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ONE

REPUBLIC OF PANNA

20 YEARS EARLIER

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

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

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

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

The guide driving the jeep was one of Teru's men.

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

"What does it mean?"

"Sir?" the guide asked.

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

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

Only then did Ollo see the men in contamination suits, moving around the far edge of the crater, using instruments to probe the soil or take readings from the air. 

There was a piece of equipment in the center of the crater that Ollo did not recognize. "What is that?" he asked the guide.

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

"Dangerous? Poison?"

"We do not think so," the guide said.

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

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

There they were--the words Ollo had dreaded most. 

Shut down production.

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

So it was either Panna Water, or cocaine. They had opted for the water. The competition was slightly less cutthroat. 

Panna Water was a trusted brand, worldwide--artesian water from the aquifers of the island, filtered through half a mile of volcanic rock that infused it with minerals. The processing plant was more or less irrelevant, from the standing of actually "producing" anything. The water was brought in, purified and tested, and then bottled right in the facility. It was shipped by huge cargo containers, thousands of bottles per load--the irony of water being shipped by sea was not lost on Ollo. 

As a trendy product, it was popular in European and American cafes. And, at the moment, it was keeping Panna from sinking into oblivion. So shutting down production was as appealing as having someone sneeze on your food.

"Have there been any public reports of this strike?" Ollo asked.

"None," the guide responded. "Teru asked that we withhold any press releases until you had seen the site. My people are drafting something now, to announce the shutdown."

"That will not be necessary," Ollo said. "Production will continue."

The guard looked alarmed. 

"I will talk to Teru personally," Ollo said. "Testing will continue, but if we are within tolerances for all known poisons and harmful substances, then there is no reason to make a public announcement."

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

Ollo made his calls as soon as they were within range of a cell tower. Teru agreed with his decision, though Ollo got the sense that what Teru was after was someone to point to if things went wrong. That had clearly been the reason for having Ollo inspect the site, without Teru present. The new Aide to the Prime Minister--he would surely be out to prove himself, wouldn't he? He might make rash decisions. He might be overwhelmed. 

If this went wrong, Ollo would be the one who paid the price. 

And yet, he still feel this was the only way.

The production would continue. The mysterious heavy metal would be ignored. As far as Ollo was concerned, it was just one more mineral. It could actually be good for people, really. He went back to his office and finished out his first week with a large banquet, held to welcome him to his office. He feasted on roasted pork and wild rice. He stuck to drinking wine, and politely declined the bottled water.












































TWO

PRESENT DAY

A blur of lights and motion swept past on either side as Adam dipped in and out of consciousness. He was on the ground again, after a brief helicopter hop, and was strapped to a stretcher being rolled at high speed into a squat, indistinct building, through a series of corridors. 

"Stop," he said, though his voice was strained and quiet. No one heard him.

"Stop!" he tried to shout. But his voice wasn't quite working the way he wanted. He came out as guttural moaning, louder but no more distinct.

He realized that his thinking wasn't quite right, either. His mind was muddied. He wasn't able to focus on the details of the world as it rushed by. 

Drugged, he thought. Sedative.

Despite the lethargy that was threatening to overtake him and drive him back into unconsciousness, Adam managed to tense his arms, pulling as hard as he could at the straps that held him in place. He started to kick his feet, struggling to loosen them from the restraints. He had to get off of this gurney. He had to get out of of here. 

He had to find his family.

As if someone heard his thoughts, one of his escorts said, "His family is in T-38."

"We isolate him," a woman said. "He's different. Unaffected."

"Lucid?" the man replied. "We got one?"

"Priseman wants him in T-54."

"Got it," the man replied.

Adam was still struggling weakly against the restraints, but he filed away the information for later. T-38 and T-54. It sounded like they were in the same wing, at least. If he could escape, he might be able to get to his family and get them out of here. He wasn't sure how, yet. He wasn't sure of anything.

"What about the other one? The body?"

"We have it," the woman said. "Second unit picked it up. It's in the cooler."

Cooler?

Something in Adam's brain fired. The cooler! The vials! He had to get those, to get them to ... who? Ethan would know. He'd ask Ethan.

Ethan is dead. 

The words formed in Adam's brain automatically, and they were enough to shock him back into the fight. He struggled again, pulling against the straps, and raised his head, twisting his neck painfully, trying to see where he was.

One of the men--a soldier maybe, wearing body armor and carrying an automatic weapon--was carrying the blue cooler. Adam involuntarily reached for it, and when the solider saw him, he smiled, then casually tossed the cooler in the trash as they went by.

Adam let out a guttural cry, anger expressed in the only way he could. The soldier smirked, and fell back, out of sight.

Adam continued to stare, glaring now at the wall rushing past. 

He settled back, and in a moment they turned the gurney and rolled him into a room, leaving him strapped down. He couldn't see the door, from this vantage point. 

"Leave him here for now," the woman said. "Priseman has people coming in to do a blood panel."

"What about his family?" the man asked.

Adam strained again against the restraints, pulling with all his strength. He turned his head, trying to see the door, trying to hear what they had planned for his family.

All he heard was a click as the door closed.












































THREE

The mobile command unit was parked in a fenced-in lot behind the research facility. David had ordered that the lot be cleared of all cars, and that temporary fencing be raised to block anyone from entering. The MCU was as safe as one could get, in terms of military-grade armor and life support systems. He could be parked in the middle of the busiest shopping mall in the world, for all it mattered, and no one would even know for sure if he was in there.

But David preferred solitude. Especially when he was thinking.

On the screen in front of him he saw Adam Bolland being rolled into the facility on a stretcher. He watched as Bolland struggled against the restraints, and even managed to feel a bit of pity for the man. He wanted his family, after all. He wanted to get them out of there, to get them someplace safe.

Unfortunately, his goals were not going to be achieved. 

The youngest daughter, Sarah, had suffered a seizure just after the family was taken into custody. At the moment she was in a coma, attached to numerous machines that were keeping her hydrated and alive, while monitoring her condition--which was as severe as it was unusual.

The twins, Sammie and Charlie, were in a room of their own, and were showing all the signs of being suppressed--glassy stares, recurring pattern movements, and a complete lack of awareness of their surroundings.

Kate Bolland--the wife--also appeared to be one of the Suppressed.

David scowled once he realized he was now using that term by reflex. 

Suppressed.

It had come up again and again from the researchers and scientists on the project. It was coined by some woman from the World Health Organization--one of the first researchers to discover what was happening. And, because humans are fond of clever categorizations, it caught on.

David thought it was a bit puerile--categorizing people as "Lucid" or "Suppressed." But the terms stuck, and if there was any hope of everyone being on the same page, it would have to come from a common set of terms. This was as good as David could hope for.

"Sir," one of the staff said over David's direct channel.  "With the subject in custody, should we move his family to a more secure wing?"

"Maintain their quarantine," David said. "Place guards at the door of Mr. Bolland's room. I'm sure he'll be happy to learn, later, that we have cared well for his family."

"Yes, sir." 

David smiled. Care, of course, was the furthest thing from his mind. Study--that was the order of the day.

Because in discovering Adam Bolland as a Lucid, David found himself in a unique position. He now had, to his knowledge, the only subjects on Earth who fit the full spectrum, from Lucid to Suppressed. With an unexpected new category in-between.

Adam was clearly one of the Lucid--completely resistant to the heavy metal poisoning that was slowly sapping the will of the world. 

Lucid were rare, but David had managed to tag and procure a number of them, housing them in this facility. It had been part of his mission, along with studying the effects of high-frequency command-level programming on the Suppressed. Procure and program. That was his agenda.

But he had a further agenda to determine exactly how the Lucid were able to resist the heavy metal poisoning. And, if possible, to replicate that resistance. Because as that strange metal replicated and spread through the water supply, it was becoming increasingly difficult to avoid. And his employers very much wanted to avoid it, at all costs. 

This facility had also been charged with apprehending the Suppressed as they arose, keeping them out of the public eye for as long as possible. That mission was a bust, now that all hell was breaking loose outside. Colorado Springs was already being overrun by spontaneous instances of the Suppressed, acting at random, sometimes acting violently. And there was every indication that the same story was unfolding elsewhere across the US and the rest of the world. 

As a result of the sudden and unexpected upswing of Suppressed activity, quarantining had become a moot point. Those quarantined in this facility were now no more than test subjects.

Except for a handful of them: the Bollands represented so much more.

Adam was Lucid, while Kate and the twins were Suppressed. Kate, then, represented a genetic link to the children, but not to Adam. That created a baseline. One Lucid, one suppressed, three genetic offspring.

Mrs. Halpern would be very pleased with the data David could pull from studying the Bolland family. He predicted that they could make significant leaps forward in the research.

And then there was the youngest girl--Sarah.

There was clearly something going on with her, genetically. Perhaps she had inherited some odd trait from her father that was in conflict with the rest of her genome. It was causing her to simultaneously exhibit traits of both the Suppressed and the Lucid, and the results were actually quite catastrophic. 

 Her body, it seemed, was at war with itself.

That was potentially devastating for the young girl's life, but it would be very important to the research. 

David was no geneticist. His expertise lay in technology and systems. Even the command-level programming they were using to control local military and law enforcement relied a great deal on physical technology--transmitters that could just reach the frequency at which the heavy metal would start to resonate. 

But after participating in the study the Suppressed for as long as he had, he could see patterns forming in the way the Lucid arose. 

Most were genetic dead ends--sterile and unable to produce offspring. Rarely would a Lucid have children, and those would inevitably be Lucid as well--the genetic resistance transmitting to the next generation. 

But Adam had produced two Suppressed children, and one child with a severe and unusual disorder. 

What was it about Bolland's genes that made the difference? Or...

David called up the data on Bolland's family, as well as data from his past blood samples of Adam. He knew enough about genetics to quickly find what he was looking for, and when he saw it, he smiled. 

"Kate, you wicked woman," David said, his smile Cheshire-like.

Adam was not the father of Kate's twins. Momma had been playing the field.

In one respect, this was disappointing news. It meant that they didn't have quite the genetic research treasure trove they'd hoped for. No baseline.

But David checked another set of genetic markers to confirm another theory, and again smiled when he was proven to be correct.

Sarah Bolland was Adam's daughter. 

Which meant that the going theory about the Lucid might still be true. For some reason, the Lucid had difficulty reproducing. And yet, by some miracle Sarah had been born. And born different. 

It seemed David had a genetic treasure on his hands after all.












































FOUR

15 YEARS EARLIER

"The objective of the World Health Organization (WHO) shall be to provide health and care options for all peoples of the world, to the best of the Organization's ability."

It was right there in front of her face, every single day, and yet every single day she wanted to rip it off the wall.

