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- Prologue - 
   
 Life’s a roller coaster sometimes. You’ll be ticking along with everything steadily improving, and then all of a sudden you realize there’s nothing beneath you and you’re screaming downwards, rocketing lower than where you started. It’ll throw you for a loop, whip you violently from side to side, and make you sick to your stomach. And just when you’re thinking, “Well, at least I’ve got this safety harness to hold me down,” you hear a quiet click as the lock disengages. Up ahead, you see another loop coming, and you’re scrambling desperately for anything to hold onto, but the car’s been greased and the edges are razor sharp and also it’s on fire. 
 Sorry, that got a bit out of hand. I’m feeling a little low right now. Being in jail will do that to you. 
 I wasn’t in jail this morning. Flashback to then: there’s me, Dan Everton, ticking my way up that metaphorical coaster track. Everything looks like bright skies ahead. For a year now, I’ve been afflicted with intermittent superpowers. Yeah, yeah, scoff if you like, but it’s not a great situation. I get hit with the power, but it doesn’t come with any instruction manual or anything. I don’t even know what it does or how to use it until I stumble into it, usually through a painful accident of some sort. 
 And if that weren’t enough, every power comes with a nemesis—some other person who gets powers at the same time as I do, and also gets a burning desire to wipe me out of existence. So I end up in the same pattern over and over again, fumbling to stay alive long enough to get my power together and come out ahead. 
 They say lightning doesn’t strike twice in the same place, but it sure does when someone’s directing it. And I don’t just mean that in the case of Regina, one of my early nemeses who could control the weather and static charges in the air. We hang out now, we’re cool. Kind of a long story there. 
 Also, lightning does strike twice in the same place even naturally. Something about paths of ionization, I think. Plus if you’re the highest point around, you’re going to get struck pretty much every time lightning comes through. So I don’t know why they say that in the first place. 
 Anyway, back on the subject of metaphorical lightning, I’m definitely not the tallest point around. I’m pretty much your stereotypical average white dude: six feet tall, little bit of extra pudge, short hair, a little slow on the uptake sometimes. Maybe that part’s not stereotypical, but it’s definitely true of me. There’s no reason why something like this would be seeking me out, is my point. 
 Or rather, there wouldn’t be, except for Ichabot. Ichabot’s the name I’ve given to the spindly-limbed mad scientist who’s decided that I’m the perfect target for his experiment. It turns out that the superpowers occur because I’m chock-full of nanomachinery which can be remotely programmed to have a whole host of effects. Things like enhanced strength, durability, healing, or intelligence, but also weirder stuff like magnetism, pyrokinesis, charisma, and matter construction or deconstruction. They’re activated through emotional triggers. Honestly, the whole setup’s pretty cool, and if I weren’t being treated like a bacterium on a slide I’d probably be excited about it. 
 It’s been a rough year, is my point. But this morning—which we’re still flashed back to, remember; sorry about the digression—things are finally looking good. We’ve got my current nemesis, in the form of my good friend and local EMT Brian King, sedated and under the care of Dr. Simmons, a trustworthy and capable doctor. We’ve tracked down Ichabot’s lab. I’ve got Officer Peterson with me, a police officer who actually believes what’s going on and is working to help me. And then, just as I kick down the door, the track drops out from underneath me and I’m plummeting down another hill, screaming. 
 So instead of Ichabot getting hauled off to jail, he strips me of my powers and uses his own nanos to convince Officer Peterson that I’m the one who’s causing problems here. So the next thing I know, I’m in handcuffs in the back of the squad car. I get hauled back to the temporary station at City Hall, processed in with mug shots, fingerprinting and all, and then chucked in the drunk tank while they figure out what to do with me. 
 Flashback over, coaster bottomed out and approaching an unlit tunnel at a high rate of speed. That, or it’s just a black spot painted on a cliff up ahead. We’ll find out shortly. 
 It really stings that Peterson turned on me so readily. I keep telling myself that it’s not his fault, it’s not personal, it’s just what happens when nanomachinery writes new thoughts into your head. But this isn’t the first time I’ve had the suggestion nanos used against me. In fact, I’ve been dealing with the fallout from a large-scale campaign against me for a couple of months now. So I’m pretty familiar with how they work, and the thing is, they can’t make ideas stick if the recipient knows that idea doesn’t make any sense. 
 If I were to use these nanos to tell you that bacon tastes gross, for example, it would work if you’ve never had bacon. But if you have, that dissonant thought would meet up with what you already know to be true—that bacon is delicious—and would fall apart in the face of overwhelming facts and supporting experiences. 
 This metaphor doesn’t work if you don’t like bacon, of course, but if you don’t like bacon you might already be mind-controlled. Get that checked out. 
 My point is that when Ichabot told Peterson that I was deranged, dangerous and causing a scene, it would’ve been nice if Peterson had shaken that off, declared his absolute or at least relative confidence in me, and popped the cuffs on Ichabot. Instead, he took those new thoughts, compared them to what was already in his head and found it to be a close enough match to be worth believing. And that doesn’t speak well of his opinion of me. 
 This is the sort of situation where it would be nice to be able to distract myself with my phone, but obviously they took that away from me when they put me in here. There are three other guys on the benches in here, but they’re all passed out from the indulgences of the night before, so I can’t even make conversation to pass the time. I’m stuck here with nothing to do but twirl the plastic booking-information wristband around my arm, waiting to see what comes next. 
 I guess what comes next is a phone call. I feel like they have to give me that at some point, so I can let someone know where I am. That, or they have to let me go? I learned most of this stuff from police procedurals, which means I am woefully in the dark as to how it actually works. I’m sure that they can’t just keep me sitting in the holding cell forever, though. That’s un-American. The police here may not like me, thanks to that previously-mentioned smear campaign, but I don’t think it would sit well with most of them to just keep me caged indefinitely. 
 It occurs to me that I actually have no idea who to call when I do get the opportunity. Yesterday, my go-to for a situation like this would have been Officer Peterson, but given that he’s the one who put me in here, that’s probably not going to work as well as I might hope. Next down the list would probably be Regina or Brian, but Regina was there when we tried to corral Ichabot, and she caught the mind whammy, too. She seemed a little less certain about this whole thing than Peterson, but she still didn’t speak up for me, so I think she’s off the list, too. 
 Brian, meanwhile, has been wanting to kill me for a week or so now, thanks to the nemesis wrath. He’s doped up on tranquilizers and antidepressants to try to mellow that out, but I think he likely still doesn’t want to hear from me. That said, he’s been fighting through a homicidal rage to maintain our friendship, so that suggests he’s got a higher opinion of me than either Peterson or Regina. So, drug-addled frenemy goes to the top of the list. List is looking great, Dan. 
 I could call my mom and dad. They’d be on my side; they’re good parents, and the good parent handbook says that you get your kid out of jail when he calls. Even if your kid is in his thirties and the arresting officer says he’s delusional and broke into a medical building. The handbook might then go on to say that you take your kid straight from jail to an asylum or rehab clinic, but I feel like that’s got to be a step up from a holding cell with three other guys, one of whom has just thrown up in his sleep. It’s puddling on the floor, and the smell is not making me feel better about my life. 
 I’m covering my mouth with my hand, pinching my nose and trying to take shallow breaths, when an officer I don’t know comes by the cell. 
 “Everton?” she asks, glancing at her phone before making eye contact with me. 
 “Me,” I say, standing up. 
 “Got a lawyer you want to call?” 
 “Lawyer? Not r— well, yeah, sure, someone who can get me a lawyer.” 
 “All right, come on. Walk with me.” 
 She opens the door and stands back, wariness in her posture. When I just exit normally, she relaxes a fraction and points down the hallway. I try to walk casually, which is harder to do than you’d expect when someone’s walking two steps behind you with a hand on a taser. I wonder what she’s been told about me. 
 “Phone’s here,” she says, motioning to a phone on a desk. “Make your call.” 
 “Do I get privacy?” I ask. She barks a short laugh, which I take to mean “no.” 
 I pick up the phone and dial. 



 
- Chapter One - 
   
 As the phone starts to ring, I’m already reconsidering my choices. Maybe I should be calling Mr. Steele, my boss at the construction site. He’s been remarkably understanding in the past about me skipping work for vague reasons, and he didn’t ask any questions about my involvement in cosmetically destroying the construction site. So if he didn’t judge me for that, probably he won’t for this, either. Also, I haven’t actually let him know I won’t be at work today, although he’s probably figured that out by this hour. I wonder if I’d be the first person to call in sick to their job from jail? 
 This train of thought comes to an abrupt end when the phone is picked up on the other end. 
 “Hello?” says a woman’s voice, sounding vaguely irritated to have been interrupted. 
 “Doc!” I say with relief. “Good, hi. I didn’t know if you’d be up. Um, have you talked to anybody today?” 
 “No one out of the ordinary. What’s going on?” asks Doc Simmons. Of the people I could have called, she’s not the most likely to get me out of this immediate situation, but she might be my biggest asset down the line. With Peterson and Regina both under the influence of Ichabot’s suggestion nanos, and Brian sedated to keep down the fury of the nemesis, Simmons is the last person who knows what’s going on with me and is on my side. Plus, she’s taking care of Brian, so I need to keep her in the loop to make sure he stays safe. 
 Also, she’s brilliant, so that can’t really hurt here. If I’m very lucky, she’ll have a solution to my immediate predicament as well. 
 “Iiii’m...in jail.” 
 There’s a short pause, in which I can basically hear the doc’s brain assembling the scenario that must have led to this. She wasn’t at Ichabot’s laboratory to watch it go down, of course, but she knew that we were going after him this morning. So if I’m in jail, clearly things did not work out as planned. The details, while interesting, are irrelevant to the current situation. I can practically hear her saying that exact phrase. 
 “Okay,” she says. “How bad is it?” 
 “Bad. Ichabot’s got Tanger’s power and he whammied Peterson and Regina. You’ve got to steer clear of him.” 
 The police officer who led me over here clears her throat and looks pointedly at a clock on the wall. 
 “Um. Also, I need a lawyer, I think?” 
 “Right,” says the doc, almost absently. She’s clearly working on something else, and I can only hope it’s related to getting me out of here. “I mainly know medical malpractice lawyers, but they should be able to recommend someone. I suppose that the odds of you having any money are low?” 
 “Yeah, I just spent my reserves on a car. They haven’t set bail or anything. I don’t even know what I’m charged with. Ichabot told them I’m deranged!” 
 “Wrap it up,” says the cop, hand on her taser. 
 “You’re at City Hall?” asks the doc. 
 “Yeah, City Hall,” I confirm. The policewoman motions curtly to the phone, and I add, “Gotta go. Thank you. Avoid—basically everyone, I guess.” 
 I hang up the phone, and the officer raises an eyebrow at me. 
 “So did you get a lawyer out of that?” she asks. 
 “I think so, yeah. Hey, what am I being charged with?” 
 She shrugs. “Don’t care.” 

Way to protect and serve, I think, but I don’t say it. She still has a taser and has been told that I’m deranged, and I’m not interested in getting shocked. I’ve been hit by lightning before, and it’s probably not nearly as bad as that, but I really don’t want to be able to do a compare and contrast. 
 I return to the communal cell, take an uncomfortable bench seat and attempt to plan out where things go from here. I’m not always great at following plans, but I like to have them so at least I know exactly where things started to go off the rails. 
 Phase one: stay in jail until lawyer comes. I’m already succeeding at that! Off to a good start. 
 Phase two: explain situation to lawyer, get out of jail. Actually, if I explain the real situation to the lawyer, it seems unlikely that he’s going to believe me. “I was hunting the mad scientist who gave me superpowers when he suddenly mind-controlled my friends” is not a compelling argument against being deranged. Especially when you add “I can’t show you the superpowers, he took them away” as a follow-up. Even if it happens to be true. 
 So, stepping back a bit, I’d better add in a phase one-A: make up a believable and internally-consistent story before the lawyer gets here. 
 Okay, so what’s irrefutable? I went with Peterson to an office owned by Rossum Medical Supply. While there, I opened a door—well, dissolved it, but we’re avoiding mention of superpowers, so we’ll stick with “opened”—to a laboratory in which a scientist was working. That scientist, most recently referred to as Dr. Argute, has also been known to go by Dr. Amun, Dr. Acharya, Dr. Amici and probably a bunch of other A-names, but I call him Ichabot. I broke some stuff in his lab, he called me deranged, and here we are. 
 That’s a relatively true explanation, even if it does leave out some massively important parts. It’s reasonable, though, and that’s what I’m going for here. I don’t know what they’re planning on charging me with here, but from the scenario I’ve outlined, it doesn’t seem like it could be much worse than destruction of property. In the worst case, maybe they could go as high as breaking and entering, though I think that’d be a reach. Even in that case, though, it’s nothing where they wouldn’t let me post bail, so that’ll get me to the end of phase two. 
 On to phase three, then: get Peterson and Regina back on my side. All I’ve got to do is force them to think about the parts where Ichabot’s suggested ideas don’t match up with what they know to be true. Given that Peterson has watched me summon fire and disintegrate objects with my hands, not to mention helping cover up the aftermath of a fight with a guy who could grow living flesh out of inanimate objects, it shouldn’t be too hard to push him out of “derangement” camp and back into “weird though it is, it must be true.” 
 And Regina actually had a superpower herself, even if they did try to talk her out of believing it in the hospital afterward. She’ll either have to convince herself that I’m pulling her into a massive folie a deux, or admit that I’m not crazy. 
 The real trick with phase three will be getting close enough to talk, but I can probably manage that with a phone call or an email if I have to. I’d remark here on the wonders of technology, but I suppose I could do the same thing with a handwritten letter slipped under a door, too. So: the wonders of literacy! 
 This leaves me with phase four: get Ichabot. Although this is the simplest of the phases in concept, the execution is by far the most complex. After all, we tried to put it into action this morning, and now I’m in jail with almost no friends. So it’s probably worth putting some brainpower into. 
 We know where he is now, so that’s an advantage. Obviously, he could move, but his lab didn’t look particularly mobile, and he has no real reason to run away. As far as he knows, I’m locked up and he’s safe. 
 Actually, that’s true as far as I know, too. But I’m working to change that. 
 The suggestion nanos are the big hurdle here. We need to find a way to avoid them. Possibly we can arrest him through some manner of robot? One of those bomb-disposal robots, maybe. They have cameras and fine motor control, I would assume. I don’t think they’re very fast, though, so Ichabot would have to acquiesce to putting the handcuffs on. Also, I don’t know if the police department here has a bomb disposal bot. They don’t even have a building right now, so I’m guessing that robots aren’t high on their list of things to buy. 
 Can robots make arrests if there’s someone operating them remotely? If this hasn’t come up in court yet, I bet it will soon. 
 The robot’s kind of a pipe dream, but maybe hazmat suits? Anything that’ll keep out viruses and bacteria should keep out nanomachinery. Then Peterson could walk right up to Ichabot without fear of getting new ideas forced into his head. It wouldn’t be the most subtle approach, but that doesn’t mean it wouldn’t be effective. 
 This brings us back to the question of whether the police department here has hazmat suits, but if they don’t, I’m pretty sure I can pick up something similar at Home Depot. I don’t know that those give full coverage, but we can improvise with duct tape. It won’t be the most comfortable thing in the world, but sometimes you have to make sacrifices to catch a supervillain. 
 I’m still going to ask about the robot, though. I don’t want to go in with a duct-taped hazmat suit, only to find out later that we could have sent a robot. That’s the sort of thing that leaves you with a lifetime of regrets. 



 
- Chapter Two - 
   
 I kill the next couple of hours mentally trying out various methods of arresting Ichabot. The hazmat suit remains the most reasonable of them, but far from the most entertaining. The method that takes that prize is the one where we lob knockout gas into the room, drag him into a hermetically sealed cell while he’s unconscious, and interrogate him via a camera-and-microphone setup once he wakes up. I admit that getting canisters of knockout gas might be difficult, but Doc Simmons just told me two days ago that the hospital didn’t have any sort of tranquilizer gun, so I’m improvising. 
 As the morning wears on and I’m still in the cell, though, I start to get antsy. The drunks are all released one by one as they wake up, so my accommodations do improve slightly as the morning goes on. This is especially true after a janitor arrives to swab the vomit off of the bench and floor. Nevertheless, I’d still like to know things like when I’m getting out of here, or what I’m being charged with. Failing that, I’d at least like some breakfast. 
 “Hey!” I call to a random police officer I can see walking by. He ignores me, but I persist. “Hey, do I get any food?” 
 He keeps walking without any sort of acknowledgement, so I try again. “Can I get some water, at least? Hey!” 
 There’s still no visible response, but a minute or so later another officer approaches with a plastic cup of water. 
 “Step away from the bars,” he tells me, and I do. He puts the cup down in front of the cell and retreats several steps, then gestures to it. I squeeze the cup through the bars. The cheap plastic cracks as I do, and the cup starts dribbling water immediately, so I drink the entire cup at one go. 
 “Put the cup back through the bars, then step back again,” instructs the officer, and I do that, too. He picks up the broken cup and turns to leave. 
 “Hey, is my lawyer coming? When am I getting out of here?” I ask, but the only response I get is his back turned to me. They don’t seem big on answering questions around here. 
 It’s possible that this is a “squeaky wheel gets the grease” situation. Right now, they’re successfully ignoring me, so perhaps I should raise the difficulty level on that. They already think I’m deranged, so they can hardly expect me to act normally, right? 
 Then again, it might not be the best idea to play into that impression. But being polite hasn’t gotten me anything so far, so it couldn’t really make things worse. Or could it? There could be worse things happening to me than “nothing.” Nothing good is happening to me right now, but nothing bad is, either. Maybe I should accept the neutral state. 
 I’m still debating this internally when the female officer from earlier unlocks the door to the holding cell and waves me out. She’s accompanied by a trim, balding man in a tailored suit. He looks to be about my age, has a professionally courteous smile and is carrying a briefcase. Seems fair to assume that he’s my lawyer. 
 “Dan Everton?” he asks as I step into the hallway. 
 “That’s him,” confirms the officer before I can speak. 
 “That’s me,” I say anyway, not to be left out. 
 “Brayden McMannis, hi,” he says, shaking my hand. “I’m here to represent you.” 
 The officer leads us down the hall toward where I made my phone call, but opens a door before we get there and motions us inside the small room. It has a table, two folding chairs, and no windows. Honestly, the holding cell was a bit more hospitable. 
 “Thank you, Erica,” says Brayden, and she smiles at him in response before shutting us in. 
 “Okay, let’s talk about these charges against you,” says Brayden, sitting down casually in one of the chairs. I sit across from him, but these chairs are anything but comfortable. I don’t know how he manages to look so relaxed, especially in a suit. 
 “Yeah, so,” I say. “I don’t actually know what the charges are.” 
 He raises his eyebrows. “They haven’t told you?” 
 “They have not.” 
 He opens his briefcase, takes out a yellow legal pad, and makes a note. “That’s unusual. And you’ve been here since when?” 
 “Probably about eight o’clock this morning?” 
 “Hm. All right, well, let’s see.” He pulls out a printout and begins reading. “It’s a decent list, but the broad categories are: breaking and entering, assault, battery, destruction of private property, stalking, resisting arrest and terrorism.” 
 I’m shuffling through events in my head as he lists the charges, mentally matching each one up to what actually happened to prepare a defense, but the last one catches me totally off guard. “Terrorism?” 
 “Yes, the lab you broke into—Rossum?—there’s some concern that due to some of the cultures they work with, you might have been trying to steal weaponized viruses or other dangerous biological material.” 
 “Dude, that’s ridiculous. I had no idea they had anything like that there.” 
 “How about the other charges?” 
 “I mean, they’re ridiculous, too! But like, at least they’re the kind where I can say, ‘Yeah, but here’s what really happened.’ Terrorism? That’s nuts.” 
 I see an expression I can’t interpret flit across his face for a split second. “Which brings us to an interesting point. Dr. Argute has taken out a restraining order against you.” 
 “He’s got one against me? Wow, that’s rich. Also, fast! How’d he get that done so quickly?” 
 “I suspect he pressed the terrorism angle. You’re ordered to stay away from him and all Rossum properties.” 
 “Fine, whatever.” 
 “You’re not worried about this?” 
 “It’s no more ridiculous than everything else here. We’ll get it all cleared up at the same time.” 
 “You keep saying ‘ridiculous.’ Why do you think this whole thing is so ridiculous?” 
 “Because it is, that’s why! Peterson—Officer Peterson—asked me to come with him this morning so that we could look into suspicious things that Dr. A was up to. Now suddenly this whole thing’s been spun on its head and I’m being painted as the instigator? As a terrorist? I was working with the police!” 
 “So you think the police set you up?” 
 “No! I mean, not really. But those charges make it sound like the police were called on me, like I was in the middle of a break-in and they caught me. I’m just saying that I brought the police. I showed up with them. I rode there in Peterson’s car.” 
 “I see,” says McMannis, making more notes. 
 “You don’t have to take my word for it. Even if for some reason Peterson won’t back this story up, check the sign-in roster at the front desk. I’m on there yesterday, and this morning, too. My car’s parked out front. I came from here. If this was a terrorist plot, it was totally insane.” 
 That same expression twitches across the lawyer’s face again, and he writes for a few more seconds before saying anything. To fill the silence, I say, “So, with those charges, what’s bail? When can I get out of here?” 
 “Ah. Well,” he says, “that’s an interesting question.” 
 “I feel like you mean that it’s an interesting answer,” I tell him. “And that sounds like it’s not good news.” 
 “Not entirely,” Brayden admits. “In addition to the charges, and the restraining order, it’s being recommended that you go in for a psychiatric evaluation.” 
 “Oh, ‘it’s being recommended,’ is it?” I ask, making the air quotes. “Just by the environment?” 
 “By the judge,” says Brayden. 
 “So by recommended, you mean...” 
 “Mandated, yes. Basically. We can fight this, of course, if that’s what you want to do. However, in my professional opinion, kicking and screaming ‘I don’t want to go to the nuthatch!’ is not a good way to make it look like you don’t belong in said nuthatch.” 
 “And in your unprofessional opinion?” 
 “Well, the beds at the hospital look a lot more comfortable than the benches here,” he says. It’s a weak joke, but I smile. It seems like the sort of response that a sane, calm person would have, and that’s really the aura that I want to project right now. 
 “Okay, let’s say I go through with this,” I say. “I’m not committing to—sorry, bad choice of words. I’m not signing on to this yet, but I’m willing to entertain the idea. So I walk in there. What happens?” 
 “They keep you for up to seventy-two hours, during which time they assess your mental health. There’ll be a lot of talking, a lot of doctors, probably a fair amount of blood work taken to see if you have any pharmaceutical reasons for your behavior.” 
 “I’m clean.” 
 “Good to know, but I’m sure they’ll test you anyway. Anyway, after those three days, they’ll release an assessment of your state of mind, and we can use that to bolster your defense in court.” 
 “Well, if they say I’m crazy, yeah. But I’m not.” 
 “Right, we’d take a different tack if they gave you a clean bill of health,” says Brayden. 
 “You seem awfully doubtful about this.” 
 “My apologies. I don’t mean to. I’m just interested in coming up with the best strategy of defense for you, and I’m sorry if it looks like I’ve skipped over a couple of steps.” 
 “I don’t mind that you seem to be ahead of the game. But you’re already assuming that I’m not sane. How prejudicial is just going in for assessment going to be?” 
 “Legally? Not at all. What matters is what comes out.” 
 “Yeah. But in the eyes of most people, only a crazy person would go in for an assessment to find out if they’re crazy.” 
 “Well, we can have any insinuation like that stricken from the record, and the jury told to disregard it, should it come up. If you get a clean bill of mental health.” 
 “So what happens if I refuse to go in for assessment?” 
 “Well, the thing about a judge’s order is that you can’t really refuse. If you don’t go in, then they take you in. Presumably restrained and under guard so that you don’t try to escape on they way.” 
 “Ah,” I say. “Then I suppose I’d like to voluntarily go in for testing.” 
 “A fine choice,” says Brayden. “All right, here’s what’s going to happen now. While I get everything set up for the transfer, you’re going to go back to the holding cell for a bit. It could take anywhere from ten minutes to a couple of hours to get this done, so I need you to just sit tight and not cause any problems. Remember, any of these people could be called on to testify against you in court, so you want to leave a good impression.” 
 “I have been a model prisoner!” I protest. “I haven’t so much as run a tin cup along the bars while yelling, ‘Jailer, we’ve got a sick man in here!’“ 
 Brayden looks at me earnestly and says, “Dan, I need to hear you say that you’ll stay calm. This is the difference between me driving you to the psychiatric evaluation center and you being taken there in cuffs in the back of a police van.” 
 I raise my hands placatingly. “Okay, got it. I’ll keep quiet.” 
 Brayden starts to stand up from the table and I add, “Can I whistle ‘Folsom Prison Blues’ the whole time, at least?” 
 He gives me a look that’s half-exasperated, half-concerned. 
 “Just a joke!” I assure him. “Man. Tough crowd.” 
 A short escorted trip back down the hallway sees me locked back in the holding cell, and McMannis presumably off filing paperwork or making calls or whatever he has to do to get me transferred. I sit on the bench and think about the next seventy-two hours. 
 Potentially, this is a good thing. It gets me out of jail, so that’s a pretty good start no matter how you look at it. Admittedly, it puts me in a different kind of jail, but it’s one where not only will the people not ignore me, it’s actually their job to talk to me. So that’ll give me a chance to explain my story. 
 Now, there’s a very real concern that this whole move is being orchestrated by Ichabot. He’s clearly got an in with the judge, as evidenced by the immediate restraining order against me. Probably it’s suggestion-nano based, but maybe it’s just good old-fashioned political influence. Heck, for all I know, he’s got the judge running nanos of his own like Tanger was, in which case the guy’s totally in his pocket. 
 I think this is the sort of speculation I’ll keep to myself for the time being. If the psych doctor asks me “How did you get here?” and I tell him that a judge corrupted by scientifically improbable robots is in thrall to a mad scientist, the rest of my story’s going to be a hard sell. I’d do better to lead with something else. 
 I wonder if they serve coffee in the asylum? I bet they probably don’t. Riles up the patients or interferes with their meds or something. I’m going to get pretty riled if I can’t have any coffee tomorrow morning, though. In the movies, when the patient’s having an interview with the doctor, the doctor usually has a cup of coffee on his desk. Maybe I can coax some out of him then. 
 Are you even supposed to call it an asylum these days? Maybe that’s prejudicial language. “Looney bin” is the replacement term that keeps coming to mind, though, and I’m sure that’s not better. “Psych ward” is probably the acceptable language. I can ask the doctors. 
 With an effort, I haul my train of thought back on track. So, assume that I’m going to the psych ward because Ichabot wants me there. That means I’ll have an uphill battle convincing the doctors that I’m sane, since he could have already given them the belief that I’m not. But these guys are supposed to be able to set their preconceived notions aside, right? And I’ve demonstrated many times that talking with someone infected with suggestions from the nanos, reasoning with them and letting their mind see the contradictions, is the best way to counteract them. So this is really a perfect scenario for me. 
 For certain values of perfect, anyway. I’m being sent from jail to a mental hospital to try to prove I’m not a terrorist. “Perfect” might not the best word to describe any part of this situation. 
 That said, I don’t actually have any other options right now, so I suppose it’s as perfect as it’s going to get. 
 I cool my heels for maybe another half-hour or so before Brayden comes striding back into view, accompanied again by Erica, the female police officer who took me to make my phone call. She motions for me to come to the edge of the cell. 
 “Turn around, hands behind you,” she says, and I oblige. She slips handcuffs around my wrists and locks them into place. 
 Behind me I hear my lawyer say, “Is this really necessary?” 
 “Protocol,” says the cop. “Besides, it’s for your protection. If he becomes violent, you’ll be glad that he’s cuffed.” 
 “I’m sure that’s not going to be an issue,” says Brayden. 
 I turn around in time to see Erica shrug as she unlocks the cell door. 
 “You can’t ever be sure of anything in this job,” she says. 



