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      HE CAME TO WITH A start and stumbled backward, letting go of the shopping cart. The thick smell of excrement and decay filled his nose and slithered into his lungs. His stomach clenched in revulsion and he staggered farther away from the cart, but the stench followed. The overpowering odor tightened it’s grip, coiling around his stomach, immediately forcing the expulsion of its contents through his mouth and nose. The acidic smell of his stomach fluids was somehow an improvement and he sat heavily on the sidewalk, trying to recover.

      Through watery eyes, he took a moment to get his bearings. He had on tattered clothes and mismatched sneakers. Dirt was caked on his hands. Some of the vomit had found its way through the numerous holes in what looked like pajama pants and glued them to his skin.

      Nothing made sense. He did not recognize what he was wearing, his surroundings or even his hands as he held them up for inspection. He had no recollection of anything. At all. It was as if he didn’t exist and then he did.

      A hum of voices suddenly filled his head. Millions of thoughts intertwined into a flowing river of ideas, discussions and comments. He felt strangely calmed by the susurrations and reached out naturally with his mind to join in. As quickly as they came they disappeared, replaced by a desolate loneliness. That felt like a memory. But a memory of what?

      He heard the sound of an approaching vehicle and looked up. The image of a hovering ship entered his mind. The vehicle approached, rolling down the street on four wheels  and his brain struggled to coalesce the image in his mind with the reality of what he saw. Then the image was gone and he watched the car drive past.  He tried to bring the hovering ship back in his mind but it was gone. Like the memory of a dream after waking, he was left only with its impression; the knowledge that it had been there but a complete inability to recall it.

      What were the voices in his head and the images of flying cars? Why didn’t he recognize himself? Tendrils of panic began surfacing throughout his body. The only thing holding them at bay were the continuing desperate pangs of loneliness. The loneliness felt familiar, and while bottomless and unbearable, provided an anchor point and he grabbed hold.

      Pussy! Get the fuck out of the way! An angry voice snarled in his head. He suddenly felt his consciousness being torn away from the physical exterior of his body. He was compressed into darkness. His face was a mask he no longer wore. His view of the world had receded a distance from the mask’s oval eye cutouts. Someone else took control of his body. The octopus of panic thrashed back to life. He was no longer connected to the physical. He flailed helplessly, spinning weightless in the darkness.

      Who do you think you are? I’m in control here! I’m the boss! The angry voice became violent. He sensed his body moving with harmful intent but he had now lost his view to the world, seeing only darkness. But it wasn’t complete darkness. His existence had come to some sort of equilibrium and he forced the panic back. There was a light source behind him. He was able to rotate his essence. The cutouts in the mask were still there, he had just spun away in his panic.

      He was a passenger now in his own body. He watched through the windows of his dark room as he pulled a long blade from the shopping cart.

      He could feel his mouth pull into a tight grin.
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      THE PATIENT SAT IN A metal chair in the center of the holding room, his arms and legs strapped to their counterparts of the chair. He leaned forward against his restraints, head hanging, his chin length hair obscuring his face.

      Susan sat five feet from him with her notebook and his file open in her lap. ...listed as a John Doe...picked up on the street after a 911 call for disorderly conduct...quickly diagnosed with some mental disorders leaning toward schizophrenia or multiple personality disorder...consequently admitted to the St. Catherine's mental health facility where he now remains for further evaluation...

      Dr. Susan Reynolds specialized in dissociative identity disorder (DPD), more commonly referred to as multiple personality disorder. She maintained a selective private practice in Boston but her passion was in research. Susan taught an advanced course at Harvard Medical School, which allowed her funding for research. She also offered pro bono services to mental health facilities for challenging cases like this one which needed her special expertise.

      Looking up from the file, Susan met the patient’s intense eyes, his head tilted just enough to look up at her through his oily hair.

      “Hello, my name is Dr. Susan Reynolds. I'm here to help you.”

      John Doe suddenly jerked forward against his restraints. His eyes remained locked with Susan’s as his body violently shook in an effort to break his restraints.

      Just as abruptly, his body stilled and his snarl slid into an exaggerated grin. A string of viscous saliva leaked smoothly from his lower lip towards the concrete floor. In a steady boyish voice John Doe spoke, “Let's find out what's inside your eyeball. Do you have a scalpel? If I push a scalpel slowly, through the center of your eye will you be able to watch it slide in?”

      Twenty years as a psychotherapist armed Susan with the experience to deal with most situations. While not an everyday occurrence, she was not unfamiliar with extreme behavior of this sort. However, she couldn’t help feeling threatened by the patient’s maniacal aggression, even though he was restrained and presented no real physical danger.

      The sterile windowless room and its location three floors beneath an old stone building only added to the menacing atmosphere John Doe’s threats created. Perhaps the town’s tortured history had put her on edge subconsciously.

      St Catherine’s was one of the older psychiatric facilities in Massachusetts, in Danvers about 45 minutes north of Boston. The town suffered from a well-known association with the witch trials in neighboring Salem even though most of Danvers was beautiful. With its history of agriculture there remained expanses of open wooded land vibrant in the fall as the leaves changed to bright oranges and reds. But large parts of the farming town had succumbed to heavy stone industrial and manufacturing buildings in the early 1900s. Built in the same period, St Catherine’s sat among the dated monoliths, one of the few not yet abandoned.

      Susan never understood why these older isolation rooms were made to feel so hard and cold. Comprising concrete walls, floors and ceilings illuminated by harsh fluorescent lights, she couldn’t imagine a less welcoming space. The only items in the room besides her and the patient were the metal chair he sat in bolted to the floor and the metal chair she sat in not bolted to the floor. A solid iron door stood to the side with a small glass window obscured by a metal cover on the outside and an intercom type speaker on the inside with a pushbutton inset in the wall adjacent.

      Maintaining her composure she tried to normalize the conversation, “Can you tell me your name?”

      Losing the grin but not the drool stalactite, his voice became sultry as he said, “Why don’t you let me out of this chair, Dr. Susan Reynolds, and I’ll I whisper my name into your ear as I fuck you from behind like the bitch dog you are.”

      Susan struggled to maintain her nerve behind the professional facade and changed tack. “Do you know why you are here? Do you remember being arrested?”

      John Doe leaned forward with all his weight, pulling and straining against his chair and the bolts in the floor. The tendons in his arms and legs flexed under his skin. His body shook and sweat dripped from his hair.

      Susan got up and turned her back to the patient as she forced herself to walk calmly to the wall communicator. Her experience was telling her the best course was to sedate, wait, and try again later. Her instincts were telling her to run like hell.

      After her second step John Doe howled and screamed, snapping his mouth open and closed. Julia fought the urge to run. The closer she got to the microphone on the wall, the more he yelled and shook. With her finger on the attendant button, he suddenly went silent.

      Susan paused and looked back. The patient leaned limply to the side, his eyes exhausted, sad and… scared?

      In a completely different voice he pleaded, “Help, don’t leave. PLEASE.”

      “It’s okay, you’re safe. I can help you,” Susan responded gently. Desperation had replaced his manic violence.

      Susan saw a shadow pass behind his eyes as his body tensed, every muscle strained against his bonds once again. For a moment she thought he was somehow being electrocuted.

      “FUCK YOU! I’M IN CONTROL HERE!” he snarled.

      Susan pushed the button and watched as two attendants entered the room with a needle.
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      HE HAD TAKEN CONTROL! HE was quickly displaced again by the angry man but the fact remained: there was a way for him to take control.

      He tried to recall what exactly he had done. He had been frantic to ask the Doctor for help before she left. The angry man was scaring her away. She was nice and he had hoped she could make the angry man disappear forever.

      A sharp pinch on his shoulder interrupted his recollections. It wasn't the pain that drew his attention. It was that he felt anything at all. The hint of disinfectant pricked his nose; a shadow of his sense of smell was back.

      He was still not in control of his body, but he was not compressed into the blackness as before either. He was somewhere in between.

      He felt another pain in his shoulder and watched as the attendant pulled back an empty syringe.

      A warmth spread languorously throughout his body.  Wrapped in its heavy cocoon, all thoughts faded.
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      HIS EYES OPENED TO A crowded outdoor market. But they weren't his eyes; he was a passenger again. His host walked slowly along a row of food vendors, perusing the various offerings bathed in a light pink glow. The host looked up at the orange sun ringed by a red glow. It shimmered through the hazy cloud cover refracting into the pink light. It was a watercolor of pastels. The host closed his eyes and enjoyed the feel of its soft warmth on his skin.

      The sun was immense, dominating a quarter of the sky. Big Brother, he thought. That was the name of the sun. How did he know that? He also knew the name of the second sun, Little Brother. He could see it up and to the right of the large sun; a faint white circle a fraction the size of its larger sibling.

      He felt fully connected to his host’s senses. He felt the warmth of the sun. He could hear the crunch of his feet on the dirt as they walked. There were strange smells he didn't recognize. If he tried he thought he could easily control the hosts movements. But he didn't dare, not yet.

      He became aware of what sounded like a distant waterfall in his mind. As he focused on it the volume increased to a deafening roar. Individual thoughts and voices leapt out with complete clarity, before returning to the background noise just as quickly. Like little fish leaping briefly out of a pond. A very large pond.

      This was the sensation that had briefly popped into his mind on the sidewalk just a day earlier.

      He moved forward in his mind, to enter the waterfall but was halted by an invisible barrier. Simultaneously the roar dropped to a hush. He felt his host react. It felt like millions of people were looking at him. He panicked. Then he was gone.
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      BLOOD LEAKED OUT OF THE patient's eyes, nose, and mouth as Tyrone wheeled him through the emergency room doors as fast as he could. He rushed past the admitting desk to the waiting doctors and other patients brought in earlier in the day. A doctor snatched the gurney from him, and the young man quickly stepped away. Tyrone's first week was making him feel woefully unprepared for the job. All the patients had symptoms he hadn’t seen or studied as best he could recall from medical school.

      It was almost 11 AM, and they had already admitted 12 patients with severe conditions. Tyrone had a brief conversation with his senior advisor during a break in the action asking if this was a normal Thursday. She claimed to have seen nothing like it in her 25 years. Thankful that he would not have this much excitement on a normal basis, Tyrone decided to grab a quick sugar fix before the next wave of horrors arrived.

      The vending machines lay at the end of a gurney lined corridor. He navigated the patients waiting for doctors, trying not to focus on them for the moment. He needed a mental break.

      But he would not get a break today.

      A brutal retching sound caused Tyrone to snap his head around to see the gurney of a young man he had just passed. Bloody vomit at various stages of drying covered his chest and face. Convulsions racked his body. Tyrone jumped as the man ejected a torrent of bloody gruel so energetically it hit the wall and splattered back across his body, painting the floor where he had just been walking.

      A nurse came rushing to attend, and Tyrone hastened his pace. This was his job, and these were his patients but he couldn’t help feeling removed, like a gawker passing a pileup on the highway. He was on edge and resisted turning his head but his eyes betrayed him swiveling in their sockets to a man with a sickly off-white pallor. He glistened under a layer of sweat but otherwise seemed to be in much better condition than his neighbor. Okay, he looks “normally” sick. Maybe just a fever. His shoulders relaxed a little.

      It was the last gurney that finally made Tyrone question his choice of profession. A slurry of moist white and red fat covered the left side of the patient’s face. His eyes were closed, and he did not appear to be breathing. Tyrone stopped and leaned over the still man’s face. Upon closer inspection he could see various depths of exposed tissue where the man’s cheek and eye socket had decomposed. It looked like his face was turning inside out exposing striations of sub-dermal sinew. Suddenly the patient’s eyes snapped open as he loudly gasped a breath into his open mouth. Tyrone froze in shock, locked in the stare of a milky white eyeball staring blindly out of its excavated cavity. He jumped when the patient grasped his arm and stumbled backward shaking off the man’s grip.

      Tyrone’s lungs pumped too quickly as panic set in. Frozen in place, he watched the man struggle to sit up. The patient’s good eye locked on Tyrone and a shaky hand reached toward him as he mouthed the word “Help”.

      Tyrone blacked out and crumpled to the floor.
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      “SIR, WE HAVE ANOTHER CALL coming in, this one from Northwestern Hospital in Chicago reporting multiple suspect patients,” said Maddy.

      “Take down the details. I need to go talk to the Secretary,” Edward responded standing up to put on his suit coat. Edward was the deputy assistant at the Center for Disease Control. As per protocol hospitals reported in upon receipt of patients with unusual symptoms or rare diagnoses. They had been monitoring an uptick in reports over the past couple of days but today there was an explosion of reports and it wasn’t even noon yet. Edward knew that exponential growth of this magnitude was indicative of an epidemic, but the reports were not isolated to a single virus or disease.

      What the hell is going on? Edward thought. It was time to escalate.
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      THE ON-CALL NURSE AT St. Catherine's directed Susan to therapy room B indicating Carla would be brought there momentarily, as she had just gone through a traumatic episode.

      In exchange for helping the hospital to diagnose and treat patients when the facility was overwhelmed or required her expertise, Dr. Susan Reynolds was given access to the patients so she could carry out her own research focused on dissociative identify disorder. Today's visit would be her third research session with Carla. Susan had so far identified two of her alters, Carla and Elizabeth, with Carla appearing to be the host. Carla ranked fairly high on the Dissociative Experiences Scale, so Susan had an expectation that a number of additional alters were yet to be identified.

      After a perfunctory knock at the door, an attendee walked Carla into the room and showed her to the couch where she sat down. The attendee then left as silently as he came, closing the door behind him.

      “Hello, how are you doing?” Susan asked, careful to not use a name until it was clear who was present.

      When Carla looked up Susan saw an instant of surprise recognition in her eyes. Like when you see someone you are not expecting on the street.  Carla immediately sat up, locking her eyes onto Susan.

      “Dr Reynolds! It is so good to see you again! Something has happened to me. I don't understand any of it.” Carla spoke quickly, clearly under duress.  “I'm having strange memories. Sometimes control of my body is taken away. And now…now my body has changed…”

      Carla’s voice dropped off, her desperation was palpable.

      There was something about Carla's eyes that seemed different but familiar somehow at the same time. And the voice… Susan felt she’d heard that tone before, somewhere else, but shook it off.

      “It's okay Carla. You're okay. This is a safe place and everyone is here to help you.” Susan leaned forward and gently touched Carla's hand as she tried to calm her.

      “Let's take it step-by-step. Do you remember where we left off the last time we talked?” Susan used this easy and natural way to identify which alter she was speaking with. Her prior session notes indicated where the discussions with each alter had left off.

      “I was trying to talk to you. I broke through briefly but the angry man was too strong and pushed me back. Then you left and two other people came in…then I was somewhere else…I don't know where…I don't know anything…what is happening to me?”

      Susan had talked to each of the two alters for about an equal amount last session, 20-25 minutes apiece. What Carla described was definitely not their last session. Maybe this was a new alter?

      “I remember speaking for a good 20 minutes at our last get together, are you sure you are thinking of your discussions with me and not someone else?” Susan pursued.

      “It was you doctor, but I was in a different body…my body. I think?”

      Was this a new personality, or was Elizabeth playing some sort of game? In their previous sessions Elizabeth had exhibited a particularly nasty, very aggressive and malevolent personality. Dissociative personality disorder was almost always the result of traumatic childhood experiences. Creating alternate personalities allowed the sufferer’s psyche to withdraw while a newly created, often tougher personality suffered the traumatic episodes. It was still early, but Elizabeth might be the alter that Carla’s subconscious created to deal with some otherwise unbearable events earlier in her life. Commonly such patients had more than one alter, 10-15 was not unheard of and in a few extreme cases over 100, so there was still much work to do.

      This type of challenge associated with DPD, and the many unknowns that surrounded it, had captured Susan’s imagination many years ago and had driven her to become a now world renowned specialist in this disorder within her professional circles.

      “Well, then I must apologize for my behavior and ask for your forgiveness. You have me at a disadvantage as you know my name and I have yet to learn yours.”

      Susan watched as Carla played with the tassels on one of the throw pillows and squirmed awkwardly in her seat. Her other hand moved like a spider along the overstuffed arm of the sofa. She moved her mouth a little but did not seem able to get it to do what she wanted it to, or so it appeared. The placid look in her eyes was at odds with her agitated movements.

      With an inaudible click Carla’s body went still and her eyes transformed to an intense glint. If eyes could smile these eyes grinned evilly with vicious intent.

      “Is everything okay, you seem a little agitated?” Susan asked already assuming that a transition had just occurred to a different alter.

      “Agitated, is certainly one word for how I feel. Fucking angry is another one. Let’s stick you in this place and see how you feel after a couple days. You might feel agitated or maybe you’d be ready to fucking kill someone!” Carla punctuated with some spittle projectiles. This was the Elizabeth Susan knew.

      

      At the end of their session Elizabeth was displaced briefly by the unknown alter. The desperation returned this time as a controlled urgency.

      “Doctor, can you make these other people go away? I’m getting better at taking back control but it’s difficult… it’s tiring… some of them are frightening…”

      Each alternate identity a DPD sufferer has, represents different memories and experiences of the overall person’s life. One of the major goals of treatment was to have the alters become aware of each and to have them communicate with each other. This begins the process of stitching the different parts of the patients life back together. It used to be thought the elimination of alters should be the goal of treatment, but often the patient would not react well to what felt like the killing off of parts of themselves. Most professionals, including Susan, now looked to help the alters know each other and learn to coexist. This enabled patients to function in the world and over time sometimes the alters would combine and disappear, but sometimes not.

      This might be a breakthrough with Carla. This new alter was aware of the others and seemed interested to learn how to cope with them.

      “It’s okay. I understand you’re frightened, and I can help. Can you tell me your name?”

      “I… don’t know. I can’t remember anything before the shopping cart… I have strange dreams or maybe memories but they’re so strange they can’t be real…”

      “That’s okay, let’s start there. Can you tell me what you remember starting with the shopping cart?” Susan asked gently.

      “I was pushing this cart…the smell…there was an awful smell. I think I had been on the streets for a while. I threw up… and then the angry man took over…”

      “Okay, what happened then?” Susan encouraged.

      “I watched as the man took out a big knife. He was very angry and started yelling and was swinging the knife around. The police came and took us…me… away. I was moved to a couple different places and that’s when we met.”

      “That’s when who met?” Susan asked.

      “Us… you. That’s when I met you. I was chained to a chair. We were in some kind of cell.”

      John Doe!? Angry man… two men came in, the orderlies? Susan’s scientific mind pushed back against the irrational thought that had started to germinate.

      “FUCKING CELL! What are you talking about? This whole place feels like a CELL!” Elizabeth screamed, taking over yet again.

      

      Before leaving the hospital, Susan sought the on-call nurse who had greeted her when she came in. Her name tag read Lizzie and Susan took her to the side to speak with her privately.

      “Dr Reynolds, is everything okay?” Lizzie asked her with a hint of worry in her voice.

      “I’m not sure. When I came in earlier, you mentioned a traumatic episode in conjunction with Carla. What were you referring to?” Susan asked.

      “Well, one of the newer nurses was escorting Carla from her room to the therapy rooms, where she was to meet with you, Dr Reynolds…” Lizzie’s voice died off, clearly she was uncomfortable about something.

      “Yes, and, go on,” Susan said impatiently.

      “Well, the nurse forgot to tell the front desk she was moving a patient and unfortunately there was another patient being brought down the hall in the other direction. There was an encounter.”

      “What do you mean encounter?” Susan asked.

      “Well, the other patient became suddenly very aggressive and lunged at Carla pinning her to the wall momentarily. Carla was understandably quite shaken but wasn’t harmed,” Lizzie said.

      “Who was the other patient?” Susan asked.

      “It was a John Doe transferred from an arrest a couple of days ago,” Lizzie said biting her lip.

      Susan paused in thought for a moment and then directed Lizzie to put Carla in with another patient named Harlon for a few hours before the end of the day. Harlon was a gentle and quiet patient that Susan was also working with.

      Susan directed Lizzie to put them in one of the rooms with cameras. She knew the nagging thought in the back of her mind was impossible but she couldn’t help taking it a little further, anyway.
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      “HI PAUL… I MEAN DIRECTOR Greenfield,” Julia said mock sheepishly as she entered, keeping the door open just long enough for her salutation to be heard outside his office.

      Paul Greenfield, Director of the CIA could be a little formal at times and while Julia's relationship with him allowed some informality (at least in Julia's mind), she knew he appreciated an official address in earshot of others, and she playfully enjoyed his scolding glare.

      Paul was not a sentimental man but he had a soft spot for troubled youth. He was the first person she talked to at the agency when he was the head of the Clandestine Service, now known as the Directorate of Operations (DO). Julia had been in her early twenties. It was a rough period in her life working multiple jobs to earn enough to live on her own. Some of the jobs she tried to forget but she did what was necessary to get away from her adoptive parents.

      Paul had approached her at the coffee shop she regularly visited, handed her his card and said he would like to talk to her about a job with the CIA. “Think about it,  we might also put you through college. My numbers on the card,” he had said and then turned and left. She remembered he seemed aloof, like she was someone he randomly picked to approach; almost disinterested. She later understood that this was just his way. He never exhibited overt emotion, but his actions told a different story.

      Julia had eventually contacted Paul and agreed to attend a local university in exchange for a 5 year commitment with the DO. Paul was always there to provide encouragement when the going got tough, and eventually became the most stable person in her life those four years of school and to some degree beyond. When she graduated he became her boss and shepherded her through the Professional Trainee Program followed by the Clandestine Service Training Program and then into regular service.

      She later discovered the agency did not have a program to pay university tuition for incoming trainee’s. A fact Paul continued to deny to this day. Julia wasn’t sure where the money had come from but she did come to know a few other recruits from difficult backgrounds who had a similar experience as her in conjunction with Paul.

      “Julia, good to see you, please have a seat. Against my mother's wishes we will have to skip the niceties and get right to business.”

      Against “my mother's wishes”? Always a strange bird, Julia thought.

      “Julia, there was a full cabinet meeting with the President late last night regarding some alarming reports coming in from the CDC and a large number of hospitals around the country. There are apparently many recently admitted patients with a variety of diseases typically not seen in North America.” Paul got all this out before Julia’s rear hit the seat of the leather guest chair in front of his ridiculously out of place ornate mahogany desk, which looked like it should be in a Victorian mansion.

      Julia feigned a thoughtful pause to digest the information while trying to situate herself in the old-fashioned club chair. The tall, solid wood, leather adorned arm rests forced Julia to keep her arms at her sides lest she look like a bird about to take flight. She also had to lean forward on the front edge of the chair to avoid being sucked into the depths of leather. It forced the occupant to sit forward in a reverent pose, elbows at sides with hands clasped or in one's lap. Perhaps this was Director Greenfield’s desired goal, to keep his guests from getting too comfortable.

      Julia took it as a challenge to find a position of some decorum. She was again failing as Paul interrupted, “Julia, the President has asked all agencies to return with initial thoughts and recommended actions at a follow-up meeting tomorrow. DARPA has been tasked with leading and coordinating the investigation and they have pulled their best man for the effort. Hopefully, with DARPA in the lead all the agencies will play nice with each other but the historical record is against us.”

      She concealed her antipathy and with the death of another small part of her ego Julia gave up and leaned forward, elbows on knees, hoping she looked engaged and not like she was squatting on a toilet. Either way, she needed to focus and make Paul un-tilt his head and stop looking at her quizzically.

      “Because the President called a cabinet meeting, I assume someone views these as unnatural events. Any cause determined yet? Are we talking about chemicals?” she said.

      “The CDC is working as quickly as they can to help local hospitals diagnose the diaspora of symptoms, but it seems clear we are dealing with multiple viruses such as Ebola, dengue fever, necrotizing fasciitis, and other diseases rare in this part of the world,” Paul said as he returned to a more businesslike expression.

      Was that a hint of a wry grin at the corner of his mouth? Certainly not, Julia thought. “Is it possibly an environmental failure at an infectious disease lab? What other details were given at the meeting… and what the hell is necrotizing facial whatever you said?”

      “Lab breaches were discussed and none have been reported. What we know at this point is that the infections are not confined to a small area. The reports are coming in from thousands of hospitals throughout the Midwest and in parts of the northeast. The CDC estimates initial infections occurred two weeks ago, and the symptoms are pointing to the worst of the worst diseases with high mortality and contagion rates.

      “There are so far over 10,000 deaths attributed to the initial round of infections. About 150,000 people die in the U.S. in any two-week period like we are talking about, but percentages from these diseases has never been seen before. Some of these diseases are extremely contagious and there could be many more rounds of infections and patients depending on how many patient zeros there were and how many of them got to the hospital before transmitting.

      “We don’t know how people are being infected, why it is happening in these locations, and most importantly how to stop it.

      “The President has indicated that we are to treat this as an act of aggression as far as internal protocol, with everything staying highly confidential until we know more, in order to avoid a public panic. The CDC is pushing back hard on keeping this under wraps but that is where things stand.

      “And necrotizing fasciitis is better known as flesh-eating bacteria which is apparently quite nasty and hard to control once it takes hold, often requiring amputations and such to cut off the path of infection in the victim.”

      Stunned and involuntarily wincing from the imagined pain Julia said, “Unbelievable! Where do I start?”

      “Read through all the information we have to date and then report to the DARPA team,” Paul said.

      Julia imagined Paul smiling his form of a proud approval after she had turned to leave his office.
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      AT THE DEFENSE ADVANCED RESEARCH Projects Agency (DARPA) Headquarters in Arlington, VA, 10 miles from the CIA Headquarters, Brian Storm had received a similar download from his superiors first thing that morning along with instructions that his group would focus on the same issue full time, working closely with the CIA.

      As one of the top Program Managers at DARPA Brian had bristled when directed to drop his current projects. He had become used to little oversight and choosing the subjects and types of projects he and his teams worked on, a privileged and unusual testament to his intelligence and creativity. Upon review of the unfolding catastrophe at hand and its potential magnitude, Brian quickly checked his ego and spent the remaining portion of the morning extricating himself from his ongoing projects and getting a team transported to his office for a kickoff meeting with the CIA liaison at 11:30 am.

      Brian was renowned for his eclectic selection of team members, often including specialists from disparate and unrelated fields.  But his results spoke for themselves and Brian’s superiors had long since learned to leave him to his own devices.

      Brian had private planes bringing in the team members who were far away to hit the 11:30 am kickoff. Things were moving quickly, and he would have it no other way. Thankfully DARPA afforded significant access to money and influence and he knew how to use it to get things done.

      About to kick off the most important task of his life, Brian’s pulse quickened; he felt energized and guiltily excited for the challenge of solving what could be the largest attack on American soil in history.
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      “MR. STORM I HAVE A Ms. Cacerek here for you,” the building security escort announced to Brian, knocking on his open office door.

      Standing bent over his desk reading some papers, Brian gave an automatic “thank you” as he looked up with a brief stutter, caught off guard by the stunning woman standing in his doorway.

      Julia Cacerek was wearing black dress slacks, high heeled closed toe shoes, and a crisp white shirt underneath a fitted suit jacket. She had sharp features with dark blue eyes accentuated by her black pixie hair cut.

      Brian remained frozen. Julia cocked her head to the side as if looking underneath something, met his eyes and smiled introducing herself, “Hi, you must be Brian Storm. I’m Agent Julia Cacerek with the CIA.”

      His hands still planted on his desk, Brian realized he had not moved and quickly straightened and pulled himself together as he walked around to shake hands. Her grip conveyed a sense of coiled strength underlying her professional exterior, like she could inflict sudden and permanent harm on him if she so desired. Well, she is with the CIA, he thought. “Yes, I’m Brian. Nice to meet you Agent Cacerek.”

      “Please call me Julia. Sorry to catch you off guard. You looked deep in thought.” Julia was aware of the effect she could have on men (and women for that matter) and was practiced at playing it down to avoid awkward situations. Connecting with his dark brown eyes, Julia could see a deep intellect - maybe he truly had just been stuck in deep thought.

      Brian was wearing a black polo shirt, dark jeans with what looked like black leather skater shoes. He was taller than her at about 6 feet, and in what looked to be good shape, but was not physically imposing.

      His curly light brown hair bounced as he shook her hand. The lines at the corners of his eyes made it look like he could burst out laughing at any moment.

      “Not at all, and please call me Brian. I was reading over some information that just came in regarding the current situation we are going to be working on together,” Brian said, fully recovered and back to his confident self.

      “I have assembled some of my team to help us get started. Let’s go down to the conference room and greet them together,” Brian said.
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      JULIA ENTERED THE CONFERENCE ROOM through the door Brian held open and saw a group of six people. By habit, she scanned the room, her subconscious identified all the points of entry and exit and assessed each person for identifying features and their threat potential. Julia was surprised to see a face she recognized.

      “Dr. Reynolds?” Julia said.

      Susan Reynolds had recognized Julia as soon as she had come into the room, but per doctor-patient protocol did not initiate contact. As a psychotherapist it was common that patients did not want to advertise that they were seeking treatment for a mental condition. Julia had made the first move, so Susan responded, “Julia, hello, great to see you.”

      “Great! You guys already know each other,” Brian said “Let’s get everyone else introduced.”

      Shepherding Julia ahead of him to the front of the room, Brian addressed the group, “Thank you all for coming on such short notice. Some of you know each other already from prior DARPA initiatives and it’s good to see you again. At my side is Agent Cacerek from the CIA who will be working closely with us on our new initiative. We have been given an extremely time sensitive, top secret issue. Let’s go around with some quick introductions and then get right to it. I’ll warn in advance this is going to be a long night. We are required to report to the President and Cabinet tomorrow on our initial findings.”

      Going clockwise around the table Susan Reynolds introduced herself as a practicing psychiatrist, professor and leader of a research team focused on schizophrenia and dissociative identity disorder.

      Gerald Michaels, who preferred to be called Jerry, was next. His pudgy body, balding pate, straggly comb over, rectangular glasses and white button down shirt screamed computer geek, which in this case was pretty close to the truth. Jerry was a computer scientist with an industrial engineering background. He had an impressive genius level IQ and was on the bleeding edge in his fields.

      “SWEET TITS!” Jerry exclaimed as if addressing Julia by her nickname, his face stoic and expressionless.

      There were some muted gasps in the room, a smile from Uhli and a near tumble to the floor from Komiko. Although already aware Jerry suffered from Tourette syndrome, Brian was still surprised and couldn’t help but smile discreetly.

      Julia was confident in her appeal but this was a first, as she had not experienced the cat call of “sweet tits,” at least that she could remember. She simply crossed her arms and gave a deadpan stare at Jerry who then continued.

      “Apologies for that, I suffer from a mild form of Tourette’s which results in uncontrollable outbursts which are usually quite crude in nature and if not so frequent would be terribly embarrassing, I barely register them now.” Jerry’s normal speaking voice and diction made Julia think of the way a snooty British person would speak but without the accent. It was very pleasing and somewhat at odds with his appearance resulting in an almost comical overall package.

      “FUCK TITS,” Jerry stammered before continuing again in his regular voice without pausing a beat. “Happy to help as usual, Brian and Julia, but can you explain why I am here and how long until I can return to my lab and my work?”

      Looking to Brian to respond, Julia caught his amusement at her discomfort and they shared a brief moment of levity.

      A general rumble of discontented grumblings and comments began in support of Jerry’s questions.

      “To be honest, I’m not sure,” Brian said. “We are up against an unprecedented threat, if that’s what it is. Today’s discussion will help us identify our initial focus, from which we can hopefully map out some actions and determine whose specialties we need and when. Let’s get through the intros so Julia and I can take you through what we know at this point. Uhli you’re up.”

      “Hello, my name is Uhli Pokov. I specialize in what some people refer to as positive thinking but is more accurately termed synergetic realization. My research and personal experience revolves around the concept of controlling your own destiny, using the power of the relationship between energy and thought. Thoughts can become powerful when embraced by the many. For example - did we lose direct contact with the gods described in religious stories around the world, or did we lose the power to contact the gods because the strength of belief has diminished? Without knowing the specifics of the goals for this group, I assume we are dealing with a large number of people, and as before, my role will be to utilize my framework to help manufacture the success and results desired.”

      With a wry smile he added, “And at a minimum we might all go home with new nicknames courtesy of Mr. Michaels.”

      Continuing around the table was James (Jim) Spacek. Jim’s expertise was in nano materials. A renowned researcher, he had helped produce some of the biggest breakthroughs in the field to date.

      Next to Jim sat Komiko Akari, specializing in biotechnology. Komiko was dressed in a stylishly funky outfit with a traditional Japanese flavor, but it was her eyes and their intensity that drew your attention, providing a window to the great intelligence that lay beyond.

      Lastly, Francisco Chupez, a futurist with the most think tank experience, as his discipline existed solely in the realm of thought experiments.

      With introductions complete, everybody took a quick break to get coffee, relieve themselves and settle in for a long day and night.

      

      Julia came up next to Susan as she was getting a cup of coffee from the back table. “It’s nice to see a familiar face,” Julia said grabbing a cup. “I didn’t know you participated in these types of DARPA programs.”

      “I’ve been involved in a few. My specialty can sometimes be of help especially with terrorist mind-set scenarios; not sure if this will be one of those times though. To be honest I’m a little distracted and anxious to get back to a potentially very unique case I’m working on,” Susan replied, stirring a packet of sweetener into her styrofoam cup.

      “I’m intrigued. Do tell, Dr Reynolds,” Julia said flashing a conspiratorial grin.

      “I’m sure it’s just a strange similarity, definitely a long shot, but…” Susan trailed off, pausing to look at Julia, whose raised eyebrows egged her on. “Well, it seemed as though I encountered the same personality in two different patients.”

      “Wow, that sounds strange alright. Sounds like you’ve got the ultimate spy on your hands,” Julia said, widening her eyes and laughing at the incredulity of the idea.

      Their conversation was interrupted as Brian encouraged everyone back to the table. Julia made a mental note to followup with Susan on their discussion. Surely there was some rational explanation. But what a powerful ability that would be.

      

      As everyone took their seats, Brian turned the lights down and powered on one of the screens in the video wall.

      The first image Brian brought up was a map of the U.S. with symbols made up of small circles with letters in them. The circles were primarily over the central states of Texas, Oklahoma, Kansas, Nebraska, South Dakota, Iowa and then horizontally across the northern states of Illinois, Indiana, Ohio, and Michigan. The greatest density of circles were located over the states dead center in the U.S. which then became sparser in the southern and eastern directions. The letters within all the circles however seemed random throughout the various locations on the map. If you squinted, the overall shape resembled a boomerang.

      “What you are looking at is the latest reporting map from the CDC marked with the locations of reported rare disease infections. The various diseases are indicated by the different letters in the circles. What’s alarming about these infections is that they are all diseases which are not native to the U.S. and have historically rarely, if ever, originated here,” Brian said now standing at the front of the room near the screen.

      “We have Ebola, malaria, yellow fever, dengue fever, sleeping sickness, and chagas disease…..so far.

      “It is not uncommon to see a couple of these cases in the U.S. Typically they originate initially overseas, travel with the infected host to the U.S. where the hosts start to exhibit symptoms. The situation we are in at the moment is far removed from the odd traveler infection.

      “The CDC gathers data on a national level, as long as it is reported, and is able to see trends and macro issues which might not come to light as quickly otherwise. With good reason they sounded the alarm in this situation, which is why we were asked to get involved this morning.” Brian paused and took a sip of his water while this initial information sank in with the group.

      Julia couldn’t help but be impressed with the group’s snap-to focus as Brian began the presentation. It was obvious that all of these individuals had done this before and that she was the newbie.

      “Over what period was the data collected and what is the rate of infection?” Susan asked.

      “This data was gathered over the course of the past 30 days. The rate of new reports has slowed but this might be the eye of the storm, as contagious disease epidemics begin in waves due to the time delay for people to show symptoms. Until we know the source we can’t be sure if a reoccurrence, or worse, might be facing us soon.” Brian paused again, not wanting to add any information beyond that requested, interested to see what questions the group would ask.

      Squinting, Komiko said, “There are a couple of interesting things happening it appears. We often look to nature in my field for inspiration on how to create biotech solutions and frankly how to make them work. As such we are often looking at small creatures, and if I am not mistaken these are all insect borne diseases.”

      “That is exactly right, Komiko,” Brian confirmed.

      Francisco joined the conversation with his mellifluous South American accent, “So did someone accidentally release a lab full of infected insects in Missouri and they spread from there?”

      Komiko took the initiative, “The mechanics of small insects like mosquitos and flies make it almost impossible for them to fly anywhere the wind does not take them. Or more accurately, they end up traveling in primary wind directions. If this was such a release, we could overlay the prevailing wind patterns on this map during the same time period to determine where the initial release occurred.”

      Uhli shook his head. “That presumes an accident. I assume that since the CIA is involved, the cause for this outbreak is assumed or maybe has been determined to be something other than such a wind-blown accident?” Uhli offered as more of statement than a question, which he punctuated with a raised left eyebrow while looking at Julia.

      “At this point all options are on the table and…” Julia paused to look at Brian, and understanding his quick nod indicated she could tell this group everything, continued “…we are treating this as an act of aggression as directed by the President at yesterday’s initial cabinet meeting. The President has also directed that this be kept quiet to avoid a public panic until we have a plan.”

      As Julia talked Brian brought to life the wall panel next to the one showing the CDC map, on which he had googled a map of the primary wind patterns in the U.S.

      Looking at the screens with his back to the group, “Well lookey there,” Brian said as he played with the zoom of the map showing the wind patterns until it was the same scale as the CDC map next to it. “There’s a wind corridor starting along the gulf coast of Texas which goes straight up the center of the country and then turns east around Iowa continuing east along the north border, essentially creating the same boomerang pattern we see on the CDC map. Komiko, good thinking on this.”

      Brian continued talking as he brought to life a third screen above the CDC infection map. “Just before this meeting I received an email including pictures which I will try to pull up. Julia, this is what I was looking at when you walked into my office.”

      A photograph of what looked like a fly popped up on the new screen.

      Clicking again, a close up of the fly replaced the original and in this picture you could see this was not something nature created. This magnification revealed thin metal filament legs, jointed and wickedly pointed at the tips. The transparent wings looked almost natural and instead of two bulbous eyes there was a single faceted sphere where presumably guidance equipment resided. The appendages were clearly hinged but the mechanism could not be discerned at this magnification.

      “These are being found in areas where people have been infected and presumably we now have the weapon AND possibly the initial point of entry.”

      “Do you have one of these…FUCK NUTS…items in hand, that we could look at?” Jerry asked perking up in his seat.

      An amused smile appeared unconsciously on Brian’s face as he answered while flipping through the additional pictures from different angles, “We will soon. We are just about operating in real time at this point. CDC is confirming these devices contain matching viruses. After sterilizing we should have some samples in our hands within a couple hours.”

      “Brian, these appear to be years ahead of anything I have seen, maybe even decades ahead.” Komiko gasped with a panicked and excited look in her eyes. “I thought I was at the cutting edge in this field. Who could possibly have made these?”

      “That is one of the two most pressing questions that we need to answer,” Julia responded knowing this would be one of the areas where the CIA’s considerable resources would play heavily.

      “What's the other question?” asked Uhli.

      “How we catch up,” said Francisco as he studied the ceiling in thought.

      Bringing his gaze down and meeting the eyes around the room, he continued. “This technology and ability as demonstrated is a game changer for the geopower balance as we know it. Devices such as these could bypass wealthy countries’ current military defenses. I can only think of natural defenses at this moment for such an attack; either people start to live outside of major wind patterns and we treat the unlucky ones with traditional medicine or everyone avoids the outdoors for the rest of their lives.”

      The room became silent. Francisco’s velvety accent and something about the way he spoke produced a hypnotic effect on the group.

      Francisco broke the silence, clearly agitated, the alarm in his voice continuing to escalate. “Some of these diseases are also contagious. What if a full onslaught of millions of these infectors, (his word came out sharply accented as in-fect-OORS), was released on the U.S.? There would be millions of deaths and the country would start to break down. Hospitals (hos-pee-talls) would be overwhelmed and become ineffective. As people are eliminated industry would slow, farming and food production would come to a halt, the whole economy would shrink. The U.S. military would still be a formidable force but to what effect? We wouldn’t need tanks and planes, we would need flyswatters. Guys, we have to find a way to not only catch up but get ahead of this—”

      “AND figure out who is behind it,” Julia interrupted.

      The mood in the room had darkened and everyone now sat forward in their seats listening very carefully.

      Brian’s instincts and need for action kicked in. “Okay, let’s start breaking this down into smaller problems and determine how we are going to solve them. The following are the initial items we need to focus on:

      “1. Who - Julia this one’s right up your alley. Can you look into the available satellite imagery around the estimated time of the initial release in the gulf area off Texas and explore any other intel sources to see if we can identify who released these micro robots?

      “2. How - Komiko, if you are right and these devices are 10 years ahead of our tech, we need to know how someone could have gotten so far ahead and how we can catch up. This one we are going to tackle as a group in shifts - this is going to be an all night affair everyone, as time is our enemy.

      “I have a meeting first thing in the morning at the White House where the full cabinet will be reconvening for everyone to report back with initial thoughts and findings. The more information I can provide at that meeting, the better, so that’s our deadline.