The quote was plastered up around the building -- her building -- and yet it didn't feel like her quote. It felt alien somehow. The right philosophy, the right idea, but somehow incompatible with her reality. These days, anyway.

It didn't drive her; it didn't cause her the same anxious excitement, the constant feeling of 'running out of time' that she used to feel. 

Instead it made her want to vomit. 

Jocelyn Wu remembered when the quote was different. Better. She remembered when it actually meant something, when it was a simple, provocative, enticing reason to join the WHO: 

The objective of the World Health Organization shall be the attainment by all peoples of the highest possible level of health. 

But not today. 

Today, the WHO was a fragmented, politically-driven, overly bureaucratic collection of scientists, medical personnel, and an army of administrators, all with the goal of covering their own collective asses. 

The WHO was still considered the most effective agency of the United Nations--which wasn't saying much. Despite the lofty goals and affirmations of the organization, it had produced a disappointingly small body of work since Jocelyn had joined a year earlier. Jocelyn had expected more. She'd joined because she'd wanted to make a serious impact on the health of the world, and had ended up being essentially a ...

Well, actually, she wasn't entirely sure what she was. She just knew that at this point in her career she was not making the sort of difference she had intended to make.

She didn't want to be ungrateful. The offer to join the WHO had been an honor. And she was excited about the opportunity, even though her peers at Johns Hopkins warned her that the WHO was going to be a dead end. She'd dreamed of working with their regional office in Washington, D.C. for years, and jumped at the chance when the offer came. 

But burnout set in after only a month, and the excitement and enthusiasm was slowly churning into a malaise. Bit by bit, Jocelyn had watched as the money for "discretionary projects" was constantly under threat of drying up, and the reasons were always related to a lack of local support. Unless there were some health crisis happening right now, people tended to bump medical research to a lower budgetary priority.

Jocelyn tried to stay positive, but after three of her main research projects were canned and the funding was "reinvested" elsewhere, she was starting to lose faith in her calling, and was beginning to wonder if her expensive degree would be better used working at a hospital or medical facility. If she couldn't impact the health of the world, maybe she could at least make a dent in New Jersey. 

"Wu." The voice was unmistakable: Ken Grabow. Her direct supervisor. And, if she was pressed to be honest, a real jackass. 

Jocelyn turned and saw him eyeing her from the doorway. She arched her eyebrows, waiting for him to continue. 

"Come with me." With that, he turned and started walking down the hall. 

Hobbled, to be more accurate. Grabow had a noticeable limp that caused him to lean to one side whenever he walked or stood. Jocelyn had never heard him acknowledge it, but she had seen him glower at anyone who stared too long. 

She stood and followed Grabow quickly, struggling to catch up even as he limped along. She reached him only to find that he was already rattling off the situation, talking loudly as he struggled down the hallway. 

"--Outside of Reno, Nevada, about an hour ago. Meltdown, from what we can gather. Not dangerous, really, but obviously expensive." 

He stopped and swiveled, giving her a glare that somehow managed to say, If I'm walking fast, you can too. Hurry the hell up. 

Jocelyn quickened her pace, and felt a little disgusted with herself for letting him berate her without even saying a word.

"It seems to have been caused by an engineer on the premises. Cameras found him performing his duties, just like always. Albeit a bit slowly. Until he reached the end of the line and started over." 

"Started over?" she asked. Grabow turned into a conference room at the end of the hall, and Jocelyn entered after him. A few other researchers were spread around the massive table, and a bank of flat-panel screens had been wheeled in. Each displayed a different news station. 

"Right from the beginning of his list. Performing tasks he'd already finished. He essentially threw off the balance of the entire facility, causing a power failure that led to a core overheating." 

One of the researchers saw Jocelyn enter and immediately flicked a button on a remote control. Jocelyn watched as the television at the top-left of the wall of screens switched to a closed-circuit video feed. 

The monitors from the nuclear facility. 

A timestamp at the bottom of the screen counted upwards as the seconds ticked by, but otherwise the long, slightly-curved hallway in the picture was motionless. She watched for another four seconds until a man appeared at the bottom of the screen. 

He moved slowly, one foot dragging slightly on the hard floor, and silently made his way toward a control surface at the right side of the hall. Jocelyn saw the man lean forward, examining the controls as if he'd never seen them before, then reach out and punch two buttons. 

He reacted to something off-screen, and then continued his slow journey down the hallway. 

Jocelyn was about to ask what they were looking for when she saw it. 

There. Right at the end of the hall, just as the man was about to disappear past the top of the TV screen, she saw him flick his head to the left. 

Then again. 

She reached a hand to her mouth. 

"I thought you'd want to see it," Grabow said. 

Jocelyn nodded, not diverting her eyes from the monitors. 

"That's the same... the same identifier. Just like the others," she whispered. 

"Correct," another researcher said. "Same twitch, same pattern, same slow maneuvering. We weren't sure the situations were related, but with the number of events lately..." 

"They're related," she said. 

Over the past nine weeks she'd done little else but watch video feeds just like this one -- closed-circuit recordings of universities, corporations, malls, and more. Each of them had been painstakingly tracked down and sent to the WHO after her request had cleared. 

She had argued that there was a correlation. She had insisted that there be a full forensic sweep of each patient's home and workplace. They had to find what each of these people had in common, so they could work to prevent it from spreading further. 

But she was fighting a losing battle. Her superiors at the WHO could find no justifiable medical threat.  

Jocelyn had to admit, they had a point. The events were so bizarre, and so random, even she had a hard time accepting they could have a common cause. But the evidence was starting to pile up.

First there were small, insignificant incidents. A night guard at a baseball stadium programming the lights to turn on in the middle of the night, when no games were scheduled. A park ranger switching the emergency broadcast system on and off every hour on the dot. A school bus driver running her rounds on a Saturday and Sunday, undeterred by the lack of children boarding or disembarking from her bus as she made each and every stop.

These were strange, and sometimes even a little funny. They made for good "did ya hear?" stories--the kind of thing that nighttime local news liked to run to break up the parade of blood and murder and sex that was their bread and butter. But to the people involved, especially the families of the patients, these events were simply frightening. There was talk of dementia. Alzheimers, and the neurological deterioration that came with it. But with tests returning negative, and a lack of any real medical evidence, the cases were quietly dismissed as isolated incidents.

Then the events started getting bigger, and less isolated, recurring more often.

The mayor of a small town in Georgia was found dead in his garage, a bowl of cereal spilled at his side. He had apparently used a bottle of bleach instead of milk.

A transoceanic jetliner crashed in Asia, killing nearly 400 people, after the pilot made a series of bad adjustments to the controls at a crucial moment of descent. The last words from the co-pilot were, "What did you just do? We're making our approach!"

And now, an engineer at a nuclear power facility nearly caused a catastrophic meltdown by doing his job, over and over again. 

There was an ever-growing number of reports of otherwise normal individuals carrying out mindless tasks, as if sleepwalking, then "coming to" without remembering anything. 

Jocelyn had been cataloguing each of the reports, combing through videos, newspaper articles, even social media posts, looking for a connection. She had, by now, listened to dozens of firsthand accounts that seemed to give no real clues. Until, finally, she developed a theory.

These people were all affected by something--possibly a drug--that blocked all pain receptors and dulled their senses. It blanked their short-term memory as well. In effect, it put them in a sleepwalking dream state, and some pre-wired activity in their brain became their default. 

Jocelyn recognized the symptoms--slow, lethargic movements, yet determined to reach a goal or perform a task. Often fleeting; symptoms rarely lasted longer than an hour. 

Localized dementia. Maybe some form of Pick's disease? Something impacting neurological function, for sure. Pick's was a good fit, in general, but there was no genetic link between any of the patients.

If the toxicology panels hadn't come back negative for everything they could test for, she would almost think this was heavy metal poisoning.

"We got word about two hours after this was tracked," Grabow said. "Washington wants us to allocate resources to this. It's happening more frequently. And not just in the US."

"Europe?" Jocelyn asked.

"And Asia, Australia, Russia. Let's just cut to the chase and say we have incidents from all over the world."

"Is there a vector?"

Grabow scowled at her, and she felt herself go flush, a mix of anger and shame. She was just doing her job. "No vector," Grabow said, sarcasm thick in his voice. "Is there anything else about your job I can help you with?" 

Jocelyn was relatively new to this career, but she wasn't new to standing up to bullies. Grabow seemed to get a pass, most of the time, for reasons she wasn't fully aware of. Maybe it had something to do with the limp. 

But at the moment, she knew that she was one of the few people on Earth who had studied this from the perspective of a common cause. Her work might be replicated easily enough, but if Washington was calling this it meant they knew about her work, and her hypothesis. They had asked for her. That gave her some leverage, and that leverage gave her a bit of courage.

"Yes, actually," she said, swallowing. Then, more assertive, "You can get me full access to any reported incidents that match our current list of symptoms. I need all the blood work and histories, and I'd like to interview some of the patients and their families directly."

Grabow regarded her for a moment, steady, then nodded. "You got it. It was approved thirty minutes ago. Get to work."

Grabow hobbled from the room, and Jocelyn turned to face the group of researchers and scientist who were now looking to her for direction. This was her team now. She was in the lead. 

Now she just had to figure out what they were dealing with. 












































FIVE

PRESENT DAY

"You seeing everything that's happening out there?" The female doctor was drawing blood from Adam while the male doctor did something with some equipment in a small, windowed space at the end of the room. Adam's feet were currently pointed at that window. He was strapped down to a padded table, restraints on his ankles and wrists and straps across his legs and his chest. Even his head was being held in firmly in place.

The precautions didn't matter much. They had drugged him with something that made it hard to even stay awake, much less struggle. The best he could manage was an occasional moan.

A tinny, electronic male voice responded, "Yeah. It's a nightmare out there. Getting worse all the time. One of the soldiers told me that there are so many Suppressed in emergency services, no one's really able to put out the fires from that plane crash."

The woman shook her head and made a little noise in the back of her throat. "I thought that's what the program was for. The signal?"

"Not quite organized yet," the man responded. "Looks like the UVFs and the soldiers are getting top priority. I'm sure Dr. Priseman has a plan to roll out control for other emergency services."

Again the woman shook her head. "All those people."

"Best not to think about it. Do what we were trained to do. Focus on the ones we can help, study the ones who are resistant. If there's a way to fix all this, it will come from the work we do here."

The woman nodded then, capped the vial of Adam's blood, and then stood, looking at him as if surveying something she'd just built or repaired. "You think the sedative needs to be bumped up? He's still awake."

"The Lucid seem to have a natural resistance to sedative, but he's pretty doped up right now. Get in here and we'll run the CT."