 
- Chapter Three - 
   
 Processing out of the police station is a surprisingly painless process. They make McMannis sign a half-dozen pieces of paper, but the end result is that in just a few minutes, he’s got my wallet, keys and phone in a Ziploc bag and we’re walking out the front door. I’ve still got my hands cuffed behind me, but otherwise this is a big improvement in my day. 
 Stepping outside is psychologically huge. A tension leaves me, one I hadn’t even realized had settled in. I bask in the bright sunshine, look up at the cloudless sky, and take a deep breath in relief. 
 “Feel better?” Brayden asks, noticing my posture shift. 
 “Immensely,” I say. 
 “All right, good. This is my car over here. It’s going to be about an hour to the hospital, so be prepared to settle in for a while.” 
 He opens the back passenger door for me. “The backseat?” I ask. 
 “Yeah, it’s what they recommend. Something about the airbags, I think. Maybe it’s hard to get free of them if your hands are cuffed? I’m not totally sure.” 
 “Oh, so instead I should just bounce my face off of the headrest?” I say, getting into the car. Brayden leans across me to fasten the seat belt. 
 “How about I just don’t get into an accident?” he suggests. 
 “Isn’t the nature of accidents that they’re, you know, accidental?” 
 “Ah,” he says, straightening up, “they may be accidents, but you can avoid them on purpose.” 
 He closes the door and walks around to the driver’s side. As he’s getting seated, I say, “That sounds like a fortune cookie.” 
 “Close,” he says. “Driving school.” 
 “Hey, speaking of, you’re driving me all the way out there yourself? I’m surprised you didn’t pass the job off to someone more junior.” 
 Brayden laughs. “You’d be hard-pressed to find someone more junior than me at my firm.” 
 Sounds like Simmons couldn’t get the big guns out for me, then. I can’t think of a tactful way to say anything about that, though, so after a short pause, I change the subject. 
 “You seem awfully calm for someone who’s got a potentially crazed terrorist in his backseat,” I say. 
 “Allegedly crazed, alleged terrorist,” he says, and I can see him smiling in the rearview mirror. 
 “So you don’t believe I’m guilty? Or crazy?” 
 “It’s my job to believe you, and to get other people to do the same.” 
 “But what do you personally think?” 
 “I don’t think about it personally at all. My opinions don’t come to work with me. Work is just for facts, and what they can do for us.” 
 “Have you ever had a guilty client?” I press. 
 He shrugs. “I’ve had some who’ve been found guilty, or who plea-bargained. I don’t pass judgment. They’ve got judges for that.” 
 I can’t really think of anything to say in response to that, and apparently neither can Brayden, as the conversation lapses again. 
 “Radio?” he says after a moment. 
 “Sure, whatever you like to listen to is good for me,” I say. 
 He turns it on and flips to a local mix station. “No satellite radio?” I ask. 
 “Like I said, junior lawyer. I’ll spend money on satellite radio once I’ve paid off my law school bills.” 
 For the next fifteen or twenty minutes, we let the radio do the talking for us. After a few songs, the DJs take over to do the lunchtime news announcements. I’m only half-paying attention until a name I recognize catches my ear. 
 “In weird news, serial arsonist Vince Amano attempted to escape from prison this morning.” 
 Vince is one of my previous nemeses, the guy who could grow clones of himself out of non-living matter. It’s kind of funny that they put him away for serial arson, since although he was involved in a lot of fires, I was the one starting them. In my defense, it was to contain him. I suppose it’s a lot easier to put someone in jail for burning down the police station than it is to convict them for illegal self-cloning. 
 “According to reports, Amano dug entirely through the wall of his cell to escape. The security cameras at the prison show him running naked across the yard, only to be stopped by the fences. Maybe the hole wasn’t big enough to get his clothes through, too!” 
 Brayden laughs, but I feel a chill in my stomach. Vince’s clones always showed up naked; he couldn’t clone clothing or any sort of accessories, only himself. So if there’s a hole in his cell wall, a naked version of him outside, and no outcry about how they seem to have two of him in custody now, then there’s a very good chance that the real Vince actually did make his escape this morning. 
 Last time I saw him, he tried to beat me to death, while I asphyxiated him. You could say that we didn’t part on very good terms. So if he’s suddenly gotten his powers back and escaped at the same time as I’m heading to be locked up, that seems like a bad thing for me. And when you consider that Ichabot is probably the one behind getting me sent to the asylum and therefore knows exactly where I am, it looks a lot like I’ve just had a guided missile pointed in my direction. 
 Ichabot stripped me of my powers, but they never quite go away entirely. And in this case, a tiny bit of disintegration is all I need. Touching as many fingers as I can to the chain of the handcuffs, I focus on loathing them as deeply as I can. The lack of freedom, the physical discomfort, the entire situation that they represent—I pour it all out until, with a whispered clink, I hear the chain fall free of one wrist. 
 McMannis is approaching a stoplight, which is perfect. I have an urge to apologize for what I’m about to do, but I really don’t want him to have any warning. So I sit quietly, still pretending to be cuffed, right up until the light turns green again. As he’s putting his foot on the gas, I throw the door open, yell “Sorry!” over my shoulder and jump out into the road. 



 
- Chapter Four - 
   
 Car horns blare and I hear McMannis yelling, “Dan! DAN!” behind me, but I’m sprinting for cover and not looking back. 
 My bid for freedom is almost cut short in its first few seconds. I weave between the cars and reach what should be the safety of the sidewalk, only to find myself squarely in the path of an onrushing cyclist. 
 His eyes widen as he attempts to swerve, but with a building on one side and parked cars on the other, there’s not much of anywhere to go. To his credit, he almost makes it, but the trailing edge of his handlebars catch me in the gut, spinning me painfully around to carom off of the brick edge of the building. This also has the effect of wrenching his bike toward me, spilling him in a rolling crash to the ground at my feet. I manage to avoid accidentally kicking him in the head, but that’s about as much as I contribute to the situation. 
 I’d like to stop and help him up, but for all I know McMannis has ditched the car and is sprinting after me right now. With a grunted, inarticulate apology, I leap over the fallen cyclist and resume my flight for safety. He had a helmet on, so he’s probably fine. A little scraped up, I’m sure, but I can feel fresh blood oozing from where my collision with bike and wall reopened wounds from capturing Brian yesterday. So maybe he deserves a scrape or two as well, really. 
 In either case, I don’t have the time to think about him. I need to formulate a plan other than “run,” and I need to do it while on the run. Cudgeling my brain for a few seconds, I come up with something that is perhaps less of a plan and more of word association: “hide.” 
 Still, light on details though it is, it’s basically the right concept. I sprint for several more blocks, taking corners at random, then slow to a brisk walk so that I look less like I’m fleeing from something. I’m hoping that this will reduce Brayden’s ability to find out where I went by asking passersby if they saw anyone fleeing. Of course, slowing down raises his chances of simply seeing me if he cruises by, so the next step is getting out of sight. 
 Up ahead, a narrow walkway leads between two office buildings to a sunny courtyard, mostly out of view of the street. I turn smartly down it, enter the courtyard and plant myself on a bench that’s getting meager shade from a small tree. Time to catch my breath, both literally and metaphorically. 
 Time is my biggest enemy here. And Ichabot, obviously. Plus through him Vince, and anyone else he’s mobilized with the nanos. So actually, I’ve got a lot of enemies, but the point I’m making is that time is on their side, not mine. If I sit around doing nothing, my position gets weaker while theirs gets stronger. 
 I reach for my cell phone to check the time, and remember that I don’t have it. It’s in a plastic baggie in Brayden’s car, along with my wallet and keys. Basically everything I need to get around in daily life, in short. So add that to the list of problems arrayed against me. 
 Also, now that I’m calming down a bit, my ribs are really starting to throb on one side. I think the cyclist might have hit me harder than I realized. I probe gently at the area with my fingers and wince at even the light touch. If nothing else, I’ve got a tremendous bruise forming, and I hope that’s all it is. 
 Speaking of which, I’ve still got a basic recognizability problem. Generally, I’m a fairly nondescript white guy. A little taller than average, but not so much as to stand out. No tattoos, no unusual hair style or color, neither notably attractive or eye-catchingly ugly. Usually, anyway. 
 Today, I’m covered in bandages from corralling Brian, and that includes two wrapping my hands and one covering the entirety of my cheek. I could probably take the ones off of my hands by now, but when I poke the inside of my cheek with my tongue, I can still taste the gauze pad that I applied to the outside of my face. So if I take that bandage off, I suspect the attention will simply morph from “why does that guy have a bandage?” to “look, look, I can see his teeth!” And that’s not really much of an improvement. 
 Also, in assessing my physical attributes here, I’ve noticed that I’m still wearing handcuffs that just don’t happen to be connected anymore. That’s the sort of thing that stands out in people’s minds as well. Fortunately, I’ve finally found an aspect of my situation that I can do something about. 
 Wrapping my fingers tightly around each cuff, I scowl and let the nanos do their work. Seconds later, the cuffs are fading away, a light rain of dust falling from my wrists. It’s uncomfortably easy to summon up loathing right now. That’s currently quite convenient, but it’s a weird blessing to be counting. 
 Okay, so arrayed against me we have: hunted by the police, no cash or phone, supervillains trying to kill me, currently no major power of my own, easily identifiable. And in the positive column there’s...I can dissolve small holes in things. Good. This seems fair. 
 I need a place to hide out, to recharge, to get centered. And the only place I can think to do that is home. 
 On the face of it, it seems like a patently stupid idea. Obviously the police are going to look for me at my house. I mean, where else am I going to go? But on the other hand, everyone would assume that the police would check the home address first, and therefore no one would go there, since clearly the police would be waiting for them. And if that’s the case, then the police wouldn’t waste their time checking the house. 
 Even though I realize that if I continue iterating that thought, it leads back to the police definitely going to the house, I haven’t got a better idea. If I go home, I can get money, computer access to find out what’s going on, maybe contact some people who haven’t been turned against me yet. Without home, I’ve got none of those things. So I might as well stop on the part of the thought process that gives me some hope. 
 I don’t know exactly where I am, but I know I’m miles from my house. What I’m bound to be close to, though, is a bus stop. In this part of the city, they’re rarely more than a dozen blocks apart, so all I need to do is figure out which bus to catch and I can make my way back home. 
 I reach for my cell phone again to check the bus schedules, before remembering that I don’t have it. This also reminds me that I don’t have my bus card, or any money to buy a ticket with. Problematic. 
 I look surreptitiously around the courtyard, scanning for anyone with lightly attended purses or easily accessible wallets that I could snatch and run with. It’s not my proudest moment, but I’m more than a bit desperate and the police are already looking for me, so it’s not like I’d be making things any worse for myself. 
 The only other person in the courtyard is a guy on a tablet computer, though, with no visible wallet. I consider grabbing his tablet and making a break for it, but then I’d have to find a pawn shop and also I’m not at all certain that it’s as easy to pass off stolen goods at those places as the movies make it look. I’m still thinking about it, though, when I spot something better through the glass doors of one of the office buildings: a vending machine. 
 The plan comes to me fully-formed: pop into the lobby, boost my magnetism to scramble the machine’s workings, catch the coins that come pouring out like a slot machine jackpot. Easy as pie, and much less morally repugnant than purse-snatching. Maybe not legally much different, but it feels better, anyway. 
 I saunter over to the door to the lobby and encounter my first problem when I attempt to open it: it’s locked. There’s a card-reading machine to the side of the door, presumably for employees to swipe their badges, and obviously I don’t have one of those. I’m already angering up to futz with the vending machine, though, so I focus that building magnetic charge and wrap my hand around the card reader. It lets out a stuttered beep and goes silent. I hear a soft click from the door and pull on the handle again, and this time it opens. Success! 
 Feeling good about my progress thus far, I approach the vending machine and quickly glance around the lobby. No one’s paying attention to me, so I put my hand over the coin slot and try to look like I’m just considering my options while I magnetize things. 
 At first, nothing happens. After a few seconds, though, the lights in the machine shut off, after which nothing continues to happen. I move my hand down to the coin return, in case there’s something more sensitive there, but the now-silent machine refuses to dispense so much as a single quarter. 
 I attempt to channel my frustration into anger to boost the magnetism, moving my hand randomly around the face of the machine, but it stolidly resists my every effort. After almost a minute of this, something snaps. Not in the machine, but in me. 
 “Fine,” I growl, changing tacks. I press my fingers together and lean hard against the machine, letting my loathing flow through them and dispensing my destroying nanos. The plastic of the machine peels away, revealing a brief glimpse of cylinders of change beneath before those in turn flay open and the coins begin to pour out in a tumult. 
 Surprised by the speed and intensity of the flow, I cup my hands and try to catch the sudden bounty, but the coins rapidly overfill my hands and pour onto the floor, ringing musically against the tile. Every other head in the lobby snaps around to see me kneeling there, a look of guilty shock on my face as I blatantly rob a vending machine. 
 Luckily, though, I recover from the surprise faster than anyone else. There’s no one between me and the front door, so I close my cupped hands into two fists and sprint for freedom, coins still falling in my wake. I knock the door open with my shoulder and hip, springing down the front steps and hitting the sidewalk at a run. 
 A block later, I slow down to a brisk walk and shove my hands in my pockets, storing my spoils. I take a few more random turns in case anyone’s pursuing, and through a stroke of luck I happen to wander right toward what I’ve been looking for: a bus station, complete with a map and list of bus routes. I’m going home. 
 I’ve already resolved to get on the first bus that comes by, reasoning that anything that takes me out of the area is an improvement. After reading the schedule, I find that luck is with me for once: I can get home with only one bus change, and the first bus I need comes by here pretty regularly. If I’m very lucky, it might even be the next bus to arrive. 
 I don’t know exactly what time it is. McMannis had a clock on his dashboard display, but I wasn’t paying attention that closely to it, and also I don’t know exactly how long ago I made my escape. It feels like it happened just seconds ago, but looking at events logically it could have been anywhere from ten minutes to half an hour. That kind of range makes it hard to say whether the bus is about to arrive or whether I’ve just missed it. 
 I see a man with a watch walking by, and attempt to attract his attention. 
 “Excuse me,” I say, but he doesn’t hear me, so I say it again. “Excuse me!” 
 He keeps walking, eyes straight ahead as if I don’t exist, and I realize that he thinks I’m going to ask him for money. 
 “I’m not homeless!” I shout after him. “I just want to know the time!” 
 He keeps walking, never looking back. I think about telling him that I already have money, but I suppose pocketsful of change is not terribly compelling evidence against being homeless. I sulk back to the bus shelter to wait. 
 “Anyway, so what if I were homeless?” I mutter to myself. “Dude could still give me the time of day. Literally, in this case. I’m still a human being.” 
 Then I think about all of the times I’ve ignored similar attempts to start a conversation from people on the street, and I feel deeply guilty. It sucks when the shoe’s on the other foot. 
 I study the bus route map some more, both to give myself something else to think about and to partially hide my face from passing traffic. This successfully passes the time until the bus arrives and I board. 
 The driver sighs heavily when I start feeding the ticket machine a fistful of change. It looks like I’ve ended up with mainly dimes, so the process takes a while. I’m only about halfway done when he closes the doors and pulls the bus away from the curb, leaving me swaying precariously while trying to add more coins. I try to lean against a pole to steady myself, and receive a sharply painful reminder that I may have a broken rib. 
 Despite everything, I do finally pay for my ticket and make my way carefully to a seat. There are a handful of other passengers, none of whom seem to be paying any attention to me at all. I take a window seat on the left side of the bus, which shows my cheek bandage clearly to anyone inside but hides it from the street, and close my eyes, enjoying the momentary respite. It’s been a very long day, and it’s probably not even one o’clock yet. 
 The journey home is blissfully free of interruptions and complications. I change buses without incident, unless you count another sigh and eye roll from the driver of the second bus when I pay in dimes again. They’re valid currency! And I let the other people getting on go ahead of me, so it’s not like I was creating a line. These guys just need to chill out a little. 
 Walking up to my house, I reach into my pocket for my keys, which obviously I don’t have. Once again, they’re in that stupid Ziploc baggie in my lawyer’s car. I really should have taken the time to grab that before making my escape from the car. It seemed impractical at the time, but I’m starting to think that it might have been worth the extra trouble. 
 I check the front door just in case I left it unlocked, but no dice. I know there’s supposed to be a way you can open a window latch with a credit card, but I don’t know the technique to do that. Also, I don’t have a credit card, those being in my wallet, which is in turn in the baggie in the car. So that’s a no-go on several levels. 
 The nice day we’ve been enjoying seems to be diminishing along with my mood. Clouds are starting to move in, blocking the sun and threatening rain. I’m really not dressed for being outside in a cold rain, so after trying both doors of my house and checking every window, I pick up a fist-sized rock and traipse around to the side of the house. 
 I don’t see any neighbors around, so I quickly rap the rock sharply on a basement window, shattering the pane. I run the rock around the edges, clearing away most of the broken glass, then lie belly-down on the lawn and slide myself uncomfortably through the gap. The most awkward part comes after I’m most of the way inside, and my shoulders briefly get trapped in the frame. I’m momentarily stuck, unable to push myself farther in and without the leverage to pull my body back out. It lasts just long enough for me to have a clear vision of the police coming by to find me like this, and then my shirt tears at the sleeve, a piece of glass rakes painfully down my left arm and I’m dropping to the floor inside. 
 I jar my ribs painfully on the landing and drop to one knee, arms wrapped around my side. I stay like that for a few seconds while I get my breathing under control, then assess my situation. Physically, I’m thrashed. The slide through the broken window has just added half a dozen surface cuts to my existing injuries. I’m suffering from an adrenaline crash. And I’m absolutely starving. 
 I can do something about that last one, at least. I head up to the kitchen and start assembling a sandwich, although I eat a good portion of the toppings before ever putting them between two pieces of bread. This is what passes for an appetizer in my house. 
 Sandwich in hand, I boot up the computer and load a local news site. Sure enough, they’ve got my picture plastered on the lead article. I look pretty terrible. My skin is pale, my cheek bandage is stained with dried blood, and my expression is best described as “angrily dazed.” The article itself describes my invasion of Rossum Medical, my resisting of arrest and my subsequent escape en route to a psychiatric evaluation facility. I’m described as “confused, dangerous and potentially armed,” and I’m forced to concede the accuracy of that statement, at least. 
 They have a video interview with the cyclist I ran into, and I click play out of morbid curiosity. 
 “He just came leaping at me. It all happened so fast,” says the cyclist, who the screen identifies as Alan Yonning. “At first, I thought it was just an accident, but now I think maybe he was trying to steal my bike. It’s hard being a cyclist in the city. There are a lot of dangers out there.” 
 I snort and stop the video as it cuts back to a newscaster. Maybe if you didn’t speed on the sidewalk, some of those dangers would be lessened, Alan! Take some personal responsibility. 
 There’s another video at the bottom of the article, and the still image is a face I recognize: Evan Tanger, Jr. Previously the owner and CEO of Tanger Construction, where I work. Also previously my nemesis. He was the man who launched a successful citywide smear campaign against me with the help of his suggestion nanos—the same ones that have landed me in this current trouble. 
 Last I saw him, he was being quietly removed from corporate power by whatever backroom machinations millionaires use against each other. His nanos were deactivated when I exposed the truth about him, so what’s he doing back in the news? I click the link with a sense of unease, skipping ahead to the part where Tanger starts talking. 
 “Mr. Everton is, unfortunately, a very troubled man,” Tanger says smoothly to a reporter standing next to him. “Please don’t take this as sour grapes. I knew this well before he scuttled my mayoral campaign with that faked video. I attempted to warn people before, but it was not well-received. Perhaps now people will understand.” 
 Tanger reaches out one hand and clasps the reporter’s shoulder. “I’ll be holding a press conference later to discuss what I know. You’ll all find it very interesting,” he says with conviction. 
 The reporter smiles, then turns to face the camera. “Evan Tanger, Jr. A pillar of the community, to be sure.” 
 Well. Seems that Tanger’s gotten his nanos reactivated, too. Apparently Ichabot is pulling out all of the stops against me now. 
 Maybe I should be flattered. After all, he clearly must consider me a large threat to go to all of this trouble. But then again, is it really all that much trouble? It took only a few keystrokes for him to deactivate my nanos. It’s probably about the same to reactivate them. 
 Should the bacteria be flattered when the scientist sterilizes the petri dish at the end of the experiment? It’s definitely overkill, but is it really any more effort on the scientist’s part than taking proportionate measures? 
 I’m mulling over this unpleasant philosophy when there’s a demanding knock at the door. 
 “Open up! It’s the police!” comes the muffled call. 
 I freeze, unsure what to do. Should I hide? Run? Give myself up? 
 Before I can decide, a heavy impact shudders the door in its frame. It repeats, then again, before the door finally crashes open. 
 “Just kidding,” says Vince, standing in the doorway. He’s flanked by two identical copies of himself. “It’s not the police at all. Hello, filth.” 



