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- Prologue - 
   
 There's an old saying: beware the Ides of March.  It's an inauspicious day, one on which Julius Caesar was stabbed to death by his friends.  And throughout history, there have been...probably wars or something?  I actually can't think of anything else bad that's happened on the Ides of March, even though it's got a Friday-the-13th kind of vibe in my head.  But I mean, Caesar got stabbed over two thousand years ago.  It can't be just him and me.  Not that I got stabbed but – well, as usual, let me back up. 
 This particular story starts at the beginning of March, but the whole thing began early last year.  That was when I got assaulted by a super-strong ape-man while at work, and discovered I had superpowers.  Nothing convenient and reliable, though, nothing I can train up and learn to use over a long period of time; my powers crop up solely so I can deal with a specific nemesis, and fade once the threat is handled.  It's a real pain in the neck, to be honest. 
 I'm Dan Everton, by the way.  I'm your average white American early-thirties blue-collar male, a little bit slow on the uptake, a little bit wide in the waistline.  Less so than I used to be, in both of those cases; remnants of super-intelligence helped with the thinking bit, and working in construction helped with the extra padding.  I've still got some there, but my belt's a couple of notches tighter than when I was working a desk job, and there's a solid core of muscle under it all now.  I don't like to brag, but I could probably pick up the back end of my car.  If I had a car.  And to be fair, some of that strength is left over from another faded superpower, too.  This is why I don't like to brag.  I'm not very good at it. 
 Anyway, since last year I've been personally involved in the destruction of two buildings, one by storm and one by fire.  I've been punched, kicked, shot, beaten, hit by a car, hit by lightning and generally persecuted.  Plus I've been fired twice.  It's been a rough year, is what I'm saying. 
 I've been in and out of the hospital often enough that I've made friends there.  One of them, Doctor Simmons, just wants me for my body.  More specifically, the nanomachines I was somehow infected with that are causing these superpowers.  She's a lady on a mission, is Doc Simmons, and you do not want to be between her and her goal.  She's taken enough blood and tissue samples from me at this point to build an entirely new copy of me.  Shoot, for all I know, she's done just that.  I haven't heard from her in a little bit.  It’s entirely possible that she's grown a new Dan to experiment on. 
 Honestly, I'm glad that Doc Simmons is so intent on finding out how these nanos work, because otherwise she'd be the best candidate I can think of to have created them and stuck them in me.  She's brilliant, she's driven, and while she's not amoral, exactly, she's...let's say that she's not one to let minor impediments stop her.  When I do finally track down the mysterious Dr. A, the person behind the nanos, I'm probably going to need to keep Doc Simmons from finding out.  Otherwise, there's a decent chance that she'll steal his notes and continue his work.  I mean, she'd probably get volunteers for a study and run it in a controlled environment.  As long as there was funding, and not too much bureaucratic red tape.  “Probably” might be a slightly strong word here. 
 My other hospital friend, an EMT named Brian, has rapidly risen in the ranks to become my best friend.  Admittedly, the ranks mainly consist of people whose posts I sometimes “like” on Facebook, so that wasn't that difficult of an ascension.  Still, he'd be my go-to guy even if I had a dozen friends.  I'm sure that some of you are laughing right now that the number I picked for “can you imagine having this many friends?” is only twelve, but whatever.  I like my privacy, I like my solitude, and I don't need a bunch of people chattering around me all of the time to keep me entertained. 
 Speaking of which, my temporary roommate Regina found a job and moved out a couple of months back, so I've got my place to myself again.  My parents' place, fine, but I rent it, which makes it mine.  The point is that although Regina's great, it's fantastic being able to walk around in my boxers and sprawl out on the whole couch again.  Plus it was always sort of awkward since, while under the influence of nanos, she'd tried to kill me with lightning, and I'd made her magnetic and gotten her temporarily committed to an asylum.  We were past all of that, but it still sort of lingered.  You know how it is. 
 She's still dating Brian, though, so it's not like I don't see her on the regular.  Honestly, this is the most active my social life's been in years.  I'm not a hundred percent on board with it, actually. But I figure that relationships require sacrifice, and I can give up a planned quiet evening once in a while when my friends want to hang out.  It feels like sort of a stupid thing to complain about, anyway.  “Ugh, people want to associate with me when I have important Netflix shows to watch.  Being popular is hard!” 
 Besides which, when we hang out, a lot of the time it's at home anyway.  I had a persecution campaign run against me by a nemesis with the power of persuasion a few months ago, and although there were retractions issued and the authorities did what they could to clear my name, not everyone believed them. 
 “The authorities” in this case mainly consist of Officer Sam Peterson, a local policeman who's stuck his neck out for me more than once.  He was there shortly after my first superpower kicked in, and managed to gain my trust over time with a mixture of apparent concern and the ability to put me in jail if I didn't open up to him.  As far as I can tell, his concern for my well-being is real, as is his concern for the city.  He's a good guy, and I feel badly for having gotten him into this insanity sometimes.  He's helped keep my life from turning into a total media circus on more than one occasion, and I've basically done nothing for him in return. 
 On the other hand, he seems to have a lot of clout now for a random city police officer, so it's possible that being connected to me has done good things for his career.  I don't ask.  It doesn't seem like the sort of thing that would make me happy. 
 Anyway, despite his work to convince people that I was not a destructive vandal bent on ruin, many people still seem to just remember the negative press.  I see a lot of sidelong glances when I'm out in public, and hear a lot of whispering with my name in it.  Hopefully it'll fade in time, but right now I feel like a celebrity who just got busted for drunk driving.  Everyone knows who I am, everyone's talking behind my back and no one's saying positive things. 
 Again, I'm fine with that.  My social interaction consists of getting up before the sun, working until early afternoon on a construction site (Tanger Construction, now under new management), then vegging out at home.  Sometimes I go shopping for food.  I have a couple of close friends and no one else vying to get into that circle, and that's exactly the way I like it.  When you have too many friends, that's where you get into the kind of trouble Caesar had.  You think that everybody loves you, but then it turns out that you didn't know any of them half as well as you thought you did.  Next thing you know: knives in the Senate. 
 I keep my friends circle tight, and I avoid these problems.  Or so I thought in early March. 
 So it's March 1st, and Brian, Regina and I have gotten together for dinner.  I'm third-wheeling it up as usual, but Brian's the one who'd texted to invite himself over, so it's not like I'm crashing their date night or anything.  We're hanging out post-meal, playing cards and snacking on chips while people scream and die in the background in some B-grade Netflix slasher offering. 
 Brian's phone buzzes, and he checks to see if it's anything important. 
 “You on call?” I ask. 
 “Nah,” he says, scrolling up on the screen.  “Just a marketing email from the hospital, looks like.” 
 “Well, you going to bet, then, or what?  We can skip your turn if you need.” 
 “Whoa, cranky, chill!  All right, I'll call.  Man, for a dude who spends half of the game staring at the TV, you're awfully fussy about this, you know?” 
 “Half, nothing!  I spend two-thirds of the game watching the TV: your turn, and her turn.  The remaining third – my turn – I spend playing.” 
 “Did you know you always get angrier about the game when you've got a good hand, Dan?” asks Regina. 
 “I do not!” I scowl.  She's almost certainly right.  I should really work on my tells.  The disadvantages of a small friend circle, I suppose; I'm not good at social lies. 
 Brian, meanwhile, is still looking at his phone.  “Hey, man, you might actually want to see this.” 
 He turns the screen around so that it's facing me, and I stare at it in confusion for a few seconds.  “What?  So the hospital's hosting some symposium on biomedical advances.  So what?” 
 “So that seems like the sort of thing that people who are into cutting edge medical technology might be into,” he says. 
 “Yeah, and?  I don't care about advances in medical technology.” 
 Brian looks at me like I'm an idiot.  “Yeah, but people who build human-interfacing nanomachinery might.” 
 Oh.  No wonder he's looking at me like that.  I am an idiot. 



 
- Chapter One - 
   
 Here's a fact of life: no one likes large social gatherings.  Absolutely no one.  I'm sure that there are people who think that they do, but they are wrong.  What they like are the small social gatherings that they can have inside of the large ones, which is why you constantly have small knots of people forming, for some reason usually directly in the middle of the area where everyone else is trying to walk.  Large groups are full of people you don't want to see, conversations you're attempting to tune out, and basically all of the parts of humanity that you try to avoid on a daily basis. 
 I mean the regular lousy parts, like feeling the breeze when someone coughs, or residual body heat on a seat when you sit down.  Crowds are just sort of passively bad.  There's plenty of worse stuff about humanity which the nightly news is all too happy to tell you about, but you're not generally going to see murder and mayhem on display in a crowd. 
 Not in a standard crowd, anyway.  Then again, I am here looking for a mad scientist without a moral compass, so I suppose I shouldn't be too sure of that. 
 Also, I have the top button of my shirt buttoned and I'm wearing a tie, which does not put me at my ease.  The tie is an ongoing dangling threat to my health and safety, and the top button provides a constant light constriction to my neck, just in case I'm ever inclined to forget about the tie. 
 That said, the vague look of being ill-at-ease that this gives me makes me blend in with about sixty percent of the people milling about in the hospital lobby for this symposium right now, so it's a pretty good disguise.  The remaining forty percent are bright-eyed, focused and all seem to be trying to sell things to anyone who will make eye contact.  I buy a cup of coffee to help me avoid shaking their hands, and if I catch one of them looking my way, I do my best to pretend to be attempting to read the scrawl that is presumably my name off of the coffee cup until they find another victim. 
 I have a list of the topics being presented today, but the concepts are so foreign to me that they might as well be in another language.  I recognize a number of words, like “robotic,” “imaging” and “arterial,” but not the context they're in.  The word “surgery” shows up in many of the titles paired with things I don't understand, like “keyhole.” 
 It's okay, though.  I have a plan, and it doesn't require me to know what's going on; I'm learning to play to my strengths.  I know what Dr. A looks like, and he's very distinctive: it's like someone saw the animated brooms from Fantasia and thought, “Not bad, but if I tied these together and put them in a suit, I bet I could make them walk around like a person.”  He doesn't have a broom for a face, obviously, but everything else from his toast-rack torso to his gangly arms and legs gives that impression. 
 This is how Brian and I came to give him the name “Ichabot,” after Ichabod Crane.  I don't know if I'm going to stick with that name, but I refuse to fight a supervillain named “Dr. Adams,” or whatever his last name turns out to be.  “Dr. A” is mysterious enough that I can work with it.  “Dr. Adams” is a podiatrist name. 
 So the plan is this: loiter in the corner unobtrusively until I spot Ichabot moving through the crowd.  If that doesn't work, start sticking my head into various lectures to scan the rooms for him there; even sitting down, he's head and shoulders taller than average, so he should stick out.  Also, I've only ever seen him in one suit, so if that's still his go-to, that'll help in identifying him. 
 Once I've spotted him, I'll simply get close enough to read his nametag, and then voila!  Ichabot's secret identity is revealed, and then we turn him over to the police.  Or something like that, anyway.  I don't actually have any real proof of wrongdoing by him yet, so probably I should get that first.  And as Officer Peterson has made clear many times in the past, he'd really prefer it if I managed to do that in a manner that's at least passably legal.  So that part of the plan still needs some work. 
 All of this is predicated on the idea that Ichabot is coming to this medical symposium, though, and as the day wears on, that's starting to seem less likely.  My coffee has long since gone cold, and although I did manage to reheat it with my residual pyrokinesis, I got some weird looks when nearby people heard me whispering “Uuuuuuppp!” at my cup as I lifted my hand slowly into the air.  I'm not generally overly concerned with what other people think of me, but since the point of today is to blend in, I'm trying to make a bit of an effort. 
 I haven't caught sight of Ichabot at the sign-in, and my plan to peer in the back of lectures doesn't pan out well.  I'd been picturing these as taking place in big college-lecture-sized halls, but for the most part, the conference rooms in the hospital hold no more than thirty or forty people.  That means that opening the door is noticeable and causes heads to swivel.  It’s not exactly the subtle entrance I'd hoped for. 
 After I open one door that turns out to be located at the front of the room, directly next to where the speaker is presenting so that all eyes are immediately on me, I give up this portion of the plan as ill-conceived.  I mumble my apologies and retreat to the cafeteria, figuring that most of the attendees will eventually filter through there for lunch. 
 I'm safely ensconced at a table by the back wall, debating whether I should go check out nearby restaurants or just admit to myself that Dr. A isn't going to show, when I suddenly see him.  He ambles through the door and heads for the food line, and although from this distance I can see that he's in the same worn black suit and he has a badge for the symposium, those are all the details I can make out. 
 Abruptly, I realize the flaw in my “go read his badge” plan: just as I know what Dr. A looks like, so too does he know what I look like.  In fact, he's been to my places of business on at least two occasions, so he knows at least something about me, too.  Enough to realize that running into me here would be no casual coincidence, at the very least.  Learning his name isn't worth letting him know that I'm this close to him. 
 I text Brian: 

found him
can't get close to him
he doesn't know you. Come help

 Ichabot has gotten a table by the time the response comes back, and I'm practically biting my nails at the thought that we might miss this opportunity. 

come help WHERE, o abrupt one?

 That is the sort of helpful information I should have provided, yes.  I shake my head at myself as I reply, still keeping one eye on my quarry. 

cafeteria
same suit
he hasn't seen me. Don't acknowledge me at all

 There's no response to these messages, so for the next few anxious minutes, I watch Ichabot progress all-too-rapidly through his lunch, methodically clearing his tray.  He's on to the dessert before I see Brian walking toward his table, a tray with food in his hand. 
 I can't hear anything they're saying over the hubbub of the cafeteria, but Brian takes a seat across from Ichabot and they exchange a few words.  Brian starts to dig into his meal, and after a moment, Ichabot unfolds himself to leave.  Brian looks up and offers his hand to shake, which Ichabot accepts, then picks up his tray and clears out. 
 Brian gives it a couple more minutes before standing up himself and bringing his tray over to where I'm sitting.  He gives me a thumbs-up on the way over, and as he sits down, I demand, “You got it?  You got his name?” 
 “Yeah, no problem.  He wasn't trying to hide it, you know?  I said I'm Dr. King can I sit here, he said he was Dr. Acharya and sure, very nice to meet you, lunch lunch lunch, the end.  You could've done it yourself if you'd brought one of the masks you were making last time.” 
 “Dude, where were you with that idea when I was signing up for this thing?” 
 “I figured you had a plan!” 
 “I did!  I had a dumb plan.  You should know this about me.” 
 Brian laughs and shakes his head.  “Yeah, you're right.  This is on me.” 
 I notice after a moment that he's eating left-handed.  “Everything all right?” I ask, gesturing to his right hand. 
 “Oh yeah, totally.  But – okay, stick with me on this one, 'cause it's a pretty big reach.  But I was thinking that, you know how you can have bomb-sniffing dogs that pick up residue of explosives?  Since when you work with stuff, tiny particles tend to get everywhere?  I don't have the slightest idea how these nanos work, but on the off-chance that he's got some kind of nano particles riding around, I figured I'd see if I could get some by contact and bring them back to Doc Simmons.” 
 “Man, that's the kind of reach that an NBA player couldn't make.” 
 “Oh yeah?  So you know how the nanos work now, then?” 
 “I didn't say I had a better idea!  I'm just staking my 'I told you so' claim right here, so that when Doc Simmons makes fun of you, I get to chime in.” 



 
- Chapter Two - 
   
 “The man who made the nanobots is here in the hospital?” Doc Simmons asks.  Her eyes have a gleam in them that doesn't seem entirely safe. 
 “Yeah, well.  He is, but he's not like presenting a paper on them or anything.  I think he's just scoping out the competition,” I say. 
 “Competition?  No one is doing anything anywhere near this!  He's decades ahead of everyone else.  He's breaking ground in so many ways that it's impossible to even say which is most impressive.  He may be the greatest mind of our generation.” 
 “Sure, but he's also experimenting on me and killing people, if you'll recall.  So maybe dial back the fan club just a bit?” 
 “I am not in his fan club,” says Doc Simmons haughtily.  “His methods are reprehensible.  But I would kill to see his notes.  Figuratively speaking.” 
 The gleam is still in her eyes, and I'm not completely positive that that really was just a figure of speech.  I can't think of any polite way to ask, “Even if you're sure you wouldn't get caught?”, though, so I just let it slide. 
 Meanwhile, Brian still has his hand held awkwardly at his side, and has been waiting patiently for the conversation to turn back to our original purpose for coming here.  “So what's the word, Doc?” he asks.  “Think we can get any nanos off of this?” 
 Doc Simmons has been donning gloves while we've been talking, and now swabs Brian's hands.  “I can't imagine that he'd be working with them out of containment, as they'd be far too susceptible to contamination.  So there's essentially no chance that he'd have them on him as a byproduct of the manufacturing process.”  She carefully stores and labels each of the swabs in small plastic tubes, then takes out a needle.  “Let me get a sample of your blood for comparison purposes.” 
 “Hold up, I'm confused,” I say.  “If we can't get nanos from the skin-to-skin contact, then what are you poking at Brian for?” 
 “Two reasons,” says the doc.  “One: just because I can't imagine something doesn't mean that I don't test for it.  I've seen plenty of things I can't imagine over the years.  For example, superpower-providing nanomachinery.” 
 I grin at that.  “Okay, fair point.” 
 “And two,” continues Simmons, “there's good reason to believe that Dr. Acharya has applied the nanos to himself.  Didn't you tell me that he transferred them to both you and Regina through simple touch?” 
 “Oh,” I say.  “Yeah.  I guess he would have to be acting as a carrier there.” 
 “So,” says the doc, “I'll check to see if Brian was able to pick any up, and if so, I'll see if I can spot any differences between those and the ones you and Regina have.  It's entirely possible that he has a different strain than he's been giving his subjects.” 
 “Hey, can you check his DNA, too?” I ask. 
 “For what?” asks Doc Simmons. 
 “To – I don't know, see who he is?” 
 “Dude,” says Brian.  “We know who he is.  I just shook hands with him like half an hour ago.” 
 “Yeah, but I don't know.  This feels like the sort of thing where we should be sequencing his DNA.  Figure something out about him, you know?” 
 Doc Simmons sighs.  “Dan, you're conflating DNA profiling and sequencing.  Also, there's not really a lot of use for either one in this situation.  Unless you particularly need to know if he's at risk for certain types of cancer?  Or diabetes?  You could slowly get him onto a high-sugar diet and take care of this problem in just a few dozen years.” 
 “Hey, just start inviting him over to your place,” says Brian.  “Basically all you have to drink there is soda.” 
 “There's this bendy metal spout in the kitchen called a 'faucet,'“ I tell him, air-quoting the word.  “You turn the knobs next to it and it just dispenses water freely.  I keep a whole collection of cylinders called 'glasses' nearby to catch the water when it comes out.” 
 Doc Simmons makes a shooing motion with her hands.  “No bickering in the laboratory.  I have work to do.  Out, out.”  

 


- - -


 

 Back at home, I feel like there's something I should be doing, but I can't think of what.  We've identified Ichabot.  We've learned his name.  I still need to figure out the intermediate step that leads to “and then we turn him over to the police,” but right now I've got nothing.  Officer Peterson?  This man once touched me in public.  No, not creepily, just like a handshake.  Yes, that may not sound bad, but he gave me superpowers.  I'd like you to arrest him, please.

 Linking him to Regina would be a better bet, although again, I'd have to prove that he gave her the power to control the weather, something which she can't demonstrate anymore since he retracted the power.  If I could connect him to Aaron Lovell and Jonathan Caraway, then I might be on to something, since they both turned into ape-men and then died of internal injuries. 
 I'm not positive that turning someone into a sasquatch is a crime.  It seems like it must be, but I can't imagine what statute it violates.  Killing them definitely is, though, and the ape-mutation was basically just a complicated method of doing that.  I mean, that's probably not why he did it, but it was the end result. 
 Regardless, I have absolutely nothing linking him to those two, so it's all a pipe dream.  Having his name is good so that I know who I'm working to defeat, but is otherwise completely unhelpful to me right now. 
 Since my brain's coming up empty on ideas, I do what I always do when I need to jar something loose: switch off and veg out in front of the TV for a few hours.  Having some mindless monster movie on allows my subconscious to take over, or something.  I don't know.  All I know is that taking a break is much more likely to yield results than sitting at a table for hours going, “Come on, brain!  Think!  It's what you're for!” 
 However, one teen scream flick later, I've got no new bright ideas.  Either the movie wasn't sufficiently mindless, or I'm overly so.  Whichever is the case, I'm coming up blank. 
 With nothing else to do, I idly punch Dr. Acharya's name into Google.  It pulls up a bunch of doctors, lawyers and professors, along with a few colleges with the name, but even after I refine the results I don't find any doctor by that name in my city.  Frowning, I go back to the first page of results and notice one I'd skimmed over at the top, since it wasn't a person at all.  It's the definition of the word “acharya,” and says that it's a title given to learned people, or can also mean the founder of a sect. 
 I text Brian: 

I think we've been played
Acharya's not Ichabot's real name

 My phone recognizes the word “Ichabot,” which makes me happy.  It's the small things sometimes. 
 Some time later, my phone buzzes with response texts. 

what a jerk
let's look him up through his credit card

 I write back, “How?” and receive a sarcastic reply: 

credit cards have to have a name on them
helps make sure people pay at the end of the month
didn't know you were new to the whole capitalism thing

 I roll my eyes at my phone. 

yes, thank you
FYI I'm buying a new car soon & am well versed in credit
how, as in how will you get his credit card info

 Visions of '80s computer hacking montages fill my mind.  I had no idea Brian had these sorts of skills, but he's surprised me before.  He got into Tanger's phone with barely even a pause.  Admittedly, that was less hacking and more just following the pattern smudged on the screen in finger grease, but still.  It's all part of the same skill set. 
 My daydreams are dashed moments later by his response: 

I know a doctor with:
 - standing at the hospital
 - desire to meet this guy
 - track record of getting what she wants

 Oh.  “Look him up” like see how he paid for the symposium we were just at, not “look him up” with screens full of code and super-fast typing.  I mean, however we get the info is good, I guess.  But hacking is cooler. 
 And yes, it's a crime and a very bad problem and many hackers are bad people who do bad things and much money and information and time is lost to hackers.  I get it, I'm not actually advocating it.  But it's still cool. 
 Either way, be it hacking or Doc Simmons bending lesser mortals to her will, the information-gathering is currently out of my hands.  So I get a light workout in, cook up some pasta and sauce for dinner, and settle back in on the couch to waste my evening. 
 The only brilliant idea I have during this movie is to watch another movie, but that's a good enough one for me.  I check to make sure my alarm is set for work tomorrow, then settle in to fall asleep on the couch. 



 
- Chapter Three - 
   
 The world is very quiet before sunrise, especially in the colder months.  I will never be a morning person, but with a cup of coffee to focus my senses I can admit to finding serenity in the time before everyone else is awake.  It's an oddly Zen counterpoint to my daily job in construction, which is loud noises and physical action all day long. 
 I wonder sometimes if the other guys on the site enjoy the morning stillness the same way I do.  Then I never ask, because that is how you get made fun of at work.  Even if it were true, no one there would admit it to each other, me included.  Besides which, when you're hauling metal beams and buckets of rivets up temporary elevators, it's hard to ask questions like, “Do you ever stop to contemplate the beauty of life?” 
 That said, there's a lot of beauty in construction, and a whole lot of satisfaction.  Every job I had before this was behind some manner of counter, and while they paid the bills, there was nothing I looked forward to about them.  Customer service is about bending yourself to do what others want.  Construction is about bending the world to do what you want.  At the end of the project, you don't just have a building.  You have a soaring structure torn from the ground and stretched toward the sky.  You have a triumph over gravity itself. 
 These are also thoughts I don't express at work. 
 The point is that although I come home filthy and sore, it feels good every day.  Plus I'm in the best shape of my life, which is another thing that store work doesn't get you.  And showers have never felt so sinfully refreshing. 
 Which is why it's all the more annoying when my phone rings during my post-work shower today.  I groan and consider letting it go to voicemail, but it's almost certainly my parents, since no one else calls me.  They have a knack for calling during my shower, too.  But they don't call all that often, and if I don't answer it, I'll have a guilt-trippy voicemail to listen to when I get out about how they was just wondering what I've been up to and they'd love to hear from me if I can find the time. 
 Construction, Mom.  I've been up to construction.  It doesn't change.  I like it, but that doesn't mean that it makes for a gripping serial drama. 
 Reluctantly, I clamber out of the shower and dry off one hand to fish my phone out of my pants pocket.  Surprisingly, it is not my parents; the phone screen declares it to be Dr. Simmons.  I swipe to answer the call. 
 “What's up, Doc?”  The classics never get old.  The doc's excited, though, and brushes right past my reference. 
 “Dan!  Good.  I had a look for your Dr. Acharya, and he paid with a business card.” 
 “Oh.  So no real name for him, then?” 
 “No, but this is just as good!  We have the name of his business.  Rossum Medical Supply.”  She gives a short laugh. 
 I turn the name over in my mind for a couple seconds, but don't see anything funny about it.  “Okay, Rossum.  I don’t get it.  What's the joke?” 
 “It's the same thing as Acharya, basically.  Not the same meaning, of course, but the same idea.  He's making a reference that he thinks is too clever for other people to get.” 
 “Boy, I sure hate people who drop references into casual conversation,” I say blithely, but Simmons still shows no sign of noticing my opening line.  “Full disclosure: this is too clever for me to get.  What's it mean?” 
 “It's from a Czech play from the '20s –” 
 “Right, a topic popular with today's youth,” I interrupt. 
 The doc barrels over me.  “–which was the first time the word 'robots' was used.  So, Rossum Medical Supply?  He's basically advertising that he's got nanobots.” 
 “Nice!  Have an address?  How do I get there?” 
 “Just take a left turn at Albuquerque,” Simmons says. 
 “Wait, you DID get my joke!” I accuse. 
 “Dan, you think I caught a reference to Rossum's Universal Robots, but I missed one about Looney Tunes?  'Nice boy, but he's about as sharp as a sack of wet mice,” she says, dropping her voice to do a creditable Foghorn Leghorn impression. 
 “You have hidden depths, Doc.”  