The woman left Adam's side, and he heard a door open and close. Then a series of noises started, culminating in what sounded like a lawnmower running in a small, closed space. 

This went on for quite some time, and Adam drifted in and out during the process. He was finding it hard to concentrate, but he was aware of what was happening. He'd had CAT scans before, and had been present when Sarah had gone through dozens of them.

The blood panels, the CT scans, the endless poking and prodding--what was it they were looking for? They hadn't asked him for a medical history, but he assumed they already had one. 

Priseman.

He hadn't quite caught it before, but the name was familiar. David Priseman. The guy in the mobile command unit at the water treatment facility. The guy whose face was on the screens when soldiers dropped out of a helicopter and grabbed him.

What was Priseman's role in all this? And why did they need to study Adam? 

There was something else ... 

The Suppressed. Something was happening with them, outside this facility. And the plane crash--the jet liner Adam had watched slam into Colorado Springs like a bomb. He had desperately needed to get down there, into that mess. He needed to reach his family.

And that's when things started to clear for him. The sedative was still thick in his bloodstream, and his head still felt like packed cotton, but his last thought before being drugged was of his family. 

He struggled to remember what he'd heard on the way in. They were being kept somewhere in this building. T-38. That was the room. And it was close to his own room. If he could somehow get free, he might be able to find them and get them out of here. 

The two doctors came back into the room, just as the padded table was sliding out of the large, donut-shaped ring of machinery. 

"Got any family out there, in all that chaos?" the man asked.

The woman shook her head. "No. All I had was my dad, and he died three years ago."

"Lucky," the man said.

"You?"

"My sister and my mother live in DC. I think my mother is Suppressed, but my sister thinks it's Alzheimer's. I didn't have the heart to tell her."

"Think they're ok?"

"No," he said. "I think they're probably in the middle of this. Maybe dead by now."

There was a pause. "You don't sound all that worried about it," the woman said quietly.

Another pause. "I try not to think about it. I have a job to do."

They started working the straps that held Adam down. The man moved a gurney next to the table, and as the woman finished unbuckling the final strap the two of them put their hands on Adam's legs and shoulders. They were preparing to transfer him to the gurney.

Adam suddenly sat up, shoving the man away while grabbing the woman and putting her in a choke hold.

His head was spinning, and he felt dizzy and weak, but he rallied his strength to hold the woman around her neck as tight as he could.

"Where is my family?" Adam managed.

The man had recovered, and was holding his hands out, placating. "Mr. Bolland, just let her go. You're in a secure facility. There are guards right outside that door. All I have to do is call for help and they'll be in here. You're not going anywhere."

Adam suddenly tightened his grip on the woman and she let out a strangled yelp.

"Where is my family?"

The man stopped moving, and glanced at the door. Adam gave the woman's throat a quick squeeze and she yelped.

"If you call for help, I'll crush her throat."

"You're not leaving this facility," the man said. He stood then, put his hands in the pocket of his coat, and said, "So go ahead. Kill her."

Adam was breathing heavy, and thought about doing exactly that. He could do it, he was sure. All it would take was a solid squeeze, without letting up. He could crush her windpipe, or just strangle her. 

But he didn't move. 

The man looked at the door. "Guards!" he said loudly.

Adam flinched, and turned on the cushioned table top, still holding the woman by the neck.

The door to the corridor opened and two men dressed in fatigues and armored vests came in, automatic weapons raised. They rushed Adam, pointing the barrels of their weapons at his head. 

"Let her go and put your hands on the back of your head!" one of the men shouted.

Involuntarily, Adam felt himself loosening his grip and preparing to comply. There was something about a loud, authoritative voice that made you react, even against your will. Maybe if he hadn't been drugged to the gills, his reaction might have been different, more calculating. As it was, he found himself going slack. And in that moment, one of the soldiers pulled the woman free while another slammed into Adam, forcing him face down on the table while the male doctor injected him with something from a syringe.

It took only seconds for the effects of the drug to kick in, and Adam felt himself drifting again.

They rolled him onto the gurney and strapped him down tight.

"Thank you, gentlemen," the doctor said. "Linda, are you ok?"

"You told him to kill me!" she shouted.

The man laughed. "He wasn't going to do it. Haven't you seen his psyche profile? He's pretty capable, but he's not a killer."

The woman seemed unconvinced as she rubbed her neck.

"Go get checked out," the man said. "The guards and I will escort Mr. Bolland back to his room."

The woman left without a word, and soon the men had the gurney turned and rolling through the same door.

Adam again felt like he couldn't quite focus. He could have drifted off to sleep, and maybe he did from moment to moment. But he also knew that he had to get free. Maybe he could grab one of those guns.

And then what? In the state he was in, he'd never make it out of this place, much less rescue his family. He was trapped here, to be poked and prodded and experimented on at the will of David Priseman and his staff of ghouls and goons. Whatever was happening outside this facility, out in Colorado Springs, was changing all the rules. The world was different now. 

The gurney rolled smoothly over the linoleum of the hallway, and Adam struggled to stay awake, to think of some way out of this. 

Suddenly there was a loud, sharp sound, and one of the guards went down, falling over Adam's legs. His legs seemed to react as if they weren't a part of his body. He could feel the pressure as they reacted involuntarily to the weight that had fallen over them, but his nerves were unresponsive. He couldn't really feel anything below his waist. He wondered if it he was paralyzed or just working the chemical sedatives out of his body.

The gurney stopped moving, and more sharp sounds erupted.

Gunfire? 

"Stop! Please!" the doctor shouted.

"Get down! Get down right now!"

In a moment, someone was unbuckling Adam's restraints, and a couple of sets of hands helped him to sit up. 

A man dressed in a hospital gown and holding an automatic weapon leaned in and looked at Adam. "Shit! He's doped!"

Another man, also in a hospital gown, leaned in. "Dude, you good to run? You ok?"

Adam blinked, his eyes widening as he tried to fight the effects of the drugs in his system. "Can't... my family... they have my family."

"His family?" a woman's voice asked. "They grabbed his whole family?"

"That surprises you?" one of the other men asked.

"These people. What is all this? What do they want with us?"

"We'll figure it out later," the first man, the one with the weapon, was practically shouting. "We need to get out of here! If we can get to the parking lot, maybe we can swipe a van or something."

"I heard a chopper yesterday," another man said. "If that bird is still out there, I can fly it. We can be in the mountains in no time."

"Good," the first man said. He grabbed Adam's arm and pulled him up, roughly, handing him over to some of the others.

Now standing, Adam could see that there were at least half a dozen people in the hall. His legs woke up slightly. He had the odd feeling of standing on someone else's feet, someone else's knees providing maneuverability. The doctor who had drugged him was lying face down with his hands on his head. The two soldiers were laying dead on either side of the gurney. Adam tried to look away from them, but couldn't.

"More soldiers will be here any minute. We have to move!" the first man said.

They started down the corridor, yanking Adam along. He pulled away, stumbled, and leaned against one of the walls to keep himself steady.

"We don't have time for this!" a man shouted.

"My family," Adam said. He pressed against the wall as his legs struggled under his weight. There were shooting pains that seemed to climb rapidly up one leg then the other. He took a few breaths until he felt steady enough. 

"Where are they?" the woman asked.

"We can't go on a rescue right now, okay?" the first man shouted. "We get the hell out of here, call the police, and let them handle it."

"No," another woman said. "They're in on it. It was the cops who grabbed me and brought me here."

"So we have to get his family now," the first woman said.

The man turned on her and was about to yell something when the doors at the end of the hallway burst open and three soldiers ran in, guns raised. They tossed something that looked like a soda can down the hallway.

"Run!" the helicopter pilot shouted, and everyone did exactly that. There was a loud bang, and suddenly the hall was filled with acrid smoke that burned Adam's eyes and lungs. 

He was coughing and hacking, the sting of the smoke burning its way into every part of him, but he managed to keep to his feet and keep moving, with the help of the woman.

They had grabbed the weapons from the two dead guards, and she carried one, though it was obvious she didn't know how to use it.

"Where do we go?" one woman asked.

"This way!" the first man shouted. He kicked though a door, gun raised, and they all ran through.

From behind them, Adam could hear the gunfire start up again, and shots impacted the doors as they closed behind them.

"I'm hit!" one man shouted.

"Keep moving! This corridor leads to the way out!"

They moved, and Adam stumbled along beside them.

He looked up to see the room numbers. 

T-60.

They were in the wing where his family was being held!

"T-38," Adam said, grabbing the arm of the woman who was helping  him. "My family. They're in T-38."

"They're close, then," the woman said. She shouted, "His family is in this wing!"

"We don't have time!" the first man shouted.

"We can split up," she shouted back. "Go get the helicopter ready. Give us ten minutes! If we can't get to you, take off. We'll fend for ourselves!"

The man looked her, and then over at the pilot. "How long does it take to get the helicopter ready to go?"

"Not long, but we'll have to hold them off while it spins up."

"So you could use some ground cover," the man said. He shook his head. "Fine. We'll split. I'll go with you three," he said, pointing at the woman and two of the armed patients. "We'll create a distraction while the rest of you make for the helicopter. We'll get his family, and then we'll get the hell out of here!"

Everyone nodded, and the helicopter group ran down the corridor as the armed patients moved everything they could find in front of the doors they had just pushed through. They then started moving as quickly as they could toward T-38.












































SIX

"People are not technology. People are not technology." 

It had become a mantra for David as he watched all hell breaking loose in the facility. It had started with an eye roll--one of the few exasperated body movements David could still do since losing the use of most of his body. Now it was a droning message on repeat--a reminder of why he chose to focus his life on computers and machines rather than human beings. When a machine lets you down, you can fix it. You can reprogram it. Not so with humans.

Not  yet. 

But that was changing, wasn't it?

The Suppressed--the victims of the heavy metal poisoning that was spreading in a viral-like vector around the globe--had some surprising and oddly useful characteristics. 

Like the UVFs and David's own MCU, with the right combination of frequencies and patterns the Suppressed could be controlled. 

David had already found the right combination--to a degree. Thanks to his work and research, his employers could now control emergency personnel, law enforcement, even military personnel. It was imperfect--fractured. It required a constant signal refresh using radio and communication systems. But it was there. It worked. 

David used it now.

He called up a schematic of the building and used security cameras and sensors to determine exactly where Adam Bolland and his rescuers were. He then called up the location of all of the armed personnel in the building and started directing them to various points, blocking some exits, attempting to funnel the escapees toward others. 

The response from his personnel was sluggish--a downside of the imperfect system. The Suppressed were responsive enough, but they lacked autonomy. All their thinking had to be done for them, and it was exhausting.

It was frustrating to David, to be so close, and yet complete success evaded him. It was a bit too much like his own body--the loss of mobility, the fact of his limbs being present but somehow disconnected and out of reach.