 
- Chapter Five - 
   
 Entertainingly, my very first thought is, “I should call 911!” This despite the fact that I’ve spent all afternoon trying to avoid the police. It’s hard to break a lifetime of ingrained habits. 
 I search frantically for a better plan, but the best that my brain can conjure up is apparently “Stall.” That’s pretty much the mental equivalent of a “Please wait, loading...” screen. Still, if it’s all I’ve got, then I’ll work with it. 
 I figure that the first move in any successful stall is to get the other guy talking, so I ask the first question that comes into my mind. 
 “How did you find me? Did you figure that I’d think that the police wouldn’t think to look for me here, since I obviously wouldn’t go to the most obvious place?” 
 Vince, still in the ruined doorway, tilts his head to the side quizzically as he looks at me. “Did that make sense in your diseased brain?” 
 He steps inside, and I stand up from the chair and retreat as he advances on me slowly. “I found you,” he says through gritted teeth, “because you feel like a tear in a map in my brain. It doesn’t matter where I’m looking, where I’m thinking about going. My eyes are drawn to that ripped spot every time. I couldn’t not know how to get to you if I wanted to.” 
 Vince’s mood seems to have dramatically worsened since his arrival. At least when he kicked down the door, he was faking humor. Now he has his teeth bared like some sort of feral animal, and from the look in his eyes I really can’t be sure that he won’t try to attack me like one, too. I recall my attempts to talk to Brian while he was in the grips of the nano-inspired hatred, and how the very sound of my voice drove him into a rage. This is probably not a situation that can be improved by conversation, then. 
 My eyes flicker to the kitchen doorway, measuring the distance. As if this is a prearranged signal, all three Vinces lunge at me. Their movements are almost perfectly synchronized, which is unsurprising since they think almost exactly alike. The only thing that saves me from being immediately caught is that since they all came to the same idea independently, they all rush the same spot instead of fanning out. This allows me to stay one step ahead of their grasping hands as I sprint into the kitchen. 
 Never before in my life have I cared about interior doors, but now I find myself cursing their lack. I tear open the door to the refrigerator as I run past, hoping to slow down my pursuers, and a slam behind me tells me both that I was successful, and that they’re right on my heels. With my left hand, I snag a chair from the table and turn my run into a spin, swinging the chair in a wide arc around me. 
 I almost hit the wall, which would have been a fatal mistake since one of the Vinces is nearly upon me. Fortunately, I miss it by inches and slam the edge of the chair’s seat directly into the side of his face. Blood spatters, two of the chair legs crack and fly off, and Vince grunts and careens off into the table, smacking his face into it before hitting the ground heavily. 
 “Back!” I shout, brandishing the shattered chair at the next Vince, but he grins nastily and doesn’t even slow his charge until he collides with the chair. I’m knocked back by the impact, so I take an extra step back and swing the chair again, crashing it into Vince’s shoulder and head. 
 I see his skin briefly torn by the impact, only to immediately knit itself back together. The chair, meanwhile, loses another leg and part of the seat, and this time it’s not entirely due to the impact. Vince has stolen pieces of its material to rebuild his own body. For the same reason the police couldn’t fight him with their batons, I’m not going to be able to do any damage with this chair. And in the time it took me to try, his other clone has shouldered past him and is coming at me, fists up in a boxer’s stance. 
 I throw the chair at the clone on the grounds that maybe it’ll do some good and run for the hallway. I reach my bedroom ahead of my pursuers, slam and lock the door, and knock my wooden dresser over in front of it for good measure. The drawers jar open and spill their contents onto the floor. 
 From the other side of the door comes Vince’s mocking voice. “I just broke down your front door, spitrag. You think this can stop me?” 
 “Why are you after me?” I shout, looking frantically around my room for anything useful. I don’t see anything immediately likely to get me out of this situation. 
 “To kill you!” shouts Vince. This is punctuated by a thump that rattles the door, but it’s a solid oak door and might actually be stronger than the front door. It should hold him long enough for me to come up with some sort of a plan, anyway. 
 “I can tell you who did this to you. I can tell you where to find him! He can stop it!” 
 “I like what he did to me, moron. I love this! The only part that’s bad about it is having to feel your festering pus-wound of a life. And I can fix that myself.” 
 My search for useful items has led me to the attached bathroom. The cabinet under the sink has a bunch of different cleaning chemicals, and it seems like I should be able to do some damage with those. Even if he can heal it, I might be able to blind him for a second or something, long enough to get past. I sweep them all up in my arms and head back into the main part of the bedroom. 
 A faint scratching noise snaps my eyes to the fallen dresser. I see grasping fingers on top of it and at first, I think someone trying to climb out from underneath it. Seconds later, I realize the truth is much worse. 
 Vince, on the far side of the door, is converting the door into a mass of animated flesh, foregoing the complete cloning process in order to make a Lovecraftian puddle of semi-sentient limbs and organs. Not only is that horrifying and potentially dangerous, it’s also stealing away the material of the door at a concerning rate. Vince doesn’t have to break the door down if he just converts it. I look frantically around the room, at my spilled clothes and my armload of chemicals, but nothing seems to offer a way out. The pool of flesh is creeping up the sides of the door, turning the frame into fingers, eyeballs and the occasional tongue. 
 “I’ll be in there in a minute, Dan!” Vince calls in a sing-song voice. “I’ve got all of the exits blocked.” 
 I rush to the window, and sure enough, Vince is on my back lawn. Is this one of the ones who was at the front door with him? Are there more that I hadn’t seen? Even if it’s just one of him, he’s a better fighter than I am and he’s obviously prepared for me. 
 “There’s no way out but past me. Might as well take it like a man, you worm.” 
 Suddenly, an idea occurs to me. It’s stupid and possibly suicidal, but it might create enough confusion for me to slip by. Rushing to the bed, I place both hands on the comforter and focus on intensifying. 
 “Uuuuuuuuup!” I chant, clutching the comforter in my fists and raising it into the air. The material smolders, then bursts into flames. Thick smoke begins to rise from the bed. I cough and retreat to the bathroom, returning with a wet washcloth held to my face. 
 The bed is blazing merrily now and smoke is filling the room. I crouch low to the floor and pour all of the bathroom chemicals into the largest jug among them, a multi-gallon container of Clorox bleach. I don’t know if it’ll explode or what, but I cap it, put it on the dresser by the door and hope for some sort of a distraction. 
 “Why do I smell smoke, Dan? What nasty little trick are you trying?” Vince kicks at the door and, weakened by the structural damage it’s taken, the door pops open. He kicks again, shoving the dresser a few inches backwards. The smoke rushes out of the room and I hear him cough. This is probably about as good a moment as I’m going to get. 
 Washcloth still pressed to my mouth and nose, I crawl over to the door, grab the jug of bathroom chemicals and crouch by the entrance. As Vince kicks it again, shoving the dresser far enough back for him to enter, I pop the cap on the jug and squeeze it as hard as I can. Thick white vapor billows out along with a gout of liquid, and Vince screams, coughs violently and staggers backwards. 
 I leap from my crouch into the hallway, slamming my shoulder into Vince and knocking him off of his feet. He grabs at my ankle as I run past, so I chuck the bleach jug at his face. He pulls his hands up to protect himself and I’m running free. 
 The smoke alarm goes off as I make it to the kitchen, and once again my brain kicks in with, “Call 911!” Not helpful. 
 I’m heading for the front door and feeling like I might be home free, when Vince suddenly steps into the door frame. This isn’t the original, though, which means he’ll take damage. He steps in to punch at me, but I’m riding high on adrenaline and duck under it. He manages an elbow to the back of my head, and I see stars as I drop to one knee. But even as he’s closing in with a kick, I rise back up, putting the full force of my body into an uppercut that smashes him full in the face. Now Vince is the one on the ground, and my kick to his head is successful. 
 I’d love to take a moment to catch my breath, but the fire alarm is still shrieking, original Vince is probably back up by now and there could be who-knows-how-many more clones waiting for me. I stagger out into the street, coughing, and pick a direction to start running again. 



 
- Chapter Six - 
   
 For once, luck is on my side, and I make it out of sight of the house without any visible pursuers. I slow my run to a jog, continuing to take intersecting streets at random in an effort to throw off any Vince clones who might be driving around looking for me. A sense of futility quickly begins to set in, though. Not only is my meager jogging speed totally useless compared to a car, if the original Vince is the one driving, he can clearly track me regardless. Staying on foot isn’t a sustainable strategy. 
 I start scanning the houses I pass, and soon enough I see what I’m looking for—a bicycle leaning up against a side wall. There aren’t even any cars in the driveway, so there’s a good chance that no one’s home. I can steal the bike and make my getaway without anyone seeing me. Then I’ll be moving faster and tiring myself out less. It’s not as convenient as a car, but I have no idea how to hotwire a car. I definitely know how to take an unlocked bike. 
 That’s not to say that I feel good about this decision. I have to do it, and I’m going to, but it feels lousy. My feeling only worsens when I get closer and realize it’s a kid’s bike. This poor kid is going to get home from school to find his bike missing. Then, after looking around frantically to find where he might have put it, he’ll get yelled at by his parents for letting it get stolen. So not only will he be out a bike, he’ll have to sit through a lecture. Depending on the parents, he may or may not get another bike. 
 I make a promise to myself to return the bike if possible, but it sounds lame even in my own head. I wheel the bike down the driveway and awkwardly straddle it. It’s much too short for me, and when I try to work the pedals, I bang one knee painfully on the handlebars. In the end, I’m forced to stand up on the pedals to get up to speed. 
 Still, even with the guilt and the bruised knee, this is an improvement over running. I still need to figure out a plan, but at least I’m on the move and more maneuverable than I was before. I’ve bought myself a little more breathing room. 
 Of course, I thought that when I got to the house, too, and what did that get me? A sandwich, true, which is something, but I could have gotten so much more. Supplies, a backpack, some money. I’ve never been the kind of guy to keep a go-bag by the door, but I could have put something together instead of screwing around online, reading about myself. 
 In retrospect, I have no idea why I haven’t been the kind of guy who keeps a go-bag by the door. I’m certainly the kind of guy who’s likely to need one, as the current circumstances attest. 
 I’ve braked for a stop sign when I hear a voice shouting, “Hey! Hey, you!” 
 I look up to see a woman advancing angrily on me. Whatever she wants, it can’t be good, and I eye the cross-traffic ahead of me, looking for a chance to peel out without immediately getting hit. Well, as much as I can “peel out” on a kid’s bicycle, anyway. 
 Speaking of which, that seems to be the focus of her anger. “That’s not your bicycle! Where did you get that?” 
 “What? It’s mine,” I say, sitting awkwardly on a bicycle that’s about a foot too short for me. 
 “You liar! I know that bike. That’s my daughter’s friend’s bike. Where did you get it?” 
 “No, it’s mine,” I insist. She’s stopped at the edge of the street, possibly because she’s realized that she’s unarmed and isn’t interested in getting into a physical altercation. This works for me, as I’m really not interested in getting into one, either. 
 She’s clearly primed for a verbal altercation, though. “You’re a thief. Thief! I’ll call the police!” 
 “Lady, look. I need this bicycle. I’ll return it.” 
 “Don’t you ‘lady’ me! Thief! Call the police!” 
 She’s backing up for the house now, and although there still isn’t a significant gap in traffic ahead of me, I see something better: a bus, way off at the edge of visibility. I don’t know where the next bus stop is, but on a busy street like this it can’t be far. Giving up on the road, I turn the bike toward the sidewalk and start pedaling. 
 “Come back here! Thief! I’m calling the police!” I hear her yelling. 
 I call back over my shoulder, “I’ll leave it at the bus stop! Just come get it!” 
 I don’t know if she hears me or not, but I don’t have time to wait and see. I’ve got a bus to catch. 
 The bike slews from side to side as I pedal frantically, trying to coax the one-speed bicycle to racing speeds. Fortunately, the light drizzle of rain has ensured that the sidewalk is sparsely populated, and the few people who are there are courteous enough—or wise enough—to move aside and give me room to get by. As I blast through an intersection, I glance over at the main road to see if there’s room to rejoin the traffic there, but the cars are still whizzing by compared to my speed. I don’t know how anyone’s supposed to ride a bike on the roads without dedicated lanes. 
 My reign of terror on the sidewalk comes quickly to an end as I see my goal: a NO PARKING - BUS STOP sign. I skid the bike to a halt and leap off, drawing odd looks from the man and woman already waiting for the bus. Before they can ask me why I’ve been riding a kid’s bike like I’ve got a monster chasing me, though, the bus arrives. 
 I let the couple board the bus before me, then lean my stolen bike up against the bus stop signpost and step onto the bus. As I’m putting my handful of change into the ticket machine, the bus driver says to me, “You can’t chain your bike up there.” 
 “It’s okay,” I tell him. “It’s not chained.” 
 This is a fairly stupid response, but it seems to work, or at least steer him onto a tangential subject. His brow furrows and he asks, “Aren’t you afraid it’ll get stolen?” 
 “No, my friend is coming to pick it up right now,” I say. He shrugs and closes the door, and I take a seat and let my heart rate slow down. 
 I’m honestly amazed that I’ve made it this far. I thought I was totally done for when Vince caught me at home, and even after I made it out the front door I was certain I was only delaying the inevitable. I must’ve really gotten him with that chemical cloud. I thought it would just buy a few seconds, but for me to have gotten away entirely, he and his clones must not have been able to give chase. I figured that at least one of them would have chased me in the car, but maybe they needed it to get him to the hospital or something. 
 The hospital! I can’t go there, for fear of riling up Brian, but I can call Doc Simmons and see if she’s got any helpful ideas. She got me the lawyer this morning, after all. It’s grasping at straws, I admit, but when there’s nothing else in reach, straws look like a pretty good option. 
 The rain has picked up a bit by the time I hop off the bus near a gas station, so I hustle to the safety of its overhang. I’m hoping that they still have a payphone, which it turns out they do. Unfortunately, when I pick up the receiver, there’s no dial tone. Also, I get something gross on my hand. I don’t even want to consider what it might be, so I just wipe my hand on my pants and go inside. 
 The attendant doesn’t even look up when the bell dings, so I go up to the counter and ask, “Excuse me, do you have a phone?” 
 “Outside,” he grunts, flapping his hand in the vague direction of the payphone. 
 “It’s not working. Do you have one here I can use?” 
 He sighs and shoves a cordless phone across the counter. I pick it up, hesitate and say, “Sorry, can you tell me the number for Carnation Hospital?” 
 He glares at me and I add, “I mean, I could call 411, but I think that might charge you.” 
 He sighs again, louder, and pulls out a cell phone. He types on it for a minute, then holds up the screen for me to read. It’s a search page with Carnation’s number displayed. 
 “Thank you,” I say, punching it into the cordless phone. He grunts, returns his phone to his pocket and clearly dismisses me. 
 The receptionist connects me to Doc Simmons’s line, and after a couple of rings she picks up. 
 “Hello?” she says, not sounding any less irritated than this morning. 
 “Hi, Doc,” I say. “So, uh. How’s things?” 
 “I hear you’ve been having an interesting day, Dan,” says the doc. “Brayden called. He’s not thrilled with you.” 
 “Yeah, uh. I bet not. I hope he’s not in too much trouble.” 
 “He’ll be fine. Where are you?” 
 “Um. Who have you talked to today?” 
 “No one with suggestion nanos, since I assume that’s what you’re asking. In fact, no one at all in person. I’ve been working with Brian, testing out his active nanos to see if I can find anything about what makes them work or what links them to you. I’ve barely scratched the surface, but it’s truly amazing work.” 
 I cut the doc off before she can wax too enthusiastic about Ichabot’s brilliance. It’s sort of a sore subject for me. “No one in person? So people have called?” 
 “Yes, although the only one I think you’ll be interested to hear about is Officer Peterson. He seemed quite interested in talking to you.” 
 “Yeah, I’m sure he did.” 
 “I think you should call him back, Dan.” 
 “What? Why?” 
 “Why? Because he’s on your side, even if he doesn’t know it right now. If you can talk him back around, you’ll have an ally in the police department again. Which I think you could really use at this moment.” 
 She’s got a point. “Okay. Thanks, Doc. Hey, can I get his number from you?” 
 She tells me the number, then adds, “And Dan? I’d like you to come by the hospital.” 
 “What? Why?” I ask again, this time with suspicion instead of surprise. She explicitly told me not to come there earlier. What’s changed? Did Ichabot get to her? 
 “I want to check out the interactions between your nanobots and Brian’s. I have some theories, but the only samples I have from you are old and inactive, and I need fresh ones to experiment with.” 
 No, no one’s gotten to her. That’s the doc through and through; science above all else. 
 “Okay, if I can I will.” 
 “Please make it a priority.” 
 That startles a laugh from me. “Yeah, Doc, can do. Got nothing else going on at the moment.” 
 “This is important, Dan!” 
 “Yeah, got it. I didn’t really have anywhere else to be, anyway. You sure Brian’s gonna be okay with this?” 
 “I’ve got it handled.” 
 “All right, I’ll make my way there. Sorry for whatever trouble I drag with me.” 
 “You always are, Dan.” 
 With that, Doc Simmons hangs up. I glance over at the attendant. He’s still paying me absolutely no attention, and doesn’t seem to notice that my call has ended. Rather than asking if I can make another call and risking him taking the phone back, I just dial Peterson’s number. As expected, the attendant doesn’t seem to notice. 
 After a couple of rings, the phone’s picked up. “Peterson.” 
 “Officer Peterson, hi. This is, um. This is Dan Everton.” 
 “Mr. Everton.” His voice is completely flat. I’ve never heard anyone manage to say anything so completely devoid of emotion. I’m guessing that that means he’s pretty ticked off, and is suppressing it while waiting to hear what I have to say. 
 “Look, I can explain everything. I just need you to listen.” 
 “When you say ‘everything,’ what does that include?” 
 “Everything! Why you’re mad at me, how you ended up arresting me, why a lot of things don’t seem to make sense and fit together.” 
 “So you can explain all of my behaviors. How about yours? Can you explain why you fled custody?” 
 “Well, yeah. I was being set up, and—” 
 “By your lawyer?” 
 “What? No. No, he wasn’t intentionally involved. This was—okay, this is going to sound weird, but I promise you it makes sense. You remember Vince Amano?” 
 “Let me guess,” Peterson says, sarcasm lacing his voice. “Vince broke out of prison, leaving behind a clone of himself to disguise his escape. He then stole a car and made his way to your house, which for some reason you had decided was the most inconspicuous place to go to ground. He cornered you there, probably with other clones, and attempted to trap you in a house fire. You escaped, stealing a bicycle to get away from him, and are now hiding out at a gas station calling me.” 
 I’m momentarily stunned into speechlessness. That’s not entirely accurate, but it’s pretty darn close. “I...yeah, but...wait, are you saying that you don’t believe that? Because, um—” 
 I’m cut off as Peterson starts to laugh, a deep and slightly menacing sound that only stops when it turns into a small coughing fit. I wait for him to pull himself together. I don’t really know what I’d say here, anyway. 
 “You’re an idiot, Mr. Everton,” says Peterson once the coughing subsides. I tell myself that there’s fondness in his tone. Certainly I don’t hear any malice, at least. “Yes, unfortunately I believe this. Various police reports support aspects of the story, which is why I know about them in the first place. I even believe what you were doubtless planning on telling me to begin with, that my thoughts were influenced by nanobots controlled and spread to me by Dr. Argute.” 
 I’m both relieved and impressed. Peterson has managed to assemble all this and figure out what happened while under the influence of foreign thoughts prejudicing his mind against me. He really is impressively dogged in his pursuit of the truth. I sum all of these feelings up with a simple, “That’s great!” 
 “And I deeply resent,” Peterson continues, and now his voice is definitely angry, “that I have somehow ended up forced to believe in science-fiction idiocy like this. I blame you entirely for this, Everton.” He practically spits my name, and I notice that he’s dropped even the honorific. 
 “Look, I’m sorry for—” 
 “Shut up. I am a police officer, and that means I am responsible for seeing justice done.” Peterson coughs again, a wet hacking sound, and continues. “I will figure out a way to safely arrest Dr. Argute. I will see you back in here, where I expect that after minimal paperwork and a few phone calls from connected people, you will be released. And then I expect to never see you again, Mr. Everton. No more monsters, no more nemeses, no more manifestations of powers. If you find yourself involved in these things again, you will go do it in some other precinct. Do I make myself clear?” 
 “I think y—” 
 “I want to hear a yes or a no from you, and only that. Do I make myself clear?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “Good. Stay out of my way and let me solve this.” 
 That sounds like a conversation-ender, but I have one more question for him. “Wait! Before you hang up, can you put Regina on?” 
 There’s a pause, and then Peterson says, “Interesting. She left earlier. I’d assumed she was looking for you. If she—” Peterson stops abruptly, then laughs again, a short bark this time. “Of course. Mind the weather, Everton.” 
 I look outside, where it’s raining in earnest, and for just a moment I still don’t get it. Then in a moment of perfect choreography, lightning flashes outside and I suddenly understand. With Vince, Tanger and Brian all active, why wouldn’t Regina have had her nanos turned back on as well? 
 The thunder rolls. I didn’t count the seconds to check how close the storm is, but I know basically what the answer is: close, and getting closer all the time. 
 I start to ask Peterson another question, but he’s hung up already. There’s nothing he could have said that would have changed the situation in any case. Assuming Regina can track me the same way that Vince can, I need to get on the move, and fast. At least Vince has to be in sight before he’s a danger. I have no idea what kind of range Regina has with lightning, but I know she’s called a bolt down on me once before when I didn’t even know she was there. She might have been halfway across town, for all I know. 
 Rubber. I need rubber. Pushing the phone back across the counter to the attendant, I ask, “Do you sell rubber boots here?” 
 He lifts his head to look at me before rolling his eyes and sneering as if to say, are you an idiot? “No,” he says slowly, enunciating carefully as if I might not speak English. “This is a gas station. No shoes here.” 
 “Fine, whatever,” I say, rolling my eyes in return as I turn away to look through the shelves. 
 Unsurprisingly, I do not find any shoes. The attendant may have been rude, but his basic point was valid. What I do find, though, are thick rubber floor mats designed for trucks. They’re thick but fairly flexible, enough so to wrap around my feet, at least. I test this out by standing on them and pulling them up into a rough taco shape. Obviously, they don’t stay like that, but it’s a start. 
 After a few minutes of searching for some kind of clip, I settle on wrapping a couple of bungee cords around each mat to secure them in place on my feet. It all makes for some fairly awkward footwear, but the mats stay in place and I’m able to walk around without tripping. It’s not perfect by any stretch of the imagination, but it does put some insulating material between me and the ground. I can work with the awkwardness. 
 I stomp my way to the front and put the tags from the mats and bungee cords on the counter. 
 “I need to pay for these,” I say to the attendant. 
 He looks up from his phone at me, then down at the counter, then back up at me. “Where are they?” 
 “I’m wearing them,” I say, trying to pretend that this is normal. 
 He leans over the counter to look at my feet, then looks back at my face, and makes the facial equivalent of a shrug. He turns to the cash register to ring me up, and I start fishing change out of my pocket. 
 “Whoa, what? No. No way,” he says, as I start dumping change on the counter. 
 “Yes way,” I say. “It’s valid American currency, and I’m spending it.” 
 “Fine,” he says. “Then I’m refusing you service. Take off your stupid cosplay or whatever you’re doing and get out of here.” 
 I keep emptying my pockets onto the counter. “No, just take the money. I’ll count it for you if you want.” 
 “I can count fine!” he retorts. “I’m just not dealing with this junkie nonsense. I’m refusing you service. Get out.” 
 I pick up a few quarters, acting as if I’m giving up. Then I abruptly shout “Take the money!” and shove the rest of the accumulated change at him. He flinches back and coins rain to the floor on his side of the counter, clattering off of his chair and spinning on the floor. I turn and run for the door, my bizarre new footwear making even this simple motion into a small challenge. 
 “Man, I let you use the phone!” the attendant calls out in an aggrieved voice as the door closes behind me. He doesn’t bother to give chase, though. Just another day of dealing with the public. I’m probably not even the weirdest guy he’s had in there this week. 
 The rain’s coming down at a steady pace now, and my shirt’s soaked through in under a minute. I clomp down the street in a graceless canter, the bungee cords rolling uncertainly under my feet at each step. The rain’s probably a good thing, honestly. It means that no one else is out here to see me and raise questions. 
 I pass the bus stop I arrived at and keep going. I’m pretty sure I’m headed in the direction of the hospital, and I’d like to find a stop that’s actually got a bus shelter so I can get out of the cold rain. Besides, being more than a block from the scene of my sort-of crime doesn’t seem like the worst idea. 
 In short order, I come to a bus shelter, and shiver there for fifteen or twenty minutes until the bus I need comes by. I board it, feed my last quarters into the ticket machine, and slump dripping into a seat. Next stop: the hospital. I hope the doc’s got some good thoughts on what to do next, because I’m pretty low on ideas. 