 


- - -


 

 Half an hour later, I'm at the bus stop for the third time that day, reflecting on the fact that I really need to hurry up and get a car.  It's not strictly necessary to get around in the city, but this trip that would take me only ten minutes by car is instead going to take almost forty minutes by bus, counting waiting at the stop and the walk at the end. 
 On the one hand, I wasn't doing anything with the rest of my day anyway.  On the other hand, waiting at a bus stop is not really better than not doing anything. 
 Fortunately, we live in modern times, so I pass the time by browsing local car dealerships on my phone.  By the time the bus arrives, I've found a couple that seem worth visiting to go test drive a few used cars, and have scheduled vague mental plans to go to one or more of these tomorrow.  In fact, they're pretty near each other.  Maybe I can take the test drive from one dealership to the other, try out one of their cars, then drive back.  Shoot, I could drive the one there, leave it, and test-drive the other back.  They can swap them back later, or just wait for someone else to do the same test-drive in reverse.  I bet they'd appreciate the innovation in forced partnership. 
 By the time I get off of the bus, my mental schedule for the rest of the week looks like this: today, corner Dr. A at Rossum Medical Supply and force him to admit his dastardly schemes.  Tomorrow, new-to-me car and creation of a brilliant car-swap program.  Day after: ticker-tape parade in new-to-me car. 
 This might seem a bit unlikely, but I'll point out that even in these fantasy scenarios, it's still a used car that I'm driving.  I'm trying to keep things realistic. 
 On the walk to Rossum, I picture how things will go there.  Inside, Dr. A hunches over a microscope behind the counter.  Racks of packaged nanobots line the walls, all labeled with different superpowers.  Dr. A looks up as the door dings, and stands up in shock to see me in the doorway. 
 “I've found your secret lair!” I proclaim, striding boldly into the shop. 
 Dr. A cringes back and points one broomstick arm at me, and a cloud of nanobots swarms forth to attack.  I laugh and raise both hands, generating a weak but effective magnetic force that scrambles the tiny machines' instructions.  Dr. A looks on in horror as his nanos are magnetically drawn into a baseball-sized lump, which I catch out of the air and throw at him, knocking him out. 
 “Good has triumphed!” I declare, holding his unconscious form up by the collar outside of the shop. 
 If you aren't picturing this in sepia tone with the dialogue on intertitles, with photoplayer accompaniment, go back and try it again.  It's better that way. 
 My dreams are dashed before I can even stride boldly into the shop, though.  The outside windows are dusty and dingy, showcasing wheelchairs, crutches and adult diapers.  Inside, the walls are not lined with futuristic tech in vacuum-sealed packages, but instead have canes, walkers, ointments and countless rows of various boxed supplies. 
 Topping it all off, the counter is not staffed by the skeletal form of Dr. A, but rather by a nondescript guy in his early twenties.  “Welcome to Rossum,” he says unenthusiastically.  “Let me know if I can help you with anything.” 
 Swallowing my disappointment, I walk up to him.  “I need to see your boss,” I say. 
 “I'm the manager on duty at the moment,” he says, straightening up.  Sure enough, beneath the NATHAN on his name tag, it says MANAGER.  “What do you need?” 
 “No, not the manager, your boss.  Who hired you?” 
 “What, Jules?  Jules Dupont?” 
 “Describe him!  Wait, is that a guy or a girl?” 
 “Yeah, he's a guy,” says Nathan.  “I don't know.  Like, mid-fifties, brown hair?  Glasses?” 
 “Is he abnormally tall and thin?” I press. 
 “What?  No, why?  Are you looking for someone?” 
 “Yeah, I'm looking for the guy who owns this place.  Who owns this shop?” 
 “Dude, I don't know.  Did he do something?” 
 “We have reason to believe,” I say, leaning in conspiratorially, “that this store is being used in the production and trade of some illicit substances.” 
 I was hoping to take the guy in with my pseudo-Fed lingo, but he pulls away from me, shaking his head.  “No way.  There's nothing like that going on here.” 
 “You don't even know the owner.  How can you be sure?” 
 “I'm basically the only employee.  If I'm not here, the shop's not open.  If it were going on, I'd be the one doing it.  And I'm not.” 
 “What about when the shop's closed?”  I think this is a fairly clever question, but Nathan looks at me like I'm an idiot.  I feel like a lot of people do that.  I’m not a big fan. 
 “Do I think the shop has a thriving drug trade when it's closed?  No, because someone would notice the lights on and walk inside.  Have you ever worked retail?  If people can get in, they will, and then demand that you sell them something.  Anyone who tried to sell drugs in an open storefront like this would get noticed immediately.” 
 “Who said it was drugs?” 
 “You said 'production and trade of illicit substances.'  What else could it be?” 
 I don't have a good answer for that.  I mean, I have the real answer, but that's not a good one.  Instead, I just say, “Can I have Mr. Dupont's number, please?  We'd like to get in touch with him.” 
 Nathan obligingly passes me a business card.  I thank him for his time, and then leave.  While waiting for the bus, I compare the actual scenario to my imagined one, and find that it falls rather short.  Good did not even come close to triumphing today. 
 I check my phone, sighing when I see I still have twelve more minutes until the next bus.  Good really needs to get a car again. 



 
- Chapter Four - 
   
 The next day is apparently just one of those days.  I wake up about forty-five minutes before my alarm for no apparent reason, and it's not a casual, I-guess-I-got-enough-sleep waking up.  Instead, I've got the feeling that there's someone in my room, and that they’ve just touched me lightly while I was sleeping.  If you've never woken up to a feeling like this, consider yourself lucky.  It's deeply unpleasant. 
 I turn on my phone's flashlight and scan the room.  Obviously there's no one there, but I still have to go switch on the lights and check under my bed, because apparently I'm six years old and still believe in monsters.  After five minutes, I'm satisfied that I am truly alone, but there's no point in going back to sleep now.  I might manage to fall asleep exactly in time to be awoken by my alarm, and that's assuming more sleep happens at all. 
 I manage to overfill the coffee pot, which subsequently spills a burning lake of liquid all over the counter while I'm out of the room getting dressed.  I come back in to hear it hissing and splashing on to the floor, then have to mop up scalding-hot coffee with wadded paper towels.  Also, the rest of the coffee's diluted due to too much water, so basically the whole thing's a fiasco from start to finish.  I consider making more, decide I don't have the time, and pour my weak coffee into a thermos so I can go wait for the bus. 
 I text Jules Dupont's info over to Brian as I wait for the bus, along with the short version of what a bust that visit was.  I don't know what he can do with it, but it can't hurt to pass it along, at least.  I send it to the doc on the same principle, only I email it to her, since she doesn't like texting. 
 I asked her about that one time: “You're so efficiency-minded.  You should love texting.  It cuts out all the unnecessary stuff.  What don't you like about it?” 
 “Abbreviated messages being misunderstood through lack of context?  And the ever-present errors forced in through autocorrect and typing on tiny keyboards, combined with the idea that this is an informal medium that doesn't need to be proofread?  Texting is a recipe for disaster.  The convenience isn't worth the trade-off.” 
 “Maybe it's a generational thing,” I told her, and she gave me a look that reminded me of exactly how many tools she had in that very room to enable her to kill me and dispose of the body.  So now I email her when I need to send her stuff.  I try to keep the emails short enough to fit in a text, because I am petty.  So far, she hasn't noticed. 
 Work is actually basically fine, maybe because I'm hyper-alert for things to go wrong.  If I spill a pot of coffee at home, the only repercussion is that I burn my fingers mildly cleaning it up.  On the job site, lack of attention leads to industrial accidents, where you can be lucky to even keep all of your fingers.  There are enough people with residual ill-will for me there for reasons that aren't my fault.  I don't need to support their beliefs by actually screwing up. 
 In fact, the only thing that really goes wrong at work is when we break for lunch, and I discover that mine is sitting at home on the kitchen counter, all bagged up and ready to go.  I could run out and pick up fast food if I had a car, but I don't.  So I walk to a nearby sandwich shop, wait in line for ten minutes without significant progress, and realize that I'm not going to make it to the front of the line in time to get my food and get back before lunch break is over.  I step out of line, buy a bag of chips and an apple from a gas station, and cram them down on my way back.  I make it before my lunch half-hour is over, but it's close, and I spend the rest of the day feeling hungry, irritable and just sort of off. 
 After work, I decide to blow off the plan to go look at cars.  With as poorly as my day has been going, it feels like it's just going to be an exercise in frustration.  I'll do better to just go home, unwind and look at cars another day. 
 This resolve lasts for about five minutes, when a man getting onto the bus trips walking down the aisle and spills his drink on me.  Not splashes it on me, mind you, but full-on drops the entire thing in my lap.  The top comes off and I'm soaked in a wave of soda. 
 “Oh man, I am so sorr–” the guy begins, reaching down to pick up his cup.  The look in my eyes, however is probably best described as “murderous,” and I don't think I mean that in a hyperbolic sense at this point.  He stutters to a stop midsentence, backs away from me quickly, and retreats to the far back corner of the bus.  I crumple the cup in my fist and chuck it onto the empty seat next to me.  Someone ahead of me passes back a fistful of paper towels, and with muttered thanks I sponge off as much of the soda as I can. 
 You might think that this would cement my decision to go home, but it has the opposite effect.  There are two reasons for this.  One, I am now determined to never ride the bus again.  If anyone's going to spill drinks on me on the way to and from work, it'll be me.  And two, now I feel like the universe is just trying to keep me from buying a car.  Nothing makes me more determined to do something than being told I can't.  You don't tell me I can't buy a car, life!  I'm going to buy one right now.  I'll buy two if I want to. 
 Naturally, having made the determination to be done with buses, this one's got to have one more shot at me.  As I'm leaning on the armrest, futilely trying to press soda out of my jeans, the armrest snaps, jolting me forward and almost causing me to headbutt the seat in front of me.  I snarl silently and place the broken armrest in the empty seat next to me, noting as I do so that the cup is gone.  Maybe the guy got his courage up and came back to get his trash?  Someone took care of it, anyway, which is good.  I had half a mind to wait until I was getting off the bus and then throw it at him, to see how he likes it. 
 So this is how I enter Caravel Motors: hungry, sticky, damp and mulish.  Despite this, a salesman steps briskly over, looking happy to see me. 
 “Welcome to Caravel!” he says, shaking my hand.  He's in his early twenties, clean-cut and crisp.  “I'm Mac.  What can I do for you?” 
 “Mack, like the truck?  Working with cars?” I say. 
 He grins like I'd actually managed to make that into a joke.  “John Robert MacDonald the fourth.  My great-grandfather was Johnny, my grandfather was Bob, my dad was Jay and I'm Mac.  When I inflict this fine tradition on my eventual son, he'll probably have to go by Bert.” 
 “Or Donald, I suppose.” 
 “Always an option!  So, what can I do for you today?” 
 “I'm looking to buy a car.  I'm cheap, but I want one that works well.  I don't need anything flashy.  I have no one to impress.  And I have had a lousy day, so make this easy on both of us and don't try to upsell me on stuff.” 
 Mac flashes that grin again, which is already beginning to grate on me.  I know for a fact that I'm not that entertaining, which means he's either faking this or laughing at me.  Neither option makes me happy.  I squelch my curmudgeonly instincts for now and follow Mac over to a desk with a computer terminal. 
 “Okay,” he says as we sit down, “are you looking to pay cash or do you want to finance?” 
 “Finance, if the price is right.” 
 “No problem.  We do that in-house, so we should be able to work with you.  Here, if you can get started filling out this paperwork, I'll get the system up and ready to accept it.”  He passes me a clipboard and a cheap plastic pen with “Caravel Motors” on the side, along with a picture of a sailing ship.  I'm sure it made sense in marketing somewhere. 
 I click the pen's point out and write my name.  Or try to; the pen does not actually appear to have any ink.  I scribble a spiral in the top corner of the paperwork, trying to get the ink to flow. 
 “Are you going to be trading in a vehicle, or is this a second car?” asks Mac. 
 “Neither,” I say, still scratching with the pen. 
 “Oh, is this a first car?  Congratulations!” 
 “No,” I say with some irritation, “I had a car before.  It got totaled.” 
 “Was everyone all right?” 
 “Not the guy who stole it, no,” I say shortly.  I don't really want to discuss this with Mac, since telling him that an ape-man tried to carjack me and I tricked him into driving into a telephone pole is probably going to strain even Mac's ability to grin through things.  Meanwhile, the stupid pen still won't write.  I'm pressing harder, as if that will help, and suddenly I hear a snap and look down to see that the plastic of the pen has given way where I've been gripping the barrel, and it's now broken into two halves. 
 “Can I borrow another pen?” I ask Mac.  “This one doesn't have any ink.” 
 “Oh, sure,” he says, grabbing another one off of his desk and handing it to me.  “Sorry about that.  Here, I'll throw that one away.” 
 Mac reaches for the pen, but I close my hand around it.  “Um, if you don't mind, I'll keep this one.  It, uh, has the dealership number on it, right?” 
 Mac looks surprised.  “Sure, but so does the one I just gave you, and that one should write.  You can keep the working one, if you want!” 
 “No, I have plenty of pens.  I'll just keep this one,” I say, as if that makes sense.  Mac lets the subject drop, although he still looks confused.  I can hardly explain to him the real problem, though, which is that when I looked back down at the pen, it wasn't just broken.  It was dissolving, the plastic thinning and flaking away even as I watched.  And since I'm guessing that self-dissolving pens are not some new eco-friendly fad, that means I probably did this. 
 Also, I had better keep my hands to myself until I figure out what's going on this time.  Caravel Motors might not be too worried about their pens, but I bet that if I dissolved one of their salesmen, I wouldn't be welcome back. 
 The new pen Mac hands me has two major advantages over the old one: it contains enough ink to write, and it doesn't dissolve on contact with my hands.  My left fist is still closed around the other pen, and I can feel that pen breaking down as I fill out the form.  It's an odd, crawling sensation, like having a fistful of ants.  I'm a little concerned about what it might be doing to my hand, but there's no pain and I'm a lot more concerned about what Mac will think if he sees me corrode a pen into nothingness, so I keep my fist closed until the sensation stops. 
 I finish up the paperwork and pass it over to Mac, who's clearly written the incident off as “weird, but not too weird to make a sale.”  As he begins typing it into the computer, I surreptitiously open my hand to peek inside.  There's nothing left of the pen but a small, ashy pile.  I knock it onto the floor and wipe my hand on my pants, smearing a light grey smudge against the soda-soaked denim. 
 On the whole, I think I'm handling things very well here.  It's reasonable to view this as a situation worthy of panic.  After all, I've discovered that I can break objects down into their component pieces – probably not their component atoms, but maybe.  I mean, I don't know what a pile of atoms looks like.  Let's say their component elements.  That's probably less likely to infuriate Doc Simmons when I report it to her. 
 The point is, I reduced a pen to ash in less than a minute, and I don't know how I did it.  Until I figure out the trigger, there's no guarantee that I won't do this to anything else I touch.  This includes the chair I'm sitting in, the floor my feet are on, possibly even my clothes.  That sort of thing is how you end up on the nightly news.  “Area man streaks local dealership!” 
 So, why am I so calm at this point?  Simple: necessity.  I don't know much about the nanomachinery that's causing this, but every power I've had so far has been triggered off of some emotional response.  Stress, anger, general intensity – this is what seems to activate the nanos.  Admittedly, my mask-power activated on relaxation, but that was a growth ability, whereas this is destruction.  It seems safest to remain calm, take deep breaths and not let anything get to me until I can get to Doc Simmons and have her help me set up a safe and controlled environment to test this in. 
 Although, what qualifies as a safe environment for this?  When we were testing the pyrokinesis, all we needed was a fireproof container.  I'm not sure that they make anything that's entropy-proof.  There's plenty of stuff that's billed as “indestructible,” but I doubt they meant against disassembly on a molecular level. 
 Well, probably not molecular.  Elemental.  Something. 
 I should probably refrain from describing my theories to the doc, to avoid getting yelled at. 
 Mac pulls me out of my reverie with a cheery, “Good news!  The preliminary check came back fine, so we can get started looking at cars.” 
 “That fast?” I ask, surprised. 
 “Technology is amazing!” he grins.  I'm seriously considering smacking this guy, but I work on maintaining my Zen calm.  Focus on the breathing, and nothing dissolves. 
 Mac leads me out to the lot and pops the hood on a car.  He rattles off some specs about it, but basically all I'm looking to hear is the mileage and the price.  I investigate the components under the hood, unsure what I'm supposed to be looking for.  Nothing appears obviously rusty or broken, so that's good.  I nod in approval, and Mac closes the hood again. 
 “Okay, you want to give it a test drive, see how she runs?” he asks.  “I can go snag the keys for this one.” 
 “Sure, yeah,” I agree.  As Mac turns to head back inside, a scenario suddenly flashes into my mind.  I'm driving, Mac's riding next to me, and suddenly a squirrel darts out in the road.  It startles me, and suddenly the steering wheel beneath my hands begins to crack and fall apart.  I step on the brake, but it cracks free, and the parking brake comes off in my hands.  The two of us are left hurtling down the road, totally out of control as the car disintegrates around us. 
 “Hey, Mac?” I call, and he turns back around expectantly.  “Could you also bring me a pair of gloves?” 
 He grins hesitantly, uncertain whether this is the setup to a joke.  “Gloves?” 
 “Yeah, gloves.  Leather gloves, work gloves – those disposable plastic ones, if that's all you have.  Gloves.”  He's still looking at me, waiting for the punchline, so I add, “I don't really want to touch the cars.  I don't know who's been driving them.” 
 “You serious?” 
 “Dead serious.  Can you get me some gloves?” 
 “I – I mean, sure, I'll find something inside.  I'll be right back.” 
 He walks away, and I catch him shaking his head slightly as he goes.  I don't care how weird he thinks I am, though.  These gloves might save both of our lives. 
 While I'm waiting for Mac, I pull out my phone to text Brian. 

new powers have hit
you up for meeting with the doc tonight?

 Then I email the doc: “New powers have hit.  Are you up for meeting tonight?”  I suppose technically she's right that the email's more formal, but it's still stupid not to text in this day and age. 
 Mac's still not back, so I put the phone away and study my hands.  Neither seems any the worse for wear for having dissolved a pen, so at least I'm unlikely to erase myself in a nightmare or anything.  In fairness, none of my powers have been directly harmful to me so far.  Maybe the nanos have built-in safeguards in case they're being operated by idiots.  I suppose that if Dr. A is planning on releasing these to the public for profit at some point, that's a good assumption to be working with.  Speaking as a member of the public, I spend a lot of time acting like an idiot.  I suppose I should probably work on that if I want people to stop looking at me like I am one.  Forcing myself to remain calm is pushing me into introspection, apparently. 
 Finally, Mac returns with a keyring and a set of heavily-stained work gloves.  “Do these work for you?” he asks, holding them out. 
 “Perfect,” I say, donning them.  “All right, let's try this car out.” 
 Getting the key into the ignition while wearing stiff-fingered gloves requires a bit of fumbling, but aside from that, the drive goes perfectly smoothly.  The car runs well, with no suspicious engine noises or strange hitches on acceleration.  It brakes and corners well, and it's roomy enough inside that I don't feel the need to push Mac out of the car to stop his constant chatter. 
 Honestly, I'm pretty taken with the car.  It's no one's dream car; it's an out-of-date mid-sized sedan, and the color is probably best described as “drab beige,” because someone apparently wanted it to be as bland as possible.  But with as hectic as things have been for me lately, having an unexciting, dependable car sounds pretty heavenly. 
 We roll back into the lot, and I park the car.  Mac gets out and says, “So, what'd you think?” 
 “It was great,” I tell him. 
 “Okay, next one I want to show you is –” 
 I cut him off.  “No, no next one.” 
 “What?” 
 “I'm done.  Let's do this.” 
 “Don't you want to look at other cars?” he asks, perplexed. 
 “Why?  Is this car no good?” 
 “No, of course it's good!” 
 “Are the other cars better than this one?  Were you saving better cars for later?” 
 “No, but don't you want some options?” Mac seems genuinely confused by my willingness to buy the first car he's shown me.  This is just the latest indication that he and I do not see the world in the same way. 
 “No.  I'm only buying one car.  I like this car.  No options necessary.” 
 Mac shrugs.  “Hey, if it works for you, it works for me.  Let's get you signed up.” 
 I strip the gloves off and shake them out.  No ashy dust falls into my hand, and they appear undamaged from the outside, so I feel safe in returning them to Mac.  “Thanks for indulging me with the gloves.  I appreciate it.” 
 “I'm glad I could help you out,” he says.  His smile fades, replaced by the first real expression I've seen him wear.  “Hey, they make drugs to help with that sort of thing.  My sister's on them, and it's really helped her out.  She was having trouble even going out in public for a while, and it's evened her out a lot.” 
 It's a small thing, but I'm genuinely touched that he'd offer me that sort of connection, instead of just writing me off as another weirdo.  “Thanks,” I say.  “It's not usually a big thing for me, but I'll look into it.” 
 After I sign about an entire ream of paper and Mac photocopies half the contents of my wallet, I am the proud owner of five years of debt and a drab beige, new-to-me car.  Mac walks me out to the car, starts to stick his hand out to shake, then pauses as he remembers my theoretical condition.  I see his hesitation and, with a smile, put my hand out for him to grasp. 
 “Pleasure doing business with you,” he tells me, with the salesman's smile back on.  It's still smarmy, but now that I know there's a human under there, it's more tolerable. 
 “Thanks for the car, Mac,” I say, and climb inside.  I check my phone before starting the car, and see that Doc Simmons has written back. 
 “Get here as soon as you can.  Take a cab if bus schedules are inconvenient.” 
 “I don't have to take a cab,” I tell the email, as if it can understand me.  “I have my own car again.” 
 Man, that feels good. 



 
- Chapter Five - 
   
 Simmons is bent over a notepad with her back to the door when I arrive, so I rap my knuckles on her doorframe.  The momentary annoyance on her face flits away when she sees me, and she stands up and strides to the door to close it as I step inside. 
 “Dan!  Great.  Brief me.” 
 “And hello to you, too, Doctor Simmons.  Yes, my day has been lovely, and yours?” 
 “Mine has been full of time-wasting paper-pushers.  Don't join their ranks.”  Her scowl has returned, and I sigh. 
 “Check.  Your number one lab rat, reporting in.  I have dissolved a pen.  Poof, it is gone.”  I wave my hands at her, spirit fingers style. 
 “More details, less sarcasm, please.  Did it vanish all at once?  Was anything around it affected?  What were you feeling at the time?  Have you noticed any adverse reactions in yourself yet?  Was there –” 
 I break in before I forget the questions she's already asked.  “Okay, cool the rapid-fire!”  The doc glares at me, but I stand my ground.  “I don't have perfect recall, Doc.  You've gotta let me do a few questions at a time, or give me a survey to fill out or something. 
 “And hey, what do you mean, any adverse reactions yet?  Are you expecting me to fall apart?” 
 Simmons gives me an exasperated look.  “No, Dan, but you're a test-bed for unknown technology.  There's a reason ethics boards don't allow human testing until well into the process.  Humans are fragile creatures with a lot of interconnected parts.  These nanos seem to tie into your emotional responses, meaning that they're likely connected to your brain chemistry, a particularly murky area.  So while I have no particular reason to believe that you are likely to 'fall apart' any time soon, I also think it's worth asking if this unknown technology is having unpredictable effects. 
 “Now can we please talk about the pen?” she concludes, tapping her own pen impatiently against her notepad. 
 “Okay, yeah, sorry.  The pen broke down into, like, sand.  Not gritty, though.  Fine sand.  It took a few minutes, and I was holding it most of the time.  Nothing else I was touching dissolved, then or later.  And I was...I don't know, angry? at the pen.  It was out of ink, and it was just the latest thing in a really irritating day.” 
 “Ha!” laughs the doc.  It's a noise without much humor behind it.  “Better you than me.  I could have dissolved much worse than a pen today.  I think the hospital might have noticed if one of their bureaucrats went missing.  Someone must find them useful, at any rate.  They outnumber the doctors around here.  It's enough to make me see Dr. Acharya's way of looking at things.” 
 As she speaks, she's arranging pens on a series of trays on one of her workspaces.  There's a metal tray, a plastic cafeteria one, and a paper folder.  Which I suppose isn't technically a tray, but it's lined up with the others and has a pen on it, so I'm counting it as a tray in this instance. 
 “Okay, Dan,” says Doc Simmons, setting up a camera.  “Get angry at these pens.” 
 Reflecting briefly on how weird my life has become, I step up to the table and put my hand on the first of the pens, the one on the folder.  I focus my anger at it, but after a few seconds, a familiar tingling sensation in my fingers informs me that I've screwed up somehow. 
 “Uh, Doc?” I say, raising my hand.  The pen dangles from my palm, magnetically suspended there by its metal clip.  “Anger's the trigger for my magnetism, and it looks like it's still doing that.” 
 “You know,” says the doc irritably, “any reasonable person designing things like these would link their abilities to a single trigger, not to some vast and varied array of states.  This is like having a panel of seven light switches that all turn on the exact same bulb.” 
 “Sure, but they make the bulb do different things,” I say. 
 “Don't stretch my simile, Dan,” says Simmons, which I take to mean she doesn't have a response to my point.  “All right.  How did your day go?” 
 “Fine, thank you,” I say automatically, and the doc glares at me. 
 “Yes, and if I could get you to actually answer my question and not spit out societal platitudes?  Step through it.  We're going to build to your emotional state.  I have not personally had a particularly pleasant day, so if you could at least try to work with me on this, it would really be appreciated.” 
 I shrug sheepishly.  “Sorry.  It was just an annoyance kind of day, I guess.  Spilled my coffee, forgot my lunch, couldn't get a sandwich.” 
 “Slow down,” cautions Simmons.  “Don't just list the events.  Feel them.” 
 “Okay, so I was frustrated and ticked off when I couldn't get through the fast food line.  Then work was exhausting, but just physically, not really mentally.  Until I had to get on the stupid bus, and some idiot there spilled his drink all over me.” 
 I'm starting to feel my blood boil in the retelling, but there's something more than anger behind it, more visceral.  I try to picture the cow-like look on the guy's face as he stammered out his apology, and that gives the feeling more shape.  As I relate everything that followed – the largely ineffectual blotting, the broken armrest, Mac's prying questions while I'm sitting there in still-sticky jeans just trying to buy a stupid car – the feeling grows into a ball of vitriol that I can feel sitting in my mind. 
 “And then the pen wouldn't work!  It's literally designed for a single thing, and it couldn't do that!”  Disgust drips from my voice. 
 “See the pen,” Doc Simmons says, intensely.  “Touch it now.” 
 I reach forward and lay my hand on the pen, and my fingers dent the barrel like it's made of putty.  The doc and I lean in to watch, fascinated, as before our eyes the pen erodes away, destruction spreading out in circles from the initial point of contact.  It's like watching a soap bubble pop in super slow motion.  The plastic first thins, then pulls away from the places I touched it.  As it spreads around the barrel, the inner workings are revealed, briefly granting a cutaway view of a functioning pen.  Then, as the rings of disintegration wrap around to the far side, the barrel falls apart into several pieces, dropping into a loose jumble on the folder. 
 The erasure sweeps across the different materials of the pen with no particular pause.  The metal clip, the plastic barrel, the spring inside – all begin to collapse into dust before our eyes.  In under a minute, the pen is entirely gone.  Even the ink inside has been completely destroyed; when the doc carefully brushes the dust that's left behind into a collection container, there's not so much as a mark on the folder beneath it. 
 “Well,” says Doc Simmons after marking her samples.  “So not just anger, but loathing?  That should be a fun one to use.” 
 “I mean, I'm kind of glad it's not something I'm just going to stumble into a lot,” I say.  “It would kind of suck to be molecularly disintegrating stuff every time I smiled or something.” 
 The doc winces.  “Dan, molecular disintegration would – never mind.  Close enough.” 
 She pauses, then adds, “And I hate that association with you has caused that phrase to enter my vocabulary.” 
 “Hey, harsh!  It is close enough, right?  It's breaking it down into its component pieces.”  She might be right about what is or isn't happening, but I'm not just going to stand here and be insulted. 
 “Dan, you have a Renaissance artist's grasp of science.” 
 “I'm going to take that as a compliment.” 
 “Close enough.” 
 Her sarcasm's not subtle, but I don't have a good retort, so I let it pass, asking instead, “So, on to these other pens?” 
 “Yes, since these trays share material components with the pens, plastic and metal, I want to see if the disintegration process will still stop at the original intended target, or spread through similar objects.” 
 A thought strikes me.  “Hey Doc, what would happen if I went outside and directed this at the ground?  Like, the whole Earth?” 
 Simmons sighs.  “Dan, does the idea of a controlled experiment really mean nothing at all to you?” 
 “So you think it would work if I did it, then?” 
 “Don't.”  