He was working to change that, too. 

So far he had avoided heavy metal contamination, but one day soon, once he had learned all he could about all of this, and once he had mastered it, he intended to voluntarily contaminate himself. 

Because he had learned something else that he had not yet shared with his employers.

The heavy metal could bypass the central nervous system entirely. In fact, it could replace the autonomic and central nervous systems, and take up their functions on its own.

It was  major contributor to the effect that led to people becoming Suppressed. And in general, the bypass was common knowledge. But those studying the substance and its effects had not yet discovered that the bypass could be total and complete. 

Even better, and more relevant to David's work and his condition, the metal was responsive to certain frequencies. David's work had allowed him to use the contamination as a channel to reach in and control the actions of individuals, much to the delight of his employers. But almost by accident David discovered just how totally the effects of the heavy metal could supplant the body's own systems.

In a sense, it was like the metal was a sort of sleeper agent, permitting the nerve cells, replicating like mad in the body, consuming and replacing nerve material until there was nothing but the metal left. For a time, the Suppressed would behave exactly as they always had. But eventually certain patterns would repeat, certain signals would not entirely make it through. The feedback to the brain would be deceptive, and would lead to a sort of sleepwalking state. 

Dr. Wu, the researcher leading the study for the World Health Organization, had reams of data and had posted hundreds of reports about how the metal was slowly penetrating and replicating within nerve tissue. But she and her team had overlooked an important fact that David had managed to discover on his own. The metal wasn't just breaching nerve material, it was out-and-out replacing it. And if they could work out the how of it, they could actually control an individual's every thought and action. Completely. Totally. 

And there was a side benefit to the infiltration of the metal. It could replace dead or dying nerve cells with "healthy," fully functional heavy metal particles. Which meant David could undo the damage that was done to his own body. 

He hadn't mentioned his discovery or any of his research to his employers. He kept it completely off of the network, stored in a secured file in a system only he could access. But the supporting data was growing. The possibilities grew with it.

And then there were the Lucid.

Adam Bolland and his kind represented a singular danger to David's plans. 

For starters, their ability to resist the effects of the heavy metal meant they could not be controlled like the others. But they also represented another potential threat--if the rest of the researchers studying them, such as the insipid Dr. Wu, were to "crack the code" and create a way to immunize people, David's plans could come unraveled. 

The Lucid represented the biggest threat to David's vision of the future. 

And those plans--they went beyond merely restoring his body. No, David had gotten a taste for commanding others. He was getting good at it. His employers had praised him for his loyalty and his results, but they had no idea that he was planning to go much bigger than they had intended. 

They wanted to have a cure or inoculation standing by so that they, themselves, would never become suppressed. They also wanted to use the heavy metal contamination to create a population of Suppressed who would work like drones for the benefit of their government. Totalitarianism on autopilot. 

David wanted to remove the "government" from that equation, and replace it with a god.

No one else was as uniquely qualified as David to take the next leap in human evolution. At present, he was a man in a box. He could control his environment and have a modicum of mobility via facial expressions and vocal commands and a limited range of minute movements. But his research and discoveries were making it possible to start controlling that environment with his mind alone. And by extension, he was getting closer to controlling people with only his thoughts. 

Once he cracked the code on using the heavy metal contamination to replace his own autonomic and nervous systems, he would easily be able to take the next step. Everything was in place.

Because unknown to his employers, David had already discovered how to transmit the control signal directly to the minds of the Suppressed. It was tricky--and it took a great deal of programming, all done in secret and in the little amount of spare time he allowed himself each day. But he had worked it out. The crucial, missing component was his own contamination. And until he knew how to make himself impervious to the downsides of it, he was at something of an impasse. 

But once he was able to take full control of his body, he would take full control of the local population, and then focus on the world beyond.

First, however, he had to put down this sudden band of Lucid allies that had ransacked their facility. 

And he'd had enough of Adam Bolland.

"Terminate all of them," he said. "No one leaves this facility alive."

"Yes sir," the commander replied. 

David smiled, and watched, and waited.












































SEVEN

10 YEARS EARLIER

"Uric Acid," Jocelyn said. 

"Uric?" 

"Right. C5H4N4O3." She rattled off the compound's formula without considering her audience. 

The two men standing in front of her were wide-eyed. 

"It's carbon, hydrogen, nitrogen, and oxygen," she said, "combined, it forms an acid." 

One of the men blinked, the other nodded, but Jocelyn knew they were clueless. 

And this is where they sent me, she thought. 

The WHO had shipped her out to Panna to study a meteorite and the impact it had on the surrounding ecosystem. Jocelyn couldn't really blame them, however: it was her research team that first postulated the theory of heavy metal poisoning, caused by extraterrestrial meteor remnants. 

They'd tried to narrow their search for possibilities to meteorites that had struck the earth within the past 30 years, but that left somewhere around 1.6 million meteorites to explore. It was estimated that anywhere around 70,000 meteorites hit the planet every year, and about half of these might be large enough to deliver their dangerous heavy metal payload.

The problem for Jocelyn's team wasn't just that there were too many meteorites to explore -- there were -- or that there weren't enough people in the entire organization to explore them -- there weren't -- but that none of the known strikes were close enough to anything of any importance. 

None of the larger strikes were near cities or metropolitan areas, and none were close to underground water tables or major lakes.  

Until this year. 

One of her teammates had stumbled into the office one morning and rushed to Jocelyn's desk, begging her to examine the Panna strike from ten years ago. Jocelyn was confused, but complied. 

The researcher scanned the report. It was just as Jocelyn had remembered it -- medium-to-large-sized impact crater, middle of the forest, right in the center of a forgotten island nation that no one cared much about. 

Then the employee smacked something down on the desk in front of her. 

Panna.

The label on the water bottle told Jocelyn everything she needed to know. 

She pulled up a map of the Panna manufacturing plant and bottling facility and examined the coordinates. 

She was stunned. The meteor would have hit directly in the center of the island's aquifer system. 

The same system used to bottle the millions of gallons of Panna water that were exported into the global economy. 

The next month was a blur. They made plans to travel to Panna and explore the site for themselves, hoping to not run into any trouble from the corporation and local government. 

So now she stood here -- staring at two men who had been assigned to her research team against her will -- trying to explain how the metal poisoning proliferated so much. 

"Don't worry about what it is. It's found in animal urine and naturally-occurring enzymes, and it causes the heavy metal we found to replicate itself. The unique characteristics of the ecosystem here allow it to continue completely uninhibited, where it finally finds itself bottled up and shipped around the world with the label Panna on it." 

The man on the right nodded again. "So, what you're saying is, this metal is now in the water?" 

Jocelyn rolled her eyes and turned away. How am I supposed to get anything done when all I have for a team is college dropout surfer punks? 

She headed for the station's headquarters, a squat yellow building that housed two 90s-era computer terminals and an oversized satellite dish on the roof. 

And Panna water. 

The first thing she'd noticed when she stepped off the plane and into the breezy, one-gate airport in Panna was the water's local ubiquity. It was everywhere. Instead of soda machines, many of the small restaurants around the city offered nine flavored versions of Panna, complete with the standard flavorless kind. 

The building she was headed into now hardly had a toilet -- just a hole in the floor with a poorly-constructed seat added to the top -- but it had an entire refrigerator full of Panna. 

It was actually difficult for her to not drink Panna. She was able to find a grocery chain that sold an off-brand jug of water, and she'd hastily carted one back to their makeshift lab and tested its purity. Finding it safe, she drove back to town and bought up the entire shelf. 

She opened the door to the small two-room building and stepped inside. The air was a cold shock against the humid, warm sea breeze from outside. She slid into a chair behind a desk she'd been given and opened the calendar program. 

"Dr. Wu, your appointment is here." 

One of the men must have followed her up the dirt path, as he was now standing in the doorway, looking toward the road. 

She stood up and nodded. That was prompt. For an island nation that prided itself on its "chill factor," she was always surprised when someone showed up to a meeting on time. 

The man followed her up the path as they approached the three vehicles. The center vehicle, an SUV, parked near the edge of the road and Jocelyn watched as a man opened one of the passenger doors. 

A woman stepped from it. She was tall and thin, and her hair and clothes gave her a look of business severity--the sort of appearance you expected from a female CEO who had fought her way up the corporate ladder using the heads of misogynistic executives as rungs.  

She shifted her business suit before making her way purposefully toward Jocelyn.

"Dr. Wu." It wasn't a question, nor was it the kind of utterance that Jocelyn felt invited a response, so she simply stood there, awaiting the strange woman's extended hand as it reached toward hers. 

She stuck her hand out and immediately felt it sucked into the vortex of the woman's powerful grip. The woman stared at Jocelyn, her face unreadable. 

"My name is Mrs. Halpern. Do we have a place to meet?"

Jocelyn nodded as her hand was freed from its prison, and she turned and walked into the building, noticing that Mrs. Halpern had waited for two of her bodyguards to enter before her. 

Jocelyn came to the makeshift desk, found a folding chair stacked against the wall, and offered it to the woman. 

"Thank you. Now, let us get straight to business. Your discovery of heavy metal poisoning at the Panna facility here was a remarkable act of deduction and scientific research." 

"How did you know --" 

The woman -- Halpern -- held up a hand and Jocelyn was surprised at her mouth's immediate compliance. 

"My point, Dr. Wu, is that we have been in need of someone of your... skill set ... on our team. I have prepared a rather generous offer for you, but I understand your motivations are more of the altruistic, rather than compensatory, flair."

Jocelyn frowned. The woman was insulting her, that was completely obvious. But it was being done in a way that was as precise as it was inflammatory. 

What was her play?

Jocelyn had never been a "political" type, but she was intelligent enough to be able to wade through the bureaucracy of workplace politics enough to get the job done. But this woman seemed to emanate an air of confident professionalism, an aura of superiority. 

"So, although your fiscal needs will be of no concern to you during the duration of your employment, you will also receive, as a bonus, an esteemed honorary position at either of the top three universities of your choice. And, by the way, we already know which three those are." 

"But --" 

"We already have letters of recommendations from each of the department heads, and the final approval from the deans. Dr. Wu, this conversation will be most efficiently conducted if you can find it within yourself to control these outbursts." 

Jocelyn's lips tightened into a thin line, and she felt a moment of confidence wash over her. "Well, Mrs. Halpern, that is a fine offer. But why in the hell would I want to work for someone as eloquent as you?" 

Mrs. Halpern's head shifted slightly, as if she were a lizard about to capture an insect. 

Then she smiled. 

"I knew there was fire in you," she said. 

Jocelyn let out a sigh of relief. "What's the job? I'm, uh, happy here, too." 

