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    This book belongs to my wonderful daughter Nicole.  Like the central character in the story, Nicole has been fascinated by DNA and what it tells about a person since learning about the genetic code in Middle School.  It was Nicole's frequent comments about how she can hardly wait until she is eighteen so she can have her own DNA test and see what it will reveal about her genetic history that prompted the story.  A simple comment one day about what surprises might be revealed triggered the thought about Natalie's extra chromosome and where that might lead.  The result is one of the most fun books I have ever written.  Thank you, Nicole.  What is the next idea for a book I can write? 
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 Chapter 1 
 
    Friday - Present Day 
 
    Westwood, California 
 
      
 
    Somehow Natalie managed to hold herself back and didn't smash the hateful screen in front of her with both fists as much as she longed to do so. 
 
    "This is so unfair," she moaned.  
 
    She stared at the monitor screen displaying the OriginsDNA.com website, with her name and lab number prominently displayed under the request line. She checked it again, carefully going digit by digit to be absolutely certain she hadn't somehow mixed up the order of the number on her slip in her haste to see the results of her DNA testing.  She had it right. She had been certain, but had been willing to try again.  Now, fingers crossed that it had just been a computer glitch, she hit the Return key, a bit more forcefully than absolutely necessary she admitted to herself, and then waited for the screen to update.  She didn't have to wait long.  Within a few seconds the screen showed the same message she had gotten earlier: 
 
      
 
    No results available.  Check back later. 
 
      
 
    "Damn it!" she cursed. 
 
    She logged off the website closed her browser, but left the laptop on with the screen up, fearful she might break something if she tried to close the stupid thing.  She pushed aside some of the papers on the desk, of which there were far too many, and none of them particularly ordered, then grabbed the sheet she had gotten from the test center the day she had gone in to have a sample taken.  She was going to call them again, and this time they weren't going to put her off like last time.  It was almost a week past the date she was promised her results, and still nothing. 
 
    The DNA test had been something she had been wanting for soooo very long.  She had first considered getting it while in high school, but it was expensive and she wasn't old enough her parents told her.  Then she started college and funds were tight.  The stupid test cost almost five hundred dollars.  At least the version she wanted did, with all her genetic history spelled out along with a list of possible relatives she might have no idea she had.  Somehow the years had slipped by, but last month, for her twenty-fourth birthday, a card arrived from her boyfriend Eric with a note indicating he had gotten her the exact test she had been wanting as a present.  She had rushed out the very next morning, skipping class, something she never did, and had had the sample taken.  They had promised her the complete results online by last Friday, and a documented copy in the mail a day or so later.  She'd been ecstatic.  She'd have the results to share with Eric when he came home on leave.  That was today.  He was due to pick her up any minute now.  They hadn't seen one another in almost six months while he was away at Fort Bragg.  Fort Bragg was all the way on the other side of the country in North Carolina. They were going to a movie, and then dinner, and then....well, and then they would see. 
 
    Now, nothing.  Eric would be here shortly, and there was nothing to show him.  She was crushed.  Noting the time, she realized she didn't have time to go through the call and wait, and be on hold right now.  She'd have to worry about all this later. 
 
    She threw the piece of paper with the information back onto her desk.  There was nothing to be done.  She tried to push the disappointment from her mind.  She wanted to be in the right mood when Eric came for her.  She pushed her chair away from the work desk, stood and made her way to the tall mirror on the side wall.   
 
    Not bad, she had to admit to herself, looking at the reflection in the mirror. 
 
    Twenty-four years old, a graduate student at UCLA in the biochemistry department with an A minus average thus far.  Her shiny, pitch black hair hung to just below her shoulder blades and accented the dusky skin resulting from a mixed Asian-Caucasian heritage.  Her oriental eyes were a very dark brown that she'd been told were sexy as hell.  The off-white silk blouse accented her figure, and the skirt that hung just below her knees did wonderful things for her well-toned and shapely calves.  Eric would be pleased by what he saw, and what he had missed these past months, she knew. 
 
    She was wondering if she should change her shoes when the doorbell chimed. 
 
    Eric! she thought, her heart beating at the thought.  She'd missed him every bit as much as she hoped he had missed her. 
 
    She hurried to the door, pulled it open without checking to see who was there, and found herself looking at two men only a bit older than herself that she had never seen before. 
 
    "Natalie Reyes?" one of them asked. 
 
    "Yes?" she replied uncertainly, half in response and half questioning who was asking. 
 
    "You ordered a DNA test a while back?" the blond-haired one asked. 
 
    "Damn right I did.  Are you with that company?  I have a complaint.  My results are long overdue." 
 
    "We need to talk with you about your test," the man said.  "My name is Dave Walker and my partner here is Glenn Kobata."   
 
    He showed her an ID card with his name, picture and the OriginsDNA logo prominently displayed in the upper right-hand corner. 
 
    "May we come in?  This isn't something to talk about here on the street." 
 
    They weren't really on the street.  Natalie lived in a complex called the Westwood Cottages.   There were multiple individual small units in the complex.  Each was set off like an individual house despite the small size, but it gave a feeling of something nicer than an apartment complex.  They were affordable to someone in her situation, and not too far from the campus which what had decided them for her.  Her car, a five year old Toyota Camry was parked in a lot just a hundred feet away.  These guys must have come in the panel truck she could see a short distance away almost blocking the roadway inside the complex.  They would likely hear about that if they didn't move it soon. 
 
    Natalie looked them over.  Both men appeared to be in their late twenties.  The blond one who had identified himself as Dave wore thick-framed glasses and a bit of the nerdy look she associated with techs and the others she had encountered at the testing center.  His partner, Glenn, somehow didn't look like a medical technician.  In fact, he looked like he should be at the gym working out.  He was shorter than Dave by a couple of inches, but decidedly muscular, with brown eyes that watched her with an uncomfortable intensity. 
 
    "I guess so," she replied hesitatingly.  She didn't like inviting people she didn't know into her home, but they did have the proper identification and she wanted answers on this test so bad.  If she had to call back to the testing center who knew how long before she would find out anything.   
 
    "Come in," she said finally, stepping to the side. 
 
    The two men stepped inside, glancing quickly around the apartment, maybe to see if anyone else was there. 
 
    She pointed to the couch and waited until they sat down.  Then she sat on the shoulder of the only large chair in the room. 
 
    "So what is this about?" she asked.  "Have you brought me my test results?  Wouldn't it have been easier to simply post them on line like the company said it would?" 
 
    "There's a bit of a problem with the test," Dave explained. 
 
    "A problem?" Natalie asked.  "What kind of problem?" 
 
    "We need you to provide another sample?" he replied, not answering her question.  DNA testing was an established procedure, so what could go wrong?  Maybe her sample had been misplaced, or somehow contaminated. 
 
    "You lost my sample?" Natalie asked outraged.  "And you have waited this long to tell me?  And why didn't you just ask me to come back in?  Why did you need to come here to my house?" 
 
    "There's been a bit of an anomaly," Dave explained. Glenn remained silent through all of this and Natalie wondered if he was a trainee.  She just wished he didn't stare so much. 
 
    "An anomaly?  What in hell does that mean?" she asked. 
 
    "They found something in your DNA that doesn't make sense," Dave explained.  "There are pseudo genes that can't be explained, a twenty-fourth chromosome, and . . ." 
 
    "Dave," dark-hair warned his partner. 
 
    "Right," Dave said, recovering, seemingly realizing he was saying too much.  "We need to see if another test will show the same thing." 
 
    "This is really stupid," Natalie said.  The man's explanation was awkward and suggested he was mouthing an explanation he didn't understand himself.  "Pseudo genes.  Even I know that shouldn't be an issue.  I'm just a first year graduate student here at UCLA, but that is my area of study." 
 
    She checked her watch.  It was getting late and this wasn't the time for this. 
 
    "But, look.  Okay, I'll come in tomorrow and give another sample.  Is that good enough?  Now, I've got to go somewhere.  Unless you can tell me exactly what this anomaly is, I need for the two of you to leave." 
 
    "We need to do this now," Dave insisted. 
 
    "Here?  You want to take a sample here?" 
 
    Dave shook his head. 
 
    "No.  We have a van outside with everything we will need.  If you can just come outside, we can get the sample taken quickly, and you can get back to your day." 
 
    Something about all this didn't feel right, and Natalie decided she wanted time to process all this.  She also didn't want these two, especially Glenn with his annoying stare around any longer.  They were ruining her day. 
 
    "No.  Actually, hell no.  I'll come in and give a sample tomorrow.  Maybe someone there can sit down and tell me exactly what this is all about and what happened with the test that you have already run.  I'd like to see these anomalous results.  Now, I've got plans this afternoon.  Please leave." 
 
    'I'm sorry, but we must insist," Glenn said, the most words he had spoken so far. 
 
    "You have to insist?" Natalie asked incredulously.  Something in Glenn's voice made Natalie look his way.  She couldn't believe he was pointing a gun at her.  It was a semi-auto, a squarish looking thing of a type she had seen before, but she couldn't remember the brand name.  It had an odd cylinder attached to the front end which made it look more awkward, but she was savvy enough to realize this was something to mute the sound of any shots the man might fire. 
 
    "You are leaving with us now," Glenn said, suddenly the talkative one.  "You will walk outside with Dave.  I'll be right behind you.  Give us any trouble and I'll have to shoot you.  Understand?" 
 
    "No," Natalie answered honestly. 
 
    "Just do it, and you will be alright," Dave warned, now sounding less like a technician and more like a cop or something. 
 
    Natalie didn't know what to do, but she knew enough that one didn't argue with a man who held a gun, especially a silenced one.  She had been caught off guard by their approach, and somehow she knew that screaming wasn't going to help.  A scream wouldn't even be heard.  The cottage units were designed to be quiet.  It was one of their selling points.  He could probably shoot her and no one around would even know about it.  Why he would do this she couldn't imagine.  Things like this just didn't happen to graduate students.  Over a stupid DNA test? 
 
    In the end, she let herself be led out the door toward the waiting van, knowing it was probably the wrong thing to do, but uncertain what other choice she had.  Either of them could subdue her.  Part of her was still locked in denial. 
 
    They were halfway to the van when Glenn, who was walking behind her with the gun, grunted in pain and then seemed to get thrown back as he crashed to the ground. Dave turned to see what had happened, and was just in time to see a powerful looking, and surprisingly nicely dressed young man swinging a baseball bat that connected with a solid meaty sound as he struck the back of Glenn's head.  Glenn dropped the rest of the way to the ground, clearly out of the game for now, if not permanently. 
 
    "Nat, move out of the way," a voice she recognized said. 
 
    "Eric," she screamed in relief.  "Who are these guys?" 
 
    Eric was too busy to try to respond to questions he had no answers for.  He stepped over the body on the ground, giving the Glock that he had knocked out of the hand of the unconscious attacker that was now laying in the grass, a sharp kick to be certain it was well out of reach just in case the bat hadn't done as thorough a job as he believed.  His eyes were focused on the remaining assailant who was now reaching inside his sports jacket as if going for a weapon of his own.  He could see no reason to allow the bastard to get his hand on a weapon, and jabbed the blunt end of the bat solidly into the man's gut.  That caused the blond-haired SOB to forget about his weapon as he gagged and doubled over, which gave Eric the opening to kick the legs out from under him.  As he crashed to the ground, Eric put the man under with a well-placed and solid kick in the side of the head. 
 
    A quick check ensured both of the attackers were out of the game for now.  He reached down and pulled the gun out of the belt holster he could now see clearly on the unconscious man at his feet.  The bad guys were armed and he wasn't, which didn't seem like an acceptable state of affairs.  It was another 9mm Glock; one of the shorter barrel ones.  Well, as Heck Ramsey said in an old TV series he'd liked, "Short is just fine for close.  Rifle's for long." 
 
    It looked like someone might be getting out of the suspiciously parked van.  He grabbed Natalie's hand and pulled her toward his rental car.  He would have liked to check for spare magazines and something that might identify these trouble makers, but it looked like getting some distance from this place was the higher priority.  
 
    "Come on, Nat.  We need to get the hell out of here.  I think there are more of them!" 
 
    Stunned and not thinking clearly, Natalie allowed herself to be pulled toward the shiny new Mustang that Eric had rented for their date.  It was his type of showy vehicle, but she knew it would have power to go with the glamour, and anyone who wanted to chase them would find themselves in a serious race. 
 
    "Where are we going?" she asked. 
 
    "Jim's house," he replied.  "Then we will see after we talk about this." 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 2 
 
    Friday 
 
    Greater LA Area 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even though he'd never spent much time in Westwood, Eric knew the way in and out of the place from his frequent visits with Natalie.  Skillfully he made his way from the Cottages down to Wilshire Blvd, his eyes shifting from where he was headed to the mirrors to see if anyone was following them.  He shot down Wilshire a bit faster than legal, turned south onto the freeway, and then seemed to relax a bit once he had merged with the flow of traffic. 
 
    "I wanted to see if that van was going to follow us, but they seemed more interested in dealing with their people," he said.  "Now what in hell is going on, Nat?" 
 
    "I've missed you too, Eric," she said sarcastically. 
 
    Realizing he hadn't even greeted her, Eric smiled and said, "Hi, Nat.  It's good to see you.  I've missed you.  You look even more fantastic than I recall.  Now, just what in hell is going on?  I come to pick up my lady and find a couple of thugs escorting her out of the house at gunpoint." 
 
    "I have no idea," she told him honestly. 
 
    "You have no idea who those guys are?" 
 
    "Only that they are not who they claim to be." 
 
    "Explain.  I'm playing catch up here." 
 
    "They said they were from the DNA analysis company where I went to get tested." 
 
    "You mean the gift I gave you for your birthday?" 
 
    "Uh-huh.  The results are way over due, and I was getting really angry.  Then they showed up and said there was a problem with my test." 
 
    "What kind of problem?" 
 
    "Some double-talk on the fact there were spurious pseudo-genes that shouldn't be there and I needed to get retested.  The guy didn't really know what he was talking about.  You could see all of it was just words to him." 
 
    "They wanted me to go out to their van and give them another sample, but something didn't seem right and I refused.  That's when the second one pulled the gun and tried to force me outside.  If you hadn't come just when you did I would have been forced into the van and probably kidnapped." 
 
    "But why?  What do they really want?" 
 
    "I have no idea, but how did they even know about the DNA test and come so prepared with IDs and all?  Somehow it seems this has to relate back to my getting that test last week." 
 
    Eric was silent while he pondered what Nat had told him as he maneuvered across lanes getting into position for a shift to the Harbor Freeway just ahead.  His brother Jim had a house in Long Beach, and since shipping off with Special Forces Eric had stashed some of his belongings there and made it his base of operations whenever he was in Los Angeles.  He drove in silence for a while, transitioning to the Long Beach Freeway heading south a bit later. 
 
    "It doesn't make any sense," Eric said finally.  "Can you think of anything else that has been going on in the past week or so that might trigger some kind of attack on you?" 
 
    "Nothing," Natalie replied.  "Absolutely nothing.  School and studying the same as usual." 
 
    "We'll have to call the police once we get to Jim's place," Eric said.  "No one has been following us, so we can settle in and wait for them to arrive.  We'll let them figure this out, but I get the feeling there is something important that we don't understand.  Those two guys didn't seem like ordinary thugs.  They were way too smooth and polished, not to mention really prepared with a fake story.  That feels professional somehow." 
 
    Eric turned off the freeway near the center of Long Beach, then maneuvered through the streets of the city with confidence, making a couple of unnecessary turns and loops to further verify no one was on their tail. 
 
    "We're clean," he said confidently, and made a meaningful turn onto a street that would intersect the one where they wanted to go.  Five minutes later he was pulling into Jim's driveway. 
 
    "Let's go," Eric urged, opening his own door. 
 
    "Is your brother home?" Nat asked. 
 
    "He's off fishing at the moment," Eric explained.  "It's just us for now." 
 
    The house was a two-story, stucco tract house, approximately thirty years old.  There wasn't much for a lawn, and the garage was behind a gate in the back yard detached from the house itself.  They hurried up to the porch as Eric fumbled for the key in his front pocket that he carried on a separate ring from the one the rental car had come with.  Moments later they were inside, the door closed behind them, giving Natalie the first feeling of safety since the two men had tried to abduct her. 
 
    "Let's talk a minute before I call the police.  I want to make certain I understand exactly what happened," Eric suggested. 
 
    They sat on the couch and Natalie walked through the events that had led to her being forced from her cottage at gunpoint. 
 
    "It still makes no sense," Eric concluded.  "I would say they got the wrong person, but they knew your name and everything about your getting a sample taken.  It has to somehow link back to that, but it certainly isn't an obvious connection.  Let me look up the number for the police.  I don't think at this point we need the 911 number." 
 
    "I'm going to look at the news.  I wonder if anyone noticed what was going on and called the police." 
 
    Eric had just dialed the police and was waiting for someone to pick up when Natalie called him, her voice sounding weird.  Eric hung up and reached for the Glock he was still carrying and hurried back into the living room. 
 
    "Look at this," she urged. 
 
    Eric looked up at the TV as Natalie turned the sound up.  The reporter had obviously just arrived, but there were several police cars in front of Natalie's Cottage.  Eric was surprised that this had escalated so quickly.  He could see more news vans arriving as the newscopter footage kept running and the in-studio announcer talked over the feed providing context.  As he watched, Eric spotted three men with FBI windbreakers come out of Natalie's condo carrying boxes of something along with what appeared to be a tower computer. 
 
    We have learned from the local police that the resident of this house, a Natalie Reyes, is wanted by the FBI for the theft of restricted government files that she has been downloading from a hacked connection into the government systems.  In addition, an as yet unidentified co-conspirator is being sought for the attempted murder of an FBI agent when they made an appearance at the home earlier today.  The agent is in critical condition and is currently in surgery at the Memorial Hospital.  We are expecting a formal news conference to start in roughly thirty minutes where complete details will be released to the public. 
 
      
 
    "This is ridiculous," Natalie stormed.  "What are they talking about?  And that computer the guy was taking out of my cottage.  I don't own anything but a laptop.  Just where did that come from?" 
 
    "This is a setup," Eric said quietly.  "I don't know why, or what, but they are claiming you are guilty of some kind of espionage, and that I almost killed an agent.  In the first place, nothing identified him as an agent, even if he is one, and I didn't hit him hard enough to be life threatening.  I know what I'm doing, and while he probably had a broken bone or two, and won't be very happy for a while, he is not dying.  For some reason the Feds are trying to frame us; probably so they can get the police everywhere looking for us, and they can take custody once we are captured." 
 
    "But why?" Natalie protested. 
 
    "I wish I knew.   We are going to have to figure that out, and something tells me we won't manage that if we turn ourselves in.  Something weird is happening.  They don't seem to know who I am as yet, but that won't take them  very long.  That means they will be here sooner than we think.  We have to get a few things and go somewhere they can't link to either of us while we figure this out." 
 