 
- Chapter Seven - 
   
 The bus drops me off outside of the hospital, and although I’d swear I hadn’t warmed up any on the bus ride, the rain chills me all over again as I step off. I run for the front doors even though I’m already soaked, and actually manage to make my situation worse as I trip over my clumsy improvised shoes and sprawl shoulder-first into a puddle in the parking lot. The impact jolts the entire side of my body and brings a flare of pain from my cheek, accompanied by lesser complaints from my dozen or so more minor torso injuries. Brian really did a number on me in that mall yesterday, and now I’m risking stirring him back up by coming to the building where he’s being kept? This seems like one of the worst ideas I’ve had, and that’s saying something. 
 A rumble of thunder reminds me that the whole point of my cumbersome footwear was to keep me insulated from the ground, and that I am currently defeating that purpose by lying on the ground. I hurriedly scramble to my feet, futilely attempting to brush some of the water from my shirt, and hustle into the hospital’s lobby. 
 There’s something in the design of hospital hallways that makes them extra echoey. I don’t know if it’s intentional, like maybe it helps alarms and shouted instructions carry better, or if it’s just a weird side effect. All I know is that even normal shoes sound twice as loud as normal when walking down a hospital corridor, and the effect is magnified with my improvised boots. Every step flops like a fish being slapped onto a counter as I put my foot down, and then squeaks like a rubber chew toy as I put my weight on the mat. I try to slow down my steps and place my feet carefully, but all that does is draw out the noise, squeeeeeak...whap instead of squeak, flomp. The duty nurse at the front desk is watching me with interest, the patients in the lobby are staring, and down the hallway, a curious nurse peeks out of a room to see what the commotion is about. I hold my head high and try to pretend that this is normal as I squeak-flomp my way to the stairs and disappear behind the safety and soundproofing of a thick metal door. 
 Upstairs, I give Doc Simmons’s door a perfunctory knock before sticking my head inside. “Doc?” I call. 
 “I assumed that cacophony was you,” the doc says, standing up from a stool in the corner. “I couldn’t fathom why you would be making a noise like that, but I knew that since something was making that noise in my hospital, it could only be coming from you.” 
 “Look, if you’ve got better rubber footwear, I’d be happy to trade,” I say. “In fact, if you’ve got any spare clothes at all, I wouldn’t say no. I’m kinda soaked.” 
 Simmons looks me up and down skeptically, but pulls a lab coat from the back of the door and hands it to me. I put it on gratefully, layering it over my wet shirt. It’s not overly warm and it’s pretty tight across the shoulders, but it’s better than I had before, so I’ll take it. 
 “You don’t look like this is one of your better days,” Simmons observes as I struggle into the coat. 
 “Well, let’s see. I’ve been tackled by the police, thrown in jail, accused of being a terrorist, escaped from jail, robbed a vending machine, brewed a chemical bomb, set a house fire, stolen a kid’s bike and been told by the authorities to leave the city and never come back. Meanwhile, I can probably still stick my pinky through the hole in my cheek. And it’s what, lunchtime? Maybe a late lunch? I wouldn’t say this has been my best day, no.” 
 “I appreciate you making time in your busy schedule to come see me, then. Did you talk to Officer Peterson?” 
 “He was the one who told me to leave town and never return, yeah.” 
 Doc Simmons makes a sympathetic face. “So no friend on the inside with the police, then?” 
 “Worse—I’m pretty sure that that was him being friendly. I think this latest escapade has been the straw that broke the camel’s back, though. He seems to have worked through the suggestion nanos, but something definitely set him off.” A thought strikes me. “Aw man, my house!” 
 “Your house?” 
 “Peterson mentioned the house fire when I talked to him. If he knows about it, it must have been called in. If it was called in, that probably means it was big enough to do damage—which means my house is probably screwed.” I sit down heavily, depressed. “Well, at least maybe the rain kept it under control.” 
 “Mhm,” says Simmons noncommittally. There’s a short pause, and then she says, “Well. Shall we get started?” 
 “Geez, Doc. All business, huh? Can a guy get a bit of sympathy here?” 
 “What do you want me to do, pat your shoulder and say, ‘There, there’? I’m sorry that nanomachinery is making your life miserable. Now could we please move on to attempting to fix that?” 
 I stand up from the chair, leaving a puddle of rainwater behind me. “It’s not that you’re wrong, Doc, but your bedside manner...sheesh.” 
 “Yes, you’ve mentioned that before. Arm, please.” 
 I push back my layers to expose the inside of my elbow, which the doc swabs briefly with alcohol before sticking in a needle to draw blood. I look away as she preps the syringe, and my attention is caught by an area in the corner of the room which is cordoned off by drapes. 
 “What’s behind the curtains, Doc?” I ask. 
 “That’s where I’ve got Brian.” 
 “Brian!” I jerk involuntarily, and the doc frowns at me. “You’ve got us in the same room?” 
 “Please be careful of the needle, Dan. Yes, you’re in the same room. It’s fine, I increased his sedative dosage before you arrived. He’s not even conscious right now.” 
 “Well, what if he becomes conscious?!” 
 “Then there are backup plans in place. Calm down before you magnetize my needle.” 
 Easy for her to say. She’s not the one who might end up disintegrated if Brian’s sedative wears off. Still, there’s not much I can do about it if I want the doc’s help, so I take a few deep breaths and focus on calming myself. By the time she’s pulling out the needle and putting on a bandage, I’m basically back to where I was when I walked in. It’s not calm, exactly; more of a state of acceptance. 
 “What’s your plan with this blood, anyway? I would’ve thought you had plenty from me by now.” 
 The doc smiles. “I think you’ll find this really interesting. Come take a look at this.” 
 I follow her to the far side of the lab, over to the microscope she was sitting at when I walked in. “Okay, tell me what you see,” Doc Simmons says, prepping a slide with my blood. 
 “Blood and nanos,” I say. 
 “Descriptive as always, Dan,” says the doc, sounding a bit exasperated. “Do you notice anything in particular about the nanos?” 
 I squint at them for a minute. “Not really? They’re little black dots. What am I supposed to see about them?” 
 “They’re not aligned in their grid, right?” prompts the doc. 
 “Oh! No. I guess not. I mean, they sort of are, but it’s kind of ragged.” 
 “Okay, now watch this.” 
 I hear a scraping noise and look up from the microscope to see Doc Simmons moving an unwieldy metal box across the counter toward the microscope. She points a metal probe at the slide and says, “Look what happens now.” 
 I peer back through the eyepiece of the microscope, and at first everything looks the same. Then I hear the click of a switch being flipped and a faint hum from the machine, and as soon as that happens all of the nanos snap into position, forming a perfect grid. 
 “Hey, cool! What did you do?” 
 “I believe—although I’m not one hundred percent certain—that I’ve reactivated the nanos.” 
 “That’s amazing!” I snap my head around to look at her. “Nice work! Can you turn them off, too, and fix Brian? Or wait, can you just turn mine on so I’ve got a power back? Or more than one, even?” 
 “I’m not there yet, Dan. In fact, if you’ll please step back from the machine for a minute...” 
 She’s already reaching a gloved hand for the slide before I move out of her way. She sets the slide on a metal tray and picks up a petri dish, holding it poised over the slide. 
 For a moment, nothing happens, but just as I’m about to ask what we’re waiting for, the slide bursts into a small but definite flame. The doc drops the petri dish over it, smothering the fire, and it quickly goes out. 
 “And that is why I’m not quite ready to move to human testing yet,” says Doc Simmons. 
 I swallow. “Yeah. Good call there, Doc.” 
 “Now, in addition to the baseline sample, I’d also like to get one where you’ve been using your powers, to observe differences in the nanomachinery’s structure and behavior. Activate one of your remnant powers, please. Any one you like.” 
 That’s an easy choice. It takes just a few seconds of thinking about the amount of stress in my life right now before I start to feel a tingling in my fingers. I reach out to the steel tray, and as my hand approaches it, it slides the last inch to meet me. 
 “Excellent, thank you,” says Doc Simmons, standing up. “Now keep that going while I draw blood.” 
 She takes a step away to get the necessary equipment, and as she does the curtain at the edge of the room suddenly parts. For a moment, I think it’s being drawn apart, and then I realize it’s disintegrating. Behind it, Brian is sitting weakly up in bed, one hand outstretched to touch the curtain. A tube is taped to his nose, and another runs from the back of his hand to an IV pole. His eyes are unfocused, but when he sees me, they do their best to lock on. 
 “R...rotten...scummy...” he mumbles, trying to stand up from the bed. His hospital gown begins to disintegrate, and the tubes on him fall away and swing free. 
 Doc Simmons tsks and takes a short step to her right, twisting a valve on what looks like an oxygen tank. It hisses for a second before she pulls a trigger on a metal tube perched on top of the tank, and with a quiet whuf!, a small dart flies across the intervening space and buries itself in Brian’s abdomen. It falls away almost immediately, landing on the floor in a plastic clatter, but Brian’s eyes cross and he slumps back into the bed. 
 The doc walks briskly over and begins attaching new oxygen and IV tubes to Brian, as if this was completely normal. I am less sanguine. 
 “What on earth was that?” I demand. 
 “I thought that might happen, actually. I think the activation of your nanos caused a response. I told you, there were backup plans if that happened.” 
 “Yeah, I saw your backup plan. You shot him!” 
 “It was a tiny amount of sedative, just enough to counteract the extra adrenaline. It won’t hurt him.” 
 “Wait. Wait, wait. You said you didn’t have a trank gun,” I accuse. 
 “I didn’t. I built this one this morning. It’s not complicated, just compressed air and a tube. It wouldn’t work beyond maybe a dozen feet.” 
 “But you said there was no point in having one around a hospital!” 
 “And now there is a point, so I made one. I thought you’d be happy that there’s a tranquilizer gun now, Dan.” 
 “Well, can I use it?” 
 “No.” 
 “Then I’m not happy about it.” 
 “What would you even use it on, Dan?” The doc’s clearly just talking to humor me now. She’s gotten Brian resettled on his cot, and is back on task to draw my blood. 
 “I don’t know. What if Vince comes in? It’d be handy then. If this can affect Brian before he can dissolve the needle, probably it would work on Vince too, right?” 
 “It’s possible, I suppose. From what you’ve told me, though, he can repurpose foreign material to repair damage to himself. So it’s also possible that he could absorb the sedative and convert it instead of suffering its effects.” 
 “Yeah, maybe.” I stick my arm out for the doc, the metal tray still attached to my fingertips, and let her slide a needle into my arm. “But I mean, the gas I made took him down, so maybe it doesn’t work for chemicals or something.” 
 Doc Simmons pauses and fixes me with a look. “There are several things I’d like to unpack in that statement. First of all, it is nonsensical to think that the nanomachinery couldn’t work on chemicals.” 
 “I’m just saying that maybe they’re smaller or move faster or something.” 
 “That’s really not...chemicals are just—” The doc stops and presses her left hand to her temple. “That’s not how it works, Dan. You’re going to need to take my word for that. I’m not getting into it further with you right now, because I’ll end up frustrated and you probably don’t want that from someone currently draining blood out of your body.” 
 She cocks her head at me to see if I have anything to say, but this situation seems to call for being quiet, so I say nothing. Satisfied, Simmons continues. 
 “Second of all, ‘the gas you made’? I assume this is related to your earlier comment about a chemical bomb?” 
 “Yeah, when Vince was coming at me, I poured a whole bunch of bathroom chemicals together and chucked it at him. I think it actually took him down. He fell back coughing, and then when I ran off, he didn’t come after me. I think maybe his clones had to take him to the hospital.” Suddenly, what I’ve just said strikes me. “Oh man, what if he’s here? Look, see, I do need to use the trank gun! Is it reloaded? How do I shoot it?” 
 “Calm down!” the doc orders, glaring at me. “You poured bathroom cleaners together? Dan, that’s how you end up with chlorine gas, or chloramine, depending on what exactly you mixed. That’s extremely dangerous.” 
 “Well, yeah! I was trying to stop him from killing me. I was aiming for danger. Asking politely didn’t seem likely to work.” 
 “Dangerous to everyone, Dan. I somehow doubt that you took reasonable precautions to protect yourself from the effects of the gas.” 
 “I covered my nose and mouth with a wet washcloth.” 
 Doc Simmons shakes her head. “And just ran into it eyes open, I assume?” 
 “Well...yes. I didn’t really think about that. But it worked! My eyes are fine.” 
 “Dan, when you finally die, I’m going to put you under a microscope and find out what mutation you have that makes you this lucky.” 
 I snort out a laugh. “You think I’m lucky?” 
 “To be doing as well as you are, given the choices you make? Unbelievably so.” 
 “Yeah, well, it’s about my luck to have Vince be checked in a floor below here, and be on his way up to take another shot at me right now. Can you teach me how to use that trank gun, please?” 
 “Dan, I find it very unlikely that an escaped felon would check into a hospital. We do check patient IDs here, you know.” 
 “Okay, fine, but he might still track me here.” 
 “Don’t be ridiculous, Dan. Why would he look for you here? I never met Vince. He doesn’t know who I am, and can’t tie you to this hospital in any way.” 
 “Yeah, but he could still track me.” The doc’s usually quicker on the uptake than this. I can’t believe I have to repeat myself to her. This is a new position to be in. 
 “You keep saying ‘track.’ What do you mean by that?” 
 “Track me through the nanos....” I trail off, because the doc is staring at me. I thought she’d been glaring before, but this is an exponentially increased level of intensity. 
 “What?” I ask uncertainly. 
 “You can track each other through the nanobots, and you never thought to mention this?” She’s seething. I’ve never seen her this angry. 
 “We can’t track each other. My nemesis can track me. Nemeses, at this point. You think I would have gone through all that rigmarole with Brian if I could have just pointed to where he was the whole time?” 
 “I don’t find it a rewarding venture to speculate on how your thought processes work, Dan! This is clear evidence of communication between the nanotechnology in different host bodies and you didn’t think it was the sort of thing I might find relevant?” 
 “It never came up when you were around! I’m sorry for not briefing you on every stupid thing, but I have had a lot on my plate!” 
 We’re shouting at each other now, and we would probably be standing nose-to-nose if I weren’t sitting down to serve as the doc’s own personal blood bank. I’m suddenly disgusted with the entire process. “You have enough samples yet? Get this needle out of me.” 
 Doc Simmons looks down at the needle and I hear her take a deep breath, hold it, then slowly let it out. She holds a gauze pad to my arm as she pulls the needle out, and when she speaks again, her voice is calm and measured. 
 “I can’t ask all of the questions I need answers to, Dan. Because I don’t even know that they’re a possibility. I need you to tell me everything, no matter how minute. It’s all important.” 
 “My brain doesn’t work like that, Doc. I forget things. I’m not a machine.” Simmons may be calm, but I’m still peeved and looking for a fight. 
 “Maybe you could write them down, then?” There’s sharpness to the doc’s tone. Seems like her calmness is just a veneer. I might get that fight after all. 
 “Ooh, yeah, I could text them to you. Except that you’re not a fan of that lesser form of communication!” 
 “Listen, Dan—” the doc begins, pointing at me accusatorily. I don’t find out what I’m supposed to listen to, though, because she’s interrupted as the lab phone starts to ring. She glares at me again, then stalks off to answer it. 
 “Yes?” There’s a pause, during which she glares at me again. “Fine.” 
 She puts the phone down on the counter and gestures at me peremptorily. “Dan? Phone for you.” 
 “Who’s calling me here?” I ask, but the doc has turned her back on me and is walking off to do something, possibly with the blood vials, possibly just to ignore me. I stick my tongue out at her as I walk over to pick up the phone. 
 “Hello?” 
 “Mr. Everton. Leave the hospital.” 
 “Officer Peterson? What? How do you know where I am?” 
 There’s a short pause, as if he’s choosing his words carefully. “You’ve answered a land line.” A hacking cough, and then, “It’s not that hard to figure out where you are.” 
 Okay, so that was sort of a stupid question. I try again with better phrasing. “But how’d you know I was here in the first place?” 
 “Vince. The cyclist. Being tackled to the ground this morning.” Peterson sounds like he’s ticking these off on his fingers as he says them. “You’re hurt, so you went to your friend the doctor. Simple.” 
 “I guess this is why you’re the detective, huh?” 
 “Shut up. This is not the time for banter.” Another cough. It sounds wet. The guy needs to take a day off to recuperate, if you ask me. “Regina. The storm’s coming for you. I want you out of that hospital before people get hurt.” 
 “What about me getting hurt? Where am I supposed to go?” 
 “Anywhere away from people. You’re one person, and I will absolutely sacrifice you to save many.” 
 “What do you mean, ‘sacrifice’?” 
 “Too unclear? If I hear about an unusual amount of lightning at the hospital, or a power outage, or even rain making it difficult for the ambulance drivers to see, I will come down there myself and put a bullet through your head.” He snarls the last part, and I hold the phone away from my face, staring at it wide-eyed. 
 “Leave. Now,” I hear tinnily from the speaker, coming through clearly despite the distance. I return the phone to my ear. 
 “Okay, I’m going. Thank you for the...warning, I guess?” 
 Peterson snarls again, wordlessly this time, and hangs up. I stare at the phone for a minute before slowly putting it down. 
 “He probably called a number of places and asked for you,” offers Doc Simmons, who has clearly been listening in to my half of the conversation. 
 “Oh. Yeah, could be. That would make sense,” I say. “Hey, do you think the nanos could simulate a cold?” 
 “I have no evidence of that, but it seems well within the realm of possibility, yes. Why?” 
 “I think maybe Peterson got some sort of nanoplague from Ichabot this morning. He was fine then, and he sounds terrible now. Like bronchitis-level terrible. And I know he got tagged with the suggestion nanos, so maybe this is something new that Ichabot’s playing with?” 
 “Entirely possible.” 
 I picture the possibilities of tailor-made plagues, ones that can hit designated targets and leave others alone, and a shudder runs down my spine. The doc sees me shiver and says, “Wet clothes still keeping you cold, Dan? You can keep the lab coat for now.” 
 “Thank you, I will,” I say. “Actually, can I ask you for a big favor? I’ve got to get out of here, but can I borrow your phone?” 
 Doc Simmons reaches in the pocket of her lab coat and produces her phone. A half-smile quirks her lips. “What are the odds I’m ever going to see this again, Dan?” she asks, handing it to me. 
 “I mean, I’d like to say ‘good,’ but...history suggests it’s about zero.” 
 The doc shrugs. “It was time for an upgrade anyway. Good luck, Dan.” 
 “Thanks,” I tell her, heading for the door. I skim through her contacts and find Regina’s name. “I’m gonna need all I can get.” 