 


- - -


 

 After a few more minutes, we've learned several things.   The disintegration is limited to whatever object I target; the nanos don't spread beyond the original item, even when it's one pen rubber-banded into a sheaf of identical pens.  There doesn't seem to be any substance that they can't disassemble, and the doc quickly has a row of seemingly identical containers of dust for later examination.  And I can't choose to dissolve just part of something.  If I sic this power on an object, it breaks down completely. 
 Simmons leaves the room briefly, and I'm trying to figure out potential productive uses for this when she returns.  In her hands is a small plastic cage containing a live rat. 
 “What?  No,” I say, standing up and backing away.  “No way.” 
 “We need to know, Dan,” Doc Simmons says implacably, placing the rat’s cage on the table and beckoning me toward her.  “We need to know the limits.” 
 “No way.  I'm not killing a rat.  Not a live rat, not like this.” 
 “If you want, I can kill it first, but then that'll only demonstrate that they work on recently dead things, and we'll have to get another one for the final test.  Look, you told me that Victor's cloning power didn't work on living tissue, and this seems related.  Your nanos aren't reassembling anything afterward, but it's the same breakdown of material.  So there's a good chance that it won't even do anything.” 
 This is terrible.  Honestly, I'd run for the door if I thought I'd make it, but the doc's in between me and the exit, and I have no doubt that she'd tackle me to keep me here.  And after all, it is a lab rat; it's bred to die in experiments.  This at least is fast, as opposed to getting cancer or whatever they usually do to them.  Plus it would be a huge relief to know that I couldn't accidentally unleash this on a person.  So the rat wouldn't even get hurt, and I'd have peace of mind. 
 Reluctantly, I approach the table.  “I don't like this, Doc.” 
 “You don't have to like it.  You just have to try it.”  She opens the top of the container. 
 I steel myself and reach in.  The rat appears unafraid, stretching up to sniff my finger. 
 “So, where should I touch it?  Does it matter?” 
 “Touch it on the head.  If this works, that should kill it faster.” 
 “Ugh.  Thanks, Doc.” 
 It takes several minutes for me to work up the emotion necessary to make the attempt.  The rat looks harmless and inquisitive, and it's hard to loathe it.  So I close my eyes and picture the concept of rats.  Plague bringers.  Vermin.  Property destroyers.  Animal killers.  Eyes in the night, teeth and hissing and claws, lashing tails, scurrying shadows.  Ruiners.  Filth. 
 When I can finally feel the disgust welling up, with eyes still closed, I reach back in and strike blindly for the rat.  I feel warm fur under my fingers for a second, and then a tortured squeal snaps my eyes open. 
 I did manage to touch it on the head, directly between the eyes, and the fur is already peeling back, blood escaping and skin inching away to reveal bone beneath.  But my grasping fingers also hit the rat in three places along its back, and the same dark chemistry is occurring at each of those spots.  The rat thrashes violently, spattering droplets of blood around its plastic prison.  It shrieks, flailing desperately for perhaps a dozen seconds before falling still, its brain succumbing to the destructive appetites of the nanos.  In that time, though, its back was flayed open, its organs displayed and the knobs of its spinal cord revealed.  It was not a clean or pleasant death. 
 I force myself to watch as the rat is rapidly eaten away, the ravages of time sped up to do the work of years in only a few minutes.  It takes longer than the pens, probably due to its significantly increased size, but in the end all that is left is the blood sprayed on the walls of the cage and a rough pile of ash on the floor. 
 “So anything that separates from the main body is not dissolved by the nanos,” Simmons notes clinically.  “Reasonable.  That could help show how quickly they spread, and in what pattern.” 
 I don't know how she can be this calm.  I'm about to throw up.  And not in a figurative sense, I realize. 
 The doc doesn't stop me as I run out of the lab.  I make it to the bathroom in time, so at least something's gone right today. 
 Afterward, I'm at the sink washing my mouth out when I make eye contact with myself in the mirror.  I straighten up, letting the cold water run over my hands as I stare myself down, trying to see what a stranger would see.  The corners of my mouth turn up slightly, the sign of someone ready to smile at a moment's notice – or to smirk.  Stubbled chin, perhaps an indication of someone not overly concerned about appearances, or perhaps a mark of a dangerously antisocial character in the process of withdrawing from society.  My nose...is a nose.  I don't think you can read anything in someone's nose. 
 My eyes, though, are what caught my attention in the first place, and are what I keep coming back to in my self-analysis.  If you'd asked me earlier what they showed, I would have guessed horror, revulsion, fear, sadness – all of the things I was feeling when I ran for the bathroom.  But looking at myself in the mirror, I don't see any of that.  I see tiredness, something that goes deeper than the slight bags under my eyes and permeates the orbs themselves.  It's an emotional tiredness, the look of someone who's given up on caring.  I scan my face for a hint of compassion, and I see none. 
 I lean heavily on the sink and stare myself down.  I've killed.  Not just the rat, though that is obviously sharpest at the moment, but people.  I beat Aaron Lovell to death with my hands.  I tricked Jonathan Caraway into a fatal car accident.  And yes, in both cases they were actively trying to kill me, but though that may explain what I did, it does not change it.  Dr. A may have turned them into monsters, but what did I turn myself into to beat them? 
 I set a building on fire with people inside, many of them simply incidental bystanders.  I burned a man alive in a car.  And again, the latter was to save my own life, and the former was to save the lives of many others, including those bystanders, but the extenuating circumstances don't alter the toll this is taking on me.  These choices are becoming easier, less demanding, less concerning. 
 I used my best friend as bait, allowed him to take a beating meant for me, just to get the upper hand on someone.  What kind of person does that?  I glower into the mirror, my reflection scowling back.  My mouth turns down, no smile or smirk ready now, but just a deep disgust for the person I'm regarding. 
 Suddenly I stumble forward a step, knocking my forehead painfully into the mirror.  It stars at the impact, triangles of glass dropping away to smash further on the floor, but I barely notice.  I'm staring in horror at the porcelain basin of the sink on which I'd been leaning.  It has broken away beneath my hands, leaving me holding about half of it.  Water runs from the faucet over the half still attached to the wall, pouring down to soak my shoes, but even beneath the flow I can see that the sink is still eroding away. 
 I drop the piece I'm holding and hurriedly shut off the water.  Both pieces of the sink are vanishing at an impressive rate, steadily being erased from existence.  I grab the portion still attached to the wall, putting my hands in contact with as much of the surface area I can, and concentrate on calling back the nanobots.  What's the opposite of loathing?  Love?  I grit my teeth and try to think loving thoughts. 
 It's to no avail, though.  Whether because I did it wrong or because there's simply no way to call back the nanos once they've begun their mission of annihilation, in mere minutes the sink has completely disappeared.  There's nothing left but a faucet sticking out of the wall and a thick gray paste on the floor, where the water has soaked into the ashy remains. 
 So.  Apparently if I'm feeling loathing at a target I'm not touching, the nanos will strike out at whatever's to hand.  That's incredibly horrifying.  And yet, when I look in the mirror again, all I see is resignation. 
 I walk back down the hall, trying to touch as little as possible, and re-enter Dr. Simmons's office. 
 “Hey, Doc?  Do you have a mop?  And gloves?  And...a good excuse for why a sink is missing?”  



 
- Chapter Six - 
   
 Back at home, I shuck off my clothes, get in the shower and try to relax.  It has been a long and unpleasant day, and I can't even wallow in it; if I let myself get too carried away, things will start dissolving.  So instead, I end up doing daily affirmations in the shower, reminding myself of everything that's good in my life. 
 I have a car again!  Top of the list, easily.  It's the American dream.  The attendant debt is also part of the dream, I suppose.  Americans have weird dreams, when you get right down to it.  Still: no more bus shelters, no more bus.  That's fantastic.  And I am putting gloves on every time I drive until I kick this power, because I am not risking going back to that. 
 I have excellent parents.  They raised me well, they're renting me the place that I live, they care about me and they express it during infrequent visits, so they're not constantly helicoptering my life.  It's a good balance, and they're good people. 
 My job is great.  It keeps me active, it's enjoyable, and there's most of an actual building where just months ago there was only a burned shell.  There's a lot of satisfaction in seeing something tangible take shape like that. 
 I have friends who care about me; two of them, in fact.  This is a bit weird, honestly, but overall a net positive.  I've always been a loner, and just didn't bother to make lasting friendships.  But I'm glad that Brian and Regina seem to be proving the exception there. 
 And finally, I have Netflix, an absolute godsend to binge-watchers and B-movie aficionados everywhere.  Which is where I park myself post-shower, sprawled out on the couch in boxers with my mind disengaged. 
 An hour or so into the movie, my stomach informs me that I should get dinner.  My brain informs me that perhaps my friends would also like dinner, and so I text Brian and Regina with, “Dinner tonight?” 
 A few minutes later, my phone buzzes, and I'm surprised to see that it's an actual phone call from Regina.  Mildly concerned, I pick it up. 
 “Hello?” 
 “Hey, Dan, it's me.” 
 “Yeah, what's up?  Everything okay?” 
 “What?  Yeah, oh yeah.  I was just calling because Brian emailed me to ask me to let you know that his phone is broken.” 
 “Okay, what?  Run that by me one more time.” 
 She laughs.  “I got an email from Brian, saying that you texted while he was making dinner, and he dropped his phone in the sink.” 
 “Oh, man!  Sucks.  Sounds like it's just one of those days all around.” 
 “Yeah, something's probably in retrograde somewhere.  Anyway, he's obviously already got dinner, and also now no phone, so he says he's staying in tonight.” 
 “Okay, cool.  Thanks for letting me know.” 
 “Hey, Dan?  Is everything all right with you and Brian?” 
 “Sure, as far as I know!  Why, what's up?” 
 “I don't know.  It just seems a little weird that he emailed me and not you.” 
 “Man just dropped his phone in the sink.  He's probably a little frazzled.  And not to point out the obvious, but you probably come to mind for him before I do.  We're friends and all, but there's a hierarchy.” 
 “That's true,” Regina says, though something in her voice suggests that she doesn't agree with me.  I figure that if she wants to vocalize those objections, she will, and otherwise I don't need to poke at them.  We say our goodbyes, and I unpause the movie. 
 Fifteen minutes later, my stomach reminds me that friends or no friends, dinner still needs to happen, so I pause it again and ransack my house for food.  This is about as exciting as my evening gets, at least until I check my phone to see an email from Brian. 
 There's no subject, but the preview line says “J.  R.  Dupont,” so I open it eagerly.  Inside, it doesn't say much more.  After his name, it says “Medical Litigation Support,” followed by an address downtown and a website.  I browse around the website for a bit, but don't find the name “Jules” or anything directly linking him to Rossum Medical Supply.  That is, until I get to the contact information.  The phone number provided on the website matches the one I got from Nathan for Jules Dupont. 
 “All right, Ichabot!” I say out loud.  “I'm on your trail now.” 
 Netflix and solitary living may make for a quiet life, but it's possible that I've ended up with a few quirks.  Don't judge. 
 I've slightly overstated my case, of course.  Finding a link to Ichabot is not quite the same as getting any closer to him.  I have all sorts of links to him.  Heck, I'm full of links to him.  They're just not particularly willing to lead me to him in any way. 
 The same is likely to be true for Dupont.  I mean, maybe not.  Maybe if I call him, he'll be thrilled to tell me everything I want to know about the mad scientist who's afflicted me with superpowers, and who apparently runs a medical supply store in his spare time.  But the more probable course of action is that he'll think I'm completely crazy, and hang up on me.  It's the big disadvantage of cell phones; you never know where the person you're calling is, so it's hard to go corner them if they just cut you off. 
 Of course, Brian did provide me with his work address, so that makes my life a bit easier.  And conveniently, the website's “Contact Us” page has a form to fill out, and one of the options under the “Reason” dropbox is “Make an Appointment.”  Dupont's going to have a much harder time hanging up on me once I'm physically in his office.  And through the magic of lying on the internet, I can get him to invite me in himself! 
 A new dropbox appears once I choose “Make an Appointment,” asking me to select what I need Dupont for.  I choose “Expert Medical Testimony,” on the grounds that that's presumably where he makes his money, and therefore will be motivated to meet with me the soonest.  This option is followed by a text box which instructs me to briefly describe the nature of my problem.  After a moment's thought, I write: 

I was electrocuted at work, and since then have been fired from several jobs.  I need an expert to testify that it is my condition that is making it difficult for me to operate in a normal work environment.

 Technically true!  I mean, not the part where I need an expert, but everything else.  The fact that my condition caused the electrocution, and also that it came in the form of lightning, doesn't need to be mentioned here.  It would just confuse the matter. 
 I suppose I could have just lied and said I had a bad back or something, but there's no elegance to that. 
 With the bait set, I go to bed and sleep as well as I ever do these days.  Which is to say, not particularly.  The image of the dissolving rat haunts me, and variations on it make its way into my dreams all night.  In one, I'm petting a dog, only to have it start screaming as its flesh is eaten away under my hands.  In another, I'm walking around my house, the floor crumbling away beneath my bare feet. 
 And in the one that finally wakes me up, I'm back in the hospital bathroom, staring at my face in the cracked mirror.  Filled with self-doubt and loathing for who I am and what I've become, I reach up with a single finger and poke myself in the forehead.  My reflection shows no emotion as I do it, despite the blossoming pain that fills my head.  The mirror shows my skin crawling away to reveal the skull behind it, every nerve howling as the destruction races its way across my face and down to cover my entire body, an agonizing process that seems to last for hours. 
 Finally, it's complete, but I'm not dead, exactly; just not there anymore.  I still stare into the cracked mirror, which now reflects only an empty bathroom.  I can't turn my head, can't change my view at all.  I try to raise my hands or move my legs, but I can't feel anything there.  It's just cold and still, staring into the broken mirror forever. 
 I wake up from that one still cold, and find that I've kicked off my blankets somewhere in the night.  They're not piled up on the bed, though, nor off to the side, and it's not until I've turned the light on and am blinking around the room in confusion that I notice I'm covered in dust.  I've disintegrated my blankets in my sleep. 
 “Fantastic,” I complain to the empty room.  “It's the superpowered version of wetting the bed.” 
 It could be worse, I suppose.  At least I didn't wake up on the floor. 
 There's less than an hour to go before my alarm, and with the bedding missing there's not a lot of point in attempting to go back to sleep, so I once again make an early morning of it.  Basically, this just involves an extra cup of coffee and screwing around online.  I browse through the local news to see if there's any sign of someone causing potentially superpowered destruction, but there doesn't seem to be.  A shame, really.  If I've got powers, then I know my nemesis does, too, somewhere out there.  And if they're not showing themselves, then I'm probably going to end up blindsided by them.  Again. 
 Work goes well until, while not looking where I'm going, I walk into a stack of rebar and bang my shin painfully.  I start to swear, suddenly have an image of the entire stack of rebar disintegrating while everyone looks on, and clamp down on my initial emotion.  Instead of swearing, I end up grimacing and announcing loudly, “This rebar is my friend!”  A couple of guys nearby turn to look quizzically, but they don't say anything. 
 I don't know why yelling makes things hurt less, but it does.  And apparently when I yell while trying to stay positive, I declare friendship with inanimate objects.  Now we know. 
 At the end of the workday, I check my phone to find an email from jrdupont@mls.biz, inviting me to come in and talk more about my case.  Rather than suggesting an appointment time, he just lists his office hours, so apparently I'm just supposed to come sit around his waiting room until he has time to see me.  That's a jerk move, but on the other hand, I'm not doing anything for the rest of the day anyway, so I'll deal with it. 
 A short drive later and I'm finding street parking outside of a somewhat run-down brick office building, one identical tower among many.  Inside, a dingy lobby hosts an elevator with a list of names and office numbers next to it.  Dupont is on the third floor, so I take a rickety ride up there and make my way down a poorly-lit hallway to his office. 
 My fears about being stuck in the waiting area were unfounded.  His office is only two rooms, with a water cooler and a sickly plant watching over three chairs in one, and a bookshelf and desk in the other.  Dupont is behind the desk when I arrive, and rises to greet me when I walk in.  This is clearly a one-man operation. 
 “Hello, can I help you?”  He's a somewhat pudgy guy about my dad's age, with a receding hairline and glasses that cling closely to his face.  He's got a trace of an accent that I can't quite place, something in the vowels. 
 He's looking at me expectantly, so I say, “Yes, I wrote you a message online.  Through your website?” 
 “Oh, Dan Everton!” he says, and gestures at the chair on the far side of the desk as he sits back down.  “Please, take a seat.  So tell me about your condition.  You were electrocuted?” 
 I sit down.  “Yes.  Well, that wasn't the start of it, actually.  It was part of it.  I've got – I'm sort of accident-prone.  In ways I can't control.” 
 “Hm,” says Dupont, typing something on his computer.  “And this was caused at work?” 
 “Well, actually I think it was caused by Rossum Medical Supply.” 
 Dupont looks up sharply.  “How's that?” 
 “Your boss,” I say.  “The owner, Doctor...” I let the sentence hang for a second, but Dupont doesn't fill anything in, so I continue.  “Anyway, he was trying out a new medical device on me, and it had...side effects.” 
 Dupont shakes his head.  “No, I don't think so.” 
 “I think I would know!” 
 “Rossum is simply a medical supply store.  We don't do tests.  We don't have any new technology.  The most dangerous thing you'll find in that store is a Rascal scooter, and that's only dangerous if you run over your foot with it.” 
 This guy's either a good liar or completely unaware of what goes on behind the scenes at Rossum.  If it's the former, he's not going to get me any closer to Dr. A.  If he just doesn't know, though, then I might be able to convince him to help me. 
 “Look,” I say, leaning forward, “I'm not blaming you for this, and I'm not looking to get you involved, legally or otherwise.  I just need to talk to Dr. A.  And he's avoiding me.” 
 “I'm sorry,” says Dupont, “but I can't help you.” 
 He leans back in his chair and crosses his arms, regarding me coldly. 
 “All I need from you is an address where I can find him.  Even a phone number!” 
 “I'm sorry, but no.  Please leave my office.” 
 “No, not until you help me.  I've almost died several times because of him.  I'm constantly under threat.  Every –” 
 Dupont cuts me off with a short laugh.  “Under threat?  Initially, he was just getting you fired.  Now it's your life?” 
 “I just wrote down the part about being fired because I thought that would get me in to see you!” 
 “You could have just walked in!” retorts Dupont. 
 “Well, I know that now!  I didn't know you had such a rinky-dink operation.” 
 Dupont stands from his chair and points at the door.  “Get out.” 
 “No.  Will you help me?” I ask, also standing.  We're glowering at each other across the desk now. 
 “No,” says Dupont. 
 “Fine,” I say, and with a push, I topple my chair over and stalk out of the office.  Behind me, I hear a startled, “What?!”, which is probably the result of Dupont going to pick up the chair, and finding that it is currently dissolving into dust before his very eyes.  I slam the door on my way out, then disintegrate the doorknob as well. 
 Petty, yes, but it feels good.  The most dangerous thing there is a scooter, indeed.  What a smug jerk. 
 My self-righteous satisfaction has faded by the time I get back to my car, and I sit down in the seat with a heavily exhaled breath.  Pulling out my phone, I reply to Brian's email: 

Dupont was a bust.  Either didn't know anything, or was covering it up well.  Probably a dead end, but I'm going to see where he goes after work, just in case it's anywhere interesting.  If you don't hear from me again, this was a bad choice.

 I copy Regina and the doc on it, too, just in case either of them has anything useful to suggest.  Also, I was only half-kidding about the “if you don't hear from me again” part.  Probably everything's going to be fine, but on the off-chance that this goes horribly wrong, I'd like as many people as possible to know where I last was, and who was there with me. 
 I lean my seat back so that I can see the front door of Dupont's building in my side-view mirror without sitting up, check my cell phone for the time and settle in to wait.  The office hours he sent me suggest that he won't be going anywhere for at least three hours, but it's possible that I've thrown his day into disarray.  If he does know anything about Ichabot's secret business, he'll almost certainly be contacting him now. 
 I should have dissolved his phone.  Then again, I want him to contact his boss, so that I can trail him to a meeting.  Anyway, it's not like he doesn't have a cell phone. 
 Speaking of which, I check mine again.  No time has passed since I looked less than a minute ago.  It's going to be a long three hours.  Minimum; that's if he leaves right at the end of his office hours.  What if he does administrative work after?  I could be here all night. 
 I probably have time to go get some food right now.  But if I'm wrong and he takes off while I'm gone, I'll never even know that he left.  I could end up sitting here watching an empty building.  Well, not empty, but empty of my target, anyway. 
 I sigh and browse the internet on my phone, keeping the mirror with the building's entrance in the edge of my vision.  I don't know how anyone conducted a stakeout before the internet. 
 For that matter, I don't know how anyone conducts a stakeout now.  In TV shows, it usually goes, “Settle in.  This could be a long night,” and then a quick cut to, “Wake up!  Something's happening.” 
 I don't have a partner to wake me up, so it had better not be that long of a night.  Come to think of it, though, I do know someone who should be a little more knowledgeable about stakeouts.  I flip through my contacts and call Officer Peterson, my friend in the police department. 
 “Friend” might be a strong word.  Supporter?  Aider and abetter?  He picks up when I call, at least. 
 “Mr. Everton.”  He sounds wary. 
 “Officer Peterson!  Hello.  How've you been?” 
 “Fine.  Please tell me you're calling before you've created a situation this time.” 
 “Hey, ow.  Everything's fine here.” 
 “Mhm.  Are you manifesting again?” 
 “Am I what?” 
 “Are you displaying new powers, indicating a likelihood of upcoming damage to the political and physical landscape of my otherwise fair city?” 
 “I mean, I wouldn't have put it that way, but yeah.  I can, uh...dissolve things now.” 
 “Good.  That doesn't sound destructive at all,” Peterson says dryly. 
 “Well, I'm not doing it,” I say defensively, which is technically true in the immediate sense. 
 “I'm glad to hear that.”  There's a pause, after which he says, “Was that all?” 
 “Yeah, I mean, you've repeatedly asked to be in the loop, so I'm just letting you know.” 
 “Thank you for that consideration, Mr. Everton.” 
 “Yeah, absolutely.  Hey, while I have you here, though: can you give me any tips on stakeouts?” 
 There is an extremely loaded silence on the other end of the phone, followed by, “The best tip I can give you is that they should be left to the police.  Handled by private citizens, they are more commonly referred to as 'stalking.'“ 
 “Oh, sure, I'll pop right down to the station to fully explain this situation,” I say sarcastically. 
 “Mr. Everton.  Please trust that resources are being devoted to your problem.” 
 I sigh.  “Fine.  Thanks.  Good talking to you.” 
 “When I take a long road trip,” Peterson says in an apparent non sequitur, “I like to take upbeat music to keep my energy up.” 
 “All right, but –” 
 He talks over me.  “My preference is to have someone accompany me, so they can take over as driver in case my energy flags.  That way we can keep going in shifts through the night, if necessary.” 
 Oh.  Road trip as metaphor.  This is a “can't officially condone your behavior” situation.  Got it.  I keep quiet and listen. 
 “Anything that takes my eyes off of the road is bad.  Anything that promotes general alertness, including live conversation or phone calls, is good. 
 “And although a lot of people swear by it, I personally try to avoid coffee.  The potential for having to pull off for a bathroom stop at an inopportune time is too high,” he concludes. 
 “Thank you for the road trip tips.  I appreciate them,” I tell him sincerely. 
 “Don't mention it,” Peterson says, probably also very sincerely.  
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 As it turns out, Peterson has nothing to worry about.  The stakeout is a bust.  On the bright side, I don't have to wait particularly long to be disappointed.  It's less than half an hour before Dupont emerges from the building, gets into a red Subaru and drives off.  I tail him for a few miles before he pulls into the parking lot of a hardware store and heads inside. 
 Just as I'm starting to wonder if I should have followed him inside, he re-emerges with a plastic clamshell package in one hand.  He tosses it onto the passenger seat as he gets back in his car, but it's not until I've tailed him back to his office and I see him walking inside with it that I realize that what he's bought is a new doorknob.  Prosaic, but sensible.  Honestly, I don't really know why I expected him to go anywhere else first. 
 He's back outside only a few minutes later, and this time a slightly longer trip ends with him pulling into the driveway of a neatly-kept-up one-story house.  He lets himself in the front door with the familiarity of home, and I reluctantly conclude after a little while that that's probably because he lives here.  I'd been hoping that maybe it was a nondescript safehouse that he was meeting Ichabot at, but through the window I can see that he's on the couch with his socked feet on the coffee table, giving every appearance of settling in for a lazy evening. 
 In fairness, once someone disintegrates parts of your office, maybe it's just time to call it a day and try again tomorrow.  I was really hoping that he was part of Dr. A's conspiracy, but so far that seems to be a conspiracy of one. 
 I jot down his address in my phone anyway, just in case, then drive back to my place for my own lazy evening.  No one's written back to me with new ideas now that Dupont's gone nowhere, so I figure I'll give it a few days and see what else comes to light. 
 If things go the way they have in the past, I can likely expect my nemesis to launch an attack on me at some point in the near future, which ought to provide a pretty definite idea of what to do next.  So at least there's that to look forward to. 
 That said, the next three days go by with perfect mundanity.  By the time my weekend rolls around, I'm actually getting sort of paranoid about the fact that nothing has happened.  I'm reading the local news religiously every morning, scouring it for anything weird or unexplained, but it seems that everything's normal except for me. 
 I text Brian: 

dude
I had a thought
what if I'm my own nemesis?
this is all a mind game until I get twisted & paranoid & disintegrate myself

 He replies: 

Not the worst assumption sand
That you don't have a nemesis I mean
If he's not showing you can go straight to icky bot sand sand

 “Why do you keep writing 'sand'?” I send back. 

I'm using voice to text
The keyboard on this new phone is funky so I'm just tacking at it sand
And it doesn't like the way I say
Oh that's just fact ink great sand

 I snort with laughter, picturing Brian's frustration.  He's a pretty laid back guy, but there's nothing like a new phone to really raise your irritation levels.  In terms of “most likely to make a saint swear,” I'd put new phones on par with trying to start a lawn mower. 
 “You want to get together to discuss a plan of attack?” I write. 

