, indicating the activation of the company’s communication software and the subsequent opening of an A/V window. A woman’s face appeared in a small box, which grew to fill the screen.

“David. You are calling ahead of schedule.”

“Yes, Mrs. Halpern,” David said. “There has been an incident at the Colorado Springs facility.  One of our middle managers, Adam Bolland, attempted to procure some of the vials. He will be apprehended momentarily.”

“Why would he want the vials?” Halpern asked.

“Bolland has a few contacts who may be able to analyze their contents.”

“That is an undesirable outcome,” Halpern said, her tone as cold as the Arctic.

David was unfazed. He was accustomed to Halpern’s severity. He even admired it. “At this stage, it could perhaps be a moot point. Bolland’s contacts may or may not be suppressed, but the progression has advanced beyond the friction point, as described by the researchers.”

“In some regions, Prisemen. Not all. The suppression is not uniform. The information could still be dangerous.” Halpern made a few gestures offscreen and asked, “Isn’t Bolland one of your special interests?”

“He has shown a remarkable resistance to the suppression. He was a lucky find. He was already employed by the facility, so we did not have to rely on the public screenings to find him.”

“What are his levels?”

“Less than .5 percent.

Halpern considered this. “Apprehend and detain him,” she finally said. “Have him sent to central. Gag him. No one talks to him. Does he have family? Close friends?”

 “He has a wife, three children. Numerous close friends, though most do not live in the area. “

“Have his family detained.”

“It will be done,” David said. 

The call ended automatically, and David looked again at the screen. He watched as the recorded conversation was encrypted and sent to the email address built into the comm profile. 

David was not, by nature, someone who gloated. But this man, Adam Bolland, had clearly taken the time to plan out his actions. Bolland had been arrogant enough to assume he could outsmart the system by using its own protocols against it. 

He had, in essence, attempted to use order to create chaos and disorder. This was wholly offensive to David, and so he would enjoy seeing the man wrestled to the ground, hands and feet tied with strong plastic zip ties, and a ball gag fastened tightly into his mouth.

This last would be particularly amusing to watch.

As he turned his attention back to the displays, eagerly anticipating Bolland’s apprehension, David’s demeanor suddenly changed and soured.

He did not gloat, as a rule—but he did, on occasion, become angry enough to swear. 


THREE




Adam could feel his heart fighting to break out of his chest. The footsteps behind him had picked up pace—it wouldn’t be long now. He still refused to turn, still refused to acknowledge that his time was up. This had all gone south somehow. This wasn’t part of the plan.

This door should not be locked.

It wasn’t part of the protocol. In fact, it was the opposite of the protocol. All exits were supposed to be clear, to allow anyone in this section to escape. Locking this door was a violation of all kinds of internal and city codes. 

He was already making mental notes for a report when he realized just how ridiculously stupid he was being. 

Focus, he thought. Find the way out.

 He leaned into the door again, pushing, hoping he’d been wrong, that it would just pop open. It held firm, but as he pushed he could see a crack of daylight from the other side, leaking in through the small space between the locked door and the wall. 

He pushed again, harder. Still, the door wouldn’t budge more than half an inch before the electronic locking mechanism caught it and held it in place. Frustrated, Adam backed away.

This is it. 

He didn’t turn around. His gloved hands rose into the air, high over his head, the sign for surrender. 

He could still hear the guards behind him running to catch up …

 He judged the distance, and then with a crashing blow, launched forward and kicked the door as hard as he possibly could, focusing all the force on the spot where the door’s latch met the door frame. 

The focused impact was more than the simple electronic lock could handle—it was meant to keep people out, not in, and so it was not reinforced for impact from the corridor side. The door flew open, slamming against the outside wall and a buzzer sounded from above the door frame. Compared to the building’s main alarm it was nearly inaudible. 

Adam hadn’t expected it to be that easy, and had surprised himself with the force of the kick. He stood for a second, stunned.

Run. 

His brain caught up to reality and kicked him into gear. Adam lurched forward—breaking into a run once again—and sailed through the open door into the bright daylight outside. He squinted until his eyes adjusted, never breaking his pace as he ran toward the parking lot. 

Please, he thought. Let the front gates be open. Let me get out of here.

The parking lot was a few hundred feet away, separated from this building by a vast expanse of landscaping and deep green grass. All part of the public petition to “beautify” the facility, after the expansion ten years ago. 

And it was beautiful. Every day, employees trekked over the maze of sidewalks from their cars to work. During lunch, staff often spent the hour eating with visiting family members at one of the many picnic tables nearby. Adam had spent a lot of lunch breaks out here himself, wandering the grounds, catching his breath, getting his head straight before or after a tough meeting.

Recently, within the past two or three months, Adam had noticed the ever growing number of what he called “aimless wanderers.” People he knew primarily from staff meetings or company events were wandering aimlessly on the grounds during their breaks, as if they weren’t sure what else to do. When their lunch hour was up, he noted, they often seemed to snap awake, coming to attention and hurriedly making their way back to their stations. He wondered if some of them were even forgetting to eat. 

At first he had chalked this up to the beauty of the surrounding parks. Long hours and hard days could put anyone in a daze, he figured, and being outdoors for a time, taking in the sunshine and breezes sweeping in from the mountains—that had to be better than sitting for an hour in a dreary office or lab, shuffling papers for hours. Maybe they were just letting their minds wander.

It was an awful lot of wandering, however. More people seemed to join the amblers every day. It was one of the things that had called his attention to what was happening across town … even with his family.

Adam shook his head as he ran, keeping his mind away from the questions and focused on what he was doing. The well-trimmed grounds were wide and beautiful, but at the moment he would have traded his left kidney for the whole thing to be paved over, so he could have parked closer to the damn building. 

Adam raced over neatly landscaped rows of short hedges and monkey grass, sprinting toward the parking lot at a wholly unsafe speed. Many of the employees had left, ushered off the premises by security in the minutes after the explosion, so the parking lot was mostly empty. There were still cars, however, and they presented a bit of an obstacle course for Adam as he wove through them.

Clearly someone knew that the explosion wasn’t an accident. The fact that Adam had two security guards dogging his heels at least meant they knew something wasn’t right. The protocol dictated that once that security alarm sounded, anyone still onsite would be detained as an investigation was under way. 

Adam knew the drill, because he had just given a training on it. Emergency Evacuation and Procedures. He’d been handed a government-approved PowerPoint presentation and 25 copies of the report printed on cheap stock. He had delivered the canned speech to the members of his senior staff, and relayed the expectation that they in turn deliver the same presentation and report to members of their respective breakout groups. 

Government procedure. Adam's least favorite style of management. Might as well have his people write the rules 100 times on a black board, for all the effectiveness the process actually had.

But who was he to argue? This job, and that process, had paid his bills for the past fifteen years. And there was a lot of stability and predictability to the job. Keep your head down, do the work, stick to the rules, and you will find yourself well-entrenched in a mostly automated system of promotions and annual raises, with “performance bonuses” that had less to do with performance and more to do with longevity. Adam had risen through the ranks right on schedule, until he was basically running the place. 

Today he’d thrown all of that away.

The alarm was blaring outside—if possible it was even louder than inside. The parking lot and manicured grounds had apparently been included in the security installation plan, as the siren emanated from trees, parking lot lighting, and even some of the large, faux rocks that lined the walkways. The oppressive noise blocked out the sound of approaching footsteps, so he had no idea if he was still being followed. He still refused to look back, as if doing so might cement the reality of the situation, and confirm just how royally screwed he was. 

It didn’t matter. His truck was just ahead. He reached with his left hand into his pocket, grasping at the key fob hanging from a bundle of keys. He clicked the button and heard the small blip of his truck unlocking. 

He was close enough to see himself in the reflection of the side windows of his Toyota Tundra, still a bit distant but closing fast. That truck had been a real point of contention with Kate, who just couldn’t fathom why he needed a truck at all, much less one so big. “It’s not like you live on a farm, Adam. You work for the government. You never haul anything heavier than camping gear.”

Adam closed in now, reaching for the door handle. He saw his reflection in the glass—his hair wild and untamed, as were his eyes. He looked like a madman. 

Maybe I am. 

He yanked the handle and threw the door open, slowing only enough to set the cooler full of samples gently on the passenger seat. He pulled the driver-side door closed and started the truck all in one motion. Seconds later he peeled out the parking spot and was racing toward the front gates. 

He knew there would be one or two guards stationed at the main entrance and exit, but he was unsure of how many other security guards might be there during a lockdown and high-alert situation. It didn’t matter. 

He’d do what was needed to make it out of this place.

He was speeding through the lot, zipping between the remaining parked cars and praying that no one pulled their vehicle out in front of him. There would be no stopping, no exchange of insurance information, no regretful head shaking. 

He prayed no one stepped out from between the vehicles.

As he passed through the two-lane entrance connecting this lot to the winding drive that led out of the facility grounds, he got his first glimpse of the two guards who had been pursuing him. They were in one of the rows just twenty or thirty feet away. If he had hesitated at his truck, they very well might have caught up to him.

Adam recognized one of the guards—a slightly overweight, middle-aged Asian man.

Kim Lu. 

His friend. 

Kim Lu had shot at him—or at least fired a warning shot. It was most likely meant to scare him, Adam thought. But he had fired a weapon in Adam’s direction, and the threat was clear. It helped confirm Adam’s suspicions about the vials—they were obviously important. But he hadn’t imagined they’d be worth killing over. 

This was out of control. It was insane. This morning, Adam had eaten Cinnamon Toast Crunch for breakfast, for God’s sake! Now he was being shot at? 

He steeled himself. I made this decision, he told himself, leaving the rows of parked cars behind and racing down the main campus road. I knew there were going to be repercussions. 

The two guards stopped running, huffing and panting, becoming smaller in his rearview mirror as Adam sped away. 

He had escaped! 

He knew it was only a small victory. The gate at the front of the compound would have at least two more men stationed there, along with a security access gate that would no doubt be lowered across the road. He thought through his next steps. 

Get to the road, and speed up. No matter what, don’t slow down. The men will probably try to stand in the road and stop me. At that point… 

If he had been a spy, or an action hero, like in the movies, it wouldn’t have mattered. He’d have thought nothing of busting through a number of men trying to shoot out his windshield or his tires. He’d plow through, sending their bodies flying. He would think nothing of crashing through the access gate and splintering the wooden arm into a million pieces. 

But he wasn’t a spy, or an action hero. He was a technical lead—basically middle management. He had grey strands growing at his temples, didn’t work out nearly enough, and was overdue for a prostate exam. He certainly had never spent time living a high-stakes life of dodging gunfire and smashing through security barriers. 

Until today, anyway.

Adam pushed away the growing fear and anxiety. He breathed through it. He had to get through this. He had to.

As anticipated, two men emerged from the security kiosk and stood, guns raised, facing him down. They were in the street, and he could tell they weren’t happy. 

“Come on, guys,” Adam whispered.  “Move out of the way.” He was feeling an eery sort of calm come over him that he couldn’t explain—a determination that helped tamp down the fear and keep him moving. “I can’t stop. I’m not going to stop.” 

As if to prove it, he gunned the truck, now hitting 40 miles an hour on the short road. 

50. 

55. 

The men fired several rounds. 

Adam heard thuds and saw a web of jagged cracks form in the windshield as one of the bullets grazed the top-right corner. Another thunked into the hood of the truck, thankfully missing anything vital. Adam knew their aim would only improve as he got closer. He started swerving back and forth on the road, sacrificing speed in the name of being a tougher target. At least, that was his hope. 

The men were doing their best, but the pistols weren’t long-range weapons, and they had obviously only been fired a few times on a shooting range. There wouldn’t have been much opportunity to practice shooting at a moving target from long range. Adam closed in, swerving his way forward and once again picking up speed. 

One of the men stopped to reload his weapon as Adam reached the spot on the road where they stood. The second man braced himself, aimed, and …

Changed his mind last minute. He jumped out of the way, into the bushes lining the road. The first man, only now looking up, was too late. 

Adam grimaced as he pulled the truck to the right, hard. He didn’t want to hit the guy. But the swerve wasn’t enough. The Tundra’s bumper clipped the man on his left leg, spinning him sideways just as the side mirror slammed into his shoulder. Adam watched as the man was spun and bounced hard, screaming, into the security kiosk. 

Adam’s first instinct was to stop and make sure the man was ok. He swallowed this, ignored it.

Keep driving, a grim voice said from within him. He barely recognized it as his own.

Adam pulled onto the highway’s access road, finally allowing himself to push the truck up to its maximum speed. He passed the beautifully manicured monument grounds at the front entrance, with the stone-framed sign that had a bed of flowers and shrubbery sounding it, along with a small water feature that caught light from the afternoon sun, and made sparkles and flashes that emblazoned everything about this moment in Adam’s memory forever. 

Colorado Springs Water Treatment Facility. 