 
- Chapter Eight - 
   
 The phone rings, waiting for Regina to pick up, as I slap-flop my way down the hallway in my ridiculous shoes. After the third ring, it’s answered. 
 “Doctor Simmons!” Regina’s voice sounds relieved. “I was worried about you.” 
 “Hi, Regina,” I say, bracing myself for the abuse. I am not disappointed. 
 “Dan! Scumlicker! What’d you do with the doctor, you human sewer?” 
 “What’d I do with the doctor? Nothing, she’s fine. She’s helping me out, on account of us being friends.” 
 “Put her on, then.” 
 “What?” 
 “Put! Her! On! If you’ve hurt her, I’ll sear the flesh from your bones! I’ll fry you alive! I’ll—” 
 “Whoa, chill, I’m getting her!” 
 I hurry back down the hallway and knock hastily on Doc Simmons’s door before sticking my head in. “Doc? Regina wants to talk to you. If you could maybe put in a kind word for me, that’d be awesome.” 
 The doc takes the phone from me. “Regina? ...Yes, obviously I’m fine. ...He has my phone because I lent it to him to help sort this out. ...I would assume that he wasn’t able to get it back from the police after you helped throw him in jail this morning.” 
 There’s a longer pause, and Simmons’s tone is sharper on her next reply. “He and I are working to fix this, while you are out gallivanting around like some easily-controlled airhead. No, don’t act stupid! I don’t care how you feel. Stop and think about it for five minutes and you can work your way through this. And if you can’t, come in here so I can sedate you like Brian.” 
 She thrusts the phone angrily back in my direction. I can hear Regina talking, but can’t make out the words until I get it to my ear. “—okay though, right?” 
 “What, Brian?” I ask, leaving the room again. I hear a sputtered hiss on the other end of the line, and roll my eyes. “Are you doing the same thing he did? Fine, I won’t pollute his name with my mouth. Your boyfriend who shall not be named is fine. The doc’s taking care of him. And as long as you don’t start lobbing lightning at the hospital in an attempt to get to me, neither one’s in any particular danger.” 
 “Are you saying you’ll hurt them if I come after you?” Regina spits. 
 “What? No! I’m saying that if you start calling down lightning, you’re going to hit them! I’m not threatening my friends!” 
 My only answer for several seconds is labored breathing. Finally, Regina says, “You can’t imagine how hard this is.” 
 “It’s not really great for me, either.” 
 “No, you can’t imagine it! It’s like you’ve currently got a gardening trowel stuck in my side, like you’ve slashed it through blood and muscle and organs. And you’re standing here in front of me and pretending nothing’s wrong, and I’m supposed to agree with you because why would you do that? Only you DID and I can FEEL IT and it’s KILLING ME!” 
 “Okay,” I say. “Okay. That sucks, unimaginably sucks, and I’m sorry and I’m on my way to stop it. Do you believe that?” 
 Another lengthy pause. “Yes.” 
 “You know that we’re friends? Logically you know that, if nothing else?” 
 “Yes.” The word sounds like it’s been wrested from her mouth like a tooth, leaving her hurt and bloodied in its passing. 
 “This is going to be a lot easier if you can work with me. Can you do that?” 
 “Don’t patronize me! Don’t act like I’m beneath you!” 
 “I’m not doing that. I’m just trying to stay calm here.” 
 “Why, so you can pretend to be the sensible one while I’m the hysterical woman?” 
 “No, because I’ve got to be calm to reduce my magnetic attraction and make me less vulnerable to lightning.” 
 Regina starts to laugh. It’s got a bit of a hysterical jag to it, but it sounds like a release of tension, and I take it as a good sign. I reach the bottom floor of the hospital while she’s still laughing, start to exit the stairwell, and then realize something important. I move the phone away from my mouth so I can sigh without offending Regina, and clomp my way back up the stairs. 
 Regina’s laughter subsides as I’m on my way back up. 
 “Do you even have any powers at all right now?” she asks. 
 I hesitate. She sounds friendly enough, but probably that’s a temporary thing. I saw how quickly Brian lost control and turned on me again. Should I really confess to someone that’s trying to kill me that I’m basically defenseless? 
 On the other hand, she pretty much already knows that. She saw Ichabot take my powers this morning. So I might as well trust her. 
 “Nothing but the remnants,” I admit. “Little bit strong, little bit smart, little bit of everything.” 
 “And a little bit screwed,” she concludes. “Man. And you’ve got both me and Brian after you now?” 
 “Yeah, and Vince.” 
 “Huh. So probably Mr. Tanger too, then.” 
 “Yeah, though he’s keeping his distance so far. He was always more of a hands-off guy anyway. Puppet master type.” I reach the door to Doc Simmons’s lab and knock again. She looks up and makes a gesture of annoyed inquiry in my direction. 
 “Can I borrow your car?” I mouth, holding the phone with my shoulder and miming a steering wheel with both hands. Simmons looks disgusted, but tosses me a set of keys. I wave my thanks at her and back out of the lab. 
 Regina is saying, “So even with Brian out of commission, you’ve got the deck stacked against you. And you’re looking to take me out of play?” 
 “Well, I was hoping for something more positive, actually. Think there’s any possibility of being able to work with me?” 
 Another long pause, and Regina’s voice is significantly less friendly when it returns. “You cannot possibly understand what you’re asking of me.” 
 “Okay, stipulated! But can you do it? If not, let me know, but if you can, it really improves our odds.” I’m just opening the door to the stairwell when I’m struck by my own stupidity again, and turn back toward Doc Simmons’s lab again. The doc is standing in the doorway, a piece of paper held in her hand. Even from down the hallway, I can see she has one eyebrow raised and is looking sarcastic. I hurry back and collect the card from her, which lists her car’s make, model, color and approximate location in the parking lot. I try to silently convey “You couldn’t have reminded me to wait for this?”, but my miming skills aren’t that good. 
 “I can do it,” Regina says after long consideration. “I can keep this under control.” 
 “You sure? Because I totally understand if it’s not something that—” 
 “You don’t understand anything!” Regina explodes. “You’re asking me to work with the worst person imaginable, the equivalent of someone who murdered my whole family in front of me and framed me for it, and then saying ‘Hey, I get it if this is hard for you.’ Shut up! You don’t get it. I’ll work with you because I think you’re right and I don’t think this is true, but shut up and don’t make me listen to your smarmy filth mouth!” 
 It’s quiet for a moment after that, except for the thick slaps of my shoe-mats hitting the ground. I can’t really think of anything to say in response to that, and Regina seems to be collecting herself. 
 As I head toward the front doors of the hospital this time, I do a quick inventory. Keys, check. Knowledge of car, check. Phone for communication, check. Still no money or ID, but I’m doing a lot better than I was on the way in here. All I’ve got to do is find the doc’s car in the driving rain, and I’ll be mobile again. 
 I exit the front doors and scan the parking lot from the safety of the overhang. Doc Simmons’s car should be off to the right, but I haven’t taken more than two steps that way before I see a figure standing in the rain. It’s hard to make out anything but bedraggled blonde hair and a cell phone held to the side of the head, but that’s enough to send me leaping back for the overhang. I’m barely back under the metal roof before a lightning bolt suddenly crashes in the parking lot, just about where I would have been if I’d kept going. Half-blinded, I scramble for the doors, the smell of ozone and burnt asphalt stinging my nose. 
 I dash back inside, spilling onto the hospital floor. The duty nurse gapes at me, but I just wave a hand at her. “Regina?!” I shout into the phone. 
 “I’m not really ready to see you yet, Dan,” the phone replies. 
 “Yeah, I kinda caught that!” I pick myself up off the floor, throbbing all over from every injury I just reopened. “You couldn’t have given me a little bit of a warning?” 
 “That was a warning.” Regina laughs without humor. “That was nowhere near you, really.” 
 “It felt pretty near!” I’ve still got spots in my vision and everything smells a little burned, but I seem to be basically okay. “So...I need to leave the hospital. Are you going to let me?” 
 “I’ll move off to the eastern side, Dan. That was just bad timing. I didn’t mean to be standing there when you came out.” 
 “Why were you there, then?” 
 “To kill you when you came out.” 
 “Then—” 
 “That was before. I changed my mind. I’m going to work with you. I have to. I just don’t want to see you.” 
 “O...okay. You’re doing okay with the phone, though?” 
 “It feels like you’ve got a hand in my guts and are twisting your fingers into a fist.” 
 “So—” 
 “Don’t ask me again if I can handle it, Dan. I’m doing it. You’ll know I can’t handle it when a lightning bolt cooks you alive, boiling the blood as it pours out of your twitching body.” 
 “Ah...check. You...you clear of the parking lot now?” 
 “I’m around the corner. Don’t dawdle. The temptation makes me twitchy.” 
 With my makeshift shoes filling up with water, I awkwardly sprint for where I think the car is, hitting the unlock button on the remote to make the lights flash and guide me in. As I spot the car, a sharp pain raps me on the top of my head. My hand flies to the spot, covering it, and is hit by several more missiles. It’s starting to hail. 
 With ice pinging painfully around me, I tear the car door open and leap clumsily inside, slamming it shut behind me. I’m surrounded by a metallic rattle, but it’s blissfully dry and safe inside the car. I start the engine and turn the heater on full blast. 
 “Okay,” I say to Regina. “Let’s make a plan.” 
 There’s an enraged scream from Regina, but I can barely hear it over the crash of thunder from outside. Car alarms startle awake in the parking lot around me. The lightning strike is followed immediately by a second one. I may be wearing rubber shoes, actively working to reduce my conductivity and sitting in what’s effectively a Faraday cage, but none of that is bringing me much peace of mind right now. 
 “What? What is it?” I yell desperately into the phone over the continuous rattle of the hail. 
 I can hear Regina’s breath hiss through clenched teeth as she struggles to bring herself back under control. “You. You don’t even have a plan?” 
 “No, I mean obviously I have a plan,” I lie. “I mean, I was just saying that, you know, I wanted you to be included in this. I’m not looking to order you around here or anything. It’s a partnership. So I was looking for your input.” 
 “Fine. You want my input? Let’s go back to Ichabot’s lab. You knock on the door, and when he answers, I call down lightning.” 
 “I feel like that kind of puts me right in the strike zone.” 
 “Does it? Oh darn,” Regina says in a completely flat voice. 
 “Plus I’m kind of looking for a plan that doesn’t kill anyone, or fry the machinery that controls the nanos. We don’t know what they’ll do if the controlling computer shuts down.” 
 “They’ll turn off, probably. That’s what machinery does when it stops getting instructions.” 
 “Yeah, sometimes, or maybe it keeps going forever because it never got a shutdown command. I’m just saying, let’s not blow up the computer and then find out if we need it.” 
 “Aren’t you the one who usually wants to kick down the front door and figure things out later?” 
 “Yeah, well, I’m trying not to be. Peterson pointed out to me that Ichabot’s been several steps ahead of me since this entire thing started, so I’m working on changing up my thinking.” 
 “So if your plan isn’t to have me fry things with lightning, then why exactly did you bring me on board? I can’t wait to hear this plan of yours that doesn’t involve just charging directly in and hoping for the best. Heedless of consequences. No matter who else gets hurt.” 
 “Okay, yeah, I get it. And I would love to discuss this with you and apologize at some point when you’re not being mind-controlled.” 
 “Don’t you dismiss this as some neurotic machine fantasy! I know the nanos are ramping this up to a fever pitch, and I am keeping that in mind, but you have sacrificed enemies and friends alike when it was convenient for you.” 
 “What? I have gone out of my way to avoid hurting people!” 
 “You clobbered me unconscious when we fought!” 
 “You were in the process of tearing your own skin off when I did that! I—” I suck in a deep breath. “Seriously, can we not talk about this right now? I’m not saying I haven’t screwed up. I’ve screwed up a lot. But I’m not some out-of-control maniac, and you’re not really likely to listen to any explanations right now.” 
 “Fine,” grits Regina. “Then answer the question: what is your plan?” 
 I start talking in the hopes that one will come to me. “Okay, hear me out. We don’t want to just go kick in his front door, because he’ll be prepared for that. We need to get him off-balance, get him angry so he makes a mistake. And we don’t want to trash his lab, because we might need the equipment there.” 
 “Great, idiot. So what do we do?” 
 All at once, I know exactly what needs to happen. “We go trash one of his other properties.” 
 Regina immediately pokes a hole in my plan. “Do you remember where they are?” 
 “Well, no. But Peterson knows. Would, ah...would you mind calling him?” 
 “Ticked off another friend, have you, Dan? User.” 
 “Again, I will argue this at a later date. Would you please just call him?” 
 “Ooh, it says ‘please’! Yeah, I’ll give him a call. Why not do something else for you.” 
 “This is for all of us!” I yell at the phone, but the screen is already informing me that the call has ended. I mutter some unkind things under my breath. 
 At least Regina’s working with me, though. And she’s right; I really can’t imagine what this is like for her. I’ve never had anyone that I viscerally hated, but I’ve had plenty of people I’ve disliked. My old boss Edgar comes to mind, as does my Børger co-worker B-Rock. It was bad enough working with them, and they just sort of got on my nerves. Also, I always had the option to quit and walk away. Ramp the emotional intensity up by an order of magnitude or two, raise the stakes so that there’s no option to walk away—and yeah, Regina’s absolutely correct in saying that I can’t understand what this feels like. For the sake of understatement, though, I’ll bet it’s not great. 
 A couple of minutes later, the phone rings, and Regina’s name appears on the screen. I answer. 
 “Hello?” 
 There’s a pause. “I really hate the sound of your voice. It’s like a spear through my guts. An electrified spear.” 
 I decide to ignore this and press on. “So, the address?” 
 “I got it. What did you do to Peterson?” 
 “What? I didn’t do anything. I think Ichabot did, gave him a whammy. Maybe some kind of a plague.” 
 Regina laughs sharply. “You’re a moron.” 
 “What?” 
 “Let me spell it out for you, genius. A guy who was on your side suddenly starts exhibiting negative behavior toward you after being exposed to the creator of the nanobots. The ones that generate your nemeses.” 
 Phrased like that, she’s right. I am a moron for not seeing this. “So Peterson—” 
 “Has powers, yeah. And is about where I am: trying not to kill you, but you’re not making it easy.” 
 “But why was he coughing so much?” 
 “How should I know? Maybe he’s got acid spit now. Maybe he just has an unrelated cold. Send him to Dr. Simmons if you care so much. In fact, yeah! Call him out here to the hospital. Gather us all together, see how that works out for you.” 
 “Yeah, speaking of, he did tell me to get away from the hospital. That was to stop you from tearing it down, but still. It’s probably time to hit the road. You told Peterson what we’re doing?” 
 “I told him I needed the addresses of Ichabot’s properties. He said, and I quote, ‘I don’t know how you can stomach him. Go let him do whatever he wants, and with luck he’ll get himself killed before I do it for him.’“ 
 “So—” 
 “So that sounds like permission to me, yeah.” 
 “I’m guessing we’re not carpooling,” I say. 
 Regina barks another laugh, then gives me the addresses. I fumble around Doc Simmons’s car looking for a pen, and come up with a permanent marker. With nowhere better to write, I scrawl the addresses on the left sleeve of the lab coat I’m wearing. The water makes the writing blur a bit, but it’s still basically readable. 
 “Okay, let’s meet at the first one. Give me like five minutes, let me go in first and see if it’s empty? Judging by the area of town, I think this should just be a storage place, but even so I don’t want to catch some janitor or security guard inside.” 
 “We’ll see.” 
 That’s probably about the best assurance I’m going to get, so I roll with it. I set the phone on speaker, back the car out of the parking space and head for the edge of the lot. Even though it’s mid-afternoon, the sky is dark and the rain haze is making it hard to see. Also, even at parking lot speeds the barrage of hail is almost more than the wipers can keep up with. This is not going to be fun on the roads. 
 “What are the chances of getting you to stop the hail?” 
 “It doesn’t work like that, Dan! I can’t just turn it on and off. There’s—I don’t know, a build-up. I’m extremely sorry if that’s inconvenient for you.” 
 “Sorry! Just asking. I have no idea how it works.” 
 “You think I do?” 
 “I don’t know, I thought maybe you’d know the basics. Like, all of my powers tend to run off of intensity of emotion, so maybe—” 
 “If that sentence finishes with any variation on the idea that I should calm down, it will be the last thing you ever say. I will melt the asphalt under your car and scald you to death in a fiery lake of tar.” 
 This seems like a pretty good time to stop talking, so we drive in silence for a while. At least, I stay silent. Regina keeps up a near-constant muttered stream of anger at the roads, the weather and life in general. No more lightning is striking particularly near my car, though, so it’s evidently helping her to keep things under control. I’ll take it. 
 After a few minutes of careful driving, I pull up outside of the address Peterson gave us. As I thought, it’s a warehouse, but the lab where we found Ichabot was in what looked like a warehouse, too, so it’s still worth looking inside to make sure it is what it appears. 
 “Okay, I’m going inside now. Five minutes, okay? And then—” 
 With a resounding crash, a lightning bolt lances down from the sky and spears into the roof of the building. Steam flashes up, sparks spit from the sides and blackened metal skitters off of the roof. I reflexively stomp on the accelerator of the car. The engine roars, but the car goes nowhere since it’s in park. 
 “Regina! What about—” 
 “New plan. I’m burning this place down now.” 
 Another bolt strikes, and another. I slam the car back into drive and speed off down the street, stopping a block away to look back. There’s a weird light behind me, bright enough that I twist the rearview mirror away to stop it from blinding me. When I stop and look back, I see something amazing: a lightning bolt connecting the building to the clouds, twisting and arcing but not letting go. It’s a continuous stream of energy pouring down, and the sight leaves me awestruck. 



 
- Chapter Nine - 
   
 Inside the car, I scramble into the backseat to stare at the incredible sight. Even with my eyes squinted nearly shut, it’s almost impossible to look at, but I can’t imagine looking away right now. The bolt continues to crackle in place, writhing like a tormented snake, a spark trapped between the globes of an immense Van de Graaff generator. 
 Beneath it, the building has burst into flames, but that’s the least of it. The windows shatter explosively, showering the street in broken glass to mix with the hail. Molten metal drips from the roof, forming knife-edged stalactites as it runs from the gutters and spattering to the ground in hissing, steaming piles. Every exposed piece of metal from the doorframe to the roof is edged in glowing, crackling electricity, and the entire structure buzzes like a tremendous swarm of locusts has descended upon it. The noise shakes the car, vibrating it so violently that I can feel the buzz as much as hear it. 
 Fiery tendrils abruptly explode forth from the broken windows, reaching up as if to grasp the rain and the lightning itself. They’re gone in an instant, and still the lightning cascades down. Through the blackened holes in the sides of the building where the windows were, a burning light starts to shine as the fires spread inside, joining together to create a true inferno. 
 And then, suddenly, the lightning is gone, leaving jagged afterimages in the center of my vision. A man runs out of a nearby building to see what’s happening, and only then do I realize that the entire display of nature’s power has lasted no more than ten seconds from start to finish. The aftereffects are still ongoing, of course; the melted metal is still sending up clouds of steam from the roof and the street, and it’s joined by thick black smoke as the fire begins to really take hold, roaring its defiance against the rain beating down upon it. 
 I open the car door and lean out of the backseat. “Hey! Hey, you!” I shout to the man gawping at the burning building. He turns to look. 
 “Call the fire department!” I instruct him. He stares for a second longer, then turns and runs back to the building he just emerged from. From inside the car, I hear Regina’s slightly hysterical laughter ringing out over the speakerphone, and she says something I can’t make out over the sound of the rain and hail. 
 I close myself inside of the car again. 
 “What was that?” I demand. 
 “I said, it’s a bit late for the fire department to do anything here, don’t you think?” 
 “No, not ‘what did you say.’ ‘What was that,’ meaning ‘what did you just do?’“ 
 “I trashed Ichabot’s storeroom. Like we planned, more or less.” There’s still humor in Regina’s voice, along with more than a hint of madness, but it’s tinged with malice now, too. On the whole, not really a combination I’m excited about. 
 “Yeah, but remember the part where I was going to go inside and check to make sure it was empty? That was sort of a key part of the plan.” 
 “Well, you’re welcome to go inside now,” says Regina, unrepentant. “I decided to take some initiative. Sue me. You said this was a partnership.” 
 I look at the inferno engulfing the warehouse and take a deep breath. At least she didn’t wait until I was in there to do that. I’ll take the victories where I can get them, I suppose. 
 “Fine.” I sincerely hope no one was in there, but despite Regina’s mocking suggestion, it’s not like I can really go check now. “You did trash the place, like in the plan. Thank you.” 
 “I didn’t do it for you,” spits Regina. “I pictured you being inside. I want this sensation of you out of my head. Get on to the next stage of your plan and fix this.” 
 I glance at the sleeve of my coat. The next stage of my plan had been to go to the next address on the list and trash it, too, but now that I’ve seen the process in action I’m not convinced that’s a safe idea for me or any other bystanders. I think it’s time to improvise again. 
 “Okay, next step is that I need you to go back to the hospital,” I say. 
 Regina snorts. “So you’re trying to get rid of me after all, because I’m too scary to work with.” 

Yes, absolutely. “No, that’s not why.” I need an excuse. What’s at the hospital? “Doc Simmons wanted you to come by so she could get samples. She thinks she’s close to cracking this. It’s another avenue of attack.” 
 I flinch at my own use of the word “attack.” It’s probably best not to use violence-related words with Regina right now. I should choose more calming language. 
 “Yeah, very convenient reason for you to want me at the hospital,” Regina says sarcastically. “You sure it doesn’t have anything to do with Brian?” 
 “What do you mean?” I ask, genuinely confused. 
 “You’re clueless, Dan, but not that clueless. You’re hoping that when I’ve got Brian in front of me, it’ll give me something else to focus on instead of you.” 
 For a split second, I start to argue. Wouldn’t it make just as much sense that when she saw Brian, she’d blame me for him being screwed up and sedated? Fortunately, it occurs to me before my mouth kicks into gear that it isn’t wise to give Regina new reasons to hate me. So instead I simply say, “Okay, maybe,” in a slightly sheepish tone. 
 “Whatever,” says Regina. “I’ll go. You might want to stay away from conductive surfaces as much as possible, though. There’s a lot of lightning out today.” 
 She hangs up, and I take deep calming breaths, focusing my attention into being as non-conductive as possible. If I still had the full power, I could become lightning-proof in seconds, but since I’m working with the residual it seems like a good idea to go for as much buildup as I can get. Besides, I could really use the calming breaths right now. 
 After a minute, I clamber back into the front seat of the car and drive off. I’m not sure where I’m going yet, but there’s an enthusiastically burning building a block away and it seems like pretty much anywhere else is a better place to be. 
 I drum my fingers on the steering wheel, counterpointing the hail. What I need right now is for Ichabot to know what I’ve done. If I had my phone, I could just call him up and tell him; I have his number from when Dupont gave it to me. Unfortunately, my phone’s at the police station, and since I’m still an escaped—prisoner? Suspect? Whatever I am, they’re not likely to let me pop in and pick it up. 
 I frown in concentration. I was super-smart once, and the nanos always leave residual effects. Surely I can remember seven numbers. I picture the scene with Jules Dupont: me outside his house, looking menacing. Him inside, looking scared. Holding some kind of a dog by the collar. Was it a husky? Maybe a Labrador? Wrong details, brain! Focus up! 
 Okay, so he tells me a number. I can picture him saying it. He’s saying the phone number. It’s 867— 
 “Nice, brain,” I say out loud in disgust. It’s coughing up Jenny’s number from the Tommy Tutone song. I try again, but now I’m dealing with a background of “I got it! Got your number on a wall,” and it’s clearly hopeless. 
 Suddenly, it occurs to me that there’s a much easier way to get his number. I pull over and look up the website for the building we were in this morning, Mangiafuoco Medical Transcription. Sure enough, they list their address and phone number right there. Good work, brain; you’ve redeemed yourself. By remembering how to use the internet. I apparently have low standards for my machine-enhanced brain. 
 I dial, and a voice answers brightly. “MMT, this is Zane, how can I help you?” 
 I drop my voice to a lower register in case Zane recognizes me from this morning. “Yes, this is Officer Austin, looking to reach—” I panic for a second, trying to remember which name he was using here, but my brain comes through for me this time “—Dr. Argute. It’s a matter of some urgency. I’m afraid there’s been a fire at one of his properties.” 
 “Oh, no!” exclaims Zane, sounding legitimately distraught. “Was anyone hurt?” 
 “No, but the property damage is extensive. Is he available?” 
 “Oh, yes, I’m sorry. Let me put you through to him.” 
 The phone cuts into hold music for only a few seconds before it’s picked up. 
 “Hello, what’s this?” says Ichabot, sounding more harried than I’ve ever heard him. 
 “There’s been a terrible fire,” I say, reverting to my normal voice. “Lightning strike. What a strange and unpredictable thing weather is.” 
 “Well, Dan,” says Ichabot nastily. “I’m frankly startled to find that you’re still alive. You’re a remarkably resilient bacterium.” 
 “More resilient than your buildings,” I retort. Not my finest comeback, I admit. “Speaking of which, I know of four others you own, including the one you’re currently at. Let’s play a game called ‘Which One Burns Down Next?’” 
 “I’m going to kill you myself,” says Ichabot. His voice is calm and controlled, making it sound not like a threat but like a statement of fact. It’s an eerily effective technique, judging by the goose bumps it raises on my arms. 
 “Well,” I say with false cheeriness, “come on by Rossum Medical and give it a shot! I’ll be there in, let’s say fifteen minutes, and it’ll be burning down in twenty if I don’t see you. Hope that gives you enough time to make it there! 
 “Oh, and I’ve got Regina with me, so you might want to wear your galoshes. Seeya!” 
 I hang up without waiting for a reply. My hands are shaking with adrenaline as I put the car back into drive and start back onto the road. If he goes for this bluff, I’m about to have a clear shot at his lab. This whole thing could be over within the hour. Everything I’ve gone through for the last couple of years, all of the pain and suspicion and suffering—it could end with a few keystrokes, in just a few minutes. 
 As I drive, I’m focused on what I’m going to do when I get there. I’ll dissolve a hole in the wall to sneak in. Assuming there’s not a big Dr. Frankenstein-style off-switch, I’ll call up Doc Simmons and see if she has any bright ideas about how to stop the nanos. If she doesn’t, I’ll get her to call Peterson while I poke around at it, maybe. 
 I’m several layers deep in the planning when a car rams into me from behind, slamming my head back against the headrest and sending my vehicle into a terrifying spin on the rain-slicked roads. 