      “As we get into this, nothing is secret between agencies, so share everything and share often as long as it is an internal chain of communication. We need to bring to bear all our resources to move quickly on this.

      “We will get some cots setup in one of the other conference rooms so people can get some rest when they need it.”

      

      At 2:00 am, only Jerry, Brian, Julia and Francisco were awake. Everyone else was taking a shot at getting a little rest in the pseudo bunk house in the conference room down the hall.

      Jerry sighed to the table he was staring at, head in hands, elbows on the table. “I’m worried that what’s at issue here is a brute force technological singularity. Not the true A.I. technological singularity that would undoubtedly leave us behind, but something in between,” Jerry said very clearly, without a hint of Tourettes related outbursts, as if this was such an important statement that even maladies stepped to the side.

      “What do you mean, Jerry? Put that into layman’s terms my tired brain can understand,” Brian said, running his hands through his hair and giving his head a squeeze.

      “Well the theory, which I agree with by the way, is that once the invention of artificial super intelligence has been achieved this will trigger an exponential technological growth never before seen.

      “Forget Mohrs law, we are talking about quasi-instantaneous breakthroughs in science and all fields that are frankly hard to imagine.

      “I don’t think we are up against a true artificial general intelligence in our current scenario, but it seems that what we are up against is a brute force type pseudo A.I. which has to be operating in a trial by error manner.”

      Francisco was stretching his legs, trying to keep himself awake by doing slow laps around the conference table with his hands in his pockets, his head tucked looking at the ground while listening to the conversation and finally joining. “So what you’re saying is that our yet-to-be-identified perpetrator is using brute force computational power to find complex solutions in a trial and error methodology by simply trying all the possibilities and just by sheer processing power have accelerated 10+ years beyond everyone else?”

      “Yes, PUSSY BOOTS!, that is exactly what I am saying,” Jerry said smiling, “and there is really only one country other than the U.S. who has the supercomputing power to even attempt something like this.”

      “Why are you so sure it's not a true general artificial intelligence as you say?” Julia asked.

      “Because we’re having this discussion,” Jerry responded.

      Julia and Francisco both looked at Jerry.

      Taking the cue he clarified, “Whoever gets there first wins. There's no catching up from behind with this.”

      The implication Jerry made drove the magnitude and reality of the situation home to Julia. If Jerry was right. If China, or someone, was close to this true AGI, it was the fate of the human race on the line.

      Julia forced the lid closed on the rising panic trying to free itself in her belly. One step at a time, she reminded herself. She suddenly felt the need to move. Her mind was running.

      Brian’s voice brought her back to the moment, “We need to confirm whether China is behind this. Julia, can you handle this with the agency?”

      “China is tough. We don’t have a great network in place. Everyone there is so paranoid our assets don’t stay invisible for long. Maybe the satellite images of the gulf will give us some insight,” Julia said.

      “We’ve got people dying by the thousands Julia. If the CIA can’t do this who can? You guys need to figure something out. Start thinking outside the box. If the agency’s been sitting on any long shots nows the time.” Brian’s exhaustion allowed his frustration to show in his voice.

      Long shots… Julia thought back to her earlier conversation with Susan.

      She quickly excused herself and went to wake Susan.

      It was time to continue their discussion.
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      JULIA AND SUSAN SPED TOWARD the hospital in Danvers in a long wheelbase black Cadillac SUV. It had just picked them up on the tarmac and whisked them away from the private government chartered jet that had flown them the hour and a half from Arlington and the think tank.

      “Even IF this is a real thing we still have no idea what we are dealing with,” Susan said, picking up their conversation from the plane.

      Julia had woken Susan at 2:15 that morning to convince her that they needed to visit her new patient while Brian attended the cabinet meeting.

      Once her annoyance at the early wake up call passed, Susan was easily persuaded to get back to Carla and figure out the mystery that had presented itself. She was eager to diagnose the peculiar similarity between her two patients’ personalities and debunk the impossible theory that had been niggling at her. However, she was struggling with Julia's potential involvement with a patient.

      “But, BUT, if it is real and we can get comfortable with it, we would have a tool no other country in the world has,” Julia said.

      “Right, the ultimate spy as you said. Even if we make that quantum leap and pretend there is a real ability, how would we harness it? Is it something evil? We can’t exactly discharge a mentally ill patient and induct them into the CIA. What are you going to do, let it enter your own mind?” Susan said.

      Susan didn’t like the contemplative look on Julia’s face and ended the conversation by returning to her phone to make some last minute confirmations with the hospital as Julia watched the blur of the city out her window.

      There were certainly perks to the big budgets of DARPA programs. Julia was accustomed to non-commercial transportation but her experience involved military craft and transports not luxury business jets and plush leather upholstered cars. Maybe spending money was one thing the government was actually efficient at doing, Julia thought to herself.

      Julia and Susan had fallen into old rhythms as they caught up on the hour and a half plane ride. It had been a couple of years since they had worked together researching potential links between mental disorders and terrorism, and quite a few more years than that since Julia had been her patient. Susan had served as the screening psychotherapist when Julia had initially been targeted for induction into the CIA. In addition to rigorous physical and intelligence testing, she had been subjected to in-depth psychoanalysis which ended up turning into therapy.

      Years later when Julia was looking for a psychotherapist to assist the CIA with a program for early targeting of terrorists and covert deterrence, she had gone back to Susan who happily joined the team. Her main area of research focused on personality disorders which linked up well with the program.

      Julia remembered how she and Susan had fallen easily into sync back when they first started working together. While theirs was a professional relationship, it had the ease of two long time friends getting together after months apart. Julia wasn’t good at keeping friends mostly due to the nature of her job and her trust issues. It had been a long time since she had felt the happiness of just being with a friend and she was overcome by a moment of sadness knowing this would end after the job was done.

      Susan, still on the phone, was already halfway out of the car as they came to a stop.

      

      “You will be able to hear and watch us on the audio/video feed from here,” Susan instructed Julia. They were in one of the observation rooms where recorded footage, and any of the live camera feeds in the hospital could be pulled up. Susan was breaking the rules and the Hippocratic oath, but if she squinted she had convinced herself she could see a narrow grey area in light of current events justifying her actions.

      “If anyone finds you in here you broke in. That's my story,” Susan said as her final statement to Julia.

      Susan left and a few minutes later Julia looked up at the monitor as she heard the door to Susan’s office click open through the speakers. A slightly heavyset man, wearing hospital issued pajama-like white pants and a long sleeved shirt was being led to Susan’s couch by Jared, who Julia recognized as the orderly Susan had talked to at the main desk when they first arrived.

      

      Susan’s heart was beating quickly as Harlon sat down on the couch across from her and Jared left the room. She scolded herself for even contemplating any type of irrational explanation for the events of her last session with Carla.  She was a doctor, a woman of science. But she had set up this test with Harlon, hadn’t she, based on an impossible but enticing theory. She had been barely able to wait to get back here from DARPA, to explore the nagging thought that she couldn’t get out of her head. Tense with anticipation, Susan squeezed her mug of tea in both hands as she sat across from Harlon and waited.

      Harlon looked up slowly and connected with her eyes. She recognized that look.

      “Dr. Reynolds! I'm so glad to see you again. Thank you for putting me with Harlon. He is a much nicer host than Carla… or Elizabeth. Much nicer than the angry man. That's for sure.”

      “Hello Harlon. Good to see you as well. What do you mean by host, Harlon?” Susan managed shakily, clinging to the thread of possibility she fought to sever and follow at the same time.

      Susan looked up at the hidden pinhole camera for support where she knew Julia was watching, and steeled herself for the response.

      “I’m not Harlon, Dr. Reynolds, he’s here but currently in the background. I feel like a guest in Harlon’s body, which I guess is why I said host.”

      Susan tried to keep her thoughts rational. This could just be one of Harlon’s alters. In which case it would make sense that he was happy to no longer be in the same room as Carla… or really Elizabeth, as she could be quite vindictive. She felt like she was trying to convince herself of something she already knew to be false.  But it could just be an alter.

      “Let's stay with this for a moment. You said you are not Harlon, that you feel like a guest. Can you tell me more about that, about how you are feeling?” Susan asked.

      “I was inside Carla and now I'm inside Harlon, and before that I was inside the angry man. I don't know how else to explain it. I still can't remember things though, like my name.” His jovial voice gave way to sadness as he spoke these last words.

      Susan sloshed tea onto her pant leg and the carpet and quickly lurched forward to try to regain control of her mug. This wasn’t possible, how could this be? Susan thought as she tried to regain composure, finally placing the tea on the side table.

      In almost a whisper Susan reluctantly gave voice to the idea she kept resisting, “You were the one who asked for help just as I was getting on the intercom to have the orderlies come into the room…” Her voice trailed off speaking as much to the room as to Harlon. Susan’s eyes wandered while her mind tried to grapple with the possibility of the situation. Her attention was brought back to Harlan as he spoke again, “Yes, exactly!”

      “But how are you here now, Harlon…I mean, in Harlon’s mind…or body…?”

      “When the angry man grabbed Carla, I felt an opening…a pathway that was suddenly there. I wasn’t sure what I was feeling at the time but I was so desperate to get away from him that I just let go and fell into it, not really caring what was going to happen. When I talked to you that second time Dr. Reynolds, in your office here, I wasn’t really sure where I was or what had happened and then Elizabeth pushed me to the back and took control. I wasn’t able to do anything at that point except watch and listen for the rest of the session. It was during that session that I realized I had  somehow moved or slipped from the angry man’s body to Elizabeth’s, or actually Carla’s. Once I realized this I was able to wrest control from Elizabeth briefly, which was when I spoke to you again, but then she took back control. Excuse my language but that Elizabeth is a bit of a bitch.”

      Susan laughed a little at that, which felt borderline hysterical, and let out the breath which she had been holding. She felt like she was losing it and hoped she didn’t have the crazy eyes she sometimes saw in her patients which would betray her. Surprisingly, she also felt relieved.

      

      “No. Fucking. WAY!” Julia said in the observation room as she stood up and started gathering her things. She was mumbling to herself as she exited and walked down the hall to Susan’s office, “This is unbelievable…this shit better be real!…sonofabitch…”

      Once she got to Susan’s office she knocked quietly while peeking into the room and then entered before waiting for a response from Susan.

      

      “Julia! Hello! I wasn’t expecting you to come in…” Susan uttered before being cut off by Julia who was already pulling a chair over.

      “Yes yes I know, but with saving the world and all that, Susan, we can’t follow normal procedure, we need to move quickly.” Susan just watched as Julia sat down and looked Susan in the eye with a matter-of-fact look.

      Changing her focus to Harlon Julia introduced herself, “Hi, my name is Julia Cacerek.”

      “Hi Julia,” Harlon responded cheerfully. Julia’s sudden appearance had not phased Harlon at all and in fact, now Harlon looked happier than ever. “I’m sorry, but strangely I don’t actually know my name. Maybe I forgot it? Dr Reynolds is that unusual?”

      Susan wrenched her focus from Julia back to Harlon and she wanted to say what the fuck what the fuck what the fuck but instead responded, “A precedence for amnesia in certain situations yes, but this is different…this is…I’m not sure what this is…”

      “You okay Susan?” Julia asked.

      Susan shook her head to mentally reset and regain her focus, “Yes. Julia, yes. Just needed a moment to digest the situation.”

      “Okay, so let’s get into it,” Julia said.

      

      After they talked for a while an orderly came to take Harlon to lunch and Susan and Julia stood, stretched and looked at each other with the same excited look, although they were each excited for different reasons.

      Susan and Julia were able to talk with Harlon for 30 minutes and were starting to understand a little bit more.

      As a near term solution Harlon’s occupant had taken the name Sam which worked as a temporary asexual name since not only did Sam not remember his/her name, he/she also did not identify with a gender. This was unusual insofar as Susan’s experience in the field of psychiatry and she had noted to do some research for similar cases.

      Sam had described becoming “aware” for the first time (that he could remember anyway), within John Doe’s mind and body, pushing a shopping cart on the sidewalk, where he was picked up by the police, and eventually placed at St Catherine’s psychiatric hospital.

      Sam thought he might be in hell or a nightmare, trapped with the angry man’s psychotic persona and the hint of others lurking in the darkness. When Susan had been about to leave the holding cell, his abject terror at the thought of being trapped with the angry man started him flailing in the darkness  and he discovered that he could move “forward” and take control of John Doe’s physical body. This was when he spoke to Susan for the first time, briefly, before being pushed back to the darkness by the angry man.

      Later when John Doe had grabbed ahold of Carla, when their skin touched during the scuffle, Sam felt the opening which turned out to be a pathway that he fell through into Carla’s mind and body.

      

      “So you had an inkling that there was a person who had moved from John Doe’s body to Carla’s body which is why you set up the opportunity for it to happen again by putting her in the same room as Harlon?” Julia asked Susan as they reviewed their notes.

      “At the time I had convinced myself that there might be a calming effect for Carla’s alter Elizabeth, if she was placed with Harlan who historically was non-reactive to people. Although I have to admit, subconsciously I think I wanted to see if something else might be going on, yes.” Susan said semi-noncommittally.

      “Well you know what we are going to have to do, right? And I’ll answer my own question to spare you your conflicting thoughts. We are going to have to convince the Slip to work with us in the field,” Julia said.

      “The Slip, what is that? Is that your way of dehumanizing Sam so he/she can become a tool instead of a person?” Susan asked, trying to appear disgusted. Then she resignedly added, “I know, Julia. I always knew that this was your best case scenario outcome although I’m not sure how I feel about it. We really don’t know what we are dealing with and I’m guessing you’re talking about letting him into your mind.”

      “Yes, I suppose so,” Julia said losing her energy and taking on a solemn expression.

      “I know your history Julia. We worked on trust and letting people in for a long time together, and this would be, well, magnitudes more intrusive than that. But what if Sam decides to take over your mind and body and for some reason you are not able to come back? That might be a real scenario, as strange as it sounds,” Susan said with real concern.

      “I am nervous, Susan. But it’s a risk I’m going to have to take. If it goes sideways you’ll just have to hypnotize me and perform an exorcism.” Julia forced a smile as she resigned herself to the task.

      

      With Harlon’s belly full and the three of them back in their places in her office Sam was anxious to talk more.

      “I am so glad to be in Harlon’s body and away from those others,” Sam exalted, as he reclined a little more on the couch. “Harlon is such a mellow guy, he seems happy enough to let me be in control. There is someone else here as well but I haven’t explored in that direction.”

      “Are you able to communicate with Harlon? Internally, I mean,” Susan said.

      “Yes, I am, although he doesn't talk much.”

      “So would it be possible for Harlon, or Elizabeth, or anyone with multiple personalities to slip into another body?” Julia asked.

      “I’m not sure. The first time for me was definitely a lucky act of desperation and I had no idea what I was doing or what would happen. The second time with Harlon I searched for the feeling I remembered with Carla. It is sort of like a hidden current in a river that you might not know was there until you moved part of your body near or into it. At first I couldn’t feel anything but once I relaxed I could feel it. It got stronger when I put both hands on him. Then I just had to mentally let go and I was in. I suppose if someone knew the feeling to look for they could do it too. I don’t know.”

      Susan took over. “One of the big questions for me is your origin. Along those lines are you the actual persona of John Doe somehow transferred to another physical being, as unbelievable as that sounds? If that’s the case, why don’t you remember your name or association with him, and why don’t you identify as a male?

      “From our brief discussions today you seem to be in the realm of “normal” regarding social capabilities and emotional capacity. Also, you have knowledge and experience, like the metaphor of water currents in a river you used just now. Where and how did you obtain that knowledge and experience?”

      “I don’t know Doctor. There’s also the strange memories that seem to be triggered when I transfer to a new host. Those are more scary than anything because they couldn’t possibly be real but they feel real. And the dream…the dream had to have been real… but that’s impossible…” Sam said, losing a little bit of his smile and exuberance.

      Julia stood up. “Well I, we, have a solution for one of those issues. At least a temporary one while we work on the rest. I’m guessing you are not aware of the current situation in the country. Essentially the U.S. is under attack and we are technologically outmatched. We believe we know who is attacking us but we have not been able to confirm it using our normal information gathering techniques. At this point we need to see firsthand what is happening in order to confirm and stop the attacks.

      “With your unique and unbelievable ability we might actually have a chance at making this work. So what I’m saying is we need your help.

      “Sam, I know Dr Reynolds wants to help you figure everything out and probably doesn't want you going anywhere or doing anything before she can give you that help, but…”

      Shaking her head, Susan finished for Julia. “But what we are asking, is will you help us?”
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      JULIA WAS EYE-BALLING DIRECTOR Paul Greenfield's guest chairs through his half open office door when Paul walked out to hand some papers to his assistant and saw her. “Ah great you’re here, that was quick.”

      “Gotta love the DARPA budget. I could get used to the private jets and cars,” Julia said taking his hand in both of hers and giving Paul an extra long hand shake.

      Paul directed her to the sofa in the small sitting area in his office. “Hmm, well, don’t get too used to it. I can’t have my best agent going soft on me,” he said with a tight lipped smile.

      Paul took the antique Chinese wooden Ming chair adjacent to the couch where Julia sat. She caught herself sneering at the evil guest chairs, relieved she wasn’t going to have to tangle with them today.

      “Everyone at the cabinet meeting this morning was extremely impressed with the progress your group has made. And so quickly!

      “So, China. That would explain our intel blind spot on this whole situation if it is them. Everyone is so paranoid over there it is almost impossible to keep any agents in play, as you know.”

      Paul paused and removed the reading glasses he had been peering over and squeezed his temples with the other hand to try to relieve what felt like a headache coming on. “We have the full support of the President to follow this up, and we can start trying to shake some trees, but with our lack of depth in the field I’m worried we might not get anything, at least not quickly. Which is why I wanted you to stop by on your way back to DARPA, to see if we could come up with any new approaches.”

      “Well, Paul, I might have something,” Julia said, watching him closely.

      “Great, what are you thinking,” he said, his face suddenly drained of color.

      “I think it would be best to show you,” Julia replied, these last words were the signal.

      “Director Greenfield, I would like to introduce you to Sam.”

      Paul’s eyes showed alarm and he jumped forward in his seat grabbing the wooden arms of the chair when he heard a voice in his head say, “Hello Director Greenfield, it’s nice to meet you.”
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      JULIA RODE A NATURAL HIGH in the car on the way to meet with the DARPA team. She had allowed Sam past her defenses! Giving Sam access to her mind felt like a significant triumph over her deep-seated fear of connection. Her abusive childhood and young adult years had left her badly damaged and isolated from others. Julia had worked a lot on these issues with Dr. Reynolds and made great progress. However, actually letting someone into her, inside her mind, was a monstrous test of the skills she had learned from Susan. Sam’s personality helped as well; she could sense him in a way you can sense someone you’ve known for years, in an almost intimate way, and everything about him seemed benign. Even so, if she focused on the thought for too long, panic would set in. She tried to lean into it and not think about the fact that Sam could theoretically take control of her body and maybe never give it back. Julia’s sense of duty and mission were overriding her fear—at least for the moment.

      Sam’s ‘voice’ brought her back to the present, “How do you think it went with Director Greenfield Julia?”

      “It was good Sam. The surprise was a little bit of fun. I expect it won’t be long before he green lights our mission into China.”

      Julia took out the envelope she was given by Paul’s assistant on her way out. It was the initial batch of satellite images she had requested of the Gulf of Mexico near the Texas coast line.

      It used to be that there was satellite visibility of specific locations only a couple times per day due to the available quantity of satellites and how long it took to get one of them back to the same location. A little over a year ago the NSA had started launching hundreds of much smaller satellites for surveillance, which was now possible thanks to the latest in camera technology and miniaturization. Unbeknownst to the rest of the world, this gave the U.S. visibility into specific earth locations every 20 minutes. This time interval was continually decreasing as more satellites were put into orbit.

      As exciting as these technological innovations were there were unfortunately not any images showing a robotic bug swarm. Julia had requested all the imagery from an event horizon of 20 days prior, plus or minus 5 days, so a 10-day range. She finished sending an email to have the range expanded to plus or minus 10 days as her car pulled up to the DARPA building.

      

      An animated discussion was in process as Julia walked into the conference room on the 13th floor that had been coopted as the group’s headquarters. She had texted Brian earlier that they needed to have a private discussion. As she caught his eye and gave a small wave, he excused himself from the group and walked over.

      “Hey there, good to see you. Let’s grab another room to talk,” Brian said.

      “Sounds good,” Julia said, opening the door.

      Julia got settled in one of the cozy two-person breakout pods, which resembled an egg from the outside. She couldn’t help but notice how excited Brian looked.

      “The meeting this morning went well, Julia. Everyone was impressed with what we had done in such a short time and I was able to secure access to one of the NSA’s biggest supercomputers to get started with Jerry’s initiative.” Brian had to stop himself from grabbing Julia’s hands in his excitement as he gave her the update. He and Julia had only known each other for just over a day, but it felt like they were thick as thieves, and he was a little surprised to find himself looking for her approval and acknowledgment.

      “Director Greenfield passed on similar positive feedback, and I have good news too. After a brief demonstration for the Director, I secured approval for a pending recon mission into China to confirm or disprove their involvement.”

      “Wow, excellent, so what does that mean exactly?” Brian asked.

      “As I told you before, China has historically been an especially difficult target for us. We’ll try to utilize the assets that we do have locally, but with the need for expediency, we are going to also deploy a new capability which we have just acquired,” Julia said.

      “What’s the timing for the mission?” Brian asked.

      “A couple days while the Director obtains the necessary approvals,” Julia answered.

      “And what’s the new capability?” Brian continued.

      “I'll show you,” Julia said.

      Brian raised his eyebrows at this, and Julia moved closer to him and held her hands out palm up. Getting the hint, Brian placed his on top of hers.

      The Slip felt for the flow, identified it and moved in. Sam was getting better at this each time and tried to enter undetected. The strange memories that were triggered by his transitions had thankfully become less frequent and did not impede his stealth. Brian felt a tingle like a small shiver or goosebumps, which he assumed was a reaction to the close contact with Julia.

      Julia slowly removed her hands, all the while maintaining eye contact.

      Looking fairly confused now, Brian put his hands down and said, “What now?”

      Without saying anything to Brian internally, the Slip moved forward and took control of Brian’s mind and body. Julia watched the briefest shadow pass across his eyes. She would have missed it had she not been focused on them. It was amazing how the eyes betrayed the mind.

      Sam stood up, raised his arms and started to slowly gyrate his hips in a circular motion as if he was hula hooping in extreme slow motion. He then stopped with one hip cocked towards Julia, smacked his ass, then slowly sat down and let Brian take back control.

      Julia’s mouth dropped open. Although shocked, she couldn’t hold a straight face. She started laughing while Brian, now back in control, swiveled his head, looked at his hands and then back at Julia. “What the fuck was that!?”

      “Wow, Sam, and Brian for that matter, who knew you had it in you?” Julia said, still chuckling a little as she wiped a tear from her eye.

      “Sorry, Brian,” Sam said softly trying not to frighten him. “I thought it would be funny.”

      Brian jumped, startled by the stranger’s voice inside his head.

      “Brian, I would like to introduce you to Sam,” Julia said, somewhat impressed by how well he was keeping it together.

      

      Julia caught Brian up on the events around the Slip, and eventually he calmed down and started to get excited again. Amidst the whirlwind of current events, including the scary backdrop of infectious disease and death, there remained an adrenaline high that was almost enjoyable. Julia was familiar with the feeling from her many field operations.

      She indicated to Brian that the specifics of her mission were not to be revealed to the wider think tank group, and under no circumstances was anyone to know about the Slip.

      Julia had forgotten about Sam in the excitement of telling Brian everything, and made contact with Brian’s arm to gather him as they made their way to rejoin the main group.

      “Sam, I was a little shocked at your dancing display. It was funny, but let’s keep things a little more subdued. You probably scared Brian to death.” Julia said. The idea of Sam being able to control his host still unnerved her and she pushed back a moment of panic, flashing back to her own negative childhood experiences of being controlled by someone else.

      Sam experienced this brief emotional distress in Julia. A bottomless void of darkness opened and closed too quickly for him to capture the meaning, but the feeling was not one he wished upon anyone.

      “I know. I’m sorry. I got carried away. It was so freeing to be able to actually move.”

      They walked in silence for a while before Julia responded, “So how did it feel?” seemingly back to her normal self.

      “It felt great, but it took more effort than I expected. I had to think of what I wanted to do physically and then command the actions. I wasn’t the person, I was controlling the person, but remotely. Does that make sense?”

      “Hmmm, does it feel like something you could improve with practice?” Julia asked, thinking how it could be an issue in the field when quick action would be required.

      “Not sure. Maybe?” Sam said.

      

      Back in the main conference room the lights were being dimmed as Jerry connected his computer to a wall screen. He described how they were going to start the brute force development of a countermeasure using the newly accessible NSA supercomputer. “The primary goal is to get an overall concept-to-production process in place which we can then change as required to produce different products. This allows us to be flexible, regardless of the threat or changes in that threat. The secondary goal is the actual product to neutralize the problem. I say we should pick something we believe will be immediately useful. My thought is let’s start with something similar to what we have seen and which could potentially neutralize the current threat…”

      Julia was having an internal discussion with the Slip while she listened to Jerry. “Okay Sam, we’re going to get you up to speed as quickly as we can by going to the source, starting with Francisco right here. Get in there and gather what you can without letting him know you’re there and then let me know when you’re ready for the next person.”

      “How will I let you know?” Sam asked.

      “You’ll figure something out,” Julia said, nonchalantly resting her hand on Francisco’s shoulder from where she stood behind him. He looked up and gave her an acknowledging nod before returning his focus to the information Jerry was now displaying on the screen. “…need software which will accept a range of target parameters and some bounds to work within which will then test each combination of variables within those bounds until the best solution has been found. The basics of this type of software exist already and will need to be tuned up and adapted for supercomputer use in some cases. I have a couple of guys at the lab who would be great for this, let’s call them TEAM1. Everything needs to be optimized, speed is everything at this point. So on second thought let’s make TEAM1’s initial task the development of auto-translation scripts for this effort. It will take longer at first but pay dividends going forward.”

      Looking up from typing, Jerry noticed Brian and Julia were back in the room and lost his rhythm for a second, “COCKTWAT, the problem is we are going to need more than one supercomputer. A lot more. Brian can we get access to more computers?”

      “What do you have in mind?” Brian asked.

      “I’m thinking as many as we can get our hands on. You’ll see as we start getting into the design process. We are going to break each design aspect into its own optimization routine, which will ideally have its own computer. This way we will run as many routines in parallel as possible in order to reduce the required time to a minimum.”

      “You keep going, Jerry, and I’ll see what I can do, but no promises—”

      Jerry cut in again before Brian could finish. “Programmers. We are going to need top level programmers, too. I have some in my lab, but they will not be enough as we get going.” Jerry was in the zone and Brian quietly left the conference room to start making calls to see what he could do about more computing power.

      Jerry’s monologue resumed, “…I have been thinking about this, and China has a unique and serious advantage over us on the computing front. China regularly coordinates government interests with university interests and, frankly, with all the interests they want to. In essence, China is one large coordinated entity enabling it to likely be able to utilize the whole country’s assets in a cohesive and singular fashion. The only way we could ever do something like that would be in a time of war and conscription.”

      Jerry’s stream of consciousness methodology had already identified a number of additional required teams and now progressed to the initial design approach and ideas which involved more input from the larger group.

      They understood that the microbot by definition wants to be small. For mobility they decided to model the propulsion on a hummingbird’s flying mechanics for extreme maneuverability and the ability to hover. They designated this as TEAM2.

      The method of neutralizing the enemy was initially discussed as potentially a magnet that would allow the attacker to attach to and then ground the target but this idea was quickly dismissed due to the passive nature, and therefore uncontrollability, of what the bots would attach to. In the end, a similar grounding approach was decided upon, utilizing legs or claws to grab the targets. TEAM3 would be tasked with developing the appendages and the targeting system. Initial ideas about the tracking system consisted of identifying the high pitch frequency whine of the targets’ propulsion system and vectoring in based on the increasing or decreasing intensity. How to get the bot within range of the almost inaudible noise emissions was another issue they put to the side for the moment.

      The seemingly combined consciousness and hyper focus in the room was briefly interrupted when Francisco fell backward in his chair onto the floor. Julia, still standing near him, reached down to help him up and was startled as almost simultaneously she heard the Slip in her head, “Yikes, I was trying to scoot my chair to standup and reconnect with you, but the chair caught on the carpet and I couldn’t make Francisco’s body react quickly enough to correct, and, well—”  She could hear the smile in his voice and responded, “Very inconspicuous. We are going to have to figure out a way to work on your control. By the way, you are getting quite good at transitioning bodies. I didn’t even know you were there until you said something.”

      Francisco got to his feet and held his head in discomfort, excusing himself to take a rest in the bunk room for a little bit.

      “What did you do in there, Sam? He looks a little frazzled.”

      “I’m still working on combining speed and stealth. He probably felt me digging around, and he definitely felt something when I took over briefly to try and stand up. There was a lot going on in there, some of it was pretty scary, especially the doomsday scenarios that seemed to be prevalent,”  Sam answered.

      “Well, he is a futurist. Let’s hope we can turn those doomsday scenarios around…” Julia said, “…okay we’re going for Uhli next. Please try to be more gentle, we don’t want to take the whole tank out of commission.”

      “Roger that,” and he was gone.

      

      ExO:program?  #days?

      Julia:3 days

      Julia:Newbie China field prep. Accelerated.

      Julia:accelerated = double-time

      ExO:start?

      

      Julia was distracted by a sudden banging and looked up from texting to see Uhli smacking his right hand repeatedly on the conference table, a look of surprise on his face as he stared at his hand. Rolling her eyes she started toward Uhli to slip Sam back out while texting her response.

      

      Julia:tomorrow morning early - gotta go

      

      “Really, is that what you call gentle?” Julia scolded Sam after taking him back on board.

      “I tried some more subtle signals but you were sucked into your phone, and I didn’t want to try to get up again. He was so annoyingly positive, I really wanted to punch him in my face!” the Slip retorted.

      “Is that a joke? Did you just make a joke?” Julia asked sincerely.

      “As they say, ‘if I don’t laugh I’ll cry,” Sam said.

      “As who says? Jokes and now quips too - I sure hope you are getting some useful stuff out of these peoples heads,” Julia said as she sensed or imagined a smile again on the Slip’s nonexistent face. Just in case, she added, “Wipe that smile off your face, we have to get through the rest of these guys and gals in time to get some shut-eye for at least a couple of hours before we start your training in the morning.”

      “Training. What training?”

      “I thought of a way for you to work on your physical control.” Julia said smiling.

      It would be more like baptism by fire.
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      THE BELL EXECUTIVE JET’S 130 knots or 150 mph top speed cut the travel time to 45 minutes from the 2.5 hours by car to get to The Farm. Julia couldn’t help but enjoy the view from the cockpit where she had insisted on sitting, not wanting to feel like some overcompensated executive being chauffeured.

      With Bryan in Washington for the day and Director Greenfield pursuing a green light for their mission, Julia and Sam had a couple of days to prepare and she wanted to make the most of it. Julia had set a 5:00 am alarm on her men’s Rangeman tactical watch, and they had taken off from the DARPA building’s roof at 5:30 am after a quick clean up, a couple of bites of food and a coffee.

      The sun was starting to break the surface of the horizon, preceded by spikes of light spearing through the low cloud cover. The spikes would soon be so numerous as to coalesce into a half partial sphere of radiance that would burn off the clouds and push the darkness back for another 10 hours before relinquishing control once again.

      Sam was trying to convince Julia to let him into the pilot so he could learn how to fly.

      “I agree that it would be potentially useful for you to know how to fly, but observing ONLY. And if you have another flashback memory get out of there. I don’t want to crash. For real, got it!?”

      “Yeah, yeah, got it. C’mon let’s go, Sam wants to be a copter pilot,” Sam responded and an image of an excited dog who knows he’s about to go for a walk popped into Julia’s head causing her to smirk a little. She pretended to tap one of the instruments near the pilot’s hand like they do in the movies when a needle is stuck, and made sure to brush against the pilot’s hand which was all Sam needed to make the transition.

      

      After the flight Julia collected the Slip with a handshake, thanking the pilot before stepping onto the tarmac of the Farm where the ExO was waiting for them.

      “No flashbacks?” Julia asked quickly.

      “No, they seemed to have trailed off. Maybe gone for good hopefully.”

      The CIA didn’t really have Executive Officers like the Army but it was a nickname typically used for the most senior training agents on location, which in this case was Jeremy Bilk, whom Julia had texted the day prior but otherwise did not know.

      “Agent Cacerek, welcome. It’s an honor to meet you in person. Your reputation precedes you. Do you want to get settled while we we wait for your trainee to arrive?” Jeremy said.

      “About that, Jeremy, actually I am the trainee,” replied Julia.

      “I see. Always good to stay fresh, I suppose, but from what I hear you could teach a master class on every specialty we have here.” Jeremy looked confused.

      “I understand this is a little unusual but let’s stick to the plan. I want to start with the basics and we are going to move as quickly as we can through the skill levels and specialties. Treat me like any new recruit. Okay with you?”

      “Sure. Are you going to want the surprise final training test as well?” he asked.

      The final training test was a surprise test trainees were put through at the end of their time at The Farm. It was meant to mimic a real event, forcing trainees to react in real time to a rapidly unfolding scenario. A final trial by fire. When Julia had originally gone through The Farm as a trainee, her group had been on their bus, heading home from their training when their final test began with the buses tires exploding. They were given their directives and then had to complete the assignment without further guidance. It was as close to a real mission as it could be, minus the live fire. Even though they had clued into that, at the time it felt very real.

      Unfortunately, in Sam’s case he was able to listen in on discussions a normal recruit would not be privy to. Julia hoped to keep the final training test as much of a surprise as possible for Sam, to gauge his real world capabilities. She had purposely distracted herself from thinking about it, so Sam wouldn’t pick up on it, and didn’t want to dwell on it with Jeremy.

      “Absolutely. Just like any recruit Jeremy. Now what are we starting with?”

      

      Julia let the Slip take full control of her body and only communicated periodically to help motivate, and “motivate” consisted mostly of yelling corrections during training to avoid her body taking unnecessary damage from the exercises.

      When recruits find themselves at The Farm they have already had basic training, at a minimum, in most of the subject matter The Farm will be taking them through. The goal is to hone their skills, add some new ones and then put them through a final simulated, but very realistic, test forcing them to utilize bits and pieces of a large variety of their abilities instinctually. Julia had gone over this with Sam and predicted it was going to be tough for him with his delayed control of the physical body. Even with Julia’s physical abilities and training it would be difficult for Sam to best the well trained experts he would be facing unless he could improve his ability to control her physical body.

      The most difficult part of the training, which would be hard for anyone, was going to be the language component. Technically nobody can learn a new language in 3 days or even 3 months but the approach was a crash course with all instructions given in English and then repeated in Mandarin with a few sessions of dedicated language work.

      They started with firearms, disassembling and reassembling a commonly issued CIA Glock 22 and a variety of Chinese model weapons. Target practice was next, followed by some dedicated conversational Mandarin instruction. Sam was able to complete exercises quickly when there was time for him to seek out the specific knowledge, already mastered on those topics and exercises by the host, in this case Julia.

      However, his improvement in physical control was only incremental, and progress slowed when they got to hand-to-hand combat training. A typical new recruit arrived at the Farm with basic training experience in various forms of hand-to-hand combat. Sam had to bridge the gap with Julia's knowledge.

      One of the main goals at the Farm was to sharpen the recruit’s reactions and ability to creatively respond to an unpredictable variety of attacks. The honing of these abilities was conducted inside a large building from which the recruit had to find a way out. In complete darkness, recruits would be subjected to a variety of situations. The absence of one of their senses forced them to think differently and begin to rely on instinct. Each run through the course was different from the last, and targeted instruction would be given between runs to improve deficiencies noted by the instructor.

      Sam entered the test building for his first run, and the outer door was closed and bolted. He took a quick look around before the lights were turned off, and then Sam was alone with the pitch black. Sam tried to remember what he had glimpsed before the lights went out, and felt along the nearest wall towards what he thought had looked like a hallway. Where the wall ended, Sam found that there was not another wall abutting it, so he could either walk straight into what he assumed was a larger open space or follow along the opposite side of the wall. As Sam was contemplating this choice, he heard a single footstep, very close, followed by a vicious punch to the solar plexus doubling him over and knocking the wind from his lungs. Sam afterwards identified a series of defensive postures in Julia’s mind that he could have used once he heard someone was within striking distance. While simultaneously lamenting the knowledge delay and trying to get air back in his lungs, he heard a swoosh sound which sounded like something being swung very quickly through the air. To his shock and disappointment, his assumption was confirmed by an impact to his left shin just below the knee with such force that it knocked his leg out from under him, bringing him to the ground. Excruciating pain shot through him, and Sam feared the leg had been fractured. Laying battered on the ground, Sam again found the appropriate response he could have used from Julia’s experience and muscle memory. It would have prompted a quick forward lunging response towards the estimated location of the attacker wielding the club, based on the direction of the sound. Sam could see this reaction historically had a decent success rate at greatly reducing the receipt of damage in similar situations, and which could have setup counter attacks to neutralize the attacker. Although too late, it was good information to have and Sam was now prepared if something similar happened again.

      Sam’s improving pace of access to the host’s memories and abilities had worked up to this point, however, under this rapid fire training, Sam could not get or implement the information quickly enough from Julia’s mind to keep up with the real-time barrage of physical attacks.

      He needed to start doing something differently.

      Sam tested the impacted leg putting a little weight on it and then more as he stood up. Not broken. It would hold, but felt wobbly. Hopefully he could shake it off as he started using it again. Sam guessed that people typically would want to follow and stay in touch with walls, and so changing tactics, he decided to venture directly away from the wall toward what he assumed was the center of the space. Sam hoped this would give him more room to maneuver, and time to react to any noise he would hear. Of course, there could be people standing every 10 feet in all directions waiting to smash his head in for all he knew.

      Limping slightly, Sam moved forward as quietly as he could, arms held out, scanning back and forth in front of him. The room was suddenly lit up with floodlights, and Sam picked out three people surrounding him before the lights turned off again. The darkness didn’t keep Sam from seeing spots from the lights, further disorienting him. Trying to be unpredictable, Sam sprinted toward where he remembered one of the people had been and went into a slide as if stealing second base. He was rewarded with a hard connection of shin on shin. The target grunted, and Sam heard him fall to the cement floor. The adrenaline rush muted his own pain as his damaged leg took some of the impact. Sam started to rise back to his feet to follow up the attack where he guessed the target was also trying to get up. Halfway up a heavy impact met Sam flush on the face, taking him off his feet in a half backwards somersault. He landed headfirst on the floor, and his body quickly followed to complete the somersault leaving him face down on the floor. Maybe a couple points for originality, but he definitely was going to have deductions for the landing.

      Sam’s body, or really Julia’s body, was moving in slow motion at this point, and instinctually Sam rolled to the left. While rising up on one knee he took a hard kick to the ribs followed quickly by another kick to the face. Consciousness was becoming an issue, wavering as he continued to take blows. Stumbling like a drunk, he could feel his grip on Julia’s mind loosening. Sam no longer felt the pain of the continuing attacks. He felt a step removed from control of Julia’s mind as he was pulled into a darkness. Everything was moving in slow motion. He could still control Julia’s body, but there was even more of a delay and disconnect as if using a remote control.

      He became weightless as the darkness subsumed him. Now hovering above Julia’s body, he saw her muscles as if the skin was removed, a complete anatomical image of herself, the striations of her muscles laid bare. The notion of time was absent as he watched colors begin to pulse from Julia’s form. Twisting and coiling like a nest of incredibly thin snakes, changing color as they continuously flowed in the form of her body.

      Sam suddenly made the connection. He was seeing the flows of her energy, not her muscles - there was nothing physical about this. These were the flows Sam sensed when he entered a host, the rivers he felt for to make a transition. From this vantage he could see there were thousands, millions, of them working in harmony. He saw the impacts from the attackers’ blows compress the flows where they connected.

      There were more than he had ever imagined, and it suddenly dawned on Sam that by forcing his way through this incredibly complex ecosystem to follow and find individual flows and information or control, he had by definition been working in opposition to many of the other streams of energy.

      Counterintuitively, Sam relaxed, allowing  his essence to fall back towards the smooth frenzy of colored currents that were Julia. He was immediately overtaken and disoriented by the vortex of writhing colors.

      Forcing himself to remain completely relaxed, there was a crescendo of changing colors and incredibly quick motion which suddenly resolved as he snapped to with a sudden rush of  presence and awareness that was Julia. Sam suddenly knew exactly what to do.

      The almost overwhelming physical pain was back, but so was Julia’s knowledge and this time it was different. Instead of guiding a kayak through a category 5 rapid, he had become the rapid. Sam had instantaneous access to all of Julia’s abilities and memories, and, oh, what abilities Julia had.