    "Where? Why can't we simply go to the police and explain this is all some kind of mistake?" 
 
    "Because the police won't know, and they are getting direction from higher authority.  The FBI guys are being directed by someone in the government.  Has to be, otherwise they wouldn't be playing this acting game when they know what is being broadcast is bogus.  Only someone in the government could coordinate something like this, especially so quickly." 
 
    "So what do we do?" 
 
    "Where is your cell phone?" Eric asked. 
 
    "It's back at the cottage.  They dragged me out without it." 
 
    "Okay.  Don't worry about it." 
 
    Eric pulled his own out of his pocket and stripped the battery out of it.   
 
    "We'll have to get some cheaper phones somewhere.  They'll be tracing our registered phones really quick. Check in the guest room closet.  "Jim's girlfriend Sharon is about your size and leaves a lot of her clothes here.  You need to change.  They have a description of what you were wearing.  Me too.  Then we leave, ditch the rental car, and get out of town." 
 
    "This can't be happening," Natalie mumbled, but marched off toward the room Eric indicated. Eric headed into the room he used while here, and changed into casual clothes, dumping the outfit he'd been wearing for their date on the bed.  He stuffed a spare set of clothes into one of the duffle bags he had brought, grabbed the other and carried it to the guest room. 
 
    "Fill this up with some extra stuff," he said. 
 
    "These clothes are a little big," she complained. 
 
    "Close enough for now.  We'll buy some other stuff later." 
 
    Eric continued past the room and out the back door, unlocking the garage and then headed toward the back wall where a large Canon safe was sitting.  He quickly worked the combination, pulled out his Bug-Out-Bag, something the military had taught him, then grabbed the 12 gauge pump shotgun with the legal minimum barrel and a box of Number 1 buckshot.  He quickly filled the tube with rounds, but left the chamber empty.  He could correct that very quickly if needed, and the process of doing so provided any adversary a sharp audible warning.  He stuffed the 9mm Glock into the safe after extracting the magazine and ejecting the cartridge from the chamber.  He wasn't a 9mm fan. 
 
    He was about to close the safe when he changed his mind and grabbed a three inch barrel .357 magnum.  He added it to the BOB where it joined the short-barreled .45 ACP that he always kept there, along with a box of .38 Special 125 grain JHP rounds.  Then he closed the door of the safe, spun the dial, and hurried back into the house. 
 
    "Nat, we gotta go," he yelled. 
 
    "Just a minute more," she hollered back. 
 
    Eric laid the shotgun on the kitchen countertop, pulled a blank sheet of paper out of the drawer, and wrote a quick note to his brother.  The cops would likely find it before his brother, but he hoped he got to see it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jim, 
 
    Sorry about this, but the cops are going to drop on you real soon.  I don't know what this is about, but its all a lie, whatever they tell you.  Cooperate with them 100%.  Tell them nothing but the truth.  It's the only way to stay out of whatever is going down, and that's best for me too.  We'll talk once this is sorted out. 
 
    E 
 
      
 
    He used one of the magnets to stick it to the refrigerator door. 
 
    "Nat," he yelled again, but she came walking through the doorway just as he did so.  She no longer was dressed for a date, but like himself wore worn jeans and a comfortable, but casual blouse.  He agreed everything was a bit large, but not obviously so, and would do until they could do some shopping. 
 
    "Ready?" he asked. 
 
    "A shotgun?" she asked seeing the weapon he was carrying  "Do you need that?" 
 
    She looked at her boyfriend.  Now out of his date clothes, he looked more like what he really was.  With the buzz cut hair, the six-foot tall, solidly muscled Special Forces soldier was something to contend with.  The shotgun held casually in one hand completed the picture.  It said, don't mess with this guy. 
 
    "We might.  We don't have any idea what is going on, but clearly it is something people are willing to bend the rules around.  I don't like what I'm seeing, and until we understand the situation, I want something to negotiate with.  Let's go.  We've been here too long." 
 
    "Where are we going?" 
 
    "Compton," Eric replied.  "We need a different ride.  As soon as they figure out who I am, they will find out I'm on leave and then figure I'm probably driving a rental car.  Besides, people back at your place, and also in this neighborhood will probably have seen it." 
 
    "This is real, isn't it?  They are after me for some reason, and I didn't even do anything." 
 
    "We'll talk a lot more about that once we are someplace they won't be looking for us." 
 
    Carrying his and her duffle bags, Eric led the way.  Natalie followed with the small suitcase filled with more of Sharon's clothes, knowing she was going to have to apologize to the woman at some point for raiding her wardrobe.  They dumped everything but the shotgun in the small trunk of the car.  The shotgun, laws be damned, was placed where Eric could reach it on the back seat.  They climbed in, and he headed back toward the freeway. 
 
      
 
    Stan's Remodeling was located in a beat-up warehouse not too far from the freeway.  Despite the appearance of the shop, Stan turned out an impressive product, taking old, worn-out and beat up classic vehicles and turning them into works of art.  He had a staff of four rough looking mechanics and metal workers, who like Stan looked more than a little untrustworthy, but were artists in their own right. 
 
    "Eric," he said warmly and he grasped Natalie's boyfriend's hand in a complicated grip, as he eyed Natalie at the same time.  "I thought you were gone for another six months or so." 
 
    Obviously Stan hadn't seen the news, which wasn't surprising.  He didn't own a television or a radio, and couldn't care much about most things outside his primary interest. 
 
    "Who's she?" Stan asked. 
 
    Eric made the introductions and explained their relationship. 
 
    "I need the Camaro," Eric said once the formalities were completed. 
 
    "She's nowhere near ready," Stan reminded him.  "You wanted us to wait until you could personally participate in the rebuild.  We haven't done anything on her since you left.  She just sitting in one of the back stalls for now." 
 
    "Still runs though?" Eric asked. 
 
    "Needs gas, but you know we got the engine and transmission all rebuilt and tuned before you left.  It's the body and interior that need the work.  The tires aren't the best either.  Why?" 
 
    "We've got some trouble," Eric replied.  "You'll probably hear about it later, but it's all made up.  We don't know why yet.  I want to ditch the Mustang.  It's a rental.  Chop it up, dump it where someone will steal it.  Whatever works for you, but I need a ride they won't be looking for." 
 
    "Your Camaro's not even licensed.  She was a wreck and abandoned.  No plates, no registration." 
 
    The Camaro was a 1967 SS with a 496 engine that Eric had planned on restoring.  The paperwork would normally have been taken care of once the car was completed. 
 
    "If they get close enough to ask for those things, I'll be in far worse trouble than an out-of-date of registration." 
 
    Stan looked them over.  "Come in the office and have a seat.  I'll have the boys gas her up, change the tires and put the hood back on before you go.  It's still rusty, but probably look better than having the front end open to the weather." 
 
    "Thanks man," Eric said.  "I don't think the cops will be able to find this place or connect me with it, but if they do, don't put your ass on the line.  I was here, and left.  You don't know where, understand?" 
 
    "Screw the cops," Stan said.  "I don't even know you.  Let them prove otherwise." 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 3 
 
    Friday 
 
    Washington D.C. 
 
      
 
    "Tell me that you have found them," Director Steve Baxter demanded when the head of the IOD (Internal Operations Division) stepped into his office.  The Central Intelligence Agency was tasked with operations outside of the continental United States, technically forbidden to operate inside the country, but in recent years far too many situations had arisen where their expertise was required in areas not approved by Congress.  The IOD was covertly created, and carefully kept hidden to deal with just these kinds of situations.  What the Congress didn't know, wouldn't hurt the Director, or the President in this case, as he had directed the creation of the group during the third year of his first term. 
 
    Unfortunately the look on the Agent Jack Billings' face said everything the Director of the CIA needed to know before the man even spoke. 
 
    "They have disappeared, Sir," Agent Billings admitted.  "But we will find them soon enough." 
 
    "We are talking about a college co-ed, Jack," the Director said.  "Could you please explain to me how a young woman with no training and no reason to expect she was to be abducted somehow managed to elude two of your best agents?  She must be formidable indeed." 
 
    "It was the man," Billings explained more than a little embarrassed.  The Director had explained before this mission was set in motion that the assignment might be the most important one he had ever been given, and that he should take every care not to screw it up.  And screw it up he had.  One agent was in the hospital, the woman was missing, and some hint of what this was all about had apparently been leaked to the missing woman.  The Boss hadn't even mentioned the problem they had created with the FBI by pretending to be Bureau agents, for some reason, but he suspected he would get to it.  If there was more they could have done wrong, he didn't know what it might be.  
 
    "He wasn't anticipated," Billings added.  "He came out of nowhere, and we don't have any idea who he was or where he came from.  He was also a remarkably capable fighter." 
 
    "Christ!" the Director cursed.  "You don't know much, do you?  You have no clue where the woman snuck off to, and you have no idea who helped her.  How in hell are you so confident you will be able to find her in short order as you have implied?  And, for the record, your people are supposed to anticipate all possible contingencies." 
 
    Billings flushed. 
 
    "We have her computer and phone," he explained, hoping to redirect the discussion.  "Our people are culling through the information there.  In an hour or less we will have a complete list of all her friends, as well as every social media account she uses, her email, and of course everyone she normally calls.  We will flag all of those accounts for activity from her, and send agents to visit the key individuals that are identified by our searches." 
 
    "What about family?" 
 
    "She has no immediate family," Billings explained.  "Her parents were both killed in a car accident a couple of years back, and her brother was lost somewhere in Afghanistan about the same time." 
 
    "And now she has us to add to her troubles," the Director noted.  "What about boyfriends?  I'm told she is quite attractive.  She must be seeing someone." 
 
    "The suggestion has been made that it was her boyfriend that attacked our people," Billings said.  "He is a soldier, assigned across the country at Fort Bragg, but he might be in town on leave.  He was supposed to have visited here last month, but maybe that changed and we missed it.  It would make sense.  The attacker was skilled, trained, and in excellent condition.  That would fit the Special Forces training he apparently has." 
 
    "So, we most likely have a skilled warrior assisting her.  That isn't going to help much." 
 
    "We should know for certain soon.  We are in the process of contacting the Army.  If he isn't at Fort Bragg, then we will get a picture, and all the relevant information on him.  That might give us a lead as to where they have gone.  He clearly took charge when he burst on the scene." 
 
    "I suggest we make that determination quickly.  If this is someone else, then we need to identify him.  Meanwhile, we are at the mercy of the media and the police to hope someone spots them and provides a clue where they might be.  That, of course, brings up the matter of the FBI portrayal which has the FBI's Director Marshal more than a little miffed." 
 
    "We needed a cover story and something that would get the police and other law enforcement working with us.  It wouldn't have played out well if we'd identified ourselves as a covert branch of the CIA operating illegally in the US.  The FBI cover and the false story about her stealing government secrets was a little misdirection, that should serve to have her delivered over to us without issue should the police pick her up, and gives the media something specific to focus on that is in no way related to the real matter involved." 
 
    "You might have cleared it with me first." 
 
    "There simply wasn't time.  Things were happening too fast." 
 
    The Director knew that wasn't the case.  They had been prepared with the FBI story, to the point of having labeled FBI jerseys on hand.  It was a clever move, and he didn't mind annoying Marshal, who he didn't like anyway.  But he felt he needed to tighten the rein on his agent a bit. 
 
    The Director hesitated.  They were going to need to expand the number of agents involved in this matter, something he hadn't wanted to happen.  Had all gone as planned, a simple snatch, the three men he had assigned to this project would have been the only ones to have any knowledge of the matter. 
 
    "How much do you know about Operation TwoFour?" he asked, using the code name being used for the overall project. 
 
    "It's being run by the United States Army," Billings said.  "It's a project in their Medical Research & Development Command (USAMRDC).  It has something to do with a genetic oddity or anomaly of persons with an extra, or twenty-fourth chromosome.  I don't know why that is important, or exactly what it means, but apparently this woman is one of those people who has one of the extra chromosomes." 
 
    The Director sighed.  He reached into his desk drawer and pulled out a folder that had obviously been around a while.  He opened it, sorted through the contents, and passed an eight by ten color photograph over to Billings. 
 
    "Holly shit!" Billings said, looking at the picture. 
 
    "What I'm going to tell you is about as classified as anything you are ever going to come in contact with.  Don't even think of talking about this with anyone, even someone who is cleared to a much higher level than yourself.  But you need to know what we are dealing with and why this is important." 
 
    A bit surprised by the Director's words, and the picture he held, Billings simply said, "yes, sir." 
 
    "Roughly six years ago the military was called to deal with something the local police were unable to handle.  Someone, or something, had run amuck in a bar in West Virginia, exactly where remains classified and you don't need to know.  When the military arrived, they encountered a human appearing form, tearing a back country bar to shreds.  While the form was vaguely human, the thing was covered with purple covered scales that were extremely resistant to handgun and normal rifle fire." 
 
    The Director nodded toward the photograph that Billings looked at again. 
 
    "The thing moved with a reaction time that was impossible to believe, and killed four of the military team before one of them was able to bring it down with .308 caliber round from an M-14 one of the men had in his vehicle." 
 
    The director paused.  As he expected, he had Billing's full attention. 
 
    "The body was hauled off and later determined to be a middle-aged coal miner from the neighboring county." 
 
    "It was human?" Billings asked.  He had been expected a totally different answer.  "Was he wearing some new kind of armor?" 
 
    "It was human, and no, he wasn't wearing armor.  When the Army people determined the purple scales were actually his skin, they contacted the USAMRDC who took away the remains for study.  Other than the obvious scales they found only one specific thing that identified the man as unusual.  He had twenty-four unique pairs of chromosomes.  The typical human has twenty-three.  The last pair was unlike anything they had seen before." 
 
    "And that gave him the scales?" 
 
     "That is what they believed."  
 
    "Were they permanent?" 
 
    "Unknown." 
 
    "If they were, no wonder he went crazy.  He looks like something out of a TV horror movie." 
 
    The Director nodded. 
 
    "Quietly a program, which is the beginnings of Operation TwoFour, was started within the USAMRDC to pursue the matter.  Whenever possible, DNA tests were run on every sample that came into their hands, and when blood testing became a fad, they quietly pressured every company performing these kinds of DNA tests to submit the results to the government lab." 
 
    "That's illegal," Billings said. 
 
    "Please," the Director said.  "Most of what we do is technically illegal.  Your very organization violates multiple laws." 
 
    "In the years since then, they found exactly one other sample that contained a similar twenty-fourth chromosome.  That person exhibited none of the features of the coal-miner.  She also had only one of the extra chromosomes, not a pair.  Sadly, the blood sample was taken shortly before she died, and the body had been cremated before it became known the government had an interest in the corpse." 
 
    "Since then, the only reappearance of the extra chromosome has been the young woman your team was charged with bringing in.  She, like the coal miner, has a matched pair of the chromosomes.  As yet, according to her medical history, she has shown no unusual characteristics.  The government wants to know why, and what might develop.  Given the number of samples that have been looked at, the experts at USAMRDC believe that one in a hundred million people might have the extra chromosome.  That would mean maybe eighty in the entire world.  Finding another could take a very long time.  We have been lucky with this woman.  You can see how very important it is that we find her, and bring her in for study." 
 
    "This is natural?" 
 
    "We don't know.  If someone has created this artificially, which seems unlikely considering where we have found it, then they are so far ahead of us here in the United States that we are in deep shit. I believe you can see the implications.  If it is natural, then we really, really don't want to alert them to our interest.  From what we have seen, the possibility for a very powerful weapon exists here, and we don't want them looking in this direction.  We need to be first to develop the technology, and totally understand the potential and appropriate counter measures for this thing.  That's why a more obvious and extensive open search for the twenty-fourth chromosome hasn't been instituted." 
 
    Billing was nodding his head. 
 
    "I understand," he said softly, but he was still trying to fully understand the reality of what he was hearing. 
 
    "You are going to need a bigger team.  Bring in three or four more men.  Give them the minimum background you can, but make certain they understand the absolute importance of this mission." 
 
    "I know of several men that I would like," Billings said. 
 
    "You can have your pick of the team.  Breakage is acceptable on this one, all but the woman.  We need her alive.  Anyone who kills her better look for a very deep hole to hide in." 
 
    "Yes, sir," Billing agreed, since there was nothing else to say. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 4 
 
    Big Bear Lake, California 
 
    Friday 
 
      
 
    "It's a lot bigger than I expected," Natalie said after Eric had retrieved the hidden keys and opened the door to the country house on the northern shore of Big Bear Lake.  "When you said cabin, I had a very different picture in mind." 
 
    "Ron's family always had money, and he inherited a big chunk of it, which he then doubled or tripled in the market in short order.  He had this house built for summer weekends, but seldom uses it any more.  We can be certain he won't make it up here for a month or more." 
 
    The house was located in the small community of Fawnskin, not the larger city on the southern shore.  They had stopped on the way up here to do some shopping, so now they had a couple of outfits each, lots of food, even some wine, a number of burner phones from different manufacturers, and a new iPad which they intended for news watching and Internet surfing. 
 
    "Have a look around and see what's here," Eric said, dropping the keys on the countertop, which looked to need a wiping down before use.  "I'll bring in the stuff we bought." 
 
    Natalie nodded absently, and wandered off to explore, as Eric turned back outside.  He was lucky to have packed his Bug-Out-Bag the way he had.  The ten thousand in used cash had allowed them to make all their purchases without giving any kind of identification.  Given where they had come, and the fact they hadn't left any trails, electronic or otherwise, they would take a bit of finding, even for government types with a lot of resources at their disposal. 
 
    He adjusted the Wilson semi-auto and its inside the belt holster before reaching in for the bags of groceries.  It had shifted in the drive around the lake, and now wasn't that comfortable.  It was the four inch, CQB model in .45 ACP.  The larger slug was more to his liking than the 9mm he had taken from the guy at Nat's house.  He hoped this didn't come to gunplay, but he had promised himself they weren't taking Natalie without a fight. 
 
    On the second trip, he hauled in the clothes and electronics.  There wasn't any hurry to power up one of the phones.  Until they had a plan there wasn't anyone to call, and when they did it wouldn't be from here.  This was their safe place, and he didn't want any phone calls traceable to the towers here in Big Bear.  The iPad was a bit different.  They would get it set up, drop by one of the places in the area with free WiFi, and see what they could learn about the situation back in Westwood.  For a while they were set.  They had money, food, clothes, weapons, and each other.  He wasn't due to report back for nearly a month, which should be plenty of time for this all to work itself out.  As he headed back inside he reminded himself to check out the car in the garage.  It would be best to use something a little less conspicuous than the beat up Camaro they came up here in. 
 
    "It's wonderful," she said completing her inspection tour.  "The bed in the master is a full king and feels very comfy.  "How come we never came up here before?" 
 
    "To be honest it slipped my mind completely until we needed a hideout.  I haven't seen Ron in over five years, so I'm glad he hasn't sold it, but he likes to hold onto things, even those he doesn't use any more." 
 