Pretty swamped at work right now but I have an idea
Set something up with dock and red Gina and I'll make it work
I'll
I'll deliver you more information when I have it
Seriously its stupid that I can't say ess e and Dee sand fox sand

 At this point, I'm crying with laughter.  I decide not to share this fact with Brian, though.  Later on, he'll see the humor in the situation.  Right now, that's the sort of admission that could end a friendship. 
 Amusing though Brian's problems are, though, I've got problems of my own to deal with.  Assuming I'm not my own nemesis, at some point I'm going to have to throw down with somebody, and the only weapon currently in my arsenal is unbelievably lethal.  I'm not particularly okay with that.  I sort of suspect that that's the point, really.  I'm being backed into a corner where it'll be another kill-or-be-killed situation – only this time it'll be premeditated. 
 Maybe not under the technical legal definition, I suppose, but since I'm sitting here thinking about the inevitability of it right now, it's close enough for me.  Which means that I need to figure out a way to use my power of dissolution defensively. 
 I take a moment to look back wistfully on the time when I thought using fire in a non-deadly fashion was difficult.  At least that could be used to control and harry, even if it was a massively dangerous endeavor.  With this, I'm really sort of stuck for ideas.  If I use it on a person directly, they're dead.  Flayed alive and devoured cell by cell, screaming all the while.  Not an option. 
 Maybe the environment around them?  I picture a fight in a warehouse, with stacks of boxes and weird chains and pipes everywhere.  Take out the bottom box of a stack, and the whole pile collapses.  Or on a larger scale, I could eat away a few key structural supports to bring the building down. 
 There are two major problems with this idea, though.  One is that I don't have any sort of range or delay on this power, so I'd basically have to be in view of my nemesis when I sprung the trap.  The other is that even if that worked, I think that dropping a large pile of hard materials onto someone tends to be fairly lethal, too.  So this isn't really an improvement. 
 I could dissolve the floor under their feet – as long as I don't mind dissolving the floor under my feet, too.  I suppose that as long as I'm on a different surface, that could work.  And as long as we're not outside, since Doc Simmons cautioned that that could potentially destroy the planet.  That probably wouldn't happen as long as I targeted a road or something instead of just the ground, but I don't know if it would spread to all connected roads, or what.  I could make myself a bit unpopular if I released something that ate the entire interstate system. 
 How far can these things spread?  Can they survive indefinitely outside of my system?  They must replicate to disintegrate something so quickly, so clearly they're self-sustaining in at least that regard. 
 I've been hanging around the doc too much.  I'm actually contemplating running organized experiments. 
 All right, fine.  If I'm going to mimic the doc's thinking, I might as well do it right.  I need to find the flaws in my thinking, the unchallenged assumptions.  So, my basic problem here is that I need to take someone out non-lethally, and I have only a lethal tool with which do it. 
 Breaking that down: I need to take someone out.  Check, that's pretty straightforward.  The hatred and disgust that my nemeses have been made to feel for me pretty clearly rules out any sort of peaceful conflict resolution, at least until they lose their powers. 
 Non-lethally is, as stated before, pretty non-negotiable.  I couldn't sit here and plan someone else's murder or maiming.  Especially since their minds have been warped by the nanos.  At least when someone's on PCP or something like that, you can blame them for taking the drug in the first place, but the people I'm fighting didn't choose this. 
 Except Tanger.  That guy was a jerk, and deserved worse than he got.  I still don't think I could have pulled a trigger on him, though, and definitely not with something as ugly as disintegration.  I think again about the rat screaming as it died, and shudder. 
 Wrenching my mind away from that particular image, I move on.  Last clause of the proposition: I have only a lethal tool.  This is pretty much where I need to do my work, since the first parts are inarguable.  Of course, that's also where I started, so I seem to have come full circle. 
 Still, there has to be a flaw somewhere.  Where are the places I've said “I can't” or “I don't”?  One of those assumptions might be holding me back. 
 After a few minutes of self-examination, I find three that I think I might be wrong about: I can't use this at range, I can't delay the nanos' power, and I don't have control over how much they destroy.  I mean, I'm obviously right about these assumptions so far, but with every other power, my control has grown the more I've used it.  So it's possible that I'm doing myself a disservice by assuming that this works only by immediate touch and only on complete objects. 
 Breaking down only part of something seems like the easiest place to start, so I fish a soda bottle out of my recycling and, holding it only a few inches from my face, concentrate fully on it.  I let the loathing roll through me, but rather than focusing it on the entire bottle, I picture just the O in the label.  I extend one finger to poke the bottle, only to have the entire bottle start to crumble apart before I can ever touch it. 
 For one excited moment, I think I've accidentally stumbled on how to use the power at range, before I realize that in fact the bottle is being eaten away from the back, where I'm holding it in my right hand.  I was completely focused on using my left as the deliverer of destruction.  Note to self: I have two hands. 
 Another bottle, another attempt.  This one sits on the counter, away from my hands.  I focus, I loathe, I thrust my finger accusingly at the bottle.  The plastic around the O shrivels up and peels away...followed by the rest of the bottle.  I sigh, blowing ashy dust across my countertop. 
 The next few hours look a lot like this, but I feel like I'm seeing progress.  It might just be in my mind, but I feel like the dissolution is slower outside of my target area, more hesitant.  It's enough to encourage me to stick with it, at any rate. 
 And finally, after I've emptied my recycling bin and most of the trash cans in the house, I manage it.  I press my finger into the side of a waxed fast-food cup, causing a hole to appear right in the middle of the logo – and then stop. 
 “Yes!” I cheer exultantly.  I've done it!  I can use the nanos with precision.  This means that I'll be able to...actually, I have no idea what this will let me do that I couldn't do before, in terms of using this power in combat against a person.  I was right that “can only destroy whole objects” was a flawed assumption I was holding, but I forgot to check whether it was in any way related to making this power less lethal. 
 Still, I'm not going to let a minor thing like lack of usefulness put a damper on my mood.  I've successfully improved my ability!  I'm leveled up now.  And if I can do that for one aspect of the power, I can do it for others.  With confidence renewed, I set about figuring out how to make the nanos work on a delay. 
 By mid-afternoon, this confidence has totally deserted me.  I finally throw in the towel as I watch the very last crumpled page of a magazine flash into powder the instant I touch it.  I've tried being in contact with the object both before and after loathing it.  I've tried mildly disliking it.  I've tried thinking of an upcoming time.  I've tried loathing the memory of objects I've already touched.  Everything has had one of two results: instant initiation of destruction, or nothing at all. 
 I reach for an apple to munch on, and my fingers sink into it.  I recoil, expecting it to be rotten, but it appears crisp and firm, just with holes where I touched it.  I look at my hands, then rub my fingers together.  Both hands feel slightly slick to the touch, even the hand that didn't just get apple juice on it. 
 I poke the apple again, but nothing happens.  I summon up general loathing, let it simmer for a moment, and then touch the apple.  This time, it dissolves where my fingers come into contact with it, just like the first time.  And as before, the destruction doesn't spread. 
 This is a fantastic discovery.  It's the first defensive use of this power I've discovered.  If someone's coming at me with a knife, I can grab it and destroy it.  Of course, I could do that before, but this way I won't have to think about the knife.  I can just keep a generalized loathing up, and then all I have to do is grab whatever's threatening me.  I'll probably still get cut with the knife, since these don't work quickly enough to stop the blade mid-swing, but at least I'll only get cut once.  Or hit, or burned, or whatever.  People have found a lot of ways to injure me in the last year.  Now I can stop most of this with just a touch. 
 For that matter, why does it have to be from my hands?  The nanos are probably coming out through my pores – or maybe directly through my skin?  I'm not really sure how things work at microscopic scales.  Either way, there's no reason why they shouldn't work from anywhere on my body.  And if I can make that work, then if someone hit me in the back with a baseball bat, bam!  No more bat for them. 
 I close my eyes and picture my body.  In a weird reversal of standard meditation, I let a sense of loathing spread out from me, feel it pressing out in every direction.  I feel a tingling all over, then a whisper of fabric sliding down my chest.  I open my eyes and hurriedly leap up from my seat as all of my clothes disintegrate, falling to the floor in irregular scraps of cotton and denim. 
 Standing naked in my kitchen, I shake my head slowly at myself.  Technically speaking, that worked exactly as I'd hoped it would.  I just hadn't really thought through all of the implications.  It's probably best not to try to deploy this particular trick in a fight. 
 At least I didn't have my shoes on.  I have other jeans and shirts, but those are my only pair of steel-toed boots.  And unlike superheroes in the comics, I don't have unlimited money for costumes.  Those boots are expensive! 



 
- Chapter Seven - 
   
 The rest of the day passes in a less spectacular fashion.  This might sound like a bad thing, since “spectacular” is often used as a synonym for “great,” but in this case I mean it in its more literal sense: I manage to avoid making a spectacle of myself.  So that's definitely good. 
 Can you still make a spectacle of yourself if there's no one around to see it?  I suppose this is an “if a tree falls in the woods” sort of question.  I'll save it as a point to reflect upon the next time I need to meditate. 
 In any case, even had there been an observer for the remainder of the day, all that they would have seen was me making and eating more tacos than is objectively reasonable.  I work in construction and I host a colony of impossibly advanced machines. I can afford a few extra calories. 
 Stuffed and happy, I head to the couch to sprawl out and waste the remainder of my day.  As I'm about to sit down, a thought strikes me.  What if I start leaking nanobots?  I'm fully clothed again, but the nanos reduced my other clothes to scrap faster than I think I could roll off of the couch.  This couch is still new, bought to replace the one that Vince built a clone out of.  I don't want to dissolve a hole in it. 
 I've got to sit somewhere, though, so after a few minutes of waffling, I grab a blanket from the bedroom and drape it over the couch.  It's not much protection, but the extra layer might buy me the seconds of reaction time I need. 
 Hours later, I fall asleep to the soothing sounds of a werewolf movie.  When I open my eyes again, the grey light of dawn is sifting through the windows.  For me these days, this counts as sleeping in.  My clothes, blanket and couch are all still happily undisintegrated.  Or just integrated, if you like.  The important thing is that I haven't destroyed anything in my sleep. 
 I send a text to Regina and an email to Doc Simmons saying essentially the same thing: Brian wants to meet up to discuss nanos, so how's tomorrow afternoon at the hospital?  Then I go about my morning and wait for the rest of the world to wake up.  Quick tip: if you add an egg to the previous night's leftovers, it counts as a breakfast scramble.  I am well-trained in the art of lazy cooking. 
 Eventually I hear back from both Regina and the doc, who are both on board with meeting at 5 PM tomorrow, so I text that information to Brian and get on with my day.  It's a household chore kind of day: laundry, vacuuming, general straightening up, fixing the sink that's been dripping, and so on.  I've put most of it off for a long time, so it occupies my day pretty solidly. 
 This is my excuse for why I don't notice until the middle of the next day at work that Brian never texted me back.  I'm halfway up a scaffold when this strikes me, but I can't exactly check my phone for missed messages at that point, so I just frown briefly and continue on up.  By the time I could check my texts, I've forgotten again.  In my defense, on a construction site there are a lot of things that require your full attention, and thinking about your phone is a good way to find out exactly how protective your helmet really is. 
 In any case, it's not until I'm getting an early dinner after work that I remember again that I haven't heard from Brian.  I check my phone, but there definitely haven't been any messages.  I fire off a quick text to confirm that he'll be there at 5, but if he's not, it's not like I don't know where to find him.  He works in the same hospital as the doc, so even if he's out on a call, he'll be back sooner or later, and we can go snag him. 
 That's my thinking right up until five o'clock rolls around, and I walk into the doc's lab to see just her and Regina. 
 “No Brian?” I ask, checking the time. 
 “No,” says Simmons.  “In fact, I haven't seen him in a couple of days.  Did he say he'd be here?” 
 “I mean, basically!  This was his idea.”  I'm pulling out my phone to text Brian when it buzzes with a message from him. 
 “What is it?” asks Regina, watching my face shift from annoyance through confusion and into alarm.  Wordlessly, I pass her the phone. 

So you've noticed Brian isn't coming
Take a guess why that is, pus bucket
Looks like associating with you is bad for him again

 “What is this?” demands Regina, wanting any answer other than the obvious.  Behind her, the doc shakes her head slowly. 
 “I...I don't know,” I say, but the churning in my stomach says otherwise.  Taking back the phone, I write back: 

so you stole his phone, big deal
what do you want?

 As I'm writing, Regina's phone rings.  “It's Brian!” she exclaims, answering it.  “Bri?” 
 After a second, she puts it on speaker, her face somewhat ashen.  Brian's voice fills the room, sounding shaky and panicked. 
 “–ine.  I don't know where they've got me, but I'm okay.  I love you and I'm sor–” 
 The line goes dead.  A few moments later, my phone buzzes again. 

Still think I just have his phone
What I want is for you to die screaming
But if you want your friend back you can do something for me first
I left you a note

 “Where?” I write back, looking around the lab in case it's obvious. 

At his house genius
Your already brain dead
The rest is a formality

 “So I'm just supposed to go on your wild goose chase now?” I send.  What I get back is: 

Filth
Filth
Filth

 There are quite a lot of those messages, actually, but after the first few I get the point and ignore the near-continuous buzzing of my phone for the next minute. 
 “So,” I say to the somewhat shocked expressions around me, “I guess we're going to Brian's apartment?”  

 


- - -


 

 Brian's place looks different than it did the last time I visited.  For starters, it no longer has a front door.  The frame is undamaged, and even the pins hang in the half of the hinges that are left, but the door itself is completely missing.  In its place is an unpleasantly familiar pile of ashy dust on the ground, with marks in it as if something has been dragged through it. 
 Doc Simmons and Regina both look at me.  I raise my hands and protest, “I haven't been here!” 
 Inside, it's much the same.  The television lies smashed on the floor amidst a pile of DVDs, the end table that once housed them now nowhere to be seen.  The rugs he had on the floor, most of the furniture, the microwave, even one panel of drywall – all missing.  And everywhere, coating everything, the telltale dust left behind by the nanos' disintegration. 
 Anything that hasn't been dissolved is in total disarray.  The contents of the dresser are on the floor, of course, but it's more than just things that have fallen because their containers were destroyed.  It looks like someone went through here in a rage, sweeping things off of shelves for the sole purpose of smashing them.  There's no indication of any kind of search, just an epic, apartment-wide destruction. 
 On the kitchen counter we find a half-dozen pens and a sheet of paper.  Scrawled on it is a message in several different colors of ink: 

FIND THE DOCTOR AND MAKE HIM
REVERSE WHAT HE DID TO ME

 “What's with the different pens?” I ask no one in particular, but Doc Simmons answers. 
 “I don't think he's got any real control over his nanos,” she says.  “I think he wrote as much as he could with each pen before it crumbled away in his fingers.” 
 A horrifying image strikes me then, of this shadowy figure grabbing Brian to drag him away, only to have Brian's skin dissolve at the point of contact, blood spurting out to reveal white bone beneath, the destruction racing its way up his arm.  I clamp down on that, reminding myself that I heard his voice, that he's still okay. 
 Regina's crying, and I feel a lot like joining her.  “What are we going to do?” I ask. 
 Fortunately, the doc still seems pretty centered.  “Find your Dr. A,” she says pragmatically.  “This is what you wanted anyway.” 
 She's right, of course.  And if he can stop the nanos, then this entire thing can end peacefully.  If not – it's looking like my option is to go face off against someone with the same powers I have, the ability to disintegrate anything we touch.  Try as I might, I can't picture any way that that doesn't end in mutual annihilation. 
 “We've got to get Brian back!” says Regina. 
 “We do!  And we will,” I assure her.  “I think maybe we do that by finding Dr. A, though.  Unless you see something here that might give us a hint?” 
 All three of us survey the wreckage for a moment before turning back to each other.  Regina shakes her head. 
 “Okay,” I say.  “We need to come up with a plan.  Let's...let's go somewhere that still has furniture to figure this out.” 
 Ten minutes later, we're settling in with coffees at By the Beans, my coffee shop of choice.  It's a bit of a drive from Brian's apartment, but it's the one I'm most used to, and I could use the calm of a familiar setting right now. 
 Regina's twitchy enough already that I'm not sure that caffeine is a good idea.  Fortunately, she seems more inclined to just tear a sugar packet into small pieces than to drink her coffee, so it might not be an issue. 
 The doc, meanwhile, is the picture of calm.  She stirs her drink as if nothing is wrong, then puts it on the table to cool. 
 “So,” she says to me expectantly, “if Dupont was a dead end, where do you go from here?” 
 I shrug helplessly.  “I don't know.  I need to talk it out.  What do we know?” 
 “That Brian's missing,” Regina says morosely. 
 I bite back a sharp answer and say instead, “Finding Ichabot will get him back.  How do we do that?  Doc, is there any more information attached to his registration for the symposium?” 
 Simmons shakes her head.  “Unfortunately not.  Just his name and credit card, which is a company card for Rossum Medical Supply.  And you've already checked that out.” 
 I nod.  “Yeah, but there might be more to do there.  Acharya's probably not his real name, right?  The guy at the store didn't know who owned the place, but there might be some records we can look up that'll give us a name, maybe even a home address.” 
 A thought strikes me.  “When I called Tanger pretending to be the doctor, he answered the phone with 'Amici.'  I didn't really think much of it at the time; I figured he was doing a continental affectation, calling Ichabot his friend.  But looking back on it, that's not really in character for him.  I think Ichabot told him his name was Amici.  He wasn't giving a greeting to the doctor.  He was just saying his name.” 
 “So what?” says Regina. 
 “Well, so 'amici' means 'friend,' right?  And 'acharya' means 'teacher.'  And his company name, Rossum, that's a reference too.  So we've got a pattern.  He likes to show off his smarts, pick names that are subtly ironic.  It's not necessarily going to help us find him, but if we find some place that's run by an, I don't know, Dr. Amazing, it'll help confirm that it's him. 
 “Dr. Amazing?” says Doc Simmons, raising an eyebrow. 
 “Look, I don't know.  It was the first A-word that came to mind.  Point is, we've got a hook in him.” 
 “It's something, I suppose,” agrees the doc. 
 “How does this help?” asks Regina angrily.  “How does this get us one step closer to finding this guy?” 
 “It is a step!  It's just not the first step.  It's like the second-to-last step,” I protest. 
 “So how do we get to the first step?”  The sugar packet has been converted to a tiny pyramid of paper shreds, and Regina has moved on to twisting the coffee stirrer into a ring around her index finger. 
 “Um.  Divide and conquer, I guess?” 
 “Divide what?” she demands. 
 “Okay, well, what have we got?  'I'm too smart for you to get this reference' names.  Rossum's company records.  And – Dupont, maybe?  Maybe he's ready to talk.” 
 Regina and the doc both look unimpressed.  “Fairly thin, Dan,” says Simmons. 
 “Yeah, but it's what we've got.  Unless you can think of something else?” 
 I pause, and after a short silence, continue.  “Okay, so.  Regina, if you want to get in touch with Peterson?  I can give you his number.  You can tell him that Brian's been taken, he'll understand that it's important and bypass whatever waiting periods they normally have for reporting adults as missing persons.”  I'm not totally sure that he will do that, but I figure it's what Regina needs to hear. 
 “When you're talking to him, ask him about the company records?  I figure the police probably have access to that sort of stuff.  And if not, they're still set up in City Hall itself, so definitely someone there has what we need. 
 “Doc, can you have a look around for other reference-names at the hospital?  Or of other doctors in the area?” 
 Simmons snorts.  “Sure, I'll just look in my doctor database.  I'll filter it by fakes.” 
 “Doc, come on.  Just whatever you can do, okay?” 
 “You're not giving me much to go on, but all right.  I'll do what I can.” 
 “And I'll go see if Dupont wants to talk yet.” 
 The doc shakes her head again.  “That may have sounded menacing in your mind, Dan, but out loud it mainly sounds like a bad idea.  Don't do anything that's going to get the police called.” 
 “What?  I'm not –” Words like dumb, stupid and impulsive flit through my mind, and crash against the doc's skeptically raised eyebrow.  I finish lamely, “– going to.” 
 “Good,” she says, taking a drink of her coffee. 
 Regina fidgets and looks at each of us in turn.  “So can we get going?” 
 “All right by me,” I say, pushing back from the table.  “Let's get to it.”  

 


- - -


 

 A dog barks sharply inside the house when I ring the doorbell, accompanied by the sound of paws skittering on hardwood.  I lean against the porch support beam, trying to look nonchalant. 
 Soon enough, I hear footsteps and the door starts to open.  “Yes, can I –” begins Dupont, before he recognizes me.  He freezes in place. 
 “Hello, Jules,” I say, straightening up.  “Or do you prefer J.R.?  Hey, don't shut that –” 
 My protest is cut off by Dupont slamming the door in my face.  I lean up against the door, cupping my hand to my mouth to shout. 
 “You know I can go right through this!  Save yourself a front door and talk to me.” 
 After a pause long enough that I'm about to psych myself up to erase the door, Dupont reopens it and stands cautiously in the doorway, glaring at me.  One hand is on the doorknob; the other is holding his dog's collar, keeping it well away from me. 
 “What do you want?” he asks guardedly. 
 “I want to know who your boss at Rossum is,” I say. 
 “Fine.  It's Dr. Amun.  Now will you go away?” 
 “As soon as you tell me how to find him, I absolutely will.” 
 “I don't know,” Dupont says, and I sigh. 
 “All right,” I say, trying to sound both resigned and intimidating.  Using my index finger, I slowly draw a line down the doorpost of his house, leaving a furrow half an inch deep as I go.  Dust falls to the ground in a small shower. 
 “I don't know!” insists Dupont, panic showing in his eyes.  “It's his business, and he shows up when he wants.  He writes the checks, I do the general managing, Nathan runs the counter.  It's just an investment thing for him, I think.” 
 “So if there's a problem with the checks, how do you contact him?”  I drag my finger back upward, scoring a second gouge parallel to the first one. 
 “Cell phone!  I have a number for him.”  He rattles off a string of digits, and I hurriedly grab my phone. 
 “Slower.  Repeat that?” I say, entering the number as he gives it to me again.  I show him the screen.  “Is that right?” 
 “Yes, that's it,” he says.  “That's all I know about getting in touch with him.” 
 “I hope this number is right, Jules,” I say, putting my phone away.  “I'd hate to have to drive back out here.” 
 He glares daggers at me but says nothing as I turn and leave his porch.  I hear the door close quietly behind me and then lock, as if that would change anything.  As I drive away, I see Jules watching through the window and writing something down.  My license plate, probably.  I may not have been fully successful in not getting the police called. 
 But I have a number and Dr. A's actual name!  And what's he going to say to the police, anyway – that I threatened to disintegrate his door?  This was worth it. 
 I call the number, and a man answers.  “Yes, hello?” 
 “Dr. Amun, please?” 
 “Yes, speaking.  What can I do for you?” 
 My hands start to shake and my throat tightens.  “This – do you even know my name?” 
 “Not yet.  You haven't given it to me,” he says pleasantly. 
 “I'm Dan Everton,” I grind out. 
 “Ah!  And you have my number.  Well done!  You are getting close,” he says.  He sounds amused, which is infuriating. 
 “I'm going to get closer.” 
 “Are you, now?” 
 “Yes.  You need to turn off the nanos.” 
 “No, I don't think I do need to do that.” 
 “Do it!  Now!  It was bad enough when you were toying with my life, but my friend's been kidnapped by my nemesis and he wants them turned off now!” 
 “Your nemesis?” he asks, sounding like he's about to laugh. 
 “Yes, whoever else you gave powers to!  To make us fight like bugs in a jar.  I've been playing your stupid games for a year now, and it's gone far enough.  Turn them off now!” 
 “Or what?” he asks jovially. 
 “Or I'll disintegrate your world around you,” I hiss.  My phone slips in my grip, and in horror I realize that the case is being eaten away.  I drop it hastily, and it bounces off of the armrest and lands on the floor. 
 Using my forearms, I guide the car to the side of the road and park, taking deep, calming breaths.  I can hear Dr. Amun talking from the floor, but can't make out any of the words.  After carefully poking my shirt to make sure the nanos aren't still looking for things to eat, I reach down to the floor and press the “speaker” button. 
 “Are you still there, Dan?” asks Dr. Amun. 
 “I'm here,” I say.  “Just putting the phone on speaker.” 
 “Ah, sharing what I have to say?  I don't mind.  All I was saying was that I'm not willing to end my experiment early.  I'm still learning too much from this.  But if you're patient, this will all be over soon. 
 “As for your friend, he's probably already dead.” 
 I shout wordlessly at the phone and stab at the off button with my elbow, hitting my head on the steering wheel and causing the horn to honk as I lean down to do that.  Then I sit there in my car, shaking, my hands crawling with an oily sheen as the nanos seek out anything to vent their loathing on. 
 “Calm down, Dan.  You'll get this guy,” I tell myself, but focusing on him does anything but help.  I close my eyes and think soothing thoughts for several minutes until I feel I can manage to get out of my car without disintegrating the door.  Once outside, I sit on the hood and breathe deeply in the chilly air. 
 I'm closer.  I'm close.  I'm going to get this guy.  And I'm going to do it in time to save Brian, no matter what he says. 



 
- Chapter Eight - 
   
 It takes at least fifteen minutes of staring sightlessly into the deepening dusk before I'm finally back under control.  Calm and focused, I get back into the car and immediately panic when I see I have half a dozen texts and two missed calls from Regina.  Fortunately, panic doesn't set off any of my residual powers, so I can work with that. 
 I grab for the phone, terrified of what I might see.  Visions of the kidnapper mailing us Brian's fingers to show that he's serious zip through my head in gory detail, so it's a relief when the texts turn out to be much more mundane: 

Peterson wants to talk to you
Come to the police station?
I told him I don't know where you are
He basically flat-out called me a liar
Says you're causing problems for him now that he'll only find out about later
He's on the ball

 I sigh.  Nice to see that Regina is bonding with the police over making fun of me.  Though honestly, it is heartening to see a normal tone from her.  Peterson must have calmed her down a lot.  It's good to have competent friends. 
 There's a voicemail, too, but it's just the same message: “Dan, hi.  Hope everything's going well, um, wherever you are.  Peterson wants to talk to you.  Call me when you get this.” 
 I send a quick text: 

on my way over
be there in 20
everything cool?

 Then I fire off an email to the doc: 

Got a number and an actual name from Dupont!  Guy's actual last name is Amun.  Taking info to Peterson now.  See if you can find anything on him?