      “You’ve been holding out on me, girlfriend,” Sam said to Julia as he grabbed an attacker’s forearm he sensed coming towards his face. Sliding his head smoothly out of the way of the fist and pulling the forearm just enough, he moved his body towards the attacker, pulling him off balance. Without hesitation he released the forearm and quickly spun his entire body in a 360° rotation, smashing an elbow into the back of the attacker’s head. A grunt resounded and then the thump of his body hitting the ground.

      Sam could sense a second attacker rushing from the direction he was now facing. He flowed into a crouch and transferred his momentum to a spinning trip kick. It didn’t connect. He sensed the attacker going airborne, jumping over his kick. “Must have night vision goggles - not very sporting” Sam thought as he immediately punched straight upward transferring all Julia’s leg strength through her fist into the attacker above him. An inhuman sounding groan greeted him and continued as the attacker fell to the ground. “Bingo!” Sam said to himself knowing he had smashed the junk, crushed the jewels and squashed the berries.

      Quickly reaching down, Sam found the man’s head, snatched off the goggles and slipped them on himself. The room materialized into a palette of greens and he could see the last attacker approaching from the right side, also wearing goggles.

      The previous two were outmatched by Julia’s skill, even under the fledgling control of the Slip operating in the pitch black.

      With vision, the third attacker was child's play. Sam parried the attacker’s two-punch attack, spun him around and put a choke hold on him. These were training partners not real enemies; no need to hurt them if he could just put them to sleep. “Night night little buddy,” he thought gently lowering him to the ground.
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      AFTER PUTTING THE LAST ATTACKER down, Sam’s hyper focus on the moment relaxed and he became aware that Julia was in the midst of an extreme panic attack. When Sam had integrated fully, Julia had been pushed to the background. It was the realization of her worst fear when initially contemplating allowing Sam in. She was suspended in complete darkness, huddled on the floor in a corner of her own mind from which the only light was a pinprick emanating from the end of an impossibly long corridor. Terrible memories circulated from her childhood when she had tried to retreat to a similar mental safe place during horrific events in which she was powerless.

      Sam immediately retreated as much as possible from possession of Julia’s mind and body, jolting her out of her darkness, putting her back in control.

      Julia sunk to her knees, head hung, and Sam felt a silent tear slide down her cheek. Although not in control Sam experienced Julia’s emotions. There was a frailty and darkness, a helplessness followed by flashes of extreme anger which became channeled into an incredible strength. These were the most personal of emotions, and Sam felt ashamed to be an intruder, a voyeur who couldn’t close his eyes or look away. The best Sam could do was remain silent.

      The lights came on in the room, and Julia managed to gather herself and wipe her eyes as she took off the goggles.

      Jeremy’s voice came over the loudspeaker, “Wow! Very impressive, guess we are done with hand-to-hand training. Why don’t you grab a quick bite and rest a minute in the conference room at the far end of the room before we move on.”

      

      Julia got up and walked in silence to the conference room where there were some snack bars, fruit, and a few sandwich options laid out.

      Choosing a ham and cheese sandwich, Julia sat and chewed while looking down at the table in front of her.

      Eventually Julia asked, “So how much of everything you know from me would you be able to utilize in another host?”

      “Not sure, I would have to leave your body for a while and test it out. It has been what, almost two days, since I did the rounds in the think tank folks? I feel like I still can recall a lot of what I on-boarded from them. Of course, that was mostly memory and academic knowledge and not physical type skill knowledge, so I’m not sure if that part is different,” Sam said.

      “Well, I sure as hell hope you can retain a lot; my body paid a pretty price for you to get to this point,” Julia retorted, with a bite of real venom. She had a damaged leg, an assortment of bruises on her torso and her face was marred with what promised to be a significant black eye and multiple hematomas. Not to mention the mental tragedies that had been dug up in the process.

      “Not sure I would use the word “pretty” but the payoff was huge with the breakthrough in my integration technique,” Sam said, risking a playful jab.

      “Hmpf, I sure hope so,” Julia said, getting up to find Jeremy.

      

      As they started their next exercise, Sam tried to ask if Julia was sure about him fully integrating again. Ignoring the question Julia directed Sam to hurry up so they could cover as much training as possible. Sam figured out he had control over how far away he could push the host from their physical and mental self and vigilantly focused on pushing Julia back as little as possible while maintaining a full integration. Sam could sense Julia panicking less as he got better at the control, all the while managing her anxiety as best she could.

      With Sam’s discovery of how to better integrate and have full and instantaneous access to the host’s mind and abilities, the training had accelerated dramatically. Julia guided the training focus toward subjects which she was not experienced with, since at this point anything Julia knew Sam knew. This didn’t leave much to work on, so they focused on learning Mandarin most of the morning and moved up their departure to that afternoon. By slipping into the Mandarin teacher, Sam could accelerate the process, but he still needed to also work with Julia as the teacher’s fluency with that language didn’t translate instantly into something Sam could grasp.

      Sam entered the Mandarin teacher and then went back to Julia to practice what he brought back with him for a period. Sam would then enter the teacher again and go back to Julia and build upon the knowledge in that manner. Since this was a private tutoring session, Julia had requested they sit close to each other. She’d lean forward, touch the man’s arm as if listening intently, to facilitate the slips. The amount Sam was retaining increased steadily but the important result was achieving a basic understanding of how a Mandarin thinking process worked which would allow him to be nimble when inhabiting native Mandarin speakers.

      Sam was finding that the amount of his hosts’ abilities he could retain once he left them depended on how long he resided in them. The language skills were more difficult to retain as a different language forced a different thinking process to some degree. It was initially a much smaller amount that he would retain but it consistently increased as he spent more time with the language. Sam also noticed that he felt “stickier” when he fully integrated - it was harder for him to detach from the host and he made a mental note to keep an eye on that.

      

      As their departure time neared they started to make their way to the helicopter to return to DARPA.

      Julia would never admit it, but Sam could feel that she was mentally exhausted, as much as, if not more than she was physically. He stayed barely integrated,  giving her as much space as he could after the anguish he had caused with the full integrations.

      With the regular training complete Julia found herself anticipating the surprise beginning of the final test. It had been easy to focus on other things during the training. She now found her mind returning to thoughts of the final test. Julia switched to small talk to distract herself and hopefully keep the final test a surprise for Sam, at least as much as possible.

      “Okay, so now that you’re a badass let’s get back and see what the team is up to.” Julia said.

      “Sounds good, boss. You know, something I noticed which was a little strange was after fully integrating it was a little bit harder to pull out. I was stickier or something,” Sam said.

      “That’s disgusting, Sam, keep that nasty stuff to yourself and don’t get stuck inside ME,” Julia said, a bit of humor returning.

      “Hmmmm. Well, I will just have to be careful to not stay fully integrated with anyone for too long and test out just how long is too long,” Sam said as much to himself as Julia.

      

      Once the helicopter lifted off, Julia knew the final test would occur while they were in the air, en route to DARPA. She wanted to see how Sam could put the knowledge he had been mining from her brain, to work in another host’s body. In this scenario the pilot was the only other host available so Julia suggested Sam test out his new integration approach on the pilot. Julia wanted him integrated with the pilot when the test began.

      It was the same pilot who flew them to The Farm, so what the hell if he thinks she’s handsy, thought Julia. Sam was, of course, eager, and after transitioning quickly took active control of the pilot using his skills to continue flying the helicopter without so much as a shudder in the aircraft.

      “How high can this helicopter fly?” Julia asked the pilot, who was now the Slip. Julia didn’t want the actual pilot (who could still perceive everything even though pushed back out of control of his own body) to think that she was aware of what was happening to him, so she continued to pretend as if she was talking to the real pilot.

      “I think we should have a ceiling of about 15,000 feet, but that is probably a conservative manufacturer spec, I would guess we can do better - shall we find out?” Sam responded.

      “Sure, as long as it's safe.”

      Sam took them up quite skillfully, Julia thought to herself. Guess his new transition technique really did give him full range of his host’s skills in real time. The seamless transition into the actively flying pilot without displaying any outward sign of the change was almost scarily undetectable.

      “We are at 14,300 feet and our rate of climb has almost zeroed out with the reduced air density at this elevation. It’s a little better than specs indicate but I thought we would have been able to do better,” Sam said after about 5 minutes of climbing, giving Julia a nice toothy grin.

      A new voice suddenly broke through on their head sets, “Agent Cacerek, this is Field Commander Kenneth Burns. You have an emergency assignment beginning now.  Take out the parachute underneath your seat and exit the helicopter within 30 seconds…”

      Sam looked at Julia wide eyed — guess the surprise was intact. This was the beginning of the final training test she had been waiting for, but she was going to make one unscripted change to the plan. She was going to substitute the pilot as Sam’s host instead of herself. She quickly reached over and pinched the vagus nerve on the side of the pilot’s neck, hard, a couple times in quick succession. He convulsed slightly and fainted. Julia purposely tried to use as light a touch as possible so the effects would be minimized. In extreme cases the recipient could awaken feeling nauseous with impaired motor skills which would definitely work against the rest of her plan. Julia took the controls and put the helicopter into a hover while she unbuckled the pilot’s safety harness and her own. She had to straddle the console between their seats as she removed his arms from the harness straps and put the parachute onto him cinching it tight. The craft swung side to side slightly as she had to jostle across the cockpit for this maneuver. Julia then squeezed between the pilot and the center console so they were sharing the same seat. She then put the safety harness from his seat around herself and buckled it snugly. Knowing she only had seconds, she quickly reached over him and unlocked the exterior door on his side of the cockpit letting it swing open. Julia then pushed on the pilot’s right shoulder until he was leaning over to his left side while she pulled back on his parachute harness bringing her own safety belt taut against her body and anchoring her to the seat. She let him continue to tip over until he was precariously balanced on the edge of the seat hanging partially out of the helicopter. Now the only thing keeping him from falling out was Julia’s grip on his parachute harness.

      Julia had secretly planned to incorporate the unknowing pilot into the training test all along. She needed Sam to be trialed in another host, under extreme conditions, without her as the safety net. The next part of the plan was going to be risky but she had resolved herself to the fact that the global situation was so precarious it was a risk that had to be taken. Even if the participants did not have a say in the matter.

      She needed to know how far Sam was willing to go.
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      BRIAN USED HIS SHOULDER TO hold the phone to his ear to free up both hands as he tapped, prodded and pushed Jerry away from the keyboard and mouse connected to the projector, trying to continue listening to the person on the other end at the same time.

      Jerry had been at the projector helm for the better part of the last 48 hours working furiously to get the programmer teams in place with each of their specific tasks. His nerves were worn thin from lack of sleep, but looking into Brian’s eyes he saw an alarm that muted his own annoyance and he silently vacated his seat for Brian to take over.

      “…similar symptoms…uh huh…email, okay…” everyone could hear Brian’s side of the conversation as he sat down and started to pull up his email.

      “Okay I have it, opening it now, let me know if anything else comes up. Bye.” Brian put his phone down and double clicked the email from jcullen@cdc.org.

      “We have new infections being reported in large quantities again,” Brian announced to the group as he opened the pdf attachment.

      A map of the U.S. came up with the same circles and virus initials as they saw on the other map a couple days prior. The slide was titled “New Infections” and dated 3 days ago.

      Brian clicked forward to a map of 2 days ago, 1 day ago and then the current day.

      Cycling through the slides showed a time lapse of new infections which identified blooms of dots growing in diameter and density all the way through to the last slide.

      The previous map had shown infections up the middle of the U.S. and then turning east along the bottom edge of the great lakes. These latest maps showed clusters up and down the West coast, in Nevada, Texas, around Chicago, and in overlapping blooms in the northeast.

      Someone had gone to wake those that were sleeping since Brian had accosted the computer, and everyone was now looking at the magnitude of the infections on the screen in shock.

      Francisco broke the silence, “Shit man, this is out of control.”

      Brian pushed a button on the conference table phone and asked his assistant to prepare another conference room. Then he addressed the room, “Okay folks, we are just going to keep moving forward. Jerry, you take this computer back and this is going to be your command center. We need you to continue getting the programming teams in place. Everyone else come with me so we can brainstorm on these slides and see what we can figure out from the new pattern.”

      

      Within minutes it was clear that the infection clusters were all centered around major cities including:

      Honolulu

      San Jose

      San Francisco

      Los Angeles

      Seattle

      Las Vegas

      Chicago

      Houston

      Boston

      New York

      Washington

      Newark

      

      “Okay, with isolated landlocked infection sites, we can throw out another sea based point of origination for this round of…attacks,” Brian said. There was a pause after Brian’s use of the word attacks but no objections, and Komiko said, “Zoom in on one of the clusters, Brian.”

      Brian picked Chicago and as they zoomed in, it became obvious that there was a high level of detail as blobs clarified into individual circles even as they continued to zoom in to see the outlines of suburbs.

      “It looks like there is an eye to the storm centered around the airport, where there are no reported instances,” Komiko commented.

      Jim pointed out, “Except for the terminal building itself, an airport is really a large unpopulated area in a dense city.”

      “And the circles are all associated with hospitals since that is where the infections are recognized and recorded,” Susan continued.

      Uhli nodded. “So it would make sense that there would not be any infection markers in the airport where there are not any hospitals.”

      “But,” Komiko said, “If you zoom out slowly, Brian, the density or number of infections per hospital diminishes radially the farther away from the airport you go.”

      “You’re right, so that must mean the bots, assuming they are bots again, came in on planes and spread out from there after landing. Let’s check some of the other cities,” Brian said.

      

      After looking at most of the other cities on the map they identified the same density patterns centered around airports and thinning radially outwards.
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      THE SLIP AWAKENED FEELING A little groggy, and saw Julia looking at him very seriously.  Her mouth was moving, but Sam couldn’t hear anything. There was air movement on the side of his face, and he slowly started to remember where he was as he brought the cockpit control panel into focus. With a sudden rush of volume, Julia’s voice broke through on the headset almost shouting as she relayed the rest of the transmission Sam hadn't heard…

      “…you have 2 hours to call me at a number ending in zero…”

      “…the rest of the number is the social security number of the sheriff’s daughter…”

      “…the sheriff serves the town of Nanjemoy northwest of here…”

      “…ARE YOU WITH ME, SAM!?…”

      Sam nodded, not quite able to get his mouth to work yet.

      “…2 hours, zero casualties…”

      “…agents have been alerted that an enemy combatant is in pursuit of the sheriff’s daughter…”

      “…they don’t know who you are…”

      “…give me a thumbs up if you understand the assignment…”

      Sam gave a thumbs up and almost simultaneously felt himself fall backward out of the helicopter. He was free-falling and tumbling uncontrollably. Unable to focus as he spun, a blur of green and blue flashed through his vision. Sam was terrified and had subconsciously relinquished control of his host. He watched as the pilot calmly reacted to the situation, his training guiding him. Forcing himself to relax, Sam recalled some of Julia’s sky diving knowledge. There were only snippets, but enough to regain his courage. He forced himself to fully integrate with the pilot again. Everything was there. He had full control of the pilots knowledge and abilities and the pilots instincts were now his. Sam stopped thinking and started reacting as one with the pilot. He put out his arms and legs like he was going to make a snow angel and with some minor adjustments broke the spin. Once steady he found he was on his back looking up towards the helicopter where he could see Julia’s face peering down at him from the open door he had just “fallen” out of.

      With his wits back he put a big smile on his face and gave Julia the bird for a good 3 seconds before he did an expert somersault reversing his position so he was now looking at the quickly approaching ground and pulled his chute.

      Julia couldn’t stop herself from smiling at the digit as she closed the helicopter door. That was the most dangerous part of the final test as the agents Sam would encounter next had been directed not to use lethal force. Julia was flooded with relief that Sam and the pilot were going to make it safely to the ground. She was also excited that Sam had been able to use all his tools in such an extreme situation. The worst case outcome would have been very different. She pushed the thought out of her head and brought the helicopter’s nose down, exiting the hover and accelerating quickly away.
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      AFTER LOOKING AT MOST OF the other cities on the map they identified the same density patterns centered around the cities’ airports thinning radially outwards.

      “Okay, good job; we have a delivery method,” Brian said.

      “We should crunch the flight data and see if there is a unique origination point for this data set of airports,” Komiko said.

      A ping announced a new email window on Brian’s pc. Clicking on it brought up an email with a number of jpeg attachments. “Looks like we have some images of the recent attack bots,” Brian said absently.

      “Uhli, could you get with Jerry and see if he has a way to analyze the routes for a unique origination point? The rest of us will see what we can learn from these photos.”

      

      The first thing everyone noticed as they opened up the pictures was the scale that indicated these devices were much smaller than the previous bots. At half a centimeter or a little less than a 1/4 inch these 2nd gen bots were less than half the size of the 1st gen. Making things smaller at this scale was incredibly difficult and the team was at a loss at to how this was being accomplished.

      “Either both generations of bots were developed around the same time and there was a decision to use them separately like this for some reason. Or the developers have some incredible and novel method of developing new technology at a rate unimaginable previously,” Jim said to the group.

      Susan gave her analysis of those possibilities. “Psychologically there is some merit to the first explanation you describe, as striking fear in your enemy can be quite a debilitating tactic, and just looking around the room it is obvious to me the majority of us are having a visceral reaction to the potential of an enemy who can advance this quickly. So, if this speed of advancement is still not actually possible by our enemy, then maybe it is the ruse that they can do this which is their goal,” Susan said.

      Komiko said, “One thing that seems evident is a better ability to control their flight. The previous swarms appeared largely at the mercy of the primary winds. In each city of this latest attack, the thinning of the attack densities appear for the most part to be symmetrically radiating from the airports and then thinning equally as they get farther from the center.” Komiko pointed at the map. “Typically in nature, the smaller a flying insect is the less control they have over their flight path and insects are actually grounded by even slow moving winds. In this case we have much smaller insect bots with better ability to control their flight paths.”

      Brian nodded at his team. “It’s an interesting point, as we could assume that at least one, and likely more, of these locations had some type of wind that would have affected similar sized insects at the time of these swarm movements. Yet there is not a single city which has a non-symmetrical pattern of attacks.” Brian added as he was clicking back and forth through the pictures, “It also looks like some of the bots have a disk-like projection on their backs and some don’t. Other than that, they all appear to look the same,” he said as he cocked his head quizzically while comparing the images.

      After a moment, Komiko broke the room’s silence. “If they were able to fly close to the ground, they would largely be unaffected by all but the strongest of winds. It might be something as simple as that. Of course, none of this is simple but it would be a simple strategy versus even more technological prowess,” Komiko concluded appearing satisfied with her own explanation.

      “So what do we think the little discs on some of their backs are for?” Brian inquired.

      “Maybe…” Francisco’s unique voice and accent brought everyone’s eyes to him, “these are like the electric magnets you see picking up cars at the junkyard. Maybe this is how they came in on the airplanes. Actually ON the airplanes’ exterior.”

      “And maybe they would then disconnect from the magnetic disc once they arrived at their intended location, but some didn’t disconnect for some reason. Maybe they malfunctioned or were shaken loose from the airplane on landing or something.” Jim added, “This could be verified at the airports if we could find a bunch of the magnetic discs still attached to plane bodies or on the ground.”

      Brian was on his phone before Jim finished, asking for the airports and planes to be checked ASAP for the tiny discs that appeared in some of the pictures, indicating that there would likely be a lot of them if they were there at all.
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      USING THE KNOWLEDGE AND SKILL from his pilot host, Sam gave his chutes’ directional cords a pull to get a quick final deceleration as his feet touched the ground. He was in a small clearing where the tree canopy had given him a 20-foot diameter opening which he bulls-eyed and brought the parachute through to the ground without being snagged.

      He pulled the chute releases as he hit the ground running.  Taking a quick reading of the sun’s position, Sam confirmed he was headed in a northwesterly direction and adjusted to a fast-paced jog. The pilot had standard army training and was in good shape physically, so that was working in Sam’s favor. The pilot wore a watch, so he set the timer to two hours which was the amount of time Julia had given him to complete the assignment. He had landed in a forested area which was sparse enough that he could keep up a decent pace.

      Sam would need to blend in with the population soon so he wouldn’t be spotted before he could finish his assignment. Taking stock of his appearance as he was jogging, he noted his standard forest green army uniform and hat. He threw the hat into the forest along with the outer uniform shirt, which left him with a fairly clean “good job Mr. Pilot” white undershirt and green Army pants tucked into Army boots. Stopping briefly, he untucked the pants from the boots and the undershirt from the pants. Now he looked fairly close to a civilian, although would probably still look out of place to anyone who really gave him the once over. He would have to keep his eyes open for an opportunity to get a change of clothes.

      It was warm but not hot, probably in the 70’s if Sam had to guess, and he was beginning to sweat. He had to be conscious not to become a sweaty mess which would also make him stand out. Slowing his jog slightly he pulled out Mr. Pilot’s phone and typed “Nanjemoy” into the map app which indicated he was about five miles away using roads, or what he estimated to be four miles away as the crow flies, or in his case, as the pilot runs.

      The biggest challenge would be to avoid detection by the agents Julia had mentioned. She said they would be looking for someone in pursuit of the sheriff’s daughter. They could potentially keep the daughter completely isolated, but Sam figured once he was in a local host he could get close enough to transition to her. Then he would have her social security number to complete the phone number he needed to call and end the mission. So goal number one was to find the nearest occupied house and go local.

      Sam had done a good job of suppressing the pilot’s alarmed voice up to this point, and now the pilot was calming down a little and trying to figure out what was going on. Soon he would get his bearings and whether he thought he had lost his mind or not, would start feeling for purchase again in his own mind and fight back for control of his body. Sam had not been forcibly dislodged from control of a host since St. Catherine’s Hospital, where both Elizabeth and the angry man had easily wrested back control from him. He now understood the mechanics of taking control, and integrating fully, however, he had not really been challenged by a host with similar knowledge and awareness. If all things were equal, Sam couldn’t be sure who would prevail in an internal battle for control. Regardless, he was hoping to slip into a different host before having to deal with that potential scenario which could stop him from completing the assignment.

      The phone map showed a farm and house about one mile due north mostly in line with his route to Nanjemoy. Maybe he could pick up a car and some clothes there? The pilot seemed to have a good sense of pace, and Sam estimated he would reach the house in eight or nine minutes, which looking at his watch timer, would leave him 112 of the 120 minutes on his timer. Seemed like a lot of time.

      

      Breaking the tree line near the target house, Sam paused near a barn about 100 yards from the main house. There was a pickup truck near the house. This might mean someone was home, but after watching for a couple minutes Sam did not see any sign of residents.

      He started walking towards the house preparing a lost hiker story along the way, when a man’s voice called out to him as he passed by the open barn doors, “Hello, can I help you?”

      Caught a little off guard, Sam turned toward the barn and spotted the older farmer inside doing something with a couple of horses. “Hopefully, yes. I was out hiking and lost my way. I saw your farm and was hoping to find someone home - would it be possible to use your phone to call a buddy for a pick up?”

      Sam and the farmer had walked toward each other, ending up just inside the barn as the farmer extended his hand. “Sure, I reckon we can work that out. I’m Frank. Everything okay? Just got a little off track?”

      “Oh, yeah, I’m fine except for my pride. I’m Jack. Pleased to meet you,” Sam responded as he shook Frank’s calloused hand, at which point he transferred from the pilot to Frank.

      Almost immediately, the pilot wound up and landed a strong right across Frank’s face, knocking him backward onto his ass minus half his wits.

      As the pilot closed to undoubtedly provide more of the same, Sam grabbed the pilot’s left arm just before his right hand impacted Frank’s face again. “Naughty naughty, Mr. Pilot. I guess I was a little hasty there,” Sam scolded from within Mr. Pilot’s own head again.

      Mr. Pilot replied reflexively, “I don’t know who or what you are, but I’m going to take you down one way or another.” Sam now realized his hosts, at least some of them, or maybe all of them  after enough time had elapsed, must also be able to see Sam’s thoughts. This was how the pilot knew Sam had planned to infiltrate Frank and had planned his attack accordingly. Sam tucked that thought away for future investigation.

      “I don’t mean you any harm and do apologize for taking you by surprise.” He walked Mr. Pilot over to the nearby stable enclosure where he grabbed one of the ropes hanging there. After giving it a tug to make sure it was secured, he started tying the loose end around his neck, making sure to put a number of very tightly pulled knots in while still leaving enough slack to breathe. “We are going to have to try this again a little differently this time,” Sam said to the pilot. “A couple tights knots and now back to the farmer,” he said as he walked towards Frank, who was starting to shake it off and sit up.

      When Sam was about two feet from Frank, the rope around his neck went taut and painfully dug into his neck, pulling him a little off balance. “Oh crap,” Sam mumbled as he bent down and was able to just grab hold of Frank’s foot and start pulling Frank’s body towards him.

      When Frank’s face was close enough Sam gave him a couple firm pats to the cheek to bring him to a little more. The instant Sam saw the recognition in Frank’s eyes and the growing surprise he transferred back into Frank and rolled way from Mr. Pilot.

      Sam scrambled up, now in the farmer’s body, and scurried deeper into the stable, making sure to stay out of the the radius of Mr. Pilot’s reach. He quickly located a shovel and walked back to Mr. Pilot who was now asking “What the hell are you going to do with that?”

      “I am hoping that after you untie yourself you will go about your business and find your way back to base, but as extra insurance I need to make sure I have enough time to do what I need to do,” replied Sam.

      The play in the rope allowed Mr. Pilot to maneuver a little and they had to do a little dance taking a couple tries, but Sam eventually connected the shovel with Mr. Pilot’s head and knocked him unconscious.

      Wanting to check his remaining time, Sam thought to grab the pilot’s watch before leaving. He calculated 90 minutes remaining.

      That done, Sam rooted through Frank’s mind a little, and finding what he needed, went to the house to grab the keys to the pickup hanging on a hook in the kitchen.

      

      Frank had a dog, Grandy, named after his long past grandfather, who Frank would have normally brought with him to town on errands in the back of the pickup. Sam must not have greeted the dog right or moved the same as Frank normally did, because Grandy gave him a low growl and kept a five-foot perimeter from him the whole time he was in the house getting the keys. Grandy seemed to have that super-sense that most dogs have and recognized his master but knew something was wrong. So, no Grandy on this trip to town.

      Sam had driven down the long dirt road and was about to turn onto the main road when he realized he had not thought to take the pilot’s phone. Frank unsurprisingly did not have a mobile phone, not even a flip phone. Frank had the knowledge to get them to town, so he didn’t need the map any longer, however he would eventually need a phone once he had the number he needed. In the interest of time Sam decided not to go back and continued onto the main road.

      A couple minutes after Sam drove away in the pickup, Mr. Pilot came back to and started working on the knots.

      

      Sam passed the “Welcome to Nanjemoy” sign promising 300 souls, as he slowed looking for the police station. The town consisted of strips of commercial buildings on both sides of the main road and a square to the east of the main road where Sam could see the post office and assumed he would find the police station.

      Pulling into one of the diagonal spots in the square, Sam immediately realized his folly for leaving the phone. Frank’s internal “database” had a good amount of information on Sheriff Wilkes but not much on the daughter. If he could transfer to the Sheriff presumably he could get ahold of the daughter’s social one way or another.

      Getting out and shutting his door, he heard an echo of his truck door closing and looking up saw the source of the echo three vehicles to his left, where a couple of men were getting out of a car. Stepping past his truck onto the sidewalk, he saw another two men approaching from the right. These did not look like small town folk, and Sam presumed these were the pursuers Julia had mentioned. Frank the local farmer would not be on their watch list, which made Sam thankful he had transferred out of the pilot, who would have looked out-of-place here and might have been on the watch list.

      Frank’s data indicated the police station was in the corner across the square. There was a patch of green with some trees and benches in the middle of the square and he turned to cross through the middle of the square to avoid the men walking on the sidewalk around the perimeter. Turning to cross the street, one of the men called out, “Excuse me, could you help us?”

      If Sam didn’t respond it would be obvious he was ignoring them which might spark curiosity he didn’t want ignited, so he played it cool. “Certainly, what can I do you for?”

      Now within six feet, the smaller of the two reached out his hand and introduced himself, “My name’s Jason and this is Max.”

      Something was off, but Sam couldn’t quite figure out what. Frank had nothing to fear so he just needed to play “Frank small town farmer” and get back to finding the sheriff. Grasping Jason’s hand he said, “Nice to meet you. I’m Frank.”

      From behind him a new voice responded, “Do you own a farm just a little ways down the road from here, Frank?”

      All of Sam’s alarms suddenly went off, and fight or flight chemicals started pouring into Frank’s body, but this body of 65 years was not going to be successful fighting or fleeing from these guys. Jason was not letting go of his hand, so Sam did the only thing he could and transferred into Jason. One of Julia’s guiding principals that he retained was to act quickly and decisively in times of danger.

      Back in control of his own body Frank started trying to explain the situation to the strangers. Upon transfer, Sam instantly understood he/Jason was the senior agent to Max, and so directed Max to cuff Frank and put him in the car.

      Sam could now see, with his view from the inside, that Jason had not been given much direction initially except to protect the sheriff’s daughter from an unknown aggressor, with strict orders not to kill anyone. There was still a lot of room between “not kill” and “kill” which made Sam a little nervous. It also became clear why Frank had been targeted. A call from an Agent to The Farm, had been relayed to Jason and his team, describing a strange series of events including being pushed from a helicopter and then tied up by an elderly farmer named Frank Barrow.

      “Damn that Mr. Pilot,” Sam thought to himself, and to Jason’s self, as he put the pieces together.

      “I’m going to stop in the sheriff’s station and give him the update,” Sam told the others as he started across the square.

      One of Jason’s colleagues angrily directed otherwise, “I’ll talk to the sheriff, Agent Senz, you stay here.”

      “Senz is my last name…the angry guy is Uriah, my superior…ooh and I’m dating his ex-wife. Yikes!” Sam thought to himself as he put the pieces together, “not good Mr. Senz.” Sam could sense some foul language coming his way from Jason, but he was squashing his voice, so he could focus. Looking to check how much time he had remaining, he realized the watch and timer were still on Frank’s arm, now in the agent’s car. It must have been at least 15 minutes since he left Frank’s place, leaving a maximum of 75 minutes on the clock, or at least 60, which still seemed like plenty of time to make his call and complete the assignment.

      Relying on decisiveness again, Sam walked directly up to Uriah, who was watching him with interest. Sam grabbed the sides of Uriah’s face and gave him a big kiss on the lips. Uriah immediately lifted his hands to push Jason away, but Sam had already transferred to Uriah. Jason staggered back, suddenly in control of his own body again.

      Max and the other agent froze in place, their mouths hanging open at the sight of their two senior officers awkwardly kissing.

      Jason called out, “Max, Dean, this is going to sound strange but there is something that just took over my body and is now inside Uriah. We have to subdue Uriah so it doesn’t get away.”

      Sam yelled through Uriah, “Agent Senz, have you lost your fucking mind? Get away from me and go watch the suspect!” Sam needed to take control of the situation and cast doubt on Jason’s state of mind for Max and Dean’s benefit. He didn’t need all three of them trying to take him down.

      “You guys have to believe me on this,” Jason pleaded.

      Max and Dean had frozen in place with the car door open, about to put Frank inside when this madness started. Frank added his support to Jason’s plea, “You boys ought to believe him. Same thing happened to me.”

      The addition of Frank’s corroboration to Jason’s sincerity was somehow enough to make Max and Dean believers. They looked at each other to confirm they were on the same page, finished putting Frank in the car, then joined Jason.

      Sam decided to make a run for it and took two strides before being tackled by Jason and Max. Transferring to Jason again, he put his knee on Uriah’s back to stand up and swiftly elbowed Max, knocking him backwards, and took off running again this time back in Jason’s body. Uriah yelled to get Jason. Max and Dean frowned, blinked and, after recovering from their confusion, took off after Jason now - why would he be running if he wasn’t the quarry. Particularly quick, Max caught up to Jason and got him in a bear hug while Dean circled around to block Jason’s path. Sam transferred to Max and pushed Jason into Dean with his right hand and suddenly felt a handcuff click around his left wrist. Turning he saw Uriah’s right wrist on the other end of the cuffs.

      Uriah barked at Jason and Dean to create a cuff circle, like “cuff circle” was a thing, but they understood and quickly snapped cuffs on  each other so all four were cuffed together looking at the center of their circle.

      “Well, now I’ve seen everything,” Sheriff Wilkes said, having been drawn out to see what all the noise was about.

      Wilkes was what you would expect a small town sheriff to look like in a movie: cowboy boots, a full head of salt and pepper hair beneath his hat, a solid six feet, in good shape for his 52 years and chewing a toothpick. “Can you all explain to me what you are doing handcuffed to each other in the middle of my town square?”

      Max said, “We’re CIA, grab my badge from my coat pocket.”

      “No, don’t—” Uriah barked before being silenced by Sam transitioning quickly from Max to Uriah by a quick touch of the man’s hand.

      Sheriff Wilkes frowned and didn’t make a move. The man knew something was up and wanted to keep his distance until he figured it out. “Okay, let’s start with everyone throwing their guns into the middle of your little circle,” Sheriff Wilkes directed.

      Jason suggested, “Two people’s hands on each gun as it is unholstered and tossed. The other two people should be close enough to grab the gun if something looks wrong.”

      Sam definitely did not want anyone getting hurt, so he stayed in Uriah but did just as Jason directed.

      In short order all the guns were on the ground and the men tried to explain to the Sheriff the pending threat to his daughter and the unique nature of the suspect. The one thing they couldn’t agree on was where the suspect was now. Suspicious looks between them created a comedic effect that didn’t help a bit.

      “That is quite a story, gentlemen, and if I was to believe you for a moment what would you suggest that I do in order to contain the, uh, interloper that you have restrained in your circle?” asked the Sheriff.

      Jason said, “it seems to travel from person to person by touch, so until we can figure out a better plan you need to lock us in your holding cell to keep other people away from us.”

      “Good idea, Jason,” Sam in Uriah said, “if your holding cell is free, Sheriff, that would be very helpful.”

      “Well, you boys are in luck, the jail is empty so follow me.”

      

      Sam started to get a little nervous now, as he was somewhat snared, and without the pilot’s watch wasn’t sure how much time he had left. He estimated it had been at least another 15 minutes since his last guess of 60 minutes, so maybe he was down to 45 minutes? At this point, Sam just wanted to be done with this assignment and he was starting to run out of ideas. He had tried a couple surprise bolts to transfer to the sheriff, but the cuff circle was proving effective at stopping him short. He was going to have to come up with something new or fail his test.

      

      The sheriff had gone ahead of the circle to get the cell door open and then moved to the far corner of the office and called for the circle to come on in. The jail cell, similar to the sheriff himself, seemed like a stereotype of what you would expect to see in a movie - thick metal bars locked with a large metal key the sheriff had on a big circular ring in his hand. When Sam saw this, he had an idea.

      The energy flows he was able to sense and ride between bodies must be in essence electrical forces conducting between two people’s bodies when they touched. If he could be in contact with the metal bars at the same time as the sheriff when he locked them in, maybe the metal bars would conduct the same connection between their bodies, just from a greater distance. How far away he could be and still pick up on another person’s energy flow was a big question. Certainly now that he had gotten to know the exact feeling he was looking for, he would have a better shot.

      Once inside, the cuff circle pulled the cell door closed behind them and moved to the far corner. The sheriff then made his way over with the key to lock them in.

      Sam brushed Max’s hand and transferred to Max who was the closest to the cell bars, and tried to casually move the group a little closer to the bars. If he reached out suddenly he was pretty sure he could get one of Max’s hands on the bars but ideally he wanted to get both hands on them.

      As the sheriff put his key in the lock, Max awkwardly grasped the bars with his right hand. Sam reached out for the sheriff’s energy signature, visualizing an energy path going through the bars. He couldn’t feel anything. Sensing he was out of time, Sam went all in and forcibly pulled his other arm backward so that he could grab the bars with both hands behind him. This drew the attention of the other three agents who immediately suspected something was going down. Sam was down to seconds before either he was pulled back from the bars, the sheriff walked away, or both. He tried again to reach for an energy signature, but there was nothing there.

      Sam yelled to the sheriff, “Make sure that door is locked, something is going on over here,” prompting Wilkes to put his hands on the metal bars to test the lock.  As Wilkes grabbed hold of the bars Sam tried to relax into the feeling as he did the very first time he changed hosts back in the hospital. He visualized his energy pushing off into the bars towards the sheriff’s hands, like jumping off a high dive.

      Everything went black, and then he saw a pulsating mass of micron thin strings of energy fibers extending out from his body. These were the energy flows he had also seen in Julia at The Farm. Everything slowed and a feeling of dislocation overtook him. He was trying to leave his host without a new destination. Reaching into the darkness he was losing his connection with Max. His consciousness waned, and he feared that if he let go he would disappear into the darkness. A single fine hair of light came into view. If he could stretch just a little bit more he could reach it. With a final exertion he intertwined the tip of his energy fibers with it, slowly weaving more and more of the energy streams until instantaneously he was pulled in and found himself in the sheriff.

      “Fucking yes!” he celebrated now in Wilkes head.

      What seemed like a long period of time to Sam must have actually been only a second or two. The Sheriff was still pulling back and forth on the cell door when he took over, and looking at the cuff circle he could see the group was just starting to try to pull Max away from the bars.

      Taking quick inventory, Sam found that Wilkes did not have his daughter’s social memorized, but he did have it saved in her contact information in his phone, along with her birthday and other pertinent information. Back at his desk, he hung the keys and started scrolling through his phone. Sam didn’t think he was out of time but the margin for error on his guesses was getting uncomfortable. He found the daughter’s information, added the zero to the end and dialed the number for Julia.
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      UHLI LOOKED UP AS BRIAN walked into the room. Uhli and Jerry were sitting next to each other and had been looking at the laptop screen intently. “Hey Brian, we are running the analysis on the flights. Getting the flight data was the hard part, but once we got in touch with the right people at the FAA they were able to send us the complete lists of incoming flights to the infected airports. Jerry was then able to quickly adapt an algorithm he already had for the sorting,” Uhli said.

      “How did you convince the FAA to give you the flight info?” Brian asked.

      “Well, you’ll be happy to know that your name unlocks some doors. It took them a minute to call up the chain of command after we gave them your name, but in the end we got what we needed,” Uhli said.

      Brian raised his eyebrows a little at this and tucked that nugget of information away as he stopped next to Jerry and watched the results showing up on the projector.

      As expected, there were a lot of non-stop international flights into these large metropolitan airports, which kept listing out on the screen. The goal was to find a single city of origin that serviced all the airports showing infections in the U.S. The software routine was set up to remove incoming flights from international cities which did not also fly into all of the other U.S. airports showing infection blooms. There was a tug of war on the screen as new airports were added from the data, and the sorting routine removed airports that did not fit the criteria. Within seconds the routine started winning as the list dwindled, and finally they were left with a shortlist of all the international airports that flew into all the infected U.S. cities including:

      Beijing

      Bellingham International

      Billings

      Bismarck

      Calgary

      Edmonton

      Frankfurt

      Guadalajara

      Kalispell

      London-Gatwick

      London_LHR

      Manchester

      McAllen

      Mexico City

      Minot

      Montreal

      Ontario

      San Juan

      Santa Maria

      Seoul-Incheon

      Toronto

      Vancouver

      

      “COCKSPLAT. Gentlemen, there you have it,” Jerry said leaning back a little in his chair, pleased with the results.

      Brian smiled, happy with the quick execution, and entertained by Jerry’s inappropriate (though uncontrollable) expletive.

      The jubilant mood in the room took a sudden nosedive as Uhli looked up with alarm from his phone.

      “Looks like the news outlets have picked up on the illnesses. Viral Outbreaks Throughout the City, is in the NY Times,” Uhli said.

      Everyone grabbed their phones and scanned the various news sites online. The reports were coming mostly from the largest of the cities hit by the latest attacks.

      “That didn’t take long. I’m surprised I haven’t gotten a phone call yet,” Brian said.

      On cue, the conference table phone started ringing. Brian gave Jerry and Uhli a look and reached to pick it up.

      “Yes, this is Brian Storm. Really. Okay, this is good news. Well, news anyway. Thank you.”

      “The guys in the field are finding magnetic discs on planes and the tarmac,” Brian said.

      “What does that, ASSDICK, mean?” Jerry asked.

      “It helps our theory. Let’s go next door and talk with the whole group,” Brian said moving toward the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

        

      

    

    
      “YOU HAVE THREE MINUTES UNTIL I take off from the airfield 1.5 miles west of you,” Sam heard on the other end of the line, followed by a click as it went dead.

      Phone still to his ear, he stared at the wall for a moment before understanding he had another deadline. He grabbed the sheriff’s car keys and ran out of the station with shouts from the cuff circle fading in the background.

      A Dodge Charger cop car was parked right in front. Sam went for a hood slide across to the driver’s side. Wilkes body was a little old for that move and he stopped short on the hood and had to roll across the remaining portion. Sam laughed a crazed cackle at how ridiculous he must look. He opened the unlocked door and slid in, simultaneously jamming the key home and igniting the mighty 6.2 liter, 707 hp Hemi engine. The wheels spit dirt as he reversed too quickly. He threw it into drive before coming to a stop and punched the pedal to the floor. The chargers haunches bucked and danced as the wheels spun trying to get purchase, finally rocketing them out of the square and squirting them onto the main rode.