It was all too real. This was too real. And that’s what made it all feel so very insane.


Made it.

He didn’t exactly relax, but he did let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. His neck and shoulders felt like crushed marble, and he rotated his neck to a symphony of pops and crackles. All this popping of joints had started a few years ago, as he’d whipped passed his low-30s like they didn’t exist, and hit the downward slide toward forty. At 38, he was more than a little aware that the days ahead were getting thinner. If he could help it, he was going to make sure he fattened them up as much as possible. If, that is, he survived beyond today.

They’d be after him, of course. Especially since Kim had recognized him. But with the number of cameras festooning poles in the parking lot, not to mentioning covering every square inch of the building’s interior, there was little chance that they wouldn’t know it was him. They would have him nailed eight ways to sunday, with photos and video, shots of his license plate—heck, with all the blood they’d taken from him over the past few months they could even supply his DNA to authorities.

But it would take them awhile. Adam knew the protocol: Secuirty personnel were not allowed, under any circumstances, to leave the campus grounds for pursuit while on duty. They were armed security guards, but they were also employees of the United States Government, and no one on the Hill wanted a civilian liability suit on their hands if it could be prevented. Jurisdiction would be handed over to city law enforcement, if it hadn’t already. 

Adam’s plan hadn’t included an early hit on the security alarm. That would dispatch to local authorities directly, with a code that indicated this was more than just a fire. Heightened alert for terrorist activity had never settled down—and in fact had only intensified over the past decade. Threats to a water treatment facility would get attention fast. You don’t mess with the water supply. 

So the explosion and “accident” would have been reported. Adam’s only hope was that facility security had counted on apprehending him, and his involvement might have only now reached the division office. He’d have a narrow window to get the rest of his plan moving. He could still do this.

He might have about half an hour before they were at his doorstep.

Fifteen minutes to get home, and fifteen minutes to pack up his family and hit the road. 

It wasn’t looking good. 

He accelerated. The truck was in the left lane, flying south down Interstate 25 through the southern half of the city. 

Downtown Colorado Springs was a mix of high-rise apartments and corporate skyscrapers. The city had grown quickly over the past decade, but city planners had pushed to keep the “downtown atmosphere” separate from the rather suburban surrounding area. The result was a massive, tightly-packed network of sprawling commercial buildings that fought for control of the skyline, all smashed together into a geographic area of about ten square miles. 

Wave after wave of tall, identical office buildings passed on Adam’s left, separated from squat apartment buildings and dots of mandated open spaces by a stretch of four-lane highway that seemed eternally in motion. 

Adam’s exit was two miles away, and he raced another truck for a spot in the lane next to his. The driver yelled something as Adam cut him off, punctuating his expression of displeasure with time-honored hand gestures, but Adam was beyond caring. He whipped into the right lane and then punched at the police scanner on his truck’s dashboard. The computerized “female” voice of the auto-dispatcher played over the scanner’s small speaker.

“…Pursuit imminent. Repeat, vehicle pursuit imminent. All officers report to location…” 

Adam knew they were less than a minute away from ID-ing his truck and getting eyes out looking for him. Minutes after that, he’d have a squad of cop cars pulling up on his front lawn …

Drive, he told himself. Get there now. Worry later.

As he exited the highway, he couldn’t help but obsessively notice each of the solar-powered satellite cameras, mounted on poles at every exit, on-ramp, and corner of each of the city roads and highways. Touted as one of the most advanced surveillance systems in any American city, the direct-feed cameras recorded every movement, every activity, and every vehicle in a fifty-mile radius, down to the last meter. 

The capabilities of the tech were impressive, to say the least—finding and alerting authorities to possible crimes before they were committed, Identifying localized weather threats and traffic congestion, and providing a 24/7 “heartbeat” of the city to police, fire, emergency, and prevention services. 

Oddly, however, as the city’s surveillance system experienced massive evolutionary upgrades it had seemed to be less and less necessary. Over the past half year or so, the crime rate had dwindled to practically zero in Colorado Springs. Minor crimes, such as shoplifting and vandalism, had all but vanished. Those few times when something really required the attention of law enforcement or emergency services, however, seemed to get slower responses than ever before. The Unmanned Vehicle Force would show up, of course, and circle the area, controlling traffic and tracking suspects by tailing them as they moved. But the human police force seemed to become completely inept. They’d become increasingly slow to respond. Firefighters often showed up in time to douse an already destroyed home or business. EMTs frequently arrived to cart bodies to the morgue. 

Adam had been frustrated and even a little alarmed by this … but he seemed to be one of just a few people who even cared. His attempts to spark conversations about these things, about the increasingly disconnected human component of the city’s emergency response or even the increased reliance they seemed to have on the automated systems, was met with shrugs and vague smiles, glassy-eyed stares and grinning shakes of the head. 

No one cared. And over time, even Adam started to care less and less.

At the moment, though, Adam cared a great deal, though he was more concerned with who was watching, and what they were looking for. He had an eerie feeling they were watching him, laughing at him as he tried in vain to hide from their all-seeing eyes.

This is what the fly feels like, he thought. Trapped in the web, buzzing and trying to be free, while all the while hundreds of eyes watch you, waiting until you’ve tired yourself out so you can wrapped up tight and sucked dry.

He slowed the truck a little as he swerved onto a side road leading into his neighborhood, and noticed a camera mounted on a stop sign slowly turn and tilt down, its lens pointed through his truck’s windshield. 

He sped up again. 

Too soon, he thought. There wouldn’t be enough time now. The police—ineffective or not—would be on his tail soon.

As if on cue, chatter burst through the scanner as a few officers reported their locations and awaited a response for the automated system. In a few seconds, Adam would hear the dispatch computer issue a command to begin pursuit, once his vehicle had been positively identified. 

“Officer 5034, officer 3042, officer 5039, please engage in vehicular pursuit at this time. Remain open line. Driver identified. Driver: Adam Bolland, 38 years of age, male. Height: 5’10.” Weight: Approximately 200 pounds. Vehicle identified: Toyota Tundra, color: midnight black. VIN number…” 

Adam cursed as the auto-dispatcher recited details of his physical appearance and those of his truck. He was, oddly and unreasonably, a little miffed at the weight. Two hundred pounds? I’m only 180, tops!

He shook his head, chastising himself for vanity while he was possibly running for his life. It was all part of the surreal nature of the day. Nothing about this could be real. Could it?

He had hoped for more time. He had counted too much on the bureaucracy of the facility, hoping it would slow things down just enough, give him more of a window for his escape. But it seemed like someone was nudging things, watching from somewhere and making sure Adam didn’t catch any lucky breaks.

He made two left turns, then finally a right, keeping his speed right on the upper edge of what was safe in this neighborhood. The last thing he wanted was to lose control and careen into someone’s house. Or, worse, to hit one of the neighborhood kids, who were used to chasing a ball into the street with no fear. He had complained about this to Kate a thousand times, only receiving eye rolls and shoulder shrugs in response. She thought it was quaint, that the neighborhood was safe to the point of being backwards.

Adam pushed his speed as much as he dared. Even if he’d been moving at light speed it would have felt too slow.

His house was an updated bungalow in a small community of homes, each well-maintained and painted one of a set of HOA-approved colors. Each mailbox was white, and a short, white, picket fence ran along the grass in front of each front yard. Kate had fallen in love with the idyllic scene when they had moved here. The picket fence had sold her instantly. It was everything she had ever dreamt of—the kind of neighborhood she’d always wanted to live in.

Adam hated it. 

As he neared his own house, he thought about the neighbors he’d lived next to for years now. He barely knew any of them. None of them had come to bring cookies when they’d moved—something his mother would have chastised them over. And none had ever thrown a get-together, or even invited them to dinner. 

Of course, Adam and Kate hadn’t invited them to anything either. The world had changed since his mother’s time—suburban America was as fragmented as any other place. The days of people greeting each other as they stepped out for the morning paper, or chatting in the yard as they took a break from mowing—long gone. No one greeted one another, and no one seemed to care when another family moved in or out. It was just the circle of suburban life. One family leaves to make room for the next, and each acts as an anonymous cog in the community, serving the HOA with endless rounds of lawn moving and weed pulling and house painting. All serve the HOA.

Still, despite everything, this was home. Adam didn’t mind the hands-off neighbors, actually. Everyone kept their lawn clean, and noise was virtually non-existent. It was a safe place. Kids could run and play here without being in any serious danger. It was, maybe, the most boring of neighborhoods. But at least it was home.

Adam sighed. It’s all over now, anyway. 

He squealed into his driveway. He’d forgotten to call ahead, but it shouldn’t take long to round everyone up and get them on the road. They had prepared for this. He had outlined exactly what was going to happen. He’d left detailed instructions.

Adam grabbed the cooler from the passenger’s seat, ran to the front door and burst through it, startling his youngest daughter. 

“Dad! Are you okay?” Sarah asked from the living room. She was sitting at the family computer. On the screen was a fantasy game they’d gotten for the kids last Christmas. Seeing her there, calmly playing a game while Adam had just raced in from utter chaos, while their world had just been shredded to bits—it seemed completely unreal. It made him pause. 

“Sarah, hey.” He said, catching his breath. In his head time was still racing in a torrent around him, field by his adrenaline. He had expected everyone to be standing and waiting, suitcases in hand, worried looks on their faces. Not calmly playing video games, startled by his sudden arrival.

“Where’s Mom?” he asked, swallowing and trying to calm himself, to catch his breath. “I need you to get ready to go.” 

“Adam? Honey, is that you?” 

Adam saw his wife round the corner of the living room at the end of the hallway. She saw his face, wild eyes and unkempt hair. 

“Adam. What’s happening?” 

Adam blinked. “It’s time. Get the kids. We need to go.” 

“Adam —“

“It’s time, Kate. Now.” 

“Now?” 

He didn’t answer, instead he walked past her, into the living room and through to the master bedroom beyond—the only bedroom on the ground floor. 

From behind him, Kate yelled up the stairs. “Charlie! Sammie! Time to go!” Adam heard pounding feet from the floor above as the two fourteen-year-old twins—one boy, one girl—raced each other down the stairs as if this were a trip to soccer practice instead of the five of them making an escape.

Adam concentrated on what he was doing. He had already pulled his backpack from the closet, where it had been hidden behind piles of clothes and shoes, and checked the straps. He tested each zipper, and verified the contents. Satisfied that everything was ready, he placed the cooler filled with the three samples into the backpack’s main compartment, finally zipping the whole thing closed. As he finished, Kate walked in. 

“What’s that?” she asked, seeing the backpack for the first time. 

“Supplies. Are the kids ready?” 

“I — yeah, I guess. Adam, can we talk about this?” 

He whirled on her, catching her by surprise. “Kate, now. We don’t have time! We already talked about this, remember?” 

She swallowed, then nodded. “Sorry. Yeah, they’re ready. I’ll get them into the truck. How long?” 

He thought for a moment, remembering the broadcast from the police scanner. “Less than ten minutes. Maybe five.” 

She nodded once and ran around him out into the living room. “Kids! Let’s go! Now!” 

Adam walked past her into the garage as he heard the three kids filing into place in the entrance hallway. The automated system recognized his handprint, and he hit the command to open the garage door. It slid quietly upward.

He walked to the tall row of cabinets lining the wall, and opened the first. A can of gasoline, and a storage bucket full of bottles that contained vehicle fluids and oil. He placed the gas on top of the storage container and carried both outside to the truck, where he placed them into it’s open bed. During his second trip he grabbed two more pre-packed storage containers and then closed the garage door. 

“I didn’t lock it,” Kate said as he approached the truck once again. He opened the door to the driver’s seat and climbed in. 

“It won’t matter.” 

The kids were crammed into the back seat of the truck, already complaining about the lack of legroom, but doing so as if reading a script. Their voices were somewhat flat—they’d become increasingly disconnected over the past few months, as if running on autopilot or otherwise suppressed. 

Suppressed, he thought. That was the word for it. More people, every day, were succumbing to whatever this was. It was spreading through the community. People had started wandering aimlessly, sometimes late into the night. One night he’d caught Sammie doing it, and that had sealed the plan for him.

Without checking to see if seat belts were fastened, Adam put the truck in reverse and backed it down the driveway, a little faster than usual. 

“Where are we going, dad?” Charlie asked. 

Adam didn’t answer, listening instead to the police scanner. 

“…Suspect in custody… 10-4…” 

Another situation. That could be good. It might provide a little distraction, and give Adam and his family a gap. 

“…Report on vehicle pursuit…” 

Dammit, he thought.

That was him. One of the police officers responded a few seconds later, giving his location. 

Less than a mile away. They would be within view in less than a minute. 

He turned, taking the long way back to the highway. He’d have better luck navigating around the busier areas, taking cover from the houses and buildings. But he’d eventually need to get on the highway itself. 