 
- Chapter Ten - 
   
 The world twirls sickeningly around me as I fight to regain control of the car. Buildings, parked cars and street lights whip past from right to left, a sped-up panoramic view. I’m momentarily blinded by the headlight of the car that hit me before that’s gone too, the skid continuing while I frantically twist the wheel to no avail. I know you’re supposed to turn into a skid, but this seems a little more extreme than that. Do I hit the brakes? Should I stomp the gas and hope it sorts itself out? Does the doc’s car have rear-wheel drive, and is that even a thing I’d want right now? 
 All of these thoughts clamor for attention in the second that it takes the car to do a complete 360 degree spin, jump the curb and slam broadside into a building. I’m thrown violently toward the passenger’s side of the car, my seatbelt catching me with bruising force even as the airbag pummels me backward into my seat. Glass shatters as the world slams to a halt. 
 Shocked and dazed, my first thought as the airbag subsides is, “Did the rain get hot?” Almost immediately, I realize that no, that’s steam rising from the front of the car. The hood is bent into a mountainous fold on the far side, both windows over there are smashed in, and the side view mirror is lying on the seat next to me, having been somehow driven through the window in the crash. The frame bends ominously inward, and it’s clear that those doors won’t open, but fortunately we impacted on the passenger’s side and my side’s pretty much fine. 
 In fact, I’ve come through this pretty much okay entirely, for once. I’m probably going to have a nice diagonal bruise across my chest and my brain’s a bit rattled, but I’m physically doing well. At least, until Doc Simmons kills me for wrecking her car. 
 This thought kicks my survival instinct back into gear, and I immediately begin fumbling for my seatbelt release. I’d be an idiot to believe that this was unintentional, which means I need to get out of the car before I get trapped in there by whoever did this. My initial thought is that my bluff has not worked and Ichabot has rammed me, but even as I’m opening the door this idea is falling apart. I’m still something like a mile away from his lab, so how would he know how to find me? Also, he doesn’t seem like the sort to take things into his own hands when he doesn’t have to, so ramming another car doesn’t seem like his style. 
 The hail has mercifully stopped, but it’s still sheeting rain. When I open the door, I’m instantly re-soaked, negating any warmth I’d managed to gather while in the car. I stumble onto the pavement and look up to see a familiar figure advancing on me, hunched over against the rain. 
 “Peterson?!” I exclaim, backing up rapidly. It’s hard to see him clearly through the rain, but he looks pretty angry. Also, he just hit me with his car, so that’s a fairly good hint. I scurry behind the open door of the doc’s car, holding it as a flimsy shield against him. 
 “Everton!” Peterson’s usually even voice is a growl, and his hands are balled into fists. “You vermin. Wrecker! Can’t you go one single day without burning something down or blowing something up?” 
 As he approaches, I start to get a sinking feeling in my stomach. He’s hunched over, yes, but not just against the rain: his back looks slightly curved. His brow is rather more prominent than when I last saw him, too, and his jacket is split at both shoulders. He looks like he hasn’t shaved in days, which I know isn’t the case because I saw him this morning. Also, he’s got some significant hair growth on the backs of his hands. 
 I’ve seen this before. Back when this all started, when I was just manning the night desk at the museum and didn’t have a care in the world. Then some ape-man tore the huge metal door off of its hinges and hurled it at me, giving me my violent and unpleasant introduction to the world of superpowers and the life of a superhero. 
 That guy, Aaron Lovell, was clearly much farther along than Peterson is. Peterson still looks human, whereas that guy just looked like Bigfoot, not a trace of humanity left. Also, he either couldn’t or didn’t talk anymore. Peterson may be about to kill me, but he’s still able to tell me why. And in a weird way, this is a relief, because the transformation that the nanobots put Aaron Lovell through killed him. They twisted his body too hard, too fast, and his internal systems just couldn’t keep up. 
 Peterson’s not nearly that far along yet, which hopefully means there’s still time to reverse this. Just one more timer on the desperate countdown to stop Ichabot. 
 As a further indication that he’s not fully gone yet, Peterson slows and comes to a stop on the far side of the door I’m hiding behind. He leans on the car in a forced mockery of casual behavior. 
 “There is a building on fire,” he says, gritting out the words, “and if it weren’t for the fact that I recognize the address, you would already be dead. But I will give you exactly one chance to tell me that you have a plan. If it has a chance of working, I will let you implement it. Otherwise, I will rip you apart right here and fix this torn spot where I can feel you in my mind.” 
 Peterson finishes this quietly menacing speech with a grimace of pain, and I hear the seams in his jacket split farther apart as the nanos continue to forcibly reconstruct his body. He bares his teeth at me, and I struggle for an answer. 
 “I have a plan,” I say, which feels like a pretty solid beginning. “I—hey, if I tell you, how do I know you won’t tell Ichabot? I need the element of surprise.” 
 In response, Peterson reaches inside his jacket and draws out his cell phone. While making eye contact with me, he crushes the phone in one fist, simply drawing his fingers together while the phone crumples and shatters like it’s in a trash compactor. He opens his hand and the battered pieces rain to the pavement. 
 I swallow hard and continue. “Okay. Right. I’ve tricked him into leaving his lab, and I’m going to sneak in while he’s gone and shut everything down. Simple plan. No moving parts. Hard to screw up. Right?” 
 Peterson stares me down until I stop talking, then lets the silence stretch on a few beats longer. Finally, he shakes his head. 
 “No good. I don’t trust the basic assumption—that you’ve tricked Amun. I’m ending this.” 
 He takes a step toward me, and I do the only thing I can think of to do: I slam the open car door into him. It’s like hitting a cement post. He doesn’t even move, and the door rebounds hard enough that my wrists ache. 
 Peterson stares at me, then grasps the door by the top and side and wrenches it completely off of the car, letting out a bestial roar as he does so. He swipes at me with it, but I leap backwards, sliding over the hood so that the bulk of the car is between us. He circles around toward me and I scramble up the rainy surface, finding purchase on the bent metal as I scurry onto the roof. From here, I’ve got the most options for avenues of escape. 
 “You can help me!” I shout back, gaining my footing on the roof. “We can stop him!” 
 “Ending! This!” shouts Peterson, punctuating each word with a swipe at my feet with the car door. I shrink back against the building, trying to decide which way to run. The choice is made for me when Peterson crouches and leaps onto the roof of the car with me, slashing with the car door as he lands. I duck to avoid it, slipping and slithering off the back of the car as I do so. With my choice made for me, I land on my feet, briefly stumble to all fours and take off running back the way I came. 
 I hear another roar behind me, and on instinct I duck, tripping myself and rolling painfully across the sidewalk. The car door sails over my head as I tumble, clattering to the ground like a deadly discus another ten yards ahead. People shout in surprise and fear, and only now do I realize that a small crowd has been gathering in doorways to watch us. The city’s going to have a rough time keeping this one under wraps. Just one more thing for Peterson to be furious with me about, I suppose. 
 I regain my feet and continue running. I’m sure he’s close behind me, but I can only hope that his partial transformation has slowed him down. It certainly didn’t seem to impede him in his jump onto the car, but I need to tell myself something so I can believe that this situation isn’t totally hopeless. 
 I reach the car door and leap over it. The doc really is going to kill me. I just hope I live long enough for her to take a shot at it. 
 I can hear Peterson panting behind me, closing the distance with every step. This isn’t a surprise, despite my efforts to tell myself that I could outrun him. He’s fueled by rage and nanomachinery, while I’m nursing two dozen different injuries and have rubber floor mats tied to my feet. I wish I’d taken the time to remove them after Regina went her own way, but like the old saying goes, if wishes were horses, beggars would ride. I could do with a horse right now. Heck, I’d settle for a beggar. I could push him in Peterson’s way and make my escape. I’m not proud. 
 Since I don’t have either a horse or a beggar, though, the whole question’s academic. Right now, my options are limited. I can keep going straight until Peterson catches up to me, or I can dodge off to one side and hope to lose him down an alleyway. I’m not totally sure how I’m going to lose him down an alleyway, since the alleys here are about as broad and straight as the roads, but since he’s definitely going to catch me on the straightaway I might as well give it a shot. 
 I can’t look back to see how close Peterson is. It’s taking all of my concentration just to keep from tripping over my makeshift shoes as I run. If I try to look over my shoulder, it’s basically guaranteed that I’ll end up sprawling right on my face. Through the rain, I can see an alley up ahead, but I have no idea if he’s close enough to grab me when I slow down to make the turn. 
 There’s a NO PARKING sign on a pole near the mouth of the alley, and as soon as I spot it, a plan leaps into my mind fully formed. I’ll dodge to the right just as I approach the sign, drawing Peterson that way. Then, as I’m passing the sign, I’ll shoot out my arm, grab the post and use my momentum to swing myself into a ninety-degree turn and sprint off down the alley. I’ll be able to keep going full speed while Peterson ends up overshooting and having to reverse direction. 
 This is how it all looks in my head. The reality, unfortunately, is somewhat messier. Here’s the way it actually goes down: as I’m coming up on the signpost, I juke right. I catch a glimpse of Peterson over my shoulder as I turn. He’s uncomfortably close, almost in arm’s reach, and I see him scrambling to readjust his direction on the rain-slick pavement to match my maneuver. So far, so good. 
 I snap my left arm out to snag the pole, and that’s where things go wrong. First of all, it turns out that when you suddenly hang your entire body weight off of one joint, it hurts. There’s a sharp wrenching sensation from my shoulder as my body whips around. I do manage to reorient toward the alley, though, so at least the basic idea works. 
 But it’s not just physics that’s conspiring against me. The pole I’m swinging myself around isn’t a nice smooth pole like you’d see on a playground. It’s one of those half-a-hexagon metal structures with rows of holes all the way down. They’re standard issue for most roadside signs, so they’re probably very strong and cheap to make, I assume. All I can really say for sure is that they’re not designed for swinging. 
 When I grab the pole, the tip of my index finger slides into one of those holes. Before I even notice it’s happened, I’m airborne and slinging myself around the pole. This twists the top joint of my finger painfully, trapping it—and by extension, me. 
 If I had time to reverse direction and circle back around, I’m sure my finger would just pop free the way it went in, probably slightly swollen but otherwise none the worse for wear. But although Peterson fell for my feint and has lunged in the wrong direction, I haven’t bought nearly enough space for that. So instead, I do the only thing I can: I grit my teeth and yank my hand free. 
 There’s an audible pop and a cataclysmic star of pain from my hand, and for an instant I’m certain that I’ve torn off the tip of my finger. I grab the outstretched finger in my other hand, which helps the pain somehow. I chance a look at it, and although it’s covered in blood, everything appears to still be attached. More or less, anyway. The nail is hanging half-off, a great flap of skin is dangling loosely and the whole joint appears to be at a new and unpleasant angle, but I’ll take it. I’m free, I still have my finger, and despite everything I’ve managed to make the turn into the alley without breaking my stride. 
 Large plastic trash cans line one wall of the alley, and I grab for their handles as I run past. Some overturn and some merely roll away from the wall, but either way they’re creating a more complicated path behind me, which is my aim. I don’t know how much it’ll slow Peterson down, but anything is worth a try right now. 
 You know how some alleys go through to other places? This isn’t one of those alleys. This is the kind that dead-ends into the side of a building, forming an urban box canyon. Thanks to the heavy rain, I don’t see this until I’m well into the alley. There’s no convenient fence to climb, no window to wriggle through. There are some fire escapes several feet above my head, but there’s no real chance that I can jump high enough to catch one, and judging by Peterson’s leap onto the car roof earlier, there’s every reason to believe that he could follow me up. 
 All that I have on my level are four unmarked metal doors, which are undoubtedly locked. I try the first one just in case, but as expected, it doesn’t budge. I’m out of options, though, so I start hammering on the door with both fists. Every impact causes a new flash of pain from my broken finger, but I need to be heard. Peterson’s thrashing his way through the trash cans, and I’ve only got seconds before he gets to me. 
 There’s a guttural snarl, and I hit the ground as a trashcan comes flipping end over end at me, trash spewing everywhere. The lid clips me on the way by, but I’m otherwise unscathed. Judging by the abrupt thud, the can makes it all the way to the far wall, but I can’t take the time to track its path. There’s already another trashcan hurtling toward me. Peterson is snatching them up one-handed and hurling them overhand at me as he lurches down the alley. 
 Suddenly, one of the doors swings open. A heavyset man in a dingy apron peers out into the alley. “Jus’ what is go—oof!” 
 The “oof” is because I’ve just driven my shoulder into his stomach, folding him over my back as I barge my way through the door. He topples backward into the kitchen, landing heavily on his back, and I spin around, grabbing wildly for the door handle and pulling it shut behind us. 
 Several other aproned men stare at me in shock. “I need something heavy to shove in front of this door!” I shout. They all just blink at me. 
 “Now!” I add. Still nothing. I might as well be looking at a display of mannequins. Frustrated, I grab a nearby rack and pull on it. It’s bolted down, and I succeed only in drawing fresh agony from my left shoulder and index finger. 
 On the floor in front of me, the man I’ve assaulted gets to his feet. He’s understandably angry. Sticking a finger in my face, he demands, “I wan’ you to—” 
 He’s cut off by a chilling howl from outside, an animal cry of challenge. Immediately after that, the whole door shudders in its frame, there’s a sound of metal pinging on asphalt, and then the doorknob on the inside clatters to the ground. 
 “What was that?” asks one of the other cooks, who doesn’t have a good view of what just happened. 
 “He just tore the doorknob off trying to open the door. Something heavy! Now!” 
 The door shakes in its frame, and then two hairy fingers appear in the hole where the doorknob was. The kitchen fills with a nails-on-chalkboard screeching, the sound of metal under stress, as Peterson hauls with all of his might and the lock begins to bend. 
 The cook I hit looks at me, white-faced, then runs over to the door. He grabs a pan on his way and swings mightily at the two exposed fingers, slamming the pan down with a metallic crash. There’s an almost catlike shriek from outside, but instead of forcing Peterson to withdraw his fingers, the pain appears to have given him an adrenaline surge. The door suddenly rips open and the poor cook is left face-to-face with the half-ape thing that Peterson is becoming. 
 From inches away, Peterson bares his teeth and snarls. The cook in front of him is frozen in place; the others are all shouting and fleeing the kitchen. And despite my earlier claim, apparently I would not push a beggar in front of Peterson to effect my escape, because instead of doing the intelligent thing and running, I charge in and shove the cook off to the side. He crashes into a rack full of cooking implements, but before I can see if he’s all right, Peterson swings a huge right fist and catches me in the side of the head. 
 My head snaps around and I’m sent reeling backwards. Stars explode in my vision and for a moment, everything is either black or bursts of light. I slam painfully into a counter, catching the edge right in my lower ribs on my left side. It drives the wind out of me, and I’m fairly certain I hear something snap. 
 There’s no time to worry about that right now, though. That was only Peterson’s first punch, and he’s out to kill. Gasping for breath, I grab the nearest kitchen implement I can reach—a pan—and prepare to do battle. 



 
- Chapter Eleven - 
   
 At times like this, the mind’s supposed to focus. I should be searching for weaknesses, analyzing escape routes, figuring out how to survive. My mind did not get this memo. Peterson’s leaping toward me, arm cocked back to throw another punch, and the thought going through my head is, “If you’re a superhero armed with a pan, you could go by Pan Demic.” Useful, right? 
 I drop to my knees and Peterson’s punch swings overhead. He stumbles as he hits nothing but air, and I take the opportunity to skitter past him on all fours. As I go by, I lash out with a kick at the back of his knee, and it connects as he’s turning to follow me. He drops, and judging by the noise he bangs his head sharply into the metal stovetop as he falls. I still don’t have time to look back, though. I scramble to my feet and try to put some distance and heavy kitchen equipment between us. 
 Peterson roars in outrage, and through the wire mesh of a kitchen rack I see him regaining his feet. He hauls himself up by an oven handle, blood sheeting down his forehead. He swipes it away with one hand and, with a shriek of tearing metal, rips the oven door free and hurls it sideways at me. I don’t know if Peterson was big into discus in college or what, but he sure loves throwing things disc-style. 
 The oven door embeds itself in the rack separating us, smashing through jars and knocking rice, flour and spices into the air. Peterson’s already following in the door’s path, and where I ran around the racks and counters, it seems clear that he plans to go over and, where necessary, through. It’s a time-saving technique if you’ve got the strength to back it up, and he absolutely does. I, on the other hand, do not, so I sprint away again, my eyes on the door at the far end of the kitchen. 
 Two deafening crashes sound behind me in rapid succession, and I risk a look over my shoulder. From what I can tell, Peterson leaped onto the damaged rack, bearing it to the ground, and used it as a springboard to launch himself after me. That was the first crash. 
 The second happened when he landed from that leap, because when the rack toppled it scattered the contents that hadn’t already spilled, including what was left of a fifty-pound bag of rice. Peterson landed with both feet right in the middle of the rolling carpet of uncooked rice grains, with much the same effect as a cartoon character trying to run on marbles. I look back to see him on his back, caught up in another rack with pots and pans raining down around him; that was the second crash. His legs appear pretty well entangled in the lower shelves, but this is probably going to buy me a few seconds at most. 
 Fortunately, a couple of seconds is all I need. I’m nearly at the door exiting the kitchen, so I dig into my dwindling reserves of energy and slam into it at full speed. Doing so nearly dislocates my other shoulder, because the other chefs have been piling a barricade of tables up against the door. I’m lucky that it wasn’t particularly effective, since it allowed me to get out, but it also means that it won’t even really slow Peterson down. 
 There’s a crowd of diners gathered in addition to the cooks, but they all scatter like frightened birds as I burst into the room. A babbled mass of questions assaults me, but I ignore them all. 
 “Push the tables back!” I yell at the gaggle of people. A number of them start doing so as I frantically scan the area for my next move. My options appear to be up a flight of stairs or out the front door back into the streets. I’m likely to get cornered upstairs, but outside is just back on the long, straight streets, which is exactly the problem I had which ended me up in here. 
 A hand grabs my shoulder. “Where’s Emmanuel?” 
 “Who?” I almost strike out with my pan before I realize that it’s one of the cooks yelling at me, his hands shaking. 
 “Emmanuel! He was in there with you! Where is he?” 
 “Still in there! It’s fine, he’s after me!” 
 “You just left him?” His eyes widen at the idea that I would do such a thing, but before I can bring up the fact that he and his friends left us both in there, there’s a cacophonous smash as Peterson hits the doors. The table barricade is shoved several feet backward, causing the crowd to scream and scatter again, but it still manages to trap Peterson for a crucial second. 
 “Everton!” he howls, glimpsing me through the doors, and I turn to run again. I’m not sure if I consciously choose outside over upstairs or if the front doors are just what I see first, but that’s where my feet take me. 
 Amidst all of the screaming and incoherent yelling, I hear one of the cooks shout, “That’s our pan!” Apparently I’m not the only one whose brain focuses in on the wrong sorts of details in moments of crisis. Maybe it’s just something about this pan. Either way, it’s the only thing I’ve got going for me right now, and I’m not about to let it go. 
 I crash into one of the front doors, sending it flying open hard enough to crack the glass. I hurtle down the two cement steps to the sidewalk and take a hard right just as I’m about to smack into a parked car. I’m not more than five steps down the street before I hear the door slam open again, this time with a shattering noise suggesting that the glass has given out entirely. It’s immediately followed by a resounding metal thump, which is punctuated by a whooping car alarm. Peterson is hot on my tail, it seems, and a bit less graceful dismounting the steps. 
 Up ahead, I can see the alley I just escaped from coming up on my right, and I’m hit with an idea. I’m clearly doing better than Peterson on taking corners; the howl of the car alarm is evidence of that. And since he so conveniently tore the alley door off of the restaurant, I’ve now got a square spanning less than half a block that I can run in. If I duck down the alley again and take another lap through the restaurant, I might be able to gain enough distance to—I don’t know. I’ll cover that part of the plan when I get there. At least I’ll be staying out of his hands, which buys me more time to figure something out. 
 This plan rapidly downgrades from “acceptable” to “utter idiocy” when I round the corner into the alley and realize it’s littered with trash cans. Which I threw there, in an attempt to impede Peterson. Less than two minutes ago. They’ve been very active and terrifying minutes, but still. I could have remembered that I left the alley in a rather different state than I found it. Come to think of it, sprinting through the kitchen with all of that rice on the floor probably isn’t the best idea, either. Plus the cooks are probably all back in the kitchen helping Emmanuel up, and therefore adding even more obstacles. Basically, this was a terrible idea from start to finish. 
 I twist away from the alley and attempt to continue up the street, but my stutter-step has given Peterson the time he needs to finally get within arm’s reach of me. I feel his fingers closing on my left arm, and when I try to pull away, my damaged shoulder explodes in pain. 
 Caught, I wheel around, striking out with the pan in a wild swing. It connects solidly, caroming off of Peterson’s shoulder and cracking him in the jaw. He snarls, spits blood and lands a hit in the center of my chest that’s so powerful that I swear it actually lifts me off of the ground before slamming me back into the car parked several feet away. 
 Glass crunches and a new alarm wails on impact, and now I’m the one spitting blood from where I bit my tongue. Before I can move away, Peterson’s on me, pummeling me back against the car with hit after punishing hit. I can’t fight back; I’ve dropped my pan somewhere and it’s all I can do to curl up and try to protect my more vulnerable areas. With all the injuries I’ve been accumulating, though, there are a lot of vulnerable areas, and Peterson’s creating more with every hit. 
 Abruptly, Peterson lets out a startled yelp, and the hits stop. I slump to the ground, throbbing with pain. I’m not sure what’s stopped him, but whatever it is, I’m glad for it. 
 Peterson takes a step away from me, and almost buried under the sound of the rain and the car alarms I hear a whispered whuf!, matched by a curse from Peterson. 
 “You...don’t...” he says thickly, his words slurred. Another barely-heard whuf! interrupts his sentence, and he staggers. He takes an uncertain step toward the road, then one back toward me. He teeters, sits down heavily on the sidewalk, and then slumps over uncomfortably on one side. Rain runs down his face and begins to collect in his half-open mouth. 



 
- Chapter Twelve - 
   
 Painfully, I lever myself off of the ground, leaning heavily on the car as I go. Everything hurts. It hurts even to breathe. I make it to a standing position and turn around to see a car idling in the road, its passenger window open. Strapped into the seat is an oxygen cylinder with a metal tube attached to the top, pointing out the window at me. Leaning over the cylinder and looking skeptically at me from the driver’s seat is Doc Simmons. 
 I gape at her open-mouthed. I can’t imagine how she got here, how she knew to be here, or really anything about this. I try to formulate the questions out loud, but it just comes out as, “Guh?” 
 “Get in the car, Dan,” says Doc Simmons. I don’t have a better idea, so with a cautious look back to make sure that Peterson is still down for the count, I slowly shamble to the car and open the door. 
 “Not in there, Dan!” snaps the doc. 
 “You just told me to get in the car!” I protest. 
 “Yes, but the front seat has an oxygen tank in it. I assume you can see that? Get in the back. Honestly, Dan. I shouldn’t have to tell you not to attempt to co-locate with other solid objects. Though actually, perhaps that explains why you get hurt so much.” 
 I carefully arrange myself in the backseat, wincing with every move. In the front, the doc fiddles with the tube on top of the tank, fixing it from where I’ve jostled it out of place. Satisfied, she fires one more dart into Peterson’s prone form, then turns back to the wheel. 
 “Time to leave here, I think,” she says, putting the car into gear. “I’m sure the police have been called by now. Hopefully no one got a good description of this car through all of the rain.” 
 “Wait, yeah!” The first of my questions manages to surface. “How did you even get this car?” 
 “You’re not the only one who can borrow a car, Dan,” the doc says archly. “And just where is my car, hmmm?” 
 “It, ah—a couple of blocks from here.” 
 “I see. Out of curiosity, how would you describe its condition?” 
 “A...altered.” 
 “Yes. Rather.” She raises a hand to forestall any comment I might make. “I am truly not interested in hearing about how it’s not your fault. Blame can and will be assigned later. Right now I’d like to know where we’re going.” 
 “I mean, you’re the one driving, so—” 
 “I know you were just hit repeatedly in the head, Dan, but I really need you to focus up. I am asking you where you were going before the car accident. You looked like you had a plan in mind. What’s your destination? I’m going to take you there.” 
 “Oh.” I give her the address for Mangiafuoco Medical Transcription. “Thank you.” 
 We ride in silence for a moment, and then another question coalesces. “Wait, how did you know I looked like I had a plan before you got here?” 
 Apparently I’m going to begin all of my questions with “wait.” In fairness, I’d really love it if events would wait for me to catch up to them for once. Doesn’t seem likely to happen, but it can’t hurt to put the request out there. 
 The doc reaches in her coat pocket and pulls out the cell phone she’d loaned to me. “I was tracking you from my hospital-issued phone to see where you went. You weren’t driving aimlessly or choosing randomly. When I saw the lightning strike, I was briefly concerned that you’d done something stupid and burned down the nanomachinery lab, but the way you drove after that suggested another specific destination in mind. I thought you’d arrived when the signal stopped moving, so imagine my surprise when I pulled up to find my car totaled.” 
 She waves the cell phone at me again. “Thank you for not destroying this, at least. It’s good to see that you don’t break everything you get your hands on.” 
 “Hey! I returned that oxygen tank I borrowed, and I had to shelter that through a raging fire to get it back to you. I’m careful with other people’s stuff!” 
 “And yet, my car.” 
 “Well, fine. But I’m as careful as I can be. I got hit from behind there.” 
 “Like I said, blame can and will be assigned later. I don’t want to hear about it right now.” 
 “Hang on,” I say after a short pause. At least I’ve moved on from “wait.” “Did you only give me your cell phone so that you could track me?” 
 “You asked to borrow my phone, Dan,” says Doc Simmons. 
 “That’s not an answer.” 
 “And yet it is a response.”  
   