      Sirens on, 140 mph on the speedo, Sam saw the signature tail fins of small aircraft at what must be the airfield off to the right. He took the turn at 60 mph and hammered it back to 100 mph down the straightaway. He saw Julia standing with one foot on the pilot step of a helicopter, the other on the tarmac. The cockpit door was open, rotors already turning.

      Sam put the charger into a sideways slide, smoking the tires furiously to keep it in that position as it slid to a stop 20 feet from the helicopter. He opened the door and stepped out just as the car came to a halt. The tire smoke rushed ahead of him toward Julia. Sam walked casually over to her, the smoke enshrouding him before being blown back by the rotors’ downdraft.  He threw his gun 20 feet to his left and attached his cuffs to his left wrist. “Nice day to fly,” he said as he stopped in front of Julia, bent down and connected the other end of the cuffs to his right ankle. He smacked Julia’s dangling hand to transfer into her, leaving Wilkes to stumble and fall over. “Sorry to leave you like this Sheriff, it’s nothing personal,” Sam said through Julia.

      Almost at the same time as Sam transferred through her hand, she swung herself up into the cockpit, closed the door and accelerated the rotors for takeoff.

      “Not bad, Sam, not bad,” Julia said as they lifted off heading back towards DARPA.
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      ENTERING THE OTHER CONFERENCE ROOM with Jerry and Uhli in tow, Brian gave the rest of the crew the news the discs were being found.

      “We also have the list of origination cities with non-stop international flights that fly into all the airports of the affected cities. Jerry, can you pull up that list, please.”

      Jerry sat down at the computer and typed in his login information while Brian continued.

      “The list is about 20 cities long as you will see in a moment. But the really interesting information from the field is that the discs have so far only been found on Chinese airlines’ planes.”

      “Okay, so what are these discs that we are talking about?” Uhli asked.

      Jim filled Uhli and Jerry in on the disc theory.

      “Holy shit, we have our origination city,” Brian said, staring at the results Jerry had pulled up. “There is only one Chinese city on the list.”

      “Beijing.”
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      “SO HOW ARE THINGS, HOW did I do?” Sam asked.

      “Well you made it, so you passed. Things have accelerated while we’ve been away. There has been another attack and the infections are starting to make it into the news,” Julia said as she maneuvered the helicopter up and away from the airport.

      “We have been green lighted for departure leaving today,” she continued.

      “All work and no play makes Sam and Julia a dull…..uh..person? Where are we going?” asked Sam.

      “Beijing. We will get more specific target data as it becomes known. Brian and team are working double-time and the group has expanded. We are getting close to operating in real time which will mean we have to be on our toes at all times. We are heading directly to Dulles airport to catch a direct flight to Beijing,” Julia said.

      Julia had been on the phone all morning getting updates from Brian and Paul Greenfield, including the new mission plan which at this point consisted of getting to Beijing as fast as possible and awaiting further orders. The flight was about 15 hours which was hopefully going to be enough time to put together a more detailed plan. With the search narrowed to a single city, even a city as large as Beijing, they would be able to make much faster progress.

      In the meantime, more people were  getting sick. And more were dying.
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      LEANING BACK IN HER SEAT, Julia felt relaxed for the first time since all this craziness had started. Certainly the two glasses of wine and the beginning of the third were helping, however it was more being on a plane, without connectivity or the ability to really do anything, which forced her to take a pause and just sit. They were about 3 hours into their 15 hour flight to Beijing, and Julia was letting herself get a little tipsy, knowing there was plenty of time left on the flight for her body to filter out the alcohol and return her mind to sharpness. But for now, with her head back, her eyes closed, and her earbuds in, she was enjoying the familiar mental numbness served up by the wine.

      “Oh Julia, what do we have here?”

      Sam had been fairly quiet for the last part of the flight and his rhetorical question broke the silence and brought Julia out of her self-induced reverie.

      “It’s quiet time, Sam, I’m trying to relax,” Julia said without opening her eyes.

      Although Sam had greatly improved his ability to integrate and become aware of his host’s overall mind, he could still find more by actually poking around in the grey mass. With time on his hands and feeling liberated by Julia’s drinks, Sam started to pick through the various parts of Julia’s mind, which she seemed to have compartmentalized.

      “You were very strong willed as a child I see. But it seems like you don’t have many happy memories from that time.”

      Julia felt Sam exploring parts of her mind even she didn’t like to visit and her eyes popped open. “What the shit, Sam, what are you doing!?”

      “I’m getting to know you better. What was the deal with your stepfather—”

      With a sudden violence that surprised both of them, Julia smashed Sam into a dark corner of her mind until she couldn’t hear anything he was saying. Sam felt himself compressed into a tiny dot of existence and held there in a vacuum void of sensory input. He was completely helpless and felt he would disappear completely with the addition of any more compression.

      Julia was shaking with rage and she had to talk herself back to control. She had somehow overpowered Sam and was holding him forcefully in a tight black ball. Realizing the violence of her actions she slowly managed to unclench her hold on Sam. She had understood the risks of allowing someone into her mind but she hadn’t anticipated this situation or the way she would react.

      After fully releasing Sam, she felt what she could only explain as him cowering in a corner of her mind. She was physically shaking as adrenaline worked its way through her body.

      As softly as possible Sam said, “Julia, I’m so sorry. I wasn’t thinking about what I was doing.”

      Julia retrieved two sleeping pills from her bag and quickly chased them down with the rest of her wine. It was double the suggested dosage but she wanted to make sure she was out.

      “Don’t EVER do anything like that again. My life and memories are my own and NOT yours to explore. If you want to know more about me you ASK! DON’T EVER HELP YOURSELF TO MY MEMORIES AGAIN!” Julia barely held onto her self control as she said this to Sam before closing her eyes and succumbing to the wonderful darkness.
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      SAM WOKE TO SOMEONE SHOUTING at him to get up, asking if he was okay. The voice was in his ears like he was wearing some kind of communication head set. He was groggy and tried to force his eyes open. Slowly, they opened, but he could only see shadows in the dim light. His eyes began to adjust, and Sam saw he was outside, the only light coming from a full moon which he was staring up at from the ground.

      A series of bright flashes forced his eyes closed again followed by loud explosions, and there was the voice in his ear again, “Up and at ‘em Sanders!” Then a strong hand closed around his arm and he was lifted up to his feet.

      Forcing his eyes to focus, he could see a mask six inches in front of his face. Eyes stared at him through the lens.

      Once they made eye contact, the person in front of him smacked his head. “There he is,” he heard. He felt like the voice he kept “hearing” was not in his ears, but emanated from within his mind. The mask in front of him revealed only his cohorts eyes, covering everything else. Sam couldn't see his mouth moving but he was sure this was the person communicating with him.

      Sam felt something heavy shoved into his belly and his hands reflexively grabbed hold of it. The eyes in front of him turned away. “Now let’s get after it!” He was certain now the voice was inside his head. Looking down he at first wasn't sure what he was holding… EPR suddenly came into his mind. He knew what that was… electric pulse rifle. How did he know that?

      The lurch of his body interrupted the thought. He started forward and realized he was only observing and not in control of his host.

      Getting his wits about him a bit more he started to take in the surroundings. Explosions continued to violently illuminate the darkness, playing havoc with his vision. An immense backlit flock of birds became visible as they crossed in front of the moon.

      As his host looked to the left down a hill, Sam saw an immense undulating carpet of dark shapes continuing into the far away darkness. The shapes resolved into helmets as the flashes of light from their weapons provided a staccato series of still images he stitched together. The carpet continued off to his right and everyone was moving forward in line. He was part of this group of thousands.

      The entire sky was suddenly lit up by a light so bright it felt like his eyes were burning out of his skull. The sky turned white as hundreds of lightning bolts arced down jaggedly from the birds he had just seen.

      Men were falling and then he felt the jolts of power through his own body as whiteness turned black.
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      JULIA CAME AWAKE WITH A gasp as her body tried to double over in her seat. All her muscles tensed as she sat frozen with her gasping mouth hanging open. What the hell was that!

      Realizing she was on an airplane, she slowly relaxed and managed to get a breath of air in to restart her breathing. Must have been the double dose of sleeping pills.

      The lights in the plane were at full brightness and the pilot announced the beginning of their descent into Beijing. Julia had taken the sleeping pills only a couple of hours into the flight, which meant she had slept for over ten hours if they were already landing. Wow, I must have really needed the sleep.

      After their long nap, Julia and Sam both observed an uncomfortable silence, not sure how to address what had transpired on the plane. Julia adjusted her watch to account for the 13-hour time difference as they sat quietly for the remaining 20 minutes of the flight. Julia had traveled fairly extensively around the world, mostly for work related “events,” but had not been to China. She was traveling on a tourist visa and was dressed casually in jeans and had packed to match the cause. She passed through customs without a hitch: typical tourist without a life-and-death agenda.

      Upon exiting the Beijing Capital International Airport, Julia was greeted by a chilly wind incensed with pollution well known to the city’s residents and headlines worldwide. March blew in the tourist traffic as the colder months gave way to the milder temps, low humidity and a relatively dry period before the monsoon season in the summer. This played well for Julia’s cover as she blended in with the many foreign travelers arriving in the city.

      As required to obtain her visa, Julia had booked her accommodations prior to leaving the U.S. She had picked a mid-level hotel in the Wangfujing area which was very popular with tourists due to its central location and proximity to some of the cultural sites of importance.

      The only object Julia had brought that was not a typical tourist accoutrement was a satellite phone, which she now got out of her purse as her taxi negotiated the traffic toward her hotel. Similar in size to her iPhone, although much thicker and with an inch long antenna, this latest sat phone model was less strange looking than earlier versions which had gigantic antennae. It was still clearly not a normal phone, so she kept it below the window line to avoid notice. Pretty much everything in China was under surveillance, so communicating via local networks was risky. With the sat phone Julia could connect directly to U.S. satellites using end-to-end encryption that could not be broken.

      Turning it on, she  connected the phone to her agency email where there was a message waiting. It said “Start with Zhongnanhai” and included a map showing the location. She then switched over to a web browser and looked up Zhongnanhai. Searching the web via satellite was slower than terrestrial networks, and after a few seconds she got some good links indicating it was the central headquarters for the Communist Party of China and the State Council or Central government. This was where the president and other senior leaders worked on a daily basis, sort of the Chinese equivalent of the White House. Switching to an interactive map she found that it was next to the Forbidden City, which was within walking distance of her hotel, about 20 minutes or so by foot. The Forbidden City is a huge tourist attraction, so she had good reason to be right there in the area.

      Perfect, almost too perfect, she was thinking. There was still some time in the day so she would drop her bag at the hotel and take a scouting walk to the area and formulate a plan.

      With nothing left to do but wait for the taxi to reach the hotel, Julia looked out the window at the endless landscape of dense buildings. They had both been silent for a long time and Sam hazarded another apology.

      “Julia, I am really really sorry for what I did on the plane. I clearly wasn’t thinking. I don’t know why I thought it was okay to dig through your personal memories. It was not. And I promise I will not do that again. I don’t want to do anything to hurt —”

      “Sam, it’s okay,” Julia said cutting him off. “This is new territory for both of us. I knew the risks.”

      Sam sensed some remaining distrust and worry which saddened him. “I don’t want you to feel threatened by me, Julia.”

      “I’m not threatened!” Julia snapped back. Again that feeling of being a little out of control of her emotions washed over her. Now she felt she needed to apologize for some reason. “Look Sam, we all have things in our past that we want to forget about. Maybe that’s hard for you to understand in your unique situation. But if you respect my boundaries, I believe we can be very effective as a team.”

      Julia was keeping her side of the discussion very professional. Sam felt as if they had lost something; the camaraderie that he had enjoyed with her previously was missing. He hoped in time it would return. But for now, he understood he needed to do exactly as she directed to try to earn her trust fully again.

      “I understand and I will. Absolutely,” Sam said becoming quiet again as they returned their attention to the buildings passing by out the window.

      

      Julia spent a few hours playing tourist at the Forbidden City and managed to identify that there were two main entrances into the walled enclosure of Zhongnanhai next door.

      Per the information online, the primary entrance was on the south side of the compound where Julia positioned herself. She witnessed a number of chauffeured cars coming and going in the brief period she was able to watch without being conspicuous. There was not much foot traffic which made sense with the security concerns and the importance of the people involved. Ideally she would be able to make physical contact with someone exiting on foot, so she could follow them and initiate contact a distance away from the facility to stay anonymous.

      Throughout the walk around the city she kept thinking back to the strange dream from the plane. On the way back to the hotel she broke the silence with Sam.

      “Sam, do you dream? When your host sleeps,” Julia asked.

      Sam perked up at the sound of her voice and the fact she was talking to him again. “Sometimes,” he said.

      “Did you have a dream on the plane? About being in a battle or something?” She asked.

      “You mean the one you have been thinking about all afternoon?” Sam said.

      “Oh right. Still not used to you seeing all my thoughts. Yes. The dream seemed like I was experiencing something from your perspective…but it felt so real, I can’t stop thinking about it,” Julia said.

      “It’s interesting that you experienced it also. I had a similar episode at the hospital when I was sedated. But I’m starting to think these aren’t dreams…”

      “What do you mean? What else would they be?”

      “I don’t know. I had assumed they were dreams but like you said it felt so real. The fact that you had a similar visceral reaction is making me think it is something…else…”

      “Uhhh…I don’t like the sound of that Sam.” Sam could feel Julia’s anxiety kick in as she said this.

      “You said your other experience happened when you were sedated. I took a sleeping pill—”

      “Two sleeping pills,” Sam interjected.

      “Right, TWO sleeping pills. But my point is, maybe the drugs created the enhanced dreams.”

      “Is this the first time you have taken drugs?” Sam asked.

      “No…”

      “But it is the first time you have had a dream like that.”

      “I guess. I don’t know. I don’t remember all my dreams.”

      Sam could tell she was struggling to think of this as anything but a high intensity dream.

      “I’m guessing if you had, you would have remembered it. Let’s face it, it was strange. Why else would we be talking about it?”

      “I don’t know…”

      They walked the rest of the way to the hotel in silence.
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      COMMANDER LI KUNG’S PULSE QUICKENED and his eyes widened like a child on Christmas morning. It happened every day when he clicked on the Potential Persons of Interest list; it fueled his passion for his work and had proven his value to his superiors. Today he quickly narrowed his excitement to a single person: a woman.

      Li sat at his desk in one of the main buildings at 6:00 am per his usual schedule. The printed summary of the daily external threat reports, from his system of managing potential threats to Zhongnanhai and the president, were stacked neatly on his desk awaiting his arrival. Duplicate copies were on the President’s desk. The hardcopies were created for the President’s benefit and Li ignored them as he logged into his computer to access the system and data behind the reports.

      Li assumed everything and everyone was a threat until proven otherwise. This was the only way Li could be confident that all bases were covered and opportunities for threats to prevail were eliminated. Li relied heavily on the latest technology and computing power to analyze the immense of amount data required to operate in this fashion, which would not have been possible even five years ago.

      Li started by clicking on the Day One Identifier log which consisted of the pictures, names, and all initial known data of anyone who had been in sight of Zhongnanhai the day before. There were many people on the list due to the popular Forbidden City tourist attraction next door and the allure of Zhongnanhai itself, not to mention the multitudes of locals going about their business.

      The system could parse the individuals by innumerable data points, but Li found it simplest to initially sort them by: Known Verified, Unknown Verified, and Potential Persons of Interest.

      Known Verified were people the system had on file and could reliably trace back to birth, by far the majority of daily individuals. These people were statistically verified to not pose a threat, and as usual Li did not waste time on this list and skipped over it.

      Unknown Verified, included people who were not in the system (but now were), and who could be reliably traced back to their birth. The system cross-referenced all the available data for each person including social media, work history, family history, travel history, and bank transactions in order to determine their risk probability. The system was not confined to China data bases and found ways into most countries’ supposedly secure information troves. If people made this list, they were Verified low or no risk to the State and its interests. Li also ignored this list.

      The Potential Persons of Interest list was the exciting list. These could be people with Verified status who had done something to raise their statistical risk level. Or, Li’s favorite, they were Unknowns who could not be Verified as statistically low risk and needed to be investigated as potential threats. Incredibly, the system’s massive global reach and infiltration capabilities had the power to reduce the 40,000 daily visitors in and around The Forbidden City and Zhongnanhai to a manageable list of 50 or so Potential Persons of Interest.

      Li’s team began investigating the people on this list at 5:00 am each morning and whittled it down to fewer than 10 by the time he arrived at 6:00. Anyone the team couldn’t reliably take off the list through their research was left for Li’s review. This morning the list included 33 Potential Persons of Interest. Li saw that his team had already analyzed 29 of the people and determined they were not threats, moving them to one of the other lower risk lists. Four individuals remained, three of whom Li could see were still being researched by his team, leaving one which they could not reliably eliminate and had marked for his review. The person’s name was Elizabeth Parker, and Li smiled with anticipation.

      Li clicked on Elizabeth’s name and a new screen of detailed information came up. From the point at which she had been close enough to Zhongnanhai for any of its cameras to initially see her, she was tagged in the system, her data gathered and activities actively tracked. It was up to Li to determine whether the anomalies were benign and move her to a low risk category or elevate her to an actual Person of Interest.

      Facial recognition software, with the help of China’s powerful computing facilities, had crunched the available data around the world and matched Elizabeth’s face with a number of other names. This suggested either software errors or someone deserving of Li’s attention. Until proven otherwise, it would be the latter. Li clicked on the screen to make her a “Person of Interest.” This put a number of things in motion, including full time camera tracking, initiation of more in-depth background research, and specific notifications if she were to come within 100 yards of any ZG personnel. Li then opened the map which overlaid the path of her aggregate camera encounters, showing her moving from the front of the Forbidden City to the street between it and Zhongnanhai’s eastern wall. Elizabeth had walked north along some of the streets between the two landmarks. Li pulled up some of the footage from cameras along the way and didn't see anything overly unusual about her behavior. She walked all the way to end of the Zhongnanhai wall enclosure and then turned around and came back, eventually entering the Forbidden city and then meandering back to her hotel, which Li could see was in the popular tourist district of Wangfujing.

      Next Li pulled up the photos purported to be her face but connected with other names. Not all of the photos had good resolution, but of the ones that did, Li indeed saw a resemblance to Elizabeth Parker. Interesting, he thought, and decided he would need to dig further.

      Li assigned one of his team to the research task that the system had cued up when she was identified as a Person of Interest. Part of the background research was to identify any relatives of the target, which could sometimes trigger facial recognition false positives, especially in the obvious case of twins.
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      JULIA AWOKE TO HER ALARM, briefly disoriented, not remembering where she was. It was 10 am and she had given herself a little extra sleep to help with the jet lag. She threw on the clothes she had laid out the night before, noted the sunny weather through the window, and grabbed her sunglasses and a scarf for her neck. Then she headed out for something to eat and a little touristing to keep her cover before going back to ZG to find their mark.

      Wandering through the nearby shops and street stalls she bought a sun hat and put it on with her sunglasses and scarf. It felt like it was in the 60’s. The sun was shining and this would be a good change of look from the previous day. Stopping at a fruit stand for breakfast, she selected some fruits she recognized, some she didn’t, and started eating as she walked along, meandering back toward ZG and the Forbidden City. The only nice thing about jet lag was that when you awoke you were wide awake so she skipped the coffee; it would be later in the evening when she would have trouble staying awake.

      Sam hung back in Julia’s mind, continuing to allow her some space and rode along silently, enjoying their new experiences from a distance.

      One of the unknown fruits was so delicious that Julia stopped at the next fruit stall to buy another. The second fruit lady looked at the white meat with embedded little black seeds and said “dragon fruit” in a heavy accent, and smiling sold her two more.

      Julia had timed her arrival at the Forbidden City for 11:30, and she strolled slowly toward the south entrance of ZG, continuing to eat her fruit. When the main entrance came into view, she again saw various official cars coming and going, and as she had hoped, there were a couple of people leaving on foot. They looked to be security personnel, who she assumed were stepping out for lunch.

      “Sam, one of these security officers will be your ride into the compound.”

      “Okay, how will we pick one?” Sam asked, glad to be talking with Julia again.

      “The safest bet is someone who is going out for lunch, since they will probably return right after they are done eating. So you don’t have to take full control and reveal yourself until you want to.”

      Julia stood across the street from the South Gate amidst a few tourists taking pictures of the ancient entrance, and held up her phone blindly taking pictures while tracking one of the security men who had just walked out. He crossed to her side of the street and headed around the far corner.

      “He looks hungry to me,” Julia said, a bit of her old humor returning.

      She reviewed her pictures, which were surprisingly pretty good, and nonchalantly continued in the same direction as the man, following him around the corner.

      Julia kept a 75-foot distance for a couple of blocks until she saw him enter a little open air noodle shop. She entered and found a seat where she could observe her new friend. There was a tarp roof over the 20 or so tables, with open coal braziers on the floor throughout, which she almost stepped on. An older woman came over with a Chinese menu and took her order of noodles and something, by pointing to a dish that was on a neighboring table. The order was shouted to an even older man, who might be her husband judging by how they yelled at each other, operating two large woks. Although it seemed like everybody here kind of yelled at each other, so who could say.

      Julia paid her bill right away to be ready to continue her pursuit and did her best to slurp up her surprisingly tasty noodles the same way everyone else was doing.

      “Be ready Sam. We’re going to make our move at the next opportunity.”

      “I’m ready,” Sam said, and integrated fully to engage with all of Julia’s senses and the telltale energy signature when they were in range of their quarry.

      Their mark was a quick and efficient eater, and Julia had to leave some of her noodles uneaten. The restaurant was defined by the boundaries of the overhead tarp. Without any walls there were a number of directions the mark could leave the restaurant, but as she had anticipated, he picked the easiest route, which passed by her table. As he neared she made a fuss of fumbling her hat which was on the table, and stood up abruptly to catch it, at which point she managed to bump into her man and the Slip was away.

      “Oh excuse me, I’m sorry,” she said to the mark, who returned a tense look, a tiny bow and a slight hand wave, the global sign for no problem, as he continued on his way back toward ZG.

      Julia put herself back together and headed toward her hotel. She felt completely drained once Sam had departed. Julia compartmentalized the various facets of her life and naturally avoided connecting with people, feeling most comfortable on her own. Sam’s constant presence in her every thought for the past few days had taxed her more than she had realized. Julia was excited that the mission was underway. A few hours alone was exactly what she needed to recharge for the next phase.
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      AFTER A QUICK LUNCH, LI returned to his office and pulled up Elizabeth’s tag. He saw she had left her hotel around 10:15 that morning and seemed to wander around the nearby streets for a while. Then nothing, her trail went cold around 10:40. Li’s gut tightened ever so slightly and he clicked on the live tracking feed which also indicated nothing. It was just after 1:00 pm and there were enough cameras in Beijing that the possibility that she had not been picked up over the last couple hours was statistically nil. This left the options of Elizabeth having stayed indoors for this time period, or the likelihood that Elizabeth had done something to disguise her appearance.

      Li yelled down the hall to the security group to which he had previously given the task of researching Elizabeths background, to bring him what they had found.

      The report included six potential identities based on the facial recognition matches. Until he had a definitive reason to eliminate any of the identities, they would research them all. There was a pair of siblings but none that eliminated any of the identities as false positives. There was a lot of information on each identity, organized in chronological order. His men had done good work in a short time. Of course, he would never tell them that. Elizabeth did not have any siblings, lived in Portland, Oregon, and worked at a local insurance office. All the expected detail was there beyond the highlights, as well as for all of the identities. But he was repeatedly drawn to one.

      The identity demanding his attention started in an orphanage in Laredo, Texas. There was a little map showing Laredo on the border of Mexico and Texas, noting it as a sanctuary city. No birth parents were indicated. She moved through a number of foster families in the area. Some of the reports indicated sexual and physical abuse. She was adopted at 14 by a couple from El Paso, Texas, where she remained until attending Columbia University in New York. The report noted that Columbia was constantly ranked in the top 10 universities in the U.S. She majored in political science and then joined a private political consulting firm in Washington DC, where she was presently employed. The texture of the details, the feel of the events, all called to Li’s instincts, which he trusted, but not at the expense of covering all leads. He yelled at his men to continue their research, but in his mind he was sure that the woman’s real identity was this Julia Cacerek.
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      SAM HAD ENTERED THE MARK, whom he now understood to be Peng Lee, as silently as he knew how. He didn’t poke around, to minimize the chance of Peng feeling anything of Sam’s presence. Once back at the ZG entrance, Peng showed his ID and was allowed entry through the main gate, and then into what looked like the main gate security office. Somebody started yelling at Peng once he entered the office. Using his minimal language training Sam understood the yelling to be basic directions to double check the rest of the day’s gate schedule with the main building. If Sam was not being so cautious, even a fractionally deeper infiltration of Peng’s mind would have allowed him access to his full language skills, among other things. For now he was hanging back to get the lay of the land.

      Peng sat down at a desk and ran his finger over a list of what Sam assumed was a log of the names of people anticipated to visit ZG today. There were a number of lines crossed out starting at the top of the page, which presumably were those individuals who had already entered today. Sam couldn’t read any of the names, and this was critical information, so he moved a little deeper into Peng’s mind. He went deep enough until he could start to understand the writing on the docket. Unfortunately, there were not any titles, just names, none of which he recognized. He wished there had been more prep work on whom he should be targeting, but of course everything was on such a fast track they had not had time to really do any prep work. Without targeted intel, Sam opted for expediency and decided he would manage to get Peng in touch with the driver of the next impressive looking limo. He wanted to at least get farther into the building, which meant he was probably going to have to take control and thus make his presence known to Peng.

      Sam watched as Peng called the main office and double-checked the visitor log, which did not need any modifications. With his immediate task complete, it did not seem that Peng was going to leave the office, so Sam moved forward and took control of Peng’s body. Sam immediately knew the essence of Peng. This was something he had started experiencing since learning to fully integrate. He sensed that Peng was a good person at heart, tried to do what he was supposed to, had a 6-year-old daughter at home and a loving wife. He probably wouldn’t ever get used to this feeling of duality when he fully integrated with someone. Becoming the essence of the occupied, instantly knowing and understanding them as if he were, and always had been them, while at the same time retaining an amount of himself that stayed with him no matter what person he was infiltrating.

      Peng became frantic. Sam could push Peng’s voice farther back until it was mostly muted, but he felt sorry for him, especially since he was a good person, and instead tried to soothe him.

      “Shhh shhh everything’s okay.” Sam said.

      “What the hell is that. Am I losing my mind?” Peng said.

      “You’re not losing your mind. You’re fine. Please calm down. I will only be with you for a little while and then you will be right back to normal. Good as new.”

      “What do you mean? How is this possible? Are you a person?”

      “Hmmm, good question. I’m going to say ‘yes’. I’m going to have to keep control for a little bit and then I’ll be gone. Please relax and trust me. I can’t talk any more.”

      Sam wasn’t sure if he had made things worse or better by talking to Peng, but he had tried. He needed to get on with the mission, so he pushed Peng back until his voice was just a murmur.

      When he opened the door, the same person who had directed Peng to check the log piped up.

      “Where are you going?” he said.

      “I need some fresh air, my lunch is hurting my stomach a little,” Sam replied for Peng.

      “If you are sick, you need to go home.”

      “I think I will be fine, just need a little fresh air.”

      The superior yelled at him to take the log outside to the gatekeepers, and to hurry up. “He’s a pleasant fellow,” Sam said to Peng as he walked outside after going back to grab the log.

      

      One of the gatekeepers waved Peng over impatiently when he saw the log book in his hands. Once in front of him, the gatekeeper snatched the log, and Sam made contact with the gatekeeper’s hand to transfer over. The gatekeeper was Chun Lee, and Sam was taken aback by the darkness pervading Chun’s mind. Chun retracted his hand and shook it as if shaking off cooties from touching Peng while shooing him away.

      Peng cowered backward and looked around in shock. Whatever had invaded his mind had now released him and he imagined everyone was staring at him. His stomach lurched, and Peng’s legs wobbled as he rushed to the bathroom feeling like he might be sick.

      A black limo pulled up to the gate, and Chun looked at the log and headed over to the driver’s side window, which was already rolling down as the car came to a stop. Chun asked for the passenger’s and driver’s identification papers. With the papers in hand, he peered into the back seat and compared the faces of the passenger and driver to the pictures on the paperwork. After confirming the name on the log matched, he handed the papers back. Sam quickly took control and made contact with the driver’s hand, simultaneously transferring. Chun looked briefly confused and then yelled to another officer to open the gate as he stepped back.

      The gates swung open revealing a large lake of murky green water. There was a small island in the center with an ancient looking pagoda on it. Sam couldn’t see a road to get to the island but maybe it was on the other side. In the distance he could see hazy silhouettes of short structures with the recognizable Chinese sweeping roofs turned upwards at the corners.  Jin Lu steered the car left, following the road along the inner side of the barrier wall on his left, with the unwelcoming waters on the right. Circumnavigating a third of the lake’s circumference, the land widened and small structures appeared in various stages of restoration. Looking out the right window, the land continued to wrap around the lake, and in the area between this lake and a second one visible just north, were a number of more substantial looking buildings. Jin kept driving north along the exterior wall into a more dense group of buildings, busy with activity. They pulled into a drop-off zone at one of these buildings and came to a stop. Sam needed to transfer to the passenger, but Jin was not making any move to get out of the car. Instead, the backseat passenger opened his own door. Apparently Jin did not open the door for the passenger as a traditional chauffeur might. Sam had no choice but to take control.

      Looking around the front seat he grabbed a pen and hopped out of the car, walking quickly around the back as the passenger was closing his door.

      “Excuse me, sir?” Sam said.

      “Yes, what is it?” the passenger said, looking sidelong at Jin.

      “I believe you forgot your pen, sir,” Sam said extending Jin’s hand holding the pen towards him.

      “That is not my pen,” the man said continuing on his way.

      He wasn’t going to take the pen so Sam acted quickly with the first idea that came to him.

      “Sir! There’s a bee on your neck, sir!” Sam said and practically jumped on the man, pretending to brush a bee off his collar. Touching his neck, he made the slip.

      Through his new eyes, Sam watched as Jin returned to control of his body in the off balance position Sam had left him in, almost falling over. Wei Lau was throwing some strong, but not too mean language at the driver. Jin took the reprimand, head bent, and shuffled back toward the car. Wei bore down on him with a hard stare before continuing on toward the building entrance.

      The building itself was old and spartan. Sam could tell it had been renovated, but it was still devoid of anything welcoming. Simple lights hung from the ceiling, older style toggle switches were on the walls. Small, ancient looking wall fans droned as they pivoted. Recently added wall switches were wired using surface mounted plastic cord covers, not recessed into the walls. Not a lot of soft surfaces or furniture. Luxury was obviously not the goal of the remodel.

      Wei walked up the stairs to an office on the second floor.

      Sam integrated a little more to start getting access to Wei’s memories and working knowledge. Awareness then came to Sam immediately. Apparently Wei was one of the agricultural ministers. While not the ideal host for his goals, he would have to see how he could best make use of this opportunity. Not wasting time, Sam moved forward and took control, pushing Wei far back, not taking the time to interact this time. Looking at Wei’s watch it was a little after 2:00, and Wei had scheduled his driver to pick him up at 4:30. Sam had a couple of hours unless he wanted to disrupt the schedule, which he didn't. Not yet.

      He needed to find senior leadership closer to a technologically related agency, ideally associated with large scale computing and experimental capabilities. Sam could see Wei had an assistant and pushed the button on his phone, opening a connection to her desk.

      “Shu, bring me a copy of today's and tomorrow’s visitors schedule,” Sam said with hopefully the same amount of force he could sense Wei typically used.

      “You don't have any visitors scheduled, sir,” a soft spoken woman replied.

      “Not for me. For ZG,” Sam said.

      The line was silent after that, which hopefully meant Shu was making it happen, and not alerting someone to what might be an unusual request.

      Sam was deeply and fully integrated with Wei and started scouring his mind for the layout of the buildings and departments within ZG. The 4:30 departure time worked with Sam and Julia’s schedule, although a certain outdoor noodle shop where he would transfer back was going to be added to the itinerary. Until then, Sam would do his best to learn what he could from Mr. Lau.
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      JULIA AND SAM HAD SUCCESSFULLY reintegrated the previous evening at the noodle shop, where they had made their first contact with Peng. Julia had pretended to peruse the wares at a magazine stand outside the shop. Sam had walked Wei near her, had him reach for a newspaper and grazed Julia’s arm. It was all he needed to slip. Julia had quickly turned her back on the bewildered agricultural minister and walked away casually.

      Julia and Sam were at the same magazine stand again this morning, where they hoped to intercept Peng Lee a second time, this time on his walk to work from the train.

      They had holed up back at the hotel after reintegrating the night before, to strategize for today's efforts. Sam had been able to get a basic understanding of the layout within the ZG complex and more importantly, the times and names of some potential visitors of interest for today. While Sam had been in ZG, Julia had been in communication with the agency. They had identified a number of people and  Chinese agencies most likely to get them closer to their target, including the President, General Zhui, leader of the Central Theatre Command, and anyone in the Peoples Liberation Army Strategic Support Force (PLASSF) which was the cyber and space command force. Additionally, they had indicated it would not be unusual for a top level university to be involved with cutting edge programs in China.

      Today’s ZG visitors list of names didn’t match any of the Agency names, but Sam now knew where some of their offices were in the compound. Sam was going to integrate with Peng again this morning, and try to make his way to one of these offices.
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      A SECURITY ALERT BUZZED ON Commander Kung’s phone before his regular alarm went off. Li jumped upright, grabbed his phone and saw that it was a proximity alarm between a person of interest and one of the ZG’s security personnel. Once a person was tagged to be of interest, Li was automatically notified when they came within 100m of any of the ZG security forces. His phone identified the person of interest as Elizabeth Parker, and the security individual as Peng Lee. The location was about half a mile from ZG, in a residential section which did not have any tourist attractions of note. Could be a coincidence, but Li didn’t believe in coincidences he couldn't prove.

      Li accelerated his morning ritual and rushed out the door in 10 minutes.
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      THANKFULLY, PENG DID NOT CALL in sick from work. Julia picked him up as he rounded the corner 20 feet from her. Sam had described a rough experience for Peng and the integration the day before. Perhaps he was more scared of not showing up for work than he was of the integration experience.

      Keeping her head down, she walked toward him and managed to graze the knuckles of his left hand with hers. The contact went unregistered on the sidewalk jammed with jostling morning commuters.

      The Slip was away again and Julia continued in the opposite direction.
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      LI ENTERED HIS OFFICE A little earlier than usual. He quickly brought his computer to life and clicked over to Elizabeth's whereabouts. She had been off the radar since late morning the day before, but she reappeared early this morning. She had travelled fairly directly from her hotel to a location half a mile from ZG, where she had become stationary and eventually set off the 100m proximity alarm to Peng Lee. Not only was he within the radius but their paths seemed to cross each other's based on the extrapolated walking paths between camera hits. Li looked for a camera that might have picked them up when they were next to each other, but there was not one in that specific area.

      A shot of adrenaline hit Li with the feeling there was something afoot, and he was going to figure it out. He quickly accessed Peng’s information page. All of Li’s security personnel were tracked locationally via their government issued phones and also recorded audibly via their security radios. This information was continually logged and could be accessed on demand. There were certain built-in functions that could be used to parse this data quickly. One of these functions was the identification of locations that the software statistically found unusual as compared to the person’s typical locational data. Pulling this up, Li could see there were not any unusual locational anomalies identified by the algorithm for Peng’s movements.

      The next function Li checked was a similar data crunch, but based on audio data. This algorithm flagged use of certain keywords and unusual voices that were statistically unique. Li was excited to see the system had flagged some audio anomalies. He clicked on the most recent flag. It was a discussion Peng had with his wife just last night. The flagged words had to do with Peng indicating he felt “strange” and “not himself”. Who cares if he was feeling sick! The next flag was around lunch time yesterday. Playing the audio, Li heard a foreign female voice which made more sense to be flagged. The recording was a voice saying “Excuse me, I’m so sorry,” and sounded like someone had bumped into him. These were the only two items the system had identified. It wasn’t a lot on its own, but in conjunction with the crossing of paths and Elizabeth’s very unique background, it was more than enough for Li to bring Peng in to talk.
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      WHEN PENG ENTERED THE OFFICE at ZG, he was met by a very smug look from his boss, which he soon found out was because he had the distinct pleasure of telling Peng that Commander Kung wanted to see him immediately in the main building.

      Sam could tell Peng was intensely scared by this request, and Sam was interested to see what this was all about. He hung back in Peng’s mind, waiting.

      

      One of Li’s men came into his office to let him know Peng had arrived and was waiting in the interrogation room. Let him wait for a while so his mind runs and he gets more nervous, Li thought, dismissing the messenger. He still had more data to review, anyway.

      Having already reviewed the automated flags the software identified, Li pulled up Peng’s locational data starting on the day Elizabeth appeared in Beijing. Peng’s travel path seemed innocuous, moving between the train station and the office, to and from work, and then to and from a couple of nearby restaurants for lunch. Next Li pulled up all the camera footage along those routes and scanned the same period. This was tedious work but Li enjoyed it, reveling in the pursuit and the challenge.  He would find anything and everything and use it to break Peng and discover what was going on.

      Li now clicked through the associated camera footage from most recent to oldest. Li’s high-end equipment could scan the video fairly quickly with high clarity. The morning footage showed nothing of note, and he had already reviewed some of this footage, looking for a camera at the point where Peng’s and Elizabeth’s paths had crossed.

      The next cameras were on his commute home from the night before. Nothing seemed strange there either. A couple of the in-house cameras showed Peng in the front gate office doing his typical work. There was footage of him outside with the gate guards, but nothing of note. Now up to the lunch period of that day, he scanned the cameras that picked him up on his way to lunch. There was one camera which picked Peng up at a distance on a sidewalk showing him walking towards the camera. Farther back in the image, Li noticed a foreign woman round the corner on the same path as Peng. When Peng passed under the camera, the recording stopped, having lost its quarry. Li could see the foreign woman better in the final image but her hat mostly blocked her face. Something was tickling Li’s paranoia, and he switched over to the main recording database from that same camera.

      All cameras in China recorded continuously, 24/7, 365 days a year, but in a flagged search for a specific person, it pulled only associated portions of the recordings with that person in view. Now in the camera’s complete recording database, Li found the point on the recording where Peng disappeared from view. He continued scanning forward as the woman continued to approach the camera, hoping she would move her head so he could see her face. As she passed under the camera without revealing her face, Li swore loudly to himself. Suddenly Li’s mind clicked, and a charge went through his body as things fell into place. Could this woman be Elizabeth Parker? The hat would explain why her trail had gone cold yesterday since it would have hidden her face from the cameras. The foreign woman’s voice on Peng’s profile saying “excuse me” - could that be Elizabeth’s voice?

      

      It was 11:00 when Li entered the interrogation room where Peng had been sitting for a couple of hours. The sparse room included only a rectangular table and three chairs. Sam had been hanging back in Peng’s mind, not making his presence known, and had been feeling Peng’s anxiety growing the longer they sat in the room. Peng’s internal dialog was racing frantically, trying to think what this might be about. He was worried it had something to do with the strange events he had experienced over the past few days, which he still didn’t understand. If so, how could he explain something he couldn’t make sense of himself? Sam felt the intense emotions associated with facing Li which, upon a little mental rummaging, were not from direct experience but Li’s reputation. Peng’s impression of Li was that of a brutal person whose only guiding principle was protecting ZG and its occupants at the expense of all else.

      Looking at Li now, Sam saw a man of typical Chinese build - thin and fit, not overly tall or muscular. Dark hair and an officer’s green uniform but no hat. There was extreme confidence in the way he carried himself as he walked towards the table where Peng sat. Li took the chair across the table from them upon which he placed a folder. When Peng made eye contact, Sam sensed a dark malevolence. Sam knew instantly Peng’s impression was far too kind, and Peng was about to find out the real nightmare behind the rumors.

      

      Li sat staring at them for a few long, uncomfortable moments before forcing what Sam thought was supposed to be a smile. It was the smile of a predator. It was what a crocodile would look if it tried to smile, Sam thought.

      “How are you, Peng?” This was a brusque question, not friendly banter.

      “I’m fine, sir,” Peng got out without revealing too much shakiness in his voice.

      “I don’t think so,” Li said in a clipped raised voice.

      Sam could feel Peng coming slightly unhinged, the chemicals of fear starting to flow through his body.

      “YOU WILL TELL ME EVERYTHING!” Li yelled slamming both fists on the metal table.

      Peng was now trembling visibly. He worked his mouth to say something but nothing came out.

      Li pulled a picture out of the folder in front of him and showed it to Peng. “Who is this woman?” Li’s voice was still loud but not shouting.

      Li’s eyes were now hyper alert, watching Peng’s every move, looking for tells that would betray him.