He looked at each of his children in the rearview mirror. Calm. No indication of worry or anxiety.

Kate, too, was quiet. She hadn’t said a word since they’d started moving. It was as if they’d just defaulted to standby, with no directives to follow.

This isn’t right.

Adam raced toward the alley at the end of the road — nothing more than a driveway for this last row of houses, but one that connected to another street on the other side. It wasn’t on GPS maps, and was often unknown to people who didn’t live in the neighborhood. 

The street appeared in front of him, and he slowed a little to check for inbound traffic. Satisfied, he turned right and sped up. Only three cross-streets between him and the highway. 

We’re going to make it. 

A police siren cut through the air behind him, and he saw it pull into view from an intersection he’d just passed. From this distance he couldn’t tell if it was a UVF or manually driven, but the squad car was clearly on the hunt for him. The car was sleek black, low to the ground, and he knew it was built for power and speed. 

Worse, it was speeding up. 

There was no outrunning it. 

Adam gunned it, ignoring the last stop sign before the access road. He had to think of some way to scrape this guy off his bumper, and it wasn’t going to be easy—he was seriously outgunned, in every sense of the word. But he had something that resembled a plan.

He let the cop car behind him close the distance, and he could see that it was in fact an unmanned police cruiser. The UVF—Unmanned Vehicle Force—was used for reconnaissance in unsafe areas, and as a first responder in dangerous situations. It was another of the relatively recent safety developments that had been touted on national news, though Adam had always suspected they were less about safety and more about reducing the need for manpower on the police force. Why pay hourly wages to police officers when you can replace them with automated pursuit vehicles? A one-time charge to the budget, and no pension, retirement, or vacation and sick days to worry about.

Adam pulled up to the next intersection and stopped, knowing the unmanned car could do nothing but follow him and call for backup. 

Sure enough, an automated voice came over the scanner. “UVF unit 567 In pursuit of suspect at present location,” it said, followed by a set of grid coordinates that dispatch would continuously translate into street names for the human police force. The UVF would act as a GPS beacon broadcasting Adam’s location, providing headquarters with a moment-by-moment update as well as a 360-degree roof-mounted camera image.

Adam waited as another car pulled onto the access road, just down the block. The UVF cruiser would calculate the speed and distance of the oncoming car and adjust its speed accordingly to prevent accidents. But today, Adam was in the business of creating accidents.

He pulled out onto the access road and into the far lane, waiting for the UVF cruiser to measure the speed and distance of the oncoming car. As anticipated, the cruiser judged that it could make it into the far lane and continue its pursuit before the oncoming car was too close. 

Adam slowed down and watched the UVF pull into the road. As it sped up, he threw the truck in reverse and slammed his foot down on the gas pedal. The truck lurched and skidded backwards, but Adam maintained control. The UVF adjusted for the sudden change in direction of Adam’s truck, and stopped. 

Dead-center in the lane, just as the oncoming car caught up to them. 

Adam felt the sudden impact of the collision, and watched the world spin as the truck lurched forward from the translated force. 

None of his family made a sound. 

Adam felt weightless for a brief moment as the momentum first threw him forward before gravity reasserted itself and pulled him back. The truck had spun from the impact, and it came to a stop facing the collision. He could see the driver of the other car hunched over their steering wheel, a deployed airbag spilling like foam in every direction. Adam felt a pang of regret, and almost unbuckled his seat belt, his instinct telling him to go help the man. Then he saw the UVF. 

Adam’s back bumper had really done a number to the front end of the UVF, and the back of it had been completely crushed by the impact from the other vehicle. It was disabled.

The camera on the car’s roof, however, was spinning, taking video footage of the scene for later examination. 

Adam glared at it for a second, as if looking into the eyes of the beast that was pursuing him, before pulling the truck around and continuing his getaway. 


FOUR




“I saw that,” David said, his voice quiet, and filled with a sort of awe. Mister Bolland was going to be interesting.

David liked interesting.

Oh, not as much as order and structure, which were always preferred. But interesting represented a problem to solve, and David very much enjoyed solving problems. He enjoyed obliterating problems. 

“Track that vehicle. Route camera data to my personal server. Start the negotiation with the satellite servers in D.C. Not the NSA servers; we’ll need to be more circumspect than that.” He thought for a moment. “Access the NOAA servers. Use my access information.”

“Working,” the AI said.

David watched as one of the displays streamed data and images. Occasionally he’d see something he thought might be interesting, but he was forced to let it go until the AI was finished with its search and retrieval. As smart as the system was, it could be incredibly frustrating when it wasn’t smart enough.

This would be so much easier if my hands worked, David thought. 

It wasn’t the first time he’d thought this, of course. Since the accident, he’d been a full quadriplegic, unable to move his arms or legs. He had been doomed to a bed in a hospital room, thanks to one inattentive misstep into traffic. The car that hit him belonged to a man named Steven Parker. He had cried, at his hearing. David had watched it on video, and felt nothing. 

In fact, feeling nothing was become a theme for David’s life. He couldn’t feel his arms or his legs. He couldn’t feel anything at all, from the chin down. In addition, his lungs weren’t working properly, and the only thing keeping oxygen flowing was the negative air pressure and high oxygen content of the mobile command center’s interior. In effect, David now lived inside his lungs, instead of the other way around. 

Those days spent in the hospital, laying prone in a bed with a trachea tube and a number of wires and feeding tubes keeping him alive, forced him to conclude that was now worthless as a human being. His brilliant mind was caught in amber. He would never contribute anything of value to the world again, he had come to believe.

But David had friends. Powerful friends. He had been working with them for the past few years on the creation of the same artificial intelligence system that was now running the UFVs and other automated security systems here in Colorado Springs and various other parts of the country. Those same AI systems kept the mobile command unit running, and saw to his every need. They also connected him in real time to every other AI system, as well as the vast network of satellites and nodes that supplied information and acted as a nervous system for modern civilization.

As a result, then, David had become part of the ecosystem that kept terrorists at bay and kept citizens from getting out of hand with their “freedoms.” He was a central part of a living, breathing digital entity—the cerebral cortex providing higher order processing for the brain that controlled the modern world.

At the time of his accident, he had been assisting with another program, as well. One that was less about circuits and digital technology, and more about the circuitry of the human mind. Specifically, he had been tapped to help with finding a solution to an ever-growing problem. Humanity, it seemed, was being rewritten. His approach to artificial intelligence could provide a key to salvation.

It was fascinating, actually, how well the new research fit with David’s own AI research. In the end, it really all came down to inputs and outputs, directives and logic structures. As humanity and artificial intelligence began to edge closer, to converge on a common point of intelligence, David’s work had become a crucial component.

David had been thoroughly engrossed in this when he’d lost the use of his body. He had been reading through dozens of reports, mostly responses to his latest findings, flicking through screens on his phone as he stepped out into traffic, unaware of Steven Parker or his SUV. Unaware that his life would change in painful and horrific ways, only to allow him a rebirth into a new and immensely satisfying world.

Thank goodness for the mobile command center. It became his body, after the accident. It was perfectly tuned to him, supplying all of his physical needs, including electro-stimulation of his muscles. It fed him and eliminated his waste. It ensured his oxygen levels remained at peak. And, above all, it gave him mobility.

True, it was a big and bulky machine that couldn’t go just anywhere. But David’s mobility went beyond physical locations. Thanks to the AI he helped develop, the MCU could connect him to just about any database on the planet, and give him access to a vast variety of security and data systems. 

In many ways, “losing” his body had freed him, made him a being of pure intelligence and data. He could focus on those things that truly mattered, and let his physical needs be taken care of without being a distraction.

Plus, he was pretty well armed. The MCU had its own defense system, which could just as easily be an offense system. It made David feel a little “badass” to know he commanded some hefty firepower. And it made him feel very secure to know that he was surrounded in armor plating. 

Clearly his employers had something in mind, and David would be something of an enforcer in those plans. So instead of being weakened by his accident, David had become stronger by far than any other human. His brains were now matched by his brawn. It made him smile.

His employers saw great potential in him. They empowered him, and set him loose. He was given directives, to use his insights and algorithms to find answers, to find solutions. To find men like Adam Bolland.

David used the eye-scanning interface of the MCU to bring up Adam’s profile and history. There were a few hours of interviews in the file, which was standard. Each video was accompanied by a stream of data on the right-hand side of the screen, showing heart rate, heat signature, flags for vocal hesitation, data from galvanic skin response. 

His DNA provided some frustration. Clearly there was some trait within Bolland’s genes that provided an immunity or resistance. He was one of many with that trait, but few seemed as completely unfazed by the heavy metal as Bolland was. As such, the chemical programming was having no effect on his physiology whatsoever. And that was the frustrating part—because none of the highly paid and lauded researchers and geneticists employed by Mrs. Halpern or any of David’s employers could determine exactly why Adam was different. For all intents and purposes, it might as well be magic.

Bolland was pretty unremarkable all around, actually. He had received his undergraduates degree in organic chemistry from the Colorado School of Mines, and had immediately pursued a chemical engineering graduate degree. He had worked at a petroleum processing plant while in college, and upon leaving had transitioned between various jobs in the industry. He finally became an employee of the Colorado Springs Water Treatment facility, as chemical engineers became a commodity in the wake of various environmental acts. He had landed his position just prior to his thirtieth birthday, and had managed to climb the ladder until he was in a management role. 

And until yesterday, that was his entire, pathetic life.

There were some indicators in his file that he had some financial trouble. His youngest daughter, Sarah, had been diagnosed with Turner’s Syndrome, and they had struggled a great deal to pay medical bills while seeking treatment for her. That was a likely motivation behind Bolland’s success in his current job.

The debt had been a minor red flag. People with large debt posed a security risk because they could be easily compromised. The enemy offers large sums of money for one small task, and the indebted sad sack betrays his country to get away from the pressures of paying a monthly credit card bill or the loan on a boat or something. 

But Bolland’s debt was manageable, as long as Adam remained employed. In fact, they were making the climb toward being free of the medical bills. Bolland was diligent.

So money was not a motivation. That left only altruism.

Somehow Bolland had figured out what the chemical could do—or thought he had. It was unlikely that Bolland would have the background to understand the nature of chemical organic programming. The greater likelihood was that Bolland had simply put a few things together, coming up with a distorted amalgam of the truth, in which the sinister “government” had enacted some plan to enslave the populace through better chemistry. 

Close, but no cigar, David thought, smiling.

Bolland’s file did suggest a tendency to “do the right thing.” He would certainly risk his job, if he thought his employer was doing something illegal or dangerous to the public. He would risk everything, in fact, if he thought his family was being placed in danger by some nefarious plot. That would certainly be a trigger for an otherwise complacent man to suddenly dive into foolishly heroic acts. 

He might well have managed to snag the vials and escape unnoticed, if not for David’s intervention. He couldn’t have predicted that David would be monitoring this facility so closely. He could not have known that this facility was part of a bigger plan. And he clearly did not know how hopelessly outmatched he was.

The AI chirped to let him know that it had the requested access and data. 

David used the eye scanner to move through the images and video footage. Once Adam’s truck left the city grid, he would be out of range of the automated security systems. Even the UFVs would have trouble tracking him deep into the mountains, as their signals were occasionally blocked. They would default to “Lost/Return” mode—wandering slowly back to the grid and resuming their previous monitor-and-enforce pattern. 

But David didn’t need the grid to track Adam Bolland. He had eyes everywhere. He could see from above. And he watched as Bolland and his family turned from the blacktop and onto a dirt road. He watched as they approached a cabin, which was actually in Adam’s file of personal property. That was a foolish mistake. That cabin would be one of the first places the authorities would check, once they knew who Adam was.

David had already released that information to them, of course. And now, with a few flicks of his eyes, he forwarded the location of the cabin as well. 

Of course, the police would have to go there personally. In their present state, they were not as effective as a police force. They would, however, be lucid enough to apprehend Adam and his family and incarcerate them. As long as David supplied directives, the police would follow them. It was only when they were left to their own devices that they tended to lapse into their own “Lost/Return” subroutine. 

Side effects of the process, David thought as he forward Bolland’s location and issued the command to apprehend.


FIVE




There was the occasional jostling from the roads, which were becoming increasingly rural. The few people they passed now were all in that weird state of suppression that Adam dreaded seeing. It meant something was changing. It meant there was a shift happening in the world.

My family is part of that, he thought. He wasn’t sure how, or why. He knew only that it had something to do with the water.

They continued in silence for another 45 minutes, Adam driving and Kate in the passenger seat. The children were eerily quiet in the back.

All this quiet. He was all for some peace around the house, but Kate and the kids had stepped over the weird line, which had prompted Adam to start doing some digging. He never could have guessed things would end up here.