    "I'm hungry," she said.  "We have some frozen pizzas that would be quick.  You did say he has a microwave?" 
 
    "Frozen pizza and Cabernet Sauvignon.  What a feast," Eric said jokingly. 
 
    When the pizza was gone, and more importantly, the wine was almost gone as well, Eric figured Natalie might be mellow enough to approach the subject at hand. 
 
    "Nat, I need to understand this stuff about genes, and chromo-whatevers." 
 
    "Why?  Those guys weren't from the labs.  Even you said that." 
 
    "I know, but nothing else in your recent past should trigger this, and they even came with stuff pretending they were from the labs.  There's a connection.  We need to understand it if we are going to be able to resolve this and get out from under.  But give me the course for dummies here." 
 
    Natalie was silent long enough Eric wondered if he'd made a mistake.  Finally, she sighed and said, "You know that human blueprints are contained in their DNA, right?  The DNA for human being nominally has twenty-three chromosome pairs.  Half of the forty-six chromosomes come from the dad, and the other half come from the mother." 
 
    "That's simple enough." 
 
    "Okay, the chromosomes are made up of genes.  The genes are actually the blueprints that decide if your eyes are blue or brown and so on.  Now, everyone has lots and lots of normal genes.  They make something called amino acids, which then make proteins that do the actual work of building the body.  But there are also lots of genes that are essentially broken.  They don't work like a normal gene.  For a variety of reasons the broken genes, called pseudo genes, are made and carried forward for generations.  Generally, they don't affect a person's development, although more recently they are learning they do more than people thought.  So, the guy was saying I have pseudo genes.  So what?  Every body does.  Lots of them." 
 
    "But he also said that I had a twenty-fourth chromosome.  An extra chromosome.  Well, that's unusual, but not at all unknown either.  People have extras, some a great many.  Some are even short a chromosome or two.  These cases are called an aneuploidy.  There is a common configuration where guys have two each of the X and Y sex chromosomes.  That's called a 48.XXYY configuration.  It is common enough it has a name.  If you have three of something where you should have two, it is called a trisomy.  A common example of this is Down syndrome.  If you have one instead of two of one of them, it's called a monosomy.  Many of these situations are fatal to the fetus, and it results in a miscarriage.  A lot allow a birth, but there are often effects as a result.  Both mental and physical health, learning ability, and many more problems are a result.  In some cases the extra chromosome has no effect we can measure.  Any problems are usually evident at birth or immediately afterward." 
 
    "The thing is, if what he said is true, I might have an extra chromosome, but it would be of the don't care kind because I'm an adult without any of the problems, and if I have pseudo genes, well so does everyone.  So what is the big deal?  And if they found something unusual, it would be more a case of someone wanting to document it and write a paper, not for someone to come after me to kidnap me at gunpoint.  So I don't understand what is happening." 
 
    At this point she started to tear up. 
 
    "Why is this happening?  I'm a wanted felon, my schooling is interrupted, and I've done nothing to deserve it." 
 
    "That's what we are going to find out.  It seems we need to find a way to get that report and have a close look at it." 
 
    "How are we going to do that?" 
 
    "I don't know yet.  Maybe break into that lab.  I need time to think.  Maybe if we sleep on it?" 
 
    "Sleep?" 
 
    "Well, among other things," Eric said with a grin. 
 
      
 
    They shoved the dishes, paper plates and plastic wine glasses into the trash bag and made for the bedroom.  Once in bed, Eric turned out the light.  They both were still wound up and talking when Natalie noticed that she could see remarkably well. 
 
    "Where's the light coming from?" she asked. 
 
    "What light?" Eric asked.  "It's black as a cave in here." 
 
    "Bull.  I can see you quite well.  Hold up some fingers and I'll prove it." 
 
    Eric held up several fingers. 
 
    "That's two and a half.  You are cheating," she said. 
 
    "How did you do that?" Eric asked, now genuinely curious.  "I can't see my own fingers."   
 
    "I don't know.  I can see quite well." 
 
    "How long have you been able to do this?" Eric asked. 
 
    "I don't know.  I sleep with a night light at home, so I probably wouldn't notice.  Why?" 
 
    "I think you have an extended range of vision.  You sound like you have built-in night vision goggles like we use in the field.  It would really be nice to know how long you have had this ability - you never mentioned it before when we were in bed together - and whether it might somehow relate to this gene nonsense." 
 
    '"I don't need this right now," Natalie said as she huddled closer for consoling. 
 
    Eric wasn't certain it would be called consoling, but their activities did take her mind off the problem, and she went right to sleep afterwards.  Well, so did he. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 5 
 
    Big Bear Lake, California 
 
    Saturday Morning 
 
      
 
    Both slept far more soundly than they would have believed possible, perhaps because of the stress of the previous afternoon, and just maybe from the workout they'd shared just before sleep. 
 
    "I think I have an idea how we can get the report," Natalie said when she was certain Eric was finally awake. 
 
    Natalie had to smile at the sudden change from barely awake to fully engaged her simple comment caused. 
 
    "I'm listening," he said, but she could tell he didn't believe she had any idea that would achieve that goal. 
 
    "My friend Paige," Natalie said simply. 
 
    "Paige?  Paige Brunner?  The somewhat screwy redhead with the nose ring and tattoos that you introduced me to during the Christmas break?  How can she possibly be of any help?" 
 
    "I didn't tell you everything about Paige.  She has a secret or two, and some things she doesn't like spread around.  But under these circumstances she will understand.  What I tell you can't be told to anyone, okay?" 
 
    Eric nodded, but the look of disbelief was more apparent than before. 
 
    "Paige is a hacker," Natalie said.  "It's sort of like a hobby with her.  We can ask her to break into the computers of OriginsDNA and search out a copy of my report.  Then we can see what they found." 
 
    "I suspect that the company has better security than a computer gamer is going to be able to bypass.  This isn't like breaking into the accounts at your local hotel, or even your college records group." 
 
    "No, Eric.  She's a hacker.  Like Hacker, with a capital H.  A Pro.  She's part of a group that does this kind of thing for kicks all the time.  They break into government facilities, military computers, and others, bypassing their security, getting in and leaving a little note or something.  Their definition of success is not simply bypassing the security. It is getting in, doing whatever task they have set for themselves, and then getting back out, all completely unnoticed, with no anti-hacker police looking for you or tracing you back to your hardware." 
 
    "I don't know, Nat.  This isn't a game.  Whatever is going on is deadly serious.  Your friend could end up in a lot of trouble.  Maybe even more.  I don't know how far these people are willing to go.  They appeared to be okay with kidnapping, so it's only a small step from killing someone.  Do you want to put someone you like in that kind of position?" 
 
    "These people can't go after her if they don't know who she is," Natalie objected.  "She's really that good.  Besides, do you know any other way we are going to find out what's going on?  They aren't going to tell us what they found." 
 
    Eric thought for a long time. 
 
    "If we get her involved, we have to tell her the stakes.  She can't go into this blind." 
 
    Natalie smiled. 
 
    "Of course," she agreed. 
 
    "There's another problem," Eric added, "which might make this discussion academic.  How do we contact her, tell her what we need, all without attracting attention of those tracking us?  If these are government people like I think, by now they will have a list of all your friends, they will know who I am, and will be monitoring all these people, their phones, social media, and any other means by which you might try and contact them.  They know you will be reaching out for help from someone you know." 
 
    "We can't call her on one of those burner phones we just bought, can we?" Natalie asked, realizing the problem. 
 
    "They would know pretty quick that it was you calling her.  They would most likely be able to listen into the conversation, she is one of your closest friends after all and they would plan for it, and also get a bearing on where you were at the time of the call.  Paige would now be one of the people they would be watching far too closely for her to be of any use.  They would be convinced she would be a link that would lead them to you.  We need to find a way that they don't know you have reached out to her." 
 
    "Paige actually planned for something like this," Natalie said. 
 
    Eric looked at her in confusion. 
 
    "Well, not exactly like this, but a way to communicate secretly should we ever want to." 
 
    Natalie explained about the special site on the web Paige had set up.  You needed to know where it was, the special password to get in, and a code both of you knew to encrypt and decrypt any message sent. 
 
    "She said only the two of us knew about the site.  She kind of thinks that way.  Maybe it's because of her hacking." 
 
    "Her paranoia might just save us here," Eric said.  "We'll have to get a computer, but that's easy enough.  There's another issue though.  How do we tell her you want to communicate using this site?  We can't call her, or visit her without risk showing anyone looking that we are dragging her into this." 
 
    Natalie thought for a minute. 
 
    "How about we put a note in her car.  I know where she parks it, and it's an older Ford Explorer.  It has a keypad on the driver's door and I happen to know the combination so we don't even need a key.  If we do it before they really figure out who you are, they shouldn't be looking for you, just me, and you could drop the note without anyone noticing." 
 
    "It should work," Eric agreed.  "A baseball cap, some looser clothes, and a slouch, and they probably wouldn't pick me out even if they have a rough description.  We should do it right away, though, which means driving back to UCLA and dropping the note before they have time to gather additional information." 
 
    "Maybe we can set up a diversion as well," Natalie said.  "What if we make some kind of 'clever' contact with another of my friends.  If they are watching her, they might believe we have made contact with her, and that might make them focus on the wrong person." 
 
    "I like it, but I'm not certain your friend would.  This could get messy and you are putting her right in the middle of things." 
 
    "We won't ever actually contact her, so they can't do much.  Besides, her Dad is a U.S. Senator, so they'll have to move carefully around her or they might find some political pressure they don't want.  Who knows, that could even help us." 
 
    "We can talk more about this on the way.  You look for something to write your note on and I'll see if I can get Ron's old Chevy truck in the garage running.  If we can take that, it'll be one more distraction and thing they won't be looking for." 
 
    Both hurriedly dressed and set off on chores.  Eric found the pickup had gas, but the battery needed charging.  Fortunately, Ron was prepared, and with the charger in place and a bit of gas to prime the vehicle, Eric managed to get it started just about the time he was about convinced they'd have to use the old Camaro.  When Natalie heard the vehicle start-up, she came out to the garage with what she needed, plus a thermos of coffee. 
 
    "We can grab something easy on the way," she said, "but I always hate the coffee they make." 
 
      
 
    "Where do we park?" Eric asked as they drove through Westwood Village headed toward the UCLA campus. 
 
    "Her apartment is only a couple of blocks from the campus.  I think it would be safest to park in one of the campus lots, and then you walk over to her place.  We'll drive by so you know where it is." 
 
    She guided him through the turns that took them a half block from where Paige lived. 
 
    "That white stucco building on the right," Natalie said, verbally pointing out where Eric needed to go.  "The cars are parked in an open lot in the back.  There's no security, so you should be able to simply walk back there." 
 
    They headed to the campus, made their way around one of the looping drives through the lower end of campus, and pulled into the parking structure.  Eric parked where Natalie indicated, putting him close to one of the pedestrian exits.  They'd seen nothing to indicate anyone was watching at all, let alone for them. 
 
    "I'll call if there is any indication of a problem.  You make your way to the Getty Museum like we planned.  If I can get free, I'll find a way to get there.  If not, you should head back to the lake and stay out of sight for a couple of days.  If I don't show up, you'll have to figure out where to go on your own." 
 
    Natalie activated a pair of the burner phones, two different makes, a dozen miles up the freeway while Eric was driving them here.  She'd made a test call and found they worked.  There would be no record to connect the phones to the lake, and they would pull the batteries before leaving the area. 
 
    "Eric," she said. 
 
    He held up a hand. 
 
    "They may have already figured out who I am, and if they are watching Paige, they could grab anyone that goes to her apartment, her car, or approached her.  Once they have me, they'll figure out who I am.  There's going to be risks in getting through this." 
 
    "Be careful," she said, giving him a peck on the cheek and passing him the envelope with Paige's name on it. 
 
    "Yup," he said, and stepped out of the car.  His right elbow felt for the Bill Wilson on his hip, although he couldn't see himself gunning down a couple of cops or Feds with it.  On the other hand, it could be a useful deterrent.  Natalie had reminded him that it was a felony to carry here in California, but if he was caught, he'd likely have bigger issues than a firearms violation. 
 
    The walk didn't take long, and Eric tried to spot anyone showing unusual interest in those like him walking the streets.  He didn't see anything, but he realized this was a lot different than spotting for enemy combatants.  Anyone on the street could be an undercover agent.  He made it to Paige's building, turned in when he reached the driveway, and headed to the back of the building. 
 
    No one stopped him.  No one showed any interest he could detect.  He wandered to the back of the complex, headed toward the area where Natalie said Paige liked to park, and spotted the green and beige Ford long before he reached it.  That was good.  He could make it look completely natural, as if he was going for his own vehicle.  He reached it, didn't hesitate - why bother - if they were watching they'd know it was her car and grab him.  His elbow couldn't help checking the Wilson again. 
 
    He reached the car, entered the code -77335 - and opened the door.  He slid inside and closed the door.   Might as well not attract the attention of the casual observer by going to it and then walking away.  He pulled the envelope out of his pocket, slid it where it would be out of sight from someone peering in, but immediately obvious to Paige when she got in, and then sat for a minute as his eyes scanned the parking lot. 
 
    Nothing.  After five minutes, he opened the door, closed  and locked it with the code, and holding his breath set off again.  He retraced his steps, but no one seemed to care, and  slipped into the vehicle next to Natalie who was in the driver's seat in case she needed to leave quickly. 
 
    "Let's go," he said.  "Head south.  We will stop at the Carson Mall and get that book." 
 
    They had agreed to try and determine if Natalie's friends were being watched, and use her to distract the watchers if there were any.  The book was a volume on Paleontology and while it included a time for a meeting, it didn't say where.  That was deliberate.  No one could grab the book, look at it, and know what was being setup  and then have the book sent on to Laura.  They'd have to either follow her, or talk to her to find out where Natalie was planning on being.   
 
    Natalie's friend, Laura Larson, would immediately know that the location was the La Brea Tar Pits in downtown LA, a place that she and Natalie had visited once together, not because either has an interest in Paleontology.  The note inside was sealed, and explained what had happened, and that she would like to meet Laura and talk over what could be done.  Natalie implied that maybe the Senator could help protect her from whoever was behind this, but also warned it could be dangerous and if she wanted to stay out of it, simply not to show up.  They would pay someone on campus fifty bucks to deliver it.   
 
    Eric was fairly certain that if no one intercepted the book, Laura would make the meeting, and if someone was watching and did interfere, they would try and pressure her to make the meeting.  Either way, Eric planned to have Stan assign someone to follow Laura if she headed to the Tar Pits and see what kind of people were following, if any.  He and Natalie would go nowhere near the meeting.  If no one showed, Laura would simply assume that circumstances forced Natalie to abort.  They'd hopefully make it up to her at a later date. 
 
      
 
    They were back at the house by the lake by two in the afternoon.  The note had warned Paige that they wouldn't be on line until sometime in the afternoon, but Natalie was anxious to give it a try, so after a quick sandwich and getting the laptop they had purchased set up, they headed back into the city of Big Bear and the closest free WiFi, and logged into the special website. 
 
    She typed in the site password to gain access, then started the program for the message exchange.  It immediately queried her for the encryption password for this particular exchange.  Even if someone else had somehow tumbled to the site, they'd need the additional password to make any sense out of the exchanges that would be typed in.  The password was another thing Nat and Paige had agreed upon some time ago.  It was A&SF, the letters an abbreviation for a pair of cross streets where something had happened to them five years earlier that they wanted to remember. 
 
      
 
    Hey Paige, I'm here.  Probably too soon.  Can't be certain when you will find the note. 
 
      
 
    She pressed the send key, then sat back to wait, knowing that it was very likely that Paige hadn't even found her note yet and they would have to come back this evening to try.  Several minutes passed with the cursor silently blinking with no message.  She was about to give it up, when suddenly a message appeared. 
 
      
 
    Nat, what in hell is going on?  You're on the news as some kind of spy, and your boyfriend, they just identified him by the way, the news has his picture all over the television along with ours.  They seem really hot to find you, so you had better stay well away from this town.  I assume you are someplace safe. 
 
      
 
    When she was certain the message had ended, she replied.  
 
      
 
    Safe for now, but who knows for how long, and I have no idea what this is all about.  Two dudes trying to kidnap me at gunpoint and now I'm wanted by the FBI.  But I need your help, but Eric, says Hi by the way, says this could be dangerous and you need to decide if you want to make the attempt.  It involves a bit of hacking into some files. 
 
      
 
    Whatever you need, and I'm up for a bit of B&E.  What are you after and where? 
 
      
 
    Remember that DNA test I went and had a while back?  The two men who tried to grab me made some comments about something very strange in the results, an anomaly they called it, and that's why they wanted me.  I don't know if this is true, but I need the results to see if that is a false trail, or whether it might give me some idea what is going on. It should be on the computers of a company called OriginsDNA.  But, here's the thing.  They told somebody about it, and I'd like to know who, and that got the Feds involved.  So this might be more than breaking into a test lab.  The government might be watching at this point. 
 
      
 
    No problem.  I'll have a look and see what I can find.  When can I get back to you? 
 
      
 
    I'll check back tonight, and again in the morning, and then again tomorrow night.  I'll maintain that pattern until we chat again or you send a note that says no dice.  Don't log on if you have nothing.  The less often we talk probably the best for you.  
 
      
 
    Understand.  I'll get on it.  It's the weekend, so time to play.  Bye 
 
      
 
    "I hope we are doing the right thing," Natalie said and she logged out of the site and closed down the laptop. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 6 
 
    Washington, DC 
 
    Saturday Afternoon 
 
      
 
    "I hope you have something good to report Jack," Director Baxter said as the head of his IOD Department settled into the chair on the far side of his desk. 
 
    Jack Billings shook his head. 
 
    "We haven't located her as yet, but we have identified the guy that interrupted our planned snatch and put Agent Kobata in the emergency room.  His name is Eric Wilson, her boyfriend.  He's Army Special Forces and was supposed to be at Fort Bragg.  He had scheduled a leave a number of weeks ago for Miss Reyes birthday, but some evolution of his unit delayed it.  He arrived in Los Angeles for a month's leave just the night before in what turned out to be very unfortunate timing.  Had he been a day later, or we had moved a day earlier, none of this would be happening." 
 
    "Special Forces?" Director Baxter asked. 
 
    "And decorated.  That explains how he was able to so easily defeat our people.  Surprise, coupled with his training, and he easily took them both out of the game pretty damn quickly." 
 
    "This is the man who we have to deal with and who is using his government taught skills to hide her from us?   I assume he is armed?" 
 
    "My guess would be yes at this point.  He did run off with Agent Walker's duty weapon.  Once we knew who he was, we ran down his cell phone and ordered a dump of where he has been.  He went to his brother's place in Long Beach.  Something happened while he was there as he turned the phone off and we haven't seen a signal since then.  If he has a phone now, it's a burner he bought to replace it." 
 