Halpern snorted. "The World Health Organization is a joke, Dr. Wu, and you've known that since the day you joined. Work with us and you'll actually do work, not play recon lead for a sidelined project." 

Jocelyn repeated the question. "What's the job?" 

"You're already working on it. This metal poisoning you found has... side effects. You're aware of most of them, but there's something else. Something my team uncovered last year." 

Jocelyn nearly scoffed. "You've known about the poisoning for a year?" 

"No. We've known about it for six. Again, this isn't a team of hacks, Dr. Wu. I've assembled the best in the world, and I want you to join us." 

"Tell me more." 

"We want you to study these peculiar side effects, to see if they can be enhanced." 

"Enhanced? You want me to make the poisoning more potent?" 

"More useful, yes. Let me demonstrate." She turned and looked at one of her two men guarding the door. "Johnson. Walk straight." 

Johnson immediately began moving, the large man heading straight for another folding chair lying directly in his path. He reached it, but didn't stop. Jocelyn noticed that his eyes didn't even seem to register the chair as he plowed through it. 

The chair bounced to the side, clanging as it fell, and Johnson continued until he reached the far wall, smacking into it face first, his legs still moving, as if propelling him forward. . 

Mrs. Halpern turned to watch Jocelyn's reaction. 

"So, you're telling me you came all the way here to show me something I can train a hamster to do?" 

Mrs. Halpern grinned from the corner of her mouth, an odd half-sneer. "I thought you might say something like that." 












































EIGHT

Mrs. Halpern flicked her hand over her head, and the second man nodded and left the room. A moment later he returned, two other men marching behind him. 

Jocelyn frowned when she saw who they had in tow. 

Teru.

The head of Panna International, Teru was a self-made entrepreneur whom Jocelyn liked and respected. He was a hard worker, and she had been impressed with his ability to motivate and encourage an otherwise lackadaisical workforce. 

She waited for Teru to recognize her, but she noticed that his eyes seemed distant. He wasn't focusing on anything in particular, just looking straight forward at the wall behind her. 

Mrs. Halpern hadn't even turned around to watch their entrance. Instead, she peered directly into Jocelyn's eyes, gauging her reaction. 

"Wh -- what is this about?" Jocelyn asked. 

Mrs. Halpern raised her hand and once again gave it a quick flick -- a small, circular motion. 

This time, Jocelyn thought she heard a faint beeping sound, possibly from something hidden in the pocket on one of Halpern's guards. 

Mrs. Halpern delivered an order. "Walk forward." 

Teru started forward. Jocelyn's eyes widened. "Stop. Teru, stop!" 

Jocelyn's words were lost on the older man, but she pleaded again. 

Teru continued his forward motion until Mrs. Halpern had had enough. 

"Stop," she said calmly, then, "turn right and continue walking." 

Teru turned ninety degrees and began walking. 

Jocelyn felt tears coming to her eyes. 

"What is this? What did you do to him?" 

"We did nothing, Jocelyn." Mrs. Halpern finally turned to her subject, pleased with herself. Still facing Teru, who was making his way toward the side wall of the building, she continued. "We merely amplified the effect. You and your team, by not shutting down production a year ago, are more to blame than we are." 

Jocelyn was baffled. "I don't -- I can't even..." 

Halpern held up a hand. "Of course you don't understand. You've been working with incompetent dropouts. However, we completely understand what's going on. This particular strain of heavy metal poisoning, as you know, is extraterrestrial. Found nowhere else on Earth. What makes it fascinating, therefore, is that it responds to earthly externalities. In this particular case, a high-frequency electronic signal, such as a microwave or radio signal." 

"And that lets you control them?" 

"In a sense, yes. But that's what we need you for, Jocelyn. Clearly, urging someone to walk in a certain direction is not earth-shattering. But if we can isolate the brain's effected receptors--those that are dedicated to these signals--we can possibly begin to design our own interpretations." 

Jocelyn shuddered. Design our own interpretations. She wasn't exactly sure what "interpretations" Mrs. Halpern wanted to design, but Jocelyn was sure it wasn't altruistic. 

"Currently our test subjects have shown minimal-to-moderate response to the general wavelength, though different frequencies have no effect whatsoever. We've tried a combination of wave patterns as well as directional inquiries. Nothing seems to multiply the effect, but we're still working. We have one very promising researcher looking at the problem from a programming and artificial intelligence perspective. But our physicists postulate that the missing factor is chemical, rather than physical." 

"And that's where you need me."

"Precisely, Dr. Wu. You not only have the specific background for this type of work, you've been actively researching the properties of this phenomenon for five years." 

Jocelyn shook her head. "No. You're wrong. I have most certainly not been researching your little mind-control experiment. I've been trying to prevent this sickness from contaminating the entire world's population." 

Mrs. Halpern smiled, again with that crooked, sadistic expression. "Yes, I know you believe that. But consider the repercussions if you fail: your work with the WHO is nullified. Your career is invalidated. And your whole raison d'être is compromised." 

Jocelyn set her jaw. "I'll take my chances." 

Mrs. Halpern's grin slowly disappeared. "No, Dr. Wu, you won't. Did you think I flew out to this God-forsaken island for fun? To negotiate with you? I am terribly sorry you interpreted my presence here as a request." 

Mrs. Halpern removed something from her pocket. A letter.

She unfolded the envelope and slid it across the desk. 

"Is this the benefits package?" Jocelyn asked. "The part that will seal the deal?" 

Jocelyn flipped the envelope over, only to find the package sealed with a fancy-looking wax circle. The stamp in the middle looked suspiciously like... 

She looked closer. 

The Seal of the President of the United States. 

Jocelyn's hands started shaking, even though she knew the letter couldn't be real. 

"It's real," Mrs. Halpern said. 

Dr. Wu: the letter began, please accept my apologies that I am unable to extend this invitation in person. I have sent Mrs. Halpern on my behalf...

"You're kidding, right?" Jocelyn asked, looking up from the note. "This is pretty elaborate. To think --" 

"Jocelyn," Mrs. Halpern said. Her voice was cold and short. "Other nations will see this plague of heavy metal poisoning as an opportunity to take down their enemies. We, the US, have a lot of enemies. Our military and police forces are becoming less effective, in part due to the very suppression you and I have been studying. The UVFs are effective, but limited. Combining UVF technology with an army of Suppressed would give us a significant tactical military advantage. Not to mention the number of lives that will be saved by having a fully functional emergency services system in place. Something I'm certain you'll care about." 

Jocelyn looked down at the letter, as if it would provide any sort of clarity, instead of just presenting even more questions.

"The US, at present, is leading the research into this. We have the power, and we have the resources. We can turn your plague into a recruitment tool for the greatest military in history. The Suppressed will be perfect instruments of our will."

"Slaves?" Jocelyn asked.

Halpern shrugged. "If you choose to see it that way. Liberated is how we see it. You know the research better than nearly anyone else on the planet, Jocelyn. You know how pervasive this metal is. You know that it's already spreading at an unstoppable rate. Your charter changed some time ago from finding a way to stop it to finding a cure. It's already out there. It's already infected everyone. The only hope we have is to find a way to channel what it's doing to the populace. You can help with that. Or ... well, the alternatives aren't very pleasant."

Jocelyn's hands hadn't stopped shaking. She was holding the edges of the letter, afraid to look away from it. 

"Your phone will now ring. I urge you to take the call." 

Even with the warning, Jocelyn was startled to hear it ring. She picked it up, and it felt like it weighed a hundred pounds as she lifted it to her ear.

"Hello?" 

"Dr. Wu?" 

"Yes. Who is this?" It was a dumb question. She recognized the voice immediately. 

"This is the President of the United States. I assume you have had a chance to meet Mrs. Halpern?" 












































NINE

PRESENT DAY

"Look, I told you this was a bad idea," the man said. He had sandy brown hair, floppy and falling over his eyes. He kept brushing it away from his face when he talked. "We shouldn't even have come back for him," he said, turning slightly and pointing at Adam.

Adam's grogginess had turned into something resembling drunkenness. It was still there, but fading--not as potent as it had been minutes ago. A searing headache slammed against his forehead as he moved, and still his legs were sluggish. But he ran. The four others were armed and running alongside him, the sandy-haired man taking the lead. 

"Enough," the woman said. "You saw what I saw. They were following him, chasing him even. How many other times you seen that?" 

"I get it," the man said. "He's special. Who cares? Even if he's one of us, that doesn't change --"

"It changes everything," one of the patients running alongside Adam said. The man looked ridiculous carrying a pistol while wearing a hospital gown, but he seemed to have a calm and collected demeanor. His eyes were set, staring straight ahead even as he spoke.

Adam blinked a few times to push back the drowsy feeling. Is this real?

The sandy-haired man held up a hand, and the group of five came to a halt. There was a turn in the hallway, and he peered out around it as the steely guy wearing a paper gown continued. "It does, it changes everything," he said. "It's leverage. We may not know anything about this guy, but they definitely need him for something. If we can --"

A trio of rounds from automatic gunfire reverberated down the hall from behind Adam. He turned, his vision sloshing around as he heard the patient scream. Blood splattered, but Adam didn't react. He watched the man who was standing next to him only seconds ago fly forward and down to the slick floor. A puddle of dark crimson was already forming around him. 

Adam started hyperventilating. The group immediately reacted, pushing Adam against the wall and pressing together into a group. The woman and the other man wearing a hospital gown aimed their weapons down the hall behind them, but couldn't see anything to shoot at. 

A cold fear coursed through Adam as he sucked in air, and he tried to will the feeling away. It was surreal, as if living in another man's body, but his own brain was attempting to control his feelings and emotions. He fell forward and the sandy-haired man caught him. 

"Hey," the man whispered, "hey, listen to me." He gently smacked Adam's face. Adam blinked, and found some strength on his still-shaky legs. "We're going to get out of this, okay?" 

Adam heard more gunshots, louder this time. They were shooting back. He nodded at the sandy-haired man. 

"I'm Jeff," he said. He was still holding Adam by his shoulders, pressing him flat against the wall. "We're going to get your family, and we're going to get out of here. Got it?" 

Adam blinked a few times and nodded again. "I'm Adam," he said. His voice was hoarse, weak. And then, "Th -- thanks."

"Yeah, don't mention it." The man released Adam and turned to the rest of the group. "Okay, listen up," he whispered. One head turned to look at him, the woman's, while the other paper-clad patient aimed his rifle down the hall and toward the doors they'd just come through. "Reggie, you keep an eye on our six, shoot anything that moves." 

Reggie gave a quick nod.

"Bethany, you and I are going to rush them, around that corner. Adam will try to keep up, but we've got one shot at this. Anyone gets hit, leave them behind. The room we're looking for is T-38, so it should be down this hallway. If they can walk, help them up. If not, roll their beds." 