He pulled off the black-topped country road and the truck began its climb up a narrow dirt right-of-way that would eventually deposit them on the upper stretch of the mountain. This wasn’t a road that Google Maps would be likely to chart, and other than the eyes in orbit, no cameras could see this place. Their destination was a cabin, hidden in the forest just below the tree line, about 1,000 feet higher than their current elevation.

Adam purchased the cabin years ago from a man who had only used it for hunting season. It was rustic, but comfortable, and it served as a weekend retreat for the family. They’d put time and money into repairing and upgrading it, bringing in plumbing and electricity, so it was livable even by Kate’s standards. It had been a favorite spot for the kids growing up, but the novelty of the place had mostly worn off for the twins as they got older. Kate’s appreciation for it had faded a lot sooner. But Adam still liked the place, and had been meaning to come back for a while now. Under different circumstances, of course.

“Dad, are we going to the cabin?” Sammie asked. 

Adam checked the mirror, and saw her looking dispassionately at the pines passing outside the window next to her. Was there a hint of enthusiasm? Was she lucid enough to recognize where they were and be happy about it? Or maybe bored? He’d take bored right now. “Yeah, sweetie. We’ll be there soon”

He kept watching, glancing back to the dirt road in quick darts. He was hoping to see some reaction, some hint that she was all there. Instead, she seemed completely unmoved by the news. No excitement, certainly. But also no boredom. No protests that they’d been to the cabin a million times. It was like he’d just talked to her over some sort of intercom, and she was in a different room, or a different country.

It was like her default programming had resumed with the lack of further input.

It wasn’t the first time Adam had thought of it this way—as if everyone were somehow running on a program. Since this all began, since he had started noticing it, he had become increasingly alert. And in watching the world around him, he had picked up on certain similarities between the way people were acting and the way the ever-present AI systems were functioning. There was something there—some connection he was starting to see clearer as time went by. He had done some research, traced things back as far as he was able, and had landed on the vials. 

It had to be the new additive. All of this had started after the last EPA push. The chemical was supposed to help reduce the levels of heavy metal in the processed water supply. In fact, it did that. Adam himself had been part of the initial implementation team, taking samples and testing against the baseline over time. The chemical, whatever it was, did a fair job of counteracting the trace heavy metals that were somehow leaching into the water supply. What Adam never understood, however, was where those metals came from, and why it was so important to block them. 

In high quantities, heavy metal contamination could be toxic. But the minute traces they were finding in the local supply were so minuscule, and so benign, Adam could hardly believe the EPA would bother with them. It seemed strange. And that strangeness eventually became suspicious, as people began “drifting” in and out of their normal lives.

There was a sudden jolt from  a dip in the road, and Adam was back in this moment, gripping the steering wheel, keeping them steady on course. He glanced to his side and saw Kate watching the scenery pass as well. No sign of even registering the jolt. Even stranger, no sign of fear, regarding their hasty escape and run from police. No sign of dread. No sign that she was even aware that anything unusual was happening.

It was a surreal experience, to still feel the tingle of aftereffects from adrenaline, to still feel the compulsive need to check his rearview mirror constantly, while no one else in the vehicle seemed to recognize that they might be in any danger. He was alone, with four other people.

The truck lurched over an even larger divot in the road, the telltale sign that they were approaching their destination. Adam’s thoughts drifted to the many times they’d traveled this road, happy to get away from the city and into the mountains. They hit this same pothole year after year, and the kids would all yelp from the backseat, awakened from their nap and eager to stop, to get out and start exploring the surrounding forest. They were always so bored when the topic of the cabin came up, and yet so very excited when they got here. Those were some of the happiest times for Adam. He remembered all of the camp fires and s’mores and ghost stories. He remembered his kids, and even Kate, singing stupid camp songs and making up tall tales in a game of “one up.” Those were happy days, for sure. Before all the fights started. Before things got busy.

He thought about one trip in particular, when they had all wound their way to a stream nearby, fishing poles over their shoulders. Sarah was just a baby then, barely big enough to hold her own head up. Charlie and Sammie were tiny and rambunctious—full of energy and ready to tackle anything. Especially fish. They would loudly and slashingly cast for fish. Which was why they would not be having fish for dinner that night, and instead would eat the Hamburger Helper Kate had brought as a backup plan, or some of the packaged, non-perishable food they’d stored in the cabin. But that was fine. It was all fine. They were together. They sang. They played pranks on each other. Kate loved him, and the kids loved him, and who needed fish when you had all that?

It was a good memory, and he couldn’t help smiling. Something about his demeanor must have changed, because Kate looked over. Her face was a mask—an imprint of the wife he knew so well. Her eyes were distant, and her expression was empty. 

He was thinking of something to say, some question to ask Kate that might lead her out of the daze, and get her to actually be herself again. If this really was some kind of programming, what sort of triggers could he use to get her to just be Kate again? Not the Kate who fought him bitterly with the arrival of each new bill, or after long days at the office. He wanted the Kate who rolled her eyes at his jokes and then leaned her head against his shoulder, coiling her arms into his, grasping his hand as he drove. He wanted to find the trigger that would bring all this back to good.

From the middle seat behind him, though, he heard a noise he’d been dreading. 

Sarah began to gasp heavily, drawing jagged breaths quickly and deeply with a slight wheeze. The sound of her asthma attack made the hair on Adam’s neck stand up. He tensed. 

Not now. Please, God, not now. 

There wasn’t time for this. He wasn’t prepared for this. 

“Honey, are you okay?” he asked, cautiously. He knew better—knew what this was. Still, he prayed. He pleaded with God to not let it happen this time. This one time. 

“She’s getting it again,” Kate said, sounding as if she might be commenting on some mundane thing, as if she were ordering an iced tea with a meal, or commenting on the weather. Was this enough, then? This was one of her triggers? This would initiate her programming? 

“I know she is,” Adam said. He felt a weird mix of angry and exhausted, as if his adrenaline should be there, kicking in, but instead it was depleted, and all that was left was weariness. Still, he felt a growing frustration—an annoyance at the things that were still out of his control, despite having just upturned his life and the lives of his family. Despite taking action.

 The day’s events were finally taking their toll, and he was ready to burst at the seams. We’re so close, he thought, nearly safe. 

The small cabin, with its front yard carpeted in pine needles, finally poked out from around a bend in the dirt road. We’ve made it so far. 

They didn’t have her inhaler. They hadn’t needed it, since something in the water had started calming the attacks. At first, that had seemed like a miracle. And then …

“Here, honey, drink some —“

“No!” Adam yelled. Kate and the children looked at him, alert even through their dim haze. None seemed surprised, none seemed bothered by the outburst. They were just waiting for input.

“I mean … no, Kate. Don’t let her drink. See if it passes.” 

“It never passes, Adam. You know that.” Kate dropped the water bottle to the floor in front of her seat and turned again to look at her daughter. Sarah’s face was contorted in pain, her small form trying desperately to fight back. She began rocking back and forth, held gently by her older siblings. 

“Adam, please.” Kate’s voice was calm, unwavering. She, like Adam, was used to their youngest daughter’s episodes, but their current situation certainly didn’t qualify as “normal.” The fact that Kate seemed so nonchalant, so removed from the situation, told Adam everything he needed to know. 

“Kate, listen to me,” he said, lurching the truck over another worn-down pothole on the dirt road. “We need to see if this will pass. The water…” 

He looked down at the water bottle she’d tossed to the floor. It was branded, store-bought water, still sealed. Maybe…

Sarah’s breathing became more labored. “Mom,” Charlie said. 

“I know, honey, I know.” Kate stared at Adam. Was that her? Was she there, behind that veil? As he pulled the truck to a stop beneath the large pine tree in front of the cabin, he searched her eyes. Come on, Kate, I know you’re in there. 

He wanted to see it, the flash of anger with him. The outrage for daring to let their child suffer. The fiery resolve in her eyes as an argument brewed, as she was determined to win. That same fire appeared when she was passionate about something. He’d seen it in her eyes as each of her children were born. 

True, unbridled emotion. 

But it wasn’t there. What he thought might build into a mother’s instinctual desire to protect her children quickly subsided—replaced by the placid, despondent and unresponsive persona that had sat next to him all this way. Back to default, no program found.

“Adam, will you please help her?” she asked, her voice dispassionate. 

Damn it. 

He nodded, reaching for the water bottle. Spinning the top open, he handed it back to his daughter. Sarah couldn’t quite reach it, so Sammie grabbed it, and held it up to Sarah’s mouth as her younger sister sipped. 

“Thank you, Adam,” Kate said. The truck was still running, though they were parked. No one had moved to open their door. All eyes were on Sarah as they waited. 

Adam knew what to expect. He’d seen it many times.

The first few sips of water would eventually start to speed through Sarah’s small body, the chemical entering her bloodstream quickly, co-mingling with her body chemistry, until the pulmonary function relaxed and slowed. Her breathing would calm enough that she could drink on her own. As she drank, her body would relax further, her respiration would slow, and he asthma attack would fade. 

Worse, however, was that her mind would eventually drift away. Her spirit—the thing that made Sarah herself—would dim, and the light would fade from her eyes. She would be calmer, yes, but not herself. She’d be obedient, but it was like her free will was gone. She wasn’t Sarah anymore, but some complacent thing, wearing Sarah’s body. 

Only this time it didn’t work. Something was different. 

Adam watched as his daughter chugged away at the water, but she hiccuped and continued breathing heavily. The attack grew worse, and he could see sweat beading on her forehead. 

“Adam, it’s not working,” Kate said. Her voice was still steady, as if her daughter’s suffering had no effect on her. 

“I know,” he replied. He grabbed the bottle out of her hand and examined it. Bottled in Missouri. 

He thought through the past few months at the plant. When did it begin? 

He knew from anecdotal evidence that it started west of them, spreading east more quickly each year. He’d assumed that most of the continental United States would be using the system by now, but he couldn’t be entirely sure. His branch was tightly monitored, and the inbound flow of information even more so. 

Apparently it hasn’t hit Missouri. He filed this information away for later use, focusing his attention again on Sarah. 

“Adam, why isn’t it working?” 

“Yeah, Dad, shouldn’t the water help?”

He considered telling the truth. 

No, he thought. Not now. Not around the kids. He looked at Kate. Come on, Kate, please understand. Please see me. 

Her eyes were fixed on him, waiting, but distant. 

“Adam?” she asked. 

“Nothing,” he said. “It’s — it’s the water. It’s not… the same.” 

“What do you mean, Dad?” 

“It’s not made the same way. I mean, it is, it’s just not prepared the same way ours is here in Colorado.”

Sarah began to convulse. Adam’s instinct kicked in and he threw his door open, moving toward the back of the truck. He lowered the tailgate and grabbed the cooler. 

The twins and Kate were out of the car now, standing under the tree, watching. He swung the cooler over his shoulder and reached into the truck, unbuckling Sarah’s seatbelt. “Get inside, guys. Kate, make sure there are sheets on her bed.” 

They nodded, and moved inside the house. 

Instructions given, he thought.

Adam, carrying Sarah, followed them inside. He could feel heat radiating from his daughter’s small body, her convulsions growing still worse. 

Inside the cabin he placed Sarah on the bed and opened the zippered cooler. The three vials of liquid stared up at him, taunting. He clenched his teeth. 

It has to be this way. You knew it might go this way. 

He grabbed one of the vials and opened the twist-on cap. Careful not to spill any, he turned it sideways and let a few drops fall into the bottle of water that Kate had placed next to the bed. The kids and Kate watched as Adam shook the bottle, unscrewed the cap again, and started to hand it to Sarah. 

It shouldn’t be this way. 

He pulled the bottle back. 

Is it worth it? 

The thought raced through his mind, then disappeared. Could he really just stand by and watch Sarah suffer, or worse? His own child? Had he really just thought that? 

Still, something nagged at him. He looked at his daughter, her beautiful, curly locks of reddish-brown hair, now partially matted to her forehead. He watched her chest rise and fall with the painful waves of convulsions that tortured her. 

It would be easier for her… 

There it was again. The terrifying, disgusting thought. Let his daughter suffer, rather than save her. It wasn’t an option. He touched the bottle to her lips and let her drink. She swallowed in deep gulps, unable to drink slowly. 

Adam felt his face begin to flush, the tears welling up just over the surface of his eyes. 

Who am I now? Who have I become? 

He stared down at Sarah, ignoring the rest of his family. This girl, this precious girl. Their miracle child.


Sarah was born frail, her bones weak and her blood barely thick enough to sustain her. The doctors were able to work their magic and bring her up to health, but Adam and Kate had always been a little extra protective of her since then. The twins understood, and they grew to become their little sister’s protectors as well. A lot of life, at that time, seemed to center on making sure Sarah was taken care of.

Sarah grew up so fast. And she was smart. She amazed everyone with her vocabulary and her cleverness, even at just three or four years old. Later she was accelerated in school, almost two full grades ahead of her classmates. 

Her physical development, though, was something Adam and Kate constantly worried over. 