    "We should get a list of every phone sold by dealers in the area since that time," Baxter suggested. 
 
    "Already ordered," Billings replied.  "I also sent Agent Walker to visit the brother.  Very cooperative, but he seems to have no idea what his brother has been doing or where he might be.  Walker believes he is telling the truth." 
 
    "We'll want to watch him anyway."   
 
    "Agreed.  Any contact will give us valuable insight into where they are hiding.  We also have a line on the rental car, a new Mustang, and while one of the neighbor's spotted it there, confirming the visit was at a time the brother was elsewhere, we haven't been able to spot it.  The police have it on their watch list, but again, so far nothing." 
 
    "We need more people on this," Baxter said. 
 
    "Already started.  I have three more agents on planes headed to Los Angeles at the moment, and Walker is connecting with Agency resources in the area.  The people aren't agents, but will be useful for many of the tasks we need to get moving." 
 
    "Send another three.  I have the feeling we are going to need them." 
 
    "As soon as we are done here," agreed Billings. 
 
    "Any more on the woman?" 
 
    "Our techs have gone through her phone and extracted everything of use, as well as from her social media accounts.  We know who her friends are and which ones she talks to a lot.  I have a team tracking down the social media of all of them and we will be watching for any kind of contact.  The top three, Paige Brunner, Laura Larson, and Barbara Liu, are all being monitored directly in addition to electronically as of a couple of hours ago by the people Walker has brought aboard locally.  We'll hear immediately if there is any contact.  So far there hasn't been anything." 
 
    "We need something to break very soon.  I have a meeting in the morning with the President and the General.  I don't think they are going to be very accepting of the current situation." 
 
    "Once we have a point to start, we can move," Billings replied.  "What are the rules of engagement?" 
 
    "The woman must be taken alive.  That is imperative, even if it costs a few agents.  The boyfriend we don't need.  My suggestion is to take him down without warning.  That will leave her vulnerable and more manageable.  Once you have her, drug her, and get her on a company jet headed back here.  I'd really like to tell the President in the morning we have her in our hands." 
 
    "I understand.  I better get the additional men moving so they can be there tonight, even if late.  I will forward the ROE as well." 
 
    Director Baxter nodded. 
 
    "Jack.  Don't miss on this one.  I think there won't be any slack given for failure here." 
 
    "Yes, sir!  That's very clear." 
 
    Jack looked at his wrist as his AppleWatch buzzed.  He smiled as he read the message. 
 
    "We may have just gotten lucky, sir," he said.  "Dave Walker's quick work with the local support may just have paid off.  Someone delivered a package to Laura Larson.  The guy Walker sent to watch her was suspicious and cornered the kid after he came back outside.  It seems someone who meets Reyes' description paid him fifty dollars to deliver a package, a book, to Larson." 
 
    "Tell Walker to stay close to this Larson woman.  We need to know immediately what's going on." 
 
    "Will do," Billings said, and stood to leave. 
 
    "I'll let you know as soon as we have anything," he promised. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 7 
 
    Big Bear Lake, California 
 
    Saturday Evening 
 
      
 
    They choose a different location with free WiFi for the evening call, not wanting to become predictable by always going to the same location.  While they were eating hamburgers in the car, Natalie logged into the site to see if Paige had had any luck.  She was there at the pre-arranged time.  That suggested she had already managed to complete her penetration of OriginsDNA files, and hopefully had managed to retrieve a copy of Natalie's test results.  Immediately nervous, Natalie wondered what she would do if Paige had failed. 
 
      
 
    Hey Paige.  I'm surprised.  I didn't really expect to find you here tonight.  So soon! 
 
      
 
    No faith in my abilities I see. 
 
      
 
    Did you get in? 
 
      
 
    Of course I was able to get in, and equally important, back out without being detected.  Their systems aren't very impressive.  I doubt anyone will ever know I was there.  There is a small chance the fact I copied the file might be detectable if they made a careful search, but they won't know who. 
 
      
 
    So you got it? 
 
      
 
    I did.  I'll send it to you.  It's really odd.  Yours' is the only file that has been removed from their records directory.  It was placed in a special folder that is locked so that only the Managing Director [who is also the company founder], and probably their IT guy could get at it.  Actually, their IT guy is pretty good.  It eliminated the file from the general areas and made it all but impossible to detect it had ever existed.  By the way, they have had it for almost a week. 
 
      
 
    Did they send it to anyone? 
 
      
 
    That I can't be sure of, but if they did the IT guy did one fantastic job of covering the fact up.  It looks to me that a copy was made on a thumb drive.  Someone may have passed the drive along, or transmitted it somewhere on another computer not on the company network. 
 
      
 
    Send it to me.  
 
      
 
    It's on the way. 
 
      
 
    Did you look at it? 
 
      
 
    A little, but it doesn't mean much to me.  The big thing seems to be an additional set of chromosomes that aren't related to any of the original twenty-three.  Why is that a big deal? 
 
      
 
    I need to look, but I'll let you know later. 
 
      
 
    OK.  The only person who might know where a file was sent, if it was, is probably John Walters, the company founder.  I hacked into his mail, but I couldn't find anything on this at all.  I'll email you his address.  He lives in Chino Hills.  Perhaps you can confront him on it, but be careful if you do.  You don't know his role in all of this. 
 
      
 
    OK.  I got the file.  I want to go have a look at it.  Can we do this again in the morning? 
 
      
 
    Sure.  How about at nine? 
 
      
 
    See you then.  Are you sure no one can trace anything to you? 
 
      
 
    Hey, am I good at this stuff or not?  Bye. 
 
      
 
    Natalie logged out, and looked at Eric.  "Let's go back to the house.  I want to see what is behind all of what has been happening.  I wish we had a printer.  I might want a hard copy of this." 
 
    "We can grab one on the way home.  The computer store isn't far, and they haven't closed yet.  I don't know what the odds of getting one tomorrow around here." 
 
      
 
    "Wow!," Natalie said after reading the complete report that normally would have been sent to her automatically.  She skipped over the stuff that had prompted her to have the test done in the first place, all of it interesting, but hardly important enough to explain recent events.  It was in the details that she found what Paige had been referring to, and which she had trouble understanding.  
 
    "Well?" Eric asked after he'd watched her read the last two pages three times without saying anything. 
 
    "Okay," Natalie replied slowly.  "I clearly don't know as much genetics as I thought I did.  This shows I have twenty-four pairs of chromosomes.  That is unusual, in several ways.  The normal number for humans is twenty-three.  Now rarely, people have extra chromosomes, and in those cases the extra is an odd number and is a extra copy of a chromosome from the twenty-three normal pairs.  There even are some even rarer situations where people have a spare set of chromosomes, but again, the spares are copies, whether complete or not varies, but they are from the original set.  Follow me so far?" 
 
    "Yeah, but obviously there is something different with the extra set the report says you have." 
 
    "That's where it gets weird.  The extra set I have, at least if this isn't a joke, is completely unrelated to any of the original twenty-three.  It's not a failed copy of one of them.  Even stranger is that the entire chromosome, both of them, appear to be made up of pseudo genes.  Those are genes, but which aren't going to function as normal genes.  They are disabled for one reason or another, and can't create the proteins that would carry out the instructions held in the genes.  So the spare pair of chromosomes is basically inactive, doing nothing." 
 
    "So, what's the problem?" 
 
    "Well, to start with, where would such a chromosome come from?  It appears to be totally unrelated to the normal ones, so how did it form at all?  Then there is the matter of there being a complete pair.  Each pair of chromosomes is formed from one from your father and the other from your mother.  This suggests that both my Mom and my Dad had a spare chromosome and when they made me, those combined to form what I have here.  That's unless something even weirder has happened and a chromosome from a single parent duplicated itself to make a pair.  But I don't believe that because there are differences between the two chromosomes, enough that it couldn't be a duplication error." 
 
    "Continue.  I'm still fuzzy on where you are confused." 
 
    "I have never heard of a case, nor has any of my education ever raised the issue of, a person who has an extra chromosome that is different from any of their other twenty-three.  Yet it looks as if both of my parents had this impossible situation." 
 
    "Maybe someone mucked with your system after you were born?" 
 
    "Nope.  This is the way I grew.  You can't simply change the cells in a person's body with a little meddling.  This pattern should be duplicated in every cell in my body." 
 
    "So why haven't you been aware of this, and why hasn't one of your doctors all these years stumbled onto this?" 
 
    "Because none of the genes associated with this pair of chromosomes are active.  They haven't changed me in any way or had any influence on how I developed.  And a doctor wouldn't see it with a normal blood test.  You have to run a detailed DNA test like this one for it to show up." 
 
    "Okay, but since it seems not to be doing anything, why would the government, or anyone else decide to send a couple of armed thugs to kidnap you just because of this?  That seems a bit extreme." 
 
    "It does, doesn't it, and I don't know.  I would expect something like this to raise some scientific eyebrows, and a bunch of over eager geneticists come clamoring to write a paper about me.  There is obviously something we are still missing." 
 
    "Sounds like we need to have a talk with the John Walters fellow and understand why he flagged it and passed it on.  We also need to know who he passed it on to." 
 
    "Maybe," Natalie mumbled, "but first I want to have a chat with someone else." 
 
    "Who?" 
 
    "Dr. Harold Fischer.  He's one of my genetics professors at UCLA, and one of the world's foremost experts on DNA.  If anyone has seen this before, or knows anything about this kind of oddity, he will." 
 
    "Going to the campus is a bit risky," Eric reminded her. 
 
    "I know where he lives, and it's a fair distance from the campus.  He lives in Palos Verdes.  We can go there in the morning." 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 8 
 
    Palos Verdes, California 
 
    Sunday Morning 
 
      
 
    The sun was bright on the water of the Pacific Ocean that was clearly visible from the road which circled around the hills leading to Dr. Fischer's home.  He obviously had a source of income beyond what he earned at the University to be able to afford a place among these upper, upper scale homes.  Natalie had left a message for Paige alerting her to the fact they would have to miss the meeting scheduled for this morning as she was chasing down information on the details in the report.  She promised her best friend that she would be there for an evening discussion. 
 
    "There," Eric said, pointing to a expansive, two story residence just ahead.  "It must be nice to be rich," he added. 
 
    "I guess so," Natalie agreed. "I never would have expected him to have a place like this.  He seems so bookish in class." 
 
    "Do you think he'll agree to see you?" 
 
    "We can only try.  I don't know what to do if he won't.  I could approach him during his office hours, but that would mean we need to go back to the campus." 
 
    "I don't like your plan B," Eric replied. 
 
    They would soon know.  Eric turned into the driveway, only to come to a large gate that blocked their way.  He slowed and pulled alongside the call box situated conveniently for people to announce their presence. 
 
    "I guess this is the bell," he said, and pressed the call button. 
 
    It took surprisingly long for anything to happen.  Clearly there was no one on the far end who had answering the gate as part of their job description.  Finally, an older, feminine voice said, "Yes?  What can I do for you?" 
 
    Natalie had crawled over Eric so she could be the one who responded. 
 
    "We'd like to see Dr. Fischer.  I'm one of his students with something he would like to see." 
 
    "A student.  Oh, my!  Perhaps it would be best if you approached him at the University during office hours." 
 
    "He's far too busy and wouldn't be able to properly focus on what I have to show him.  I'm certain he would be disappointed if he learned afterwards he'd missed the chance to look at this." 
 
    There was an extended silence, then a resigned voice said, "Oh, all right.  Drive up to the front door and I'll have him meet you there." 
 
    There was a loud click, and the gate started sliding off to the left, opening a way into the compound.  Eric drove quickly through before anyone could change their mind and close the gate again before it was all the way open. 
 
    "I don't think she wanted company," Eric said as they pulled up to the front of the house. 
 
    Natalie smiled, and they climbed out of the car and made their way up to the door, which was opening as they approached.  Dr. Fischer was standing just inside.   In his late sixties, the professor was white-haired, slightly bent and a bit frail, but his eyes were as focused and intent as they had been twenty years earlier. 
 
    "Natalie Reyes!" he said.  "You are being sought by the police.  Whatever has brought you here?  I'm not sure I should allow you inside." 
 
    "Dr. Fischer.  Those stories about me are completely false.  I didn't do any of the things they claim, and someone has been attempting to kidnap me based on the results of a DNA test I had performed.  I need to show you something very strange." 
 
    "DNA?" the professor asked, his interest perked and other considerations were instantly set aside. 
 
    Natalie held up the batch of papers she had printed and brought along.   
 
    "It's all right here," she said. 
 
    They were escorted inside and led down a wide passageway to a great room near the back of the house.  A large swimming pool could be seen through the sliding glass door. 
 
    "So, you had a DNA test," the professor said as they all found chairs to encourage conversation. 
 
    It took Natalie about five minutes to summarize the events of the last two days. 
 
    "There must be some mistake," Dr. Fischer said, his hand outstretched to see the papers she held.  "Either that or someone is playing a trick on you." 
 
    "This is the report taken directly from OriginsDNA computers," she told him.  "If someone is playing a trick it is very elaborate.  You mentioned how the FBI is looking for me.  Isn't that taking things a bit too far?" 
 
    "OriginsDNA," he said.  "I've heard of them.  A very reputable company.   You say you got this directly from their computer?" 
 
    "Someone I know is good with computers.  I asked for him," she deliberately changed Paige's sex, "to see if he could get it for me, since I hadn't received the results and the men who tried to abduct me mentioned it was because of the report." 
 
    The professor scanned the pages, then said, "This is highly unlikely.  You've had my class, and you know how duplicates come to be.  These don't fit that mold." 
 
    "I know.  But suppose this report is real.  What if this is what they have found.  I can't think of any other reason I'd suddenly be kidnap material.  If this is real, how could it be and what does it mean?  If I have a very unlikely pair of what look to be null chromosomes, why would anyone care so much?" 
 
    "Maybe someone has seen these before somewhere, and something about what they found that time was very disturbing.  Maybe that someone knows what these genes are designed to do.  Now you turn up with the same odd chromosomes.  Since you believe these people are from the government, I would suggest there is something there they find potentially useful.  They are like that, always looking and probing." 
 
    "But they are inactive and of no use." 
 
    "Who says they are inactive?  Maybe they are simply dormant, for now." 
 
    "What are you implying?" 
 
    "Genetics is hardly a settled science, and we are always finding things that surprise us.  These pseudo genes you talk about.  They may not perform as normal genes, but they often do have a function and are subtly affecting the cells they are in.  Let me go out on a limb and propose something.  Remember, all I have is this sheet of paper, but something like this makes me ponder some things I have wondered about." 
 
    "You have learned in your studies that the body replaces its cells at an incredible rate.  The entire body is replaced with new cells over a period of years, say eight to ten, although some things are replaced far more regularly and over shorter periods.  Bones may be the longest, and certain cells in the digestive track maybe the most frequently replaced.  Your blood is replaced over about four months for the red blood cells, where as the white cells are replaced over a few days.  Each replacement requires the creation of a new cell, and each new cell requires your DNA to replicate and reproduce itself for the new cell." 
 
    "Yes, I understand that, but . . ." 
 
    The professor held up a hand. 
 
    "Some of the changes in the body are tied to internal timers.  Let me suppose that somewhere in your body is a timer.  That timer causes a change in a group of cells somewhere, altering the chromosomes so the blockage that makes some of the genes non-functional drops away.  A new protein is released.  That new protein could possibly cause a cascade effect.  Let's say it changes your white blood cells.  In a matter of days, all are now different, and they reach everywhere in your body, perhaps leaving behind something that causes further changes in other cells from this 'null' chromosome as you call it.  Changes might start happening as cells are replaced, changes in you and your body and your abilities." 
 
    "That's scary," Eric said. 
 
    "Well, it may not happen this way at all.  This is just a for-instance," the professor said. 
 
    In a subdued voice, Natalie said, "I have noticed my vision now functions over an extended range.  I can see in the dark." 
 
    "Interesting," the professor said. "How long ago did this first manifest itself?" 
 
    "Just the last few days, I think." 
 
    "Can you control it, or is it always present?" 
 
    "I haven't tried, but I think it is always there." 
 
    "Experiment," the professor said.  "Any other changes?" 
 
    "No, I don't think so," she said softly.  "Do you think there could be more?" 
 
    "We don't even know if this is related, but how many genes are there on a chromosome?  Potentially there could be a lot of things that might be activated.  So, if this is real, and not just me talking, maybe things are just getting started.  Kind of coincidental to your taking the DNA test, but maybe those who might have seen this before know somehow it is tied to a certain age and that was why they moved so quickly." 
 
    "Do you think the government would really want this kind of thing?  Would they kidnap someone to get it?" 
 
    "Have you ever seen night vision equipment?  The military pays tens of thousands of dollars a unit for that kind of gear.  It's also fragile, needs batteries, and can break or fail, and looks very uncomfortable to wear.  If what I understand you are saying about your recent experience, then you have something as good, maybe better, that is biological and non-interfering.  What do you think the military would give to be able to have soldiers with that ability?" 
 
    Eric nodded. 
 
    "I've used the gear.  It makes all the difference in night combat.  It allows you to own the night.  But having eyes that would see that well would be far superior.  It's easier to use most weapons with your normal eyes." 
 
    "So someone that knows about the genes and has reason to believe they can learn how to make gene modifications on their people to give them some of the traits might be behind what is happening to me?" 
 
    "It's one possibility.  A likely one," the professor said.  Even if the new chromosome doesn't yield anything, they can't take the risk of passing it by, and hoping no one else finds something similar in another country." 
 
    "But how come I have this, and where did it come from?  "If it's some kind of dormant thing, wouldn't they have found it a long time ago?" 
 
    "That's a lot harder to explain.  In truth, I don't have an answer for you.  But, I'll tell you what some people in this field might suggest.  Studying ancient humans, many are surprised at the abruptness and sudden dominance of the breed of human that became modern man.  There are those who wonder, not officially of course, but privately in discussions among equals, if someone in the distance past, someone with skills we still don't possess, fifty thousand years ago or so, might have fiddled with our genes, to make a human that had a better chance of survival." 
 
    "Aliens?" Natalie said shocked.   
 
    "Well, if it happened, it wasn't us," the professor said with a twinkle in his eye. 
 
    "You're saying I've been modified by aliens?" 
 
    "No, I don't think so. Not directly.  But for just a moment, suppose someone or something did play around with human genes.  Perhaps they tried all manner of possibilities, and rejected a great many possibilities for unknown reason.  Further assume they put all these options on a new chromosome for testing, activating different traits to see the outcome.  Then, once they had made their selection, the traits they wanted were integrated into the original chromosomes, and the extra chromosome was no longer required.  As clean up, they probably tried to rid themselves of any specimens that had the extra chromosome.  But nature is tenacious, and perhaps a few slipped through.  It didn't matter in one sense, because the genes were all switched off, but perhaps the chromosome was very rarely passed on, especially from two partners who had the leftover from the experimentation.  Many, or most who got this died as many fetuses with odd chromosome counts do.  So in the entire world, maybe only a handful survive with this residual DNA in their system.  Maybe those that survive for the most part are those with only one such strand, and the dual strand usually results in infant death.  So it very, very rarely shows up, and that's why it hasn't been seen.  This is all postulation based on almost nothing, but it fits in with some things that I have been intrigued by over the years.  You might be one of those few who got the double strand and survived." 
 