      If it had been possible, Sam would have trembled slightly at the sight of Julia’s face looking back at him in the picture. How was this possible? The picture was from the afternoon of their initial arrival. It was a good quality closeup of Julia’s face. Sam couldn’t make out where she was in the picture but she was outside somewhere.

      Counter to Sam’s response, Peng actually relaxed a little at the sight of the picture; he really did not recognize the woman and thought maybe this was just a mixup.

      “I don’t know this woman, Commander,” Peng responded with the beginning of some confidence.

      Li placed the picture back in the folder and picked it up, he stood and dismissively said, “Well, that is what we will find out,” then turned and walked out of the room.

      Just as the door closed behind Li, it reopened again as two men in fabric masks entered. One carrying what Sam would say looked like an old-fashioned doctor's valise. The other man carried a large wooden box with electrical wires connected to it.

      

      The two men put Peng through a series of tortures, first electrocuting him via wires connected to his ears. Secondly, by pushing sharp metal spears under the nails of the two larger toes of his left foot. Eventually pulling off the two toenails and then flattening them with a heavy metal hammer.

      The men encouraged Peng to tell them what his involvement with the woman in the picture was while they methodically moved through their machinations of persuasion. Peng was ready to say whatever he had to to make the pain and torture stop. But he knew falsely admitting to knowing the woman would only lead to more problems. So Sam watched as Peng endured. What at first was a simmering fire in Sam’s being became a roaring inferno which Sam felt could only be extinguished by justice against the progressing ruination of the good man who was Peng. Worst of all, Sam knew this was his fault.

      The two men finally put away their tools and left the room at which point Commander Li returned. Exhausted from the screaming and the pain, Peng sat limply, his wrists and ankles still bound to the chair.

      Li sat opposite Peng again and laid a folder on the table. Opening the folder he told Peng to look at him. As Peng managed to raise his head, Li said, “I have two more pictures for you,” and he held one in each hand so Peng could seem them. “Perhaps you know these two people,” Li oozed sadistically as Peng immediately broke down and began to sob recognizing his wife and young daughter.

      “Commander, I don’t know the woman in the picture,” Peng blubbered out between sobs. “There is a mixup, I am a dedicated Party member. I would never do anything—” Peng dropped off, losing all hope.

      This had become too much for Sam and he was seething with hatred towards this evil devil Li Kung. Had he not been bound to the chair he would have been across the table introducing Kung to some torture of his own. The strength of his reaction surprised Sam, and he tried to get it under control as he knew he had to think strategically about the bigger picture. Julia was clearly in danger at this point and while he desperately wanted to avenge the pain inflicted on Peng, he realized the depth of his reaction was also because of the knowledge and guilt that it was his fault that this was happening to Peng. A generally good person with a wife and child had suddenly had his life upended and most likely terminated, or at a minimum redirected down a darker path solely because of Sam’s actions.

      “We have taken them, Peng, and I will keep them as long as I need to until I find out what is going on,” Commander Li said and then left the room.

      A masked person entered the room. Sam could tell it was one of the torturers by the blood splattered on part of his shirt. He pulled out a sharp pair of scissors and Sam felt Peng tense in expectation but instead heard the snick of plastic being cut and the release of the pressure where the restraints had been. The scissor wielder then walked out of the room and left the door open. Apparently they were free to leave.
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      SITTING AT THE DESK IN her hotel room, Julia pushed the send button on the sat phone. She waited for the digital noises to progress through their song as the phone attempted to connect her with Brian back in Virginia. It was half past one and Julia had just returned from the restaurant where she and Sam were to have connected. She had eaten slowly, waiting for Peng and Sam to show up for lunch and make the reverse transition. However, by 1:00 they had still not arrived. Julia and Sam had arranged for a 5:00 backup meeting in front of the Forbidden City if, for whatever reason, Sam did not show for lunch. Julia was hopeful that his absence was a good sign of Sam’s progress inside ZG, and she was now using the rest of the afternoon to get caught up with events on the home front.

      There was a click followed by the crisp sound of Brian’s voice.

      “Hello stranger, how is ching chong?” said Brian.

      “Said the white racist American,” replied Julia.

      “Ouch, sorry. Maybe my timing was off….chong ching?”

      That one elicited a smile from Julia. “Alright, how are things going with the team?”

      “Pretty good, most of the team have gone home for now. Our main effort is on Jerry and trying to get him enough resources, which is actually proving to be the hardest part.”

      “And I thought DARPA could make anything happen…unlimited resources,” Julia retorted mockingly.

      “Jerry is definitely testing that theory. We can’t seem to get enough computing power to satisfy him. We have five supercomputers from various agencies which we have begged and pleaded to get. We are paying IBM and a couple other large companies for time on some of their machines, and we are in discussions with a number of universities to try to get access to some of their computers also. The problem is, people have time booked on these supercomputers months out and we’ve had to move mountains to get what we have so far,” Brian said, getting serious.

      “I guess that makes you Paul Bunyan then,” Julia said, taking her turn to lighten the mood with a bad joke.

      “The problem, as Jerry has laid it out, is this is not a race that you can win coming from behind. China has had large-scale computing as a main focus for a long time. Probably starting with their efforts to control the internet and what their citizens see. Just putting something like that together is an immense accomplishment and China also has the advantage of absolute control of all the resources in their country. You can see this in their Five Year plans that come out—” Brian trailed off.

      “—every five years.” They both said at the same time getting a chuckle from them both.

      “Right. Well anyway, it’s pretty impressive on some levels. If they decided they needed to develop flying attack bugs, they could marshal the forces of the entire country. Operating like a gigantic company, they could get it done so much faster than the U.S., which could only do something like that in a time of war.”

      “Well, in the case of our flying attack bugs, I imagine they have to limit involvement to trustworthy and secretive institutions which might make them more limited than we think.”

      “Could be. Either way, they are way ahead of us, and Jerry is going to get us going in the right direction, but we need to slow them down and make them go backwards even,” Brian said sounding very serious now.

      “We’re working on it, but it looks like it's going to take a little time to get where we need to be,” Julia said. “The Slip is inside ZG for the second time in two days and he missed our lunch time rendezvous today which hopefully means he is getting somewhere. I am reconnecting with him in about 3 hours and will find out then.”

      “Let’s hope you’re right. For all our sakes,” Brian said, the weight of their burden evident in his voice.

      The line was quiet as they both reflected on the absolute catastrophe that would manifest if they did not succeed.

      “Let’s hope Brian. Talk to you soon,” Julia terminated the call and tried to do the same with the thoughts of failure that had begun seeping in.

      

      After her call Julia decided to go for a run in the hotel gym to burn off some nervous energy and help pass the time until her second rendezvous window with the Slip. She ran a quick 3 miles, just enough to flush her system with endorphins and clear her mind before making her way back to the room. Halfway down the corridor Julia’s calm was interrupted and her heartbeat spiked again at the  faint sound of her sat phone’s unique ring.

      “Hello,” Julia breathily answered, still a little winded from her run and her hurried effort to get to the phone..

      “Julia, I thought I wasn’t going to get you,” a stern sounding Paul Greenfield said.

      “Just getting back to the room from—” she got out before being cut off.

      “Julia, you will probably start seeing, or actually maybe you won’t where you are, news reports of unexplained deaths in the U.S. The first reports of new attacks are just coming in from the field and also the public. It is something different from the virus attacks; we are guessing nerve agent at the moment. There are already some confirmed deaths and many more admitted to hospitals with symptoms that fit. The news outlets are all over this one and it looks like things could blow up over here.”

      “Oh my God, Paul!”

      “I am directing you to advance whatever leads you have as quickly as you can. Barring life or death, take any risks necessary. There is a full cabinet meeting with the President that I will be attending in a few minutes and I have to imagine that military retaliation is going to be put on the table. Disabling these attacks from the inside might be the only way to avoid a full scale encounter.”

      “We haven’t even confirmed that China is behind this Paul, how can military retaliation be on the table without confirmation?”

      “I’m anticipating the President will be expecting that I have that confirmation—”

      “Paul, we are just making our initial forays into the ZG compound, we don’t—”

      “Julia, do whatever you have to and do it now. Keep me updated.”

      “Yes, sir,” then the line went dead.
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      WHEN NOBODY APPEARED TO STOP him, Peng continued out of the interrogation room, down the corridor, up some stairs and out of the building. His body ached from the damage he had endured, and his two smashed toes sent lightning bolts up his leg with each step.

      Peng was overwhelmed by the events of the past days. He felt emotionally numb, probably in shock. His normal, predictable life had been upended in a matter of days. His wife and only child had been taken from him and wouldn’t be returned until he could explain what he didn’t understand himself. He was isolated and helpless.

      Peng hobbled to the gate office and grabbed a roll of bandages and a bottle of painkillers from a first aid kit. He took these items and headed directly to the toilet under the watchful gaze of his boss.

      Sitting in the stall he swallowed a handful of the pills which were for headaches and minor aches, hopeful they would at least take some of the edge off. Peng then took off his shoe and sock and wrapped the bloody purpling masses that were his two biggest toes, together with the other toes, hoping the bandage would force the remaining good toes to support the mangled ones.

      Looking at his watch, it was a little before five, time to go home. He was suddenly overcome by sadness as he imagined walking into his apartment and not being greeted by his wife and child. Home was his family, without them it was only a collection of small rooms. The sadness quickly became anger and then surprise as his mind was invaded once again.

      Making his presence known for the first time, Sam took control and said, “Sorry for what has happened to you, Peng, and sorry for what is about to happen. All I can say is there are events at play that affect thousands, maybe even millions of people. I’m not doing this to harm you.” He then pushed Peng’s consciousness backward and winced as the full brunt of the physical pain affecting Peng’s body now become his own pain. Sam clenched his jaw against the agony while making for the exit. Sam walked out of the complex and then took a left towards the Forbidden City instead of heading toward the train.
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      KUNG’S PROXIMITY ALARM ON HIS phone went off, and he picked it up, already sure of who had triggered the alarm. “What the fuck, this guy has balls,” he said to himself as he watched in disbelief as the two dots moved closer on his display. The phone rang in his hand, with a different tone, breaking his trance. Putting it to his ear, he listened for a moment before replying, “As soon as it is clear that they are there to see each other, arrest them both, call in backup - NO MISTAKES!” Li stood, his body visibly shaking with predatory adrenaline. Sliding on his uniform jacket, everything was moving in slow motion. He became singularly focused on how he was going to break his quarry as he headed to the interrogation rooms beneath the main building.
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      AS SOON AS JULIA SAW Peng she could tell something was very wrong. He was limping badly and trying to walk faster than necessary. All Julia’s senses flipped to high alert and she started scanning the crowd for pursuers, watchers, anyone who stood out.

      She forced herself to walk slowly in the general direction of Peng. Not directly toward him or showing any intention that could be recognized by onlookers. The square was large and they were separated by 100 yards or more. Julia continued to scan the crowd, moving her eyes behind her sunglasses but not turning her head. She wanted Sam to maintain what she would call “operational control” of the situation until she was brought up to speed. She wanted him to maintain the option of breaking off if he needed to, or initiating the integration. Sam had information Julia did not have, and he needed to be in command of the situation.

      There were a lot of people in the square, with tourists and commuters mixing. Julia stopped to look at her travel guide and then up at the entrance to the Forbidden City, and then down at her book again as if reading about the history or interesting factoids, while actually continuing to scan the crowd.

      She could see Peng’s face intermittently as the many bodies of the crowd periodically lined up in such a way as to provide an alley of sight between them. Julia was able to maintain awareness of Peng’s changing location in her peripheral vision due to the unique gait of his hobbling approach, which her mind was able to easily keep separate from that of the linear movements of the general crowd.

      When Peng was 40 yards away, Julia noticed uniformed personnel 20 yards behind him, at his five o’clock and six o’clock. One of them was talking into his radio and looking directly at her, giving himself away. No, not giving himself away. He wasn’t trying to be covert…he was coordinating movements…and moving with a quickening intentionality.

      Shit, Julia thought to herself while dropping her book as an excuse to bend down into the throng of people and out of eyesight.

      Speeding up, Peng was now 30 yards away moving as quickly as he could, clearly in pain. The two watchers had closed to within 10 yards of Peng, which he did not appear to be aware of. Without looking at him, Julia started moving at a walking pace toward him, not sure what was happening but instinctively understanding she needed to get to Peng before his other two friends.
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      KUNG WATCHED FROM THREE DIFFERENT cameras and angles on screens in the control room next to the suite of interrogation rooms, as his men moved in to apprehend Peng and the Elizabeth bitch. This was the kind of day that he lived for. The power of complete control he wielded with the various weapons of information and observation were like a drug. His mind buzzed with anticipation and his heart beat quickly from the adrenaline. He was a tiger toying with its much weaker prey, ruthlessly batting them around before bringing them in for the kill.
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      CLOSING TO WITHIN 20 FEET, Julia could see the two watchers clearly becoming pursuers as they began to run towards Peng. With their attention focused on Peng, she picked up her pace and walked as quickly as she could without attracting attention.

      Just as she adjusted her gait, Julia was suddenly knocked sideways and felt multiple sets of hands lock onto her arms. She was spun 90 degrees, forcing her to lose sight of Peng. She swore at herself for being taken by surprise, too focused on Peng and his pursuers, apparently she had some friends of her own that she had failed to notice.

      Reacting from the aggressors’ impacts, her muscle memory and training took over without thought. Julia flowed with the momentum of her attackers, fluidly pulling the two men she now had eyes on, so that their centers of gravity became extended past their base before they realized what was happening. She forced another 90 degree turn of her body while keeping hold of their arms. Continuing to spin on her right foot she planted her left, tripping the two now unbalanced men. She followed through with the modified judo trip, and forcefully connected the bases of their spines with the concrete.

      Her attackers temporarily immobilized, Julia looked frantically for Peng, having lost sight of him in the melee. The priority was now to relay the latest information she received from Director Greenfield to Sam. She was marked by the enemy, but the Slip could disappear, and hopefully find a way to slow the Chinese aggression. The Slip was the last hope for Jerry and everyone back home to have a chance at closing the gap before it was too late.
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      SAM HEARD SOMEONE ORDER PENG to stop, and two men moved in front of him blocking his advance. Looking over their shoulders Sam could see Julia making quick work of her own attackers. She made visual contact with him again, and started to run toward him. Sam noticed more uniformed men materializing out of the crowd, moving toward Julia. Time slowed for Sam as he watched four, five, six men surround Julia. Their mouths were open, yelling at her, as they pushed people down and out of the way. Sam saw the crackling electricity of multiple stun guns reach out, make contact and bring Julia down.

      Thought turned to action, fury to resolve, as Sam transferred from Peng to one of the blockers. Forcing his hand out, Sam transferred again to the nearest bystander. His advance accelerated as he jumped from one person to the next, eventually transferring without physical contact. His energy arced between individuals, bridging gaps between people.

      Sam covered the distance in a blink, and found himself tasering the now semiconscious Julia.
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      OPENING HER EYES, JULIA FOUND herself looking down at her own legs and a concrete floor. Snapping to consciousness, her body jolted and she became painfully aware of the ankle and wrist restraints that were holding her to a chair.

      Looking up, she saw a smug-looking Chinese officer watching her across a shiny metal table. She couldn’t help but think of a cold blooded smiling reptile. His head was bent forward slightly, mirroring hers as he tried to make eye contact. Upon succeeding, he raised his head in unison with hers.

      “That shit is weird. Does he realize he is doing that?” Julia jumped at the voice and then couldn’t help but smile, and then wince at the pain in her muscles as she chuckled.

      “Hey stranger, fancy meeting you here,” Julia responded as even in her dire circumstances relief flooded through her, realizing she and Sam had integrated at some point between the square and here.

      “This room is becoming my regular spot, second time in one day,” Sam said.

      “I’m glad you are having a good time,” Li said to Julia and then slammed both hands down on the metal table loudly, and shouted, “YOU WON’T BE LAUGHING LONG!” as globules of spittle flew onto the table.

      “Wow, this guy is special,” Julia said to Sam.

      “Oh yeah, he’s a riot. His buddies smashed two of my toes earlier today, and by smashed I mean flattened with a hammer. Which by the way reminds me - I can’t involve decent folk in our activities going forward. It’s a new rule,” Sam said.

      “Ouch, so that wasn’t a sexy new walk you were trying out in the square? New rule?”

      “Well, we can call it a guideline or whatever, but those toes were attached to our man Peng. And it turns out Peng was a decent person with a wife and young daughter at home who are now also in jeopardy. He didn’t have any evil habits, people buried in the backyard, or whatever, he just wanted to provide for his family. Now thanks to us or really me, his life is probably over, at least the version he used to have.”

      Li broke his stare to open the file in front of him, now cool and collected again. “Elizabeth Parker. Or should I call you Julia Cacerek?” he said bringing his gaze upon her again.

      “How did our cover get blown so fast?” Julia asked.

      “Not sure, still working on that.”

      Li was watching her very closely, looking for any minute reaction to confirm he had correctly deduced her real identity. Ignoring him Julia needed to quickly make sure Sam was up to speed with the latest news on the situation in the U.S.

      “Have you fully integrated with me - caught up on the latest from my phone calls today?” Julia asked.

      “If you’re talking about the latest nerve agent attacks, then yes, I am caught up.”

      “Exactly. So then you understand our current directive is to advance at all costs. You have to confirm whether China is behind the attacks and relay this back to me. If you are able to confirm, then I also need to know if there is a way to stop or at least slow down their program from the inside,” Julia said.

      “At all costs?”

      “Yes. Sam, we have to think big picture. There are thousands dead and more to come back home. If there is a military confrontation this will grow exponentially. What you find out will be pivotal to what happens next but time is an issue. I don’t know what military plans are being contemplated but the more information you can find out the better chance we have of reducing casualties.”

      “I understand.”

      “Okay, so we are going to get Mr. Shouty Pants even more excited, so that he can’t resist smacking us around. At which point you’re going to transfer and integrate up the chain of command as quickly as you can to wreak as much havoc as possible.”

      “I don’t think he likes to get his hands dirty. I have a better idea. Let me show you a trick I learned in a little town called Nanjemoy,” Sam said raising her fingers just enough to touch the metal table.

      Julia watched as a surprised expression appeared on Li’s face as if someone had just stuck a hot poker in his ass.

      Conduction, interesting AND useful, Julia thought to herself.
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      SAM USED LI’S KNIFE TO cut Julia free and helped her to her feet as she was still a little wobbly from the stun guns.

      “Are we going to have a problem with your new rule?” Julia asked.

      “New rule? Rules don’t apply to people like me Ms Cacerek,” Sam said doing his best to smile with Li’s reptilian face.

      Sam wanted to stay in character for the benefit of anyone who might be monitoring the room and their discussion, but Julia understood the double meaning of Sam’s statement.

      “There’s been a mistake. My name is Elizabeth Parker,” Julia responded playing along.

      “We know who you are and will be watching you very closely. No one can hide from me in China. I would suggest you leave on the next available flight. Our next meeting will not be so friendly,” Sam said.

      It was a departure from Li’s original approach, but Sam needed an excuse to get Julia out of ZG. Capturing and then releasing Julia almost immediately would be confusing to any observers but nobody was going to openly question Li.

      

      Sam walked Julia to the main gate and out of the complex himself to ensure safe passage. The plan was for Julia to get to the U.S. Embassy to avoid recapture, and for Sam to make haste for the President’s offices initially, and eventually meet up with Julia at the Embassy after completing the mission.

      On the way back to the main building where the President’s office was, Sam let Li come forward just enough so he could hear Li’s voice.

      “Wow Li, I’m poking around in this disgusting brain of yours and it looks like you have some serious issues. Did you really turn your own father in to get ahead in the Party?”

      “I am a very patient man whoever you are,” Li said.

      “My name’s Sam, but you can call me Shifu, or ooohhh maybe Daddy would be better seeing how twisted you are.”

      “I will wait, and when you make a mistake I will be there, Sam.”

      Sam was surprised at the control and confidence in Li’s “voice,” and considered that maybe all that yelling Li did was just a show. Looking at Li from the outside he appeared psychotic and full of hatred, spite, and evil. From the inside, Li was as cool as a cucumber, almost void of emotion. Li felt almost like a machine. This scared Sam, and he felt that if anyone could figure out how to counter Sam’s integration and possibly even reverse it to hold Sam captive, given enough time, it would be this cold and calculating man. Julia had found a way—whether triggered by her adrenaline over his probing her deep-seated history or by the fact that he’d “lived” in her for so long, he didn’t know. Sam decided to keep Li distracted by preying on his emotions, so he wouldn’t have the time or focus to figure out a defense, or worse, an offense.

      “Well, until then, I think we’re going to have some fun together, buddy,” Sam said though his plans for this sadistic man included little fun.

      “You have no idea how powerful a country can be when united and operating as one.”

      “You mean ‘controlled,’ not ‘united’.”

      “One must give up some control for the good of the whole. This is something your people don’t understand.”

      “Hey, don’t lump me in with ‘the people,’ I’m still figuring out who ‘my people’ or ‘my whatevers’ are,” Sam said.

      “Hey Li, have you ever looked around in here? I’m seeing some broken stuff you should probably have someone take a look at.”

      There was no response from Li, so Sam focused in on next steps. They were almost back to the main building, and Sam now understood that Li had unique access to the President which was going to be extremely helpful. Apparently, when Li was a junior Party member trying to rise through the ranks, he came upon a plot to undermine the President. Instead of reporting it to his immediate superior, Li thought exposing this plot to the President directly would leapfrog him through the Party ranks. The plot leader was Li’s father, and upon betraying his father, the President understood that he had in Li the most loyal protector he could ask for. How could someone be more loyal than giving up their own father for the betterment of the Party and the protection of its leader?

      So, instead of punishing Li for bypassing the chain of command, he promoted him to his personal security advisor and eventually to Commander of ZG’s security as well. That was five years ago and Li Kung had proven to be extremely effective at his job. With a singleminded determination, he had implemented control systems with the aide of the latest technology which gave have him god-like powers of all knowing.

      Li had eyes everywhere there was a camera, which in China WAS everywhere. He had ears on all his men, thanks to the modified radio equipment they wore. He had the massive computing power of China’s supercomputer data centers to automate the use and tagging of all that data. AND, he had the unflinching resolve to eliminate all suspected security risks, understanding it was better to err on the side of caution than verification. It was these qualities that made people fear him and drove the trickle down approach of ruthlessness now rampant in the ranks. His relationship with the President had the additional benefit of making even senior Party officials fear him. They understood Li to be incorruptible in his protection of the President and swift in his elimination of threats, as was exemplified by the betrayal of his own father.

      “Looks like the tide has turned in my favor, Li. Your tide isn’t looking so good though; there’s some stinky garbage in there, some chemical spills, nasty odors.”

      This provoked a response from Li, “Maybe it’s the receding of the tide before a tsunami, my friend.”

      “There he is!  And we’re FRIENDS now, this is great! Oh happy days.”

      Sam could feel Kung seething inside, roiling with anger at his current predicament. While Sam couldn’t resist taunting Kung, he had to be careful not to underestimate him, as he was obviously a worthy opponent and would be deadly once released from Sam’s control.
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      “MR. PRESIDENT, I HAVE COMMANDER Kung outside to see you,” the President’s assistant announced after quietly knocking and peeking around the door to his office.

      “Send him in.”

      As Sam entered the President’s office he couldn’t help but be underwhelmed. The room itself was similar to the rest of the buildings he had seen so far, renovated but void of comfort and decoration, austere in its communism. Party plaques and memorabilia were on some of the shelves, but no pictures, recreational books, anything personal. There were some traditional Chinese pieces of art on the wall along with a traditional Chinese rug, neither of which appeared to be chosen for their beauty. A wood desk and square wooden chairs also of a traditional nature dominated, and this is where the President sat. The overall message was clear - in order to lead the communist country of China, the President had to live it to a fault both in an exemplary fashion and presumably as an internal motivation and reminder.

      “Hello Commander Kung, good to see you, how is everything?” the President respectfully asked.

      It was clear the President was going to remain seated at his desk for this meeting which meant Sam was going to have to be creative in order to get close enough to make a transfer.

      “Hello, Mr. President, it is as always very good to see you also. While professionally everything is well, personally I have become a bit tired recently and feel I am in need of rejuvenation which is the nature of my visit,” Sam said in stark contrast to Li’s typical approach with the President. Sam could feel for the first time Li was becoming fearful. No, not fearful, as it seemed fear in a traditional sense was not something Li ever felt, but concerned seemed to be the best description.

      The President took note of this unique personal admission as he stood and walked to Li motioning him to sit in one of the wood chairs in front of the desk.

      “Please sit, Li,” the President said, breaking tradition by using his first name as he put his arm lightly around Li’s shoulders to encourage him, and then taking the opposing chair himself. That was all Sam needed as he made the transfer as covertly as he could. Sam’s plan included integrating with the President to access his knowledge, which presumably included everything he needed to know about the events in the U.S., but to not make his presence known. Sam hoped in the end it would be better for the unbelievable explanation of the events to come, to remain just that - unbelievable.

      The President’s mind was complex and without allowing himself to fully integrate he would have to hunt for the information he was looking for instead of it just being instantly available as if they were his own thoughts and memories.

      Fortunately, the ongoing events in the U.S. were at the forefront in the President’s mind, and Sam found them almost immediately. Following the trail from there, Sam was able to find all the information he needed.

      All of this happened in mere seconds and now all he needed was to transfer back to Li, who, now in control of his own actions, reeled slightly, then instantly tried to undo the previous overly personal and weak statement.

      “Sir, thank you for your concern. What I mean is that I would like some additional responsibilities to keep me fresh. Everything is in excellent order at ZG, and I want to make sure I continually challenge myself, so I stay vigilant and never become complacent.”

      The President paused as he looked at Li noting the change in demeanor from the beginning of their conversation. “Okay, well, that is good to hear, Commander. I want you to be close at all times but I understand the need to be continually challenged. Let me think on it and we will find a solution.” The President responded standing up to conclude the meeting.

      Following the President, Li also stood and then forlornly shook his extended hand, allowing Sam back in.

      Sam had to fight the urge to torpedo Li’s career there and then, but he still needed Li’s access and rights to be intact as his mode of transport. Sam left Li in control as he exited the room, ready to take over if anything strange occurred, to allow Li to be as natural as possible in the President’s eyes.

      As the door clicked closed behind them, Sam slammed Kung backwards as he took control again, and walked quickly towards the underground carpark.
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      FULLY INTEGRATED, SAM HAD IMMEDIATE access to all things Li, and looking for transportation found that Li never really left the ZG compound. A number of limousines with drivers were available to him, but something with sirens would be better to cut through traffic, if necessary. There were plenty of military and police type vehicles in the carpark, but Li did not know the route to his destination and driving himself would take a lot of his focus. So he decided on both. Sam radioed Peng and told him to report to the garage asap, and to arrange for one of the limo drivers to be ready to depart immediately.

      Peng was going to be his security escort in a military police vehicle, allowing Sam to ride in one of the limos with a driver who would know the quickest routes. The damage he had done to Peng’s life was a weight on Sam’s conscience, and he was hoping for an opportunity to rectify that situation by bringing him along.

      “But, Commander, we are on lockdown,” Peng said carefully to not sound like he was being insubordinate to Commander Li’s orders to escort him out of the compound.

      Lockdown. That word was like a punch to the gut, stopping Sam mid-thought. Looking internally he saw what he had missed, and he imagined a crocodile smile on Li’s fat face.
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      WITHIN THREE MINUTES FROM SAM’S order, Peng joined Sam in the garage with a limo driver in tow. They quickly found their vehicles and began their mini convoy.

      Once aboveground and leaving the carpark, Sam saw troop movements were clearly in motion as military personnel rushed to reinforce the existing security at each of the ZG gates.

      Sam had been so focused on the choreography of getting in and out of the President and Li that he had not recognized what Li had done in the brief period Sam had been integrated with the President. The depth of paranoia in the Communist Party was much deeper than Sam had thought. Now looking he could see in Li’s mind the various protocols that were put in place in the event of a number of situations, unbelievably including a handshake signal that only the President and his most trusted protector Li Kung knew. This simple silent alarm indicated they were compromised. It was this handshake in the President’s office which Sam had used to reintegrate with Li and which Li had used to signal that they had been infiltrated at the highest level.

      This protocol, once activated, included the lockdown of their current location, so that the interloper would be trapped and caught. The lockdown was implemented with the addition of army troops who would work in parallel with the security forces as a check and balance. In the event that one of their ranks was compromised, the other command structure would theoretically not be. Hence the military troops rushing to reinforce the ZG gates in addition to the existing security staff. Sam thought the level of fear Li had instilled in his security forces would enable him to direct them to allow him to leave the compound, even though it was technically against the protocol. He had no such hold over the army forces now rushing to secure the facility. He had to beat the troops to the exit gate.

      “DRIVER! Get us out of here as fast as you can.” They had been moving at an efficient pace but using a page from Li’s book, his manic directive spurred the driver to great speed, and Sam watched out the window as they passed the jogging formations of soldiers.

      The west gate was fairly close to the office buildings and it wasn’t long before they pulled up to the staunch-looking security officers, motioning them to stop.

      Rolling down his window the driver was told they would not be able to leave. As the security officer at the window looked into the back seat and saw Commander Li his voice faltered and his confidence wilted. The officer redirected his command as a question towards Li, “Sir, the protocol says not to let anyone in or out of the compound.” The officer thought maybe this was a test of the resolve of the security personnel by Commander Li.

      Seizing upon the uncertainty and Li’s reputation, Sam went all in, “Who do you think created this protocol? Time is critical - OPEN THE GATE! The rear car is my escort and will also be allowed to pass.”

      “But, sir, the instruction is to not let anyone in or out.” There was a slight tremble in the officer’s voice as he rebutted.

      Sam caught sight of the first group of soldiers approaching as he glanced in the car’s rearview mirror. They were about 50 yards away, and it was now or never to get past this gate.

      Reading the officer’s last name on his shirt, Sam softened his approach, “Chun, you have done an honorable and courageous act to challenge even your Commander to uphold your orders, and I will make note of it.” Even softer now, “But if you don’t open the gate immediately I will have you locked up, never to be seen again. NOW OPEN THE GATE!” Sam sat back in his seat and looked out the window on his side to indicate the conversation was over, hoping that he had scared the officer enough.

      Sam held his breath, continuing to look out his window as seconds passed after the officer had walked away from the car. The soldiers had to be almost to them at this point. It seemed like minutes and he was anticipating someone jerking open his door and ordering him out.

      Then he saw the gate starting to rise and he heard shouts from the soldiers behind the car, yelling at the security officers to close the gate.

      The soldiers were now on either side of the car as he felt the lurch of the car start to move forward. The security men and soldiers were shouting at each other. The soldiers banged on the side of the car as the limo slid out of the compound and away.

      Sam felt his chest unclench as he started to breath regularly again.
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      SAM INSTRUCTED PENG TO MOVE ahead of the limo and use his siren to cut through traffic. He wondered how the President would react to Commander Kung leaving his post in the middle of a lockdown. Sam pushed these thoughts away as he leaned his head back to rest and think through his next steps.

      Although his visit in the President’s mind was brief, he got the information he needed, or at least hoped he did. There were two data centers involved in the creation and operation components of the micro attacks in the U.S., and the program was code named “Dragonfly”.

      Dragonfly was only a part of China’s much larger artificial general intelligence (AGI) program, which was thoroughly frightening in its vastness. The President and Party had set very aggressive goals for AGI as a country, with various applications falling under that umbrella, as AGI could be brought to bear on almost any challenge one could think of. There were strong overtones of China’s destiny to return to power harkening to the period of history prior to the “century of humiliation”, when China perceived itself as the central power in the region. The President’s sense of destiny in its long view form allowed dealings with current issues to be perceived as speed bumps on the long road ahead. Working within the current confines of the world and powers-that-be was preferred, but not required. China’s unique ability to be nimble and absolute, with an uninterrupted Party control, allowed them to plow ahead while the western countries and their slow bureaucratic governments churned as they attempted to keep up.

      There was a sinister aspect to this mentality which unsettled Sam and added to his determination to kill Dragonfly and push back on the injustice he felt.

      Each of the data centers had a Dragonfly operations center associated with it. Sam assumed that by taking the op centers offline, the ability to control the attacks would be lost and the reprieve the U.S. needed would be obtained. The first data center and associated Dragonfly operation center was at Tsinghua University, which was the best computer science university in the country. The University was about an hour away, and Sam hoped to cut that in half with Peng’s siren escort.

      Sam had images of the location of the facility on the campus from the President’s mind, which he hoped he would be able to use to visually identify an access point once on site. The President had also met a number of times with the head of the computer science program, a Professor Lee Chan who would be his backup plan to locate the ops center.
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      PENG RADIOED AS THEY WERE approaching the university, and Sam directed him to turn off his sirens and turn onto the campus roads when they got there.

      After entering the campus, Sam could see well kept squares off of the road as they drove. They were large open spaces of greenery which were not accessible by car. The buildings they were passing all looked very similar, and Sam was starting to get nervous that he was not going to be able to make a visual identification of their target. Sam got on the radio and directed Peng to call the University and get directions to Professor Chan’s office and to start driving in that direction.

      The buildings lining the roads were all somewhat nondescript low rise three and four story structures that were various shades of gray accented by faded reddish brown cladding. Sam could see more formidable buildings in the distance arranged around large open squares. The imagery he had from the President included an elevator that accessed lower levels where the ops center was located. There were some external building impressions but it was not clear which one contained the elevator in his, actually the President’s, memory. The memories were starting to get mixed up with the buildings he was looking at. Sam’s guess was the elevator would be in the computer science building or wherever the Professor’s office was.

      Peng must have obtained directions as he pulled into a small road and turned his lead car around. Sam’s driver followed suit, and they picked up speed finally coming to a stop at the edge of one of the larger squares they had passed previously.

      “Commander, we must go on foot from here,” Peng’s voice crackled over the radio.

      

      Peng took the lead, referring to his phone frequently as he began orienting himself. Peng was unsure why Commander Kung had brought him on this mission. He felt a sliver of hope it would somehow improve his standing and be a step towards freeing his family. A strange thought then occurred to him: what if he wasn’t the only one whose mind had been invaded. Could Commander Kung be wrestling with similar strange experiences? He steeled himself to do exactly what the Commander required of him and hope for the best.

      The square was even larger than it appeared from the road. Students were walking in all directions, following the crisscrossing pathways going to and from classes. It was still too cold to sit outside, otherwise Sam imagined there would be more people relaxing around the grounds. As he was taking in the surroundings, Sam noticed a group of what looked like soldiers off to the far right, or maybe they were campus security.

      Sam felt a surge of Li’s creepy version of happiness, which set off some alarms for Sam. Scanning the rest of the square he saw another group behind them who looked similar to those off to the right. Digging through Li’s mind he didn’t find anything related to the protocol that had been initiated that helped Sam make sense of their presence. It could be that they were associated with the University, after all, China is sensitive to protests which often are initiated by students, so maybe this was a standard presence and precaution on university campuses? Or, the fact that Li had set this protocol in motion and then left the compound that was under lockdown, might have raised some questions in the President’s mind, and these were contingency plan forces keeping an eye on him. Sam wasn’t interested to find out either way and spurred Peng on.

      “We need to move now, Peng, which way?”

      “Should be this way, Commander,” Peng responded looking up from his phone and squinting off into the distance at the buildings northwest of them.

      Peng started off in that direction which thankfully would move them away from the armed groups to the east and south. Peng was on the phone as they walked, confirming their direction with someone.

      Hanging up, Peng quickened their pace once again and said, “Commander, I have confirmed we are going the right way, and Professor Chan will meet us in the lobby of the building.”

      Sam glanced at the mysterious parties as he and Peng took a determined approach to their destination. He could see the group to the east had taken up a slight jog and appeared to be heading in their direction. Looking to their rear, the second group was closer, and they were walking at a good clip but not at the same pace as their colleagues.

      As he returned his gaze back towards their target destination, Li’s radio came to life, startling Sam and enflaming the panic that he had been so far controlling.

      “Commander Kung, this is Shu. The President wants to speak with you at 7:15 using appropriate protocol measures.” Shu was one of the President’s assistants and this was not a request, it was a directive. The protocol measure she was referring to was the use of a secured line from a location that, to the best of one’s knowledge, was not compromised or tapped. Certainly the President was curious as to why Commander Kung had left the compound that he was in charge of protecting, not to mention leaving the primary person he was meant to be protecting. It was 6:57, which gave Sam about 15 minutes to get somewhere he could make the call, if he was to follow through with it and keep Li Kung in play.

      “Certainly, Shu. I will be ready,” Sam replied and the radio did not offer anything further.

      Based on the requested call, Sam guessed that their colleagues in the square were not pursuers but might quickly become such depending on the now scheduled phone call. This was the President’s contingency plan. China seemed full of them.

      

      Peng and Sam rushed through the building entrance looking for Professor Chan. They had jogged the last 100 yards to try to keep the distance between them and the two approaching groups of men. Sam didn’t think they were going to apprehend them at that moment, or there would have been more urgency, but they definitely intended to close the gap, and Sam didn’t want to be any closer to them than necessary.

      Sam recognized the Professor from the images he obtained from the President’s memory and rushed over to where he was standing by the side of an ascending stair.

      “Professor Chan, thank you for meeting me on short notice. My name is Commander Li, and I am in charge of the ZG compound and the President’s personal security force. Something has come up and we need to visit the Dragonfly center,” Sam said.

      “Commander Li, this is highly unusual and outside the chain of command for this facility. I will need to verify your visit before we can enter,” Chan replied nervously. Li’s reputation preceded him and not in a good way. Chan did not want to make an enemy of Li, but the command structure for the Dragonfly program was very rigid and top secret.

      Sam noticed the Professor looked down the hall to his right when he mentioned the facility. Looking in that direction, he was able to see a door at the end of the hall with an LCD panel next to it, which looked to be the same as what he saw in the President’s memory.

      Beginning to walk towards that door, Sam responded, “Professor, I appreciate the nature of security around this particular facility and encourage you to make your verifications. I have a call with the President at 7:15, which is in 12 minutes, at which time I am to be inside the operation center.”

      A slight stammer had entered the Professor’s voice as he was intermittently working to find a number on his phone and stay up with Li as he moved down the corridor.

      The entire length of the corridor was 60 feet, and halfway through they passed the only other door in the entire hallway besides the one at the end. Next to the midpoint door was an eight foot long window looking into what could only be a security room. Sam could see two uniformed men through the window sitting at a series of monitors which were aligned along three sides of the room. Sam didn’t slow down but noticed one of the men in the room recognize the Professor, nodding to him as they passed.

      When they stopped in front of the door at the end of the hall, the Professor began to speak into his phone, evidently having found the number he needed. Turning towards the sound of rushing footsteps, Sam saw the men from outside rounding the corner into the hallway. At that point everything went to hell.
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      NOT THAT THERE WAS MUCH of a plan to start with, Sam threw what existed of it out the window. He quickly took off his radio and handed it to Peng. He then grabbed his handcuffs and put them around Li’s ankles and also handed the key to Peng. Before the Professor had said more than three words into his phone, Sam grabbed it, hung it up and also handed it to Peng, whose hands were now full and his eyes wide.

      The Professor’s mouth was frozen open in mid speech, dumbfounded as to what was happening. Sam made contact with his hand and transferred out of Li into the Professor. Sam seamlessly used what there was of the full force of the Professor’s sixty-plus year old body to bring an elbow back hard across Li’s face, knocking him backwards flat on his ass, tripping over his bound feet.

      Finally free, Commander Li shouted furiously at the men down the hallway to not let anyone through the door they faced. This order combined with the sight of Li being attacked and knocked down brought the full contingency of armed men running down the corridor yelling for everyone to freeze.

      Sam was already using the Professor’s handprint and code to open the door, which was unlocked by the time the group of what were now pursuers arrived, running and shouting.

      Sam muscled the door open, grabbed the frozen and confused Peng forcibly and shoved him through the door, then he followed and pulled it closed just as the bodies of the pursuers slammed into it from the other side.

      

      Sam, now in the Professor’s body, was having his second taste of the effects of age after the sheriff experience, and immediately felt much slower. On this side of the now re-locked door was an eight-foot square room with an elevator opposite the door they just came through, and what looked like a door to stairs on his right. Sam had seen the President taking the elevator and, following suit, pushed the only button present to call the elevator. The single button likely indicated that this elevator only went one way and that was down.

      “Please trust me Peng. I’ll explain everything, but for now we have to keep moving,” Sam said to Peng as they waited anxiously for the elevator.

      The muffled voices  of the pursuers could be heard coming from the hall trying to get someone to open the door for them. Sam figured they had a couple minutes before they managed to get the door open by which time he would be in the data center with a plan materializing. Hopefully.
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      COMMANDER LI, FINALLY FREE OF the insufferable situation of having to watch uncontrollably as the Slip manipulated his body and thwarted him at every turn, now stoked his fury into a steady burn. He was back in control and ready to use the considerable tools at his disposable to start hunting the demon that was in their midst. Why did the demon come here, what was so important about the data center here? Li wondered. Had he tried to comb through Sam’s thoughts he might have obtained the answers to these questions. As was one of his gifts, Li took the long view and set his goal not on stopping the immediate sabotage that was being attempted but on figuring out how to apprehend this demon and put an end to this once and for all. The special forces would handle the immediate issue at hand, and they were not under Li’s command anyway.