Sarah had been diagnosed with Turner Syndrome—a somewhat rare condition that affected maybe one in 2,500 girls born every year, primarily in the US and other developed nations. Girls born with the syndrome were missing part or all of one of their X chromosomes. The effect was stunted growth and development, and later an underdevelopment in sexual maturity, delaying and complicating puberty. Thankfully, Sarah seemed to lack some of the other potential effects of TS, such as physical deformities in her hands, feet, and ears. But her slow overall physical development was a concern. 

They had explored as many available options for treatment as they could turn up, looking for answers from specialists with all sorts of medical and professional backgrounds. It was an expensive process—and the bills had piled up as they searched. It was part of the reason Adam had become so engrossed in his work, fighting his way up the ladder to a management role, in order to bring in the money and security they needed. And yet, with all the doctor visits and consultations, with all the lost hours spent in his office rather than spending them with his wife and kids, nothing seemed to really change for Sarah. She remained frail and small.

One suggested path of treatment for adjusting and facilitating growth in underdeveloped children was the use of synthetic human growth hormones, and specialized treatments that focused on marrow production and muscle growth. Medicine had progressed enough that these procedures were as simple as a shot once a month until the child hit puberty. There were hardly any downsides. 

Except there were downsides.

Some patients experienced pain in their muscled and joints, mostly due to nerve irritation. They might experience edema—a swelling caused by fluid build up, which was already a danger for children with TS. And there were additional risks that could seriously impact her health—such as diabetes, or even the growth of cancerous tumors. 

Even without these risks, Adam was reluctant about messing with the body’s natural chemistry. Through his work he had seen plenty of procedural chemistry go wrong. Strange and unexpected things could happen when man-made chemicals and hormones met with natural body chemistry, and the results could be devastating. Adam wasn’t a luddite—he believed that science could help. But he was cautious. He wanted to see more studies, more time-tested results. He wanted hard facts, not hypotheses, no matter how well educated they may be.

Kate was less reluctant. She was swayed by the promises made by the doctors, as well as the case studies she’d read and heard about. Her Google history read like a graduate-level medical school syllabus, and she’d spent more time on WebMD than was healthy for anyone. She believed these treatments could help, despite the risks. She wanted to try. Demanded they try. Which put Adam in the awkward position of having to say no. 

The disagreement about treatment for Sarah had been one of the niggling starts—a sore spot that kept coming up, day after day. Kate would present him with paper after paper showing the results of human growth hormone research, and Adam would restate his position on tampering with the natural chemistry of the body. He pointed out the reported side effects and failures for those procedures, listed right in the very papers Kate was reading. They should wait. They should see more specialists. They should get more opinions and make a more informed decision.

Kata accused him of putting this job before their daughter’s health, which galled him to no end. He was putting in the long hours because of his daughter. Her health was the most important thing to him, couldn’t she see that? He was happy enough, with his mid-level job and his average salary and his annual bonus. But they needed the extra income. This was for Sarah—for all of them. 

The long hours at the office, and Adam's reluctance to subject Sarah to experimental treatments, had slowly worn at their marriage. The fights started, small at first but escalating over time. The peace of the house was shattered, which only further encouraged Adam to spend less time there, and more time at the office. Bitterness took root, and he and Kate grew further apart.

Adam thought things might get better when he had finally capitulated on a hormone treatment.

Kate had found it first, of course, combing the internet for hope. The results of the study were released only a day or so before—a report on over eight years of research with Turner Syndrome patients. Kate had dropped an iPad into Adam’s lap as he leaned back against the headboard of their bed one evening, after a particularly grueling day at work. She hadn’t said a word, but had just left the room to let him read.

Adam had read so many of these. He’d also just spent the past ten hours reading reports on chemical analysis, much of it tied to hormone research as well. The last thing he wanted was to dig into yet another medical study, promising yet another miracle cure. 

But as he read, his reluctance and exhaustion evaporated, replaced by a growing excitement. This study had been meticulous. The treatment outlined was cautious, only aggressive at certain stages, and it was adjusted per patient, based on a number of genetic factors. It was highly targeted for each individual. And it had a 98% success rate, with over a thousand test subjects in an eight-year span.

Sarah was also a prime candidate for this type of treatment. She was strong enough without it, and her health wasn’t nearly as poor as some of the other children who had participated in the study. In fact, one of the subjects had nearly identical symptoms and health issues to Sarah’s. This part of the study had been highlighted in yellow, indicating that Kate had made the same connection.

This was what Adam had needed to see. This was exactly the sort of treatment he’d been looking for. He got out of bed, carried the iPad into the living room, and found Kate at the family computer. She turned and looked at him, rotating her upper body so he could see the screen. She had already filled out the forms online, to request an appointment with the lead physician on the study. She was making the appointment.

Adam had only nodded, and turned to go back to bed.

A week later, they started treatment.

And it worked. Sarah quickly started showing signs of physical development. She hit a growth spurt just months after treatment began, and within one year she was in the 90th percentile for height amongst her peers. She even became competitive in physical education class—no longer useless to the kickball teams on the playground (something she was more excited about than Adam and Kate were). She started making more friends, and no longer had to stay home after school when the other kids went to the park or played street hockey. 

She had a life, full of health and vigor.

But it was near her tenth birthday that Adam and Kate noticed the subtle differences. Sarah was growing quickly, physically and mentally, but she was also getting sick more often. She started getting asthma attacks after she turned nine, and even her doctors were unsure if it was a symptom of her under development or a side effect of the treatments. No medicine seemed to work, at least not indefinitely. At that time, Sarah was placed on a regimen of inhalers, and they were cautioned to remove her from many of the physical activities she had come to enjoy. Sarah was inconsolable at times, bursting into tears when she was told she couldn’t participate in soccer or volleyball after school.

In many ways, it felt like a huge leap backwards for all of them.

Adam went through a bout of blaming himself, feeling a constant nagging of regret and shame for letting his daughter down. He knew this was ridiculous—he and Kate had decided on this treatment together, and it had actually helped Sarah have a much better quality of life. Still, the regret was there. And with it came resentment. 

He couldn’t help it. Some small part of him believed that Kate had bullied him into agreeing to the treatment. And now, as Sarah slid into frailty again, he wasn’t able to keep that resentment from bubbling to the surface now and again.

Over that year they had slowly started to repair the damage to their marriage, and now that was all coming unravelled. Adam started spending more time at the office again. And the time he spent at home was almost always filled with screaming matches. They tried to keep their fights away from the kids, but that was impossible. The fire burned so hot between them that it couldn’t help but set the whole family ablaze. 

Until a few months ago.

It had started slowly and subtly at first, but it became more and more obvious over time. Adam would come home late, and expect the usual backlash and bickering, but instead Kate would calmly welcome him, tell him there was a plate in the fridge that he could warm up. She’d go back to whatever she was doing. She made fewer comments, fewer snide remarks.

At first, Adam thought this was the end. He was sure she had decided to file for divorce, or had otherwise given up on them. But he gradually realized that she wasn’t being cold to him. She was being sort of … disconnected.

And she wasn’t the only one.

He started to see the same with the kids. The fighting and bickering that was a part of children’s DNA had somehow faded. There were fewer arguments, fewer tussles over Playstation controls or the last Oreo. Instead there was a sort of complacency. A sort of dullness in the way they went about their days, doing the normal sort of things you’d expect, but almost as if they were sleepwalking through all of it.

Sarah was affected, too. And that, for some reason, made Adam feel an incredible sadness. He watched his brilliant young daughter slowly fade, becoming more docile and numbed as time went by. Her sharp mind was being dulled by something.

He had been so preoccupied with his family, with the nagging certainty that he was headed for a divorce, followed by his growing concern that everyone in the house was starting to drift away—at first he hadn’t noticed it was happening outside his home as well. He had been so focused on his home life that he only slowly started to notice the same behavior in some of his coworkers, the barista at the local Starbucks, the people who worked at the dealership where his truck was serviced. Over time, he started to realize that he was seeing this … suppression … happening everywhere. It was becoming more frequent, though still subtle enough to apparent go unnoticed by everyone else. It was when the local police and emergency response started behaving like clueless idiots that Adam really started to get concerned. 

Something was happening to people all around him.

Actually, it wasn’t just all around him. In a Skype call to one of his friends in Houston, it had come up that people were acting strange there as well. “I actually had to tell my staff to go home when their shift was over,” his friend told him, shaking his head. “The battery in the clock died, and it still read 3:20. It was nearly seven in the evening and everyone just kept working like there was still over an hour left in the day. If I hadn’t finally come out of my office and asked why everyone was still there, I think they would have stayed through the night!”

“That’s … bizarre,” Adam said. Though he’d had something similar happen when one of his technicians had set off the lab alarms by showing up for work on scheduled maintenance day. Adam had found her going through her daily routine as if nothing had happened. Even the blaring alarm hadn’t shaken her from the pattern.

There was definitely something happening, and it was having a broad impact. Something was causing people to go into a sort of autopilot, from Adam’s perspective. It took a while to realize that it was the water. In the end, it was Sarah’s asthma attacks that clued him in.

He had been on his way home from work and spotted the Walgreens at the edge of their neighborhood. With a sudden and startled shock he realized that he hadn’t picked up Sarah’s inhaler three days ago, as he had promised he would. Hers was nearly empty, and she would certainly need the new one by now. How could he be so neglectful?

He had squealed into the Walgreens drive-thru, and waited impatiently as they took his information and sent out the prescription. He then rushed home, as if getting there faster would somehow make up for the last three days. 

Why hadn’t Kate asked him about the inhaler? Why had she waited?

That isn’t fair, Adam had thought. It wasn’t her responsibility. This is on me.

But when he had arrived home, and apologized about the screwup, Kate had only smiled, dull and lightless, and said, “Oh, she’s fine. If she has an attack I just give her a sip of water. That seems to calm her down.”

Water? Since when was a sip of water a cure for asthma?

But as Adam watched over the next couple of weeks, he saw that it was true. If Sarah showed any sign of an attack, she could drink the water and it would subside.

But her mind also faded.

Before the attacks, he could see a bit of the old Sarah returning. Sharp. Smart. Quick to notice things. But after drinking the water, she would fade. The light would go from her eyes, and she’d become … well, not Sarah. 

Adam had to know what was happening. So he had taken water samples, and used the facilities at work to test them. Immediately, he saw traces of something he recognized in it. 

It was the same chemical one of his labs had been cleared to test as an EPA-approved additive—the chemical that suppressed the weird, trace heavy metal contamination. On the vials and paperwork its as referred to as H-451.

Was this the cause of his family’s weirdness? And if so, why wasn’t he being affected? He was exposed to H-451 as much as anyone. There were traces of it in their household water, used for everything from washing fruits and vegetables to making coffee. It was even appearing in some of the bottled water he drank—the cheap stuff Kate kept stocked in the fridge. Adam preferred Panna water—a brand that was supposedly imported from the island nation of Panna off the coast of Australia. That was probably all marketing, but Adam had always liked the brand. It had disappeared from shelves a little over a year ago, however, with no explanation. 

He would love to get his hands on some right now, because from the look of things all other sources of water were contaminated with H-451.

And what, exactly, was this stuff doing?

Over the next month, Adam had secretly investigated H-451, testing to see what, exactly, it was doing in the body. What effect was it really having?

The answer wasn’t entirely clear. The best Adam had come up with was “something.” And in conversations with a few experts and friends across the country, he knew that the “something” was widespread. 

He suspected that there was some dark and clandestine purpose behind all of this, and he had determined to blow the whistle on it. It was affecting his family for God’s sake! Something had to be done!

This decision had prompted this sudden break-in and escape at the Colorado Springs Water Treatment facility—his employer of fifteen years. All of this, from the explosion to hiding out in this cabin, had been the result of his determination to find out what the government—or whoever—was up to, and put a stop to it. 

Things hadn’t gone off without a hitch, clearly. But here they were—safe, if only for the moment. They could stop and think. At least they could breathe a little easier while Adam figured out what to do next.


SIX




Sleep came easily for the family, but Adam found his mind wandering as the evening turned to night. Kate was in the master bedroom, and the kids were bunked in the small room at the other end of the hall. 

After Sarah’s episode, Adam thought she might put up a fuss about bedtime, trying instead to persuade him to let her stay up and watch TV or play on the computer. But almost as soon as she was calmed down and breathing normally her eyes fluttered closed. 

Adam remembered all the difficult years of late nights and shouting matches with the kids, using every trick in his parenting book to get them to go to bed. Now it was as simple as subtly mentioning bedtime, and everyone — Kate included — immediately started yawning and rubbing their eyes. 

It shouldn’t be that easy. 

Adam knew their willingness to comply wasn’t due to great parenting or fantastic persuasion skills on his part, but something more sinister. The episode with Sarah had rattled him, but it was the larger truth behind it all that prevented Adam from feeling even the slightest bit tired. 