 Then, putting the phone away, I start the car back up and swing around to head to the police station. 
 A few minutes down the road, my phone buzzes, but I conscientiously ignore it.  It's not safe to drive distracted, after all, particularly if you're me and people are regularly trying to kill you.  I get blindsided enough as it is.  The last thing I need is to have something taking my eyes off of the road.  Most people just have to worry about someone stopping suddenly in front of them, or maybe a deer jumping into the road.  I have to worry about people actually aiming for me. 
 Also, thanks to Tanger's poisonous thoughts, a significant chunk of the police department still has a seriously negative impression of me.  So I try not to do anything that's going to give them a reason to fine or harass me.  I drive the speed limit these days, is what I'm saying, and my phone stays in my pocket. 
 As I'm thinking these semi-sanctimonious thoughts, my phone buzzes again, and nervousness starts to overtake curiosity.  What if it's important?  What if it's my nemesis with some sort of ultimatum?  I'll be at the station in ten minutes, but there are a lot of things that could be more time-sensitive than that. 
 When my phone buzzes a third time, I can't take it anymore.  I reach a stoplight, look around for anything that seems dangerous, and pull out my phone for a quick look.  The preview screen shows me two messages from Regina and a reply email from the doc.  I can't see any more than the subject line on the email, but Regina's messages display fully: 

okay
Sam says bring anything you have about nemesis

 I shove my phone back in my pocket as the light turns green.  That could have waited after all, as it turns out.  All I have on the nemesis is some vague thoughts and the texts I got.  Those are on my phone, which I obviously have, or I couldn't have gotten the text telling me to bring it. 
 Also: Sam?  Regina's on a first-name basis with Peterson already?  Dude still calls me “Mr. Everton” 95% of the time, and I've known him for a year now.  Maybe he lets his guard down more around women. 
 Or maybe it's just that she's not regularly damaging his city.  Could be that, I suppose. 
 If it is, though, then that's deeply unfair.  She flooded the whole place last year with that month-long storm.  If he's forgiven her for that but is holding it against me, that's – sexist?  Maybe just revisionist?  Some -ist that's unfair to me, in any case. 
 It's not like it was her fault, since the nanos twisted her mind and made her do it, but it's not like it's my fault, either.  I don't cause these problems.  I'm just inextricably bound up in them.  I'm the real victim here.  Well, a real victim, at least.  I hope Peterson appreciates that. 
 I'm still feeling indignant and slightly sorry for myself when I pull up to the temporary police station at City Hall.  I'm about to walk in when I realize that I don't know where Peterson is, and I don't really want to just go ask whoever's at the desk.  As I said earlier, I'm kind of persona non grata for a lot of the cops since Tanger's nanos told them what a horrible person I am, so I'd just as soon stay off of their radar. 
 I should probably just bite the bullet and go inside, but I chicken out and call Peterson. 
 “Peterson.” 
 “Hey, I'm here.” 
 There's a pause.  “Then come see me.” 
 “Yeah, um.  Can you come get me?  I'm, uh, not sure how popular I am here yet.  Does the, uh, desk sergeant, um, like me?” 
 I swear, I sound like a middle school girl about half the time when I'm talking to Peterson. 
 There's another pause, then, “Come to the front.  I'll come get you.” 
 I think this probably means that I was right, and whoever's on duty was going to have a problem with me.  Then again, maybe it just means that Peterson doesn't want to deal with my neurosis, and has decided that it's easier to escort me back. 
 “And maybe he'll ask you to the dance,” I mock myself as I head to the front doors.  I still don't go inside until I can see Peterson through the glass, though. 
 Peterson walks me back to a cubicle-office where Regina is waiting.  She looks pretty composed, but when she sees me, she gives me a hug that's longer and tighter than normal.  I return it, feeling slightly awkward but hoping it helps. 
 We sit down and I ask, “So I'm guessing you haven't found anything concrete?” 
 “Nothing yet, although we're checking for other properties owned by Rossum, to see if we can get a lead on his lab.  It would help if we knew this doctor's actual name, of course, but we're working without that.” 
 “Oh!  I have that now.  A last name, anyway.  It's Dr. Amun.” 
 “Interesting.  How did you get that name, Mr. Everton?” 
 “I, um, talked to a guy that works for him.  I told him that he was in trouble for, um, medical malpractice, and he, uh, helped me out.” 
 Peterson's stare could bore a hole through a sheet of iron, but all he says is, “I see.” 
 I have got to get better at lying.  None of that was even untrue, but I'm still sweating like Peterson's busted me for drug-smuggling.  Thankfully, he moves on without pressing the issue. 
 “We'll see if Amun shows up anywhere interesting.  In the mean time, I'd like to hear your speculation on the current nemesis.  What you know, what you think you know, and why you think you know it.” 
 “Okay, well: we know he's got the same powers I do, molecular disintegration, because half of the stuff in Brian's apartment was vaporized.  And he's got to be someone who knows me or has been watching me, 'cause he knew to go after Brian to get to me.  Probably not a bad guy?  I mean, without the nanos.  Everyone else has just tried to kill me, or ruin me.  No offense, Regina.” 
 Regina shrugs uncomfortably. 
 I stumble on.  “I mean, I'm not saying you're a bad person.  Just that this guy found a solution that – I mean, where you –” 
 There's no good way out of this particular hole, so I just stop.  Neither Regina nor Peterson seem inclined to take over the conversation, though, so after a moment, I start again. 
 “Anyway, he wants this to stop, which I can agree with him on.  But we can't leave Brian with him and hope for the best, because nanos make people crazy.  No offe– no, screw it.  Regina, I'm sorry and I'm gonna say stupid stuff here, but the nanos suck and they screw with your mind and none of this is an attack on you, so can I issue a blanket apology for anything that sounds like it might be related to you here and move on?” 
 Regina surprises me with a genuine laugh.  “Dan, you say stupid stuff pretty much constantly.  It's okay.” 
 “Fine, I'll take it.  Anyway, that's basically it.  He's a crazy person; the nanos pretty much guarantee that.  He's trying to do the right thing, though, so he's not a criminal or a politician.  And I'm gonna guess that he's somewhere semi-remote, because this particular power is a little out of control even for me, and I don't have homicidal thoughts raging in my head.  So if he's looking to protect people – and I'm guessing he is, since he didn't even come after me – he'll be away from them.” 
 Peterson nods.  “Thank you.  Can I see your phone?  I'd like to read the texts from the kidnapper, to see if there are any clues in the style of speaking.” 
 “Sure thing,” I say, but as I'm getting my phone out to hand to Peterson, it buzzes with an incoming call from Doctor Simmons.  “Hang on, it's the doc.  Let me get this.  Hello?” 
 “Dan!  Did you read my email?” 
 “No, sorry, I was driving.  What's up?” 
 “Well, it's not that important, but his name almost certainly isn't Amun, either.” 
 “What?  Why not?”  Regina and Peterson are looking at me quizzically, so I put the phone on speaker and place it on Peterson's desk. 
 “Amun was chief of the gods in ancient Egypt.  It fits his pattern of fake names.” 
 “Shoot.  I thought I had actual information there.  Well, he's got a bank account in that name, at least, so it's still something.  What made you think to look the name up, anyway?” 
 “I didn't look it up; I just happened to know who Amun is.” 
 “You just happen to know the names of ancient gods?” 
 “I had a lot of hobbies growing up, Dan.  I didn't always want to be a doctor.” 
 “So, what, for a while you wanted to be a mummy?” 
 Doc Simmons sighs.  “Look, the reason I'm calling is that I was looking over the skin and blood samples I took from Brian when he met Dr. A in the cafeteria.  And I found nanos in the blood sample.” 
 “Okay, so the dude was carrying them.  We knew that, though, right?” 
 “No, Dan.  Not in the skin sample.  In the blood sample.  Brian's blood has nanos.” 
 Regina's hands fly to her face in an almost comical expression of shock, and Peterson frowns.  “You're saying that he's been infected?” he asks. 
 “Probably that day in the hospital, yes,” says the doc.  “I think there's a good chance that Brian's the nemesis.” 
 “No way,” I say, shaking my head.  “No way.” 
 “Can I see those texts, please?” asks Peterson. 
 I hang up with the doc and open the text thread with Brian.  “Hang on,” I tell Peterson.  “Let me scroll back.  The last hundred or so were just 'filth' over and over.” 
 I'm scrolling back through when suddenly I freeze.  I never actually read these texts past the first few, and while most of them do just say “filth,” several have an extra word.  The part that's arrested my attention looks like this: 

Filth
Filth
Filth
Filth sand
Filth

 It's the exact same trouble Brian was having with getting the speech-to-text to understand that he wanted it to send. 
 I swallow hard as I pass the phone over to Peterson.  “Um.  So.  Yeah, I think the doc's right.  And that sort of puts a new spin on things.” 
 Peterson scans quickly through the texts.  “All right.  I have two men I can put on patrol tonight, and should be able to devote four more tomorrow during the day.  We'll start checking likely locations –” 
 “You can just pull people off of what they're working on?” I ask.  I don't mean to interrupt, but it slips out.  “I mean, obviously I'm grateful, but I didn't think you had that kind of clout.” 
 Peterson fixes me with a stare that I can't interpret.  “Yes, I can.  Lately, it seems I'm the head of the special force in charge of keeping you out of the trouble and out of the news.” 
 “That hasn't –” I start to say, but Regina elbows me hard.  “Ow!  Ow,” I add, looking at her reproachfully as I rub my side. 
 “Thank you for your help,” she says, looking at Peterson.  “I really appreciate it.” 
 “No, obviously thank you, but,” I say, “I'm not sure this is a good idea.” 
 Regina glares at me.  “How can you say that?” she hisses.  “He's hiding to protect you, and you don't want to even go find him?” 
 “Obviously I want to find him!”  I'm saying “obviously” a lot in this conversation, which I think means I'm not getting my points across very well.  I take a deep breath and attempt to explain myself better. 
 “Okay, look.  There are two reasons why I think sending random dudes out to look for Brian isn't a great idea.  One: they're probably not going to find him.  Two guys at night with the instructions to 'look where people aren't'?  That's not a recipe for success. 
 “Two: if they do find him, then what?  He's mentally unstable and unbelievably dangerous.  If they startle him, if he gets the drop on them, if he doesn't understand that they're trying to help him...if any of a thousand things go wrong, they die horribly.  While also vanishing completely, so we don't even learn anything from their deaths, in case either of you were about to try to justify that bloody math.” 
 “You think he would kill them?” asks Peterson. 
 “Not on purpose, maybe, but yeah, absolutely.  This one's ugly, and there aren't any takebacks on it.  Look, give me that piece of paper there.  You don't need this for anything, right?” 
 Peterson shakes his head, and I ball up the paper and place it on his desk.  Then, focusing my loathing, I tap it with the tip of my finger.  As if caught in an invisible fire, the edges curl and vanish, and within seconds the entire thing has been reduced down to the now-familiar pile of dust. 
 “So that's the base form of this power,” I say.  “You touch something, and the nanos eat it completely.  All of its constituent parts, as fast as they can chew through them.  It's possible that he's gotten more control of the power, in which case it only eats holes through anything he touches, instead of devouring the entire thing.  But when it comes to people, that's really not much of a reassurance.” 
 “Hm,” says Peterson.  “I don't suppose that body armor would be of any help?” 
 “No, the type of material doesn't seem to matter, just the quantity of it.  I suppose dressing in layers might work.  I don't know if he'd have to affect them one at a time, but at least if you saw your outer jacket dissolving, you could try to pull it off before the nanos spread to the layer underneath.” 
 I think again about the shrieking rat and about how the spattered blood was the only thing left, and feel nauseated again. 
 To my left, Regina has gone quiet.  I glance over to see tears quietly slipping out of her eyes as she stares fixedly at the ceiling. 
 “Hey, it's gonna be all right,” I say, uncertain what to do.  “We're gonna find him, and fix this.” 
 “How?” she asks.  “Like you fixed it with me?” 
 I wince.  When Regina had active nanos in her, our interaction culminated in a knock-down, drag-out fight which left the atrium of a museum destroyed, both of us in the hospital, and her so magnetized that she couldn't get within a foot of any electronics without breaking them.  She lost her job, lost her house and ended up living in her car, which was just old enough that none of its computerized parts were vital to its basic functions. 
 It was months before she was able to track me down and beg me to reverse what I'd done.  Fortunately, I was able to, but that was a significantly less destructive power.  With matter-destroying nanos, anything I do to Brian is likely to be far less reversible. 
 “No, hey, he's gonna be fine,” I say.  “We've just gotta figure out how to get to him.  I'm not saying we're going to leave him out there.  I just don't think sending unknown guys with guns at night is the right idea.  We'll get him back.” 
 “How?” Regina asks again, and I stop to consider before replying. 
 “Okay.  I think we stick with the original plan with the police – if that's okay by you?” I ask, glancing at Peterson.  He nods, and I continue.  “So you guys are going to run searches on Rossum Medical Supply, Dr. Amun and whatever other proper nouns we've got tied to this guy.  See if we can find some more property, a money trail to follow, anything.  I'll give you the phone number that Dupont gave me, too, in case that goes anywhere.” 
 “Some of the records are going to have to wait until tomorrow when people are in the offices again, but a lot of it is digitized these days, so we'll get started on that tonight,” says Peterson.  “However, I can't help but notice that your plan seems to leave you free to go cause problems.” 
 “To go solve problems,” I protest.  “Regina and I will go look for Brian, which is an extremely reasonable and legal thing for friends to do.  And is less likely to result in death or property damage than any other method of finding him.  Unless you have a better idea?” 
 Peterson's lips tighten, but I can't tell if he's holding back a scowl or a smile.  “I will make only one request, Mr. Everton.  Please do not make my job any harder than it already is.” 
 “You say that like I usually mean to make your life difficult.” 
 “No, Mr. Everton.  I say it like you usually don't mean to, and do it anyway.” 
 I spread my hands in an apologetic gesture.  “I'll...try not to?” 
 Peterson shrugs.  “Thank you.” 
 Regina and I walk out of the temporary police headquarters together in silence.  In the parking lot, she finally speaks. 
 “So where do we go from here?” 
 “Well,” I say, “I'm not totally sure.  I was hoping you might have some idea of where he is.” 
 She shakes her head miserably, and I hasten to reassure her.  “That's fine!  We'll come up with some possibilities.  In the mean time, I want to go to the hospital.  The doc's still there, and I have an idea she can help us out with.”  

 


- - -


 

 “Absolutely not,” says Doc Simmons. 
 “What?  Why not?” I demand.  The doc laughs in surprise. 
 “Why won't I just give you some sedatives?  It's against the rules, it's against my judgment, and it's against common sense,” says the doc, ticking the reasons off on her fingers. 
 “But we need them to get Brian back!” 
 “Even granting the validity of that statement, which I do not, what exactly is your plan for using them?” 
 “Well, um,” I say, having not actually gotten that far in the process, “I figured I'd just inject him.  But I guess maybe if he saw the needle coming, he could dissolve it.  Do you have, like, a trank gun?” 
 Simmons laughs again.  “Yes, Dan.  I have a tranquilizer gun in my laboratory, for all of those times that an experiment gets loose and I have to hunt it down in the air ducts.” 
 “Fine, but can you –” 
 “No.  The hospital does not have a trank gun.  It is not the sort of thing we would ever need or use.” 
 “Okay, okay.  Um, how big are syringes?  In diameter, I mean?” 
 “Dan.  I will give you the sedatives you want right now –” my excitement must be evident on my face, because the doc lifts an admonishing finger “– if you can tell me, honestly, that you are not currently thinking of making a blowgun.” 
 “I, ah.  Might have been,” I admit. 
 “This is why my answer is no,” says Simmons.  “If you give chemicals to untrained idiots, you end up with untrained idiots full of chemicals.  And you have no one to blame but yourself.” 
 “How much training can it possibly take to stick a syringe in someone?” I protest.  The doc's cold stare stops me in my tracks. 
 “You don't even know how much you don't know.  No.  I will under no circumstances send you out with a load of sedatives, a lack of a plan and a deathwish,” says the doc, unlocking a cabinet and removing several boxes and bottles. 
 “Then what are you doing?” I ask in confusion, as she begins placing supplies into a messenger bag. 
 “I happen to like Brian.  He's a good worker, he's intelligent, and I'd like to see him back unharmed.  So I'm coming with you.” 
 “But we don't even know where we're going yet!” 
 “Actually,” says Regina, “I think I have an idea.  I thought of someplace.” 
 The doc and I turn to look at Regina expectantly, and she continues.  “Brian's into urban exploration.  You know, poking around abandoned places?  He's always showing me pictures of forgotten amusement parks and empty factories and things like that. 
 “Anyway, there's a place near here – remember Stonefield Mall?” 
 “Sure, the big place that opened up on the east end of town like a decade ago,” I say. 
 “Opened up and then closed down all within about a year, yeah.  It was supposed to be this big revitalization project, only none of the stores ever really moved in and the whole thing folded almost as soon as it started.” 
 “Well, the supporting infrastructure wasn't there,” I say.  “You can't just drop a mall in and expect it to thrive if it's totally removed from its clientele's businesses and homes.  Not to mention that the roads out that way aren't built to handle to volume of traffic that the mall could have produced, if it had been successful.” 
 Doc and Regina are both looking at me weirdly, and I shrug awkwardly.  “What?  I work in construction.  I listen when the city planners talk.” 
 “Wisdom of the builders aside,” Regina says, “the point is that there's a large empty building that, as Dan points out, is not particularly close to many people.  Which are pretty much the criteria we're looking for, right?  I don't know if Brian ever actually went in there or not, but he talked about it sometimes, so – it seems like a good bet, maybe?  I don't know.  It's the only idea I have.” 
 “It sounds good to me,” I say.  “'Urban exploration,' huh?  I didn't know Brian was into recreational breaking and entering.”  I'm aiming to get a laugh from Regina, but she gives me an earnest look. 
 “I accused him of that once, and he said, 'It's just modern archaeology, you know?'“ 
 She manages to capture Brian's speech pattern, tone and even his body language perfectly, and I'm the one who laughs. 
 “That was a pretty dead-on impression!” 
 “'Man, that doesn't sound anything like me,'“ Regina continues as Brian, her grin interfering with the sound of slight affront in her voice. 
 I laugh again, and the Doc is smirking as well.  “All right, I'm convinced,” I say.  “If you can sound that much like Brian, you can probably think like him, too.  We'll go check out Stonefield tomorrow morning.” 
 Regina frowns.  “Why not right now?” 
 I shake my head.  “I still don't think it's a good idea to go out there at night, same as I told Peterson.  It's easier for him to hide, it's easier for us to get hurt.  Even if there's no one else there, a place that's been shuttered for a decade isn't likely to be in pristine condition.  I don't want to end up back here because I stepped through a rotted section of floor that I couldn't see in the dark.” 
 “Oh, but you'll leave Brian out there for another night?” Regina retorts angrily. 
 Doc Simmons chimes in.  “Actually, I have to agree with Dan here.  By going out at night, we multiply the risks, increase the chance of failure and get very little extra reward.  Additionally, we're not fully prepared to go out there yet.  Do either of you even have a flashlight?” 
 “I mean, at home, sure,” I say. 
 “So we go home tonight.  We prepare for what we'll need to go search an abandoned mall store to store.  Flashlights, probably some tool for cutting chains –” 
 “I can cut chains,” I volunteer, raising my right hand. 
 The doc grimaces.  “Fine.  The point is, pack up whatever you need, whatever you think Brian will need, and get some rest.  We'll meet at Stonefield at seven o'clock tomorrow morning, and we'll rescue Brian then.” 
 Regina doesn't look happy about this, but nods her assent.  We walk back out to the parking lot and get into my car. 
 “So,” I say, starting it up, “back to City Hall to get your car, then?” 
 “Actually,” says Regina, “can I...can I stay at your place tonight?  I don't want to be alone right now.” 
 “Sure, I guess so!  Whatever you need.” 
 Back at my place, I propose my standard evening wind-down: vegging out on the couch.  I'm pretty exhausted, and Regina looks even rougher than I feel.  She's on board with this plan, so I settle in with a glass of soda and a stupid comedy about zombies. 
 Regina and I are at opposite ends of the couch initially, but after a few minutes she scoots over next to me, moves my arm out of the way and cuddles up against my shoulder. 
 “Um,” I start, not really knowing where to go from there.  Fortunately, Regina cuts me off. 
 “Shut up,” she says, and I do.  After a short while, I can feel her crying, so I awkwardly put my arm around her shoulders and hope that's what she wants here.  She stops crying a few minutes later, so I suppose it worked. 
 Not long after that, I realize that Regina's fallen asleep pillowed against me.  I look forlornly at my glass of soda sitting on the floor, well outside of arm's reach.  My position isn't entirely comfortable, but I fluff up the cushions behind me with my free arm and make the best of it. 
 I wake up at around 3 AM with a crick in my neck.  I reach up to rub it, and when I lift my arm off of the couch, I can't feel my right hand. 
 “I dissolved my hand in the night!” I think, panicked.  A moment later, I realize that this is a stupid thought.  All that's actually happened is that I've managed to pin my arm against the couch, and my hand has fallen asleep.  Still, that split-second of terror is enough to have flushed all possibility of further sleep from my system. 
 Regina's still out, so I carefully extricate myself from beneath her and sneak off to prepare for the day.  I set coffee on to brew and go to take a shower.  I never feel less clean than when I've fallen asleep in my clothes.  Which is funny, because I come home filthy on a regular basis from work, but there's just a greasy feeling when I wake up fully clothed that's much worse than actual dirt.  It's like I've slowly bonded to my shirt and pants overnight. 
 A shower and a cup of coffee later, Regina's still not awake and I'm trying to quietly sift through my disorganized closets in search of what we might need today.  I put two flashlights into a backpack, then can't really think of much else that we actually need, so I start putting stuff in more or less at random.  Water bottles?  Sure, we might be out there for a while.  Maybe we'll get dust in our eyes that we need to rinse out.  In they go. 
 Box of Band-aids?  Yeah, lots of places to get cut there.  Pair of work gloves?  Absolutely, why not.  Bungee cords?  I mean, I can't think of any situation that would need them.  But on the other hand, they're not doing me any good sitting around here, so they're coming along! 
 I'm in danger of emptying an entire closet into the backpack, so I step away for a minute and go scramble some eggs for breakfast.  Regina makes her way into the kitchen in the middle of this process and stands there, rubbing her eyes. 
 “Morning,” I say.  “Coffee?” 
 She accepts a mug and sits heavily at the table.  “What time is it?” 
 “I don't know, four-ish?” 
 “Ugh.” 
 This seems to be all she has to say on the subject, which I can understand.  I'm not much of a conversationalist before my first cup of coffee, either. 
 She's still working her way to the bottom of the cup when I pass her a plate with scrambled eggs, toast and half of an only-slightly-elderly tomato that I found in the fridge. 
 “Haute cuisine, Dan?” she says, smiling. 
 “Man, I am an excellent cook!” I exclaim.  “No matter what Brian says about it.” 
 Regina's face falls.  She grabs my wrist, and I turn to look at her. 
 “Dan, he's going to be okay, right?” 
 “He's going to be fine,” I assure her.  “We're going to fix this.  We're gonna get him back.” 
 “Okay,” she says, letting go of my arm.  “Okay.” 
 After a pause, I say, “Hey, speaking of, what should we be bringing today?  I put in flashlights and some Band-aids, but then sort of ran out of reasonable ideas.” 
 Regina snorts.  “Dan, you can go from reassuring to clueless in about two seconds flat, did you know that?” 
 “It's been mentioned,” I say. 