      What time was it? Li intended to make that call to the President, but how would he explain what was happening? The situation was beyond belief; he would not have believed it himself had he not directly experienced the demon’s intrusion into his own mind. One step at a time, Li, he reminded himself.

      The special forces were focused on getting the door open and trampled Li inadvertently in their haste. Li grabbed one of the men’s legs and told him to unlock the immobilizing cuffs. The special forces were not accustomed to arresting people and did not carry handcuffs or the keys to unlock them. Clearly he was not their priority, and the soldier moved to rejoin his comrades after indicating he didn't have keys. Li grabbed the soldier’s shirt keeping him from standing up and told him to get a key from the security personnel in the office down the hall. They locked eyes as the soldier wrestled with the affront of taking orders from this unknown person. Li’s steely stare won out and the soldier put up his hands acquiescing. Li held his shirt a few seconds longer for good measure before dismissing him with a gruff release.

      The soldier returned quickly and Li took the keys without looking at him, the soldier now an afterthought. Unlocking the ankle cuffs, Li was struck by an idea of how to track the demon and hopefully capture it. Standing up, he began walking back down the hallway.
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      THE ELEVATOR DOORS SLID OPEN revealing a small room with a window opposite the elevator through which was visible a vast data center. Set into the window wall was a secured door to access the data center. To the right was a corridor along which the window wall continued. The long window wall showcased the countless aisles of racked equipment within the data center.

      Sam’s primary target was the Dragonfly operations control room which was a much smaller room than the data center in front of him per the President’s memories. He started down the hall on the right which had to lead to the additional rooms on this level beside the data center itself. Just as Sam started down the corridor, a door 20 feet farther ahead flew open on the wall side of the corridor.   The armed pursuers from above started pouring into the hallway.

      Shit, Sam thought, that must be where the stairs connected from above to this level. He had been counting on a little bit more time and now he was cut off and pinned against the elevator. Professor Chan must have full access to this facility, Sam thought and quickly retraced his steps toward the elevator with Peng in tow. The soldiers spotted them and their boots echoed as they started in their direction.

      Sam identified the card Chan kept on a retractable wire clipped to his belt which he pulled out and used to unlock the door to the data center. Peng look at him, conflicted thoughts evident on his face. Sam gave him his best reassuring look as he ushered him into the room and slammed the door closed just as the pursuers arrived. It was noticeably colder in the data center and Sam paused, watching the soldiers bang on the glass and pull on the locked door, helpless without a key. Sam started running inside the data center, paralleling the corridor, passing the armed pursuers watching them from the opposite side of the glass.

      Sam heard gunfire behind them and the sound of glass hitting the floor. It appeared they were in a much more serious pursuit scenario now. Shouts filled the air and the remaining soldiers on the opposite side of the glass started running in the same direction as Sam and Peng and quickly passed them as Professor Chan’s body really only allowed a quick jog. Sam assumed they were intending to surround them from behind and also cut them off by entering the data center room from a point farther down the hallway.

      The group yelled at them through the broken door to stop and put their hands in the air.

      Taking two seconds to think Sam realized he would have to engage with the pursuers in the data center. He changed direction, and ran down the aisle in front of him, perpendicular to the corridor, into the rows of equipment.
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      LI MANAGED TO TAKE COMMAND of the Security Control room easily and had the two men pulling up images at his command. These men were part of the Central Security Bureau the same as Li, and he outranked them. He instructed the operators to use the cameras to keep track of anyone resisting the pursuers, even if the people resisting changed periodically. The two men looked at Li strangely for a moment at his choice of words. There was no way Li could explain what they were up against, they would see for themselves shortly. Li’s mind was working overtime to identify a way to contain the demon, or if he had to, to destroy it.

      A screen showed Peng and the Professor’s back as they turned down an equipment aisle and then disappeared from view as the camera angle was cutoff. One of the security men pointed to another screen which had picked Peng and the Professor up again. This camera was at the opposite end of the aisle and showed them running towards it, still at a distance but closing.

      The special forces had found the second data center entrance and were coming from both ends of the room. The two groups of soldiers ran towards each other along the window wall shared with the corridor. A soldier was sent down each new equipment aisle they passed and Li watched as the two groups thinned as they approached each other. They were canvassing every path in the data center. There was no way Peng and the Professor could stay hidden for long.

      From the various camera angles Li could see a crossing aisle at the center of the room cutting through the innumerable rows of equipment racks. That made three aisles running the length of the room in parallel to the exterior corridor. One was immediately adjacent to the corridor and separated by the glass wall. This was the path the soldier groups were using. Another corridor was on the opposite side of the room where the equipment racks all ended, and then there was the one in the middle of the room bisecting all the equipment racks.

      There were motion sensors controlling the lights which created a strobe effect as the men moved down the aisles activating the lights. This made it more difficult to track Peng and the demon with the distracting flashes emanating from the various displays in the security room.

      The screen where Peng and Chan had last been seen went blank. Li yelled at the men to find where they went and the three of them scanned the monitors furiously.

      Lights continued to blink on as the special forces marched down their aisles, now past the perpendicular cross aisle at the midway point.

      The light trail Peng and Chan had left behind in their aisle had switched back off. The motion sensors were set up to turn on automatically and then to also turn off quickly unless one of the manual switches was activated. Data centers were such energy hogs that inclusion of these types of energy saving devices was standard procedure and a minuscule cost as compared to the larger complexities of these facilities. As the men now in the data center were not aware of the manual switches, they were followed around by bubbles of light as the darkness reclaimed itself almost as quickly as it appeared along their paths. It was as if they were in a cave carrying a torch.

      Peng and Chan’s disappearance had to mean they had stopped moving. Li knew why they would have done this but the special forces would not. This was where things would get interesting.
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      CROUCHED DOWN AT THE END of an aisle, side by side in the darkness, Sam whispered through Professor Chan to Peng, “I am very sorry for the trouble I got you in back at ZG, that was not my intent, and now understanding what a good person you are I feel even worse. I brought you on this endeavor in the hope that I would find a way to repair the damage that I have done to your position with the Central Security Bureau and with Commander Kung. I think you might sense that my purpose here is to pursue justice and that my intentions are not bad. Either way I need to ask you to try to protect Professor Chan and take him to safety in a couple moments.”

      Peng did not respond and they both returned to silence resting their heads back against the equipment supports that they were crouched against. The racks of equipment that separated the walkway aisles were approximately six feet wide, and Sam was hoping they would remain out of the soldiers’ line of sight when the lights around them turned on, at least long enough that he could transition.

      There was a slight hum emitted by the lights as they turned on, and it was this sound that Sam could hear getting nearer as the soldiers made their way toward their position. Their protective shroud of darkness began to lift in increments of grey as the illumination got closer and bled with the darkness, continuously eroding its depth until finally the soldiers were close enough that Sam could hear their shoes on the floor.

      It appeared they were favoring silence over speed probably feeling they had their quarry cornered which, in essence, they did. As did he, if all went right.

      As far as Sam could determine, the soldiers in the aisles on either side of their position were approaching at roughly the same rate, judging by the positions of the receding lines of darkness on the floor at the end of each aisle, which eventually would combine and disappear.

      “Stay hidden here, don’t move. I will lead our pursuers in the other direction and hopefully you can get to one of the exits. If you follow along the perimeter of the room you should be safe,” Sam said. Sam couldn’t be sure what Peng would do or if he believed what he was telling him. But he was out of time and had to trust his gut about Peng.

      When Sam felt the soldiers were close enough to almost see them around the corner of the equipment, he stood and walked out into one of the aisles with his arms raised straight up to surrender.

      Startled, the soldier yelled, “Stop,” as he brought his weapon up and halted his forward progress.

      The soldier was six feet away and Sam raised his hands and slowed his gait but kept moving towards the soldier as he said, “I am here, I surrender.”

      “Where is the soldier who was with you?” the soldier asked brusquely looking from side to side. He was more worried about the soldier than an old professor, which ordinarily would be the right approach.

      Now three feet away, Sam slowed again slightly but not completely. He held his arms out in front of him as if waiting for cuffs. “I don’t know. We went different ways,” Sam said.

      The soldier motioned with his rifle for the Professor to move towards the exit where they had come from.

      The instant the rifle was pointed away from him, Sam lunged the remaining 2.5 feet and grabbed the soldier’s wrist just below his uniform sleeve. The soldier was caught off guard, not suspecting an old professor to attack an armed soldier and instantaneously Sam was in.

      Leaving the Professor’s body behind, it was good to feel the strength of this young and fit soldier’s body. “Go back with Peng,” Sam directed the Professor as he flicked off the rifle’s safety. The old man stumbled backward, blinked and then turned to go as directed.

      Might as well start the destruction here. Sam moved quickly back down the aisle away from Peng and the Professor, pointed the rifle at the racks of equipment separating him from the soldier on the other side, and pulled the trigger strafing the equipment as he moved.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            56

          

        

      

    

    
      SHARP FLASHES OF LIGHT BROUGHT Li’s attention back to the monitor on his left followed closely by the muffled sounds of gunfire which barely made it up to his ears from the floors below.

      He could see one of the soldiers firing into the machinery either trying to destroy the equipment or shoot someone on the other side.

      Li had lost his sense of positional awareness within the data center. The soldiers all looked the same in their uniforms and the equipment was an endless monotony of black and silver metal. There were aisle numbers visible at times on the floor and at either end but otherwise no unique identifiers.

      The monitors in the security room automatically displayed the camera images where they sensed motion. The disorienting rotation of camera views combined with the muzzle flashes and lights turning on and off created a stroboscopic stop motion display. The soldiers were patrons in a macabre night club from which not everyone was going to leave.

      Li glanced nervously at his watch, it was 7:37, he was more than 20 minutes late for his call with the President. There wasn’t going to be a good time and he couldn’t wait any longer.

      “Keep track of anyone resisting,” Li barked to the officers as he got up from his chair.

      He left the security office and found a quiet corner on the 2nd floor where he dialed the President’s encrypted direct line.

      “Li, what is happening? Why are you late calling me? I am getting reports that special forces have engaged an enemy in the data center,” the President said as soon as the line connected.

      “Yes, sir, that is correct. I have taken control of the security office where I can see everything that is happening in the data center.” Li paused to collect his thoughts, he was not sure how the President would react to the truth of the situation, but he saw no other path forward and took a step over the ledge.

      “Sir, I am not sure why this location is of interest to the enemy, but I need to tell you something about what we are dealing with.”

      Silence on the other end didn’t help to calm Li’s nerves as he continued and finished his leap, no ground beneath him now.

      “I’m not sure how to describe it, but the enemy is not a person…well, he…it…might be a person but it does not have a body, at least that I know of. What I’m trying to say is it enters other people’s minds and bodies and takes them over. It sounds crazy, and I would not have believed it if it had not happened to me. This DEMON, took control of my own body in order to leave ZG and only just released me before continuing down to the data center.”

      Li held his breath waiting for the President’s words.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            57

          

        

      

    

    
      CONFUSION WAS SAM’S FRIEND AT this point so he started to shoot out the lights in addition to the machinery as he travelled down the aisle now approaching the midpoint marked by the crossroads of the perpendicular aisle.

      Unable to see through the equipment racks, the other soldiers could not identify who was shooting but knew by the sound of the weapon it was one of theirs.

      The equipment was sending off sparks and there were now swaths where indicator lights were no longer showing life. Without any other sign of damage, it was hard to be sure how successful the shoot’em up approach was. As soon as this thought entered his mind, he became aware of two light grenades that he and all special forces carried on their belts. Bullets were good, but explosives were better. He grinned and pulled one of the canisters off his belt, squeezed the trigger down and pulled the pin.
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      LI WAS WATCHING A MONITOR with a camera view looking at the shooter from the end of the aisle. He could see two soldiers round the midpoint aisle corner 10 feet away from the shooter who Li assumed was possessed by the demon. The 2 soldiers were partially blocked from view, but they were clearly agitated and yelling at the demon who dropped something, and then the screen went blank followed by a muffled boom.

      Li understood now why the demon was here.  The President had surprisingly not dismissed him from his post to be locked up forever after he finished the unbelievable description of the demon and its capabilities. Instead the President shared the highly confidential and sensitive nature of not just the data center but of the Dragonfly operation center connected to it. The President had not indicated what the operation center controlled or anything about the Dragonfly program. But he did indicate that it was one of only two such installations in the country and was of the utmost importance to the President, the Party and the country and to do whatever, whatever, was required to safeguard this location first and destroy the enemy second.

      Bolstered by being brought further into the President’s confidence, Li was fully back in control.
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      THE TIME FOR STEALTH WAS over, so Sam looked blankly at the yelling soldiers as he let the grenade roll out of his hand and down the aisle from behind his back.

      “Grenade!” Sam yelled as he ran toward his colleagues who began to scatter back around the corner. The explosion launched Sam briefly through the air, before face planting hard on the concrete floor. Bolts of pain flashed through his body and motes of blackness swirled in his vision.

      He could hear someone yelling to him from what sounded like far away and he felt a sense of  pressure on his body. Slowly coming back to his senses, Sam realized the pressure was one of the soldier’s hands assessing his status. Feeling a pressure on his neck he sensed a pathway open and he transitioned; they were probably feeling for his pulse. Like a switch that was flipped Sam became completely alert, even hyper alert as this soldier’s adrenaline was coursing. Looking down he could see the motionless soldier he had just departed on the floor and to the left the smoke and sputtering flames from where the grenade had exploded. What felt like minutes must have been seconds. As he watched, the flames strangely went out, almost as if he was watching a video in reverse. What the hell is that? Pieces of equipment littered the ground and holes had opened up in the racks of computer equipment from the grenade. This was a more conclusive confirmation that damage was being done and he grabbed the second grenade from his previous host’s belt as he stood up.

      Without hesitation, Sam pulled the pin and threw the second grenade down the aisle in the other direction, this time farther away. From close behind him he heard what must be another soldier he had not seen yelling at him. Turning he saw the muzzle of a rifle pointed at his face. Sam tried to move quickly around the aisle corner but found he was feeling sluggish and his mind was a little foggy. A second later there was a large muffled bang from the grenade he threw, which sounded like an explosion underneath a giant pillow. Sam was again thrown off his feet and his right ear felt like it exploded. He landed on top of the soldier who had been pointing the rifle at his face and realized the explosion had knocked them off balance such that a potentially lethal rifle shot had gone off track grazing the side of his face and likely blowing out his ear drum.

      Although the explosion was farther away this time, Sam still felt dizzy and his assailant looked to be in better shape as Sam had shielded him from the direct force of the shock wave. The assailant was already trying to regain position to finish the job and take him out, but he was too close to aim his rifle.

      Sam rolled off and ran around the corner down the middle aisle. The damage to his ear was messing with his equilibrium and he stumbled, smashing into the end of the racks of equipment one aisle over, bringing him to the floor on a knee and hand. Another soldier rounded the corner, and Sam reached out a hand for help and the unsuspecting colleague obliged. Transferring he regained full hearing but was surprised to still feel sluggish both mentally and physically.

      The man responsible for the hearing damage rounded the corner, rifle in position and quickly put two slugs into the doubled over soldier that Sam had just departed who crumpled to the floor.
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      LI AND THE TWO SECURITY officers watched what appeared to be the special forces unit losing their minds turning on themselves. If it wasn’t for the fire suppression system that had been activated by the first grenade the entire data center would be engulfed in flames by now.

      Many of the Chinese data centers had dated suppression systems, however, the Tsinghua facility had recently been upgraded to an Inergen system which used a mixture of inert gases to flood the data  center to reduce the oxygen levels from the normal atmospheric 21% to less than 15%, below which combustion and fire cannot occur. Normal atmosphere also contains 0.03% CO2 which the Inergen system increases to 4%. Asphyxiation occurs at CO2 concentrations of 5-6% and unconsciousness and potentially death at 8-9%. So the beauty of Inergen as a fire suppressant is its ability to smother fires in spaces with sensitive equipment which cannot tolerate water from a typical sprinkler system. Additionally, it is non-toxic and allows people to be present during the discharge and make their way safely to the exits. However, the decreased oxygen and increased CO2, while not fatal, at these levels causes fatigue, drowsiness and confusion after extended periods of time.

      They watched a soldier on his knees crumple to the floor, as one of his own shot him in the back. A third soldier instantly abandoned the now dead kneeling man he had extended a hand to, and raised his sidearm putting a bullet in the first shooter’s face. It was an absurd chain reaction of violence, and the racks of equipment were splattered by the sinister mixed-media artwork of blood and gore. The video feed was silent, but their minds filled in the wet smacking sounds of brains hitting the equipment.
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      SAM GRABBED THE GRENADES FROM both of the downed men which, combined with the two on his own belt, gave him a total of six.

      He still needed to find the Dragonfly operations room which he assumed was at the end of the original hallway leading away from the elevator. That direction was to his left currently, and so he pulled the pins on two grenades and threw them down different aisles to his right as he started down the aisle to his left.

      The sequential percussive sounds again seemed strange to Sam, like underwater explosions and there were a couple screams mixed in, which were hopefully not Peng or the Professor.

      Sam felt like he was moving quickly but couldn’t be sure. He felt as if he had too much to drink and was in control but not quite 100%. He could see the far wall now and parceled out two more grenades down aisles as he moved towards the wall.

      A soldier came out of one of the aisles and stopped in front of him. He looked confused, and Sam alleviated him of that situation by cold cocking him with the butt of his rifle, dropping him instantly. That’s two more grenades, thank you very much. No sooner had he pilfered them than Sam sent one down another aisle as he approached the far wall, keeping the last three for the final task.

      He reached the end of the aisle just after the last explosion, and looking to his right, could see a door which he hoped led to the hallway and operations center.

      

      Sam passed through the door and saw the hallway to the elevator taking off to his right and a short corridor straight ahead of him. Along the left wall of the shorter corridor was a mirrored window he couldn’t see through. He must be getting close; this felt like a security measure to observe who was coming down the corridor.

      No sign of Peng or the Professor, which Sam didn’t take as a good or bad sign but hoped they had found a safe place to hole up. He had meant to hold on to Kung’s radio so he could stay in touch with Peng if necessary, but with all the transitioning he had forgotten about it until now. He would look for him before leaving this floor.

      Stepping back, he leveled his rifle at the window and sent a quick burst into its center. It was armored glass and did not shatter but a small hole surrounded by a spiderweb of cracks had been created by the repeated impacts.

      Encouraged by this minor success, Sam continued to fire around the center of the spider web until a hole as big as a Coke can had opened up. Shouldering the rifle he pulled the pin from one of his remaining three grenades and slid it through the opening. Special delivery.

      Sam hurried down the short corridor which turned to the left. The explosion shook the wall, this time sounding like what he would have expected. He had come to a dead end with three doors to choose from, two on opposing sides and the third straight ahead where the corridor terminated.

      Anticipating that soldiers were still in pursuit, Sam quickly picked the smoking door to his left. This must be the room behind the mirrored window he had just put a grenade through. Finding it locked, he used three bullets as a key, kicked it open and ducked to the left on the corridor side to await any response from inside. When none came, he rushed into the still smokey room and found two men permanently asleep at their desks. The grenade had made a nasty mess of things and Sam tried not to look at the viscera as he surveyed the damage. This was a small room used for security as Sam had guessed. Because the room was so small and somewhat airtight, the grenade had done extensive damage. Sam was running low on ammunition and grenades. Quickly checking the men for either, he came up empty handed. They did have sidearms which he relieved from one of the men.

      Moving back to the corridor, he had two remaining doors to choose from. After a quick check back down the corridor to confirm he was still clear, he rushed to the door opposite. There was no door knob and Sam pushed it open revealing a locker room. Not what he was looking for, so he backed out into the corridor and turned towards door number three.

      This door had a knob which he found locked. It also had a small metal circle riveted into it just above waist level which he had not noticed until now. Sam gave two sharp raps on the door which sounded like it was made of metal. Knock knock. An armored door, this MUST be the Dragonfly operations room.

      Sam heard a click echo from the other side of the door, followed by a huge explosion and felt himself fly backwards, landing hard on the floor. There was an intense pain in his side and he looked down where a fist sized chunk of flesh was missing from the side of his midsection. Blood was pouring out of the wound.

      He could see a barrel poking out of the riveted hole in the door. Must be a shotgun aperture similar to those in armored money truck transports with a security guard aiming right at him from the other side of the door. Luckily these soldiers were wearing body armor which partially protected him but he would probably bleed out in a matter of minutes anyway at this rate.

      He had been thrown halfway past where the corridor turned, and looking to his left, he could see the data center door he had recently come through. Sam scrambled to get around the corner away from the shotgun when another blast reverberated and he felt his right leg explode with pain. Pulling himself all the way around the corner he looked down to see his foot was still a couple feet away, being dragged by a few tendrils of stretching muscle and tendons.

      “Holy shit!” he said out loud and starting to feel woozy, not sure if it was from the grisly sight or the loss of blood. He quickly took off his belt and put a tourniquet on the leg. Knowing he might pass out at any moment and have his mission, and maybe his existence, cut short, he worked quickly to pull a pin on one of the two remaining grenades and tossed it around the corner. He heard a solid thunk which sounded like metal on metal followed by an enormous deafening explosion.

      Peeking around the corner, Sam saw the door was dented but impossibly still intact. He had intended to just peek and pull back, but he wasn’t quick enough. Sam felt a huge impact to the right side of his face and a muffled explosion as he was slammed backward, luckily back around the corner.

      What the fuck is going on? I’m getting my ass blown apart! Touching the right side of his face, bolts of lightning went down his spine and he almost passed out. Pulling his hand back, he saw it was covered in blood and he could no longer see out of his right eye.

      Surprised he was still alive much less conscious, he realized he needed to do something and quick. A new body would be perfect right about now, but there were not any soldiers appearing from within the data center.

      Then a crazy idea struck him.
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      LI UNCONTROLLABLY CHEERED OUT LOUD and pumped a fist into the air as he watched the silent shotgun blast almost take off the demon’s face from a camera feed over the armored door three stories below.

      Li yelled at the two men to find another camera where he could see the demon after he disappeared around the corner.

      One of the men pulled up a feed looking towards the same corner but from a vantage over the data center door this time.

      The demon was a mess and Li couldn’t help the grin that appeared on his face as he relished the sight of Sam’s nearly separated foot, bloody face and side wound. The demon was leaning against the wall apparently still alive and still conscious.

      Li shifted his attention from the screen in front of him to the corridor window as a large group of local security forces ran past toward the elevator and stairs to access the lower levels. He scoffed at the length of time it had taken for them to react; if this had been his facility, the reaction time would have been much quicker or heads would have rolled, literally.

      Although late, the reinforcements would pin the demon against the armored door. But to ensure defeat of the quarry, Li had to get them to not take him alive. He had to get them to shoot on sight. These forces were in the Central Security Bureau the same as Li and he outranked their local commander. With a quick call, he had his directive in place.
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      SAM SUDDENLY HEARD THE SOUND of boots jogging in his direction down the corridor toward the mirrored window above him. He was just out of sight around the corner but pinned nonetheless and now had no choice but to try his crazy idea.

      He started fumbling with the velcro straps to take off the bullet proof armored vest he had on. The pain from his various injuries was so severe he was worried about passing out and becoming incapacitated. He reduced the depth of his integration which helped slightly to mute the pain but he couldn’t remove himself from the pain completely and retain enough control to do what needed to be done.  Being extra careful around his side wound, Sam managed to get the vest off. The footsteps were very close now; it was time to go.

      Holding the vest in front of his face, he used his one good foot to propel him forward on the ground around the corner like a seal on ice. His forearms were hammered by an immediate shotgun blast against the vest. With the front and back layers of the vest both in front of him, the impact was not as severe as it would have been with a single layer but it still hurt like hell. It was slow and extremely painful progress with the almost severed foot dragging behind. He would have severed it off completely if he had time and the tools.

      His prone position allowed him to keep the length of his body behind the vest but he took another blast to the forearms, stopping his progress again.

      It sounded like the reinforcements were just around the corner. Maybe another foot to the door. He wasn’t going to make it.
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      LI’S FACE WAS GETTING CLOSER and closer to the monitor as he watched the slow progress of the demon inching along the floor, taking repeated shotgun blasts.

      When he saw the first security officer round the corner just feet from the demon, Li raised both his arms in the air silently anticipating the cavalcade of gunfire that would shortly put an end to the demon and this whole affair.
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      WITH HIS HEAD DUCKED DOWN behind the vest, Sam saw the first of the reinforcements round the corner.

      With the shotgunner now unable to shoot without hitting his own men, Sam dropped the vest and extended his arms out in front of him as far as he could.

      Time slowed. He saw the guns from the men in the corridor recoiling as they unleashed their artillery…the vest had barely hit the floor as he reached forward…outstretching his hand to the door he felt the pressure of slugs entering his body…
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      LI RELEASED THE CHEER HE had been holding in with his arms still raised, as he saw the demon’s body receive the impacts of multiple gunshots from the security forces.
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      SAM FELT DARKNESS OVERTAKE HIM as he fell back toward the floor…his outstretched hand made contact with the metal door and he saw a pinprick of energy far off in the darkness. Summoning all that was left of his mental energy, Sam hurtled towards the pinprick…reaching, reaching.

      Making a minute connection to the pinprick of energy, he felt everything accelerate as if fast forwarded. In one instant he was in the darknesses and the next he was holding a shotgun, looking at the video feed of the corridor.

      

      Sam could see the limp body laying in the corridor through the video feed, and he was fairly sure there was not any life remaining there. Apparently the security forces did not want to leave anything to chance, and put another round of bullets into the prone man’s head, exploding it against the floor and door behind which Sam now stood.

      Pulling the shotgun from the porthole in the door, Sam turned to survey his surroundings. The lighting was dim in the 20 foot square room. A metal table was fixed into the floor in the middle of the room and there was an array of equipment and monitors set into a continuous desk around the perimeter of the room. Sam had never been on a submarine, but this is what he guessed it would feel like, everything metal and very efficiently arranged in a small space, illuminated by dim lighting.

      One of the four men in the room looked up from his task as Sam pulled back from the door and asked if it was done to which Sam replied in the affirmative. This was enough for the man who then went silently back to his task.

      A loud bang on the door startled Sam as a security officer on the other side yelled, “The threat has been neutralized; everything okay in there?”

      “Yes, everything is okay,” Sam replied and started turning the round center door wheel lock which looked like what you would see on a large safe or compartment door in a ship. The wheel was well maintained and turned silently until it reached its end stop and clanged to a halt. Sam could see through his host’s mind that opening this door in this manner was against protocol; there were a number of security verifications that Sam was ignoring.

      As Sam pulled on the surprisingly heavy door; starting its swing inward, his four roommates realized what was happening and started screaming at him not to open it. Seeing that he was not stopping; they rushed to stop him physically, but it was too late, Sam had the door open, and one of the security men was already stepping through the threshold.

      Sam continued his conversation casually with the security officer, sweeping his arm across the room, indicating everything was good, as he could see. The four equipment operators were now pulling on Sam to get him into the room and started to close the door. His host had a shotgun and a sidearm but no grenades; he had to get the grenade from the fallen man who was his prior host. In less than a second, he slipped through the touching bodies of the guards until he was inside the officer nearest the corpse. He took a knee and removed the grenade from the headless body. The four operators inside the room, now along with the shotgun guard, were physically pushing the security officers out of the room and the door was halfway closed now. The security officers were instinctively pushing back, both confused at this change of heart on the part of the shotgun guard and from an adrenaline high. Sam moved a step forward to add his weight to the mix. In the jostling, Sam kept close to the various men’s bodies as he covertly pulled the pin on the last grenade.

      With a quick shove he created enough space to roll the grenade past the numerous legs and feet farther into the room. Touching the security officer closest, he transferred and in a chain reaction of arm extensions and skin contact, transferred through six people, making it halfway down the short hall by the time the grenade exploded. The instant release of energy from within the room slammed the heavy metal door shut on one of the officer’s hands who added his screams to the more muffled shouts from inside the room which quickly ceased, leaving the lone scream of the officer trying to pull his hand free.
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      “NOOOOO!” LI YELLED IN DISBELIEF as he watched a flash on the screen followed by blackness as the telltale compressed thump of another explosion on the lower level reached his ears.

      The camera within the control room was apparently destroyed but the camera over the door looking into the corridor was still working and he could see the security officers huddling against the walls.

      How could this be? The Demon had been obliterated by gunfire! There had not been anyone within reach. Maybe it was wrong to think a live body was necessary - what are we up against!?
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      PENG’S NAME POPPED INTO SAM’S mind, Where is Peng and the Professor?

      With the control room presumably destroyed, Sam headed back to the data center to try to find them.

      Following along the outer wall, Sam came upon them huddled defensively in the corner of the data center farthest from the control room. Peng had obtained a rifle and leveled it at Sam as he approached.

      “Peng, it’s me. It’s time to get you out of here,” Sam said, holding his hands over his head.

      The Professor looked quizzically between Sam and Peng wondering what their relationship was.

      Mostly for the sake of not alerting the Professor, but also as a means to communicate their story if and when Peng might need to explain what happened today, Sam started playing the role. “Peng, we have reviewed the video footage from ZG all the way up to the events here and even continuing on the cameras now, and understand Commander Kung forced you to come here today. We are here to help you and the Professor and to keep you safe. Now, please, put down the gun and we can go upstairs and sort everything out.”

      Peng understood what was happening and glanced briefly at the security camera. Sam was relieved, knowing Peng had picked up on the camera reference as a cautionary indication that they were still being observed. Peng slowly put the rifle on the ground in front of him and kicked it towards Sam.

      “Thank you Peng, let’s move towards the elevator.”

      

      The corridor area in front of the elevator was crowded with security personnel, most of them assisting the wounded.

      Sam had Peng and the Professor wait just inside the data center until the elevator opened up. No-one was paying much attention to them, and Sam directed his captives into the corridor and then onboard. Nobody joined them and they had the elevator to themselves as they rode up.

      The upstairs corridor was also busy with people, and Sam was able to maneuver their group down the corridor to the main building entry lobby without incident.

      “Professor, I am sorry for everything that has happened here but am glad to be able to get you to a safe place. Unless you have any issues requiring medical attention you are free to go,” Sam said.

      “Thank you,” the Professor said with a slight wave as he turned to leave.

      Sam motioned for Peng to head toward the exit.
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      LI’S BLOOD PUMPED HARD WITH frustration which he was having difficulty controlling. This demon was proving to be vexing, and Li’s typical control and coolness had started to slip.

      His instincts kicked in again. “Where did he go?” he said out loud to himself. He had lost focus when the control room blew up and now frantically searched the various monitors in the security office looking for something out of place.

      “OFFICERS, look for anyone acting out of character!” Li yelled at the junior officers in the room with him.

      Almost before finishing his first sentence, “THERE!” Li yelled, pointing at a monitor showing Peng and the Professor walking ahead of a security officer.

      “But that is just a security officer escorting the Professor and his visitor out of the data center,” one of the junior officers said questioningly.

      How could he describe what they were really looking for to these officers without sounding crazy. “Everyone leaving that level is a suspect. We must detain and question everyone who was down there at the time of the last explosion,” Li directed, although he wasn’t sure how the hell they were going to actually do that.
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      SAM LED PENG OUTSIDE WHERE it was now dark and a light rain had begun to fall.

      Thick clouds were moving in to block what light the half moon had to offer. The clouds were veined with pollution from coal plants and car exhaust, adding an acrid taint to the rain that was coating the city. Mixing with the oils and grime already on the streets and adding its own twisted concoction, the initial rain made roadways and sidewalks slippery as they waited for the full downpour to rinse some of it away.

      Sam could see the silhouettes of a few police vans which must have brought the reinforcements. A little conspicuous, but there weren’t many options. Choosing expediency over stealth, Sam went to the first van to check for keys, which were still in the ignition. Theft of a police vehicle carried such steep penalties in China that there was no worry of leaving keys in the ignition. They now had wheels, and Sam stepped up and slid across the bench seat, beckoning Peng to take the driver’s seat. They were both wearing security uniforms and did not look out of place in the van cab.

      Getting settled, he looked out his passenger side window and immediately locked eyes with Commander Kung standing silhouetted in the building doorway.

      “Oh shit, oh shit, stay cool,” Sam thought out loud. Li shouldn’t be interested in Sam as he was occupying a standard security officer. Shouldn’t be any reason to panic, there wasn’t any reason Li would be after his host. But it sure didn’t look like that was the case, and Li wasn’t looking away, actually he was yelling instructions to his two cohorts and pulling out his sidearm.

      “GO PENG, GO, GO,” Sam yelled as the trio started sprinting towards them.

      Peng had not seen Li or the steely intent in his eyes. “Where are we going?” Peng said as he started the ignition, unaware of the danger they were in.

      “AWAY!” Sam yelled louder as he lunged towards Peng and slammed his foot on top of Peng’s foot, pegging the accelerator pedal to the floor.

      Peng screamed hysterically as his injured toes were being flattened once again. The passenger window exploded and the front windshield spiderwebbed around the hole from Li’s bullet as it exited the cab.

      The van lurched forward, veering to the right, on course to crash into the building they were trying to escape from. Keeping his foot smashed over Peng’s, Sam forced the steering wheel back the other way. Peng was still screaming and reflexively fighting Sam’s efforts.

      Having put a little distance between themselves and the building entrance, Sam briefly lifted his foot so Peng could remove his from the sandwich. Peng stopped screaming but was delirious from the pain and exertion. Sam yelled at him to switch places with him and was practically sitting on his lap in his haste, holding himself up by the steering wheel and slammed the accelerator again. Eventually Peng slithered out from under him across the bench seat to the passenger side, and Sam started checking his mirrors for pursuit.

      They were driving on the large pedestrian paths which were used periodically by maintenance vehicles but were primarily pedestrian ways to the buildings off of the large quad. Clots of students gathered at building entrances slowed their progress despite aggressive honking efforts.

      Looking in his side mirror, Sam now saw another security van closing on them. Their pursuer was taking advantage of the path Sam had shorn through the students, the distance closing fast.

      “We have to lose these guys and get a change of clothes,” Sam thought out loud. “How did he know I was occupying this body?” Then, responding to his own question, said, “maybe he was tracking you, Peng, and made the assumption since I was with you? I don’t know.”

      “They have my family,” Peng said, staring out the shattered side window, throwing Sam’s train of thought off-kilter.

      “After this is over, they will kill them,” he added flatly.

      Sam wanted to console Peng but was distracted by the van getting larger in the rear view mirror.

      “Look, Peng. Your country has been attacking my country for the past couple of weeks and there are thousands of people dying, as we speak. We believe if we takeout one more operation center similar to the one at this location we will be able to stop, or at least slow, the attacks.” Sam paused to swerve the van violently around a group of people who weren’t moving quickly enough. “That is my priority at the moment, but I want to help you and your family. I just can’t do it at the expense of the main mission. Do you understand?”

      “Yes.”

      “Will you help me?” Sam asked, risking a glance at Peng who was now staring forlornly out the front window.

      When Peng didn’t respond, Sam added, “We’re really in this together at this point; if we get caught we are both screwed, and currently we are not in the best situation with Li right on our ass.”

      Peng turned to look at Sam, “If you promise to do what you can to help me, then I will help you.”

      “I promise, Peng, I will do everything I can,” Sam said connecting with Peng’s eyes.

      Peng held Sam’s eyes for a second. “Okay, then we need to switch seats again.”
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      AN ENORMOUS THUNDER CLAP RATTLED the van windows, and a jagged spear of lightning flashed across the sky as fat drops of rain suddenly enveloped everything.

      The explosion startled both Peng and Sam in mid seat switch, but they managed to complete the maneuver without crashing.

      Peng threw the wipers on full blast, but the rain was so thick they were going to have to slow down to see where they were going. The good news was there were no longer any people outside in their way.

      Looking in their mirrors, they could now only see the glowing starred orbs from the pursuing van's headlights.

      Peng pulled his seatbelt over him and clicked it into place, and gave Sam a look to do the same. Then he floored the gas, spinning the wheels until the rubber started to bite again into the wet surface, at which point they rocketed forward.

      Realizing Peng meant to go faster and not slower, Sam hastily buckled in and braced himself as he stared into the wall of water in front of them. Either Peng had a special ability to see through water or he was rolling the dice and hoping for some luck to get away from Li and not die in the process.

      Sam yelped and braced for impact as four foot high hedges materialized in front of them. If these were the hedges separating the quad from the street then that meant there was a row of parallel parked cars on the other side of them.

      The van barely reacted as it trampled through the plants but rocked violently to the side as it impacted the rear quarter of a parked car. Sam and Peng’s seatbelts locked as their bodies flew forward at the same speed while the van smashed to a stop against the car. The van’s rear had spun into a cluster of parked bicycles behind the car, exploding into a brief metal hailstorm.

      The men were left with the sound of the heavy rain drumming on the roof top as the van rocked back and forth. A mewling sound brought Sam back to the present. His feet were scrunched up on the dash, and he had to command his legs to relax to put them back on the floor. Peng looked at him, quizzically cocking his head slightly to the side. At this point Sam realized the mewling sounds were emanating from within his own rib cage. As with his legs, he had to manually command the sound to turn off. Peng returned his attention to the van and the road that faced them out the windshield. They needed to move before Li caught up to them.

      Peng floored the gas pedal. Thankfully the engine responded, but the wheels spun on the slippery road. When the wheels started to bite, they suddenly lurched sideways instead of forward. Sam and Peng turned to see Li’s vehicle T-bone them, and heard the dense sound of compressing metal and the shattering of the remaining glass in the cabin. If the passenger window had not already been blown out by the gunshot, Sam would undoubtedly have smashed his head on it.

      The impact left the two intertwined vans in the middle of the road. Where’s Li? The alarm rang in Sam’s head, snapping him out of his daze. He could put a gun through the window at any moment and end the mission once and for all. Unbuckling as quickly as possible, Sam opened his door, thankful it still worked, and looking to his right saw that both Li and his passenger appeared to be unconscious. Peng had followed him out of the passenger door and they both stood appraising the scene in front of them.

      The front of their van was smashed, rain poured through the glassless windows and the pursuers’ van was embedded in the side of theirs.

      Li’s van didn’t look quite as bad but the font end had been shortened by at least six inches. The flashers were on, creating a strobe effect in the darkness, which Sam’s eyes continuously tried to adjust to.

      The rain was still falling heavily and they were quickly soaked where they stood. Motion in the cabin caught Sam’s attention as Li looked to be coming around. Sam strode forward quickly. Li abruptly sat up  and looked directly at him. More than the surprise of his awakening, it was Li’s appearance that froze Sam in his tracks. Li had not had his seat belt on and his face appeared to have taken the brunt of the impact, covered in blood from a large gash on the top of his forehead. But worst of all it looked like he had bitten his upper lip off as the entire top row of his teeth were showing, his face frozen in a happy rictus. It was both terrifying and comical. Snapping out of his reverie he instinctually lunged forward and integrated into Li to stop whatever intent he had.

      The security officer, suddenly back in control of his body, stumbled back a step, then reached for his sidearm. Peng immediately recognized the Slip had departed the officer’s body, and cold-cocked him with his rifle, dropping him to the wet cement.

      Li’s head was foggy from the impact, and he had a bevy of his own aches and pains. When Sam occupied a person’s mind and body, he was affected by the physical aspects of that body. The longer he was integrated, the more he became aligned with the idiosyncrasies of the chemical makeup and physical makeup that then influenced his behavior to some degree. The multiple traumas and extremes of the stress of the past days had caught up with Sam, and the grogginess of Li’s brain at the moment combined to make Sam slaphappy and comically unstable.

      Getting out of the van, Sam stumbled a bit before getting his feet somewhat under him, swaying slightly like a drunken sailor. The rain mixed with the blood coated his face in a red sheen. Peng had recognized his slip from the officer and knocked him out: they made a good team. He tried to stand straight and snap to a salute for Peng as he exaggeratedly staccatoed out each word through his frozen tooth grin, and flapping lip flesh, “GOOD. JOB. SOLDIER.” his mouth moved like a marionette’s, open, closed, open, closed.

      Peng and Sam looked at each other and burst out laughing, doubling over as the day’s madness was relieved through their mad cackles.

      “YOU…DESERVE… A…PROMOTION..,” Sam managed to get out through his uncontrollable laughing as he looked up at Peng with his hands on his knees, making the most of Li’s skeleton smile snapping it open and closed as he spoke.

      This sent them into further hysterics until their bodies, already traumatized, were in such pain from the laughter that they had to force themselves to stop.

      “Whooo! I needed that,” Sam said, wiping tears from his eyes futilely, as they were just as quickly replaced by rain.
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      SAM’S LAUGHTER FUGUE PASSED AS quickly as it came, and he started to put together the next plan of action. He first needed to address his promise and radioed back to Zhongnanhai, where, as Commander Kung, he ordered that Peng’s wife and child be brought out to the main entrance in one hour where they would be picked up by an unmarked car.