He stood up from the couch and made his way to the computer sitting against the wall in the corner. The view from the windows above the computer was beautiful in the daytime—a lush mountain valley covered in pines and aspens stretching out and down from their location, covering the curve of the horizon like a blanket until all you could see for miles was forest. He could picture it now, even though the darkness outside was deep and impenetrable. 

He remembered the first day they’d come here — just him and Kate, visiting before they made the decision to buy the place. 

The price was fantastic. But the owner—an aging widow who had no family left to bequeath it to—wanted them to see it first so they wouldn’t be surprised about its “quaint” and “rustic” style. The realtor told them those were keywords for “run down” and “small,” and that they should keep their expectations low. “There are plenty of cabins in these mountains. Most of them are at least updated enough to have modern amenities.” But Adam and Kate fell in love with the cabin from the moment they stepped over the threshold. It had taken some updating, and a bit of money they really didn’t have at the time. But in the end, after all the issues with Sarah and the hospital bills and the long hours at work, this place had been worth all the effort and expense. 

Adam was snapped out of his reverie when the computer chirped, signaling that it was connected to the phone he’d placed on the desk. The phone would provide a faster connection than the small satellite on the roof of the cabin, if the signal was strong enough. There was always a mild technological paradigm shift when they visited the cabin. Having to deal with a spotty cellular or internet connection was a thing of the past in most cities, and even many rural areas had boosting stations that stretched the signals put out by the “broadcast bubbles” over the metropolitan regions. Here in the mountains, however, you could find yourself hurled back to the proverbial stone ages of internet connectivity. It could be frustrating. Which was why Adam and Kate had agreed on their “golden rule” for the cabin: No working here, if it could be helped. This was a place of refuge.

At the moment, though, the work just couldn’t be avoided. Their refuge could end at any second.

He clicked on a chat window at the bottom of his screen and waited. 

Signal. Good.

Good enough.

He opened one more program—a security program he’d borrowed from his IT director back at the treatment facility. He wasn’t sure exactly how it worked, but he knew it involved something with “tunnels” and “256-bit encryption,” a technology that was already outdated, but still considered secure enough for basic business. 

Adam didn’t need Pentagon-level security to send the message he needed to send — they’d be on him soon enough anyway — but he didn’t want to be completely transparent. 

The list of contacts in the messaging software was short, and he scrolled through it quickly to find who he was looking for. He double-clicked the name and a small blank window came up, a cursor blinking at him at the bottom. 

AB: We’re here. You awake?

He waited for a response, but none came. 

Impatient, he opened a web browser and pulled up a local news station’s website. Most of the articles were standard “slow news day” content. A list of ways to stay healthy without working out, the top restaurants in the area, and one on the best breed of dog to own when you have children. 

Then he found the one he was looking for. 

Water Treatment Facility Evacuated After Explosion.

The article was short, its author no doubt having suffered from a lack of eyewitness accounts and factual knowledge regarding the incident, but it was bold enough to mention “possible terrorist attack” as one avenue the police were investigating. 

Adam’s name wasn’t mentioned—a minor exclusion he was grateful for, but he knew it didn’t matter. They’d know who he was by now. Releasing his name to the public would only slow down their search, not help it.

The messaging app dinged, alerting him to a new message. 

EG: Glad to hear it. Hopefully safe and sound. 

He quickly typed his reply. 

AB: Yes. Thanks for the help. Did you make contact?

EG: I did. He’s standing by, ready at his lab in Denver. 

AB: Not willing to meet us?

EG: Doesn’t want to risk it. He’s already going out on a limb for us. 

AB: Okay, what’s the timeline?

Adam shifted in his chair, the wooden seat feeling harder and colder than when he’d first sat down. He had a hard time focusing on the plan—he’d been over it a million times in his head, and a few times with Ethan Greer—the man on the other side of this chat. But it was different now. 

This is real. 

He shifted again as he read the response. 

EG: Same as before. Give me time to get to the city, and I’ll meet you day after tomorrow. Same place. 

AB: Got it. Any news on the breach? 

Adam already knew what Ethan would say; he’d read the news report himself. The local stations were reporting only on what they knew and what would get clicks and views: There was an explosion at the water treatment plant, and no one knew exactly what had happened yet, but as long as “possible terrorist attack” was still on the table, they’d keep touting it until it was on the nightly news. 

EG: Not much, a few articles mentioning the explosion. Stay out of trouble and you should be fine.

Ethan clearly wasn’t as paranoid as Adam felt right now. He wasn’t the one who’d been chased out of his house and city by UVF vehicles. Even though the UVFs wouldn’t be able to traverse the rutty dirt road that led to the cabin, they would have already uploaded the coordinates of the chase and the video footage of the getaway. Police officers of the old-fashioned human variety could be at his door within a couple days, once they’d mapped the area and developed a plan.  

But there was nothing more Adam could do. They’d find the cabin, but it would still take a few days to put everything together. Waiting was the last thing Adam wanted to do, but the plan was all he had. They’d stick to it, no matter what. People were counting on him. 

His own family was counting on him.


The night stretched thin, like too little butter on too much toast. It was lasting forever, but there wasn’t enough substance to it to give Adam any rest. His eyes opened every fifteen minutes, silently pleading for his alarm to ring. He watched the hours ooze by as he lay next to Kate, listening to her rhythmic, light snoring and wondering how she could possibly be so calm, even in the grip of the suppression. Finally, after decades of purgatory in the night, the faintest whispers of light trickled in from the window above their bed. 

Finally he rose and made his way to the kitchen. He mindlessly flicked the switch on the coffee pot, waiting to make sure it had water inside before moving to the computer desk. 

Adam wasn’t sure what he’d expected to find, but it should certainly have been something more than what blinked up at him from his screen. 

Nothing. 

There weren’t even any junk emails, much less a distress call or emergency warning from Ethan. 

He shook his head, coming to grips with the situation. His family was safe for now, and there was no one within miles of their secluded cabin. The police were on to him, and they’d be here eventually, but he planned to be long gone before then. 

Adam wondered if his own paranoia was getting the best of him. He spent the rest of the morning arguing silently with himself, trying to decide if his increased stress levels were in fact keeping him on his toes or causing him undue worry. By the time the rest of the family meandered into the kitchen and living area, he’d prepared a massive feast of pancakes, bacon, and egg. He also chugged his way through three cups of coffee. 

They shared a solemnly quiet breakfast together, at once peaceful and nerve-wracking. On many of their “first mornings” here, the kids could be so excited and rambunctious and impatient that it was almost impossible to have a conversation at all. They’d spent countless weekends up here over the years, countless breakfasts lounging in pajamas while laughing and sharing stories about frogs they’d found or logs trees they’d climbed, or about all the exploits they’d gotten up to at the waterfall.

The waterfall—what a metaphor. That’s how it felt to him right now, to sit with these memories of loud and laughing mornings while surrounded by silence. The memories pushed him downward, threatening to take him off of his feet and send him hurtling down the river if he wasn’t careful.

Beautiful things could be dangerous.

He remembered telling the twins during a visit years ago that a secret cave could be found behind the waterfall, and they’d spent the rest of that afternoon and the next morning searching in vain. That breakfast had been a blur, the twins trying to cram enough food into their mouths to appease their parents, then darting out the door and up the path that led to the river without so much as a “good morning.” 

This morning’s breakfast stood in stark contrast to all those that had come before. He watched each of his family members in turn, pausing to make eye contact before moving on the next. No smiles were exchanged, no emotions expressed, and no words were spoken. 

He looked at the large container of orange juice at the center of the table and suddenly had a thought. He rose from the table and lifted the container. No one seemed to notice. Adam brought the container back to the small refrigerator they’d installed under the counter and placed the container back inside. 

A minute later he returned to the table and set down a glass carafe, filled with water from their sink. It was spring-fed water, taken directly from the stream outside the cabin, and filtered through a three-phase carbon and UV filter he’d mounted on the other side of the wall. He poured himself a glass after finishing the remainder of his orange juice. 

“No more orange juice, dad?” Charlie asked from across the table. 

Adam looked up at his oldest. “I thought water would be better.” 

Charlie nodded. “Okay.” 

No one else seemed to care.

Adam paid particular attention to Sarah for the rest of the day. She hadn’t had any episodes the night before, but he knew that it was impossible to predict when they might arrive. He stayed by her side, monitoring her as she played on the computer as he read a book on the couch, struggling to stay focused on the words even as his mind raced with everything that was happening. In some ways it was easy to fool himself into a sort of calm. Everyone around him was so docile. No fighting or bickering. No signs of fear or anxiety. It could almost lure him into a sense of complacency. Almost.

He’d found another water bottle from the truck that Kate had stowed under the back seat. The bottle was unopened, meaning it contained the same “contaminated” water that would help calm Sarah if she did have an episode. He kept the bottle close by, knowing that it would be the most helpful combatant against another episode. 

But no episodes came, and he watched as a slow transformation awakened his family. 

Sarah was the first to show signs of life. Her eyes grew wide with delight as she reached a new level in her game, and she even called to Adam to “come see” when she started the next. 

The twins reacted to the unadulterated water as well, starting to bicker late in the afternoon over something trivial involving a remote-controlled helicopter they’d found stashed in their closet. 

Kate, too, showed improvement, though her reaction to the chemical-free water was much more subtle. Adam noticed it when she plopped down onto the couch at dusk, having just finished heating up a soup on the stove, and curled up next to him. 

He looked down at her, her eyes flickering with the slightest twinge of light, and he smiled. She blinked once and the light disappeared, her eyes returning to their previously hollow state. She rose from the couch and mumbled something unintelligible, then resumed her work in the kitchen. 

Adam felt a pang of guilt, then regret, but his logical brain forced him to redirect his thoughts. I’m saving them. 

His family was returning to him, slowly but surely. He had no idea if it would work or not, but he selfishly relished the fleeting moments of their former selves as they faded in and out. 

They grew more alert as the evening wound down into night, each of them more alive in those hours than he’d seen them in over a year. He tried to extend the moment, as if sleep would somehow cause the chemical to seep back into their minds, taking over once again. After watching the longest movie he could find in their embarrassingly small collection, he offered to take them on a night hike. Kate laughed and rolled her eyes, already making her way back to their bedroom. 

Sarah had already fallen asleep on the couch, and Adam carried her to her bed, followed closely by bleary-eyed twins. 

He sighed as he tucked his youngest daughter into bed, not wanting the night to end, but he felt overjoyed at the same time. The day had been a success, and without any major episodes. Another day of this might bring his family back completely. 

He retired to find Kate sleeping soundly, her head having fallen between both of their pillows. It was one of her quirks that both annoyed Adam and made him love her even more. He’d found through trial and error over seventeen years of marriage that there was, unfortunately, no way to move her head without waking her. 

He poked her gently. 

“Hey,” he whispered. 

She cooed softly, but then let out a snore. 

“Hey,” he said a little louder. 

She stirred again, and he saw her eyes flicker, but she still slept. 

Finally he reached for her head and tried to get underneath it with his hand. Don’t pull her hair. He wanted to wake her up just enough to move her head so he’d have room to sleep, not cause her to yelp in pain. 

The process, perfected over thousands of nights, would have been performed flawlessly by Adam had it not been for the most terrifying sound he could have imagined at that particular moment. 

The door to the cabin creaked open, then slammed shut. 

His heart was already pounding as he yanked his hand out from under his wife’s head. 

“Hey— wha—“ her groggy voice called out as she started to wake up. 

“Kate,” Adam said, standing. “I heard the front door open.”

Kate’s eyes were fully open now. 

“Stay here, and check on the kids.” Adam turned and ran toward their bedroom door. He paused for a moment before turning the handle and swinging the door open. 

Stepping into the hallway, Adam had the sudden realization that he was completely unarmed, and probably stood no chance against an attacker, even if he somehow turned out to be similarly unprepared. 

He’d have to risk it. Adam’s heart beat faster as he strode down the hallway and made it to the front of the house. 

The night was deep and endless, having settled on the cabin like a slow tsunami of uninterrupted black. He waited a few seconds for his eyes to adjust, eventually realizing that there was no moon to provide even the faintest amount of light. 

He took another few steps and reached the light switch on the living room wall. He closed his eyes and flicked it on, feeling the immediate burn of the overhead CFLs bathing the entire front of the cabin in white light. 

Adam opened his eyes, looking quickly around the room for the intruder, ready to take a swing if he had to.

He was alone. 

No one jumped out at him, and nothing seemed out of place. He waited a few more seconds, then turned back to the hallway. 

Kate’s intense gaze met his, and he knew what had happened before she spoke. 

“She’s gone,” she said. 

Adam felt an icy pinch spread from his throat to his stomach as the dread took root. 

Sarah. 