 - - - 
   
 A short time later, we pull up outside of Mangiafuoco Medical Transcription. I feel like the building should look ominous in some way, either brooding like a dark castle or gleaming like a cold and uncaring futuristic lab. Instead, it’s just a nondescript door opening onto an alley with dozens of others just like it. It’s depressingly banal. 
 “In there is his lab?” asks the doc. Her voice is hushed, as if worried that we might somehow be overheard out here in the car. 
 “Yeah, it’s in the side of the building behind the big roll-up garage door. From what I saw this morning, he’s got everything in there. The computers, samples, everything. I should be able to shut it all down once we’re inside. I hope.” 
 “I assume you have no idea how to operate it, but are expecting it to be clearly labeled?” 
 “Well...yes. I mean, I saw him turn off my powers this morning, and it was just a couple of keystrokes. So it’s not some complicated thing you have to do. I’m just hoping those keystrokes are obvious, or written down somewhere.” 
 The doc nods, which either means she thinks this is likely, or it’s too dumb to be worth arguing about. “And you think he’s not there right now?” 
 “He shouldn’t be, no. I called him out, told him I was going to another of his buildings to destroy it. He took the bait, I think. He’ll figure it out quickly enough once he gets there and I don’t show, but I’m hoping to still have maybe half an hour to figure it out.” 
 I pause, realizing that I have no idea how much time the fight with Peterson cost me. “Well, fifteen minutes, anyway. Hopefully enough.” 
 “So how are you planning to get inside?” 
 “I’m going to nano-melt a hole in the wall. It’s a slow process with the nanos shut down, but I think I’ve still got time, and I don’t really have a better option.” Suddenly, my eye falls on the oxygen tank in the front seat. “Hey, unless—” 
 “You can’t go tranquilize everyone in the office, Dan.” 
 “Why not?” 
 “Because you don’t know what you’re doing, you don’t know how to aim this reliably, and calibrating appropriate levels of sedatives is not a game. You could kill someone with this.” 
 “You shot Peterson four times!” 
 “It was a calculated risk. I needed to stop him, and I assume that the nanobots restructuring his system will help to neutralize the damage I inflicted. In fact, I wouldn’t count on him still being asleep at this point. He may well be back up already.” 
 “I think you just don’t want me to fire the trank gun,” I grouse. 
 “That’s correct. I think you’ll harm yourself and others. I did just say. Time’s ticking! You’d better get going.” 
 I get out of the car, then hesitate when the doc remains inside. “What are you going to do?” 
 “I’ll stay here and watch for unwelcome visitors,” she says, patting the oxygen tank. Sure, fine. It’s fine to use the trank gun when she gets to do it. It’s only unreasonable when I want to. 
 Complaining about it doesn’t seem likely to make any headway, though, so I hustle across the alley in the rain and take shelter under the narrow eaves of the building. Placing my fingers to the giant roll-up door, I concentrate on my loathing. It comes easily in the shadow of this place. 
 My broken finger screams at even the light pressure I’m applying, but I take that pain and turn it back on the one who caused it. On Ichabot, Dr. A, whatever his real name is. Behind this wall lies the root of all of my physical torment for the last year, the reason for everything bad that’s happened in my life during that time. This is a bit of an exaggeration, but not much. There have been other minor screw-ups, both mine and others’, but nearly everything can be traced back to the machinery inside this building and the man who’s been operating it. So yeah, it’s easy to loathe right now. 
 And yet, after a minute of focus, I lift my hands to see only the smallest of circles etched into the metal, ten discs about a half-inch in diameter each. It shouldn’t be a surprise; it took me a significant amount of time even to get through the thin link of the handcuffs in order to escape from Brayden’s car, and now I’m trying to make a hole in a wall big enough to climb through. I’d hoped that the intensity of the emotion would accelerate the process, but it seems like this trickle is all I’m going to get. 
 Then it dawns on me that I need to work smarter, not harder. This is, after all, a door and not a wall. Casting my gaze downward, I quickly spot what I was hoping to see: a lock set nearly flush with the ground. I kneel down in the swirling rainwater and press my fingertips against that part of the door, forming an arch around the lock. My fingers gradually sink in like I’m pressing them into thick molasses, and when I can feel them break through into empty space, I slowly tighten them together, connecting the holes. 
 After a couple of minutes, there’s a lurch as the entire door is freed from its moorings. It shudders upward about an inch before coming to a stop, so I slide my hands under it and lift. The metal groans in protest but moves up almost a foot before stopping. 
 “What is it?” the doc says in my ear, and I just about jump out of my skin. I hadn’t heard her leave the car and come over here. 
 “It’s caught on something inside,” I tell her as my heartbeat returns to normal. “I could maybe force this past it, but I don’t want to knock over whatever it is and alert everyone in the main part of the building.” 
 The doc eyes the gap. “Looks wide enough to wriggle inside.” 
 So saying, she drops to her stomach, heedless of the puddles, and belly-crawls in. 
 “Hey! What? Wait!” I am articulate as always, and the doc ignores me, also as always. I give a mental shrug, lie down in the water and follow her under the door. 
 Inside, it’s dark, which shouldn’t surprise me but does. Once clear of the door, I roll onto my back, stretch my hands upward to make sure that I’m clear of any overhanging obstacles, and push myself to a sitting position. Then, just as my eyes are starting to adjust to the dark and vague blocky shapes are becoming clear, a light flares on near me. 
 I startle away, eliciting stabs of pain from my ribs, arms, back—basically all of my body at this point, really. Peterson worked me over pretty well, but it’s all melded into one constant overall pain. It’s only when I specifically impact one damaged part that I’m forcibly reminded of any particular injury. As I’ve done just now, scooting backward into a metal rack as I shy away from the light. 
 “It’s me, Dan,” Doc Simmons says quietly, holding up her cell phone. She sounds distracted, and when she pans the light away from me, it becomes clear that that’s because she is distracted. She’s doing a slow scan of the room, taking everything in. When her eyes light upon the whiteboard, she immediately walks over toward it, leaving me in darkness. 
 “Hey Doc? I don’t suppose you’ve still got your other phone on you, do you?” I stage-whisper across the room. I don’t know how thick the walls are in this place, and I’d rather not alert anyone in the main office to our presence. 
 “No good,” says the doc, which seems like a weird answer until I realize she’s totally ignoring me and talking about the notes on the board. “This isn’t what I need.” 
 I walk over to join her. “What do you mean, what you need?” 
 “There’s nothing fundamental here,” she says, gesturing at the board. “Which makes sense, since he figured out the basics years ago. But I’m so close to understanding the principles behind them. The answers are in here.” 
 “Yeah, and that’s awesome, don’t get me wrong. I’m excited to find out the science behind this, too. But what I’m really looking for—what we came here to find, remember?—is an off switch. Officer Peterson’s dying, remember? Brian’s gotta be doped up to live? Regina...well, is fine, actually. But plans to kill me?” 
 “Yes, yes, I know,” Simmons says impatiently. “Let’s find how to turn these off. I thought maybe there would be something in the notes here that explained it, so we could do more than just press a button, and actually understand what we’re doing instead of just treating it like magic.” 
 “Speaking of pressing a button and treating it like magic, can I borrow your other phone so I can have a flashlight, too?” 
 The doc pulls her phone out of her pocket and hands it to me. “I don’t understand your segue.” 
 “Cell phones are basically magic.” The doc’s giving me a disgusted look, but instead of shutting up I try to explain myself. “I don’t know how any of it works. I can say ‘computers’ and ‘radio waves,’ but that’s basically the same as saying ‘voodoo’ and ‘scrying’ in terms of understanding what that means. What I know is I press a button and the far-talky box makes a light.” 
 Doc Simmons stares at me for a second, then turns away without saying anything else. I like to think that I’m good for her self-control. 
 Now armed with a light, I scan the room. It looks much the same as it did this morning, with the exception of the row of cabinets now missing a countertop, from where I dissolved it. The mess has all been cleaned up and swept away, though. There’s a large sheet of plywood up against one wall, and if I hadn’t known that it was blocking a doorway—the door to which I also dissolved—I might think that the only entrance into this room was the way we came in. 
 Well, through the roll-up door we came in, anyway. I probably wouldn’t think that the only way in was to belly-crawl through puddles. Even secret lairs need a dignified entrance. 
 I ignore all of the scientific equipment and make a bee-line for the computer I saw Ichabot standing at this morning. After all, I saw him use it to shut off my powers. If I can figure out what he did, I can turn off everyone else’s powers, too. The screen’s off when I get to it, but a click of the mouse brings the monitor humming to life. I hold my breath in anticipation, then release it in disappointment when I see a login screen. 
 It’s a grey screen with a highlighted bar that just says “A” and a text box below it. I press the enter key, and it adds red text beneath the box reading “Wrong Password. 4 Tries Remaining.” 
 There’s also some small white text next to the box that says “Password Hint?” I click it, and a box pops up: “Lasciate ogne speranza, voi ch’intrate.” 
 “Hey Doc?” I call, louder than I mean to. My voice echoes in the cavernous room, and I lower my tone. “How’s your...foreign?” 
 “My what?” Simmons closes the refrigerator she was looking in and strides over to me. “What are you doing?” 
 “I’m trying to log in to the system, and this is the password hint. Does that mean anything to you?” 
 The doc snorts. “Yes, but it’s not helpful.” 
 “You can read that? What language is it?” 
 “I can’t exactly read it, but I know what it says. It’s Italian, and it’s from Dante’s Inferno. It’s what’s written over the gates of Hell, and you probably recognize the English translation: ‘Abandon all hope, ye who enter here.’” 
 I hit “OK” on the prompt and take another crack at the password. The screen updates: “Wrong Password. 3 Tries Remaining.” 
 The doc looks at me sharply. “Dan? Did you just try ‘Inferno’ as the password?” 
 “Yeah, but it didn’t work.” 
 “Of course it didn’t work! The ‘hint’ was just him telling people not to look for help in the password hint field. He’s not going to build something this revolutionary, this...this world-shaking and then protect it with a seven-letter dictionary word!” 
 “Well, what if he had? It didn’t hurt to try. See, we have three attempts left.” 
 “Dan.” The doc’s tone suddenly drops from agitated to deadly serious. “Do not, under any circumstances, lock the account on that computer.” 
 “What do you think will happen?” 
 “Maybe nothing. Probably nothing. But if he’s paranoid enough, it could wipe everything. The research, the controlling program, maybe even the nanos out in the wild.” 
 “Wait, so you think locking this out might fry our nanos? Then that’s perfect!” 
 “Yes, unless ‘fry’ is a little more literal than you’re thinking. Remember what I showed you in the lab, where I activated the nanos?” 
 “Yeah, and then they burst into flame—ah. Okay, no remote wipe through lockout. Got it.” 
 “I don’t think he’d do that by preference. But if he has offsite backups of his files, and he was concerned that he was going to be exposed...well, we know he’s unscrupulous. I wouldn’t like to gamble with your lives on this.” 
 “No, check, I’m with you. Finding another way in.” 
 I don’t care what Doc Simmons says, though: even geniuses make stupid mistakes. Once she turns away, I take a quick look under the keyboard in case he has the password written down there. There’s nothing there, though, and a check of the underside of the counter’s lip also turns up nothing. I do a thorough investigation of the surrounding area, but come up completely empty-handed. Why does this guy have to be one of the rare ones who doesn’t write his passwords down? 
 Still, this terminal is only half the battle. There’s a server rack on a wall behind me, and it’s doubtless running most of what’s going on here anyway. This computer is just an interface for everything in the rack. I’m going to try going direct. 
 The rack’s screened door shields what looks like at least a dozen servers from view, but I can see their lights blinking merrily away. I tug on the door, but it’s locked. This, at least, is a problem I can solve. I work my pinkie finger in the narrow gap between the door and the frame, just barely touching my nail against the metal bar of the lock, and focus my loathing. It takes almost a minute, but then the door swings open freely, and I have access to the servers. 
 Of course, that only does me so much good. Now instead of looking at a screened door protecting a bunch of blank computer fronts, I can look at the blank computer fronts directly. There are no convenient labels to tell me what anything does. I could start pulling cords free at this point, but since I really have no idea what shutting the system down would do, that seems a bit ill-advised. 
 On the other hand, instead of removing cords, I could try adding them. The computers have front-facing USB ports, places where you can plug in interface devices. I trot back over to the counter, unhook the monitor and keyboard, and carry them over to plug them in. 
 The first two servers I try present me with login screens. The third is simply black, and even when I connect the keyboard and press keys, it won’t respond. But when I connect the monitor to the fourth one, it displays several windows open in a fairly standard graphical format. I freeze, afraid to touch anything. 
 “Doc? Doc! I’ve got something here!” 
 The doc hurries over. “What have you found?” 
 “I have no idea. Look, what is this?” 
 “It might be a file server. It’s hard to say by the names of the folders, but...” She looks around in frustration. “Is there a mouse? I can’t navigate this with the keyboard.” 
 I hurry back to the counter to disconnect the mouse, but as I’m detaching it from the computer, there’s a loud scraping sound from across the room, and suddenly the entire lab is flooded with light. I whip my head around to see the plywood moved aside and there, towering in the doorway to the lab with his hand on the light switch, stands Ichabot. 



 
- Chapter Thirteen - 
   

“Why, Dan,” Ichabot says with false pleasantry. “This isn’t where you asked to meet at all.” 
 My eyes dart around the lab, seeking a place to hide, a weapon, or both. With Ichabot staring directly at me, a hiding place is probably a lost cause, but there are plenty of things around here to use as weapons. The lab is full of heavy throwable objects, breakable glass beakers, scalpels, syringes and more. I drop the computer mouse and make a quick move towards a scalpel, grabbing it and pointing it threateningly at Ichabot. 
 “Yeah, something came up and I wasn’t going to be able to make our meeting. You didn’t get my text?” I ask, putting a mocking tone into my voice. 
 Ignoring the scalpel in my hand, Ichabot paces slowly into the lab, closing the distance between us. He looks over my shoulder, and I turn my head to follow his gaze. He’s caught sight of the monitor I’ve attached to the server rack, which is still displaying the contents of the file server. What he can’t see from his angle, though, is Doc Simmons crouched down behind a counter. She’s moving steadily towards the far edge, clearly aiming to keep the counter between them as he advances. I don’t know what her plan is, but any advantage right now is a good one, so I’ll back her play as much as I’m able. 
 “And now I find you going through my personal items. That’s very rude, Dan,” he chides. 
 “Well, you know. Couldn’t find paper and a pen anywhere and I wanted to write a ‘sorry I missed you’ note. I was gonna erase the whiteboard and write it there, but it looked like it might be important.” 
 Ichabot breaks into an insulting chuckle. “As if you can comprehend a single notation on there. You’re a toddler trying to read a graduate-school textbook.” 
 “I got the joke in your password hint pretty easily,” I tell him, gesturing to the computer and keeping his attention away from the doc’s hiding place. “And I figured out a way into your ‘secure’ system, too.” 
 “Very good!” exclaims Ichabot. “You’re right, I’ve underestimated you. You’re a kindergartener trying to read a graduate-school textbook.” 
 “Unkind,” I tell him, waving the scalpel. “And unwise. I’m armed, and you’re not. Seems like you might want to tone down the insults a shade.” 
 With my tiny sword held protectively before me, I advance slightly on Ichabot, circling around to his right so as to force him to turn his back to Doc Simmons. The maneuver works, although the intimidation seems to be failing. Ichabot turns to keep facing me, an amused smile on his lips. 
 “Or what, Dan? You’ll stab me? You’re not a killer. Besides, then how would you ever find out how to stop your friends from trying to murder you?” 
 “I’m already in your computer system. I can sort it out.” Doc Simmons is creeping up behind him now. I still don’t know what her plan is, but presumably it involves him not noticing her, so I’ve got to keep his attention. I decide to try a taunt. “You seem like the sort of guy who likes to leave copious notes so that history can understand how great you were. I bet it’s practically a step-by-step guide.” 
 “There’s that kindergarten can-do attitude again, Dan! I appreciate your optimism, I really do. Why, without—” Ichabot stops mid-sentence as Doc Simmons, rising silently up from behind him, stabs a syringe into his upper thigh. She presses down on the plunger, and I see liquid splash out in all directions. The doc pulls back the syringe, looking dismayed, and I can see that it no longer has a needle at its tip. 
 Before the doc can backpedal, Ichabot lashes out with one gangly arm and grabs her around the neck, hoisting her to her feet. “Really, this was your plan?” he says, addressing me even as Doc Simmons struggles in his grip. “You know my nanos are activated. You really should have assumed that I could dissolve would-be weapons on contact. You’ve watched Vincent do it, after all.” 
 He tightens his grip on the doc’s neck and, with only a small amount of apparent effort, lifts her off of the ground one-handed. “I’ve been testing the abilities on others, but I’ve been implementing them in myself. I’m really quite superhuman at this point.” 
 Ichabot grabs the doc’s right shoulder with his left hand and, in a movement almost too fast to follow, whips her over his head to hurtle against the metal roll-up door we crawled in under. Simmons barely has time to scream before impacting the door headfirst, denting it severely. She crashes to the floor in a crumpled heap and lies still. 
 “Doc!” I shout, rushing to her side. I kneel down and touch her neck for a pulse. My own heart is hammering so hard that at first I can’t find her heartbeat, but after a second I feel it beneath my fingers. There’s a clear red handprint around her throat from where Ichabot gripped her, and it’s already starting to bruise. Her breathing sounds okay, though, and her pulse is strong, so I’m guessing that she’s more or less all right. 
 Ichabot is laughing, a hearty and sonorous sound which seems out of place coming from his matchstick frame. I look up in disbelief, and the expression of outrage on my face only makes him laugh harder. 
 “You should see yourself!” he manages between laughs. “Like a kicked puppy. You don’t get it at all!” 
 “Enlighten me,” I growl, rising to my feet. 
 “Oh, I’ll do one better,” says Ichabot, calming down. “I’ll show you, so that you can actually understand it.” 
 He rushes at me, covering the dozen feet between us in an eye blink. Before I’ve even really processed that he’s in front of me, he has my head in both of his hands and is slamming it into the corrugated metal door repeatedly. My skull rings with the impacts, and the next thing I know I’m staring at the concrete floor from extremely close range, blood pooling gently beneath my face. 
 With a major effort, I push myself up to a kneeling position and look around. Ichabot is halfway across the room, reconnecting the monitor, keyboard and mouse to the computer I’d borrowed them from. He types something brief on the keys, then pauses. 
 This is it. He’s logged in. If I can just get him away from the computer somehow, even if it’s only for a second, maybe I can figure out what to do to shut everything down safely. The doc’s still down, though, apparently out for the count, and simply getting up to one knee took just about all I had left in me. I didn’t come this far to bail out now, though. I’ve got to make the effort. 
 I summon up my final reserves and, leaning heavily on a nearby shelf, manage to regain my bipedal status. The makeshift rubber shoes I still haven’t had a chance to take off might actually be helping me here, by giving me a broader base of support on each foot. I think it’s the first time they’ve been anything but a hindrance. Not the purpose I’d designed them for, but I’ll take it. 
 I do my best to strike a dramatic pose, despite how much everything hurts. Taking a deep breath, I point my scalpel at Ichabot and intone, “This ends now.” 
 “How right you are,” says Ichabot, typing in a swift command. Abruptly, every muscle in my body seizes up. 
 Think about a charley horse, or pointing your foot until it cramps up. This is like that: the same feeling of complete tension, the muscle becoming a rock-hard and unbending rod. Except instead of just being in my foot or calf, it’s everywhere, all at once. My feet, my legs, my back, my arms, even my jaw and eyelids. Everything locks up completely, radiating discomfort and pain. I’m frozen like a statue, scalpel extended, unable to move an inch. 
 “Bet you didn’t know I could do that!” says Ichabot. “It’s the same principle that allows the nanomachinery to augment your muscular strength, actually. In this case, rather than amplifying your muscle movements, I’ve seized them up entirely. So you see? It’s all over. The only question here is what to do with you.” 
 “I’ll kill you,” I say, or try to. Due to being unable to move my lips, jaw or tongue, what comes out is mainly vowels, sounding more like “Ah hih you.” 
 Ichabot seems to get the point, though, judging by the new bout of laughter that grips him. “Oh, really? How? Shall I come impale myself on the end of your scalpel?” 
 He walks over and presses the tip of his index finger against the scalpel blade, which dissolves. I’m left holding just the stainless steel handle. “Oops! Well, so much for that plan. I’m sure you’ll figure something else out.” 
 I glare at him, although this is largely a mental feat since even my eyes won’t move. Ichabot paces back and forth in front of me, tapping his long fingers together. 
 “So, how to get rid of you? I could just prop you in a corner, leave you like this until you die of thirst. It’s definitely a simple answer, although it lacks a certain elegance. Hm.” 
 Suddenly, the roll-up door behind me rattles. I try to turn to look, but of course it’s to no avail. I have a brief moment of hope that it’s someone here to help me, but no sooner has the thought flitted across my mind than it is banished by an animalistic howl sounding from outside. The howl is accompanied by a screech of metal and a crash of falling shelves as the barely-opened door is grabbed and hurled upward along its track, opening the entire wall behind me. I’m facing the wrong direction to see for sure what’s going on, but from the howl and the brute strength I know what must be happening. 
 Peterson’s awake. And he’s right behind me. 
 “Ah!” exclaims Ichabot, a look of delight on his face. “Now here’s a nice solution. I could just let your friend take you apart!” 