    "I don't want to be," Natalie said.  "How do I get rid of this?"  
 
    "I'm not certain you can, although if there is someone out there who knows about it, maybe they know a way to switch it off, so the traits never become active." 
 
    Natalie stood up and paced.  
 
    "I've got to find out if who was after me.  They might be my only option." 
 
    "I would be careful.  Whoever is behind this might not be as helpful as you hope even if you do find them.  They would have an alternate agenda." 
 
    Eric stood, sensing there wasn't anything else to learn just now.  The professor was guessing, but he had given them something to think about. 
 
    "Can I come back if I learn something more?" she asked. 
 
    "Oh, please do.  And in the meantime, can I have those papers.  I'd really like to study them more carefully." 
 
      
 
    "We have to pay a call on the owner of that DNA company," Eric said as they drove away from Palos Verdes. 
 
    "OriginsDNA," Natalie corrected him.  "We have the directions, and I'd like to have a word with Mr. John Walters myself." 
 
    They had looked up the address last night after talking with Paige.  Both thought the odds of needing to speak with him were pretty high. 
 
    "It's even on the way home to Big Bear.  Sort of," she added. 
 
    "This guy has to have money.  From what I read last night, there are 26 million people in the US that have availed themselves of services to test their DNA, and that number is expected to grow to a hundred million in another two years.  He must have dozens of outlets in the LA area alone.  I can't see him living in a place we can easily access.  There is going to be lots of security.  It won't be like your professor's place where we can just walk up and knock." 
 
    "You are probably right, but Paige is ahead of us on this," Natalie said.  "Like a lot of well-off business types he is hooked on golf.  He has a corporate membership at the Western Hill Country Club in Chino Hills, and plays there religiously every Saturday afternoon.  All we have to do is find some way to get him alone while he's on the club grounds." 
 
    "And how do you propose to do that?" 
 
    "I guess we'll have to think of something when we see the place," Natalie replied with a grin.    "If that doesn't work, I'm not sure how we will get to him.  I doubt he has to go to the office often.  Paige said the corporate offices are in Anaheim, but  I can't see him going in until Monday at the earliest.  I can't wait that long." 
 
    The Country Club was on Carbon Canyon Blvd. and easy to find.  Eric took the turn off and they both were amazed at the beauty of the place.  Several impressive, Spanish style buildings could be seen set off into the trees along side the fifth fairway. 
 
    "All it takes is money," Eric said softly as they pulled into the large parking lot. 
 
    Eric had wanted Natalie to stay in the car as the news coverage had featured her face prominently whereas his had been shown only sparingly.  There was a good chance she might be recognized which would seriously compromise their plans.  They had talked over the questions they had for Mr. Walters, and there were really only two of importance. 
 
    "Change your mind, Nat," Eric said.  "I can handle this." 
 
    "No way.  This is the bastard that violated my privacy and sold me out.  I want to tell him what I think of him, and find out why he did it." 
 
    "Just don't make a scene," Eric cautioned, handing her one of the caps they had purchased to help mask their features. 
 
    As they walked toward the Club House, a good-looking young man walked toward them. 
 
    "Game on," Eric warned. 
 
    "My I help you folks?" the man asked. 
 
    "Maybe," Eric replied, deciding the bold approach might work best.  "We got here a bit late, but we are supposed to meet a friend of ours, John Walters.  I don't suppose you know where we could find him." 
 
    "He's on the links at the moment.  Over by the golf cart parking is a monitor.  You can look and it will tell you where everyone currently playing is located.  Each of the carts has a GPS, so we can keep track of players in the event something important comes up.  Feel free to grab a cart and follow the cart paths and you can drive up and join him." 
 
    "That's wonderful," Natalie said.  "Thank you." 
 
    The man nodded, and walked toward another group of arriving visitors.  Somehow Eric suspected that the man knew every official club member by sight, and was tasked at intercepting strangers and keeping things moving seamlessly. 
 
    They hurried over to the golf carts seeing the area was currently unoccupied, and finding the  locator unit, scanned the list of players.  Walters was currently on the fifth green with one other player.  
 
    "Let's go," Eric directed, and climbing aboard the closest cart, they set off down the cart path.  It was easy going and things were so well marked one would have needed to be blind to get lost.  Soon enough they spotted the pair of players walking across the green toward the cup. 
 
    "Which one is John?" Eric asked. 
 
    "He has gray hair," Natalie said.  "His picture was in the lab where I had the test run." 
 
    They scouted the two players and luck was with them.  One had brown hair, so he wasn't their target. 
 
    "How about we wait until they tee up," Eric suggested.  "That will put them a bit apart and we can approach Walters while his partner is focused on his shot." 
 
    As luck would have it, John's partner was the first to tee off, so while he was getting set, Eric drove close to where they were, then he and Natalie stepped out of the cart and hurried over to where Walters was waiting and watching his partner. 
 
    "Mr. Walters?" Eric said in a hushed tone.  Not only did they not want to disturb the other man's shot, but the more they could speak with Walters alone the better. 
 
    "Yes," Walters said, turning toward them, clearly surprised at being addressed on the course.   
 
    He was quick.  He recognized Natalie essentially the moment his eyes turned her way. 
 
    "You!" he said.  "What are you doing here?" 
 
    "We have a couple of questions for you," Natalie said. 
 
    "I'm not answering any questions," Walters said sharply.  "You best leave before I have you escorted off the premises, or worst for you, have the police called." 
 
    "You might want to reconsider," Eric said, showing him the Wilson .45.  "I think you owe us that much." 
 
    "You know that you broke the law yourself," Natalie hissed.  "You violated my privacy by sharing my medical information.  I could prosecute you and maybe have your company shut down." 
 
    Walters paled at the presence of the weapon even as he considered Natalie's words. 
 
    "What do you want to know?" he asked finally. 
 
    "Who did you give my test results to?" Natalie asked. 
 
    "I can't tell you that," Walters replied.  "If they ever found out, I'll be in a lot of trouble." 
 
    "Not more than you will be if you don't tell us," Eric warned, giving the man another look at the pistol. 
 
    "You owe me!" Natalie hissed. 
 
    "Hey John, something wrong?" Walters partner asked having finished his shot and just noticed what was going on. 
 
    "Tell your friend to wait over there," Eric directed. 
 
    Walters appeared to consider, but then nodded.  
 
    "Fred, give us a minute please," Walters shouted at his partner. 
 
    "Now, unless you want real trouble, who did you give the information to?" 
 
    Walters blew out a slow breath.   
 
    "Look.  I never wanted to be in this situation.  I agree with you.  It was a violation, but I was strong-armed into telling.  If you could check, and they would talk, all of the DNA testing firms would tell you they have similar instructions.  They have leverage.  You don't need to know what, but it's enough.  I sent the information to the Army Medical Research and Development Command.  There is a general there, General Tom Johnson, who I was directed to send anything I found to." 
 
    "Infectious Diseases?" Natalie asked.  "There's nothing infectious about . . ." 
 
    Walters held up a hand. 
 
    "I know.  But they do a lot of secretive work there.  The name doesn't tell you all about them.  That's where it went and that's all I know." 
 
    "How many other samples have you sent them?" Eric asked. 
 
    Walters looked at him. 
 
    "Why, none.  None at all.  This was the first.  The instruction were issued several years ago, but in all the testing this is the only sample that showed anything like what they were looking for.  Your DNA is truly unique.  I was quite surprised to find out what they wanted actually exists.  But, I apologize for placing you in this situation.  Had I known what they would do, I wouldn't have done so." 
 
    His voice trailed off. 
 
    "I think you knew what they might do," Natalie said.  "You just did what you needed to, to save your sorry ass." 
 
    "One more question," Eric said. 
 
    "Where is this place.  Where did the sample go?" 
 
    "Back East.  I believe the center is located in Maryland.  It was to a place called Fort Detrick." 
 
    Eric studied him for a long time. 
 
    "I think he might be lying, or at least holding back, Nat," he said. 
 
    "No, he's telling the truth," Natalie replied, wondering as she said it why she was so certain.  "Let's go." 
 
    "Please don't tell them where you found out," Walters begged. 
 
    "We'll see," Natalie said as she and Eric headed back to the golf cart. 
 
    "He's going to alert them," Eric said. 
 
    "No, he won't.  He's too afraid of what they might do if they learn he revealed as much as he did.  He won't talk." 
 
    Once again, she wondered why she was so certain all of a sudden. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 9 
 
    Los Angeles, California 
 
    Sunday Afternoon 
 
      
 
    "I don't see anyone paying attention to her," Vinney said as the woman made her way toward the museum and the enclosed section of the active Tar pits that the public could see up close. 
 
    They were at the La Brea tar pits on Wilshire Blvd, by Stan's direction, as a favor to his old friend Eric Wilson.  Vinney didn't know what Eric's relation was to the blond beauty he was watching, but that didn't matter.  What mattered was that Stan said this was important and they were to determine if anyone was following her or watching her, and get the best information on any watchers possible.  He was talking to his partner Bud.  Neither had seen anyone follow her from her apartment in Studio City, but then they weren't really experts in spotting people who might want to tail someone. 
 
     Stan had sent the both of them, traveling in different vehicles claiming the odds of both getting separated from the woman if something went down were small.  Bud was outside watching the building with the same overall purpose, and they kept in contact via their cell-phones. 
 
    "Who is she supposed to be meeting here?" Bud asked. 
 
    "Stan didn't say, but I got the impression he didn't expect her appointment to make a showing.  He was mostly interested in whether and who might be interested in the meet." 
 
    "Do we take any action?" Bud wanted to know. 
 
    That hadn't been discussed.  Both Vinney and Bud were armed, but that was mostly always the case.  Without direction to actually get involved, he guessed that he wasn't supposed to take any action.  That suggested that Stan wanted information, but didn't want anyone to know they were seeking it. 
 
    "I think we stand down," Vinney said.  "Stan would have been specific if he wanted it otherwise.  Remember, he said, see if she goes, see if she is followed, get good descriptions of anyone watching her, and see how everyone reacts to any no-shows.  That list didn't include protecting the girl or going after anyone." 
 
    They had picked her up at her apartment in Santa Monica a couple of hours ago.  There had apparently been a possibility that she wouldn't make the appointment herself, maybe if she got stand down orders or something.  Vinney didn't know.  But about thirty minutes ago she'd appeared, driving her year-old BMW, and made a direct run to the tar pits.    Both he and Bud had followed her discretely to the museum, with him going inside while Bud patrolled outside.  Vinney was about to declare it a bust when Bud called back on the phone. 
 
    "A couple of guys out here.  They just don't look like tourists.  It's hard to describe.  Plus, they split up, with one heading inside while the other is floating out here somewhat like I'm doing.  You'll see him in a minute.  There, he just went through the door." 
 
    "Got him," Vinney said, spotting the fortyish looking guy with the executive haircut and the well fitting suit.  "He looks like a  cop of some kind." 
 
    Vinney also noted that the man's eyes did a quick scan of the interior, but stopped upon spotting the woman.  She was attractive enough to capture any man's attention, but this wasn't like that.  This was more like an eagle when it spotted a mouse in the open.  He had located his prey. 
 
    "Keep a close eye on that guy out there.  This one was definitely looking for our Laura." 
 
    Vinney made a point of moving and examining the exhibits, while taking pictures with his phone of the various sets of bones, a couple of times getting the visitor in the frame.  Three times he'd had a perfect angle and had used his phone's zoom feature to get a close-up shot. 
 
    "Looks like my guy is on the move," Bud said sometime later.  "He's heading inside.  Do you think they made you?" 
 
    "I can't see how.  Let's see what he does." 
 
    Vinney watched as the guy came into the museum.  He watched as the guy scanned the area, took in every one that was inside, and then found a place where he could examine the display, and Laura as well.  His eyes passed over Vinney, but hadn't lingered.  It appeared that he wasn't aware of Vinney and his partner hadn't pointed him out.  Then, seemingly in an unrelated action, the other guy turned and left. 
 
    "Changing of the guard," Vinney said.  "Probably wants to see if anyone is following him, and doesn't want to spend too much time inside and become obvious.  I'll bet he'll take up residence outside where the other one was." 
 
    "Wouldn't want to bet against you," Bud said.  "That's exactly what he did." 
 
    Laura held on another thirty minutes, but her date never showed.  Finally she shook her head in annoyance, and went outside.  There she made a slow pass around the grounds to give whoever she was to meet another last chance as she made her way back toward the parking lot.  Vinney held far back, while Bud made a quick move to his parked car, and was waiting inside when Laura finally made it to her own little sports car.  He watched as the two men climbed into a mid-sized sedan in preparation to follow her. 
 
    "Better hurry," Bud warned.  "I think this parade is about to start." 
 
    "Haven't we established what Stan asked for?" Vinney said, making his way back toward his own vehicle.  "We can let her go now." 
 
    "I want to see where she goes and what they do," Bud said.  "Oops, here we go." 
 
    Bud let Laura go, and then the sedan with the two watchers, and then he left himself, trying to stay well back. 
 
    "She's not heading back, at least not the same way," Bud said. 
 
    "I'll try and catch up and maybe get ahead," Vinney said.  "We don't want to make too long a train here." 
 
    Laura, Bud and the two men traveled another two miles when she turned into a drive-through Starbucks.  Bud relayed the situation.   
 
    "Let's make a switch.  If the two guys notice you stop, and then follow again, they are going to get real curious.  You continue on a few blocks and take point.  I'll pull up a block short, and pick up the tail.  They have seen me, but not my car.  It's weak, but our best shot of staying unnoticed." 
 
    When Laura set off again, she'd given Vinney time to study his paper map and he thought he knew what she was doing. 
 
    "I think she's going to take Laurel Canyon Blvd.," Vinney warned Bud.  "It will take her through the hills and put her back in Studio City.  She might be just trying to work off her frustration taking a more scenic ride home.  Let's gamble.  You get well up ahead, so I can drop back if need.  If they catch up to you it won't be suspicious." 
 
    "I don't know.  I think these guys know what they are doing.  I can't figure how we missed them following her to the Tar Pits, but I don't recall their car from the trip there.  Still, that's all that makes sense.  How else could they know where she was going, and then there is that business switching who was watching her inside and all.  We need to be careful or they are going to spot us.  I don't think Stan would be very happy if we led them back to him." 
 
    By the time Laura was back on the road and it was confirmed she was going through the hills, Bud was way ahead, and Vinney was a hundred yards or so behind, staying just on the edge of being able to see them, but confident that he and Bud knew where she was going, and if they tried to duck out ahead, Bud would be on them. 
 
    It happened roughly halfway through the hilly section of Laurel Canyon.  At first Vinnie wasn't certain what was taking place and was about to alert Bud, but then he realized he could only see one car ahead of him and that was the sedan which was now pulling away rapidly.  Wondering if he should increase his own speed to try and stay close while wondering where the woman had gone, he closed on the point where she had disappeared from view and it became apparent what had happened. 
 
    The ground where she had left the road was torn from her tires, and the wreckage of the vehicle was clear from the road even though it had traveled a great distance down the hill.  It didn't take much guessing to understand what had happened.  They had forced her off the road, which they could have done almost anywhere, but along this spot the right-hand side dropped away.  Laura's car had done through the small protective barrier, clipped a large boulder buried in the hillside, and then bounced away, going over the edge.  Once it started over, there was nothing to stop it, and the steepness of the ground caused it to roll and tumble on the hard rocky sides of the hill all the way down.  The once beautiful BMW sports car now looked like a crushed beer can, and Vinney had no doubts about the person inside. 
 
    He called Bud to tell him what had happened as he pulled off to the edge of the road. 
 
    "They just flew by me," Bud said when he answered the phone.  "What happened back there?" 
 
    "They drove the woman off the road.  Pull over and keep an eye out whether they return.  I'm going to have a look." 
 
    Not waiting for an answer, Vinney ran to the edge of the slope, looked for the best way down and started scrambling toward the wreck.  He knew what he would find.  No one was likely to survive that ride down the hill, but he needed to be certain when he called Stan.  Once he made it to the wreck his fears were realized.  The woman was quite dead. Stan wasn't going to be happy getting this news, but there was nothing they could have done.  It wouldn't have ended any differently if they had simply returned home when she left the Tar Pits.  At least he didn't think so. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 10 
 
    Washington D.C. 
 
    Sunday 8 PM 
 
    The Oval Office 
 
      
 
    "Good evening, Mr. President," CIA Director Steve Baxter said.  "General Johnson," he added, nodding toward the other occupant of the oval office, a man he had never gotten along well with.  The President, a slightly overweight sixty-year old was dressed casually, and the general, his dark black hair trimmed military close was in his uniform despite the fact it was a weekend evening.  He was still trim and fit, despite being almost the same age as the President. 
 
    Baxter could tell they had been in discussion for some time from the way they sat and the two, half-empty cups of coffee on the table near them, which meant the President had arranged to have time with the General alone.  Baxter wondered if they had had dinner together.  He didn't like that.  He hated being excluded from anything in general, and this situation in particular, and now couldn't help wondering what the subject and content of their private talks had been.  Strike that.  He knew what the subject had to have been.  But what could they have had to discuss that wasn't meant for his ears?  The President wasn't anything like his public image of a friendly and easy-going former businessman.  He was a pragmatic bastard, that wanted certain things done, and was willing to support a bit of breakage for that to happen. 
 
    "Have a seat, Steve," the President said, waving toward a nearby chair.  He wasn't at all bothered that his CIA Director was a little miffed at being excluded from the earlier discussions.  If the truth be known, the President was more than a little disappointed in the way Baxter had handled the situation, and now after a couple of days he appeared to have no more of a clue where the woman had disappeared to than he had shortly after she and her boyfriend had run off. 
 
    "We have been discussing what the General feels they might gain from having a living subject to study and test compared to simply a corpse.  That is, if you can manage to locate her, and then bring her in alive.  Maybe you should tell us the status of your hunt?" 
 
    The CIA Director didn't miss the criticism in the President's words, but managed to repress any loaded comeback knowing he would be the ultimate loser of such an exchange.  Besides, the President was right.  They had bungled the situation, and the longer things continued without any sign of the woman, the worse it was going to look for him.  He decided it was best to face the problem head-on, and not try to finesse their short-comings. 
 
    "It's true we still don't know where she is," Baxter admitted.  "Her boyfriend has obviously taken charge of the situation and is applying his military training to keep them out of sight.  We are certain they were in the Los Angeles area as of today, and we may have prevented a meeting between her and one of her friends." 
 