He turned back to the living room and walked to the closet next to the front door. He found a flashlight, resting on top of the black metal gun safe at the back of the small chamber. He fiddled with the mechanism on the front of the vault until his index finger found the small fingerprint reader and the lock clicked open. 

He opened the case, revealing a Winchester hunting rifle—the one he’d bought over Kate’s protests. It stayed here, never to enter their home in Colorado Springs under any condition. Kate was making a concession just by allowing it near the children here in the cabin. The gun safe was barely enough to placate her aversion to it.

“Adam, no,” Kate said. Her voice was oddly dulled, as if the emotion were in there somewhere but was being held at bay by a thin layer of ice over the surface. “You might hurt Sammie.”

Adam stopped. “Sammie? Not Sarah?”

“She’s gone. Sleepwalking, probably.”

Adam nodded. “I’ll be careful. But it’s dangerous out there.” He didn’t need to elaborate. There could be anything from mountain lions to wolves out there. Or worse. Adam didn’t want to think about the worse.

He reached for the box of shells for the Winchester, and found that it was empty. 

What the hell?

He looked at Kate, who was staring at him passively. It must have been her. She must have gotten in here and disposed of them, or put them elsewhere. “Where are the shells, Kate?”

“Guns are dangerous,” she said in response.

“Where are the shells?”

She said nothing.

This felt oddly familiar to Adam. Like their old arguments, only on a more passive aggressive level.

He hefted the Winchester. Without ammo it was useless as anything more than a club. But if he ran into someone out there, it might be enough to scare them off. It might give him a chance to escape.

It might also get him shot.

He’d risk it. Having the gun in his hands made him feel a little more brave. And that was something he desperately needed at the moment.


SEVEN




Adam thought he was fine in the dark. It didn’t bother him much these days, like it did when he was a kid. Growing up, there had been a point where he’d been afraid to even get out of bed in the middle of the night. The thought of putting his feet on the floor, near that open space under his bed, made his skin crawl and his heart pound. He had once laid in bed half the night crying and calling for his mother to bring him a glass of water, but she hadn’t heard him.

Since then he’d overcome come those childhood fears. True, he still got a little thrill—a sort of “what if”—when he got out of bed at night and stood near the edge of his bed. There was that nagging sensation, that something or someone could be under there, waiting to grab his ankles. He would feel his pulse quicken, his guts tighten, and that tiny little feeling of dread would creep in. Then he’d laugh at himself, shake his head, and go to the restroom, amused by his lingering, childish fear of the dark.

This was different.

The mountains were a place where Adam felt at home, and even a bit free. But they were also a place where the dark really could be out to get you. Wild animals still held sway on the darkened slopes, with powerful predators hunting in the night. On nights like this one, with no moon for light and nothing but thick foliage in every direction, the dark really was something to be afraid of. Even with his flashlight in hand, providing a narrow tunnel of visibility, Adam felt the eyes of the mountain watching him. A hand could shoot out of the bushes and latch onto his ankle at any minute. 

But Sammie was out here.

He hadn’t expected Sammie to sleepwalk. Sarah was the one who had periodic bouts of getting up and creeping around in the night. The twins were always stable sleepers.

Still, he cursed himself for not preparing for this better. He should have propped something in front of the door, at any rate. If not to keep people in, at least to keep people out. They were on the run, for God’s sake! What was he thinking?

Or maybe he wasn’t thinking.

All this time, Adam had assumed that he was thinking clearly while the rest of the world seemed to be slipping into some sort of … what was it? Suppression? They were becoming suppressed, while he was still lucid.

But what if that wasn’t entirely the case? What if he was being affected by this after all—sort of a minor allergy attack versus a major head cold or the outright flu? Maybe he wasn’t as immune to this as he thought.

Because, as he tromped through the undergrowth, sweeping his flashlight from side to side, looking for his little girl in the wilderness, he was more or less calm. In fact, through all of this, from the break in at the Water Treatment Facility to the escape in the mountains, he’d really only had a small amount of fear. He hadn’t panicked. 

And then there was this “escape.” He’d taken his family to the only place he could think of that might be safe, but was it? Only now did it occur to him that there were plenty of records of him owning this cabin. It wouldn’t take long for authorities to check here. What was he thinking?

More importantly, why was he thinking more clearly now than he had while he and Ethan Greer had been planning all of this? 

Maybe “lucid” was the right term after all. He was starting to feel like he was in a dream, only vaguely aware of his surroundings and his circumstances. But here, in the night air, with the processed water of the city being flushed out of his system, he was becoming more awake. He was starting to think more clearly.

They needed to get out of this place.

But first, he had to find Sammie.

The cone of light from his flashlight passed over stones and tree limbs, casting pools of shadow that seemed even more threatening than the blanket of pure night had been. Snakes might be coiled in those pools, along with bugs or any number of other things best avoided. He realized with a start that Sammie wouldn’t have come this way. Couldn’t have. The underbrush was too thick. She’d get tangled quickly, and would probably even wake up. She’d be terrified, and he’d hear her crying or calling out.

Adam stopped and listened, but heard nothing more than the sounds of nature at night. He turned and started back in the direction of the cabin. Sammie would be somewhere close by, he thought. She’d be out in the yard somewhere. He’d been a dope to break through the tree line. He hadn’t been thinking.

As he neared the edge of the trees he finally heard something. It sounded like the crunch of gravel on the road. A car. 

He turned off his flashlight and crept forward, feeling his way through the last of the underbrush and tree limbs until he broke through and was able to crouch at the edge of the yard, just inside the tree line. He could see the house now—lit by the headlights of at least three police vehicles.

Shit!

They’d come sooner than expected! Adam cursed again, and gripped the shotgun until his hands hurt. If only he’d found those shells!

But then what? A shootout with the police? With his family in the cabin just a few feet away?

He shook his head and focused, forcing his thoughts to clear. This was the sort of thing that had gripped him for weeks now, wasn’t it? Not the dull and docile pattern he’d seen his family fall into, or his co-workers. But a definite dullness all the same. His thinking had been clouded this whole time, and he hadn’t even realized it. 

But he realized it now. And somehow, that was the elixir. He was aware that his mind wanted to shift into some sort of default pattern. Maybe something like the Lost/Return default of the UVFs—a program in his body chemistry that acted as a default. When he allowed his thinking to drift, when he went into “autopilot,” there was a chance he’d end up doing something he hadn’t thought through. He could catch himself, stop himself from making mistakes, now that he was aware of it. But what about the mistakes he’d already made?

He looked out at the drive as police officers got out of the front two vehicles. They were dressed in SWAT gear—bullet proof vests, riot helmets, and utility belts that would have made Batman envious. Adam considered the empty Winchester in his hands, and thought it had turned out for the best that it was empty. 

As he watched the activity from the police, his heart was pounding and his throat felt dry. The last thing he wanted was to cough, and possibly give away his location. He tried to work up some saliva, but his mouth was cotton and sand. Instead he concentrated on breathing and watching. 

Sammie wandered out of the darkness and toward the lights on the police cars.

It was all Adam could do to keep himself in check. His instinct was to run toward her, to grab her and carry her back into the woods. But she was too close. They’d both be noticed, and the police might decide to shoot first rather than give chase. 

As it was, one of the officers spotted Sammie and turned on her, raising his weapon. 

“Stop,” the officer said, and Sammie stopped.

Adam blinked. This was the most anticlimactic police interaction he’d ever seen. The officer hadn’t shouted, hadn’t crouched for cover or rushed her. He’d simply raised his weapon and issued a command.

Adam felt the blood rushing through his veins. He raised his weapon on my little girl!

But as he watched the officer lowered the gun and walked to Sammie, putting a hand on her shoulder and moving her toward the third vehicle. He opened the door and gently lifted her inside.

Then, from the cabin, the doors opened and the remaining officers escorted out the rest of Adam’s family, obediently following without resistance. 

Adam felt his heart pounding, and he gripped the gun even harder. Should he rush them? Should he stand and take aim, threaten the police and demand they release his family? Would he be able to get them away safely?

Would the police simply open fire and reduce Adam to so many bits of human sprayed over the underbrush?

Adam forced himself to breath and calm down. He watched the police direct his family into the vehicle beside Sammie. They were fine. They weren’t even cuffed. Just … just suppressed.

Whatever was going on with the water, it went deeper than he suspected. There was much more to this than he’d thought.

His family was going along without a fight. He was doing things that weren’t rational or logical. The whole world seemed to be acting strange, and it all had something to do with the water. That chemical …

The vials!

If the police searched the cabin, they’d be sure to grab the vials, and this would all be for nothing!

Adam felt his pulse get out of control, and he crouched, inhaling deeply and trying to calm down again. He had to think, not react. 

His family … they were fine, right? They were in custody, but they were safe. He’d have to work out a way to get them out of there eventually, but for the moment this might actually be the best thing.

The vials, though … if he lost those he wasn’t sure what he could do.

The police turned on a spotlight mounted to one of the cars and ran it over the wood line.

Adam dropped to his stomach just before the light passed over him, hugging the ground and praying that he blended in. His T-shirt and jeans were immediately soaked with dew, and he could feel twigs and small stones under him, digging painfully into his chest and stomach. 

He waited.

In moments he heard car doors slam, and he glanced up to see the police cars swing around and drive away, leaving the cabin in darkness.

Adam leapt to his feet and sprinted for the cabin. He had the Winchester in his hands, and the flashlight was dangling from a cord around his wrist. He aimed the weapon, sweeping from left to right as he moved forward, hoping that if anyone were still around they would be cautious because of the gun. He was making this up as he went along, though. He had no plan. He just knew he had to get to those vials, if they were still around. And then he’d work out how to rescue his family.

This whole thing had gone seriously FUBAR.

The cabin door was unlocked, and as Adam stormed inside he found that it was completely empty. He checked the rooms to be sure, but there was definitely no one around.

This made no sense.

None of this made any sense at all.

The police were clearly under the same influence as everyone else. They weren’t thinking clearly. They were acting on some sort of program, instead of their own free will and training. Otherwise, they would have turned this place over and sent out a search party to find him. Adam would be in that car right now, right alongside his family. Or he’d be shot. 

He went to the bedroom and rummaged through his things. The cooler was still there, unopened. He unzipped it, peeked inside, and verified that the vials were still there. There was no sign in the cabin that the police had actually even searched for them.

They had just come to retrieve Adam’s family. 

It was the only thing that made any sense, though “made sense” was a bit of a stretch. Nothing about this made any sense from day one. Everything that Adam knew was slowly being turned upside-down, twisted until it was unrecognizable. Something … something huge was happening. It was bigger than he’d first thought. It ran deep, possibly part of some sort of conspiracy or plot.

Adam grabbed the cooler and his backpack, tucking his laptop inside as he went, and sprinted to the truck. The keys were still hanging from the cup hook by the door—another odd sign that the police weren’t operating on all cylinders. 

The truck’s engine seemed unnaturally loud as it roared to life. And as Adam sped long the road, he expected at any moment to run into a police barricade. He watched the darkness just behind the cone of light from his headlights, expecting to see a police cruiser emerge any second. But there was nothing. Nothing but the jostling of the road and the sound of the truck creaking its way through the darkness. 


David wanted to shoot someone. Or everyone. Couldn’t he count on one single person these days?

He breathed, calming himself. The MCU was already taking measures to keep his heart rate and breathing steady, to calm him down. It wouldn’t do to lose his head at the moment. This was, after all, to be expected. As the element become more embedded and its replication continued, human will was something that could be relied upon less and less. The police, as highly trained s they may be, were still subject to their own biology.

Remember the mission, David reminded himself.

Still … they hadn’t even looked for Adam! 

Which meant that things had progressed enough that without direct supervision and command, the men and women at David’s disposal would lack the initiative and will to do anything beyond what they were strictly ordered to do. This was to be expected. This was exactly what the research had indicated would happen. There were no surprises here.

Except, of course, Adam himself.

The man was a surprise. Oh yes. He was a treat, actually. He was the key. Finding him was the most important task on David’s agenda now. 

“He’s still in those mountains,” David said aloud. “Use the satellites to start tracking his location. Go back to his last known coordinates, just after the police left his property.”

The AI complied, bringing footage from one of the satellites into focus on the main screen, and jumping to the moment when the police cruisers left the clearing.

The image was difficult to see, even with enhancements. The NOAA birds were meant for atmospheric scanning, and contained little in the way of infrared. David’s personal algorithms for image enhancement were doing a fair job of bringing out detail from the nighttime images, but they were far from perfect. There simply wasn’t enough visual data to work with.

Still, when the headlights came on, David smiled. Those he could see just fine.

Curiously, Adam was not pursuing the police vehicle in which his family was being transported. Instead, at one point the Tundra veered from the main right-of-way and started to move through a series of switchbacks and old dirt roads. David had to switch satellites to continue following his progress. Eventually, though, the truck stopped near the banks of a stream that ran through the area. The headlights went off, and all activity ceased.