He didn't wait for a response. Adam watched him raise the gun and turn the corner. 

The woman, Bethany, followed, and Adam waited a second for Reggie to catch up. He turned and glanced at Adam quickly as he jogged past. Adam followed close behind, but stopped to pick up the first patient's pistol. 

Here goes nothing, he thought as he turned the corner. 

There was nothing in the hallway. Bethany and Jeff had stopped only a few steps after turning, waiting for movement. 

Or noise, or anything.

Instead, there was silence. They walked slowly down the hall, Bethany and Jeff each taking turns glancing through the open doors of the small rooms on either side of the corridor. As they drew farther from the corner connecting the two hallways, Adam was struck by the dimness. There were no lights on here, just a few sets of emergency lights flickering down the length of the hallway. 

That can't be an accident. 

He thought about it for a moment, still struggling with his subconscious mind for control of his brain. If this place isn't abandoned, they wouldn't leave the lights off. 

Unless...

"Hey! Get into one of the r --"

His shout was interrupted by gunfire from somewhere out in front of them, from the shadows. He saw another soda can-shaped object bouncing toward them and instinctively ducked into an open doorway. The others weren't as lucky. 

The explosion threw Reggie backwards down the hall, landing almost in the corner intersection between the two wings, and Adam couldn't see the other two. The heat wave subsided quickly, but smoke was already filling the air with an acrid, burning stench. He squeezed his eyes shut, both trying to clear his head and his vision. 

He forced himself to his feet, checking for any injuries. Finding nothing but a few scrapes, he lifted the pistol out in front of him and stepped into the hallway. If the attackers were on the other side of the smoke screen, he had a few seconds to check the rooms on this side. 

Adam didn't waste any time looking into each of the rooms; any enemies would have already presented themselves. He looked for the room numbers, finding even numbers on the opposite side of the hallway. 

T-44, T42. He was getting close, but the bulk of the remaining smoke was growing closer to him as well. 

Two more rooms passed on his right. He was in the middle of the thick fog cloud now, and at any moment he expected to run directly into the barrel of an assault rifle. 

Instead it was a person. 

He hit their body with a dull thud, and he immediately backpedaled and held the gun out in front of him.

"Adam?" the voice was recognizable, but it took him a couple seconds to place. 

Kate.

He rushed forward, opening his arms to embrace her. She was sobbing, but wrapped her arms around him and squeezed. 

There was nothing in the world he wanted more than to just stand there, ignore everything else, and freeze time. 

He pushed her away. Not yet. "Kate, where are the kids?" he asked. 

"They're in here," Kate said. She started walking toward the closed door, reaching for the knob. 

Three shots were fired, from somewhere behind him. At least one of us is still alive, he thought. Bethany's face appeared, a large cut swelling up on her forehead. "You guys okay?" she asked. 

Adam nodded. "You?" 

"Reggie's checking out Jeff, but I think we're alright." She paused, looking at the clearing smoke. Adam followed the direction she was looking but couldn't see any movement. "They're just around the corner. Probably have a few more grenades, and definitely more ammunition." 

Bethany turned away and walked into the room. "Let's not waste time," she said. "Get your kids and see if they can walk." 

Adam followed the order, but stopped as soon as he saw the interior of the room. "Kate." 

She turned to look at him, already standing next to one of the three beds in the room.

"Kate, where's Sarah?" Adam saw the three beds -- one for his wife, two for the twins. There was no fourth bed. The twins were wide-eyed, sitting up on their beds and watching him. 

"They -- I don't know," she said, wiping away a tear. "I never saw her. They didn't tell me anything, and --"

"Get the twins, and follow us," Adam said. He reached out and grabbed Sammie's hand, pulling her along with him. He gave it a quick squeeze, but his attention was already on the hallway. 

"Bethany, can you give us cover?" 

"Of course." She stood inside the door, peering out around the wall and down the hallway, when Reggie walked up with Jeff leaning against him. 

"He's got shrapnel in his knee," Reggie said. Jeff's face was contorted in pain. 

Or fury. It looked the same to Adam. 

"Can you fight?" he asked. 

Jeff nodded, holding up his rifle as a symbol of his readiness. 

"Okay, we don't have a choice then," Adam said. "We're going to have to shoot our way out, but do your best to check each room for my daughter. She's --"

"We're not wasting more time, Adam," Jeff said. His voice was a low, pained growl. "Let's get out of here." 

Adam shook his head. "No, unacceptable. We're going to find her." 

Bethany's nostrils flared as she glanced between the two men staring each other down. Adam was more concerned about Bethany than the angry, injured man in front of him. Bethany was tall -- well over six feet, and she was big. Not in an overweight way, but in an I'll-kick-your-ass-if-you-look-at-me-wrong way. He also noticed, for the first time, that she was completely bald. The top of her head even shined in the dim light bouncing down the corridor. 

He looked to her for confirmation, assuming she'd have the same reaction she'd had before. 

She sighed. "He's right. We're not leaving until we've at least looked for her. Reggie, can you get him to the copter if we clear a path?" 

Jeff growled, but didn't argue.

"Absolutely. How long?" 

"Ten minutes, then liftoff. No exceptions, understand?" 

He nodded, then shifted Jeff's weight to his other shoulder. The two men, sharing a leg, lifted their rifles and faced down the hallway, like they were preparing for a macabre three-legged race. 

"Okay then," Bethany said. She glanced at Adam, Kate and the twins standing just behind him. "Let's roll." 

She pushed off her back leg like she was diving into the deep end of a pool. 

In a sense, that's exactly what Adam felt like they were doing. 

A shark-infested, dark and deadly pool. 












































TEN

The hall came to another corner, the same corner their attackers were hiding behind. Adam tried to recall the layout of the hospital based on the three hallways they'd seen so far, and why the designers had chosen a letter "Z" for its shape. Maybe there were larger meeting halls and lab rooms tucked away behind the corridors, behind the hospital rooms, and the hallways were placed around those. 

Adam didn't know, but it was, strangely, this particular discussion he was having with himself just before the group had launched their attack. He almost laughed out loud but was able to hold it in. Whatever meds they'd had him on were causing all sorts of problems with his neurological system. 

The feelings of drowsiness and drunkenness had been replaced by a calm stoicism, but he was having a hard time focusing. He placed his open palm against the wall and brushed it, wondering yet again why the designers and builders had chosen that particular drywall texture. 

He shook his head, forcing himself to focus. They'd all stopped at the next corner, waiting for someone to make the first move. Kate was there, and the twins, along with Reggie and Jeff and Bethany.

Bethany. 

The bald Amazon woman who'd gotten his family back. Most of my family.

Bethany looked at him. "You ready?" 

He thought about the question. No way in hell I'm ready for more of this. "Yeah." 

"Good." She pushed off again, a track star launching herself off the starting block, and raised her gun to the side as she lunged into the open space. 

The response was instantaneous. Shouting and gunfire erupted from both Bethany's gun and the guns that were pointed back at her. Guns Adam couldn't yet see. He knew they were there, pumping rounds into his corner of the hallway hoping to strike anything or anyone, by chance alone. 

And they did. 

Bethany wailed, spinning around and falling to the floor. Reggie and Jeff, the three-legged second wave of their tiny advance, were shooting back down the hallway and working their way forward. Adam wasn't sure what to do, but he swung his pistol around the corner anyway. 

Kate ran out to the middle of the hallway, exposing herself. 

"Kate!" he yelled. She ignored him. 

She knelt down next to Bethany and rolled her over. Adam saw a gaping wound in her shoulder, but the woman was alive. Kate pressed down on the wound, causing a yelp of pain. 

Adam cursed, but moved out into the open hallway. He aimed down over the small mark on the end of his pistol, down the corridor, but wasn't sure where in his line of sight he should put it. A person jumped up from behind an overturned gurney and he saw a flash of light as they opened fire. 

Reggie, Jeff, and Adam all shot at once, and the gurney imploded in on itself under the massive barrage of fire. There was no return gunfire. 

Adam grabbed one of the twins with his free hand but didn't dare look behind him. He delivered the instructions over his left shoulder, hoping they were listening. "Get into this room," he motioned to an open door on their right with a flick of his head. "Stay there, and wait for me to whistle. When I do, run out and get into the next room. I'll open it for you. Got it?" 

He felt a slight squeeze on his hand, and a whimpering 'yes' from Sammie. 

"Good. I'll open the doors for you as we go. Do not hesitate, and do not run ahead." 

Another squeeze. Good enough, he thought. The room next to him was completely filled with what looked like scuba gear. There were large metal tanks with short, stubby caps lined up against the walls, and thick lines of clear tubing rolled and coiled hanging above them. 

Oxygen, he thought. The room was otherwise empty, and he urged the twins forward into it. 

He looked over at the others to assess their situation. Bethany was standing now, her arm over Kate's shoulder, who looked like she was about to collapse under the woman's weight. Adam knew better -- she was strong, and she'd get through this. 

The men, Reggie and Jeff, were also doing better. Jeff was limping along on his own now, only using Reggie as support every few steps by holding an arm out and steadying himself. Reggie was staring down the corridor, alert, waiting for anything to move. 

When it did, the eruption of gunfire from their three rifles and Adam's pistol nearly deafened him, but it had the same effect as it did the first time. 

A dark silhouette of a man slid down the door they were leaning against and out into the hallway. Dead. Their gun, an assault rifle like the ones Adam's group was carrying, lay out in the middle of the floor. He made a mental note to grab it as they ran past. 

If they could get that far. 

Adam opened the door to the next room in the hall -- T-14 -- and checked it. Finding it empty, he whistled. 

The twins scurried into it and waited, safe beyond the reach of the enemy's guns. 

They continued undeterred to the fallen man and Adam grabbed the weapon from the cold, hard tile floor. It was heavier than he'd thought it would be, but it felt comfortable in his hands. It felt good in his hands. There was a grenade, too, and he picked it up and handed it to Jeff. 

Kate whispered, a few steps behind. "Adam." He stopped, turning to look at her. 

She was looking back at the corner of the hallways, where three armed men had just appeared. 

"Take another step and you all die," one of them said. Their voice was warbled, as if being processed through a filter on their vocal cords. Kate froze, still supporting Bethany's weight. 

Adam considered their options. Stay and try to fight, and one of us -- at least -- is going to die. Unacceptable. Turn and try to run, we're all going to die. 

He took a quick glance at Reggie and Jeff. Jeff was staring straight at him. Trying to tell him something without saying anything. 

What is it?

Jeff's eyes darted downward, then flicked up again at the approaching three men. 

Adam understood immediately. The grenade. He tried not to move his mouth as he whispered. "Aim for the first room." 