    "Explain," President Sontag directed. 
 
    The CIA Director explained how his people assigned to watch certain of Natalie Reyes closest friends had intercepted a courier and learned that the object being delivered was given to him by someone who matched Reyes' description perfectly.  When shown her picture, the courier agreed she was the woman who had had given him fifty dollars to make the delivery.  His men had maintained a continuous watch from that point on, and the next morning had followed Laura Larson to The La Brea Tar Pits where she was obviously waiting to meet someone.  Unfortunately, Miss Reyes failed to make a showing. 
 
    "Your men scared her off," General Johnson accused.  "They screwed up the meet and blew a chance to catch the woman.  This could be over now if it had been handled correctly." 
 
    "I don't think so," Baxter replied testily.  "The men involved are very well trained, and have done this kind of thing many times before.  Something else is at work here, and I don't think Miss Reyes ever had an intention of showing up." 
 
    "Then why the meeting?" the President asked. 
 
    "My men think it might have been an attempt to flush them out.  Her boyfriend might have wanted to get a look whether anyone was looking for her by watching her friends, and if so, get some idea of who they are." 
 
    "What gave them that idea?" the General asked. 
 
    "My men were split, one watching the girl and the other watching the area outside for anyone who might approach.  There never was any sign of Reyes.  Also, there were a couple of tourists, maybe legit and maybe not, but they hung around abnormally long, so maybe." 
 
    "It might have been prudent to have a talk with them.  Maybe they could have led to Reyes and her boyfriend." 
 
    "They thought about that, and tried to arrange an accident for the girl, which might have caused her to make an appearance.  They then planned to attempt a grab of at least one of the men.  Unfortunately, the girl lost control of the car and instead of simply going off the road, she went over a cliff.  She's quite dead, and the men probably called the cops, so my men decided it best to get out of there for now." 
 
    "These amateurs are making you look pretty inept," the General said.  "And this is likely to blow up on us." 
 
    "Seems to me, they could have set this up as a distraction, while they put even more distance between you and them," the President said.  "And the General is right.  Killing off one of Reyes' friends isn't going to work in our favor.  Let's hope the media never learns it was anything but an accident.  Also, I don't understand why this aborted meeting makes you believe they are still in the area." 
 
    "They made another meeting," Baxter said, before the General could add another of his pointed criticisms. 
 
    "Another friend?" the President asked. 
 
    "John Walters.  The owner of OriginsDNA.  The guy that sent the test results to the General here." 
 
    "How would they find out who he was?" the General asked.  "His name isn't prominently displayed on the company website.  He wants the money the place makes, but always wanted to keep a low profile.  It would take someone with a bit of computer savvy to dig his name up." 
 
    "We don't know, but obviously she did.  One of the men I flew out yesterday suggested we keep tabs on the man.  My IOD Head thought it was a waste of time, and we are spread pretty thin, but this guy was insistent.  So, he was sent to follow the guy around.  Unfortunately he got on the task late in the day but, when Walters returned from his golf game, he was bitching to his wife about being accosted on the golf links. From what my guy overhead it was Reyes and her boyfriend." 
 
    "Did the fool tell them anything?" General Johnson asked. 
 
    "A lot more than you would like.  They know your name, the name of your unit, and where you are located.  They know the government is behind what is happening to them, and that gives them a target." 
 
    "Shit!" the General swore.  "This increases the importance of getting this woman and her friend under control.  They know far too much.  What if they go to the media?" 
 
    The President shook his head unhappily. 
 
    "This is why I don't like being involved in things like this.  When you came to me with what you had learned from the corpse of that miner, I was persuaded that it was in the country's interest to pursue anyone else who had such genes.  Now this is becoming a political nightmare.  It is a career destroyer.  It is important we get everyone who knows anything about this under our control until we have a plan how to exit this mess." 
 
    "The reasons we need to pursue this haven't changed," the General argued.  "From the body we have in the center we have learned a very great deal about this extra chromosome.  But not everything we need to know, and the material is dead.  It cannot reproduce.  We don't know what triggers most of the genes, what the time for them to become active, and what is reversible.  The few abilities we have seen in action are impressive, and some of the others we suspect would be a huge leap forward in genetic engineering.  There are abilities that are defensive as well as offensive.  And make no mistake.  There is no doubt this was done a very long time ago by an alien interference in natural human development.  Aliens who were more advanced then than we are today.  More advanced by a very long shot.  Why they didn't bestow some of these abilities on humans we will never know." 
 
    "Maybe they did," Baxter suggested. 
 
    "We would know," the General objected. 
 
    "Maybe they created what they wanted, took their lab specimens off to wherever they came from, where they made as many copies as they needed, and left the dregs behind here on Earth." 
 
    The President and the General were both silent at this unexpected train of thought. 
 
    "None of this changes anything," the President said finally.  "We have a problem, which is getting out of hand.  I want it solved, and quickly.  Baxter, if you need more people say so.  By tomorrow I want a plan how we are going to get this done, and by that I mean controlling the information surrounding this, and putting those who know about this under our control.  We can bring in the FBI, military intelligence, whatever resources are required." 
 
    "The problem with that is, the more people involved, the more who learn what is going on.  The goal was to keep the population of those who are in on this as small as possible," Baxter reminded the President. 
 
    "Figure it out," the President demanded.  "I want this to be a non issue before the week is out." 
 
      
 
    Director Baxter and General Johnson left the White House together.  While they were waiting for their respective rides, the General turned to Baxter. 
 
    "Your people need to eliminate Walters," he said.  "He was always a reluctant participant in this, more so than any of his counterparts in other firms.  With this getting out of hand I can see him supporting the girl if she goes to the media, or even bringing it up himself out of a guilty conscience." 
 
    "We haven't been directed to do anything like that," Baxter objected.  "You are talking about a US citizen.  Outside the country that kind of thing is accepted.  I am not so certain I could explain it away." 
 
    "Make it an accident, like you did with the girl your people killed today.  And find this Reyes.  I'd be happy if you could eliminate her boyfriend at the same time.  He's been a problem.  I have a place set aside for her at the labs, and there is so much to be learned." 
 
    "A nice cage in the labs," Baxter asked sarcastically. 
 
    "It's not like that.  She would have a nice suite of rooms.  She'd be confined to the facility, of course, but she is too valuable to be treated badly." 
 
    "She might see things differently," Baxter said. 
 
    He held up his hand when the General was about to object. 
 
    "The President has given me orders to find her and bring her to you.  I will do my best to satisfy my assignment, even though I am not sure it is the best approach for all of this." 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 11 
 
    Los Angeles, California. 
 
    Sunday 4:30 PM 
 
      
 
    They had left the Chino Hills golf club and were now en-route to Big Bear with Natalie driving.  Eric needed to call Stan, but was holding off while he processed the meeting they had just left.  Both of them were a bit subdued as they contemplated the information they had gained from OriginsDNA CEO, along with the implications for Natalie.  That the military was interested in her because of the remarkable DNA she carried was more than a little disturbing.  Neither of the pair had complete trust in their government, and given the actions they had witnessed to date, that lack of trust appeared to be justified. 
 
    Realizing he needed to make the call, Eric was reaching for the special burner phone that he used only for calls to Stan, when surprisingly the device vibrated indicating an incoming call.  It had to be Stan, but he wasn't supposed to call.  They had agreed that Eric would initiate all calls.  Worried, sensing that something was wrong, Eric glanced at Natalie as he put the phone to his ear. 
 
    "Yes?" he said tentatively. 
 
    "Sorry," Stan said, carefully avoiding using his name, "but I have news that is too important to wait.  I knew you'd want this update immediately." 
 
    "It's okay," Eric said.  He'd ditch the phone after the call, and if he needed to contact Stan again in the future, he's use a new phone.  "What's happened?" 
 
    He sensed Natalie glancing briefly his way at his words. 
 
    "They killed her," Stan said without any kind of a build up.  "They drove her off the road causing her to crash and violently roll down the mountain.  She's dead.  My men checked to be certain before calling it in to the Highway Patrol." 
 
    "Good Lord!" Eric said. 
 
    "What happened?" Natalie asked, glancing his way with a worried look. 
 
    Eric held up a finger to hold her off until he knew more.  He knew this was going to be emotional once she learned of her friend's murder, and he wanted all the information before he triggered that situation. 
 
    "Tell me what happened," he directed. 
 
    "My men kept an eye of the woman as you asked.  They knew her schedule and where she was going, so with that information and two separate vehicles it was easy enough to follow without being obvious.  They kept watch, but it looked at first like it was going to be a bust.  They didn't pick up on anyone else tailing her, but they had to have been because they showed up at the meeting site.  Not being spotted suggests they are very capable at tailing someone.  My men aren't experts, but they have done enough semi-legal stuff that they know a bit about watching for tails." 
 
    "At the Tar Pits two guys showed up.  They handled the whole thing very professionally, and if we hadn't been alerted for someone specifically watching her, my guys might not have picked up on them so easily.  One watched her from inside the museum, while the other spotted from outside.  After a time, they casually switched places.  You could see they didn't care so much about the woman as who she was there to meet." 
 
    "When no one showed after an hour, the woman you had us follow, made a slow walk around the grounds, then returned to her sports car and took off.  I know that should have ended it, but my guys had a feeling, and decided to follow and see what happened.  The woman took a back route home through the hills, and there wasn't much traffic forcing my guys to stay well ahead and well back of the woman and the two men following her.  Basically, at a quiet point in the road when there was no traffic, they forced her off the road.  She lost control as she went off to the side, and then down the steep incline the car started rolling and bounced a considerable distance down the hillside.  The two men took off, and my guys headed to the scene to check.  It wasn't pretty, and there was nothing to be done for the woman." 
 
    "Did you get pictures of the men?" Eric asked, wondering how to break this to Natalie. 
 
    "They did.  I posted them on the email you told me to use.  You can log in and get copies at your convenience." 
 
    "Okay.  We will do that later.  Are your guys okay?  Do you think they were made in the encounter?" 
 
    "It's possible, but the vehicles they were using are unregistered and stashed for now, and I sent them out of own for a while.  They should be okay." 
 
    "I appreciate the heads up.  I won't be calling for a while.  This is getting too hairy, and I don't want to drag you any further into it.  We'll talk when it's over." 
 
    "Understand," Stan said.  "Be careful.  I don't know exactly what you are into, but these guys play rough." 
 
    Eric stripped the phone after hanging up, and tossed pieces out the window as they drove. 
 
    Natalie looked his way.  It was obvious she knew it was bad news.  She just didn't know how bad it was yet. 
 
    "Pull over up ahead for a minute," Eric directed. 
 
    If she hadn't known before he said that, she certainly did then.  She took the next exit and pulled into the large parking lot of a familiar chain diner. 
 
    "Tell me, now," she demanded.  "Has something happened to Laura?"   
 
    She had known that Eric had asked Stan to have a couple of his people monitor Laura during the meet she never planned to show up for, and that it had been Stan on the phone. 
 
    "Something happened, didn't it?" 
 
    "Laura's dead," Eric said softly.  "I'm so sorry." 
 
    Natalie stared at him uncomprehendingly for a long moment.  Then she started to cry. 
 
    "It's our fault, isn't it? We set her up for those people.  What happened?" she managed to get out in a series of gasps and bursts of tears.  "Oh my God," she gasped.  "Laura.  Given who her father was, I didn't think anyone would hurt her.  What happened?" 
 
    Eric explained what Stan had told him.  How they had followed her to the meeting place then driven her off the road on her way home. 
 
    "Stan's guys checked," Eric said before she could ask.  "There was nothing that anyone could do after the crash." 
 
    "We've got to warn Paige," Natalie said.  "They might find out about her also.  She might be in danger.  We've got to get somewhere we can connect to the site.  Maybe I should call her?" 
 
    "No calls," Eric said.  "That would be a major mistake.  If Paige is as good as you say, then they shouldn't know we have been talking with her.  If you call, if she gets any unusual calls, that will be an alert to these people.  We don't have the laptop with us, so we have to get home and make the connection there.  Let me drive.  I don't think you should be behind the wheel right now." 
 
      
 
    They headed straight for the cabin, grabbed the laptop, and then made their way to one of the spots they knew had good, strong WiFi access even from the car out in the parking lot.   
 
    "It's early," Natalie said.  "She might not be there." 
 
    "She seems to have some means on knowing when there is a message.  If nothing else you can leave a warning that she will get as soon as she looks.  It is the safest thing we can do." 
 
    "What if they have already found her and killed her too?" Natalie asked. 
 
    Eric didn't know what to say.  He hadn't really considered that possibility. 
 
    "I don't know," he admitted.  "Let's just try and hope." 
 
    Natalie made the connect and started typing. 
 
      
 
    URGENT   URGENT   URGENT 
 
      
 
    Paige. Whoever is behind this attempt to kidnap me killed Laura today. I had set up a fake meeting with her at the Tar Pits to see if anyone was following her.  There was, and they forced her into a fatal car accident.  You need to be aware and be extra careful.  They might somehow be on to you.  Please write back and tell me you are okay. 
 
      
 
    "All we can do is wait," Natalie said.  "I'm so scared for her.   I still can't believe they really killed Laura." 
 
    Eric could see she was getting misty-eyed again. 
 
    "We will find out who did this and make them pay," he promised, knowing that was a weak answer and wouldn't bring Natalie's friend back, but it was the best he could do. 
 
    Eric must have been correct about Paige's ability to monitor for messages, as they only had to wait about five minutes before she was there on line. 
 
      
 
    Natalie, it's Paige. 
 
    Someone killed Laura?  I can't believe it.  Are you certain?  Are you and Eric okay? 
 
      
 
    We are fine at the moment.  They haven't figured out where we are, but it is clear they are watching some of my friends.  Probably the closest ones.  Maybe everyone in my social media accounts.  You have to assume you are being watched also.  So long as they don't realize we are communicating I think you will be okay.  Are you certain they can't tell you are on-line and talking to me? 
 
      
 
    Don't worry. I'm certain they aren't monitoring me.  Remember, I'm really good at this, but I will be very careful about everything, and sort of watch and see if I can spot anyone. 
 
      
 
    Eric says don't be obvious looking for them.  If they sense you are aware they might be there, they will assume we somehow told you.  Oh, and he says you can get photos of the two men that killed Laura at the email I have attached.  Maybe you can find out who they are. 
 
      
 
    Understand.  How did your meetings go? 
 
      
 
    My professor was intrigued by the report and wanted a copy.  He says he has never heard of a spare chromosome totally unrelated to the others with genes, functional or not, that we don't know anything about.  But he suggested that someone might know about it and might have some experience with it from someone else somehow.  That would explain why they were looking for it.  Maybe they know what some of the genes do, and hope to be able to activate them.  I have lately been able to see in the dark, something he says the military would love to be able to equip their soldiers with.  He wonders how many of the abilities hidden in the genes could be weaponized.  He also suggests whoever they are won't be likely to have my interests and well being as one of their concerns. 
 
      
 
    Natalie turned to Eric. 
 
    "We should warn my professor," she said.  "He might say or do something that reveals he has my DNA test result and they might go after him as well." 
 
    "I don't know how we can," Eric said.  "They might be watching him at this point, and any attempt to contact him might make him a target.  Maybe we can think of something." 
 
      
 
    He's right.  Did you find a way to get to John Walters? 
 
      
 
    We did, and learned a lot.  Apparently the government, actually the US Army has put pressure on all the DNA testing companies to look for a particular DNA pattern.  Mine, of course.  He didn't believe it was real, but they made it very clear what kind of trouble they could cause him if he didn't report such a find if it happened.  He turned everything they found out about me over to a General Tom Johnson at the US Army Medical Research and Development Command.  They have a program there focused specifically on this strange chromosome.  He also warned me that if they got a hold of me, they would be very unlikely to ever let me go.  After the attempt to kidnap me and Laura's murder, I think he is right. 
 
      
 
    Let me do some research and see what I can find out about this group and the General in particular. 
 
      
 
    Maybe you shouldn't.  Maybe you should back away from this.  Remember what happened to Laura. 
 
      
 
    I think I'm safe enough, but while we have been talking I ran a search for news on that CEO John Walters.  You aren't going to believe this.  Checkout the news when you get a chance.  He supposedly committed suicide this afternoon.  Something about kiddie porn.  An interesting coincidence and the timing is incredible.  What do you think happened? 
 
      
 
    They killed him. 
 
      
 
    My bet as well.  They found out somehow you talked with him.  Maybe they had already decided to silence him and later learned what he told you.  You should factor that into any planning you do. 
 
      
 
    This is getting worse and worse. 
 
      
 
    I need to go.  I can't hack into a place like this government lab without my full attention on it.  Contact me the usual time in the morning and I'll tell you what I have learned. 
 
      
 
    Maybe not, Paige. 
 
      
 
    Trust me.  I know what I'm doing.  I've done it before and this time it's for something important not just playing.  Bye now. 
 
      
 
    "She's gone," Natalie said.  "I hope she is as good as she thinks." 
 
    "Let's go home.  We have things to think and talk about," Eric said. 
 
      
 
    "I don't want to carry a gun," Natalie objected when Eric dug out the short barreled .357 Magnum revolver.  They had talked about it the day before and she has refused then as well. 
 
    "These people are dangerous," Eric reminded her.  "We now know who they represent, and believe me, your government doesn't consider you important enough to stand in the way of some grand scheme they have in work.  They have already shown they are willing to kidnap you, and they have killed two people we know of." 
 
    "I'm not going to shoot anyone," she said.  "No matter what, so why do I need it?" 
 
    "What if they are trying to shoot you?  What if they are going to shoot me?  Then what are you going to do?" 
 
    "I don't know," Natalie admitted, hating the conversation. 
 
    "Look. we might be fighting for our lives, and having a gun, even if you don't use it, might be our only way out.  It's important, Nat, or I wouldn't push it." 
 
    She hung her head and reached out for the stainless steel revolver.  Natalie knew how to shoot, and was actually a reasonable shot so long as she wasn't shooting one of the big bruisers that Eric preferred.  The .357 Smith he handed her was a bit heavy, but he'd explained to her that the heavier gun, using .38 Specials rather than the brutal magnum loads, would make it easier to control than a normal snubbie .38.  She knew he would have preferred she carry a semi-auto, but she didn't like the levers and switches.  A revolver was more intuitive.  Besides, if she needed more than six shots, she knew she was doomed anyway. 
 
    "I'll need a bigger purse," she said as she looked at the weapon unhappily. 
 
    "We have to figure out where to go," Eric said. 
 
    "What's wrong with this place?" 
 
    "We've been here too long.  Depending on what Paige discovers, we need to move on.  We need to find out what these people are up to and find a way to break free of all this.  We might need to escape the country." 
 
    You'd be going AWOL," she said. 
 
    "I don't see myself being able to go back to the teams," Eric said.  "I know things these people don't want spread around.  I'm not sure what either of us have for a future." 
 
    "I'm sorry, Eric," she said. 
 