Assuming Adam would stay with his vehicle at least through the night, David started to arrange for an interception. 

As the element made its progression, it was actually becoming much easier to find personnel to take on these remote tasks. True, they wouldn’t be much for autonomous work. But if David could keep an open communication channel with them, he could easily track and guide their progress. As the suppression took a greater hold, David’s grip on them could increase. 

Ironic. David had lost the use of his body just as humanity was losing its free will. It was good, then, that his will remained free. He could become the mind of humanity now. Or at least this small part of it. His very own sector.

Adam, though, was a potential wildcard. He would be very valuable to David’s employers. They wanted him alive. He was, in fact, the whole reason David had been stationed in this place, though his identity hadn’t been ascertained until the very end. 

The AI indicated that David’s troops were ready. David smiled as the watched through multiple lenses, troops boarding helicopters, men and machines responding to his will. 


EIGHT




Adam woke to the feel of warmth on his face, and opened his eyes only to quickly turn his head and blink away the glare of sunlight that was slanting through his truck window. He was reclined in the driver’s seat, stretched out as much as possible with his arms folded across his chest. He sat up, ratcheting the lever on the side of the seat to bring it upright again. He had parked here last night, hiding the truck among the trees as best he could, and had decided he needed to get as much sleep as he could. He checked the time and saw that it was just after six. The sun was just peeking over the trees.

His neck and back were stiff, and moving made him wince. It would be a while before he loosened up. Coffee would be nice, but at this spot he was miles from the nearest Keurig, and even farther from the closest Starbucks. 

This was the prearranged spot he and Ethan had agreed to. It was pretty well isolated—far enough off the beaten path that it wouldn’t be on any maps. Ethan and Adam had come here on fishing trips a few times, discovering it through a series of “we should turn here” and “where does GPS say we are again?” They’d come across this spot by complete accident, and marked it for return trips, which they made a couple of times each year.

It was the isolation that Adam liked, though Ethan wasn’t all that keen on it. Getting here was something of a chore, driving in via rough right-of-ways and narrow switchbacks that sometimes took them on inclines that seemed purely vertical. But the isolation of the place was exactly what they needed right now.

It was an illusion, of course. This spot felt isolated, but it was actually only a few miles from Colorado Springs. A brisk hike could get you to the city within a day, if you were in shape for it. But in all the years they’d come here, Adam had never seen another soul at this spot. There were signs of hikers and campers from time to time, but human traffic through here was infrequent enough that it made the perfect spot to meet and go unnoticed. 

Which sounded pretty good right around now.

Adam got out of the truck and stretched, feeling his muscles resist. There were pops—new ones, not just the old familiar ones—coming from every joint and vertebrae. In the past couple of years he had noticed new pains and new stiffness. All part of the “growing older” experience. 

He heard a noise coming from around the bend of the road leading into this clearing, and tensed. Not wanting to take any chances, Adam took the cooler out of the truck, along with his backpack and the Winchester. He shrugged into his bag, and put the strap of the cooler over his neck, letting the cooler itself hang down to his side. The Winchester—still unloaded and useless—he gripped with a finger on the trigger, leaning it against his shoulder. As the sound grew closer he ducked away from the truck and stood just down the slope to the stream that ran through here, hiding himself from obvious view, but keeping the clearing in sight. If this turned out to be the police, he’d be screwed, forced to leave the truck behind. There was no chance of getting it out of this clearing with the cops blocking that road. 

If it was anyone else, he’d play it by ear.

He watched as an SUV bounced into the clearing and pulled up beside the truck. Ethan Greer opened the door and stepped out, looking around cautiously. He was dressed in khakis and a button-down, still tucked in. He’d come here straight from his office, then. Must have pulled an all-nighter.

“Ethan!” Adam said, waving as he climbed back up the slope.

Ethan glanced his way and smiled, walking to meet him halfway.

The two shook hands and clasped shoulders. “Adam. You look like warmed-over crap.”

“At least I’m warmed over.”

“I was being generous,” Ethan said. “You mostly just look like crap.”

“It’s been a long night.”

Ethan nodded, and pulled his phone out of his pocket. “I heard.” He flicked his fingers across the screen a few times, then turned it to show Adam some video footage from a local station.

“Police are still looking for Adam Bolland, a suspect in the investigation of the explosion at the Colorado Springs Water Treatment Facility. Bolland and his family led police UVFs and manned units on a chase through their suburban neighborhood before Bolland rammed a UVF and made his escape. Police have recovered Bolland’s family, who were being held captive at the family’s vacation home in the mountains.”

Adam shot Ethan a look. “Captive? They think I kidnapped my family?”

“Keep watching,” Ethan said.

The broadcast continued. “Authorities are holding the Bolland family in protective custody at the Newman Government Health Facility, recently constructed as part of the new US health research initiative. There has been no comment as to why the family would need to be placed in what seems to be a medical quarantine.”

Images of Adam’s family, looking exhausted and disheveled, ran across the screen as people in hazmat suits ushered them through glass doors. 

Adam looked away and Ethan turned off the footage.

“The web is lighting up with stories of a virus or some sort of bio-chemical attack. You’ve been labeled as a potential terrorist.”

“I was taking something out of that facility, not bringing it in!”

Ethan nodded.

Adam took a deep breath. “Fine,” he said. “This doesn’t change anything. We still need to get the vials to Professor Milton.”

“He’s waiting,” Ethan nodded. “I think it would be best if we left your truck here and took my car.”

Adam agreed. “Once we get these tested and matched with what Milton has in his lab, we’ll figure out how to get my family out of there.”

“And clear your name,” Ethan said.

Adam said nothing. He was pretty sure that clearing his name was going to be impossible at this point. Being labeled as a “suspected terrorist” was tantamount to actually being a terrorist, in the eyes of the public. His career was over, at the very least. It was pretty likely he’d spend time in prison. This had all gone sideways so fast. 

Or had it? What had he actually expected to happen here? All the “planning” he’d done, and it seemed to amount to well-organized improvising in the end. 

Too late. Too much. He’d have to keep playing this hand until he could figure something else out.

“There’s more, actually,” Ethan said. He flicked through more video on his phone, and showed Adam a bizarre scene.

Downtown Colorado Springs. The streets were filled with people shuffling along, as if they were half asleep. 

“Suppressed,” Adam said.

“What?” Ethan asked.

“That’s what I’ve been calling them. Suppressed. People in a sort of half sleep. Like UVFs on a Lost/Return program. This is what I was telling you about.”

“Seems more extreme than what you described,” Ethan said.

Adam couldn’t help but agree. “Something’s changed. It’s accelerating,” he said. “I saw this happening with my family. They seemed to recover a little after I got them to stop drinking the water. Then Sammie went sleepwalking. And the next thing I know the police are at the cabin, loading my family into a vehicle with no resistance. It’s like they just dropped into some sort of default mode.”

Ethan nodded. “Whatever it is, it’s happening all over. Not just in Colorado Springs. Social media is all over this, with video and photos of people walking around like zombies. Adam … this is freaking me out. This is bigger than what we talked about.”

Adam nodded. “That’s why we need Professor Milton to look at these vials,” he said, tapping the cooler.

“He’s already running tests on the water supply,” Ethan nodded. “He has samples from several sources. But he says it’s spread wider than we think.”

“To other treatment facilities?”

Ethan shook his head. “It’s in the natural supply, too. It’s everywhere.”

Adam felt sick to his stomach. This … whatever it was. It was already in the natural water supply? How long before every source of water was contaminated? What was this, anyway? A virus? Something man-made? The government was putting it in the water, but why?

“Ok, let’s get going,” Adam said. He was uneasy, and felt like throwing up. This was so much bigger than he had thought. There was more at stake than he’d even realized.

They started toward Ethan’s SUV when suddenly two men stepped out of the woods to their right. Both were holding shot guns aimed at Adam and Ethan.

“Whoa,” Ethan said, holding up his hands in surrender.

“Drop the rifle,” one of the men said.

Adam, fully aware that the rifle was worthless, did as he was told and held up his own hands.

Two more men came out of the woods from their left now, followed by a couple of women and a child.

“What’s going on?” Adam asked.

One of the men, a rough and heavyset guy who looked a little too eager to shoot, stepped forward in a rush and hit Adam in the stomach with the butt of his rifle. Adam crumbled, hitting the ground as the air rushed from his lungs.

“Hey!” Ethan said, and the guy turned on him next, hitting him square in the face with the rifle stock.

“Get their keys!” the other armed man shouted. “And that gun!”

Adam rolled and got to his feet, making a sudden sprint for the slope of the stream. If he could get out of sight, he might be able to circle around, find something to use as a weapon. He might be able to save Ethan and get them both out of this.

He was blocked by more people—maybe four or five of them, both men and women. They were wielding weapons of all descriptions, including baseball bats and tree limbs. One of the women took a swing at Adam’s head with her bat, connecting with his temple and twirling him around as he collapsed to the ground.

He struggled to crawl away, to get to his feet and run.

“They don’t look like the others!” the woman yelled. “They’re awake!”

“It doesn’t matter,” one of the men called back. “We need their vehicles. We have to get out of here, now!”

“Hit him again,” Adam heard someone say. And with that, the woman took another swing at his head. 

The next thing he knew was blackness.


PREVIEW - Episode 2




The Lucid, Season One: The Beginning (Episode 2) - Preview
















REPUBLIC OF PANNA

20 YEARS EARLIER




“This is the site,” the guide said as the Jeep rumbled to a halt.

Ollo had only been appointed Chief Aide to the Prime Minister a week earlier, but it had already been an eventful week. On his third day in office, Ollo had received a call from Teru, the head of the Panna water export. The company produced a primary export for Panna—the bottled water that was, at the moment, very popular with Europeans and Americans. Which meant that Teru was an important man to the Republic. As important as Ollo, in his way.

“There has been a meteor strike near the aquifer,” Teru had said. 

That statement had set into motion a series of events that led to Ollo riding uncomfortably in the old Jeep, out into the dense jungle of Panna’s interior, where a large crater was ringed with hundreds of fallen trees, collapsed outward by the impact concussion.

The guide was one of Teru’s men.

“There,” he said, pointing up the ridge. “The aquifer has two chambers that are close enough to the surface for us to access without deep drilling technology. The first is where we have built our facility. This is the second. We call it ‘Site B.’” 

“What does it mean?”

“Sir?” the guide asked.

Ollo rolled his eyes. “What does it mean, that the meteor has struck here? I agreed to come to this site, but Teru would say only that this could be a national emergency. How does this constitute a national emergency?”

The guide looked uncomfortable, and waved toward the crater. “There is contamination,” the guide said. 

Only then did Ollo see the men in contamination suits, moving around the edge of the crater, using instruments to prop the soil or take readings from the air. There was a piece of equipment in the center of the crater that Ollo did not recognize. “What is that?” he asked the guide.

“A small drilling platform. It takes a sample of the water. Our team has found some sort of heavy metal at the impact site. We have removed all that we could find, but we fear some of it has seeped into the aquifer.”

“Dangerous? Poison?”

“We do not thinks o,” the guide said.

Ollo rolled his eyes again. “I do not see the point of this. Remove the metal. If it is not poison, then I see no reason to worry.”

“Sir,” the guide said. “We have been unable to determine what the heavy metal is. We do not know for certain that it will not be harmful. Regulations require us to shut down production until we can thoroughly test the water.”

There they were. The words Ollo had dreaded most. Shut down production.

At this time, there were few exports from Panna that anyone in the world cared about. Clothing and textiles were only a minor blip to the world economy. And the attempts to build a coffee export had been a huge blunder. Add to that the fact that tourism had dropped off sharply after the tsunamis and tropical storms, and Panna was on the verge of financial collapse. 

Panna Water was a trusted brand, worldwide—artesian water from the aquifers of the island, filtered through half a mile of volcanic rock that infused it with minerals. The processing plant was more or less irrelevant, from the standing or actually “producing” anything. The water was brought in, purified and tested, and then bottled right in the facility. It shipped by huge cargo containers, thousands of bottles per load. It was popular in European and American cafes.

And, at the moment, it was keeping Panna from sinking into oblivion.

“Have there been any public reports of this strike?” Ollo said.

“None,” the guide responded. 

“Production continues,” Ollo said. The guard looked up, alarmed. “I will talk to Teru personally. Testing will continue, but if we are within tolerances for all known poisons and harmful substances, then there is no reason to make a public announcement.”

The guide nodded, and put the Jeep in gear, driving them back to civilization.

Ollo made his calls as soon as they were within range of a cell tower. Teru agreed with his decision, though Ollo got the sense that what Teru was after was someone to point to if things went wrong. 

The production would continue. The element would be ignored. As far as Ollo was concerned, it was just one more mineral. It could actually be good for people, really. He went back to his office and finished out his first week with a large banquet. He stuck to the wine, and politely declined the water.
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