      Next he transferred to Peng, and taking control, put Li to sleep with the butt of Peng’s rifle. While he was using Peng’s handcuffs to lock Li to the steering wheel of the van, he internally gave him instructions.

      “Peng, I want you to get in a taxi and go to the U.S. embassy where you will ask for Julia Cacerek. Just tell her Sam sent you.”

      “What about my family? I am going to help you and then we are going to save my family?”

      “I will take care of that; they will meet you at the embassy. Julia will take care of you all. You will all be safe there, I will tell her everything you have done. I can’t ask you to do any more than you have, and I will be less visible on my own.”

      Seeing Peng searching for words he finalized the deal. “It’s okay, really, none of this was your concern, and I threw you into this and made a mess of your life. So getting you and your family to safety is just as much a selfish act for me to right my wrong as it is the right thing to do for a good person and his wife and child.”

      Sam felt Peng’s gratitude and understanding.

      “Okay, now we have to find a cab,” Sam said as he stood up to admire his handiwork. Commander Kung was handcuffed to the steering wheel as naked as the day he was born without any communication devices within reach.
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      PENG AND SAM REACHED A busy road after a brief jog from their immobilized van at the university campus. Flagging a taxi, Sam transferred to the driver with an awkward neck touch as he climbed in, then waited until Peng stopped another cab and was safely off.

      The taxi driver was a 30-something-year-old man who smoked a lot and had a grumpy disposition. Sam accessed the driver’s mind to find a nearby convenience store where he bought a disposable pre-paid phone which he put on the passenger seat for later.

      Using the driver's phone again, Sam looked up the Zhangjiakou facility. Mapping the route, he pulled out into the street to get underway and quickly put some distance between him and Li. There shouldn’t be any way Li could track him in this new host, but he had somehow tracked him to the van at the university; couldn’t be too careful.

      It was the middle of the night, and he had about a three hour-drive per the phone map. Thankfully this driver had started his shift only a couple of hours ago and was well rested. Sam wondered if the need for sleep was a purely physical requirement or if it would affect him eventually even if he kept transferring to rested hosts? Some aspects of slipping had become easy, almost second-nature, yet there were unknowns that could still pose a problem.

      The rain had let up a little but was still coming down at a steady pace, certainly enough to slow traffic.

      

      An hour into the drive Sam used the driver’s smart phone to find the number of the U.S. embassy. The topography had become hilly with mountains to come, the taxi driver’s mind informed him this was where people came to ski. The rain and winding roads demanded his attention, and he had to be careful as he typed the number into the flip phone he had purchased.

      The call went through, and he was put on hold while the operator transferred him. Just a few seconds later Sam heard the familiar sound of Julia’s voice. He was unexpectedly overcome with emotion, rendering him mute as he fought to suppress the quiver in his throat.

      “Hello, hello?” Julia answered. It had been almost four hours since she last spoke to Sam at ZG and her nerves were frazzled. Julia was used to being the tip of the spear in operations and wasn’t dealing well being sidelined; too much time to think.

      Sam swallowed the choking ball of emotion and found his voice, “Julia, it’s me. I have the confirmation.”

      Julia could only recognize Sam’s voice when he occupied her body. Their mission had been compromised before; she wasn’t about to let it happen again.

      “When was the last time you flipped me the bird?” Julia asked to confirm it was him.

      “When some jerkface pushed me out of a helicopter,” Sam said smiling as they slid back into their rhythm.

      “You have confirmation? That our assumption was correct?” Julia purposely did not use specific language, Sam’s host was listening and who knew who else.

      “Yes, at the highest possible level.”

      “The highest possible level?” Julia said somewhat surprised.

      “There is no one higher.” Also aware of the risk of eavesdroppers Sam kept his language vague.

      “Holy shit, you’ll have to tell me more about that later. Are you able to do anything about it?”

      “So far, yes. There are, or were, two locations of significance. One of them has been dealt with which is the reason it took me this long to contact you. I am on my way to the other.”

      “How much time do you need?”

      “I have another two hours until I get to Zhangjiakou. After that who knows.”

      “Is that your final destination?”

      “Yes.”

      “I will pass on this information after our call. Sam, after that, you know a countdown will begin. It won’t stop unless the people running the clock witness the end to current activities on their side.”

      “And if the countdown continues?” Sam asked.

      “It would be the ultimate sacrifice.”

      My final destination, Sam thought. This was the first time Sam had been confronted with the idea of his own death. The attack that would be levied at the end of the countdown would ensure destruction of the target facility and leave no survivors. There would be no slipping to safety in that situation.

      These thoughts fell away as quickly as they came. His resolve hardened. Justice was needed and everything else was secondary. Sam was surprised how easily his mind came to this conclusion and returned to immediate action.

      “Julia, there is something I need you to do.”

      “Name it.”

      “Our friend will arrive at your location soon and ask for you. I promised him you would take care of him and also his family.”

      “It’s already done. He’s here and a car is on the way to pick up his family.”

      Sam hadn’t realized how long it had been since he had left Peng.

      “And Sam—”

      “Thank you, it’s important to me. I will see you soon,” Sam interrupted. He was going to succeed and any thoughts of a goodbye and what that meant were a distraction he couldn’t afford at the moment.

      “I’ll be waiting,” Julia said and ended the call.
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      FOR THE FIRST TIME IN her career Julia had become emotionally involved with the mission. Where before she would have acted without thinking, she now found herself hesitating to call Director Greenfield, knowing she would be starting a deadly countdown that would likely be the end of Sam. She reminded herself of the big picture, and, heeding the same advice she had given Sam in the interrogation room, punched in the number to Paul’s direct line.

      The call was answered immediately, and she was all business again. “Director, it’s Julia.”

      “Do you have news?”

      “We have confirmation that China is behind the attacks. There are two facilities associated with the strikes. One of them has been dealt with, and Sam is en route to the second.”

      “The attacks continue, Julia. Reports of new deaths are coming in every hour. What’s the location of the second facility?”

      Julia found herself hesitating again.

      “Julia! What’s the location?” Paul repeated wearily.

      The mission always came first, Julia numbed herself to all other thoughts. “It’s in Zhangjiakou. I don’t have an exact location.”

      “There is a major military base there. That must be the location…” Greenfield said trailing off in thought.

      “Julia, I need to inform the President of this immediately. You and Sam have done an excellent job.”

      Sensing he was about to indicate her mission was over, Julia spoke quickly. “We are not done yet, Paul. Sam is on the way to the second location and should be able to take it offline.”

      “The decision will not be mine, Julia. With hundreds dying every hour it will be difficult for the President not to take the most decisive path. The military is at DEFCON 3 and offensive plans have been developed. Now with a target, it will just be a matter of time until they are implemented.”

      “Surely a full-scale war will result in a greater number of casualties. We just need a couple of days,” Julia pleaded.

      “The decision is above both our pay grades, Julia. I have to report to the President now. I’ll let you know what I can, but I’m pretty sure we are talking about hours not days. Prepare yourself for the worst. I will contact you as soon as I can.”

      The line went dead.

      C’mon Sam, one more magic trick, Julia thought as she removed the phone from her ear.
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      SAM HAD BEEN STEADILY CLIMBING higher and higher into the jagged mountain peaks as he neared Zhangjiakou. The roadway flowed from valleys to high elevations with panoramic views that were currently hampered by the dark and gloomy night.

      It was noticeably colder at this altitude, and Sam turned on the car heater. He had to deal with some minor ice buildup on the windshield as the rain had turned to a light sleet which he really hoped did not accumulate on the steep roads. Presumably it would be well above freezing once the sun came out in a few hours, but he would hopefully be where he needed to be before then.

      Up ahead Sam could see what looked like a check point. According to the route on the driver’s phone they were just over five miles from the Zhangjiakou facility. Sam hadn’t guessed there would be any kind of defenses this far from the facility; maybe it was unrelated.

      Close enough to have to slow down, Sam confirmed that it did look like a military check point including two trucks blocking most of the road, with heavy guns mounted in their rear beds. There were six men in military uniforms, one of whom was waving for him to stop in front of the gap between the two trucks.

      Sam rolled down his window per the motioning request of another of the men who then asked where he was going.

      “Just going for a drive on my day off,” Sam said.

      “This road is closed, turn around and go back,” the officer directed nonchalantly waving him off.

      Sam wanted to get the officer near enough that he could transfer and tried to strike up more conversation to find an opening. “Was there an accident? The roads look like they could be icing up in places.”

      “You must turn around. The road is closed,” the officer said more aggressively, moving a step closer to the car but still a good fifteen feet away. Apparently they had orders not to provide any information; this did not feel like a typical checkpoint or road closure. Of course this was China so who knew, but Sam was guessing this was in place to stop him from getting to the second and final operations center.

      Sam opened his door in order to try to find a way to get close to the soldier. As soon as his door was cracked the soldier yelled, “STAY IN YOUR CAR! STAY IN YOUR CAR!” He brought his rifle up sighted on the driver’s side window and the other soldiers Sam could see also brought their rifles up and started to move towards strategic positions.

      Yup, this is definitely a welcoming party meant for him. Although they didn’t know what he looked like, it seemed the strategy was to treat everyone as a suspect.

      “Okay okay,” Sam said putting his hands in front of him and widening his eyes, as he sat back down and started closing the door again.

      The soldiers did not relax even as his door closed, and Sam seemed to hear a strange noise that was getting louder. Moving slowly to not spook the soldiers further, he put the taxi in reverse using the steering column gear lever and turned his head to look where he was going while he backed up. When he turned back around, Sam was blinded by a searchlight rotating across his car. The light stopped on the checkpoint and Sam was shocked to see it was attached to a helicopter rising from the dark behind the army trucks and the valley below the road. Holy shit, they really brought the welcoming wagon this time. Sam quickly finished turning the car around and put it into drive moving back down the road as fast as he safely could. An incredible shrieking sound erupted behind him and looking in his rear view mirror, he saw the helicopter had opened fire on the military vehicles and men with it’s rotary cannon. Without thinking Sam floored the gas pedal and watched as a missile was launched into each of the trucks.
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      LESS THAN ONE HOUR AFTER Director Greenfield brought the President up to speed, the people necessary to command the most powerful military in the history of the world were assembled.

      “Mr. President, we recommend striking the Zhangjiakou facility using F35 stealth fighter bombers from our bases in Japan. If the intel is correct…” the Defense Secretary paused briefly for a sidelong look at Director Greenfield then the Director of National Intelligence, “…this will stop the ongoing attacks on U.S. soil immediately. They will realize we discovered they were behind the attacks and will potentially not want to bring this to light by any sort of public retaliation.”

      The Director of National Intelligence (DNI) reported directly to the President and was technically in charge of coordinating all the efforts of the intelligence agencies including the CIA, a role the Director of the CIA used to command. The change was made to avoid another 9/11 due to lack of information sharing between agencies. However, unlike the Secretary of Defense who had absolute command of the military, the DNI held more of a coordinator role, and the order of the Defense Secretary’s glances was telling as to where the power lay.

      “How long will it take them to get there?” the President asked.

      “We are at DEFCON 3, so 15 minutes to get airborne once the order is received, then two hours of flight time.”

      “Is there any chance of failure?”

      “We know the Zhangjiakou base is mostly inside of a mountain. We have a stockpile of the latest HVPW bunker busters in Japan. We will send 30 F35’s, each carrying two of the HVPWs.”

      “I will repeat my question, Mr. Secretary. Is there any chance of failure?”

      “The HVPWs can penetrate up to 150 feet of reinforced concrete and rock, sir. We do not know the exact depth of the target facility, but with 60 bombs we feel we have a high chance of destroying the facility with disruption guaranteed at a minimum.”

      “What other options do we have to guarantee success?”

      “Sir, we have nuclear bunker busters at our Guam air base. This is the most powerful penetration weapon at our disposal, but I’m sure I don’t need to remind you, Mr. President—”

      “I’m sure you don’t, Director. How long to get them to the target?”

      Everyone shifted in their seats and glances were exchanged.

      “Mr. President, the only stealthy aircraft that can carry the nuclear bunker buster is the B2 bomber. We have two stationed at Guam which can reach the target four hours after takeoff,” the Director of Defense responded.

      “Get the F35s en route from Japan immediately and the nuclear armed bombers from Guam. We will have two hours to assess the success of the initial attack before the nuclear bombs arrive and have to be committed. Is the 7th Fleet in the region?”

      “Yes, sir, the 7th is already in the South China Sea,” the Director of Defense replied, sitting up straight.

      “I want readiness of all military facilities increased to DEFCON 2. If we are forced to use the second round of bombers and they also fail…the nuclear subs from the fleet will need to be ready.” The President looked directly at Director Greenfield who had made the President aware of the unique method of their intelligence gathering on this mission. Nobody else in the room was aware of the Slip.

      “Sir, with all due respect, do we have irrefutable confidence in our intelligence that China is the source of these attacks? We would be starting a nuclear war, maybe the next world war. We better be damn sure before—,” the Director of Defense said before being cutoff.

      “We have absolute certainty on this, Director,” the President said, still looking directly at Director Greenfield.

      All eyes were now on Greenfield including the Intelligence Director’s, who was also in the dark on the Slip.

      “Yes sir. I will give the orders,” the Defense Director said as he stood to make the necessary calls.
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      “FUUUUUUUCK!” SAM YELLED, SQUIRMING IN his seat, trying to think what he should do. Outrun a helicopter? No. Get close enough to transfer to one of the pilots. Hell, no. The road dropped off steeply almost immediately on the left side of the car down into the valley and rose almost immediately just as steeply on the right side. His only option: race down the road straight ahead.

      A few cars passed him going the opposite direction towards the now defunct checkpoint.

      A quickening volley of thunks in the taxi’s rear followed by two explosions brought Sam’s attention back to the moment. The back end of the car dropped as the tire’s shredded rubber flew off the rims. Sam fought to follow the road’s sharp left turn around the mountain face as the car swerved wildly.

      The metal rims of the rear wheels shrieked against the pavement as they failed to find purchase and the taxi swung broadside into the opposite lane skidding toward an oncoming car, followed closely by another.

      The surprised driver of the first car swerved almost in time, but in the wrong direction and careened over the cliff edge, clipping the corner of the taxi before disappearing. Heavy on the brakes, the second car skidded directly towards Sam’s taxi. Angry black smears scarred the pavement where the smoking tires fought unsuccessfully to stop the vehicle in time.

      Sam hadn’t re-buckled at the check point and was thrown across the cab as the two cars collided. His back slammed heavily against the passenger door before he fell face forward into the foot well.

      The impact stopped both vehicles abruptly, and Sam heard the helicopter fly past, gifting a brief reprieve from the deadly machine gun fire. The helicopter pilot had killed his own men at the checkpoint and was surely not done with him yet, leaving him seconds to figure something out.

      Sam scrambled out of the foot well uprighting himself to survey the situation. The cars had ended up smashed against each other and they were now blocking both lanes of the road. Looking through the broken windows in the direction he had been traveling, Sam saw a line of stopped vehicles at the end of which was the hovering helicopter, level with the road at the cliff edge. Sam’s stomach dropped as he realized what was about to happen.

      The helicopter opened fire on the farthest car, decimating it quickly and smoothly hovering towards the next car in line. The hailstorm of bullets was punctuated with periodic missile releases making quick work of the helpless victims. Sam was frozen in place not sure what to do. The helicopter was getting closer by the second with six cars, a tour bus and then two more cars between them now.

      Sitting in the taxi was a sure way to be killed so he quickly exited and skittered in a crouch to the front of the car and took cover. The mountainside next to him was far too steep to climb and the cliff edge was instant death. He was completely exposed and only three cars separated the helicopter from the bus now. Sam had no defense.

      In full panic mode, Sam took a chance. He ran down the center of the road alongside the stopped vehicles at full speed, working the taxi driver’s smoker lungs hard. He leapt onto the hood of a black Mercedes and then jumped up on the front of the tour bus scrambling to get on top.

      The helicopter was two cars away from the bus now and at least 10 feet back from the cliff edge. Sam started running as fast as he could towards the helicopter across the top of the bus. The pilot noticed him about halfway and began rotating to take aim at Sam.

      Just as the pilot lined up Sam in his sights, Sam ran out of roof and leapt off the edge of the bus. Sam was airborne over the cliff edge with nothing below for hundreds of feet. He stretched as far as he could, but the helicopter’s powerful downdraft held back his momentum; he wasn't going to make it. Caught off guard, the pilot jerked the cyclic stick, momentarily tilting the front skids down a couple feet. Had it been six inches less, Sam would have fallen to his death but the sudden dip was miraculously just enough for Sam to get one hand on the metal skid.

      Hanging on for dear life, Sam frantically searched for the telltale mind energy signature of the pilots. He hoped there would be a continuous conduction path from the steel skids through the metal bird to the pilots. Sure enough there they were. Locking in to one of them he transferred and was suddenly in the head of the pilot, control stick in his hands.

      The pilot, feeling the sudden shift in weight from the taxi driver’s body, and the intrusion of an internal presence, tried to steady the helicopter. Sam immediately grabbed control, feigned a little difficulty in order to maneuver over the road long enough for the taxi driver to drop the 20 feet from the skid safely down to the road.

      Sam pretended to have more trouble with the controls and informed the copilot through their headsets that the helicopter was not responding properly and he was going to bring it back to the base for a check.

      The copilot was a lesser rank and whether he believed Sam or not he didn't respond. Sam started flying in the direction he had previously been driving assuming that was the direction that they needed to go. He also made the assumption that the helicopter base was the same as the Army base he needed to get to. While not a bad guess, approaching a heavily defended military facility could prove fatal if he was wrong.

      Quickly poking around the pilot’s mind, Sam confirmed his assumptions with no time to spare as the attack helicopter covered the five miles in just minutes. He slowed as the base came into view in the distance.  Sam simultaneously scanned the pilot’s mind and what he could see of the base, identifying where he should land, and headed toward a group of other parked helicopters.

      The outdoor portion of the base was not that large, and was enclosed by a heavy perimeter wall fortified with artillery. The wall had a gate for entrance and exit to the road he had previously been driving on.

      The mountain was steep in this location and there was a flat area between the side of the mountain and the perimeter wall the depth of which varied between 20 and 100 yards. This was where the helicopters were parked along with a variety of land-based vehicles.

      Sam could see a few man-sized doors set into the side of the mountain along with two much larger doors which looked able to accommodate large vehicles and potentially a helicopter. As one of the three main bases surrounding Beijing, and in this case as a critical defensive position and gateway from the north, this base should be much larger. Sam guessed significant excavation had been done to this mountain to hollow out enough space to contain the majority of the base personnel, equipment, and of particular interest, the data center and second Dragonfly operations center—the point of this mission.
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      JEAN BELLAMY WIPED A BEAD of sweat from her brow as she gave the all clear for the 15th consecutive F35 to take off. She was the on-duty air traffic controller at the Air Force base in Misawa, Japan when the order came in to get 20 fully loaded F35’s in the air immediately. The past few days had been tense keeping the base at DEFCON 3, which meant they had to be ready at all times to mobilize within 15 minutes. All the bases in the area stood ready on this alert, some of which were also launching planes. The call that just came in raised them to DEFCON 2 which shortened the readiness time to 6 minutes. That would have been stressful on its own but the order to load and launch 20 planes immediately was testing her resolve.

      The F35s were the latest stealth planes in the U.S. arsenal and had only arrived recently at Misawa. They were a challenge for air traffic controllers since they did not show up on radar.

      To allow safe coordination of movement in the busy air space near these bases, pilots turned on beacons to force a radar signature. The planes taking off today kept their beacons off, and Jean watched them disappear into the distance out the window. After that they were on their own, invisible to her equipment.

      

      Colonel Richard James, Ajax to anyone who knew him, stared out of Miss Nancy’s cockpit canopy, down the runway at the Guam U.S. Air Force base. Miss Nancy was his B2 bomber affectionately named after his seventh grade teacher.

      Through just the right balance of strictness and understanding, Miss Nancy had been able to re-direct Ajax’s negative energy and get him on the path that led him to a successful career in the Air Force. Colonel Richard James had picked up his call sign from a prior disciplinary action when he had to clean all the latrines on base and it had stuck ever since.

      Colonel James heard the order for takeoff in his headset and dialed up the B2’s engines. For the first time in his career he would be carrying a live nuclear payload and was surprised to find himself contemplating his convictions.

      Miss Nancy was loaded with four B61 Mod 12 low-yield nuclear bombs. The bomb itself had been around since the 1960’s and the Mod 12 designation indicated the latest variant modified for extremely accurate bunker busting. The yield for each bomb could be selected at 0.3, 1.5, 10, or 50 kilotons. Miss Nancy held two 0.3 yield and two 1.5 yield and his instructions were to drop them them one at a time at the target starting with the lowest yield. He would be instructed after each drop as to whether the target was destroyed, and whether to drop the next bomb or return home.

      He would be accompanied by another B2 carrying four 10 kiloton yield bombs in case the first four were not enough.

      The nuclear bombs dropped on Japan during World War II were 13 and 21 kiloton bombs, and nuclear weapons had not been used since. Until now…
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      CLOSE TO LINING UP HIS descent, Sam saw ground crew who seemed to be waving him off. Why would they not want him to land? For that matter, why had the helicopter opened fire on their own men at the checkpoint? Sam probed the pilot’s mind again for an explanation. Shit! he cursed himself for not looking for this information immediately upon integration. He now understood there was a scorched earth protocol in place - anyone who came within 20 feet of an off-base person, or engaged in live fire, was to be destroyed. Not just killed but destroyed. Since this helicopter had been engaged in a firefight, it was considered tainted and not allowed to return to base. The ground crew were selfishly waving him off so they wouldn’t become tainted also—not that he blamed them. The personnel at the checkpoint had allowed him, as the taxi driver, to get within 20 feet of them. That was why the helicopter had fired on them.

      It was clear they had determined Sam could transfer into people from a distance but still didn’t fully understand how, and perhaps incorrectly thought it also had something to do with live fire and weapons. Either way, the scorched earth protocol was a brutal line of defense that had Li’s fingerprints all over it.

      Now understanding the protocol, Sam wondered why the co-pilot hadn’t told him not to return to base? Sam glanced at the copilot: he found himself looking down the barrel of a revolver pointed shakily at him. Reacting without thinking, Sam brought his hand up as quickly as possible pushing the gun up while leaning back to try to get off the gun’s trajectory line and transferred simultaneously. He strangely heard the report from the gun in stereo from both men’s ears. Fully transitioned he saw through the co-pilot’s eyes that, as the pilot, he had not gotten completely out of the line of fire. A neat hole near the top of the pilot’s helmet seeped blood, as he slumped sideways against the window.

      The helicopter was veering wildly, and Sam again worked to gentle the machine. As he smoothed out the hover, alarms started beeping in his headset, and warning lights came to life on the control panel. Muzzle flashes caught his eye, and he looked down out of the window where he saw heavy machine guns firing at him. He hadn’t heard the guns due to the engine noise and it might already be too late.  They were going to shoot him down!
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      INSTINCTIVELY SAM SLAMMED THE COLLECTIVE all the way down, reducing the pitch of the main rotor blades and dropping the helicopter’s elevation to get out of the immediate line of fire. He flipped the safety cover over the missile launch button up and pressed the button, firing a missile towards the gunner on his left. He missed wide by about 10 feet but it nonetheless paused the attack concussing the operators at least momentarily. Additional guns from the right now fired their 30 mm shells at him - he was a sitting, well actually flying, duck hanging out at close range in front of the base and it’s heavy artillery.

      How did he get in this situation, which kept getting worse? Oh right, he volunteered. He was going to have to really thank Julia for talking him into this. Even with his life in constant danger for the past couple days, Sam felt this was something he had to do, that SOMEONE had to do. He was uniquely qualified in some ways but otherwise had no business playing GI Joe. But the nagging need for justice kept pushing him forward. Now if he could just get his ass out of this situation.

      With artillery triangulated on him from the left and right, Sam dove straight toward the base in between their positions, forcing the guns to stop firing to avoid shooting each other. Now let’s open up one of these doors, Sam thought as he fired the remaining six missiles into one of the doors set into the mountain directly in front of him. Slowed, but still with some forward momentum, he brought the helicopter down hard and bailed out, crumpling to his knees and rolling on the pavement, as the machine skidded across the concrete towards the side of the mountain where he had fired the missiles. Sparks flew from the metal where the juggernaut ground against the concrete. The rotors made first contact with the mountain face followed by the main body slamming into the rock wall. The explosion of the remaining fuel and the momentum from the rotors sent the entire craft rebounding diagonally off the mountain face, and, like a slow pitch hit by a home run batter, the ball of flaming machinery headed for the outfield perimeter wall faster than it had come in.

      Luckily the direction Sam rolled had taken him out of the trajectory of the rebounding debris and actually screened him from that side of the base as he made a run for the flaming entrance to the mountain.

      Sam could make out a blackish rectangle through the flames and char on the mountain face which he presumed was the door or where the door used to be. Closing the distance he braced for the impact of bullets from his right, which was not screened by the helicopter wreckage, but thankfully none arrived. Debris along the base of the mountain was in various states of “on fire”. A three foot high pile directly in front of the door lazily simmered throwing up a thick cloud of black smoke. Without hesitation Sam leapt over the pile into the cloud, but misjudging his trajectory by six inches, his right shoulder caught the side of the door opening spinning him around in midair. His flight through the blinding black smoke was stopped abruptly by another impact. His head, followed by his body, connected heavily with an immovable solid surface and then again with the floor as he slid down and fell backward onto his side as he lost consciousness.
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      SAM CAME TO WITH A start. Lying in a fetal position on his side, he had a sidelong view into an enormous room which could only be the interior of the base. Luckily his pilot host wore a helmet. He wasn’t sure what would have happened from the impact without it. Sam saw black skid marks on the floor in front of him terminating at a smoking metal panel 50 yards farther into the room; this must be the door that had been blown in.

      Beyond the door panel fire guttered from multiple vehicles where frantic soldiers were trying to extinguish the flames. Unsure how long he had been unconscious, Sam tested his limbs and movement rolling to his back. Looking straight up, Sam saw black smoke curling towards the high ceiling. Pain throbbed in his head as he tipped it back towards the source: the exterior door opening a couple feet beyond his shoulders. To his immediate right was a three foot square column which must be what he had collided with. Major body parts having passed inspection, he sat up, righting his view along with his body. If he hadn’t clipped the door he would have landed without incident on the flat concrete floor. It appeared at least one of the missiles had better luck than he had and made it through the door opening and traveled uninterrupted to the vehicles deeper in the base, setting them alight. If not for the ongoing fires and the attention they required from the soldiers, he would probably have been spotted by now. If the scorched earth order held inside the base the same as outside, that would have been the end of this adventure.

      Sam’s first point of business was to ditch the flight suit and find clothes or another host, to blend in with the regular troops he saw running around. He took off his helmet and connected communications equipment and stashed them off to the side near his unfriendly column. The remaining flight suit was still different from the soldier’s uniforms, but was as good as he could do for now.

      Sam stood and surveyed the inside of the base. There was a large open area to the right where larger equipment could be brought in and stored or worked on. The major support columns for the space were located directly on his right and left and created something of a corridor leading towards the inner areas of the facility. Sam was incredulous that a missile from the helicopter threaded the corridor of columns without hitting them and bringing down part of the ceiling. The double column corridor system was repeated on the other side of the large hangar to allow a column-free space in the middle with large beams spanning overhead.

      The columns provided a good amount of visual screening, and Sam started toward the burning wreckage farther into the base. Seeing a fire extinguisher he picked it up as if he was going to help with the fires and rushed to the aid of his fellow men in arms.

      Once in range, Sam started spraying the extinguisher at one of the fires while scanning farther ahead for his next move. The immense concave ceiling curved down and met the floor another 25 yards past the burning vehicles. There were multiple doors set into the stone wall which Sam assumed led to the inner sanctum where he needed to go. He quickly handed his extinguisher off to another soldier and made haste for nearest of the doors.
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      JULIA AWOKE WITH A START to the sound of buzzsaws. She had a moment of disorientation until she remembered she had laid down on a couch in one of the embassy’s offices on the perimeter of the main open office space. Her watch showed 12:32 am. She shed the haze of sleep as she sat up but the strange buzzsaw noises continued; something was happening.

      She had closed the door and mini-blinds in the office, and she cautiously raised one of the slats to peer into the main office area. Julia was surprised to see people moving frantically about the room and watched as one of them fed a sheaf of papers into a shredder. Shit, it’s happening.

      Julia jumped as her pocket vibrated, and she pulled out the sat phone.

      “Hello,” Julia answered, already sure of who it was.

      “Julia, it’s Paul. You have about an hour before the shit hits the fan over there. There is a private plane waiting for you and the embassy staff—”

      “ONE HOUR! What happens in an hour, Paul?”

      “The President has ordered an air strike to take out the target facility.”

      Julia paused, thinking about Sam. He’d be killed along with the hundreds of others at the Chinese base.

      Paul broke the silence, “You need to protect our people and get them on the plane.”

      “But if Sam succeeds, there’s still time,” Julia said with as much conviction as she could muster. Yet her hope dissipated with her words, like the contrails of the incoming jets fading behind them.

      “Let’s hope he does or we might be witnessing the beginning of the next world war.”

      Julia didn’t respond.

      “Get everyone to the plane, Julia. Now.”
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      STATIONED IN ANOTHER SECURITY CONTROL room, this time at the Zhangjiakou base, Commander Li scanned the cameras intently with a new set of security officers. The President had informed him this was the only other location with a control room similar to that at Tsinghua University and would be the next point of attack. He had stopped short of telling Li what the rooms controlled, and Li was very curious to understand why they were so important. He had uncomfortably accepted the President’s hypothesis and traveled immediately here to await the demon.  Li never accepted anything blindly, it was not in his nature. His job was to doubt everything and everyone. So he was thrilled to have confirmation by way of the ongoing onslaught and destruction and to be back in the hunt for what was becoming his nemesis.

      Immediately after his phone call with the President a few hours back at the university, he had taken a military helicopter to the Zhangjiakou facility, oriented himself with the security personnel and set up his vantage point.

      The President had not given Li control of the facility, but he had given him the authority to direct troops to attack suspected infiltrators. The scorched earth directive meant Li could direct troops to shoot their own if the need be. There were not to be any chances taken, and they were to err on the side of certainty, just the way Li liked it.

      A horrid one lipped smile fissured on Li’s face as he saw a man in a flight suit approach one of the vehicle fires from the direction of the blown exterior door. Li watched him hand a fire extinguisher off to another soldier and then continue to one of the interior doors.

      Li asked the men in the room with him, “Where does that door go?”

      “That leads to the main corridor to access the locker rooms, senior offices—” one of the officers replied as he was cutoff by Li.

      “Get me a camera feed in that corridor, that man in the flight suit, get eyes on him, DON’T LOSE HIM!”
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      SO FAR SO GOOD, SAM thought. No-one had given him a second look so far, but now inside the inner rooms, it was only a matter of time, and he needed to blend in better. About 10 feet past the initial door he joined up with a larger corridor which ran left and right. He randomly selected the right and after a couple of doors found what appeared to be a locker room or bathroom. Sam ducked inside where a couple men were rushing to get ready in various states of dress. As luck would have it this was a locker room.
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      “GET ME A VISUAL IN that room!” Li directed as they watched Sam leave the corridor into another room.

      “That’s the locker room, sir, we don’t have cameras in there,” the younger of the two officers replied.

      Li slammed his fist on the table. “Shit! I’m starting to really dislike this motherfucker! Okay, we have to follow every person that comes out of that room. Or…we could shoot everyone who comes out…”

      The two officers in the room with Li looked sidelong at him to confirm his last comment wasn’t serious, but Li was contemplating it as a viable option. After all, there was a scorched earth protocol in place. He quickly determined the quarters were too cramped in the hallway to guarantee enough separation to avoid any of the demon’s body swapping tricks. He had been burned by that one already. No, this time it was going to be different and he had the perfect fallback plan if it all went to shit again.
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      SAM QUICKLY SPOTTED A SOLDIER who had just finished getting dressed and was closing his locker. He walked directly up to the soldier, transferred, and walked right back out into the corridor in his new host. Sam hadn’t been in the locker more than 15 seconds and had left the copilot staring confusedly at the lockers, not sure what had just happened.

      Sam had not had any intel on this base and was relieved to get the lay of the land via his new host. He could see there was an elevator and stairwell near the end of the corridor if he took a left out of the locker room. The senior officers’ department was also at that end of the corridor.

      The base and surrounding area’s defensive readiness and scorched earth directive made Sam hesitant to charge into the data center as he had done at Tsinghua, but how else could he disable the operation center? Coming out of the locker room, his thought was interrupted as he accidentally bumped into another officer in the hallway with whom he was apparently friendly. “Jung, c’mon we have to fuel up the heli’s,” the man said.

      Without a plan, Sam followed his colleague. Probing, he came up with his name: Huang. Huang was a mechanic, the same as Sam’s current host, hence the source of the friendly connection. Back in the main open area some of the fires had been put out and some were still being worked on. He followed Huang to the largest open area where a few helicopters sat along with a number of soldiers doing various tasks. Like any military base operating at heightened awareness, the place was busy with lots of activity; everybody seemed to have something to do.

      Someone directed Huang to fuel up the helicopter in Bay 4, and Sam the helicopter in Bay 2. Sam noted the helicopters had typical skids and also retractable wheels so they could be rolled in and out of the hanger. The bays were about 20 feet wide and each of the helicopter's rotors were strapped down inline with the tail to minimize space requirements.

      Sam integrated deeply with his host to access his knowledge to perform his task as quickly as possible. The fleeting thought passed his mind: if he ever got out of this mission, he had any number of careers he could take on. IF he got home, that would be a nice thing to figure out.

      The refueling hose was coiled on a horizontal reel next to the fuel pump between helicopter bays 1 and 2. Sam grabbed the business end of the hose and pulled it into the bay where he connected it to the fuel orifice on the left side of the helicopter. Once secured, he walked back and flipped the fuel pump switch to turn it on. The hose jumped slightly as the fuel began to flow.

      With an excuse to stand idle waiting for the tank to fill, Sam pondered again how he might get into the basement. Surely they have more contingencies in place in line with all the other defensive measures. Likely that whole floor was locked down and they weren’t allowing anyone in or out. Was there a way to disable the op center without actually entering it? Too bad he couldn't just roll a big bomb down the stairwell and collapse the whole floor in on itself. No doubt this was one of the reasons they built this military facility inside the mountain, and the data center itself down inside its belly.

      A beep and flashing light from the fuel indicator brought Sam out of his contemplation. He turned off the pump and went back to disconnect the hose. One thing that did seem to make sense was the more confusion and mayhem the better. Keeping everyone occupied and worried about other things could only work in Sam's favor. The distracting fires had probably saved his life earlier when he lay unconscious.

      Looking down at the hose in his hand and then past it, he saw a recessed well underneath the helicopter. This was where the mechanics descended six feet or so to access the underside of the craft. Hmmm, Sam had an idea.

      After a quick look around to verify nobody was nearby he leaned down and placed the end of the hose a foot down the steps into the pit. He walked back and turned the fuel pump on again and heard the sound of rushing fuel cascading down the steps into the pit. He could smell the fumes immediately even from this distance; surely somebody would notice this soon and he needed to be absent when they did. Walking over to the pit he verified the fuel was filling up the basin and immediately his eyes started watering and his lungs burning. In addition to being hit by the fumes he was also hit by an idea of how he could handle the operations center.
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      SAM COULD SEE A COUPLE of soldiers looking around, having caught the scent. He didn’t have much longer before people were going to start looking for the source. He needed an ignition device. Everyone in China seemed to be a smoker but as luck would have it, Sam’s host was not. He saw a welding torch one bay over; it could work but wasn’t ideal. Scanning the area, sure enough, he saw a pack of cigarettes with a Zippo lighter resting on a cabinet near the welding torch. He walked past and grabbed the Zippo nonchalantly, then took a right turn away from the helicopter bays back into the pseudo corridor between the main columns on the side of the large room where the black skid marks from the exterior door marked the floor.

      Worried that the noxious fumes would ignite even from a distance, Sam took cover behind one of the thick columns. Sam held his breath and closed his eyes as he turned the flint wheel to light the Zippo. Nothing happened, and he opened his eyes to the lighter’s burning flame. Keeping the Zippo lit, he peered around the column and lobbed the lighter underhanded toward the pit of fuel. It landed just short and slid across the smooth concrete surface. When it was within a couple of feet of the pit edge, the fumes caught.
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      THE EXPLOSION WAS MASSIVE, AND the giant column at his back vibrated as pieces of debris and tools went flying past, ricocheting off the other columns. Sam heard another massive explosion as a chain of events seemed to have been put into action. An alarm began blaring and everyone rushed toward the new problem. Sam walked back toward the inner core doors, opposite the flood of soldiers rushing towards the hangar.

      His distraction was working better than he had hoped. Looking over his shoulder he could see multiple helicopters now burning.

      Shelves and cabinets full of tools lined the wall between the doors leading to the inner sanctum. For the next part of his plan, Sam needed to find a large wrench. Scanning the area, Sam soon found what he was looking for, a six-inch capacity adjustable wrench 3 feet in length and weighing 15 pounds. This was a big beast, more than adequate for his needs. Hefting it over his shoulder, he reentered the corridor he had taken to the locker room earlier. This time he turned left toward the stairwell and officers’ department. Emergency lights flashed and the fire alarm blared in this area as well. People rushed mostly in the direction where he had come from. Probing Jung’s mind, he saw that the stairwell connected the floor he was on with three lower levels. The floor immediately below contained equipment storage, the mess hall and the main kitchen. The floor below that was mainly sleeping quarters for the soldiers and the bottom floor was the data and operations centers where he needed to be.

      Sam located the stair door and as he entered, a few people pushed past him exiting to join the fray. Unsure what to expect Sam took it as a good sign people were using the stairs. At least he knew these top floors were safe due to the ongoing traffic, but he was going to have to go down to the bottom level where he wasn't sure what to expect. He quickly descended to the third, then the second floor, slowing his pace as he turned the corner towards the basement. He peeked quickly around the corner and didn't see anything or anyone posted there, all he saw was the bottom of the stairwell and a closed door. He had expected some sort of line of defense at this level. Sam tentatively descended the final flight, then paused a moment to listen.

      Besides the distant footfalls above him, the stairwell was silent. Sam started to adjust the wrench and walked over to the fire protection standpipe in the corner where the hose valve connection and shutoff were. These valve connections were on each stair landing to be used to connect hoses to fight fires when necessary. He could have opened the valve to start the water running but that would be easily turned off and defeat his purpose. Sam tested the fit of the wrench on the valve assembly and tightened it up a little bit. Once secured, Sam gave the wrench a few forceful pushes with his entire body weight until he felt the valve start to turn. The pressure of the water made it difficult to rotate and on the final turn the water pressure shot the valve off and water started to pour into the stairwell.

      Sam couldn’t have been happier that he had ended up in a mechanic's body as his mind was full of useful information about the facility. Jung knew each of these valves would allow 250 gallons per minute to flow. Jung also knew that the elevator sump pit on the bottom level and the emergency sump pit in the data center itself was designed to remove water that seeped in, but would not be able to keep up with these flow rates.

      Two hundred fifty was a lot but it would still take a long time to accomplish what Sam needed done. He rushed back upstairs, grabbed the wrench, on the way to the next valve. Sam repeated the valve removal on the 2nd floor allowing another torrent of water to surge down the stairs. Bending over to pick up the wrench to continue to the next floor Sam was surprised as the stair door flew open nearly hitting him in the ass. A soldier, probably on his way up to help fight the fires, cried out in surprise when he saw the water rushing down the stairs.

      “Hey you, help me get this valve on to stop this water!” Jung directed.

      Without question, the soldier went to grab the valve and as he bent over, Sam brought the 15 pounds of steel wrench up as fast as he could, connecting it with the interloper’s head. The soldier was unconscious before he hit the ground and fell backwards, bumping his way down the steps before coming to rest on the next landing. Water splashed as it hit the man’s body, then, finding alternate pathways sluiced past the new barrier.

      Sam rushed down the steps and pushed the man around the corner so he would be out of sight of anyone else who came through the door.

      He quickly returned to his task and removed the third and fourth floor valves as well and threw them all down the steps, landing at the bottom, so they would not be easily retrieved.
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      CAPTAIN ELKS LOOKED OUT HIS F35 cockpit at his wingman. They were maintaining radio silence and exchanged a thumbs up.

      Comms were silent but the F35’s stealthy radar was busy and indicated they had entered North Korean airspace, no longer over the water.  Their advanced radar technology was practically invisible to the enemy, the same as the plane.

      But practically didn't mean impossible; they needed to be on their toes for the rest of the mission.

      This was the midpoint of their flight to the Zhangjiakou target facility, one hour to go. The flight plan prioritized the shortest route to target taking them briefly over the northeastern tip of North Korea before entering China’s airspace.