 
- Chapter Nine - 
   
 Sunrise on the Ides of March finds me in the parking lot of an abandoned mall with my best friend's girlfriend, waiting for a doctor to arrive so that we can bring said friend home, by ambush and force if necessary.  Despite the chill in the air, I'm sweating a bit.  I've taken the advice I gave to Peterson and have worn multiple layers.  I have an undershirt, a regular shirt, a flannel hanging loose over that and a jacket on top.  I'm wearing a hat to protect my head, and I'm basically just hoping that Brian doesn't go for my legs, because I'm only wearing a single pair of pants.  I thought about doubling up there, but decided that I wouldn't be able to take them off in anything like a timely fashion if I needed to.  My life has never before called for me to own tearaway pants. 
 The doc shows up at five minutes to seven, and steps out of her car carrying the satchel we saw her pack yesterday.  We stand and regard the mall for a moment.  With the sun rising behind it, casting the building into silhouette, it looks normal, even inviting.  If it weren't for the cracked and weed-strewn parking lot extending out in front, it would be easy to believe that the mall was still alive and preparing to open for the day. 
 “Shall we?” asks the doc, gesturing forward, and together we walk to the front doors. 
 Simmons tries the first set, which are locked, and moves on to the next one, then the next.  “All locked at this entrance,” she reports, starting to walk away. 
 “Doc?  I can open any door you want,” I say. 
 “Yes, and if we can't find Brian's entry point, we'll go that way.  But I'd rather find the route he took in, and reduce our search radius immediately, wouldn't you?” 
 “Okay, your logic's sound, Doc.  But your bedside manner could use some work.” 
 “No one ever got better through false hopes, Dan.” 
 “You live a very uncompromising life, is all I'm saying.” 
 “Look!” says Regina, cutting our argument short.  Ahead, sunlight glints off of the glass panels of doors protected behind a gate of steel bars.  The bars have a large hole eaten out of them, though, and one of the doors is missing its glass.  No shards are visible on the ground, just a thick coating of dust. 
 “Well,” says the doc.  “Once again: shall we?” 
 I take a deep breath and step inside the abandoned mall. 
 Inside, the mall is surprisingly well-lit.  The early-morning sun creeps in through well-placed skylights, and the large central atrium allows this light to suffuse all but the most remote corners.  Inside the shops themselves, it's probably another story, but for right now I'm pleased at how not-creepy this place is.  I squint my eyes, trying to picture it in the dark, and come to the conclusion that I was absolutely right to wait until daylight. 
 “Keep moving forward, Dan,” says Simmons behind me, and I guiltily step ahead a few more paces so she can enter, too.  The doc clicks on her flashlight and starts scanning the floor. 
 “I think it's pretty sound,” I say, jumping up and down experimentally. 
 Simmons gives me that familiar look, the one that says I’m acting like an idiot.  “I'm looking for footprints, or any sign that Brian came this way.  I'm not worried about the structural integrity of the ground floor.” 
 “What happened over here?” asks Regina, and we turn to see her shining her light on the wall next to the entrance.  From about waist-height down, irregular patches are missing from the drywall, and the metal studs revealed behind it have been eaten away, too.  The damage reaches to the floor, which is also pitted reaching nearly to where we entered.  The same pattern of damage is on the opposite wall, too. 
 “Something to do with the power,” I say. 
 “Clearly,” says Doc Simmons.  “Is this something you can do?” 
 “Not as far as I know.  This looks like a really wide spread of buckshot or something.  Acid buckshot.  I tried using it at range, but never got anywhere with it.” 
 “Well.  Keep your eyes peeled, and your layers loose, I suppose,” says the doc. 
 Since everyone else has their flashlight out, I turn mine on, too, and check the floor ahead of me.  I'm not entirely sure what I'm looking for; a clear set of footprints in the dust like you see in movies, I suppose.  But while this floor is definitely dirty, it turns out that when you walk on dirt, you mainly just get dirt left in place, only slightly flatter.  Looking behind us, I can't even see our own footprints.  Maybe I'm just a really bad tracker. 
 Whatever that spray was about at the door, I don't see it repeated anywhere else as we make our way through the mall.  I let the doc take the lead, since she seems to have some idea of what she's doing.  While she studies the floor and Regina watches the hallway ahead of us, I let my light play along the walls as I take a look at the empty shops around us. 
 I take back what I said earlier about this place not being creepy.  It is, but its creepiness is so big that I missed it at first.  It's a gigantic tombstone, a monument to the death of civilization.  The shops are all shuttered, the ceiling is cracked and peeling, the floors are unwashed and slowly being subsumed by dirt.  In two thousand years, they might find the ruins of this place and study it, marveling at ancient American culture.  This Cinnabon sign might still be there, its plastic and metal tarnished but still present.  Will they know what that was?  Will they understand why this kiosk was labeled a Sunglass Hut? 
 Brian's right.  Urban exploration is just modern archaeology. 
 We move slowly past an empty food court, the chairs still sitting at the tables like they're waiting for the crowds to come back.  People have been in here.  The walls are covered with graffiti.  Some of it's just scrawled tags, but a lot of it is impressive art.  There are fields, rivers, pyramids, and jungles painted on the walls.  Misshapen people lean in at the angles, and odd little monsters crouch along the floor.  Someone's gone around to every one of the cutouts in the wall where the fast-food restaurants used to be and painted a gaping mouth around each one, so each empty blackness appears to be stretching down some strange creature's gullet. 
 For whatever reason, the graffiti seems to be limited to the food court.  Is it a gallery of some sort?  Are there rules about where you do and don't spraypaint?  How come no one's broken any of the tables or chairs, or even the windows?  This is a piece of the world I know nothing about. 
 We're approaching a grimy escalator when the doc says quietly, “Brian's been here.” 
 Her near-whisper echoes sibilantly in the cavernous space.  I start to look for what's caught her attention, and she adds, “Don't shine your light around.  If he doesn't know we're here, that'll alert him.  Just look, both sides.” 
 At first, I don't see what she's talking about.  The shops on each side look perfectly normal: large empty entryways, barren shelves and racks disappearing quickly into the darkness inside, just like all of the others we've passed.  Finally it hits me – the security gates are missing.  Completely gone, as if they'd never existed.  And straining my eyes, I now can see the white dust piled on the white tile at the shop entrances. 
 “Which one do you think he's in?” whispers Regina. 
 “Either's equally possible.  Or neither.  Could be a trap,” Simmons whispers back. 
 “Hey, stupid question,” I say quietly.  “Why are we whispering?” 
 No one answers, so after a beat I continue, “I mean, we want him to know we're here, right?  Half of the point of waiting for day was so that we didn't accidentally startle him into doing something stupid.  So, if we think he's here, isn't it time to, like, shout for him?” 
 There's another moment of silence, and then the doc says in a normal tone, “All right.  Regina?  He'll probably be happiest to hear you.” 
 Regina sticks her flashlight under one arm and cups her hands to her mouth.  “Brian?” she calls out, her voice ringing throughout the mall.  “Baby?  We came to find you, Bri.” 
 We wait expectantly, but nothing moves in the silence following her announcement.  Regina looks quizzically at me, but I just shrug.  Half a minute passes before I say, “So – left or right?” 
 “You want to go beard the creature in its den, Dan?” asks Simmons with a small smirk.  “You sure you wouldn't like to split up first, too?” 
 “Har har.  Do you have a better option?  If he's not coming out, we've got to go in.” 
 “He's not a creature,” Regina says, frowning at Doc Simmons. 
 “It's just a joke.  I'm sorry,” I tell her. 
 “Why are you apologizing?  She's the one who said it.” 
 “Well, I'm sorry that she said it, then.” 
 “Left it is,” says the doc, training her flashlight into the store and walking in.  Regina frowns again at Doc Simmons's retreating back and I just shrug, but we both fall into step behind her. 
 The sunlight quickly fades as we enter the abandoned store, and by ten feet in we're totally dependent on our flashlights.  Regina's still calling out for Brian as we go, talking to him the same way you'd try to soothe a panicked animal. 
 “Are you in here, Bri?  We're here to help you.  You've done good so far, you've done great.  Let us help you get this under control.  We're gonna get through this, Brian.” 
 Regina keeps the monologue going as we progress, pausing her speech after each sentence to invite a reply.  No response is forthcoming, though, and so we continue forward, our lights scanning the naked aisles of the store. 
 Toward the back, I spot a ragged hole in the wall, a vaguely circular shape taller than a man.  The floor near it is dissolved in erratic pits, just like at the entrance to the mall.  I still can't make sense of the pattern.  There's a clear path to walk into the hole in the wall at the center, but then the pits start about two feet out from that on each side and continue just past the edge of the circle.  It really does look like someone fired a wide burst of shot on each side of the central path before passing through. 
 Stepping carefully past the eaten-away section of floor, Regina leans into the makeshift tunnel.  “It opens up into another store,” she reports, shining her flashlight in.  “Looks basically the same as this one – Brian?  Are you in there, baby?” 
 From the hole issues a sound that at first I think is rushing wind, before it deepens into a feral growl.  I tighten my grip on my flashlight, wishing I had a better weapon.  Beside me, Doc Simmons digs through her messenger bag. 
 Regina takes a single step backwards, but calls out again, “Brian?” 
 “You could all learn to take a hint,” comes Brian's voice, thick with rage.  “Did you even find the doctor?  Or did you just ignore my extremely simple request and come barging in here, certain that you knew what was best?  Like always?” 
 “Hey, man, we're looki–” I begin, but Brian cuts me off. 
 “Don't even talk to me!  It's bad enough that you're here.  Your tainted breath is poisoning the air.  I could smell you from outside.  You're like a wound in the air, a parasite moving under a scab.” 
 I open my mouth to protest, but Doc Simmons puts a hand on my arm and shakes her head at me.  I motion to her, asking: should I leave?  She shakes her head again, and I grimace.  I don't know what I'm supposed to do here. 
 Regina's pushing ahead with her plan to talk Brian down from his nano-induced rage, though.  “Baby, we're looking for the doctor.  We're going to find him.  But we didn't want to leave you out here alone.  We were worried about you.  I was worried about you.  I still am.” 
 “You think I don't know that?” snarls Brian, anger and frustration dripping from his voice.  “I wanted to tell you!  This was the only way I could handle it!  And it was fine until HE started getting closer!  I was FINE out here, and then he brought in his filth and the whole thing decayed around me like I was drowning in year-old dumpster garbage!” 
 Without thinking, I respond.  “Dude, I was j–” 
 “SHUT!  UP!” roars Brian, and twenty feet to my left a hand bursts through a section of the store wall. 
 For a split second, the dust-covered hand sticks out alone, a wall-hanging put up by someone with a morbid sense of humor.  Then the drywall around it begins to melt away like plastic held up to a blowtorch, disappearing rapidly in all directions.  Metallic clangs ring out as half-dissolved shelves fall to the ground before vanishing in their own turn. 
 Within seconds, the hole is big enough to admit an entire person.  Striding out of the gloom comes Brian, a murderous look on his face.  His shoulders are hunched, his forehead lowered, and his teeth bared behind a snarl big enough to cause him to drool slightly. 
 However, the very first thing I notice about Brian is that he's completely naked.  From head to toe, he doesn't have a stitch of clothing on.  The nanos coat his entire body, giving him a sheen that shimmers slightly in the beams of our flashlights.  I've seen this on my own hands when Dr. A drove me to my wit's end, but this is far more extreme. 
 “All you had to do!” Brian shouts, stalking toward me one deliberate step at a time.  “Was find!  Dr. A!”  His breath is coming in short pants, his nostrils flaring with each inhalation.  His hands clench into fists over and over again, hard enough that I can hear the knuckles popping in one of them.  The silvery nanos drip off of his hands, eating small holes in the carpet where they land. 
 He steadily closes the distance with a strange bobbing walk, and after a few steps I realize why.  With each step, the floor beneath him is dissolving, lowering him gently through the carpet, thin padding and cement with equal ease.  Small craters, still slowly expanding, mark the path he's taken so far. 
 Brian's still drawing closer.  “You know what this does to people, you imbecile.  You know!  And yet you came here!  You did this to me!  Look at me!”  He gestures violently at himself, and I suddenly realize that he's only a few steps away from being able to touch me. 
 I jump backwards, hands up in a placating gesture.  “It's cool, man.  I'll leave.” 
 Brian snarls without words and spits on the ground, still advancing as I retreat.  Regina steps forward, fear and concern in her eyes, and puts herself between the two of us. 
 “Brian, stop!” she pleads.  “You know Dan's your friend.  You're better than this.” 
 Brian stops and stares her dead in the eyes.  “You?” he asks incredulously.  “You of all people?  You'd stand here and tell me just to resist this, to out-think it?” 
 “Yes, me.  You can beat this!” 
 “I recall a city-swamping storm.  Lightning drawn down, incautious of bystanders.  A museum in wreckage.  All of this spanning days, weeks because you knew, like an itch on your brain itself, that he was out there!” 
 Throughout this speech, Brian has been sinking slowly into the floor.  Stepping up almost a foot to get out of the holes he's creating, he resumes his advance. 
 “Bri, please, stop.  You're right.  I know exactly how this feels.  That's why I can help you.  And we're going to, I promise.  We're going to help you.” 
 “Regina,” I caution. 
 Brian growls deep in his throat.  “Don't you even say her name.  I won't hear you corrupt it.” 
 I reach for Regina's arm to pull her back with me, but she shakes off my grip. 
 “Brian, come on,” she begs him, ignoring me.  “Come with me.  Doc Simmons has sedatives.  We're gonna get this under control.” 
 He shakes his head, then again violently, as if trying to shake it clean.  “No.  No!  There are two ways to control this.  He could have found the cause.  I wanted to do it that way, you know?  I tried.  I tried so hard. 
 “But now he's here, and we're doing it the other way.  This all stops when I wipe the Earth of your disgusting presence.  Dan.”  He spits my name like a curse, steps out of the new holes he's standing in, and starts forward once more.  Regina is now only a few feet from him, but his eyes are fixed over her shoulder on me. 
 “Get out of my way, Regina,” he says, but she shakes her head and reaches out a hand.  I make a strangled noise in my throat, afraid to say anything that'll set Brian off. 
 “Please, Bri?” asks Regina. 
 Brian makes an incoherent noise, halfway between a sob and a shout, and tears a piece of metal shelving from the wall.  He juggles it briefly as it immediately begins to dissolve in his hands, catches it in a temporarily solid grip and swings it like a bat at Regina. 
 The makeshift weapon slams into her shoulder, driving her into the wall.  She hits the shelves with a cry and stumbles to her knees.  The shelf falls from Brian's hands, fist-sized holes rapidly expanding through it from where he grasped it. 
 Brian locks eyes with me and points at Regina.  “Look what you made me do!  You ruin things.  You ruin everything!” 
 I want to help Regina, but backing up seems the most prudent action at this point.  It draws Brian away from her, which honestly seems to be the most helpful thing I can do right now. 
 Weighing my options briefly, I decide to risk his further ire by talking, just to keep his attention on me.  “C'mon, man.  That's the nanos talking.  You don't want to do this.” 
 “Is it?  Dan?”  He uses my name as an epithet again.  “Is it really?  How good a friend are you?  How good a person are you?” 
 He advances relentlessly, and I back up to keep pace.  I don't have too many more steps to go until I'm up against the back wall of the store, and I definitely need to turn before that happens. 
 “Dude, you're my best friend.” 
 “Yeah.  I am.  And what do I get out of it?  Danger.  Pain.  Physical damage.  Mental anguish.  LOOK AT ME RIGHT NOW!” he roars.  “You!  This is because of you!  You use people!  You wad them up and throw them away like they're garbage, but it's you!  You're the trash!  You're the filth!” 
 With eyes wide and spittle flying from his mouth as he delivers this diatribe, Brian's attention is completely on me.  At this moment, Doc Simmons steps from one of the aisles behind Brian, a syringe in her hand, and in one smooth motion jabs it into his neck and depresses the plunger. 
 Brian roars, and for one moment, I think that it's worked.  Then I see the liquid sheeting briefly down his neck and shoulder before being consumed by the ravenous nanos, even as the doc drops the disintegrating syringe. 
 The doc has immediately started moving away again, but Brian lashes out with a backhanded blow and catches her across the chest with his bare arm.  I cry out, “No!” as the nanos set in, but the doc is already tearing off her coat and throwing it away from her.  It falls to the ground as a ragged scrap of fabric, but as far as I can tell she got it off before anything spread. 
 “You see?” growls Brian, turning back to me.  “Everyone!  You put everyone in harm's way, while you just watch and let it happen.  This ends now!” 
 On that final word, he lurches into a run at me, and I abandon backing up in favor of an all-out sprint away.  I skid around the corner and turn up another aisle, heading back for the front of the store in an effort to get out of this dark and maze-like shop.  I hear a crash behind me and I risk a look back. 
 Brian has stumbled while running and fallen into a shelf, which is collapsing around him.  Judging by the enraged shouting, he's not hurt, just entangled, but it's bought me a bit more of a lead. 
 Probably I should take advantage of this to get to the open atrium of the mall, but I really don't want to leave Regina and Doc Simmons in here with Brian.  No matter what he's said, I don't just use people.  I don't. 
 So instead of making my escape, I double back toward Brian.  I duck low as I go, running my hand all along the main piece of the shelving unit as I pass by.  I can feel the metal pulling away from my fingers, a crawling sensation, and by the time I'm halfway down the aisle I can hear the creak of the shelf starting to give way. 
 Brian's nearly free of the shelf that's fallen on him now, and is lying in a pit almost two feet deep.  As the shelf behind me collapses, I break into a full run and leap over the pit.  Brian springs up to try to grab me, and is hit by the falling shelf and driven back into the deepening pit. 
 I land on the far side and stumble.  My moment of triumph changes quickly to horror as I feel my right shoe eroding beneath me.  Brian must have gotten a hand on me on the way by!  In a panic, I stomp on my heel with my other foot and kick my shoe off, sending it flying.  In an utter coincidence, just as Brian is raising his head from the wreckage of the latest shelf, the steel-toed boot strikes him directly in the face, snapping his head back and knocking him over with a crash. 
 Still panicked, I shine my flashlight on my foot, but see no sign that the nanos made it through, or transferred to my other shoe.  I take in a deep, shaky breath and step carefully toward Brian, who's currently lying on a pile of rubble.  The whole pile is shifting and collapsing beneath him as the nanos disintegrate it, and I can't tell if Brian is moving or not. 
 Shining my light on him, I see no signs of direct movement.  “Doc, where are those –” I begin, but my question is cut off by a scream of rage from Brian.  He sits up, bleeding from the nose and with a black eye already forming, and whips his hand at me like he's snapping an invisible towel.  A spray of nanos flies off and strikes me, hitting my shirt, my pants, and worst of all, directly landing on my exposed hands and face. 
 It feels like being branded.  I scream as points of bloody pain erupt all over my body. 
 My skin boils away under the nanos' invasive touch.  Every nerve ending flares as it dies, sending continuous waves of pain from half a dozen different places on my skin.  I scrabble frantically at my jacket, trying to use the fabric to wipe away the destroying nanos, but the fabric disintegrates in my hands. 
 Brian's laughing wildly with a hysterical tinge to his voice.  I stumble around a corner to avoid any further damage, as if it really matters.  The agony jolting through my body, growing worse with every step, confirms that I've had it.  I'd like to say that I feel noble for my sacrifice, or at least resigned to my fate, but what I really feel is intense, all-consuming fear.  I don't want to die, and especially not like this. 
 Through the haze of pain, I hear Doc Simmons yelling.  “Dan!  Hate the nanos!” 
 Weird advice.  Hardly advice at all, honestly.  Of course I hate them.  Due to these stupid things, I've suffered incredible amounts of physical and mental abuse.  I've been beaten, shot, stabbed, burned, electrocuted and more.  I've been under investigation by the police, and fired from several jobs.  I've had my car totaled, my home broken into, my personal sanctity violated in every way imaginable.  Also the majority of the city regards me with the same vague sort of hate that's directed at suspected terrorists shown on the evening news. 
 And now I'm dying at the hands of my best friend, and that's also laid at their feet.  So yeah, I hate the nanos.  If I could rip every one of them out of my body, I would.  I'd give up every benefit I've gained from them – the extra strength, the improved cognition, the minor lingering powers – just to watch them burn.  When I was normal, I thought I'd like to be exceptional.  But having given that a try, let me tell you: it sucks. 



 
- Chapter Ten - 
   
  “Dan!  Are you still alive?” calls Simmons, and I realize with some astonishment that I am.  I've dropped my flashlight and I can't see my hands in the dim recesses of the store, but they don't seem to be disintegrating any more.  The open wounds on the back make me hiss in pain when I brush them, though, and blood is running freely down my fingertips.  A trickling wetness on my neck tells me that the same is probably true of my face.  Both of my eyes are still working, although blood is dripping into the left one.  I blink it away. 
 “I – I am!” I shout back, incredulous.  This is met by a gargled roar from Brian in the next aisle, and the sound of shifting metal. 
 “For now!” he shouts, and I quickly shove the shelf I'm standing next to.  It topples over with a clamorous crash, eliciting another shout of pain from Brian.  I can hear him moving even as the shelving dissolves around him, so I know it's only a short reprieve. 
 “I'm...going to...kill...you all,” pants Brian, clawing his way out of the rubble. 
 “Listen to yourself!” I shout at him.  Shouting causes a searing pain from my left cheek, and something's flapping there like it's been torn, but I shove that down for now.  “I don't care what poison thoughts you've got in your system, man.  You're better than this.  You need to come after me, fine, but there's nothing turning you against the doc and Regina.” 
 “Don't say her name!” he growls.  His head and shoulders are clear of the fallen shelves, and he's clambering out of the pit that's been forming beneath him.  His fingers dig into the floor, cutting brief handholds that rapidly widen into small craters of their own. 
 “Then don't threaten her!” 
 “They're helping you!”  He's almost free now, and I'm backing up quickly. 
 “Not now they're not.  They're in a corner of the store, and I'm here in front of you.  You want me?  Come on, then.  But leave them out of this.” 
 Brian lunges for me, and I break and run.  My shredded clothing flutters as I go, and the rushing wind from my progress sings white-hot over my wounds.  With every step, I'm certain I'll feel Brian leap onto my back and bear me to the floor, nanos eating into my spine, but somehow I make it to the front of the store unharmed. 
 I burst free of the confines of the shop and rush into the atrium's light.  My hands, legs and face burn where the skin's been eaten away, my jacket and shirt look like I took a shotgun blast at close range, and air is whistling in my cheek as I pant for breath.  I'm slightly light-headed, and I've lost enough blood that I can actually smell it on me, a rich meaty stink. 
 I should run.  I should hide.  I'm in no position to fight.  And what can I do against him, anyway?  The whole plan was to come out here and either talk him down or catch him by surprise so that we could sedate him.  There's no scenario where I'm going to hurt him.  I mean, I did drop a couple of shelves on him, but I’m talking about serious hurt.  Nano-disassembly-level hurt.  It's not happening.  I'll let him kill me first. 
 I'm really hoping it doesn't come to that, though. 
 “Brian!” I call, turning around to face the store.  I can see him inside, walking slowly toward me.  “Come on!  I'm out here!” 
 “Shut up,” Brian snarls, and although his voice quivers with rage, his tone is quiet and his steps are measured.  “Just stop talking.  I can just about hold it together when you shut up.” 
 His arms are wrapped tightly around his stomach, and at first I'm afraid he's been hurt.  Then he steps out of the store and into the daylight streaming in through the windows high above, and I realize that he's just trying to keep his hands under control.  Brian's knuckles are white from where he's gripping his own arms so hard, and he shines with the silvery glitter of nanos looking for something to destroy. 
 “You're not wrong, you know,” Brian says, pacing around me, his steps still eating holes in the floor as he goes.  I stand still, tense and ready to spring, unsure whether running will break his fragile hold on calm.  His speech is tight with fury and delivered through occasionally clenched teeth, but he seems to have himself under control for now. 
 “This isn't me.  I know that.  I know!  And I can appreciate what they were trying to do for me.  Not you!”  He laughs.  “Not you.  Can't appreciate anything about you.  I can remember things I liked, but they've all got a new spin on them.  Tainted, like I can finally see the way you really meant everything.” 
 I must have looked like I was about to say something, because Brian shoots one finger up, pointing at me in an accusatory fashion.  “Not one word!  If you say one thing, I will tear you apart right here.  I won't even need the nanos.  I'll do it with my hands.  And I'll laugh while I'm doing it.” 
 I nod, and kneel down.  While Brian watches curiously, still pacing, I draw a vertical line in the tile at my feet.  I'd meant to just write in the dust, but my nanos are apparently still in high gear, as I end up etching directly into the tile itself.  I shrug and continue.  It'll be easier to read this way anyway. 
 As Brian makes another circuit, I carefully continue my marks.  Writing upside down so that it'll be facing out toward Brian, I draw: I'M SORRY. 
 He stops in front of me, barely out of arm's reach, and looks me directly in the eyes.  Then, incredibly, he starts to laugh.  It's still got more than a touch of hysteria, but it's a real laugh, with humor behind it. 
 “Yeah,” he says between laughs.  “That's perfect.” 
 His fists are clenched at his sides, and although he's still chuckling, he's also crying.  For a second, I'm sure he's about to jump onto me, and I brace myself for the tearing impact.  But instead, he kneels down too and closes his eyes. 
 “Doc!” he shouts.  “Come and trank me now.  Do it quickly!” 
 Simmons materializes out of the shadows of the store, a new syringe already in hand, and stabs the point into Brian's shoulder.  Just as before, though, the needle disintegrates on contact, metal flaking and falling away as the sedative spurts out of the ruined syringe, only to be consumed in its turn by the voracious nanos. 
 “You've got to turn that off, Brian,” the doc says authoritatively, but Brian shakes his head. 
 “Can't.  It's taking all I've got to keep things even this calm,” he grits out.  “Figure something out.  And hurry!” 
 The doc digs through her bag.  “All right.  On the count of three, tilt your head back, open your mouth and pretend you're about to chug a beer.” 
 I raise an eyebrow at the doc, and she shrugs as she holds several pills over Brian's head.  “Seemed like the best way to tell him to open his throat.  I don't know how thorough this nano coating is.  One, two, three!” 
 She drops the pills and Brian swallows convulsively, choking.  He lurches to his feet, anger twisting his features.  “That's the nicest way you could have done that?” 
 “Dude,” I say placatingly, and Brian wheels on me. 
 “NOT ONE WORD, I SAID!” he howls, and leaps at me.  I fall to the side and he slides past, scrabbling for purchase on the floor. 
 “Run, Dan!” says Simmons.  “The drugs are going to take a minute to kick in.  Oral sedation is slower.” 
 I don't need to be told twice.  I scramble to my feet, slipping briefly in the blood that's pooled on the floor where I was sitting, and sprint back through the halls of the mall.  Brian follows, shouting invective. 
 Wounded as I am, I'm sure he's gaining, so I head back toward the food court and start throwing chairs behind me as I go.  I hear a crash and a clatter as he collides with first one, then another.  His swearing has started to slur together, though, and I take a chance and look back to see his situation. 
 Brian's tangled in two chairs on the floor, their metal slowly coming apart around him.  His head is hanging down as if it's too heavy to hold, but even so one arm feels around for a chair and makes a weak attempt to throw it at me.  He succeeds only in pushing it a foot or so before slumping entirely to the ground. 
 I give his fallen form a wide berth and go back to find the doc.  She's supporting Regina out of the store, and although Regina has a nice goose egg forming on her temple and looks a little woozy, she's walking under her own power and seems to be basically all right.  Both of them, incredibly, are smiling about something, and Regina's actually giggling. 
 “What's so funny?” I ask, and Regina points to the blood-spattered tile where I had knelt.  There, written in large letters is the phrase: 
   


   
  “I can't tell if you screwed up telling him that you're sorry,” laughs Regina, “or that you're Zorro.” 
 “Look, I was writing upside down!” I protest.  “And also I've lost a lot of blood.” 
 Regina sobers up.  “Yeah, let's get you patched up.  Ooh, Dan, your cheek!  I can see your teeth!” 
 “Don't tell me that.  I don't want to hear that.” 
 Doc Simmons pulls some bandages and antiseptic out of her bag.  I hold up a hand.  “Shouldn't we get Brian?” I ask. 
 The doc shrugs.  “He'll keep.  Hold still.” 
 I suffer the doc's tender mercies in silence before a thought occurs to me.  “Hey, Doc?  When you told me to hate the nanos – and thank you for that, by the way – how did you know it would just make mine attack the invading ones, and not turn them on themselves?” 
 “I didn't.” 
 “What?  What would have happened if they'd all turned on each other?  They're all through my system, right?” 
 “Yes, probably that would have killed you extremely painfully.” 
 “What?!” 
 “Dan.  That was currently happening anyway.  It seemed like a good risk.” 
 “Yeah, to you!” 
 “If you can find a logical flaw in my thought process, I'll apologize.  Otherwise, I stand by my decision.” 
 I can't spot the flaw, but still, that doesn't make it okay.  I sulk silently until the doc's done bandaging me, but I'm pretty sure that she doesn't notice. 