He felt his palms grow slippery with sweat and wondered if he'd be able to aim and shoot the rifle. Of course I will, he thought. Now, when it matters more than anything I've ever done in my life, of course I will. He tightened his grip and waited. 

He heard Jeff pull the pin out of the grenade, but the explosive device didn't leave his hand. Do it, he thought. 

Do it, you fool. 

Jeff waited. They all waited. Adam didn't know if Reggie or Bethany -- or Kate, for that matter -- had heard the pin, but he didn't care. If Jeff didn't throw the --

He threw it. It was a timed charge, and he'd timed it perfectly. The grenade swung out in a low arc, barely missing the ceiling, and bounced into the first room. He didn't see where it had finally landed, but it would have to be good enough. 

The three men didn't see the quick motion Jeff had made with his left arm, but they heard it land. Their reaction, however, was misplaced. Instead of trying to open fire, they wasted a precious moment looking into the room to see what had caused the sound. 

By the time the grenade went off, the men were stopped right outside the room full of oxygen tanks. There was a glass window covering most of the wall of the room, immediately becoming a barrage of deadly glass projectiles when the grenade detonated. 

The following explosions were pressure-related, but the oxygen from the now-busted tanks quickly mixed with the flames and produced a lethal fireball that consumed the three men. Their screams echoed into the corridors.

Bethany turned around, nearly pulling Kate away from her. Adam locked eyes with her for a split second before he got the message. 

"Run!" she yelled. 

They all obeyed, turning and running for their lives down the rest of the hallway. The twins were already out of the room, easily keeping pace with the adults, who were mostly injured, drugged, or otherwise handicapped at the moment. 

Three more people emerged from behind doors, but Adam and the others weren't about to give in. They fired, each aiming at a different target. Two of the men went down, the third took a hit but was still standing. 

He fired a burst from his rifle. Adam and Kate, with the twins and Bethany, kept running as Jeff and Reggie went down. He couldn't see who was actually hit, and he didn't stop to find out. Get the kids out first. Besides, he remembered what Jeff had said earlier: Anyone falls, leave them behind. 

He hated that he found himself agreeing. But he ran. 

The last man fell, but Adam fired three more bursts in his direction, hoping he'd kill him quickly if he wasn't already dead. 

T-10, T-8, T--

He stopped.

"What is it?" Kate turned around, no longer hearing her husband's footsteps behind her. 

Adam stood in the doorway of T-8, staring into it. He stepped into the room, looking at the single bed in the center of the room.  The others were there, including Kate and the twins, and all of them stepped into the room. 

Flashing lights and monitor beeps filled the room, and tubes carrying medicines and saline ran around and into the tiny body lying in the bed.

"Sarah." 












































ELEVEN

There was a certain type of fear that came over Adam--one he'd never felt before. Visceral, deep, like a curtain suffocating his insides, preventing them from drawing their life-giving breath. He shuddered involuntarily, growing colder. Kate was there, and the twins, but to Adam, in this moment, he was alone. 

He was on an island, nothing but blackness surrounding him, cold, dark, blackness that filled his vision and his other senses. He could taste it, like it was in the air. There was Sarah, in front of him, on the island with him, tubes and machines and life whirring away into nothingness, into the blackness. She was calm, sleeping. He knew she wasn't in pain -- it was a parent's intuition to know that, but it didn't matter. To him, right now, she needed him. 

He walked to her and the world reappeared around him.  

There was more gunfire, and smoke and heat swirled through the air inside the tiny hospital room. He could smell sweat and blood -- a tinny, coppery smell that filled his sinuses until it became a taste on the back of his tongue. It was Jeff, or Bethany, and they were there in the room again. With him. 

He wanted to scream. What are they doing to her?  Why aren't we getting her out? 

He looked at Kate. There was a sadness there. Not anger, not fear like he felt, but sadness. 

What?

He realized he wasn't saying anything out loud, and that they couldn't hear his thoughts. 

"What are you doing?" he shouted to no one in particular. No one moved. "Help me get her out!" 

Still, no one moved. The twins swayed, each holding one of Kate's hands. Jeff and Reggie were looking down at the ground. 

He flicked his eyes around. What? Why is no one talking?

The island of blackness came back, enveloping him now in silence and isolation with his daughter but leaving the smells, the smoke. He could taste everything, all of the pain and hurt and suffering they'd gone through. Sarah could taste it too, he knew it. 

"Sarah --" he called out to her. She didn't move. Her eyes were closed, and she was sleeping. Sleeping. 

Through all of this, she was sleeping. It was peaceful, something he hadn't thought would ever be a word to describe anything happening today. But there she was, sleeping, soundlessly. Peacefully. 

He walked toward her again, this time stopping next to her bed. Her hand was curled up, slightly open, and he reached for it. It was cool, but there was a pulse. Gentle, throbbing, and peaceful. 

He squeezed. 

There was no squeeze back.  

Adam was almost ready to start pulling the tubes out of her throat, out of her veins, and begin wheeling her away, bed and all, when the island disappeared. He blinked and the noise returned. 

Kate had a hand on his shoulder. "Adam," she whispered. 

Why are you whispering?

He looked around. Still no one else spoke, no one looked at him. 

Except Bethany. 

Bethany. The woman who'd saved him, fought for him. She was staring directly at him as she spoke. "Adam, we need to go."

That was it. Confirmation. Short and sweet, the confirmation that told him everything he needed to know. Everything he'd feared. 

"Adam, I --"

"Stop," he said. His voice cracked, surprisingly. He hadn't felt that lump in his throat until right now. His body, too, was betraying him, fooling him into thinking he could talk when in fact he was breaking up. "Stop it, just go." 

"Adam, we can't," Jeff said. The man was speaking low, his voice still strained and gravelly. "The helicopter is --"

"I know what the helicopter is waiting for," he shouted. "I'm not leaving." 

The twins started crying. Sobbing. Kate was still there, holding his shoulder. She didn't dare speak.

Bethany was still staring. "She's in a coma, Adam. She can't function without the life support." 

Reggie walked forward and grabbed the clipboard hanging on the end of her bed. He stared down at the charts and medical terms, and nodded. "She's right, Adam. They needed her blood for something, but they couldn't keep her stabilized unless she was comatose. They saved her life, Adam, but --"

"But what?" he yelled. He heard a door open somewhere far away, at the end of the hallway. They were coming. "Saved her life for what? She can't function at all, not like this." 

"But if we move her, she'll die," Bethany said. "She has to stay here. We can come back --"

He held up a hand and walked over to Bethany, staring up at all six-plus feet of her. He turned his head slightly sideways, clenching his jaw. Very slowly, meticulously, he formed the words he needed and delivered the message. "Bethany, we are not coming back here. We are not doing anything. I am staying here with my daughter, until she wakes up." He swallowed, feeling another lump in his throat. "Take Kate and the twins, and --"

"No!" Kate screamed and ran over, shoving Adam to the side. "You think I'm going to walk away from her? That I'm going to --"

An explosion outside the hallway threw Adam to the side. He hit something, hard. A slight grunt he heard on impact told him it was a person, and together they landed in a heap on the floor. It was Jeff, judging from the way he was already reaching for his shoulder. He pushed up and off of the man just as two bodies rushed to the doorway and started firing. 

Adam was nearly blind from the explosion, but he crawled toward the far wall, trying to find Kate and the kids. Instead, he found a tray of test tubes that were capped with colored blue stoppers. Each of the vials was filled with dark liquid. The blood. Adam grabbed a handful of tubes and stuffed them into a pocket, not even sure why.

It's her, he thought dimly. It's a part of her. They can't have it. Not one drop. 

There was still smoke filling the upper half of the room, but it was clearing fast. The bullets were ricocheting all around, and he considered that the attackers might be having just as hard a time seeing as he did, and he tried to use that fact to his advantage. 

He found a gun, one of the rifles, laying on the floor and picked it up. Without waiting to aim, he started spraying bullets back at where he thought the doorway was located. He hoped the explosion had knocked down everyone in his group, but he aimed high just in case. 

The attackers stopped firing, backing away from the room as the smoke cleared enough to see. Reggie was there at the door already, chasing them into the hallway. 

"Reggie!" Adam shouted. "Get back in --"

The shots sent Reggie flying backwards and into the wall outside the hospital room, and one of the stray rounds found and shattered a window that hadn't been damaged by the explosion. They didn't stop when Reggie was down. Adam looked away as the execution continued. They were on autopilot, as if they didn't know they'd already killed the man. 

Bethany was next, but she had a different strategy. Adam watched her sneak around to the side of the doorway, waiting for a moment to strike.

One of the attackers stepped into her line of sight and she took the shot. It was a clean kill, and she didn't waste ammunition. Instead, she lined up the next shot and took it. 

...And missed. The man outside the room had seen his partner go down, and he ducked behind a door as the burst of gunfire sprinkled around it. He didn't move, but Adam could see from the bullet holes on the door that he hadn't been hit. 

"Get the kids!" Bethany yelled. Before he could stop her she ran into the hallway, waiting for the man to reveal himself. Jeff followed closely behind her, now limping and bleeding from the shoulder, but holding a rifle with his good arm. Adam took a few breaths, looking around the room. Kate was lying on the floor unconscious, her arm stretched out in front of her and her head resting on her shoulder. The twins were next to her, wide-eyed but fine. He stood, glancing back to the bed. 

Sarah had been hit. A pool of blood covered her hospital gown, and the machines hooked up to her were blank, except for one. A heart monitor told him the news as insensitively as it was designed to: A single green line stretched from one side of the screen to the other. 

"No," he whimpered. "Sarah..." He dropped to his knees, ignoring the pain as they slammed against the cold tile. He was hyperventilating again, choking back tears yet screaming silently at the same time. He rocked, forward and backwards, staring. Staring at his dead daughter. 

There were more gunshots, but he ignored them. He didn't even turn to look at who might be shooting. Let them come, he thought. Let them take me. 

The fight was over for him. There was nothing in the world that could pull him away now. 

Bethany tried, and succeeded. As he kneeled there in front of the hospital bed, the woman's thick arms wrapped around him pulled him back. He tried to fight it, but his strength was gone. He had no energy left, so he let her take him away. She dragged him out to the hall, where he saw the second attacker dead on the ground, another circle of blood -- 

Dead like Sarah. 

Bethany pulled him farther into the hall and dropped him onto Jeff's waiting shoulder and turned back to the room. The man had taken a beating, but he didn't complain as Adam's weight landed on his good side. He trudged forward, limping toward the end of the hallway. Bethany returned to the hallway, carrying Kate in her arms like she was a doll, the twins solemnly walking beside her. 