      Elks thoughts turned to their B2 brethren two hours behind their squadron and their game changing payload. He desperately hoped they would be able to disable the target with their conventional bombs.

      Covert air strikes in enemy territory were one thing, but the use of nuclear weapons could start a war that nobody would win.
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      ALTHOUGH THEY DIDN'T UNDERSTAND WHY, the soldiers on the data center level of the facility had been ordered hours earlier to create waist high fortifications using sandbags at either end of the corridor. The corridor was 200 feet long and was the only connection between the elevator and stairwell entrances to access this level and the data center. There were doors at each end of the corridor which allowed access to the data center itself.

      The soldiers were instructed to kill anyone who came out of the elevator or stairwell doors or approached to within 20 feet of the elevator or stairwell doors on their side.

      Strategically they were in compromised positions as they had a direct crossfire if they were to shoot straight down the corridor. These were, however, the best defenses that could be installed on this level and they had done as directed.

      The elevator access to this level had been disabled so the two stairwells were the only potential points of entrance. At first the soldiers watched these doors diligently for any movement, but as the hours passed, their attention waned. As such, it took a couple minutes longer than it should have for anyone to notice the water seeping out from the stairwell door near the elevator.

      One of the soldiers animatedly sounded the alarm as he saw the growing puddle of water on the floor. It was the first test of their directive and he had to be reminded by his superior they could not go to investigate the source as their colleagues would be forced to shoot once they were within 20 feet of the door. Instead they radioed up, reporting the incident and waited for further direction, as their anxious eyes watched the water rise higher and higher.
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      LI’S ADRENALINE BEGAN TO FLOW again hearing reports of water coming out of the stairwell into the basement corridor.

      “This must be him. Send five armed men into the stairwell, starting at the top, working to the bottom, killing anything and anyone they see,” Li commanded one of the officers in the room with him.
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      WITH ALL VALVES OPEN, SAM made his way back down the stairs and was surprised to find that the bottom level was filling up with water. He wanted the water to flow out into the corridor and flood the basement. Stairwells were paths for occupants to leave their floor and exit the overall structure. The direction of travel to exit the basement floor was up, to the top floor. This meant all the lower-level doors swung inward in line with the path of egress. So instead of the water pushing the door open, it was pushing it closed, and in the five minutes or so it had taken him to remove all the valves on the upper floors the water had risen halfway to the ceiling.

      Sam waded in and grabbed hold of the door handle, putting his feet against the wall. He tried to pull the door open, but the weight of the water was too much and it wouldn't budge. Damn!

      As he scolded himself for not thinking this through, he heard one of the upper doors bang open, followed by the sounds of boots rushing down the stairs.

      This must be the investigating party, Sam thought. He drew his pistol as he ascended the half flight of steps to the mid-landing between the basement and the next level and crouched behind the wall listening. The sound of boots had stopped. Either it had simply been soldiers traveling between floors or it was an investigating party and they had paused.

      Sam fortified himself with a deep breath, then quickly peeked his head around the corner and back, stealing a glance at the landing above.

      He glimpsed what looked like a rifle barrel poking around the upper level wall. Which was instantly confirmed by chips of concrete ricocheting off the wall in front of him and the echoing sound of gunfire.

      “Shit shit shit,” Sam said out loud. They had him pinned; he had to do something quickly.

      He looked back toward the basement door and saw it was almost completely under water. Things were not going according to plan. Sam aimed at the bottom of the door and started shooting.
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      THE SOLDIERS AT EITHER END of the corridor watched in surprise as bullets started flying out from the stairwell door. They brought their rifles to bear on the water fountains sprouting from each new bullet hole, waiting for someone to come through.
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      IT WOULDN’T TAKE LONG FOR the soldiers above to realize the gunshots they heard were not coming their way, and Sam figured he did not have much time before they advanced. Digging deep into Jung’s mind, he started breaking down the problem into components using Jung’s engineering approach to problem solving.

      What were the knowns: the weight of this amount of water against the door was going to be too heavy for him to counter. He also knew this already because he had tried. He had a pistol, a wrench and the few valves he had removed and tossed to this bottom level. The bullet holes were not going to allow the water to drain nearly fast enough, and he had already emptied one of his two magazines, each of which held nine bullets.

      If he could somehow get the door cracked open, the water would start to drain very quickly. Okay, he had an idea that he thought might work, and if not, he would have to take his chances trying to infiltrate one of the men in the stairwell and take them out that way.

      Sam replaced the spent clip with his last one. Snicking it into place, he aimed at the edge of the door near the handle and grouped all nine of his remaining bullets in a circle as best he could. The water was two-thirds of the way to the ceiling and Sam waded back in and ducked under to examine his work. The grouping was within a four inch circle, which he thought wasn’t bad for an untrained marksman in a mechanic’s body. Sam had worried the bullets would not have enough energy after passing through the water to penetrate the door, but his fears were allayed as he saw the water flowing through the holes and the lights beyond. Step one complete, he swam to the bottom of the stairwell and retrieved the wrench which felt like it had gotten heavier.

      Wrench in hand, he swam to the surface for a large breath then dove immediately back to the edge of the door. Sam lined up the small handle end of the wrench with the somewhat circular grouping of bullets and brought it back like a battering ram. He swung the wrench forward as hard as he could in the water. The momentum of the heavy tool worked in his favor and he brought it crashing back into the grouping of holes in the door. A couple of the bullet holes joined together as the force of the impact deformed the door slightly and broke the small bridges between holes. Encouraged, Sam brought the wrench back three more times and was able to finally combine all the bullets holes into a tombstone shape three inches across. Well out of oxygen, he let go of the wrench and darted to the surface for another breath. The water was almost to the ceiling. If this didn’t work he would soon have to go around the corner of the stairs to find air. He would be a sitting duck at that point: it would be game over.

      Now for the real test. Sam positioned the wrench with the small tip of the handle poking through the new hole into the corridor and rested it on the door jamb where the door no longer existed. Grabbing hold of the door handle he placed his feet on the business end of the tool on his side of the door. Now horizontal to the floor, he pulled against the door handle with his arms and pressed against the wrench with his legs. Jung knew that a lever such as this multiplied the force exerted on it by the ratio of the longer end from the fulcrum over the shorter end. So if Jung’s quick math was correct, Sam was now exerting more than 10 times the opening force on the door as before.

      This had to work. He was out of options to get this door open and time was ticking. The soldiers on the stair might have advanced and have their guns trained on him through the water at this very second.
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      PULLING WITH ALL HIS STRENGTH, Sam felt the door give a tiny bit. Bolstered by his minuscule success, he ignored his depleting oxygen and redoubled his efforts. This time a subtle movement buoyed him and a sliver of light from the hallway peeked through the water. He could feel the pressure dynamics changing. Continuing to pull, muscles straining, lungs starting to burn, the door opened a bit more and he could feel the water rushing past him as it hungrily attacked the opening and began pouring out into the corridor along the entire height of the door. Momentum on his side, he continued to pull, his lungs screamed for air. The crack became a six inch opening and the water level started dropping quickly. Black coronas closed in from the edges of his vision as he began to lose consciousness. Six inches had become a foot, and above him he saw what looked like the shimmer of the waters surface getting closer. Stretching upwards now at the same time as pulling on the door, Sam broke the surface and sucked in a much needed breath of fresh air.

      Now two feet open, the water level had receded below his body. The wrench had done its job and was no longer useful, so he adjusted his feet to let it fall to the floor where it came to rest with a muffled clang, slowed by the remaining water. Without the water holding him up, Sam had to move one foot from the door jamb to the floor to support his weight. He strained to hold the door open with his one leg on the jamb as the water continued to pour into the corridor.

      Sam glanced up the stairs, relieved the soldiers had not advanced on him yet. He knew it would be any moment now.

      The water level was nearing an equilibrium between stairwell and corridor and Sam almost had the door all the way open when he felt a sudden pressure on his ankle dislodge it from the door jamb and knock him off balance. Sam felt a searing pain in his ankle as he collapsed to the floor, splashing down into the remaining foot of water.

      A cascade of water still poured down the stairs from the open valves on the floors above and crashed into the now open door working in Sam’s favor, helping to keep it open. Trying to ignore the pain in his ankle, he stretched from his seated position to grab two of the valves he had previously discarded and pulled them over in front of the door as a doorstop.

      There was blood in the water and Sam looked down to see it streaming out of both sides of his ankle. He must have taken a bullet from a shooter in the corridor as he hadn’t seen anyone above him in the stairwell. Legs out in front of him, knees bent and protruding above the surface of the water, Sam plunged his hands in the remaining foot of water, searching for the signature mental energy of others.

      Would this work? His plan had been to use the water to extend his reach, but if he couldn't reach far enough, or if water didn’t work like metal, he faced a bullet riddled death from both the stairwell and basement soldiers. Then, as if a light switch was turned on, multiple blips entered his mental radar. The blips were coming and going as the water level had just risen enough to lap over the height of the soldiers’ insulating boots, finding their skin and allowing electrical connections. Sam now knew transfer by any electrically conducting material should work.

      Multiple soldiers came crashing around the corner with their rifles pointed directly at him. Out of time, Sam transferred to one of the blips and was simultaneously struck by the funny thought of how he must have looked to them, sitting on the floor like a frog in water. As quickly as it came, the levity was interrupted by Jung’s screams and the continuous gunfire he heard from his new ears down the hall from the stair where he had just been.
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      THE SCREAMING STOPPED FIRST, THE gunfire a few seconds later. Looking around, Sam could see he was behind a fortified sandbagged wall at an end of the corridor with four other soldiers. At the other end of the hall approximately 200 feet away were another five soldiers behind a similar fortification watching the other stairwell.

      The space remained silent after the gunfire in the stairwell ceased. Sam took the opportunity to survey his surroundings. The water was at mid-calf throughout the corridor now and still rising. There was a closed door to the data center next to him which seemed to be doing a decent job of keeping the water from passing.

      Sam jumped when all the soldiers started firing at the stairway door. They had caught glimpses of the men inside and were clearly following their orders explicitly.

      Taking advantage of the distraction, Sam used the card key on his new host’s belt to open the data center door. The water took immediate action swelling towards the new unexplored area. Sam grabbed a sandbag from the fortification and threw it on the floor to keep the door open. He then felt for the energy blips and transferred to one of the soldiers at the other end of the hall.

      The abandoned host back in control of his own body looked at his hands unsure what had just transpired. A volley of gunfire snapped him from his reverie and he took cover with the other soldiers.

      There was a lot of yelling, mostly from the men in the stairwell as they tried to make their colleagues understand they were on the same side. Unaware of the orders being followed by the basement soldiers, it wasn't until after two of them lay dead in the stairwell that they gave up and retreated back up the stairs enough to avoid the bullets.
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      COMMANDER LI RECEIVED THE RADIOED report from the senior officer in the stairwell that the target had been taken down. Without reacting, Li cutoff his underlings cheers, ordering them to keep a sharp eye on the camera feeds from the two sides of the corridor.

      Li was not going to make the same mistake as just earlier that day when he thought the demon had been killed but then somehow had escaped.

      Li mumbled to himself, but not quietly enough to escape the ears of the other security personnel in the room, “Fuck this guy…I’ll kill everyone if that’s what it takes…thinks he can get away from ME…”

      Li’s first priority was to kill or apprehend the demon. Protecting the data center, his second priority. Although in direct contradiction to the President’s orders, Li could not tolerate any kind of defeat. The thought that this thing, this demon, could thwart him and avoid capture or death drove Commander Kung’s mind out of his control.

      The two officers sitting next to Li cheered at first, excited that the mission was complete. But Li’s continued intensity and focus cut their celebration short as he shouted at them to watch the screens and pull up more cameras.

      “Zoom in on these men and the other group,” Li barked pointing at the bunker areas at either end of the corridor.

      “We cannot zoom these cameras, sir, none of these cameras can zoom,” the officers replied nervously, feeling a charge in the air from Li’s manic actions.

      Cursing under his breath and frustrated by the antiquity of the technology at this installation, Li squinted, watching for the slightest sign that the demon had taken a new host.

      Soldiers in the corridor suddenly opened fire on the security men in the stairwell. Li ignored the firefight, his focus unflinching in his inspection of the cameras. Confused by their commander’s disinterest in the shooting, the two officers jumped on the radio yelling at everyone to stop firing, but their radio transmissions were lost in the loud gunfire.

      While this was going on, Li noticed one of the soldiers in the corridor stood back and did not join the firefight. Li watched as the soldier instead opened the door to the data center.

      “TURN ON THE FIRE PROTECTION SYSTEM! NOW!” Li yelled at his subordinates.

      “But, sir, that will suffocate everyone on that level.”

      Li unholstered his side arm and very calmly looked at the officer who had spoken. Li stared at the man, blood trickled down his teeth from his missing upper lip as he said, “Turn on the fire protection system now or I'll shoot you in the head.”

      The fire protection system was Li’s ace in the hole. Upon inquiring why his men appeared woozy after the events at Tsinghua University, he had learned about the suppression system and the resulting oxygen deprivation. When he arrived at Zhangjiakou, he had instructed the security personnel to be ready to activate the system in the data center upon his order. This was his last line of defense. The underlings had explained that the Zhangjiakou facility had an antiquated CO2 system which simply flooded the data center with carbon dioxide, completely displacing the oxygen in the room. Although very effective for fighting fires, unlike the modern Inergen system at Tsinghua, it made it impossible to breath once discharged. Even better, Li had thought.
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      NOW ON THE OPPOSITE SIDE of the corridor, Sam saw another data center access door and an additional door across from it marked with a lightning bolt. Cracking the lightning door, sam peeked inside of what at first appeared to be a storage closet. Partially submerged cardboard boxes lined the far wall next to an aluminum ladder, mop and bucket. The near wall was covered by various metal cabinets which his host recognized as the incoming electrical service providing power to this floor. “380 Volts” was indicated on the largest panel below which was the image of a skull and crossbones.

      With a new idea percolating, Sam closed the electrical closet and quickly duplicated his previous effort, propping the data center door open to allow water to flow into the room. The gunfire had paused briefly, and one of the soldiers noticed Sam propping open the door and asked why he was allowing water into the equipment room. Sam pointed to the electrical closet, and said “Electricity!” as if it was obvious water in the electrical closet would be more dangerous than in the data center. The soldier nodded and returned his focus to the stairwell as gunfire erupted again.

      Sam needed to work quickly, because once the gunfight ended, all the soldiers would be wondering what he was doing. He returned to the electrical closet, grabbing a sandbag on the way and threw it inside the room. Sam quickly grabbed a second, third and fourth throwing them into the electrical closet as well. Two more curious soldiers watched him remove pieces of their bunker, and Sam explained he needed to quickly block the water from entering the room to avoid an electrical power short or fire. The soldiers accepted the explanation and returned to the ongoing attack of the men in the stairwell. Sam slipped into the closet and closed the door behind him.

      Sam stacked the sandbags until they were six inches above the waterline. Climbing on top, he opened the skull and cross bones panel. Inside were exposed copper wires, the “hot” side connected to a main breaker which was the last line of defense to shut off power if the other panel breakers failed. There would be another larger breaker upstream of all these panels, on another floor probably, associated with the overall incoming service for the entire military base.

      From his hosts knowledge, Sam understood that 380 volts was much more dangerous than your typical wall outlet and if he could divert the main power to the standing water, he would short out all the equipment and kill or seriously injure all the men standing in the water.

      Sam was above the water line and safely insulated with his rubber shoes…hopefully. He had to make sure not to slip into the water during the next step or he would be killed instantly.

      Sam’s sandbag pile was in the middle of the small room and he moved the ladder over next to him, positioning it in the water and aiming it so that when he let go, the ladder would fall forward and hit the exposed copper wire on the “hot” side of the breaker. The goal was to divert the current through the ladder, into the water and out of the room.

      What he wasn't sure about, and his host didn't seem to be sure about either, was whether he would be safe during this process. The ladder would provide the path of least resistance for the electricity to follow. Sam was wearing rubber shoes and he was not standing in the water which should theoretically keep him safe. However, the sandbags were soaked with water and electricity was inherently unpredictable. There were plenty of examples of lightning strikes on buildings where circuitous paths were taken through a structure to get to the ground, seemingly at odds with following the path of least resistance. Despite the risks, this was probably the best, and more importantly, only option available at the moment. Sam did a final check on the alignment of the ladder and then let go.
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      LI WATCHED AS A SOLDIER propped open the data center door at the opposite end of the corridor and then entered an electrical closet. His teeth clenched — it had to be the demon.

      “He’s going to electrify the water!” Li shouted then quickly grabbed his radio and fumbled the dial to the soldiers’ channel. “You are about to be electrocuted by someone in the electrical closet! Direct your fire at the electrical closet door!” Li’s warning was meant to motivate the men, he wasn’t interested in their safety.

      The confusion was apparent even on the small monitor Li was watching. A few of the men pointed their rifles at the door while two of the soldiers who had seen Sam enter the room waved them off, telling them not to shoot, probably indicating that it was one of their own in the room.

      “They don’t understand. There’s no time to explain,” Li said out loud to nobody.

      “Why isn’t the fire system working!?” Li asked the men next to him.

      “It is working, sir, the concentration levels are rising.”

      “Full blast. Don’t turn it off. Keep it going full blast!” Li demanded.

      “Yes, sir, the system is still pumping at full capacity.”

      What Li didn’t know was that carbon dioxide was heavier than air, requiring at least 75% of the volume of the room to be filled with CO2 before it reached head level and caused real problems for the occupants.

      The other thing Li didn’t know was that the security officers had not turned the system on full blast, hoping to give their colleagues time to handle the situation and survive the ordeal.
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      AS SOON AS THE LADDER hit the copper wire, an arc of power ripped through it into the water. The lights dimmed and the ladder was forcefully ejected backwards, nearly hitting Sam as it flew past and crashed against the opposing wall.

      Unsure what, if any, damage had been done by the brief connection, Sam had an idea to create the circuit again and keep the ladder in place this time. He grabbed the mop from the corner and placed the wet braided cords of the mop against the ladder balanced vertically in front of him. Sam moved his hands back towards the end of the wooden handle, being careful to keep the ladder balanced. He took a deep breath and slowly pushed the ladder forward, finally pushing hard with the mop once the ladder hit the live wire. There was another crackling sound as an arc of power jumped through the ladder again to the water. A low humming sound permeated the space as the mop handle vibrated in Sam’s hands. With a loud pop the lights went out and everything became silent.

      A safety device somewhere upstream must have actuated and turned off the main power feed to their floor. Hopefully sufficient damage had been done. Sam swung the mop in the darkness finally connecting with the ladder and knocking it away from the panel. Navigating in the dark he carefully stepped down from his island to open the closet door.

      As Sam’s foot touched the water a low hum began and the lights clicked on. His heart skipped and he braced for the electrified water to send thousands of volts through his body. When nothing happened, he closed his eyes and took a quick breath to slow his heart. Then tentatively stepped fully into the water, turned the door handle and walked through.

      The space was now dimly lit and he realized what the humming noise was from. Of course! The emergency generators had kicked in, returning power to just enough lights to allow people to safely find their way to the exits.

      Sam looked at the soldiers around him and could see it was too late for them: they had already exited, their bodies floating. Sam’s attention was drawn to a crackle and hissing sound in the data center. Regaining his composure, he moved through the door he had propped open only moments ago and saw smoke rising from the metal racks of equipment.

      A modern-day data center would have had a raised floor of 12 inches or more to allow for under floor cooling and the distribution of data and power cables. This facility was much older and the equipment racks were set on the solid concrete floor. Each rack had metal adjustable legs which connected to the metal cabinets, equipment and power cords reaching into the ceiling. A couple inches of water on the floor in this case was enough to provide an electrical connection to each rack. Had there been a raised floor, the water would have drained into that cavity, and likely saved the equipment. As luck would have it, it looked like Sam had fried the endless racks of equipment. Now he needed to find the operations center and verify it was also out of commission.

      Sam started moving deeper into the data center bringing his rifle around to a ready position. He sloshed down one of the aisles of hissing and sparking equipment until he came to the opposing wall. He turned left and followed the far perimeter wall until he came to what looked like a room built into the corner of the data center.
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      CAPTAIN ELKS HELD UP FIVE fingers to his wingman. They were five minutes out from Zhangjiakou. It had been smooth sailing all the way in, but getting in was the easy part. They were about to announce their presence with a huge bang. It would take the defense a little while to figure out what was happening. But they would remain in Chinese airspace for an hour after dropping their payload. An hour was a long time for the enemy to search them out. If things got really hairy they would trade stealth for speed and accelerate to their Mach 1.6 max speed reducing the hour to 40 minutes. But once they were over Mach 1, everyone would hear them breaking the sound barrier, know they were there and be able to track their afterburners.

      His wingman dropped back out of view as the squadron lined up to drop their payload in immediate succession. Once released, the bombs would be guided in with extreme precision. Each successive impact would penetrate farther into the mountain and the fortified base.

      Elks checked his weapons, all systems go. He held his finger over the launch button, four and a half minutes to go.
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      LI WATCHED IN HORROR AND frustration as all the monitors went blank and the lights in the security room dimmed.

      With a pop the lights overhead came back to full power and the monitors flickered back to life. Li watched as a minimal number of the basement lights turned on again.

      The dim light left corners of darkness and combined with the rippling surface of the water to give the impression he was looking at an underground cavern.

      Looking around at the various monitors Li saw not a single standing soldier left. Some were face down in the water, some in awkward positions against walls where they had fallen.

      Li watched as the electrical room door opened and a man stepped out. “SON OF A BITCH!” Li yelled through clenched teeth. His entire body was in rigor mortis, flexed into a seething ball of anger as he screeched uncontrollably.

      Now understanding that the last standing soldier was the target, the two security officers in the room sought to calm Li for their own sakes in addition to his. “Sir, the CO2 levels in the basement must be very high now, it won’t be long before it is impossible to breath in that space.”

      Still shaking Li snarled, “You better be right”.
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      SAM HAD STARTED TO FEEL a little groggy as he turned the corner around what he hoped was the Dragonfly operations room. A familiar looking armored door was set into this second wall; this must be the operations room. He had to pause a moment as his head started pounding and he became short of breath.

      The door looked exactly like the university operations center door, including the gun barrel portal which he made sure not to step in front of this time. Staying close to the wall and to the side of the door, Sam placed his hand on its surface. It was cool to the touch confirming it was made of steel.

      Sam could see there was a small step up into the room at the door’s base. They had built up the room a few inches to allow the door to seal properly, and the water level was barely above the lip of the step. This could be a problem, as the slightly raised floor might have kept the interior equipment above the waterline and safe from the power surge he had created.

      Sam had started to take deep breaths, almost gasping at this point to satisfy his lungs. He felt like he was going to pass out at any moment. There must be something wrong with the air.

      He placed one hand on the wall and leaned into it as he rapped on the door with his other hand. He might only have seconds and tried to think quickly to figure out what to do, but he was confused and having a hard time putting his thoughts together.

      Sam stammered as he struggled to yell through the door at its presumed occupants, “There’s something wrong with the air on this floor. We have to leave. We put down the intruder.”

      After a moment, Sam heard the sound of the rotary hatch lock turning from the inside.

      The air tasted stale and had become thick and viscous like wet concrete. Sam started to sink toward the floor in a slow motion squat as his eyes fell shut.

      As the operations room door opened a wave of fresh air washed over him and Sam’s eyes popped open again as he breathed it in. The CO2 system did not feed into the operations room, and Sam got a few good breaths in which brought him back a little, enough to stand up again and focus better.

      His wits half returned, Sam looked into the room and saw a man lying face down in a small amount of standing water. Maybe he had been touching the metal door during the power surge? There were two upright soldiers who looked like they were talking to him but his ears weren’t working properly and he couldn’t understand what they were saying.  One of the men was holding Sam by his arms helping him to stand.

      Gulping a few more breaths of the oxygen laden air pouring out of the operations room fired up more of his brain, and Sam remembered what he was supposed to be doing. He immediately noticed the equipment in the room didn’t seem to be smoking or sparking. It looked like it was operating properly as much as he could tell by the monitors. As was typical, data center equipment had redundant power sources and this room was still in action. Or more accurately it was not decisively out of action, which needed to be remedied.

      Whatever better concentration of oxygen had been in the control room was now dissipated and all three men started to have breathing issues.

      “Quickly, make your way to the elevator,” Sam told them waving them in that direction with one hand while resting his other hand on his knee to hold his fading body up.

      A memory from Jung’s past flashed into their consciousness. An intoxicated Jung had both hands on his knees as he stumbled back and forth in an alley steadying himself for the torrent of vomit that soon sprayed from his mouth.

      Gasping voices brought him back to the present. “Come on, we will help you,” one of the soldiers said, reaching for Sam’s arm.

      Hands on knees, Sam exaggerated his situation. “I need a sec. Go ahead, I will follow.”

      Without argument the two soldiers hurried past Sam toward the door to the corridor and the elevator to safety.

      “Sorry,” Sam said as he raised his rifle and shot both men in the back. He was now seeing double and watched the men fall in slow motion and noiselessly crash into the water. The still frame of the men hitting the water and the splashes frozen in mid air was seared in his mind.

      Something was definitely wrong with his mind and body. His hearing seemed to be gone again and his vision was reduced to stuttering stop action frames.

      

      click, click, click

      

      Swimming back to the present by the clicking of his rifle he realized he was still holding the trigger down and pointing his gun at the downed soldiers. He had expended all the ammunition in the clip and the hammer was clicking against the empty chamber.

      With some mental effort he commanded his finger to release the trigger. He was incredibly dizzy and stumbled backward spinning slightly and caught a glimpse of the interior of the operations room from the corner of his eye.

      

      shoot the equipment

      

      Concentrating on that thought so it wouldn’t slip away, Sam drunkenly turned and pointed his rifle in the general direction of the equipment and pulled the trigger.

      

      click, click

      

      that noise. no bullets. change clip. find clip. belt.

      

      Swaying wildly, Sam dropped to a knee to steady himself enough to get a new clip in the rifle. Stumbling forward he found the door jamb and leaned his back against it to keep from falling over. He now switched what little bit of concentration he had from balancing, to the rifle and its mission.

      

      Darkness

      

      Violent punches to his shoulder brought Sam around as he was still leaning against the door jamb. Realizing it was the rifle kick back he adjusted his aim and strafed the equipment in the room but unable to move properly, he ran out of bullets as he got halfway around the room.

      

      sparks. good. screens fuzzy. good. more.

      

      The adrenaline the rifle kick back had coaxed into his system was already fading, and Sam fell to his knees, his head hung forward and his vision was filled with the body of the dead man on the floor in front of him. From afar he looked like a grief stricken man weeping at the side of a fallen comrade. In reality he was a severely oxygen deprived man about to pass out on top of a stranger.

      Seeing the spare clips on the dead man’s belt a far off thought sparked in Sam’s darkening mind, trying to ignite something important.

      

      Darkness

      

      He saw his hand reach for the clip.

      

      Darkness

      

      The click of a clip sinking home in his rifle.

      

      Darkness

      

      What the fuck is that pain in my shoulder.

      

      Darkness

      

      Halfway standing.

      

      Darkness

      

      Still image of a muzzle flash at the end of his rifle. Sparks flying from the equipment.

      

      Darkness

      

      Sparks from equipment on his right next to the wall. Made it around the rest of the room.

      

      Darkness

      

      Finally. I can rest. Feels so good.

      

      Darkness

      

      Darkness

      

      Darkness
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      CAPTAIN ELKS WATCHED THE TARGETING system countdown as they approached the drop point.

      

      7…6…5

      

      At zero they would be at the optimal location above the Zhangjiakou facility for him to release his bunker busters.

      

      4…3…2

      

      Elks pressed the launch button and was jolted out of  his focus by a crackle in his ear, “ABORT, ABORT. DISENGAGE TARGET. I repeat, DISENGAGE TARGET.”

      Elks immediately released his finger from the partially depressed button. He wasn't sure if he had reacted quickly enough and checked the weapons system. All four bombs were still in their bays.

      He saw the string of jets that had been behind him as he performed a sharp turn reversing direction back to base. He started shaking as his body reacted to the adrenaline dumping into his system.

      Holy shit, doesn't get closer than that!

      

      Ajax had just received the same order and waves of relief shuddered through him. The B2s were still two hours from the target and the final decision to follow orders and start a potential nuclear war. That was closer than he ever wanted to be to this situation. The flying wings banked into a U-turn and headed for home.

      

      Rear Admiral Bellows, commander of the seventh Fleet currently patrolling the South China Sea, had just received a similar order from high command. He conveyed the order to his armada and watched out of the control tower window of the nuclear-powered supercarrier, the USS Ronald Reagan, as his FA18 Super Hornet jets started taxiing to the elevators to be lowered to the hangar deck.

      

      A hidden member of the seventh Fleet, one of the accompanying nuclear submarines hundreds of feet below, relayed the Admiral’s order to its crew.

      Lieutenants John Wilson and DeShawn Clack slowly removed their hands from their nuclear missile launch keys. They looked at each other, overcome with relief from the magnitude of what they might have had to do. The two proud and strong soldiers found themselves in a shaky and tearful embrace.
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      SAM’S CONSCIOUSNESS AWOKE TO THE sound of quiet voices. He stood in a ring with four others around a soft light. It was too dim to see beyond their circle, and from more a sense than an observation he felt they were in a cave. They were clearly in the middle of a discussion but he could not match voices with the speakers.

      “Our momentum has been nullified and we are not making progress any longer.”

      “Yes, everyone feels it and we are running out of weapons. The Protector continues to take and destroy them faster than we can replenish them.”

      “What about the DSS seed farm? There still might be hope there.”

      “Our last visit seemed to confirm our worst thoughts. It appears their situation is much more dire than ours and will continue down that path.”

      “Hmm”

      “Some of the others are approaching the singularity but outcomes are still unknown and we will have to wait.”

      There was a melancholy mood in the room and a resigned pessimism in their voices.

      Everything seemed off to Sam. As the men shifted slightly where they stood, the light would briefly illuminate their features giving them a reptilian look. Three of the men appeared to be wearing hard surfaced clothing or maybe it was armor, it wasn't like anything Sam had seen before.

      Realizing he was integrated the least amount possible in his host, Sam moved forward to take full control.

      Sam felt the now familiar invisible barrier, its mass that of a mountain, immovable. The sense of the obstruction was such that it made Sam feel like an insect trying to push a planet.

      He felt the mountain slowly react to his pressure, giving Sam some space. At the same time silence overtook the room, and all four men in the circle turned their heads and looked directly at him. Sam felt what seemed like a million other faces turn their eyes upon him also.

      A heavy voice from within his host’s mind spoke to Sam. It was the voice he would expect a mountain would have.

      “John, is that you?”
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      BRIAN STORM AND THE REST of the DARPA team sat around the table in the conference room that they had been using as their base of operations for months now.

      The phone rang and Brian reached for it without taking his eyes from the monitors.

      “Director Greenfield, hello, good to hear from you,” Brian said.

      “I was calling to update you and the team that the main objective you've all been working so hard on has been completed successfully.”

      “We're watching it live right now, Director.”

      There were three live monitors around the conference room, each showing a newsfeed from a different station. They all showed similar imagery captured in large part by people’s cell phones, swarms of the latest micro bots falling to the ground.

      More than 30,000 Americans had died over the last three weeks from illnesses and chemical agents carried by these miniature weapons, and many thousands more remained sick.

      “How is Julia?” Brian asked.

      “She is safe in the Beijing Embassy and will be coming home soon.”

      “How about her… partner?” Brian asked, careful with his word choice knowing the rest of the DARPA team was not aware of the Slip.

      “Still not accounted for but hopefully we’ll locate him soon,” Greenfield said.

      Brian’s eyes remained glued to the monitors as he continued his discussion with the CIA director.

      “We only bought some time, Brian. This is just the beginning of what could become a covert war, the likes of which we have never seen before.

      “I’ve heard Jerry has been breaking some ground and gaining momentum with his brute force supercomputing.”

      “Yes, we're trying to accelerate that, and if you are right, Director, it could become pivotal to the next phase of whatever this thing is,” Brian said.

      “Good to hear, Brian. Everyone's impressed with what you and your team have done. I wanted to call and give you the update from my end.”

      “Thank you, Director, we’re looking forward to seeing Julia again. Please let us know when she'll be getting back.”

      “You'll know as soon as I do, Brian. Bye.”

      Brian hung up the phone and looked around at the team of individuals who had all contributed in their own ways to this success. Everyone looked excited and exhausted, unaware that the battle had only begun.

      “Everybody, Julia is safe and will be coming home soon.”
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      SAM OPENED HIS EYES TO a dimly lit room where he lay on a stone floor. A barrage of aches and pains from his body started reporting in, some worse than others. The cold floor had leached away all of his warmth suggesting he had been laying there for some time. Wracking shivers overtook him as his body tried to replace the heat the floor was siphoning away.

      Sam sat up and took in the surroundings, realizing he was in a cell. The walls and floor were formed by a mixture of smooth natural stone and large chiseled stone blocks. There were thick metal bars spanning floor to ceiling, separating his cell from whatever lay beyond. The two side walls in his cell curved slightly outward as they passed by the metal bars giving the impression they were natural formations. The only light Sam received seeped around these curves from what he guessed were very dim wall mounted fixtures beyond his line of sight.

      There were no openings to allow daylight in and most of his cell remained cloaked in darkness. If he scooted towards the back wall Sam imagined the darkness was deep enough to swallow his entire countenance leaving only the whites of his eyes for anyone to see looking in from beyond the metal bars.

      His cell appeared void of anything. He could see faded outlines where it looked like items had previously been bolted  to the wall. Maybe a bed? A circular outline on the ceiling connected to a long thin line leading out of the cell. Maybe a light and electrical conduit?

      With a quick mental inventory Sam confirmed he was still in the same host he last remembered from the Zhangjiakou data center. There were scrambled memories of the disabled equipment in the second Dragonfly operation center. A wave of relief passed through him as he realized he had completed the mission. His thoughts quickly turned to worry about the fates of Peng, his family and Julia. He was suddenly desperate to know about them and how the DARPA team and all of America had fared. Sam’s heart jumped as an image of Li’s reptilian smile popped into his mind. Where was Li?

      Sam looked around with a renewed interest in his surroundings. Surely there was a way to transfer out of this cell. Then he realized that with the exception of the metal bars he was surrounded by stone. Was that why it appeared the fixtures were recently removed? A bed would have been metal. The overhead light and connecting conduit would have been metal. Could his captors have figured out his abilities?

      A hopelessness overtook him, and suddenly he felt like a prisoner, not because of the dank cell where he found himself, but, for the first time, like a prisoner in a body. Unable to slip, he was also unable to avoid whatever might befall this body. He retreated to the dark corner of his new home and, in the process, retreated deeper into the psyche of the Chinese soldier.
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      “PENG, YOU HAVE TO GET on the plane now. We can’t wait any longer,” Julia said loudly to be heard above the noise from the gusting wind and the plane’s engines 30 feet away. It had taken a lot of convincing to get him, his daughter and wife in the car, and now standing on the tarmac it looked like he was having second thoughts.

      “What about Sam? How can we leave without Sam?” Peng asked helplessly.

      “We’ve been over this already, Peng. Sam can take care of himself and it’s not safe for us to stay in China any longer.”

      Julia took a step closer, putting her hands on his shoulders and looked directly into his eyes. The wind continued to hammer them both and their proximity created an intimate cocoon allowing her to lower her voice.

      “Think about your wife and child, Peng. Let’s get them to safety. Trust me, Sam will be fine.”

      Julia had to hide her lack of conviction from Peng as she said these words. The political situation between the U.S. and China had deteriorated rapidly after the destruction of the second Dragonfly operations center, and Julia had been ordered to return home. If it had not been for Peng and his family, she would have defied the order to wait for Sam no matter the cost. Apparently Peng had developed a strong attachment to Sam as well.

      Peng’s wife came up behind him and gently coaxed him forward with an arm around his waist while holding her daughter tight against her other side.

      

      Halfway up the stair Julia watched Peng follow his family through the door of the private plane and looked back at the expanse of the city through blurry eyes. “Thank you, Sam. This is not goodbye.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        GET THE FREE FORBIDDEN JOURNAL FROM ONE OF THE MAIN CHARACTERS

      

      

      

      Building a relationship with my readers is a very exciting and rewarding part of writing and my mailing list is one of the ways I can do that. I will occasionally send newsletters with details on new releases and special offers, and it is always great to hear directly from readers, whether it is feedback, a question, or just to say hello.

      

      You will also get one of the main characters forbidden journals, for free, by signing up at https://tomcwilloughby.com/slpmailinglist

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Enjoy this book? You can make a big difference

      

      

      

      Reviews are the most powerful tools in my arsenal when it comes to getting attention for my books. Much as I’d like to, I don’t have the financial muscle of a New York publisher. I can’t take out full page ads in the newspaper or put posters on the subway.

      

      But I do have something much more powerful and effective than that, and it’s something that those publishers would kill to get their hands on.

      

      A growing group of committed readers.

      

      Honest reviews of my books help bring them to the attention of other readers.

      

      If you’ve enjoyed this book I would be very grateful if you could spend just five minutes leaving a review (it can be as short as you like) on the book’s Amazon page. You can jump right to the page by clicking below.

      

      US REVIEW

      

      Thank you very much.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        BOOK 2 COMING SOON…

      

      

      

      AGI Horizon - Book 2 in the Hero Concept series is in progress and I hope to have it out before the end of the year. Check my website www.tomcwilloughby.com, or sign up for my newsletter https://tomcwilloughby.com/slpmailinglist for updates. Below is an excerpt introducing one of the new characters:
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        * * *

      

      
        
        A crackling pain in Bard’s back woke him with a jolt. The sudden movement hammered his brain against its inner walls producing blackout levels of fire inside his skull, dwarfing the burning sensation from his back. Another “day after”, another climb back to some semblance of existence he thought reaching for his pills on the side table. Just the sight of the bottles induced a small amount of relief.

        It took multiple attempts to move three pills down the desert of his throat. Satisfied they were moving in the right direction he closed his eyes again awaiting relief.

        As his synapses fought back to life one by one, he remembered the source of his back pain. He had been getting a full back tattoo over the course of the past few days, or maybe it was weeks. It could be months and Bard wouldn’t know the difference, all his days ran together. He must have had another session under the needle yesterday judging by the severity of the pain. Bard suddenly wanted badly to look in the mirror, to see the progress of the beautiful lady coming to life on his back, but movement was still out of the question.

        He needed another show. The cornucopia of drugs moderated the strange dreams and thoughts he endured, but playing his guitar and belting out his songs in front of a live audience was the only way to wash them away, at least temporarily. Still in his early 30s Bard was already a music legend. The mystery of his shows, when and where they would occur, fueled the hunger of his rabid fans; never knowing when they would be able to slake their thirst. It would have been a genius marketing ploy, but in reality it was a by-product of his painful existence.

        Bard was a prodigious talent on the guitar and equally talented with his voice, reminiscent of a Chris Cornell. He began seeking refuge in his music at an early age, once the voices and dreams had started. Doctor’s diagnosed him with everything from autism to schizophrenia, all of which they tried to solve with prescribed drugs which never worked. Bard eventually decided he could find better solace with medications of his own choosing. Some helped him resurrect himself in the morning, others evened him out, and some brought him to sleep. But he had yet to find a drug to keep him safe from the voices and dreams.

        Bard travelled constantly with no destination in mind. By the time he was in a new location he often had no recollection of where he had just been. His proclivity for unannounced shows in random locations branded him with his name. The drugs kept his brain addled to the point of barely functioning, and if it weren’t for the music and the shows he would have long since ceased living.

        The only constant in his life besides music and pain was his agent Jenny, the angel able to assemble a band and setup a venue whenever he called, wherever he was. Jenny would also dispatch someone to record the audio and video of the performances, which she then sold online. The money they brought in was making Bard a wealthy man, although this never seemed to compute with him and he continued to travel by thumb and stay in rundown motels.

        The cool fuzzy blanket of pink pill numbness had come to rest, now cocooning his mind and body. His thoughts turned again to a show, and Jenny. Bard located his phone and called the only number in his contacts.

        “Hi Bard, that was fast.” Jenny said.

        “What?”

        “Ready for another show?” Jenny said.

        “Yes.”

        “You just had one a couple days ago. I usually don’t hear from you for at least a week. Everything okay?”

        “Show.”

        “You don’t sound good, although you never sound good Bard.” Jenny said. Exasperated, she felt helpless watching Bard’s downward spiral, which seemed like it might be accelerating if the frequency of his need for shows was any indication.

        “What the fuuuuuck.” Bard said groggily as he looked at his outstretched arm.

        “What is it Bard? Are you okay, should I have someone come over.”

        “Someone carved numbers into my arm.” He said, inspecting the blood-encrusted lacerations forming a rough series of numbers on his left arm. The cuts were fresh and still oozed. It surprised him the pain hadn’t drawn his attention prior, but he had other pains which had demanded his focus until now.

        “What!? Are you in some trouble? Maybe it’s time to come in Bard. I can keep you in a safe—”

        “Just get me a show.” Bard said, cutting her off and then the connection.
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