 
- Chapter Eleven - 
   
  Many bandages later, Regina and I are sitting in the food court, watching Brian's unconscious form.  The doc's run out to her car to get something to carry him on, and we're here to make sure he doesn't disappear like the fallen killer at the end of a horror movie.  Or dissolve the floor into a pit so deep that we can't get to him, I suppose, which is probably the more likely scenario. 
 Fortunately, once the drugs knocked Brian out, the nanos also went dormant.  It makes sense, since they're powered by directed high emotion, but for all I know he could be having high-emotion dreams right now.  I mean, I disintegrated my blankets in my sleep, so it can happen.  I guess being drugged isn't the same as normal sleep, though.  Whatever the case, he's not steadily sinking into the floor, so I'll take it. 
 “I just wish there were something we could do for him,” Regina says wistfully. 
 “There is!  We're doing it.” 
 “No, but I mean – he's hurting, and all we're doing is hurting him more.  For his own good, and I get that, but we just chased him through a mall.  He's all cut up and bruised and might have broken bones for all we know, and I just feel so bad for him.” 
 I gesture at the lump on Regina's head.  “You didn't come out of this unscathed, either.  We did what we had to do.  He'll be all right.” 
 “Yeah, I suppose,” Regina sighs. 
 We sit in silence for a minute.  Then she asks, “How's your cheek?” 
 “Well,” I say, “it's got a big hole in it.  So that's not great.” 
 “Yeah, but like, how's it feel?  Sorry, it's gross.  But I'm curious.” 
 “You ever bite the inside of your cheek, and get a big lump?  It's like that, but in reverse.  I keep wanting to poke it with my tongue, but every time I do, it's like someone's stabbing me with an ice pick.  Every nerve there is on high alert. 
 “Plus now that it's bandaged up on the outside, it's got a constant slow leak into my mouth, and every swallow tastes like blood.” 
 “Gross!” 
 “Well, you asked.  Anyway, what option do I have?  Spitting the blood out?” 
 Regina screws up her face and pretends to gag.  “Enough!  I'm sorry I asked.” 
 The clack of footsteps in the empty halls announces Doc Simmons's return.  She comes into view with a pair of aluminum poles tucked under her arm, a thick swath of canvas hanging from them. 
 “Come help me load Brian onto the stretcher,” she calls. 
 “Can do!”  I hop down from the table where I was sitting, but suddenly the light in the room dims and I can barely see the next table in front of me.  “Whoa.” 
 “Dan, are you all right?”  The room's bright again.  Regina's next to me, and has her hands on my shoulders.  Also, I'm kneeling.  When did that happen? 
 “Yeah, I'm fine.  What's up?”  I try to stand up, but my legs are heavy and don't want to move.  I get one foot flat on the floor, plant both hands on that knee and lever myself to a standing position. 
 “I don't know!  You stumbled or something, and then you kind of sank to the floor.” 
 “He's lost a lot of blood,” the doc calls over her shoulder.  “He probably stood up too fast.  Regina, would you please come help me load Brian onto the stretcher, then?” 
 “No, lemme get this,” I say.  “If he starts dispensing nanos again, I'm the only one that's not a death sentence for.  I'll go slow.” 
 With Regina spotting me, I get Brian rolled onto the stretcher without incident.  When I reach down to pick up one end of the poles, though, Regina puts two fingers on my chest and shakes her head. 
 “Absolutely not.” 
 “I'm fine!  I can carry him.  More easily than you can, I bet.” 
 “And what happens when you pass out again, and drop him and jar him awake?” 
 “I don't think drugs work like that,” I mutter, but I can see I'm not going to win this argument, so I step aside.  “Doc, what can I do?” 
 “There's a space blanket in a small plastic pouch in my bag.  Cover him up, and tuck it in so it doesn't blow away while we walk,” she says, hoisting the front end of the stretcher. 
 I do so, then walk carefully alongside, ready to step in if either of them need my help.  They make it to the doc's car without incident, though, whereas I notice the lights dimming twice more on the walk there.  I'm able to keep going without falling over these times, but Regina's right; I definitely shouldn't be carrying anything more than myself right now, if even that. 
 We bundle Brian into the back, and Regina asks, “Now what?” 
 “Now I take him to the hospital,” says Simmons, “and figure out what drug cocktail to put him on to modulate the effects of the nanos.  Fluoxetine seems like a good start, and we'll figure out where to go from there.” 
 “What's fluoxetine?” Regina asks nervously. 
 “Prozac,” says Doc Simmons.  “Should have a mild sedative effect to calm him down and an anti-depressant to make things not look so bad.  We know that he was doing well enough before Dan actively came looking for him, so if we keep Dan away and calm him down even a little, he should be fine.  I wouldn't want to send him into a crowded marketplace or anything, but I think I can get him back to a point where he can wear clothes and touch furniture without disintegrating it.” 
 “So you don't want me to come with you, I take it?” I ask. 
 Simmons laughs.  “It's not often I say this to someone who looks like you do right now, Dan, but no, please stay away from the hospital.  There's not much we could do for you right now, anyway.  Since your skin wasn't cut, but rather was dissolved, it can't be stitched back up in any reasonable way.  You'll probably need to see a plastic surgeon at some point, especially for the hole in your cheek.  In the mean time, keep gauze on the wounds, get some food and rest and you'll be all right.” 
 “All right, Doc.  Take care of him.” 
 “I will,” she promises, and drives off.  I fish out my keys as we watch her go. 
 “Okay.  We need to go to the police station and see if Peterson's found anything,” I tell Regina. 
 “What about food and rest?” 
 “I can get those in a little bit.  Right now, I – whoa.”  The world greys out again, and I brace myself against the side of the car. 
 Regina raises a skeptical eyebrow.  “Yeah, I think I'm going to drive.” 
 “Good idea,” I say, handing her the keys. 
 In the car, Regina sees me wincing as I climb in and says, “Lean your seat back.  You'll be more comfortable that way.” 
 I follow her advice as we pull out of the parking lot of the abandoned mall.  Apparently I am much more comfortable that way, as the next thing I know the car is stopped and we're somewhere else. 
 “Sorry, I didn't mean to fall asleep,” I mumble, struggling to a sitting position. 
 “I'm not sure you did,” Regina says lightly, but I can hear tension in her voice.  “I think you may have just passed out.” 
 “Hey, we're not at the police station!” I say accusatorily, having recognized my house. 
 “Dan, you need to recover.  We're going inside, you're going to eat, and then you're going to sleep.” 
 “But Brian –” 
 “Is being taken care of.  I will contact Sam and see if he's found anything yet.  You are going inside to lie down before you fall down.” 
 I grumble, but given that I'm having trouble even undoing my seat belt, I have to admit that she might have a point.  I don't have to admit it out loud, though. 
 Somehow, the brief nap has made things worse.  Getting out of the car is a symphony of agony.  Regina attempts to help, but even leaning on her hurts several of the open wounds that litter my arms and chest. 
 Eventually, though, I make it inside and down the half-flight of stairs to the basement, where I carefully lower myself onto the couch.  Regina disappears back upstairs to cook a second breakfast and I attempt to put my feet up, only to discover that one is much heavier than the other.  I still have my one remaining shoe on. 
 I fumble with the laces for a couple of minutes, but my fingers are limp and uncooperative.  Finally, disgusted with the entire process, I slap my palm flat on my shoe and watch the entire thing dissolve away, leaving my foot free and unencumbered.  Brian had already disintegrated the other one anyway.  Now they match, is all. 
 I wake up to Regina holding a plate of scrambled eggs and gently poking me with a pen.  “Dan?  Eat this before you sleep.” 
 “Haute cuisine?” I ask, attempting a smile.  The agonizing pain in my cheek puts a stop to that immediately, but Regina smiles for me. 
 “Nothing but the finest in bachelor dining from this restaurant,” she says. 
 Have you ever tried to eat using only one side of your mouth, because you're trying to avoid getting masticated food in the open wound on the other side?  I don't recommend it.  The eggs are precisely what I need, though, and despite my challenging eating style I polish the plate off in minutes. 
 “I'm sorry to be a bad host, especially after you cooked for me,” I tell Regina, “but I'm about to pass out.” 
 “Food and rest!  It's literally what the doctor ordered.  I'll let you know if I hear from Sam.  Do you want to go to your bed?” 
 “Nope,” I say.  “Couch is fine.  I'm here, I'm comfortable, I'm out.” 
 “Okay.  Let me know if I can get you anything,” Regina says. 
 “An address for Dr. A?  He's got a lot to answer for.” 
 “I'll get right on that.”  

 


- - -


 

 Next thing I know, Regina is shaking me awake.  “Dan.  Dan?  Get up.” 
 A dream falls away as I open my eyes.  I try to hang onto it, but the only pieces I retain are a sense of paranoia and that every S on every sign was backwards.  I swat at Regina's hand groggily, only to be met with a hollow plastic thunk.  I struggle for focus and realize that she's been poking me awake with an empty two-liter bottle. 
 “Whum?” I mutter, sitting up and running one hand through my hair. 
 “Sam called.  Peterson.  He says to come down to City Hall.  I think he's found important stuff about Dr. A, though he wouldn't get specific over the phone.” 
 “Why not?  This is the twenty-first century.  I shouldn't have to drive to go see someone in person just to get information,” I complain, standing up from the couch and stretching the kinks out of my back.  This movement causes every one of my injuries to remind me of their presence, and I wince with regret. 
 “Maybe he thinks Dr. A has your phone tapped.” 
 “For all we know, Dr. A has my me tapped.  I'm filled with a trillion of this guy's tiny robots.  I don't think we can beat him at the technology game.” 
 “Okay, so I don't know what his reasons are.  We can ask him when we get there.  Are you ready to go?” 
 I look down at myself.  “Yeah, lemme go change and hose off in the shower real quick.” 
 “You look fine.  Let's just go!” 
 “Chill!  I'll make it quick, but I am changing and showering.  I have like a hundred bandages to change, so I might as well rinse everything clean, too.”  A thought strikes me.  “Hey, speaking of, how's your head?” 
 “The headache's died down since I took a handful of aspirin, but you can see the knot for yourself,” Regina says, pointing to her right temple.  A purple-and-blue lump almost half the size of my fist is raised there, and she's got a black eye forming on that side as well.  “I looked in the mirror and my pupils looked like they were the same size, though, so I don't think I have a concussion.” 
 “That's your considered medical opinion, is it?” 
 “Shut up and go take your shower, Dan!” Regina says, thwacking me in the arm with the plastic bottle.  I retreat upstairs, hands held up in mock surrender. 
 There turns out to be no good way to wash eaten-away skin in a shower.  I end up standing back out of the spray and gently dabbing at the wounds with an increasingly bloody washcloth, rinsing that off whenever it starts to simply be moving blood around instead of cleaning it up.  That said, all of the blood appears to be old and dried; my cuts are healing with extreme rapidity.  I'd been a little concerned that the nanos wouldn't be able to deal with the broad disintegration damage, but the remnant of my super-healing is doing the job just fine. 
 Even so, they could stand to work a little faster.  I taste soap while I'm washing dust and grit out of my hair, and realize that a trickle of shampoo has slid into my mouth through the hole in my cheek.  I spit it out, which makes my cheek throb, and when I put my hand on my cheekbone to relieve the pressure, more shampoo slips in.  I grimace and rinse my tongue off under the water. 
 Drying off basically doesn't happen.  I pat myself gingerly with the towel before sitting down to apply nearly an entire box of bandages to various parts of my body.  It's a painful process, but all told it probably isn't twenty minutes before I'm back in the kitchen in fresh bandages and gauze, wearing clean clothes and ready to go. 
 “Finally!” says Regina, who has no appreciation for the process I've just gone through.  “Ready to go?” 
 “Yeah, lemme just find my sho– right.  My other shoes.”  I've instinctively gone looking for my steel-toed boots, which are obviously not by the front door, or in fact anywhere.  I dig around in the hall closet and fish out a pair of sneakers.  “Let's roll.” 
 “You okay to drive?” asks Regina as we get into the car. 
 “Yeah, I'm feeling a lot better.  Especially since our option is you, Ms. Head Trauma.” 
 “I told you, it's fine.  I looked up the symptoms.  No tiredness, no dizziness, no slurred speech, no erratic behavior.” 
 “None?” I ask teasingly.  “You woke me up by poking me with a soda bottle.  What was that about?” 
 To my surprise, Regina looks embarrassed.  “I wasn't sure it was safe to touch you bare-handed.  I didn't know how waking you up was going to go, and I didn't really want to get dissolved.  I mean, I know you wouldn't have done anything like that on purpose, obviously, but people wake up weirdly sometimes, and I just figured it was better to play it safe.” 
 “Hey, it's cool,” I say soothingly.  “I get it.  No offense taken.” 
 We ride in silence for a little while, and to break it, I ask, “Have you heard anything about Brian?” 
 Regina nods.  “The doc sent an email.  You should have it, too.  Basically just says that she's got him set up at the hospital, and that she's keeping him drugged out until the initial effects of the Prozac can kick in.  He's fine, he's peaceful and he's not dissolving anything.” 
 “Good, great,” I say, and that's the last of our conversation until we get to City Hall.  We park next to Regina's car and head inside to find Peterson.  I let Regina do the talking at the front desk and do my best to look inoffensive.  The guy on desk duty doesn't seem to do more than glance over me once, so maybe the effects of Tanger's poisonous thoughts are finally wearing off.  Or maybe he's just new here. 
 We're escorted back to Peterson's office area, where he looks somehow even less happy to see me than usual.  He waves to the chairs and we sit down.  Peterson leans forward, folding one hand over the fist of the other, and stares me in the eye. 
 “Mr. Everton.  I want your solemn promise that you will work with the police on this.” 
 “On what?  I mean, absolutely, but on what?” 
 “Rossum Medical Supply owns a number of properties around town.  Five, to be specific, including the Rossum storefront you've been to.” 
 I practically jump out of my chair.  “Okay, awesome!  Let's go!” 
 Peterson motions to the chair, a look of mild disappointment on his face.  “Stick with me on this, please.  First of all: we do not have warrants, or any way of obtaining them whatsoever.  'My friend's superpowers drove him crazy' is a tabloid headline, not a convincing argument for a judge. 
 “Second of all: we do not have the manpower to go check out more than one place at a time.  And going to any one of them might alert your Dr. Amun that we're on to him.” 
 “Oh, so you do think he's tracking me?” I ask. 
 Peterson looks surprised.  “Actually, I meant that an employee at any one of them might call him after we'd stopped by.” 
 “Oh.  Sure, yeah.” 
 “Regardless,” Peterson resumes, “the point is that we can't just pick one at random and go to it.  We need to do some reconnaissance, online and in person, to figure out the best order, the best time and the best method to go and gather information. 
 “Once we've learned as much as we can, we'll try to narrow down which one is most likely to yield a cause for a warrant.  Part of the problem is that a lot of what he's doing here probably isn't visibly illegal.  But if we can find zoning infractions, mishandled animals, anything – even neighbor complaints of loud noises – we can parlay that into taking a look around.  Possibly he'll tip his hand, or maybe we'll get very lucky and we'll find something solid to pin on him.” 
 “All right, sounds like a plan,” I say.  “So when are we doing this?” 
 “We're aiming for tomorrow,” says Peterson. 
 “Tomorrow?” I yelp.  Beside me, Regina makes a startled sound as well. 
 Peterson sighs.  “As much as I would love to yell 'Damn the torpedoes, full speed ahead!', that is not the way things actually get done.  We'll finish doing our research today, get the broad overview and go in tomorrow.” 
 “So what are we supposed to do today?” 
 “Rest, I'd suggest.  I hear that your friend has been contained, and since I did not have to hear it on the police scanner, I am happy with exactly that level of detail.  It does not look like it was an easy morning for either one of you.  Go home, rest, and come back here tomorrow at seven AM.  We'll sort it out then.” 
 I'm not satisfied with this plan.  “You don't know this guy.  He could already be planning something else.  What's to stop me from just going to these five places today and finding him myself?” 
 “Aside from the fact that you gave me your word that you wouldn't, Mr. Everton?  I haven't told you any of the addresses.” 
 “I – hm.”  He's got me there.  “Anyway, I was just asking.” 
 “And I'm just asking you to wait until tomorrow morning.  I'll see you then.” 
 Peterson stares me down again as I reluctantly stand up to leave. 
 “Look,” I tell him, “honestly, I know you're doing a good job here.  I'm sorry.  I'll see you tomorrow morning.” 
 “I look forward to it,” he says, shaking my hand. 
 As Regina and I walk back to our respective cars, she asks me, “So are you really just going to wait until tomorrow morning?” 
 “Not if I can help it,” I say determinedly. 
 Despite my bold words, though, I realize on the drive home that I have absolutely no idea what I can do without those addresses.  I still don't have a real name for Ichabot, I don't know where he is, and I don't know what he's planning.  This leaves me at something of a loose end. 
 This is ordinarily the point where I'd bounce ideas off of Brian.  With him out of commission, I feel like I'm missing half of my reasoning capability.  I try to remember how I used to solve problems before I met him, but unfortunately the answer there is: basically, I didn't.  I took the path of least resistance and coasted along doing as little as I possibly could.  Prior to all of this, if someone had told me to come back at seven AM the next day to hear what their solution was, my only complaint would have been about being awake at seven AM. 
 Now, though, I am a man of action.  I go boldly forward, doing what my gut tells me to do. 
 “So, gut, what shall we do?” I say out loud. 
 My stomach responds with a gurgle, telling me that what we do is go get something to eat before it gnaws its way out through my abdomen.  This'll be my third meal of the day and it's barely past lunchtime, but accelerated healing demands accelerated caloric intake. 
 My stomach says Indian food, but the open wound in my cheek says “no spices.”  I compromise on Mediterranean and pick up a falafel wrap from a street cart.  It's freshly made, warm and delicious, and I consume the entire thing in an embarrassingly short period of time. 
 I'm just finishing up and licking the hummus from my fingers when my phone rings.  I fumble it out of my pocket to see that it's Doc Simmons calling, so I subject my screen to a faint smear of hummus and answer the call. 
 “What's –” shoot, I already did that joke “– going on?” 
 “Do I even need to keep Brian sedated?” 
 “What?  I don't know, you're the doctor.  If you think he'll be under control without it, then go for it.” 
 “No, Dan.”  The doc sighs in the manner that means “I have to explain this to an idiot.”  ”I'm not asking your opinion on whether he can keep his emotions in check.  I'm asking whether he still needs to.” 
 There's a pause while I try desperately to think of a way to ask a clarifying question that doesn't make me sound dumb.  I haven't come up with one before the doc takes pity on me and asks the question more directly. 
 “Does he still have his powers, Dan?  Which is to say, do you?” 
 “Oh!  Yeah, I'm pretty sure.”  I focus on the tin foil wrap in my hand and allow myself to loathe it.  It shrivels and vanishes.  “Yeah, definitely.” 
 “Why?” 
 “I don't know, I usually have them until I defeat...huh.” 
 The doc makes an excellent point.  Traditionally, my powers fade – or are revoked, or whatever – immediately upon the defeat of my nemesis, in whatever form that takes.  Outfighting, outthinking, outmaneuvering, anything like that. 
 But I handed Brian a pretty solid loss at Stonefield.  I took my lumps, sure, but in the end he was passed out, bundled off and neutralized.  So by all logic, the nanos should have powered down while I was still in the mall, watching Brian sleep under a pile of chairs. 
 And since mine are still active, something's not done here. 
 “What does this mean, Doc?” 
 “Well, the obvious answer is that you haven't won yet.” 
 “Oh, come on.  We bagged him and tagged him.  What else is there to do?” 
 The doc's silence hangs heavy in the air, and I find myself shaking my head at the phone. 
 “No.  No way.  Not happening.” 
 “I'm not suggesting you should, Dan.  But if your Dr. A wants things to end with one or the other of you disintegrating each other, waking Brian back up could be very dangerous.  For him and for you.” 
 “So what do you want to do? Just keep him drugged unconscious?” 
 “No, not unless I have to.  I intend to wake him up while still under medication to keep him docile.  I'll make further judgment calls from there.” 
 She sighs, this time in resignation.  “Honestly, I'd really hoped that you'd lost your powers again and just hadn't noticed amidst all the excitement.” 
 “Sorry, Doc.  I'm clueless, but I'm not that clueless.” 
 “Not in this particular instance, unfortunately.” 
 “Hey!” 
 “As ever, Dan, when you can show me that I'm wrong I'll apologize for making statements that have offended you.” She says this with humor in her voice, not meanness.  So fine, if mocking me helps her deal with this whole situation, I can let it pass. 
 “Take care of Brian, yeah? I've got a bead on Ichabot.  We'll see if this whole thing can't get wrapped up tomorrow.” 
 “Dan,” says Simmons, all levity gone from her voice, “be careful.  Be extremely careful.  This man is brilliant, unscrupulous and determined.  He's almost certainly still at least one step ahead of you, no matter what you think. 
 “Remember you have help.  Make a plan, involve your friends, and don't go in alone.” 
 “Yeah, yeah,” I say.  “You sound just like Peterson.  'Don't rush into the lab until you have backup.  Stick to the plan.'“ 
 “You found his lab?” asks the doc.  “Where is it?” 
 “I don't know.  Peterson won't tell me until he's ready to go in,” I complain. 
 “Good,” says the doc, sounding relieved.  “I knew he seemed like a smart man.” 
 “Sure, ha ha, make fun of Dan.  Just go take care of Brian, okay?” 
 “Don't teach grandma how to suck eggs,” says Simmons, and hangs up the phone before I can ask her what that's supposed to mean. 
 I check my phone clock.  It's still barely one PM.  Seven AM never seemed so far away.  I've got to find something to do with myself for the rest of the day, or I'm going to go crazy stressing about what tomorrow might look like. 
 Netflix is no good for burning off nervous energy, but lifting weights is.  I haul my bench and weights out of the closet and load up the bar.  There's no particularly good place to store the weights in my house, so half of each session is spent just moving the weights to where they need to be.  I thought about getting a gym membership instead, but thanks to the nanos, I can lift a fair bit more than my frame would indicate, and I don't really want people gawking.  Anyway, this way I can pick what I want on TV. 
 After setting everything up and starting up the reps, though, I realize that I'm in the wrong frame of mind for this.  Usually focusing on the weights lets me block everything else out, but today it's just giving my mind free rein to run through worst case scenarios.  I can't shake the doc's suggestion that I might have to fight Brian until one of us drops for good.  I add on more weights, heavier and heavier, but can't drive away the image of me, bloodied and feral, pressing my hand against Brian's face while his flesh dissolves underneath it. 
 “Never!” I grunt, pressing the bar towards the ceiling.  “I won't! I'll beat you!” 
 But will I? Doc Simmons thinks I'm underestimating Ichabot, and she's probably right; she usually is.  So if I want to beat him, I've got to change the game. 
 Okay.  So what will he be expecting? I suppose that to answer that, I should just think like myself.  I can do that! Once again, we're playing to my strengths.  This is a good new habit. 
 So, what's my automatic instinct? Hit him hard, as soon as possible.  Kick down the front door and come in guns blazing.  Go solo so that there's no chance of anyone else getting hurt.  Subdue him without killing him. 
 Assuming Doc Simmons is right, he'll be expecting every bit of that.  Meaning he's already holed up in his lair, traps set at the front door, just waiting for me to barge in and set them off. 
 Laid out in black and white like that, that sounds like a distressingly realistic scenario. 
 What can I change, then? I can't fix the part where he's ready for me.  It's tempting to tell myself that he isn't quite set yet, and that if I track him down tonight, I might be able to steal a march on him.  But since that's the sort of thing I'd think – and in fact, am thinking – I have to assume that Ichabot would have predicted it.  I'm pretty sure that makes sense, but I'm thinking myself into a knot. 
 What won't he be expecting? Patience.  Backup.  A fallback plan.  Everything Peterson's putting in place, essentially.  That doesn't leave much for me to do. 
 Weights up.  Weights down.  Dwell on the problem. 
 If Ichabot can out-think me, he can out-think Peterson.  Maybe not, but safest to assume that.  So Peterson's plans will also fail.  Ichabot's ready for him, too.  It'll be much the same as for me: wait for us to come to him, have traps set at the front door. 
 Easiest way around that, of course, is to come in the back door.  Assuming it's not locked, assuming it's not trapped.  Assuming it exists. 
 Weights up.  Weights down.  Dwell on the problem. 
 Actually, this one seems pretty easy, once I get far enough outside the box.  If I need a back door, I can just make one. 
 So, tomorrow we go in with a hybrid plan.  Peterson provides the addresses and the backup.  I provide the surprise entrance point.  And Ichabot provides the satisfying look of shock when we take him down and make him undo everything he's done. 
 Weights down.  I'm dripping with sweat, but my mind is clear and I feel good about what's to come.  I'm out in front of this at last, and it feels good. 