    "This isn't your doing," he replied, and held her close. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 12 
 
    Big Bear Lake, California. 
 
    Monday Morning 
 
      
 
    The morning alarm found Natalie and Eric in bed with him snuggled up close in a spoon configuration, his arms holding her close.  She was warm and comfortable, and had no desire to move.  After last night's love-making she'd been thoroughly exhausted, and would like to sleep in, but they had a date with Paige, and the alarm was insistent.  Added to that, Eric showed no signs of movement or intention of rolling over to shut the damn thing off.  Exasperated, she squirmed free and slid out of bed and hurried naked around the bed to punch the off button. 
 
    "What time is it?" a muffled voice reached her from under the covers and pillow where Eric still hid. 
 
    "Time for us to get a move on," she replied.  "You could have at least turned the damn thing off if you were awake." 
 
    "Too comfortable," he complained.  "Warm in here.  Come on back. I have an idea." 
 
    "I can guess what your idea is," Natalie replied, "but we have a date with Paige, and I'm concerned enough I want to know as soon as possible that she is alright.  Let's go.  Time for you to face the day." 
 
    Eric muttered a muffled string of mild curses, but gradually started moving toward the edge of the bed.  As he struggled to embrace the morning, Natalie quickly dressed and then hurried off to make some coffee.  Eric wasn't going to be functional without it. 
 
      
 
    Surprisingly, thirty minutes later they were pulling into the parking lot they had learned offered twenty-four hour WiFi, with a box of breakfast burritos to go with the thermos of coffee they had brought along. 
 
    "She probably won't even be on-line yet," Eric complained through a mouthful of burrito. 
 
    Natalie just nodded as she entered the website and then logged in.  Eric was wrong.  Paige was there and waiting.  Natalie typed in her greeting and asked;  
 
      
 
    How long have you been waiting? 
 
      
 
    "Been a long night.  I haven't been off-line since we last talked.  Been very interesting. 
 
      
 
    Natalie immediately felt guilty thinking of her own evening. 
 
      
 
    Sorry.  All good.  No one spotted you? 
 
      
 
    Of course not, but truthfully I chickened out.  When I learned about the CIA involvement I decided I wasn't going to mess with their systems.  Those people are dangerous in a way I am not ready for. 
 
      
 
    Probably a good decision.  What did you learn? 
 
      
 
    I found your General Johnson right off.  Big Man.  Lots of power.  He's a lifelong friend of President Sontag which doesn't hurt his career any, and he essentially runs the Army R&D Center you mentioned.  You can guess where they are getting their authority from.  The General is also known to work frequently with the Director of the CIA, so that also adds a bit of concern to what has been happening to you.  With people operating at these levels you don't have many options of where to turn. 
 
      
 
    I don't like what I'm hearing? 
 
      
 
    With good reason.  I have attached a document with a lot of information on the General, but I don't know what good it will do you.  I can't see you approaching him, and that it would do any good if you did.  From the scary stuff I have been reading all night, your best bet is to flee somewhere they can't find you. 
 
      
 
    With the CIA involved, I can't think of where that might be.  Where would I be safe from them and what kind of life could I live?  What kind of stuff have you found that is so scary? 
 
      
 
    Okay.  To begin with, there is no doubt these are the people who are after you.  A group of police stumbled onto someone a few years ago with the same DNA pattern as yours, and he was a serious problem to contain.  They lost a number of officers before he could be put down.  Somehow the Army R&D Center got hold of the body and discovered the impossible DNA.  They started studying, and the more they studied, the more intrigued they became.  They have written multiple thousands of pages on this guy, and they have him in cryo so they can take samples whenever they want.  What they learned caused them to institute a search for others with the DNA. 
 
      
 
    And have they found any? 
 
      
 
    This guy is labeled Subject One. No real name, so I don't know who he was or where he came from.  There is a Subject Two.  That's all they have in their files.  I'm thinking they want you to become Subject Three. 
 
      
 
    What about this second person? 
 
      
 
    An older female, but different in the sense she had only half a pair of the extra chromosome.  They discovered it doing some medical test when trying to evaluate a problem that had her in intensive care.  She had no odd or unusual characteristics, and after extensive study they have decided that without the second half of the pair, the unidentified genes are inactive.  That's why you are such a valuable find.  You have both halves of the pair and equally important you are alive. 
 
      
 
    Did you find anything that identifies who is after us? 
 
      
 
    Just some memos to the General that were coded.  I was able to unscramble them.  They have half a dozen people from a CIA group called the Internal Operations Division in California, and the Director himself is overseeing the activities with the guy that heads that group, someone named Jack Billings.  There was nothing to indicate whether they are using local sources as well, but two of the six guys were the pictures you sent me.  Their names are Rick Levine and Dale Irwin. 
 
      
 
    Those are names I want to remember. 
 
      
 
    Thought that might be the case. 
 
      
 
    Did your researches reveal anything about what this Subject One's characteristics and abilities were? 
 
      
 
    The hesitation was long enough that Natalie was starting to wonder if they'd lost the connection. 
 
      
 
    A little.  They didn't learn as much as they hoped because they got him dead.  The only specific items they saw demonstrated were some lightening quick reflexes and some kind of scaly armor.  The post mortem research suggests improved vision and hearing, and several other possible abilities.  They also suspect that some, but not all, of the new capabilities are controllable while others are more permanent. 
 
      
 
    What is this armor? 
 
      
 
    A covering of purple scales that deflect many weapons.  Knives seem unable to penetrate it, and even handgun bullets are mostly ineffective.  Unless they are really heavy caliber and hit straight on, the bullets tend to be deflected and the armor distributes the impact forces to minimize the damage to the body underneath.  Since they suspect one ability is an impressively fast healing rate, it makes the character a bit hard to deal with. 
 
      
 
    This is some kind of a suit? 
 
      
 
    No, a change to the epidermis.  The skin.  It turns into this stuff. 
 
      
 
    Why do I think you have a picture? 
 
      
 
    I do, but maybe you don't want to see it. 
 
      
 
    Because it might be what I'm going to turn into?  Send it, Paige. 
 
      
 
    Okay, you should have it now. 
 
      
 
    Natalie noticed the jpeg file at the bottom of the screen and double clicked on it.  She wasn't prepared for the alien looking thing that appeared on her screen. 
 
    "Holy Shit!" Eric cursed upon seeing it. 
 
    "Noooo," Natalie wailed, looking at the horrible thing on her screen.  She couldn't help the shaking that wracked her body.  Eric grabbed her shoulder and tried as best he could given the confines of the vehicle to hold her. 
 
    "He looks like some kind of monster from a low-grade scifi movie," Natalie said. 
 
    "It doesn't mean that is going to happen to you," Eric said. 
 
    "I have the same kind of DNA," she countered. 
 
    "We still don't know if it matters," Eric said.  "Don't assume anything at this point." 
 
    After taking a few minutes to gather herself, Natalie wrote back. 
 
      
 
    It's horrible! 
 
      
 
    They don't know whether he had control of it or not.  But is clearly something they are interested in. 
 
      
 
    I'm a bit shaken up.  Is there anything else you can tell us? 
 
      
 
    Just to be careful.  These people are obviously dangerous.  I'll check back periodically in case you need something. 
 
      
 
    Okay.  Thanks, Paige.  You have found out a lot that we needed to know.  Bye for now. 
 
      
 
    Natalie was still shaking when they returned to the cabin and hurried inside. 
 
    "Calm down," Eric soothed.  "You are going to be okay." 
 
    "You wouldn't be calm either, if you had a chance of turning into one of those monsters.  If that happens, I'll kill myself.  I couldn't live looking like that." 
 
    "Don't talk like that.  It's unlikely to happen, and if it does, it might be reversible at will." 
 
    "Seeing that picture makes me want to seek these government people out and find out what they know.  Maybe they know how it can be reversed, or better yet, prevented in the first place." 
 
    "You know where that would lead, don't you?" 
 
    "Yeah.  I'd be locked up in a cage like a test animal for the rest of my life." 
 
    "We agree on that one," Eric replied.  "But we do have to think of some kind of a plan.  What are we going to do going forward.  I think we have used up our options here." 
 
    "I can't think right now.  I have no ideas," she said. 
 
    "Only a couple of things come to mind for me," Eric said. 
 
    He held up fingers and he ran them down. 
 
    "First, we could simply run and try and hide as Paige suggested.  That could be either in the United States or we could try to go abroad somewhere.  Stan could and would help if I asked, but I think we've asked enough of him. Besides, I worry that his two guys might not have gotten away as clean as they think.  Stan might be getting visited at some point, and I believe it best he doesn't know where we are." 
 
    "Second, We could try to capture or deal with some of the people behind this.  That would mean someone fairly high up in the hierarchy.  Anyone else would simply be an expendable pawn." 
 
    "Third, we could try to blow the lid off this thing.  Go public.  Get some ambitious reporter who would hear us out and get the facts out to the country and make it impossible for them to touch us without it being noticed." 
 
    "Fourth.  Well, I don't have a fourth, at least not anything I like or makes sense." 
 
    Eric looked at Natalie.  
 
    "What do you think?" 
 
    "I think the first and second aren't at all promising.  I don't think there is anywhere we can hide.  I told Paige that and it is true.  These people excel at finding folks.  We are totally inexperienced.  And grab one of them.  I can't see that working very well." 
 
    "That leaves trying to expose this thing to the public," Eric said.  "They already have us in a corner since they have us painted as criminals.  It would be an uphill battle and we would be exposed however it turns out.  I'm not sure where we would start." 
 
    "I am," Natalie said, suddenly a bit excited.  "Laura's father.  He's a United States Senator with a lot of pull and is well known by the press.  He'd know who to contact, and must have friends or people he would trust with this kind of thing working in the media.  If we tell him what happened to Laura, he would be anxious to get back at the bastards that had his daughter killed." 
 
    "We kind of set her up, remember?" Eric countered. 
 
    "It wasn't intentional.  She was just supposed to go to the museum and then come home.  No one would ever know why.  At least that was the intent." 
 
    Eric was silent for a bit. 
 
    "I think I'd like a failsafe backup before we expose ourselves," he said finally.  "Maybe we could put all of this information, a copy of your DNA results, what has happened to people after we contacted them, along with pictures of the two guys we know killed Laura, someplace that could be triggered to deliver it to multiple media sites, and to the internet chat sites by a simple command.  I'll bet Paige could set that up and no one would be able to find it even if they knew it was out there.  Any of the three of us could trigger a release if it became necessary.  It might give us some leverage." 
 
    "I like it," Natalie said.  "Let's leave a message for Paige when we go get lunch, and start looking into the Senator's whereabouts and when we might be able to drop in on him." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 13 
 
    George Bush Center for Intelligence - Langley, VA 
 
    Director Baxter's Office 
 
    Monday Morning 
 
      
 
    "Your message indicated you have made some progress?" Director Baxley asked once they were seated and alone.  "I hope that is really the case.  The President isn't taking the current information void very well." 
 
    "Let me go over recent developments and you tell me what you think," Jack Billings suggested.  He felt they had made progress, but he was a bit gun shy given how his boss had reacted to previous news on the matter. 
 
    "I'm listening," Baxter said, the closest Billings figured he would get to agreement. 
 
    "As you are aware, we have a long list of names and possible contacts for the Reyes woman.  We have access to her phone, computer, and social media accounts.  Actually, we did quite a bit of checking on her before the initial approach was made, so it only makes sense we know who her friends are.  We are watching and listening to all of them.  But, she and her boyfriend are obviously aware of this, and they have been careful to avoid any contact we can monitor.  I believe it is fair to assume we won't see a change in that behavior, and won't get any leads from that list." 
 
    "All except the Larson woman that she seemingly attempted to arrange contact with," Baxter reminded his agent. 
 
    "Reyes set us up on that one," Billings replied, clearly annoyed.  "I don't believe she ever intended to make the meeting.  She wanted to see if we were watching for her to contact someone she is close to in hopes of grabbing her." 
 
    "And now she is certain of it," Baxter said.  "Do you realize how very bad that situation really is?" 
 
    Billings was confused. 
 
    "The girl is dead.  That wasn't intended, but no one can trace that back to us.  If Reyes spotted my men, that only confirms what she was already assuming.  Not good, but not all that serious." 
 
    "You haven't figured out who the woman your guys killed is, have you?  Have you ever heard of Senator Larson?"  
 
    "Of course," Billings replied.  "Oh shit!" he said, suddenly making the connection.  "Laura Larson was his daughter?" 
 
    "That's right.  A very powerful man, this particular Senator, and now his daughter has been killed, and depending on what the police can put together, possibly not by accident.  From what I have been able to get through the backdoor on the police report, whoever called it in claims she was deliberately driven off the road.  We better hope the Senator never connects any of us to the accident or we might all be looking for other jobs, or worse." 
 
    "We might have a bit of a lead on whoever made that call," Billings said.  "My guys said there was only one or two cars on the road at the time they were following Miss Larson through the canyon.  It is very likely that one or both of the two men that seemed to be hanging around when my guys were watching her at the Tar Pits were in that car.  We have pictures of the two guys.  My men were a bit suspicious of them and got a couple of shots just in case." 
 
    "Have you identified them?" Baxter asked. 
 
    "Yes.  I was planning on mentioning them, although for a different reason.  They are a couple of nobodies, but here's the thing.  They are a couple of nobodies that didn't appear to know one another yet they both work for bit of an odd-ball that rebuilds old cars.  What are the odds of them working for the same guy?" 
 
    "Why would the fact they build cars get you interested?" Baxter asked, clearly not on the same wavelength as Billings. 
 
    "Reyes' boyfriend is into classic muscle cars.  Just like the souped-up Mustang he had at her house.  What if he knows this guy, and got him to assign a couple of his mechanics, people who would be way off our radar, to monitor this meet to see if we showed?" 
 
    "It does seem a bit too coincidental," Baxter agreed, now interested.  What is this guy's name?" 
 
    "Stan Woodard," Billing replied. 
 
    "I believe it is urgent that you have a couple of your people have a chat with Mr. Woodard," Director Baxter ordered.  "I can think of a number of ways that he might have been of use to our mission duo.  He might even be able to suggest where they are hiding.  If not with him, some place he knows about." 
 
    Billing nodded. 
 
    "I have another idea where they might be hiding," he said.  "Something that I just learned before coming here.  While we haven't had any luck with Reyes' friends, up until now we didn't have much to go on with regards to her boyfriend.  We know he is from the area, but unlike his brother, he left almost a decade ago when he joined the Army.   Still, he must have had a lot of friends when he lived here, even though his close circle of friends appears to be fellow soldiers these days.  His brother says he apparently broke with most of those he used to hang out with, difference in politics, time and distance, but there might be a couple he still has some kind of contact with.  The brother says a lot of the group they used to know have left the area just like his brother.  We have a short list of possibles at the moment, and our people are trying to see who else they can scare up.  Of the six names on our current list, one died just last month of cancer, and one is out of the country on a long term business assignment, leaving four we need to interview.  But here's the thing.  One of them, a character named Ron Bishop, was very close to our friend Eric some years ago.  Bishop is also quite well off financially, and from what my guys have been able to learn they used to party together a great deal.  Apparently Bishop had a cabin up at Big Bear, and they liked to encourage the ladies up there for a weekend of water and sex.  Maybe, just maybe, that's where the boyfriend took Reyes to hide out." 
 
    "Very good," Baxter said, happy with the kind of options that were starting to spring up.  "Get some of your men to talk with both Woodard and Bishop immediately.  See if they seem to be hiding anything.  Also, have someone talk to the others as well.  And, get people up to that cabin and see if anyone has spotted them up there or there is any sign someone is staying there.  It sounds like the kind of place that is out of sight and mind and perfect for what they need at the moment." 
 
    Billings nodded, but the frown on his face clearly indicated he had a problem. 
 
    "What's wrong, Jack?" the Director asked. 
 
    "Manpower," Billings replied.  "We want to keep this a bit on the quiet side, and I only have a handful of agents in the area.  There's more to be done than I have people to cover in the short term.  I'll need to set priorities.  I don't suppose we can get help from the FBI to check out some of these people?" 
 
    Director Baxter grimaced. 
 
    "We aren't exactly on their list of favorite people right now," he said.  "That stunt of your people pretending to be FBI agents didn't really endear us to them.  We'd have to let them know what this is about, something the President isn't going to approve." 
 
    The Director hesitated. 
 
    "How many men do you have available?" 
 
    "If I count only our people, I have seven.  Eight if you count Kobata, who has a broken wrist and still is recovering from a concussion.  I suppose he could manage to interview, so long as it doesn't turn violent.  With all those people we need to check out, we'd still be thin." 
 
    "Use some of the local talent that don't need to know what is going on to interview some of the older friends of Wilson.  But we want our people to talk to Stan Woodard and Ron Bishop.  Also, it needs to be our people that check out the cabin up at the lake." 
 
    "That's three sites.  With two for Wilson and two for Bishop, that leaves four for the cabin.  We should be able to handle that easily enough," Billings agreed. 
 
    "One more," Baxter warned.  "The Senator has flown back to California to deal with his daughter's death.  I believe there is a reasonable chance that Miss Reyes might try and talk with him while he is there.  In part because he is powerful enough he might be able to help her, but also because she was a good friend of his daughter and was in part responsible for her getting involved in something that got her killed.  Also, with the daughter scratched from our list, they might be thinking we won't have any thoughts about their showing up there." 
 
    "Shit!" Agent Billings cursed.  "And that means our people have to cover the Senator as well?  And not just for an interview, but to watch him full time because who knows when they might try and reach him." 
 
    "That's unfortunately correct," Baxter agreed.  "I don't want to get more people involved, not even our own, or I'd have you send a few more agents out to California..  Too many people are in the loop on this thing already, which increases the chances of too much information getting leaked.  Here's what you need to do.  One person needs to handle each of the interviews for Woodard and Bishop.  That leaves you six people.  Two can have a look at the lake, and the remaining four need to be on hand to watch the Senator.  Make Kobata one of the four.  That puts less pressure on him and it might be a bust, but we need a group to cover the man since we can't say when they might make an attempt at contact. 
 
    "Yes, sir," Billings agreed, but it was clear he didn't like his marching orders.  He wished his people had gotten this right in the beginning. 
 
    "Is there anyone else she might contact?" the Director asked. 
 
    "God, I hope not," Billings replied. 
 
    "How about her professors?  Maybe what she is learning would drive her to talk to one of the experts at the college." 
 
    Billings knew he had no choice. 
 
    "I'll get a list and try and work out some way to check them out," he promised. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 14 
 
    Compton, California 
 
    Monday:  Late Morning 
 
      
 
    Agent Dale Irwin looked at the ragged warehouse with what looked to be random piles of scrap metal piled around the side and back of the facility.  Maybe the material was useful, and maybe it was the discards from the process of tearing down the wrecks that were being refurbished by the workers inside.  He didn't know enough about what they were doing to be able to judge.  The large double doors in the front were wide open, and it appeared that a similar pair in the back were open as well, probably to take advantage of the slow breeze to flush out the various fumes that welding and painting created inside the work area.  Agent Irwin could hear the sounds of both from where he stood. 
 