 
- Chapter Fourteen - 
   
 I hear a low growl as Peterson moves in close behind me. I try to flinch away when I feel his breath on my neck, but I can’t even do that. I’m stuck here like some ridiculous statue, one arm pointed outward, frozen in my final dramatic and useless gesture. I’m a monument to my own folly. Unable to defend myself, unable even to turn to see it coming, I brace myself for the pain about to come as Peterson finishes the job he started out in the street a half an hour ago. 
 But after several seconds of breathing down my neck, Peterson steps away. I hear wet footsteps against the concrete floor, and then he moves into my field of vision, slowly pacing past. His eyes are on mine, and I attempt to say something, to appeal to his reason, but with my jaw locked all I manage is “Eeur huh!” 
 I’m not positive that there’s reason left to appeal to, anyway. Peterson looks bad. And not just “has been lying unconscious in a puddle in a cold rain” bad, although obviously he’s been doing that. Even in the short time that’s passed since I last saw him, the nanos have continued to reconfigure his body. He has a thicker brow ridge, a more pronounced stoop and a rounder spine. His shoulders have broadened, judging by the fact that his jacket is now split almost completely in half in the back. The sleeves dangle loosely from the few remaining threads still attaching them to the shoulders, and through those gaps I can see that the shirt beneath is tearing apart along the seams as well. 
 The fact that he’s not just mindlessly attacking me suggests that he hasn’t yet gone fully along the route of the other ape-men, though. Either one of them would have torn me apart as soon as they made it through the door. Peterson’s taking his time, considering things. Of course, he’s currently pacing like a caged tiger, which means that what he’s considering is probably just how best to kill me, but it’s something. It’s a small thread of hope, but if Peterson’s still in there, then maybe there’s still a way out of this. 
 This hope promptly vanishes as Peterson walks over to a nearby shelf, grabs one of the metal crossbars and tears it free. Brandishing the three-foot length of metal, he stalks slowly back over toward me. Behind him, Ichabot laughs delightedly, but Peterson’s attention is on me. His pacing carries him behind me again, and I don’t need the look of anticipation on Ichabot’s face to warn me of the blow that’s about to fall. I brace myself as best as I can without being able to move, which really isn’t very well at all. 
 The first strike is overhand, cracking down across my shoulder blades with a meaty thud. It’s followed by another, diagonal to the first, then a horizontal strike across the left side of my lower back. Tears form in my unblinking eyes and run down my face as each hit causes my cuts to reopen and my broken bones to rub painfully together. Peterson works his way around the front, landing hits as he goes, one after the other in rapid succession. 
 And yet, oddly, it doesn’t hurt as much as I’d expect. I mean, it’s agonizing, and I’d be screaming if I had the muscular control to make that much noise right now. But he was doing more damage with his hands when we fought on the street. Although these hits hurt, he’s not breaking anything new, and even the areas he’s striking seem to be chosen to absorb the hits. He hasn’t struck me in the head or any limbs. It’s all been center of mass, and even then I think he’s pulling his hits as much as he can without making it look obvious. 
 Ichabot hasn’t noticed this, and is loudly cheering Peterson on. “Go, monkey, go! Let’s see that blood!” 
 He sees the tears running down my face, notices me struggling for breath, and grins. “In fact, let’s loosen the nanos a bit, so we can really watch him suffer. It can’t be much fun hitting something that doesn’t even react.” 
 For a moment, I think that this was Peterson’s plan: count on Ichabot’s sadistic streak to let me go to more properly showcase the pain, and then we can both team up on him. As Ichabot turns his attention to the computer, though, it becomes clear that Peterson’s plan was nowhere near that complex or cooperative. The instant that Ichabot glances away, Peterson roars and hurls the metal bar at him like a javelin. 
 It spears Ichabot through the shoulder, eliciting a cry of pain and spinning him away from the computer. Peterson threw it hard enough to completely penetrate Ichabot’s body, and I can see a solid half-foot of bar sticking out of his back as he stumbles. Even as Ichabot’s regaining his balance, though, the bar clatters to the floor in two pieces, and through the hole torn in his suit I can see the unbroken skin beneath. I could do with a repair trick like that. 
 Peterson’s thundering across the floor, leaping at Ichabot, but Ichabot is ready for him. Moving with uncanny speed, he shifts to meet Peterson, catching him in the jaw with a hard right cross as he comes in. Peterson crashes into the counter, and the access computer is knocked spinning to the floor, dragging the monitor and peripherals with it to smash on the concrete. 
 Peterson recovers quickly, though. Even as he’s impacting the counter, he lashes out behind him with a kick that catches Ichabot in the knee. There’s a snap and a scream, and then Peterson’s pouncing on Ichabot and the two go down in a tangle of limbs. 
 Only seconds later, Peterson’s back on his feet, and he’s got Ichabot by the neck. Although Ichabot is significantly taller, Peterson still manages to lift his feet clear of the ground in an impressive one-armed maneuver. Holding the gangly scientist in the air, Peterson roars his triumph. 
 Ichabot, for his part, simply smiles, reaches up to the hand crushing his throat and taps it lightly. Peterson’s triumphant roar turns into a scream of pain as the skin on his hand peels back and begins to flay away, revealing blood and bone beneath which rapidly dissolve in their own turn. He drops Ichabot, backing away, but the damage is done. The nanos spread rapidly across his hand and begin to travel up his arm, destroying as they go. 
 Ichabot puts his knee back into place with a grimace and another audible snap, then straightens his suit and retrieves the fallen computer. He tsks at Peterson. 
 “Look, half of the display is broken now. You really should be more careful. Though I suppose that won’t be a problem for much longer.” 
 Peterson stares at his dissolving arm, wild-eyed, and I can see the moment that he comes to the necessary decision. Gripping his left elbow in his right hand, he squeezes with all of his enhanced might. I hear the bones splinter, and then with an anguished cry Peterson tears what’s left of his own left arm off at the elbow. He flings it at Ichabot, who ducks and lets it flop to the ground behind him where it continues its rapid disintegration. 
 “Well! You are tenacious,” says Ichabot with what sounds like real admiration. Peterson glares at him, hatred in his eyes, the stump of his left arm gripped tightly in the fist of his right. Blood is dripping thickly out between his fingers, but he lowers his head and roars at Ichabot, clearly ready to continue the fight. 
 “That’s about enough of that, I think,” says Ichabot, typing quickly. Peterson suddenly stiffens, freezing in place. A low moan escapes through his gritted teeth, but it’s clear that Ichabot has hit him with the same whammy that he laid on me. I can see Peterson straining against the nanos’ hold, but the only thing moving right now is his blood, which continues to ooze between his fingers and pool on the floor beneath him. 
 The storm howls outside, wind whipping chilling gusts into the lab and sending rain running down my back. Ichabot doesn’t seem inclined to pull the roll-up door closed again, though. At first, I think he’s just enjoying watching me stand half-exposed to the elements, unable to so much as shiver to warm myself up. But after a minute I realize that he keeps looking not at me but over my shoulder, as if waiting for something. 
 Ichabot is rambling about something to do with seeding the nanos, but I’m not listening. Whatever it is he’s waiting for, I suspect I won’t live long after it arrives. But if I can anticipate what it is, maybe I can be ready for it, turn it to my advantage somehow. 
 I may be immobilized, soaked, dangerously chilled, in tremendous pain and trapped in a mad scientist’s lair, but there’s still a chance I can come out ahead! A guy’s got to dream, right? 
 “You’re a very poor conversationalist like this, Dan,” says Ichabot, catching my attention with the use of my name. “I’m going to try something.” 
 He presses a key, and my face erupts in excruciating pain. I shriek, and it’s only once the pain subsides that I realize I was able to open my mouth to scream. I blink my eyes, which are also under my control again. The rest of my body is still locked up, though; even turning my head is beyond me. 
 “I’ve just sent a localized kill command to the nanomachinery in your face,” Ichabot says. “I gather that it didn’t feel very good?” 
 “It was...very relaxing,” I slur, forcing the words out with difficulty. My mouth is moving, but it’s not moving well. My tongue feels like it has weights attached to it, and my lips are half-numbed. “You should...try it on yourself. Like a spa day.” 
 Ichabot laughs. “The paralysis will return as the nanomachines replicate and spread back out, but I can always terminate them again if you go quiet.” 
 “Thanks. Think I’ll...talk for now.” 
 “And they say you aren’t smart!” 
 Something behind Ichabot catches my eye, movement on the back wall of the lab in between two of the fridges. I can’t tell what it is at first. It looks like a bug inching across the wall, but it would have to be a heck of a bug for me to see it from here. As I watch, it increases in size, spreading like a water stain. It’s not until enough of the wall has dissolved for me to see the splayed fingers of a hand on the far side that I realize what’s happening. Brian’s here. 
 Ichabot is working on his computer and chatting about applications of his work, unaware of what’s happening behind him. The hole has widened enough that its edges are hidden behind the flanking fridges, and it reaches almost to the ground now. Brian steps carefully over the small piece of wall remaining and inches gingerly between the fridges. He’s naked again, soaked from the rain and looking even colder than I feel. Though it’s not as severe as it was at the mall, I can see the floor at his feet being eaten away. 
 “So the world’s...just a bunch of lab rats to you?” I ask Ichabot, willing him to keep his attention on me. I still feel like I’m talking through a mouthful of Jell-O, but I’m able to get the words across. 
 “No, of course not. Lab rats couldn’t buy my products,” says Ichabot, typing while he talks. “And I intend to sell them very dearly. I feel that being the richest man in the world is the least I deserve for my brilliance.” 
 Regina has crept into the lab as well, following Brian through the hole he made. They’re both stealthily advancing on Ichabot. If Brian can catch him by surprise, maybe his nanos can outpace Ichabot’s healing? I don’t know for sure, but it seems worth a shot. I keep talking to hold his focus as Brian and Regina draw closer. 
 “Can’t...unleash this on the world,” I tell Ichabot. “It’d be...chaos.” 
 “It will be the next evolutionary leap of mankind!” he exclaims vigorously. “Homo superior, the melding of man and machine. Picture a child born with the abilities you’ve experienced, able to use these powers innately. Imagine growing up like this!” 
 “Poor parents,” I mumble. 
 “They’ll be enhanced, too! Strong, brilliant, completely healthy. Bodies that self-repair anything less than actually losing a limb—and I’m working to fix that, too! Minds to rival my own.” He sighs. “It’s a utopia. And I can hear you, you know.” 
 “What?” I ask, but his last comment wasn’t directed at me. Brian and Regina both start to rush forward, subterfuge abandoned, but Ichabot’s already executing the lockdown command. 
 Brian teeters in place, caught in mid-step. For a second I think he’s still able to move and is slowly crouching down so as not to attract attention, but then I realize it’s the ground beneath his feet dissolving away as his nanos seek out a target for his loathing. 
 Regina was more fully committed to the rush when Ichabot froze her, and gravity continues the move for her. Unable to bring her foot forward, lift her hands up or do anything to arrest her motion, she topples forward like a felled tree, crashing face-first to the hard cement floor. Brian makes a muffled noise, but the way the floor is disintegrating at his touch suggests that even if he could move, he couldn’t risk touching her to help her up. 
 “There,” says Ichabot, “the gang’s all here. Except for Vincent, who sadly couldn’t make it. Or more precisely, didn’t make it.” 
 “He died?” I ask. 
 “Oh, yes. Unfortunately he never made it out of the ambulance.” 
 My stomach roils. I’d only meant to get free, not to kill him. Ichabot sees the self-disgust on my face and laughs. 
 “Oh, it wasn’t whatever chemical you cooked up, Dan. Though maybe I should have let you keep believing that. Your face really is too funny. No, it wasn’t you. I killed him.” 
 “Why? He...was helping you.” 
 “Well, a bit.” Ichabot waves his hand dismissively. “No, they were probably going to have to operate, and I really didn’t want anyone else stumbling across my work. I’m not ready for the world to know just yet, and I don’t want anyone stealing my thunder.” 
 Ichabot claps his hands. “Which brings us to the point of this gathering. We have the old nemesis and the new nemesis. The nosy cop and the nosy doctor. And of course, the experiment himself. All in one convenient location!” 
 From the floor, Regina says something incoherent. Whatever it is, I suspect it’s not complimentary. It’s good to have confirmation that she’s alive, though. 
 Ichabot chooses to take it as a question. “I’m glad you asked that, Regina. It’s very simple: this is the end of the experiment. I’ve learned what I need to from this, and frankly I’m getting a little over-exposed. It’s time to nuke this petri dish and start over fresh.” 
 “You’re forgetting...Tanger,” I say. It’s getting harder to talk. 
 “Forgetting? Not at all. Evan’s my first customer! An experiment of its own, I suppose. He’s in no danger of exposing me.” 
 “So what’s your plan here?” 
 “Warehouse fire! I’ll keep it simple. It’s a real problem, you know. In fact,” he allows a bit of venom to creep into his voice, “I heard that another building caught fire earlier today. Struck by lightning, they say. So it happens more often than you’d think.” 
 He’s moving around the room, picking up odds and ends to take with him. This is pretty much the end of the line. Everyone is frozen or knocked out. Peterson hasn’t moved in some time, but the blood flow has slowed, and it’s possible he’s dead and the nanos just aren’t letting him fall over. 
 And yet, I’ve seized hold of a strand of hope again. Something Ichabot said has given me an idea. It’s definitely a long shot, it’s probably terrible, and it’s possibly suicidal. But if we’re about to burn to death anyway, I might as well go for it. 
 As Ichabot passes in front of me, I speak. “I don’t think...this is it.” 
 A grin splits Ichabot’s face, and he stops and turns to face me. “Oh? I am intrigued.” 
 “I’ve...almost died before. It...feels electric. I get...charged up when I know...it’s the end of the line.” My jaw is almost frozen in place again, but I have to get these words out. I have to get this message across to Regina. I press on, feeling like I’m speaking now through setting cement. 
 “But now...I...feel calm. Calm. This...will all...flow through. We....” 
 And that’s it. My jaw freezes in place, and I’m reduced to vowel sounds again. Ichabot regards me for another moment, amused, then shrugs. 
 “Well, while I certainly appreciate your never-ending optimism, Dan—” 
 And at exactly that moment, the lightning bolt spears down out of the sky. Everyone else is safely inside the lab, but I’m in the open doorway, a perfect target. It blasts into me, crackling every nerve ending in my body awake as it passes through. 
 And passes through it does. Because I am wearing my stupid homemade rubber boots, and because I have spent all of the mental energy I could spare during the day focusing my nanos on rubber thoughts, increasing my insulating properties, the lightning does not ground out through me. Instead, it leaps along my outstretched arm, ripping out along the outstretched, blunted scalpel, and grounds itself through Ichabot. 
 He staggers, flailing, his arms and legs momentarily released from his control. He takes two fatal steps backwards and slips at the edge of the shallow pit that’s been forming around Brian. For a split-second, he teeters on the edge, then falls over, slamming his full body into Brian as he lands. 
 I can’t see what happens then, but from the shriek that goes up from the pit, I can imagine. I try not to picture what Brian must be seeing, a man’s body boiling away in front of him. The shriek goes on for longer than I’d have imagined, before tapering off into a wet gurgle. 
 And suddenly I realize that my pain is fading and the room is growing dark at the edges. As I’m trying to figure out if the two are in some way connected, I pass out. 



 
- Chapter Fifteen - 
   
 I wake up in pain. I’m lying facedown on a cold cement floor and every part of my body hurts. I groan and roll over, which only adds to the chorus of pain. Every inch of my body has been bruised, broken or burned, oftentimes all three.  
 There’s some sort of a hubbub going on. I can hear many people talking, several conversations happening at once. I can’t seem to focus on any of them, though. I consider opening my eyes, but even the thought of that is painful, so I just stay where I am and try to reorient myself.  
 One of the voices draws closer, and suddenly there are hands on my shoulders. I cry out and take a wild swing with my right hand, but the muscles cramp up and rob the strike of any power. 
 “Easy, easy,” says the voice, and I feel hands on my legs now, too. 
 “What is he wearing on his feet?” asks a second voice. 
 “Okay, we’re picking you up,” says the first voice, ignoring the question. “On three. One, two, three!” 
 I am hoisted into the air, and another groan escapes me as pain shoots through my body. A moment later, I’m deposited onto something much softer than the concrete floor, and I open my eyes at last to see what’s going on. 
 Blue light strobes through the lab, reflecting off every surface. The room is full of uniformed policemen and technicians taking photos and bagging everything they can find. I’m lying on a stretcher with a paramedic standing by my head and another by my feet. 
 “I’m gonna untie your...footwear, okay?” says one paramedic, the owner of the second voice. 
 “Hey,” I say, swallowing. It hurts to talk, but it’s nice to be able to again. “Don’t knock ‘em. Those saved my life.” 
 With that, I close my eyes again and fall asleep. As I’m fading out, I hear the paramedic say, “No, seriously, he’s just strapped floor mats to his feet. Like, honestly I think that’s the weirdest thing in here.” 
 When I wake up next, I’m in the hospital and it’s nighttime. They must have given me something to knock me out, because I’m bandaged and stitched. Everything still hurts, but it’s a lot more manageable than it was the last time I woke up. I’m guessing painkillers are involved there. 
 Regina’s in my room, looking out the window at the lights of the city at night. The rain’s died down, which I take to be a good sign. Also, if she were here to kill me, she probably would have just done it in my sleep. 
 “Hey,” I say, ever the brilliant conversationalist. 
 Regina turns. “You’re awake!” 
 She’s got a bandage over her nose, but otherwise looks none the worse for wear. She hurries to the bedside. 
 “Can I give you a hug? Where’s safe to touch?” 
 “No hugs, please. I think there’s one undamaged square inch under my chin. Left side.” 
 Regina puts her finger there, smiling. “Consider this a hug placeholder, then.” 
 Abruptly, she leans in and kisses me. Before I can even think to respond, she straightens back up and sits on the edge of the bed. “I’m glad you’re not dead.” 
 “That’s a departure from earlier today. Wait, is it still today? What day is it?” 
 “It’s still today. You weren’t out for that long. It’s around nine o’clock.” 
 “Okay, good. So—you’re not homicidal anymore? We won?” 
 “We won, yeah. Sorry for, you know, for electrocuting you. Again.” 
 “No, it’s cool, I wanted you to.” We sit in silence for a moment, but it’s a comfortable silence. 
 The door opens and Brian steps in. He’s clothed, which is a big improvement over the last few times I’ve seen him, and appears to be functioning without mood-altering drugs. 
 “Holy cow, he’s awake!” Brian rushes over to the bed. “Dude, I don’t know how to tell you this, but—you’ve been in a coma for six years. When the doctors said...you’re not buying it, huh?” 
 “She already told me it’s the same day,” I say. Brian turns to Regina with an affronted look on his face. 
 “How could you steal this moment from me? When am I going to get a chance to play a prank like that again?” 
 “You’re an EMT. Probably like next Tuesday.” 
 “Yeah, but I could get fired for doing it to a random guy. It would’ve been so good here.” 
 I listen to them mock-bicker for a minute, enjoying the camaraderie. Eventually they taper off, and silence settles in again. I break it after a moment. 
 “Hey, so—you guys okay?” 
 “Well, I melted a building today, and we’re not sure yet if anyone died in that, so I’m still kind of processing maybe being a murderer,” says Regina. 
 “And I melted a dude by giving him a naked full-body hug,” Brian says. He shakes his head briefly as if to clear out a lodged thought. “There...I didn’t ever want to see the inside of someone’s face, you know? I’ve seen a lot of rough things working for the hospital, but this one really took the cake. 
 “Also, I’ve sort of been trying to kill you for a couple of weeks, so that’s still rattling around in there. Sorry about that, by the way. I’m glad it didn’t work.” 
 “Thanks, man. You’re a good friend.” I reach up to clap him on the shoulder, but even the slight impact makes me wince. “Ow. I felt that in my side. Peterson worked me over pretty good. Oh! Peterson! Is he okay?” 
 “Yeah, man, he made it,” says Brian. “Probably. The doc got him stabilized and they patched him up. She’s pretty sure that she’s set the nanos to undo their mojo, but it’s going to take a few days to find out. And I mean, he doesn’t have a left arm anymore, so there’s that. But he made it.” 
 “So the doc figured out how to work the computer?” 
 “Man. It’s a good thing she woke up when she did. You’re standing there maybe dead, Peterson’s standing there maybe dead, I’m in a blood-spattered pit and getting deeper all the time. Doc Simmons comes to, looks around and just gets to work. She has no idea what’s gone on, there’s this insane tableau, no one can answer her questions, and she just gets right to business. Tapes up Peterson, calls the police, starts tapping on the computer and all of a sudden, I can think clearly again. Plus the ground under me stops dissolving, which is good because I’d hit a sewer pipe or a tunnel or something, and one foot was just starting to stick through into open air beneath me.” 
 Regina chimes in. “I think we were really secondary, though. I mean, obviously she took care of everyone first, got our nanos shut off and made sure we were okay. But then she dove into the computer and just started reading. When the police got there, she refused to step away from the keyboard. Told them that she wasn’t going to let this disappear into some evidence locker. She eventually let them take it, but she left along with it. I doubt she’s let it out of her sight yet.” 
 “So the police know now? Everyone knows now?” I ask. 
 “‘Everyone’ is a stretch,” says Brian, “but seeing Peterson half-morphed really quelled a lot of doubts from the police, yeah. Plus I can still dissolve little holes in things if I concentrate on it. Repeatable, testable results are pretty convincing, you know?” 
 “Man, it feels weird to be believed about this.” I heave a sigh. “So—are we being charged with anything? I mean, just today there was a car accident, I helped trash a restaurant, we burned down a building…” 
 “You escaped from jail,” Regina adds helpfully. 
 “I can’t believe that was just this morning. Man, has it been a long day.” I sigh again. “But yeah, I’ve been committing crimes small and large. They’re just going to let all that go?” 
 Brian shrugs. “I think they want to not have to deal with the mess, more than they want someone to blame. So my impression is that we’re not going to get the blame, but we’re also not going to get any credit.” 
 “Fine by me, man. Fine by me.” 
   
 - - - 
   
 As it turns out, Brian was half-right. And shockingly, the half he was right about was that we didn’t receive any official blame. But when the news organizations got wind of the mad scientist doing clandestine experiments on unwilling subjects, they ate it up. Brian, Regina and I were the darlings of the media for a solid month. Simmons was called on pretty frequently to explain the science, but her brusque attitude meant that they tended to use sound bites or emailed quotes from her instead of putting her in front of a camera. Honestly, I’m pretty sure she played up her asocial behavior to avoid the cameras. 
 Then Peterson was released from the hospital, and the media dropped us instantly to focus their cameras on him. With his missing arm and his unimpeachable history in the police department, he was the perfect human interest story to rekindle flagging interest. He took it with good grace, all things considered. They’ll grow tired of him soon too, I’m sure. 
 I can’t speak for Brian or Regina, but I’m glad to be out of the spotlight. I mean, it wasn’t a particularly bad experience for me. It did a lot to reverse the negative impression that Tanger had spread around about me. Also, when I went to apologize to Mr. Steele for missing work without notice, he just said “Heard you had a busy day,” and welcomed me back. I feel like he’s giving me more stuff to haul than he used to, though, so I think he picked up on the part where I’ve got residual super-strength. Most of the guys on the team either don’t know or don’t care, though, so it’s basically business as usual on the site. 
 Despite all that, I’m just more comfortable when the majority of the world doesn’t know I exist. So to hide from my newfound celebrity, I mainly spend my time hanging out at my freshly refurbished house. It took some decent damage from the fire, but nothing structural. Nothing that a good coat of paint, some new drywall, replacing some studs and redoing a bunch of wiring can’t fix. Oh, also replacing several windows and repairing an outside wall. And part of the roof. So it’s been keeping me busy in my off-hours, is what I’m saying. 
 Absolutely no one’s tried to kill me in weeks, which is amazing. My dad looked like he might give it a shot when he saw the house, but my mom talked him down. And anyway, like I said, I’m repairing it. He’ll get over it. He threatened to raise my rent, but if he tries that, I’ll threaten to move out and leave them to deal with the rental property. Two can play at that game. 
 I woke up yesterday morning without any soreness or aches. My cheek has healed up, my bruises and burns are all gone. I don’t have so much as a stubbed toe. It’s actually a little uncomfortable. I feel too good now, and it’s weirding me out. I might need to go hit my thumb with a hammer or something just so I know that the world’s still running like it ought to. 
 Regina and Brian are still doing well, both individually and as a couple. And they still let me third-wheel it up with them whenever I like. It turned out that that warehouse I had Regina burn down was, in fact, unoccupied at the time, so that was a weight off of her shoulders. Also, her nose has healed flawlessly from where she’d taken a header into the floor in Ichabot’s lab, so she’s come out of this pretty well unscathed. As much as any of us have, anyway. 
 Tanger, my old boss and Ichabot’s sole customer, has vanished. No one’s been able to find him since the day everything went down with Ichabot. The doc says that she deactivated his nanos, so he’s not sweet-talking his way into anything, but money’s got its own way of opening doors, and he presumably still has plenty of that. I doubt I’ll ever see him again, but if I do, I owe that guy a good solid punch in the nose. Probably more than that, since he did have people try to kill me, but I think I’d get the most visceral satisfaction out of just decking him. 
 Peterson, like I said, is currently taking his turn in the media circus. Between cutting edge medical technology and Doc Simmons’s work with the nanotechnology, the hospital managed to reverse the effects the nanos had on his body and repair all of the internal damage that had been caused. They couldn’t regrow his arm, but Simmons says she’s working on that. I think she’s just excited by the possibility of a human test subject. 
 The doc’s been buried in Ichabot’s notes for the last month, barely coming up for air. She says making great strides in understanding. I went to go see her at the hospital just a couple of days ago, but when she started explaining the details of what she was doing she might as well have been speaking another language. 
 “Doc,” I joked, “I don’t know how even you are tracking this stuff. Have you been using the nanos to speed up your thinking?” 
 She put her hand on my shoulder and said, with amused condescension, “Dan, I’m already the smartest person you know. I don’t need nanotechnology for that to be true.” 
 I played at being offended, but she’s absolutely right. She is the smartest person I know. If someone asked me to summarize Doc Simmons in one phrase, that’s word-for-word what I would say. Anyway, she’s saved my life more than once, so she’s earned the right to condescend even if it weren’t reasonable. 
 So my days have fallen into a predictable schedule. I wake up early, go to work, come home, work on the house, watch Netflix and fall asleep. With minor variations, that’s every day now. I’m in a rut. A boring, ordinary rut. 
 I couldn’t be happier. 
   
   



 
- Afterword - 
   
 And we’re done! Dan’s come a long way, I think, even if in the end nothing’s really changed all that much. That’s just the nature of noir. The small problem is solved, but the larger structure remains the same, and the wheels grind on. 
 I’ll miss Ichabot and his worn-out suit. I liked him, even if he was a sociopathic mad scientist. Well, let’s be honest: because he was a sociopathic mad scientist. We all have our types! I’m not saying I condone his behavior, but you have to admire the intellect. Regardless, he’s gone now, and even his marvelous nanomachinery can’t bring him back. Such is life. 
 I’m still writing things, of course. I have a new serial called Retroactivity which has started going up on Friday mornings at http://retroactivityserial.wordpress.com. It’s a different style, dark superhero fiction, not to be confused with superhero noir; this is more about the moral ambiguities in the world. I, of course, think it’s great, but go check it out and decide for yourself. 
 As ever, I’d love to hear your thoughts on the book, so please feel free to email me at baronmind@gmail.com. I am happy to discuss anything you want to talk about! If it’s unrelated to my writing, I don’t guarantee that I know anything about it, but that won’t stop me from voicing an opinion.  
   
 I hope you’ve enjoyed The Experiment! 
   
 Micah Edwards  
 January 2018 



 
- About the Author - 
   
 Micah Edwards is an author, a comedian, or a database administrator, depending on the day of the week. He also runs with Richmond, Virginia’s chapter of the Hash House Harriers, an international running and drinking club. 
 In addition to The Experiment series, Micah has authored Okay, So Look, an irreverent but completely accurate narrative retelling of the Book of Genesis—yes, the one from the Bible. The book is available on Amazon, as so many things are. The follow-up gives the same treatment to the Book of Exodus; it is called Here’s the Deal, and will be out in the second quarter of 2018. 
 He collaborated with Tom Brown to produce Ricky’s Spooky House, a kids’ book version of Edgar Allan Poe’s The Fall of the House of Usher, and the upcoming kid-friendly retelling of The Raven called I Heard a Bird. Sound ridiculous? They’re meant to be! But it’s also great. 
 And on the flip side of the spectrum, Micah joined Lilith Lore in rewriting classic children’s tales for adults in Tales Untold and its soon-to-be-released sequel, Tales Untold vol II. So if you prefer your fairytales a little more Grimm, give those a try! 
 He should probably narrow his focus. He’s also probably not going to. 



Table of Contents
- Prologue -
- Chapter One -
- Chapter Two -
- Chapter Three -
- Chapter Four -
- Chapter Five -
- Chapter Six -
- Chapter Seven -
- Chapter Eight -
- Chapter Nine -
- Chapter Ten -
- Chapter Eleven -
- Chapter Twelve -
- Chapter Thirteen -
- Chapter Fourteen -
- Chapter Fifteen -
- Afterword -
- About the Author -


cover.jpeg
@11 B Edar®