Adam watched it all with dead eyes, eyes that no longer cared about anything they took in. He didn't cry, didn't speak, and he certainly didn't look at the twins. The failure he felt didn't replace the fear. 

It joined it. 

He was a broken man, convicted, walking the distance from his jail cell to his demise.

The deceptively-cheerful daylight streamed in from the cracks around the double doors, and as Jeff pushed them open and let in the entire scene, Adam felt the anger from the beauty. The drastic change from the dim sterility of the hospital's interior fought with the glorious backdrop of freedom. He felt the anticipation in Jeff and Bethany, but couldn't match it. Wouldn't match it. He refused to participate, instead letting his dead eyes take in the helicopter as it chopped at the air waiting for its passengers.

He took in the Hummer parked close to the helicopter, painted to match some landscape that didn't exist in Colorado Springs, sitting empty except for just a driver. The driver was looking at Adam, squinting, either from the brightness of the sunlight or for some other reason. Adam recognized him from somewhere. The man was overweight, not pudgy but thick, like Bethany. 

He took in the dead bodies, a massacre of black-clad military police, civilians, and unrecognizable pieces. There was a larger fight here than what we ran through.

He was glad it was over. 












































TWELVE

Kate and the twins were strapped in to the seats, helped by Bethany and an older gentleman who'd stepped out of the helicopter when they'd burst from the doors of the hospital. 

Jeff was standing to the side of the Hummer, Adam still leaning against him. He was sure he could stand, but there was nothing driving him. Nothing tugged at him to fight anymore, and apparently that included something as simple as "standing up." 

Kate was awake but dazed, and the twins were taking turns asking her questions. Adam couldn't hear any of it over the din of the rotor wash, but he felt a creeping smile as he watched his family, now safe. 

Then he pushed the smile back down, remembering the events from five minutes ago. 

Sarah.

Sarah was gone, wiped away from this life and now waiting for him somewhere beyond it. He longed for it, for her, but was torn between the feeling of dedication to his remaining family and being with the one he'd lost. 

The one they'd taken from him. 

His knees weakened again, but Jeff yanked him to his feet before he could fall. Anger pulsed inside of him, pressing against his forehead, but Jeff spoke before he could. "You need to rest, Adam," he said. "We all do. Get in the Hummer, and --"

"I'm not leaving them," he said. 

"You are, and that's an order. They're going to be fine. The chopper and our ride are going to rendezvous back at base, over at Garden of the Gods. There's a compound out there, with more of us." 

Adam listened to the man as he let Jeff help him into the back of the Hummer. He was surprised at his own willingness to comply, but more surprised at the man's mention of "us." 

"Who's 'us?'" he asked. 

"Lucid," Jeff said. "We aren't affected by this... thing... whatever it is that's affecting them." 

Adam looked at him. "You know about it?" 

"What, the Suppressed? Hell, we've known about it for a year. People acting weird, doing stupid stuff like they're in a daze. Whatever it is, it isn't affecting us."

Lucid. Adam mulled this over as the driver turned to look at him. "Hey, sorry for kicking your ass back on the mountain. You and that other guy were just out there, and we didn't..." he looked away, at the helicopter, and then back at Adam. "Sorry." 

Adam nodded, remembering Ethan. He was hurting then but had nearly forgotten about it. It all came back now, but he just kept nodding. 

He was still nodding when the Hummer pulled away from its parking spot next to the helicopter. Adam saw a flash out of the corner of his eye, then heard the sound of guns. 

More fighting. 

He ducked, Jeff doing the same next to him in the seat of the Hummer, and he heard the driver peel out on the tarmac of the large helicopter pad. They turned sharply, and Adam felt the vials of blood clinking against each other in his pocket. He fished them out and held them, protecting them. Thinking again about that plan, he stuck them inside the seat pocket of the driver's seat in front of him.  

They're all I have left of her. 

The bullets hit something on the side of the Hummer but it didn't do enough damage to stop their retreat. Adam peeked up and looked out through the window. 

As tendrils of smoke curled along the ground and wafted into the air, Adam saw a glint of sunlight from a large, imposing object across the courtyard. It looked like an armored sphere, with a highly-polished glass canopy. Within, Adam saw a man seated and glaring at him. As the sphere glided by some unseen propulsion, hovering along just off of the ground. Mounted to its sides were two large turrets--gatling barrels that spun rapidly, cooling themselves with the motion of the air. 

The man within the sphere seemed stiff, as if he were strapped in place. Even his head was stationary. And as the sphere moved, there was no corresponding movement from within. It was as if the machine responded to the man's thoughts--as an extension of his will. A few more rounds fired as the barrels spun, and Adam ducked to the sound of slugs hitting the Humvee. 

"Stop the vehicle," he heard a voice call out from the sphere. It was distorted somewhat by the electronics, but it sounded familiar. Adam had spoken with the man behind that voice before, back at the water treatment facility. 

David Priseman.

"I will not hesitate to end this now, but I would prefer we handle this in a way that does not result in more bloodshed." 

Adam felt a rage boiling up inside of him. He suddenly forgot about Sarah, the egregious loss sinking back into a darker corner of his mind, and a feeling of pure, unadulterated rage appearing on the surface in its stead. He felt himself grabbing for Jeff's rifle, sitting on the seat between them, and he reached his other hand for the door. 

"Give me Adam Bolland and we are done here," David said, his voice reverberating from the loudspeaker.

Adam could still hear the helicopter's rotors and wondered if it had taken off yet. Get out of here, he willed. He flicked the lock on the door of the Hummer and clicked back the handle. The door cracked open without a sound; no ding or alert sounded in the vehicle. 

In one quick motion he kicked open the door and rolled out onto the tarmac. The heat of the asphalt and concrete shocked his skin, but he didn't waste time thinking about it. He brought the rifle up and aimed it directly at the glass canopy of the hovering sphere. He fired. 

The ping of the bullets was the only sign that Adam's shots had found their mark. Everything else stopped around him and he stared into the eyes of the man inside the machine. There were no cracks or divots in the glass. The machine didn't even waver. 

"Adam, you and I are not enemies," David said. 

Adam aimed again, but the driver of the Hummer had other plans. Before Adam could fire another round the Hummer lurched forward and smashed into the front of the machine. The impact knocked the sphere backwards and into the side of the building as Adam fell to the side to get out of the way. 

He was in the grass now, next to the tarmac, and the cool earth felt surreal and oddly nice on his face. It was somehow comforting. He wanted to stay there, to just roll over and die, but the rage was still inside of him. He slid onto a knee and aimed down the sights. Finding two black-clad people aiming back at him, he pulled the trigger twice. One of the soldiers went down and the other dove for cover. 

He aimed again, and the Hummer raced forward again. The sphere had moved away from the building about five feet, causing it to bounce like a ping pong ball between the building and the Hummer's front bumper when the driver hit it the second time. 

The man inside was yelling, but Adam couldn't tell if it was words or just screams. The helicopter lifted off of the ground and hovered, waiting.

"What are you doing?" he yelled at the helicopter, not expecting to be heard. "Get out of here!" 

"Hey!" a voice cried from below him.

Adam looked down and saw Jeff through the open window of the Hummer. "Get over here, now!" 

Adam ran to the Hummer as the driver backed it up closer to Adam. He jumped in just as a line of troops came around the corner of the hospital. He slammed the door shut but aimed the gun out the window, waiting for the Hummer to turn and give him a clean shot. 

"You're not thinking about firing that in here, are you?" the driver asked. 

Adam didn't answer, and Jeff pulled the weapon from his hands and stared at him. "He's not," Jeff said. "And if you ever take my weapon again I swear to God I'll beat you to death with it." 

Adam nodded. Jeff looked down at the back of the driver's seat and saw the vials Adam had stashed in the pocket. "What're those?" he growled. 

Adam shook his head. "Not now." 

Jeff wasn't pleased. "What are they? Are they important?" 

Adam wasn't sure how to respond, so he gave a half-answer. "We need to get them to Denver. I know someone there." 

Jeff was about to say something when the Hummer screeched and turned again, picking up speed as it drove toward the far side of the helicopter pad. Adam watched out the open window as the soldiers fired at the helicopter, still hovering. It was higher now, but not high enough. 

Adam traced the arc of the small dot through the air as it left the soldier's hand. He stared, helplessly, as the grenade landed and bounced three times, still rolling when it slid beneath the helicopter and detonated. 

The force of the detonation flared upward and lifted the helicopter even higher in the air, but the tail snapped, falling to the ground in a smoldering heap of twisted metal, and body of the helicopter started spinning. 

Adam was in a daze, helpless. He could only watch as the giant beast of a machine spun three complete circles in the air, still being hit with light gunfire, and slammed back to Earth. The vehicle splintered, fire and metal and fuel spraying out every direction as it made impact. 

"No!" Adam screamed, and found himself being held tight by Jeff, who had an iron grip on Adam's arms.

He felt the heat of the explosion on his face but didn't register it. 

Kate, and the twins...

For the second time today, Adam watched as his very life was sucked out of his soul. Small explosions were still emanating form the helicopter as pockets of fuel made contact with streaks of open flame. 

The sphere and its occupant were now on the other side of the wreckage, without a line of sight for whatever weapons he'd had on board. The helicopter smoked and burned on the tarmac. 

The driver raced away from the scene, ignoring Adam's screams and pleas from the back seat, begging him to turn around. 

They left the hospital in the distance, smoke still billowing out above the horizon, and the Hummer turned onto the highway. The three occupants were silent as they drove, Jeff looking out the side window and Adam staring straight ahead, at the back of the heavyset driver's head. 

His life was over. 

If he had any strength left in him he would have grabbed Jeff's gun again, placed it to his head, and pulled the trigger. 

As the Hummer jolted down the road, and as the driver dodged UVFs and any other vehicles they appeared here and there, Adam could only think of smoke and flame. The smell of ash. The smell of blood.

He reached out and took one of the vials and held it tight in his hand, bringing it close to his chest. 

It was all he had left--a few slider vials of blood, the only thing left of his family. It was all he had left. 

But it was not the last blood he would have on his hands.


Do us a favor...

If you enjoyed this book (or any of our books), write a review somewhere. Amazon is our preference, but anywhere is great! 

Authors love it when their work has an influence on the world. And indie authors (like us!) just flat-out need the reviews. Those star ratings, likes, +1s and positive reviews help us move that much closer to making our living from the work we sweat over--work that we hope is something you love as much as we do.

So tell us -- and everyone else -- what kind of influence a book and an author has had on you. It helps us reach a wider audience, and tells us that our passion has a reach beyond our own keyboards.

Give your favorite authors some love!

Thanks,

Kevin Tumlinson & Nick Thacker

P.S.: You should connect with us on our websites: Kevin Tumlinson and Nick Thacker
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