 
- Chapter Twelve - 
   
  An early bedtime, rising excitement and months of getting up before the sun all conspire to wake me at half past three in the morning.  I briefly attempt to fall back asleep to wait for my alarm, but as soon as I close my eyes I can tell it's a lost cause. 
 By 4:30, I've showered, dressed, made coffee and had breakfast.  I take a shot at doing a crossword puzzle online, since it seems like the sort of thing that people do in the mornings when they have time to kill, but I can't stay focused on it.  I skim through the news headlines, but nothing particularly catches my eye.  I'm practically jittering, and I've still got over two hours to go until it's time to meet Peterson. 
 I turn on the television and flip through the list of shows and movies in my queue, but nothing seems worthwhile.  I take a half-hearted stab at watching a few of them anyway, but everything's either too vapid for me to care, too involved for my limited focus, or too badly acted to serve as a distraction.  I check my phone every few minutes to see if it's nearing seven o'clock yet. 
 By 5:45, I give up.  If I'm just going to be sitting around anxiously anyway, I might as well do it down at the police station, on the off-chance that Peterson's there and interested in getting started early.  I'm certainly not accomplishing anything here. 
 About ten minutes later, I've parked at City Hall and am heading inside to the makeshift police station.  Peterson, unfortunately, is not in yet, so I get directed to a chair in the small waiting area and left to cool my heels.  I jiggle my feet and drum my fingers impatiently before pulling out my phone in search of a distraction.  What did people do to waste time in waiting areas before smartphones? 
 “So you're working with Peterson on this new thing, huh?” A voice pulls my attention away from my phone, and I look up to see the officer behind the desk addressing me.  Oh, right, that's what people used to do – strike up conversations. 
 “I mean, 'working with' is pretty strong, but yeah, he's letting me help out.” 
 “Good for you.  That's good for you.  Have you been wanting to be a police officer long?” 
 There's something in his voice that makes that sound slightly mocking, but it's early morning for me and probably the end of a long overnight shift for him, so I brush it off.  “Hah, not me.  I'm in construction.” 
 “Yeah?  How's that?” 
 “You know, it's really satisfying.  You go out there, work hard all day, and at the end of the day you feel tired and you can see progress.”  The cop nods, so I continue.  “I spent a lot of years in a job where nothing ever changed from day to day, so it's nice to be doing something where you get tangible results.” 
 “Yeah.  Yeah, I bet.  So you're good at it, then?” 
 “I like to think so, yeah.” 
 “Nice.  That's real nice.  You know, Peterson used to be good at his job, too.” 
 I freeze, unsure how to respond.  “Sorry, what?” 
 “Yeah, he used to be real good.  He was good at seeing the truth behind things, had a real intuitive sense for it.  But that was only half of it.  Once he knew what the answer had to be, he'd dig for the evidence that'd prove it.  And he was great, so great, a real Sherlock Holmes.  He'd find clues everyone else missed, spot inconsistencies in testimonies and get guys to crumple.  He was a champ.” 
 “He is a champ.  Why are you using the past tense?” 
 “It's a sad story, real sad.  He found this guy, right?  Convinced he was tied up in something, some sort of gang thing or something.  And so he started working the case, digging for answers, doing his whole usual thing.” 
 “And what happened?” 
 The policeman spreads his arms wide in a shrug.  “Who knows?  One day, he's chipping away at this case like always.  Next day, suddenly he drops the whole thing.  And fine, maybe he was just wrong for once, things didn't pan out, except he changes.  Withdraws, gets real secretive.  Starts passing off cases to other guys, saying he's working on something.  Won't tell anyone what, though.  And in the middle of it all, there's this guy, this maybe-gang guy, Dan Everton.” 
 I narrow my eyes.  “You think I'm ruining Peterson?” 
 He makes a big show of looking down at the sign-in roster.  “Oh, hey!  That's you!  What a coincidence.  Small world, huh? 
 “And yeah,” he continues, “I think you're wasting one of our best guys.  I think you got in his head somehow, convinced him he was wrong about you, and now you've got his own intuition working against him.  And it's sick.” 
 “Man, where do you get off?” I demand.  “Listen, Officer...?” 
 “Williams.” 
 “Williams, you ever hear of need-to-know basis?  Ever think that maybe Peterson's not telling you what he's up to because it's not the sort of thing that ought to get out to everyone?” 
 “Yeah, the 'need-to-know basis' is that I need to know that I can trust the guys I work with!  If he can tell some thickneck construction worker, he can tell us.  He can sure tell us!  You think I want to be in some showdown with a methed-out arson freak like last year, and not know if the guy behind me has my back?” 
 “I had your back there, moron!” I say.  Probably not the best choice of words, but he's really managed to push my buttons.  I'm on my feet now, and so is Williams.  The two of us glare at each other from across the waiting room.  “I dragged officers out of that fire.  And now, I'm rebuilding the station.  Where were you?  What have you done?” 
 “I've picked up after you!” he snarls.  “Taking on the work that Peterson drops.  Calling the news stations to get them to retract the story that you were dangerous, despite my instincts.  Listening to half of the guys here get in fights with the other half over whether you're a hero or just another street scum con-man!” 
 I take a calming breath.  “Let me guess.  At some point while he was working on his mayoral run, you shook hands with Evan Tanger.” 
 “He was a pillar of the community,” says Williams angrily.  “I don't know if you faked that video, tricked him into it or what, but that wasn't him.  And it's a shame what you did to that man.  A real shame.” 
 “Faked it?  Tricked him?  Come on, listen to yourself.  Tanger was the con-man, not me,” I say.  “What's more likely?  That I managed to trick Tanger into going on a threatening tirade on video, complete with actual violence?  Or that what you saw is what was actually real?  Keep in mind that Peterson, a man whose intuition and evidence-finding skills you claim to respect, buys it.” 
 “Sure, after you got to him!” insists Williams. 
 “I'm gonna guess that your experience shows that guys at the top are rarely any better than guys at the bottom.  Worse, maybe, because less can be done to them, so they have less fear.  And before you say that Tanger was different, answer me this: when I said his name just now, was your immediate thought 'pillar of the community'?” 
 Williams looks uncertain, then recovers.  “Sure, you're just saying that because that's what I said about him a minute ago.  I just said that.” 
 “Yeah, you did.  So check it out later.  Think of Tanger's name, see what pops into your head first.  I bet it's that exact phrase every time.” 
 “So what, you're saying he brainwashed me?  I don't think so.  That's some science-fiction mumbo-jumbo right there.” 
 I shrug.  “You accused me of doing that to Peterson, didn't you?  If you're willing to believe that I got into his head, then you've gotta be willing to believe that Tanger could have gotten into yours.” 
 I pause, then add, “You just thought 'pillar of the community' again, didn't you?” 
 Williams frowns at me, looks like he's about to speak, and then sits back down and pointedly turns his chair away from me.  I can see that he's still got me in his peripheral vision, but it's clear that he's done talking. 
 I turn back to go retake my seat in the chair, only to find it occupied by Regina. 
 “Hey!” I say, startled.  “When did you get here?  I didn't see you come in.” 
 “Yes, you looked...occupied,” she says dryly. 
 Williams hears her voice and looks up.  “Miss, can I help you?” 
 “I'm here to see Sam Peterson,” she says. 
 Williams casts a dirty look my way.  “Ah, more outside consulting.  Well, if you need to know, you need to know.  Peterson's not here yet.”  He shoves the sign-in roster at her and turns away from both of us. 
 “So,” Regina says as we both take seats.  “You've been making friends here this morning?” 
 “Despite how it looks, yes, I think so,” I say.  “Look, he didn't punch me.  That's a big improvement over the guys on the construction site.” 
 “How long do you think you're going to be dealing with the fallout of Tanger's broadcast opinion of you?” 
 “Honestly?  I think I could get on national TV saving kittens from a fire, and there'd still be people here skeptical of me.  I'm hoping that collaring Ichabot will clear my name at least in the police department, though.” 
 “And hey,” says Regina, “if you're lucky, when we kick down the door of his lab, maybe he'll be just about to set fire to some kittens.  I'll have my camera ready to film your heroics, just in case.” 
 “Thanks.  I can see you're taking this very seriously.” 
 Regina’s smile drops, and she swallows suddenly before speaking.  “Dan?  Do you think we're really about to end this?” 
 “I hope so.  Oh man, do I hope so.” 
 Our conversation dies off for a bit after that, and we sit and listen to the sounds of the police station gearing up for its day.  Williams continues to cast baleful glares in my direction every few minutes, turning away when I look up to make sure I know he's still ignoring me.  I figure I'll let him think about things in his own time.  If it worked to convince the guys at the construction site that they were thinking about me all wrong, it should work here, too. 
 Peterson walks in the door at 6:30 precisely.  His gaze alights on us instantly. 
 “I hope you're as eager to follow instructions today as you clearly are to get started,” he says to me, but Regina responds before I can say anything. 
 “Please, I just want to get this done.  I went to see Brian yesterday and he's – he's just a zombie.  He moves so slowly, like he's drifting through water, and even with that you can still see the rage burning in him.  He's just too slowed down for it to really activate.  I just want him fixed.” 
 I feel a stab of guilt.  I didn't even think about going to see Brian yesterday.  I mean, obviously I couldn't; the doc flat-out told me not to come anywhere near the hospital, and it wouldn't do anybody any good to rile him up.  But I could have thought about it, considered the idea and dismissed it.  I have bad ideas all the time, so I'm used to rejecting them.  This one never even crossed my mind. 
 Peterson looks like he's feeling a bit guilty too.  At least, his expression softens from the thin, cynical smile he had on to something that looks much more like real sympathy. 
 “Come on back with me,” he says.  “You'll have to give me a minute to get set up, but then I'll show you the proposed plan of attack for today.  Morning, Williams.” 
 Williams mutters something noncommittal as we walk by.  If I hadn't been looking right at the back of Peterson's head, I would have missed the almost imperceptible shake he gave as we passed out of Williams's sight. 
 “Not getting along with that guy?” I ask.  Peterson shoots me a glare. 
 “Yes, Mr. Everton, there is some tension in this department.  I hope to end that with today's investigation, which is why I'm allowing this only-technically-legal operation to go forward in the first place.  I would really like nothing better than for things to go back to the way they were before I ever met you.” 
 Choosing to ignore that slight, I ask, “Only technically legal?” 
 “We're sending officers to go prowl around a civilian's businesses, in the hopes of finding something illegal enough that we can declare a hot pursuit and kick down the door.  It's a complete fishing expedition.  If it weren't for the fact that I believe this to be the best chance we have to catch Dr. Amun, I'd never go along with it.  As it is, it doesn't sit entirely well.” 
 Regina and I both start to say something at once, but Peterson holds up a hand, forestalling us.  “I'm not looking for you to convince me or give me justifications.  We're doing this.  I am convinced of the necessity.  I am just unconvinced that it's good police work.” 
 We sit down in the chairs on the far side of Peterson's desk as he unlocks a filing cabinet and takes out a thin folder.  He pulls out five sheets of paper and spreads them out facing us.  Each has a picture of the front of a building, along with several paragraphs of text including the business name, its address, the general dimensions of the building and so on.  I recognize one as the Rossum Medical Supply building. 
 “These are the five properties owned by Rossum,” says Peterson.  “I went out yesterday to see if anything stood out about them.  Whether the location, neighborhood, ease of access, regularity of use, anything like that could give me a hint as to which one was most likely to yield results.” 
 “What did you find?” Regina asks. 
 “Absolutely nothing to distinguish one building from another in terms of what we might be looking for.  I had nothing but a building sense of disgust that I was on a wild goose chase for Dan here.  I wanted to punch a wall.” 
 Regina sits back in her chair, disappointed, but Peterson raises a finger without lifting his hand off of the desk and continues. 
 “And as I was heading back, disgusted that I'd wasted my time, I suddenly thought: why am I disgusted?  I knew going in that this was a long shot.  I was simply going in an effort to improve the odds from picking the right one in five randomly.  I should have had, at most, a sense of resignation that I had not found a break. 
 “Mr. Everton, you told me at one point that Evan Tanger, Jr was meeting with Dr. Amun?  That he had arranged a demonstration for him before giving him the nanomachinery?” 
 “He called him Amici, but yeah, it was the same guy.  And the email said something about how he'd want to go on with it as soon as possible once he saw the demonstration, yeah.  But where are you – oh.” 
 Regina says, “You think you were picking up some of Tanger's cast-off disgust, still being carried by the nanos.  Like at Tanger's building!” 
 Peterson nods.  “Not Tanger's, necessarily, but the ones from the demonstration.  We're not certain how long the suggestion nanomachines can lie dormant, but several of these businesses were in fairly low-traffic areas of town.  It seemed possible that that's where this otherwise irrational emotion was coming from.” 
 “So how did you figure out which one it was from?” I ask. 
 Peterson offers a small smile.  “I went back to each in turn and walked closely around the building, touching the walls and kicking up any dirt or trash that had gathered in the gutters.  Anything that looked like it had been undisturbed for some time.  As soon as I started feeling disgusted and like I really just wanted to punch a wall, I knew I'd found the place I was looking for.” 
 He slides one sheet of paper closer to us.  It's a warehouse with a roll-top door, set in a row of similar warehouses.  It looks like a giant garage, dingy and utterly unprepossessing. 
 “This is it?” I say, unimpressed. 
 “What did you expect, Mr. Everton?  A villain's lair?” 
 “I mean, it would have been nice.”  I study the picture.  “All right, so this is what we've got.  So what's the plan?” 
 Peterson looks uncomfortable.  “We're going to go ask to take a look around.” 
 “That's it?”  I scowl, and Peterson matches my scowl with one of his own. 
 “There's still no evidence of illegal activity.  We can't just barge in waving guns and confiscating machinery.” 
 “Oh, come on!  You know it's the building!” 
 “Which is why we are going to investigate it, and hopefully something will turn up!” 
 Peterson puts an odd emphasis on the word “we,” which interrupts my budding anger.  I'm reminded of the way he answered my request for tips on a stakeout.  He never acknowledged the question at all, but instead told a seemingly unrelated story about long drives.  Coincidentally, his tips for staying awake on long drives were extremely useful for staking out someone's home, too. 
 It's taken me a minute to catch up, but I think this is the same thing.  Peterson can't, in good conscience as an officer of the law, ask me to snoop around while I'm there.  And if I offer, he can't accept.  In fact, he'll have to tell me not to.  But if I just happen to do something without his request or approval, and it reveals what we need to catch Dr. A, then that's just him being in the right place at the right time.  Sometimes you've got to set up your own right place and right time, is all. 
 I take a deep breath.  “Okay.  We'll investigate.  Got it.” 
 Peterson fixes me with a gimlet stare, then nods.  “Good.” 
 “Wait here for a moment,” he adds.  “I'm going to make sure everything's in order, and then we'll be ready to go.” 
 Peterson walks off, and Regina leans over to me.  “So basically he's counting on you to do something stupid once we get there,” she says quietly. 
 “Okay, I would not have put it like that,” I say with indignation. 
 “But he is.” 
 “Yeah, fine, basically.” 
 Regina smirks.  “It's your time to shine, Dan!” 
 I glare at her, and she says, “I shouldn't make fun of you.  I'm zorry.” 
 Then she cracks up as I continue to glare.  And they call this friendship! 



 
- Chapter Thirteen - 
   
 The police car pulls up in the alley outside of the warehouse, and Regina and Peterson step out of the front.  Peterson opens the door to let me out of the back, and we walk over to knock on the normal-sized office door next to the large roll-top that covers much of the front of the building. 
 I'm tensed for action as the door starts to open, but the man opening it is not Ichabot.  He's average height, has short sandy blonde hair and blue eyes, and is dressed in standard button-down shirt and khaki pants office wear. 
 “Can I help you?” he asks, looking the three of us over. 
 “I'm Officer Peterson,” says Peterson, showing the man his badge.  “If it's all right, we'd like to have a look around inside.” 
 “Of course, Officer!” says the man, stepping back from the door and gesturing in.  “Come on in.  I'm Zane.  Would you like some coffee or water or anything?” 
 That was significantly easier than I expected.  I'd almost think Peterson had gotten the wrong place, if it weren't for one thing.  There's a faint but nagging desire in the back of my mind.  A feeling like I'd really like to punch a wall. 
 Inside the building is a small reception area with two worn chairs and a wooden end table.  The floor is covered by a thin industrial carpet which does little to hide the feel of concrete underneath.  Bright fluorescent lights illuminate the area, which looks to be less than ten feet on a side.  Hardly the cavernous space that the large outer door suggests. 
 Past the reception area, several desks are visible with people working at them.  These aren't lab-coated scientists, but just regular office workers.  One woman looks up at our arrival, notes that Zane is handling it, and returns her attention to her computer.  The others don't even bother to glance our way, as far as I can tell. 
 We stand awkwardly in the lobby for a moment.  At least, I stand awkwardly.  Peterson is scanning the area intently, as if Ichabot is hidden in the walls and might come leaping out at any moment.  Or maybe he’s just taking in the details of the scene, I don't know.  He doesn't appear to be awkward or ill-at-ease, is my point. 
 Regina, too, looks more tense than awkward.  Maybe she's feeling what I'm feeling, a sense that something is indefinably wrong here.  Then again, it could be that I just think that because I've come expecting to see a laboratory and instead found an office.  It's left me off-balance, and I'm slightly disgusted with myself for being so slow to adjust to the situation. 
 Or am I?  Are those the suggestion nanos talking?  This disgust might be artificially induced.  There's really no way to be sure, unfortunately.  The whole situation makes me want to punch a wall.  Or is that the nanos again? 
 Zane snaps me out of my reverie with a question.  “So, what brings you to Rossum today?” 
 “We're conducting an investigation,” says Peterson.  “It would be helpful to take a look around the office.” 
 “Sure, sure,” says Zane, still smiling.  “Let me just get you to sign in here, and then I'll show you around.” 
 He leads us to a logbook, where Peterson prints his name and the time of our arrival.  Zane holds the pen out to me, and I write my name as illegibly as possible.  I'm not really sure why, but possibly I'll need to deny being here at some point, and that'll be easier to do if my name isn't clearly written in my handwriting in their logbook. 
 I pass the pen to Regina, who signs in like a normal person.  Zane closes up the logbook and, motioning us past the desks, says, “Right this way.” 
 “So what is it you do here?” Peterson asks conversationally, as Zane opens a door at the back of the room and leads us into a slightly claustrophobic hallway.  It's lined with doors, most marked with nameplates and all closed. 
 “Mainly medical transcription,” Zane answers, walking leisurely down the hallway.  It's narrow enough that although we probably could technically walk two abreast, we go single file.  Zane continues talking, but I tune him out and read the names next to the doors as we pass by.  Mrs. Martinez, Dr. Sorenson, Lab A, Dr. Arora.... 
 That last one fits with Ichabot's A-name pattern, and since an aurora is a bright light, matches his self-aggrandizement theme, too.  On a hunch, I swing the door open.  Inside is a small office, windowless like the rest of this building.  The walls are lined with bookshelves, which are in turn filled with books and binders and topped with stray pieces of laboratory equipment.  A small wooden desk sits at the back of the room, and behind it, an Indian woman who looks to be in her early sixties looks up at me quizzically. 
 “What are you doing in my office?” she asks, her tone somewhere between hostility and genuine curiosity.  Zane pushes past me to take hold of the doorknob. 
 “Sorry, Dr. Arora!  We have some visitors looking around.  Sorry to have disturbed you.”  He gives me an affronted glare as he pulls the door shut.  “I'm sorry, please don't open the doors around here.  Some of the work being done here is delicate and should not be interrupted.” 
 “Nothing dangerous, I hope,” says Peterson as we begin walking again.  He says it casually, but I see Zane flinch a bit. 
 “No, nothing dangerous,” Zane replies, forcing a laugh.  “Really, the bigger problem here, though I probably shouldn't say so, is the egos.  If you upset some of our doctors, they'll grouse about it for the rest of the week.  I like to say we should put up 'don't tap on the glass' signs, like at the zoo.” 
 He laughs again, sounding a little more natural.  I nudge Regina. 
 “Did you see that flinch?” I mutter to her, keeping my voice low so that Zane won't hear. 
 “What flinch?” she whispers back. 
 “Zane's.  He's hiding something.” 
 Regina looks dubious.  “I've gotta say, this place looks fairly innocuous.” 
 “Yeah, but is that what you think, or is that what you're being made to think?” 
 Regina raises an eyebrow at me, and at the same time Peterson turns around to shoot a stare in my direction, so I quiet down and go back to reading the nameplates.  Nothing else jumps out at me, though; it's just more random names interspersed with occasional lab letter designations. 
 The hallway turns a corner and continues through more of the same.  Zane natters on about medical encounters, data storage, experiment replication and other things of that sort.  I pick up about three words out of every sentence as I'm lost in my own thoughts, trying to figure out what we're missing.  The answer's here somewhere.  I was sure of it back at the police station, and I'm sure of it now.  I'm just not sure where. 
 “And that's pretty much it!” says Zane, gesturing to a door at the end of the hallway marked SUPPLIES.  “Our little slice of the medical game.” 
 He moves past us to return to the front of the building, but something about the way he's casually passed over the supply closet raises my suspicions.  If I were going to hide a secret entrance to an illegal laboratory, I might well put it behind a door marked SUPPLIES.  Hidden in plain sight! 
 I wait until Zane's back is fully turned and then open the door to reveal, disappointingly, a supply closet.  Unpainted wooden shelves are screwed to the walls, and cleaning supplies, reams of paper and assorted office equipment sit haphazardly on them.  The carpet does not extend into the closet, and the concrete floor is grimy and stained with old spills. 
 Zane turns back and says with some asperity, “Could you please stop opening random doors?” 
 “I'm sorry, I didn't mean to upset the supplies,” I say with slight sarcasm, pushing on one of the shelves in case there's a secret door behind it.  There's no give at all, though, and the layer of dust I stir up convinces me that it hasn't been moved in recent memory. 
 “I think I've been more than cooperative in showing you around,” Zane complains.  “That's all there is to see here.  If you'll please follow me back to the front, I'll sign you out.” 
 He moves back down the hallway slightly more briskly than on the way in, offended.  As we walk, Peterson asks, “So we've described an L around the outside edge of the building.  What's in the main area, through the loading door?” 
 “Storage,” Zane replies.  “Of three kinds.  One area just holds excess inventory for Rossum, so that's your standard cardboard-and-pallets area.  A smaller section has refrigerated and cryogenically frozen samples, which we maintain for our own use and rent to other professionals in the area.  And we also have a small data storage center, keeping a personal cloud for all of Rossum's needs.” 
 “That explains the faint hum I've been hearing,” Regina remarks. 
 “That's probably the air conditioner, actually.  It takes a lot to cool those computers!  You'd think having it next to the refrigerators would help, but they vent heat worse than the computers do.  I've said we should just combine the two, put the servers right into the freezers, ha ha!” 
 I'm looking to the side, trying to pinpoint a source for the hum Regina mentioned, which is why I notice a door I missed on our first trip down the hallway.  It's set on the inside wall just before we get back to the L-bend, it doesn't have a nameplate at all, and there's a keypad set into the wall next to it. 
 “Hey, Zane?” I ask.  “Where does this door go?” 
 “Into the storage center.” 
 “Could you open it to show us?” 
 “I'm sorry, but I don't have the code to open that door.” 
 “Oh, if that's the only problem....” I say as I press both hands flat against the door.  My nanos rush forth, hungrily attacking the surface, stripping away the paint and tearing the metal down to dust. 
 “No!  What are you doing?” shouts Zane, rushing forward as if he can hold the dissolving door together with his bare hands.  Within seconds, it has collapsed, and behind Zane through the now-open doorway we can all clearly see a state-of-the-art laboratory stretching from wall to wall in the large space behind. 
 Smooth counters hold computers, microscopes, centrifuges and dozens of esoteric machines.  Stainless steel refrigerators with glass fronts stand along one wall, their shelves lined with tubes and trays.  A whiteboard covered in notes takes up a good section of another wall.  The whole space is filled, but not cluttered.  It's clearly in regular use by someone who cares enough to keep things orderly. 
 And standing up from the computer, unfolding like a rickety stepladder, is a scarecrow of a man, wearing a shiny black suit and a welcoming grin. 
 “Ichabot,” I breathe.  My hands clench, and I can feel the slippery surface of the nanos sliding against my palms. 
 “Dan!” he crows in response.  “How lovely to see you.  You're looking well!” 
 “You're not going to be,” I say, striding forward.  The nanos aren't dripping off of my hands like Brian's were; I haven't reached that level of unthinking rage.  But it's close.  “You're going to turn this off right now!” 
 “Oh yes?” he says pleasantly.  “Or what?” 
 “I'll tear this place apart!” I growl, slamming my hands onto the closest surface.  The counter immediately begins to peel apart under my touch. 
 “Ah.  Well, have it your way, then,” says Ichabot.  Reaching down, he types a short command into the computer closest to him, and I suddenly wince as my entire body contracts with an all-over ice cream headache. 
 “I'm sorry, Dr. Argute!” calls Zane, distraught.  “I tried to stop him, but the door –” 
 “Don't worry about it, Zane,” responds Ichabot.  “Everything's fine here.” 
 Glass smashes as the counter I've touched continues to dissolve, dropping the vials and machinery on it to the concrete floor below.  I touch another counter in an effort to spread the destruction of the lab, but nothing happens.  I already knew it would be useless.  That full-body spasm always marks the arrival or departure of my powers.  With one quick set of keystrokes, Ichabot has just deactivated my nanos. 
 Ichabot steps out from behind the computers and strides towards us, his stork-like legs covering the ground rapidly.  As he walks, he trails his fingertips along the surfaces he passes, like a blind person keeping in contact with familiar surroundings. 
 “Everything is fine here,” he repeats, adding, “except for this potentially deranged individual who has broken into my lab.  Officer!  I'm glad you're here.” 
 Ichabot has taken several steps past me and now reaches out to grasp Peterson by the shoulder.  “This deranged individual has broken into my lab,” he says again.  “You should arrest him.” 
 “Arrest me?  Arrest him!” I say, pointing at Ichabot.  “This is what we came here for!  Look at his lab!  Look at all of this!  This is proof!” 
 I slap my hand on the nearest counter, which happens to be one of the ones Ichabot has just passed by.  Peterson's still just staring at me, though, as if unsure what to do.  How can he be unclear at this point?  This is exactly what we needed to see.  Isn't it?  If it isn't, then I am deranged, imagining things.  I built up an entire fantasy scenario to break in here. 
 I shake my head violently as I realize what's going on.  Ichabot didn't just use the suggestion nanos in an experiment and a demonstration here, and he didn't just give them to Tanger.  He's using them himself.  The sentences he keeps repeating, that's what he's seeding the lab with.  I just got a dose from the counter he'd touched, and that was enough to make me doubt myself. 
 And Peterson?  Ichabot still has his hand on Peterson's shoulder, and is once again repeating, “Everything's fine, but you should arrest this deranged individual.” 
 Regina had backed away as Ichabot approached, and now turns to run back out of the doorway.  Her maneuver is interrupted by Zane, though, who's standing in the doorway again.  As she tries to duck around him, Ichabot reaches out one improbably long arm and touches her on the back. 
 “You're safe now,” he says, still holding Peterson by the shoulder.  “The situation is under control.  This policeman is handling it.  Officer?” 
 Peterson steps forward at last, Ichabot's hand dropping from his shoulder.  “He's right, Mr. Everton.” 
 “He's what?!  No!  He's gotten into your head!” 
 “Calm down, please.  Come with me.  We're going to sort this out.” 
 “It is sorted out.  We found him!  We found proof!  Look at all this stuff!  Does this look like a three-part storage room to you?” 
 “Everything's fine, Mr. Everton.  Just please come with me.”  Peterson is pulling out a pair of handcuffs that I didn't realize he'd been carrying, and approaching me slowly, as you would a wild animal. 
 “Dude.  This is screwed up.”  I back away, crashing into more lab equipment.  Something behind me shatters on the floor. 
 “Please, officer!  He's destroying my work.”  This from Ichabot, who offers me another grin out of keeping with his tone. 
 “Mr. Everton.  Dan.  Come with me, and we'll sort this out.” 
 I'm backed against a counter, my superpowers are off, and my friends have been turned against me.  I'm pretty low on options at this point, but there's got to be something I can do.  I cast a quick glance around in case there's anything nearby, something I can knock over, throw or hold hostage. 
 When my eyes flicker away from him, Peterson leaps for me.  I may work in construction and have residual superstrength, but Peterson has years of training in leverage and stopping people who are resisting arrest.  He twists one arm up behind me, kicks my legs out from under me and drops me to the floor.  I land heavily, only able to catch myself with one arm, and my torn cheek smashes painfully against the concrete.  I scream in pain, and Peterson pulls my other arm behind me and cuffs my wrists together behind my back. 
 “You have the right to remain silent,” he recites as I struggle uselessly. 
 “Come on, really?  Snap out of it!  You know he can give people thoughts!  Or at least, you know Tanger could, and he gave him that power!” 
 Peterson drones on with my rights, ignoring me.  I can't blame him; I really do sound deranged.  Ichabot's done well, sticking close enough to the truth that his ideas can mesh with existing thoughts, instead of fighting against them.  I can't sort this out, not here with him countering everything I can say. 
 Relaxing to the inevitable, I go limp as Peterson says, “Do you understand the rights I have just read to you?” 
 “I guess,” I say, and Peterson hauls me to my feet. 
 “We'll be back to talk, Dr. –?” 
 “Argute,” says Ichabot, his eyes flicking briefly to Zane.  “And I look forward to it.” 
 He places his hand briefly on Peterson's arm as he says, “I have nothing to hide from you.” 
 He sounds so logical, so open and convincing.  I resist kicking at him as I'm led by, knowing that it won't help my case against derangement any.  But I was so close!  We were here!  We found him! 
 Peterson leads me back to the police car, Regina accompanying him.  She seems less certain about this result than he does, so I direct my comments to her. 
 “Regina, come on.  You know what he's done.  Think about Brian!  This guy almost killed him.  Almost made me kill him!  Think about how you felt yesterday.  You know this isn't you.” 
 “I – I just don't know, Dan,” she says.  “Was there ever really any evidence that it was him?  All we saw was some grainy security footage of him.  There were thousands of other people on those tapes, too.  Maybe we just fixated on him because he's so physically distinctive.” 
 “He has a mad science laboratory!  We were just in it!” 
 Peterson puts his hand on my head and guides me into the back of the police car.  Regina climbs into the front passenger seat, still looking troubled. 
 “It didn't look any more mad-sciencey to me than Dr. Simmons's lab,” she says.  “I think maybe you just busted up some doctor's lab for no reason.” 
 “Come on,” I say, as Peterson starts up the car.  “Hey, you can't really be arresting me, right?  You know this is crazy.” 
 “We'll sort it out soon enough, Mr. Everton,” says Peterson.  “Count on the system to work.” 
 And with that, I know I'm totally screwed. 
   



 
- Afterword - 
   
 Bit of a cliffhanger there, I’m afraid.  Or just a very satisfying ending if you’re the sort of person who likes for things to turn out badly.  No judgment if you are!  I’m an occasional fan of that myself.  In writing, anyway.  And in the lives of people I don’t like, if I’m being honest.  No reason not to be; the afterword is often skipped, so I could admit to just about anything here, secure in the knowledge that few people would see it. 
 Anyway, if you were worried that Dan was doing too well in the end of the previous book, I hope I have addressed those concerns.  He’s on his way to jail while the bad guy continues to walk free.  This is the world you wished for! 
 There’s just one book left to go in the series, and that’s Day of Reckoning.  By my count, it should be released on Amazon in the first quarter of 2018, but who can say for sure?  The future is unknowable.  As ever, if you’re disinclined to wait, you can check out http://experimentserial.wordpress.com to read it in weekly serial installments.  Whatever works for you!  I don’t want to tell you how to live your literate life. 
 Please also feel free email me at baronmind@gmail.com with questions, comments or concerns.  Even if it’s just pointing out typographical errors, that’s still cool.  I mean, I’d rather hear what you thought about the book, but maybe all you thought was “this text has been improperly proofread.” 
   
 Thanks for reading! 
   
 Micah Edwards  
 July 2017 
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 Micah Edwards is an author, a comedian, or a systems administrator, depending on the day of the week.  He also moonlights as the scribe for Richmond, Virginia’s chapter of the Hash House Harriers, an international running and drinking club. 
 He is also the author of 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. 
 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.  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. 
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