    The agent considered what he was hoping to learn, and what little he knew about the business he was about to enter, and the man who apparently owned it and might be a link to the man and woman they sought.  Sighing, he stepped away from his vehicle and made his way toward the huge, open, double-doors of the facility. Inside it was surprisingly bright, but the light was decidedly different than the bright sunlight outside.  Several vehicles in various states of disassembly were scattered around the interior, from one stripped down to the bare frame to another nearly complete and looking almost like it had just rolled off an assembly line.  The active work was taking place deeper in the shop, so he headed toward the three men in dirty coveralls that were working on a pair of rusty hulks in that direction. 
 
    "Can I help you?" asked a voice that sounded like too many years of smoking had permanently roughened the person's vocal chords. 
 
    "I'm looking for a Mr. Stan Woodard," the agent replied, looking in the direction of the voice. 
 
    "You appear to have come to the right place.  I'm, Stan," the solid, fifty-year old with stringy dirty black hair said as he walked toward him.  Are you looking to have a car rebuilt?" 
 
    Agent Irwin looked around again at the cars.  Not his thing.  He was more the type that liked this year's model. 
 
    "No, I came to ask some questions.  I'm with the government." 
 
    He could tell his announcement was met with disfavor.  Momentarily all activity ceased, and now that Stan was closer he could see the gold capped teeth through the scraggily beard and the suspicious squint in the slate gray eyes that were examining him. 
 
    "I done paid all my taxes, Mr. Government Man," Stan said.  "I don't think you have any business here that matters much to any of us." 
 
    "My interest isn't in you or your business.  I am here to inquire about a friend of yours." 
 
    "What friend?" Woodard asked, but something in the way the question was asked suggested that Stan knew very well what friend was being sought. 
 
    "I'm looking for Mr. Eric Wilson," the agent said, carefully watching the other man, but whatever he thought he'd seen was now gone, or at least effectively masked. 
 
    "Don't know the man," Woodard said after a moment to think about the name.  "I think someone pointed you astray." 
 
    "Maybe by another name," the agent suggested.  He described Wilson carefully.  If Woodard had ever seen him, there was no way he wouldn't know who they were talking about. 
 
    "Nope," Woodard said positively.  "Never met him.  He a car thief or something?" 
 
    "No, but I'm not at liberty to reveal exactly why he is being sought.  But I think you do know him." 
 
    "What you think don't matter none to me.  I said I don't, and I don't.  You are free to think what you want, but I have work to do, so why don't you go and pester some other folk?" 
 
    The agent grinned and pulled out his identification and some court documents that he'd falsified before coming here. 
 
    "The court says I can ask you all the questions I want and that I can search your premises for signs of the people I want to find.  What do you say to that?" 
 
    "Now you are looking for more than one person?  You seem to lose people pretty easily." 
 
    "Did you help them?" the agent asked.  "Did you give them a vehicle, or supply them with a place to hide out?  Maybe they are hiding here somewhere.  It's not a place people would be likely to look.  Do you know where they are at the moment, and can you contact them?" 
 
    "Lots of dumb questions, all assuming I know these people.  Unfortunately for you, I don't, and if you say otherwise you will have to find some way to prove that." 
 
    "Two of your men were spotted in the vicinity of a meeting place set up by Mr. Wilson and his girlfriend.  I'd like to talk with them?" 
 
    "I don't know which men you mean, but two of my workers apparently quit today." 
 
    "Apparently?" 
 
    "Well, they didn't show up, and they didn't call in, so I assume they found something else they preferred doing.  It's happened before, and probably will again." 
 
    "Can you tell me why a couple of your men would be helping our suspects if you don't know the people I've described." 
 
    "Well, strictly speaking, you have only described one of them, but I take your meaning.  "I guess I don't know what my men might be doing on their own time.  I'm one of those that feels it is best to mind my own business in these matters." 
 
    "I can make your life more than a little miserable," the agent warned. 
 
    "And I can embarrass your organization with publicity that your boss won't like at all," Woodward countered. 
 
    They glared at one another for a long moment. 
 
    "I'd like to look around," the agent said.  "These papers say I have a legal right to do so." 
 
    "Go ahead," Stan countered.  "Just be aware, your break it, you bought it.  Some of the stuff around here is a bit fragile." 
 
    "Yeah, I can see that," Agent Irwin said. 
 
    "Do I go alone, or will you come with me." 
 
    "I ought to charge you by the hour to compensate me," growled Woodard, but if I go along maybe we can get this nonsense over with faster." 
 
    They made their way around the shop, poking into storage areas and small side rooms, all of which Stan knew would show the agent nothing of use.  For more than thirty minutes they made their way around, the agent choosing his path and Stan answering questions when asked. 
 
    "Who owns that old Mustang?" the agent asked when they came to where one of Stan's project cars sat. The agent recalled that Eric Wilson had shown up at Reyes house in a rental Mustang. 
 
    "Mine," Stan said without hesitation. 
 
    "Looks like it has just been sitting their for a long time," the agent observed. 
 
    "It's a special project.  That is a valuable vehicle.  It's a '68 hatchback, and a copy of the Bullitt car that Steve McQueen drove.  I'm still pondering just how I want it to look when I've finished with her.  Just thinking about what it might look like is almost as good as actually going to work on it.  One of these days, though. . ." 
 
    "Well, it doesn't look like what I want is here," the agent said finally. 
 
    "Told you as much," Stan replied sarcastically.  "But some folks don't listen and have to see for themselves." 
 
    "Tell your employees to contact me when they show up," the agent warned.  "I still have questions for them." 
 
    "I really doubt I'll see them again," Woodward replied. 
 
    Agent Irwin walked away, convinced that Woodward had been holding back and in fact did know Eric Wilson and had probably seen him not too long ago.  But  he was also aware that the man wasn't here, and there was really no way to get Woodward to tell him what he knew.  They could watch the place, hoping Wilson would return, but Irwin was certain that if Woodward could contact Wilson, he'd pass the word and that would mean he wouldn't be returning.  He'd pass along what he had seen and what he thought, and hopefully his boss would decide how to proceed. 
 
      
 
    Across town in a much nicer area, Agent Pete Grimes made his way up to the front door of the mansion in Brentwood, California.  He couldn't help wondering how people came up with so much money.  A place like this had to cost more millions than he could imagine. 
 
    He reached the door and was looking for the bell when the door opened.  The person standing there impatiently was obviously an employee and somehow had been made aware of his approach.  Well, a place like this was probably expected to have an impressive security system. 
 
    "May I help you?" the man asked. 
 
    "I'm here to speak with Mr. Bishop," the agent explained. 
 
    "And do you have an appointment?" 
 
    "No, I don't." 
 
    The man smiled. 
 
    "I didn't think so.  I doubt that Mr. Bishop is available for an unscheduled visit." 
 
    "I see.  And who are you?" Agent Grimes asked. 
 
    "I am Jeffries.  I am Mr. Bishop's personal assistant.  I would have known you were coming if you had made the effort to schedule an appointment.  I could have saved you a trip." 
 
    Agent Grimes pulled out his leather case with his picture and ID.   He held it up so Jeffries could see it. 
 
    "I'm Special Agent Grimes of the FBI and I don't need an appointment.  This is official business.  Now tell Mr. Bishop I am here and stop wasting my time." 
 
    Of course it wasn't true.  Grimes was no more an FBI agent as the two men who had tried to kidnap Miss Reyes had been, but then what worked once would work again.  Besides, people in his organization never identified who they really were. 
 
    "This is highly irregular," Jeffries said, clearly upset that his stonewalling was being circumvented.  "Why should I say you are here?" 
 
    "I will tell him why I am here.  It should be sufficient that you inform him of my presence.  If he feels he doesn't want to be bothered, I can send for additional support and we can arrange for him to be hauled downtown and we can talk there." 
 
    Knowing he was holding the losing hand, Jeffries held up a hand as if to ward off the awful suggestion. 
 
    "I will inform him of your presence.  Please come in and wait in the reception area." 
 
    Grimes smiled and stepped inside.  The interior was every bit as fancy and expansive as the outside had suggested.  He watched as the butler, or personal servant, or personal assistant, wandered off to deliver his message. 
 
    Mr. Bishop was, of course, at home.  One with his wealth didn't work in the normal sense, and he had companies and investments, all mostly managed or run by others to do the work for him.  Grimes wondered just what the man did with his time, being at home so much. 
 
    "Special Agent Grimes," Ron Bishop said as he stepped into the room, obviously having been given the full name and purpose of his visitor by the faithful Jeffries.  "To what do I owe the pleasure of a visit from the FBI?  It wouldn't be in relation to your search for Eric Wilson, would it?" 
 
    The agent was taken aback by the blunt statement.  He had expected Bishop to have no idea why he was visiting, or to deny he had any close relationship with the suspect.  Bishop looked to be in his early thirties, was casually, but expensively dressed, and cut a handsome figure.  He was tall, a couple of inches over six feet, with thick black hair and a well groomed, close cut beard.  He carried himself with confidence as he strolled over to the waiting agent. 
 
    "As a matter of fact, it is," he said uncertainly, put of by the self-assurance of the man he was here to question. 
 
    "I knew that bastard soldier-boy would end up in trouble somewhere along the way," Bishop said.  "When I saw on the news the other day that the FBI was looking for him, I was pleased to see I was right and his time had finally come." 
 
    Bishop glanced at the FBI agent. 
 
    "Surprised you, haven't I?" he asked. 
 
    "Actually, in more ways than one.  I wouldn't have expected you to be so forward about why I'm here, and I thought you and this Eric Wilson were close friends." 
 
    Bishop shook his head. 
 
    "Not for a very long time.  In a different lifetime, we were.  I haven't seen or spoken to Eric in more than five years.  Probably more," he said considering. 
 
    Agent Grimes was a good judge of character.  It was important to his job that he could sense when being lied to, and unless Ron Bishop was an extremely accomplished liar, he was telling the truth.  Obviously, his time here wasn't going to yield anything about Wilson's whereabouts. 
 
    "What happened?" the FBI agent asked.  "The stories are you and Wilson used to party together all the time." 
 
    "What else?" Bishop asked.  "A woman or several of them.  One in particular, but what was important then doesn't matter now.  He took her away from me, then dumped her a few months later.  That and politics.  He was, and probably still is, my political opposite, and we  often argued over issues.  It didn't seem to matter at first, but when he considered going off and playing war it became serious.  That and the woman issue split us apart, and neither of us has tried to repair the damage." 
 
    "I can sense the answer, but I have to ask formally, you haven't seen or heard from him recently?" 
 
    "No," Bishop replied bluntly.  "Nor thought about him in years.  It was a bit jolting to see his name on the news, but until then he might as well have been dead." 
 
    "You are one of the few friends from the period he lived here that we have identified.  You were of particular interest because of the closeness you apparently shared at one time, but also because of a cabin you own and the two of you frequented as part of your partying.  Wilson is hiding somewhere in the greater Los Angeles area, and we have considered the possibility of his using your cabin as a place to operate out of." 
 
    "He wouldn't dare," Bishop said, immediately annoyed.  He turned and paced, then faced the agent again.  "He might, though.  We used the cabin a lot over a span of a few summers, and he is intimately familiar with it.  He knows I seldom use it these days, and where I hide the keys.  Everything.  He might be so bold as to take advantage of its isolation and availability.  I haven't been there in almost three years, but the caretaker would have told me if there was a problem with it." 
 
    "You have someone regularly keeping an eye on the place?" 
 
    "Hardly regularly.  A couple of times a year.  At the beginning and end of summers, and then if something suggests it reasonable to have a look during the winters.  A heavy rain, a fire in the area, that kind of thing." 
 
    "Would you have a problem with our checking the place out?" 
 
    "Not at all.  I can tell you where the keys are hidden.  I assume you know where it is.  Just be certain to lock it up, or if it is better, I can call the caretaker and have him meet you there." 
 
    "It is probably better not to have any civilians involved.  If Wilson is there, there could be an altercation, including gunfire, and there is a chance someone could get hurt." 
 
    "Our boy Eric is indeed someone to be careful of.  He is fast, well trained, and deadly.  The military has seen to that.  If you go in and he is there, be careful," Bishop warned unnecessarily. 
 
    "Is there anything else you can tell me about the place?" 
 
    "Not much.  It is a large, four bedroom house, even though it is called a cabin.  Single story, open layout.  Fully furnished.  It is a nice place, if a bit secluded.  Oh, there is a separate garage, and I have an old Chevy Silverado pick-up in there.  Keys are in the house.  It is fully functional.  I used it for fishing, and camping in the area.  Better than beating up a normal car.  It probably would need to have the battery charged and the carburetor primed after all this time, but I kept it in good running condition." 
 
    Grimes couldn't help thinking that is just what Wilson would have needed.  A vehicle no one would report missing. 
 
    "You don't happen to know the license number? 
 
    "Not off hand," Bishop admitted.  "I can call my accountant.  He would have paid the annual registration, but it's registered to my name and you can probably get all you need from the DMV faster than I could get the information for you." 
 
    "I'll do that.  You might have just given us a valuable clue.  Is there anything else you can think of?" 
 
    "Not really.  As I said, it's been a long time since I've seen him." 
 
    "Okay.  Here's my card with a contact number.  Call me if you think of anything.  We will be visiting your place up at the lake.  I will call you and tell you what we find.  You might want to have your caretaker have a look after I call you to assure yourself the place has been properly closed up." 
 
    Bishop looked at the card, and said, "If you catch him, tell him I still think he's a bastard, will you?" 
 
      
 
    Special Agent Dave Walker, one of the two agents who had first approached Natalie Reyes, was in charge of the duo tasked with checking out the cabin in Fawnskin on the north shore of Big Bear.  He was riding toward the lake with Special Agent Rick Levine when the call from Jack Billings from Washington came through.  Levine put Billings on the call phone speaker since Walker was driving, and they didn't want to stop to take the call. 
 
    "Bishop is clean," Billings said.  "Grimes is certain that he hasn't been in contact with our suspect in many years.  But, he says that Wilson is very familiar with the cabin, where the keys are located, and its value as a hideout.  Also, there is supposed to be a ten-year old Chevy Silverado pickup in the garage which Wilson also knows about."   
 
    Billings gave them the license number and a description of the vehicle.  He also told them where the keys to the place could be found. 
 
    "If Wilson has been there, we can probably expect he is now using the vehicle from the garage to get around undetected.  I've put it on the police watch list.  Also, Dale Irwin says that Stan Woodard is likely a friend of Wilson's and might have helped him.  There is no real way to pressure him at the moment, but the man works on older cars, so Wilson could be driving an older wreck, or something that is older but restored to almost new.  I will let you know if we learn more.  Unfortunately we don't have any idea what make or model, or what a license would be.  Mr. Woodard wasn't cooperative if he knew anything.  He might just be an ornery old man." 
 
    After the call, Walker turned to his partner. 
 
    "I don't know about you, but I'm getting a feeling about this.  I think we might just have found our missing suspect." 
 
    "If he's still there," Agent Levine reminded him. 
 
      
 
    As they closed on the property, making their way down the  narrow road cut through the thick tree covering on the side of the hill, Walker noted the view of the lake off to the right and the lack of many structures on this section of road.  The only explanation that came to mind given the layout and the beauty of the area was that each lot came with a significant number of acres for each residence, affording the owners a lot of privacy not to be found in other areas around the lake. 
 
    "Damn, that's not a cabin," exclaimed Levine.  "That's bigger than a lot of houses." 
 
    Walker had to agree.  The house they could see ahead of them was well constructed, large, and certainly unlike what came to mind when he heard the word 'cabin'.  
 
    They were as close as he wanted to come in the car in case someone was there.  The road continued past, making a loop more than two miles ahead as it reconnected with the county road, but he'd prefer not driving by either.  Spotting a place where they could pull off, he drove into the shadow of a large copse of trees and killed the car's engine. 
 
    "We walk," he said, getting out and carefully closing the door so as not to make unneeded sounds that would probably carry well out here. 
 
    Together, they made their way toward the house, staying close to the edge of the road where the trees and natural terrain would best hide them from any eyes that might be looking their way.  Once they got close enough, they moved off the road and made their way through the heavily treed hillside. 
 
    "No car out front," Levine noted as they observed the structure from no more than fifty yards away. 
 
    They watched for more than thirty minutes. Nothing gave out any sense of someone being present.  Whether that meant the place was empty and unused, or whether any inhabitants weren't present at the moment, there was no way to tell. 
 
    "Let's get closer," Agent Walker suggested. 
 
    They moved as stealthily as they could, and soon were up against the front wall of the building.  There were no sounds from inside.  Walker led the way to where Billings had told them Bishop said the keys were hidden. 
 
    "No keys," he said softly when they reached the spot and checked.  That greatly increased the chances that someone was using the place. 
 
    "Do we go inside?" Levine asked. 
 
    "Not yet.  Let's see what is in the garage." 
 
    They moved again, this time circling around behind the house so they could get near the side door of the garage on the far side.  Fortunately there was a window in the side door so they could see inside. 
 
    "Would you look at that?" Levine said as they peered through the window. 
 
    Inside was an old and rusted looking Chevy Camero.  It didn't look like it would even be drivable. 
 
    "I thought Billings said there was supposed to be a Chevy pickup here." 
 
    "He did," Walker agreed.  "I think we have found where our suspects are hiding out.  I'll bet that car is something they got from that wreck shop, and once they got here, they traded it for the pickup that was stored here.  It's time to call Billings and let him know what we've found.  There's no one here at the moment, at least with the pickup gone that's what it looks like, so I'll suspect he'll want us to wait and see rather than breaking in."  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 15 
 
    Beverly Hills, California 
 
    Senator Larson's Residence 
 
    Monday Afternoon 
 
      
 
    "Okay, now tell me what this is all about," demanded Senator Don Larson.  "I understand your coming by.  I know that you and Laura were very close, but you two are wanted criminals, and I can't very well be seen having you as guests in my house.  Have your say, and then you must leave.  I should call the FBI after you leave, but I feel that Laura wouldn't be pleased if I did so.  You have placed me in a very awkward situation." 
 
    They had snuck into the Senator's very large and expansive Beverly Hills home along with the dozens of other guests that were dropping by to console the parents of Natalie's best friend the afternoon before her funeral.  The home was one of the signs of how much the Senator's wealth had grown since he'd moved to Washington.  As they had hoped, the crush of visitors and a bit of carefully and artfully misdirection produced by their choice of clothing had gotten them in unnoticed, and they had been able to approach the Senator and his wife as just another pair of guests.  So far they had seen no one that looked to be official government agents.  After offering the Senator and his wife their condolences, Natalie had revealed who they were, and that they urgently needed to speak privately with the Senator.  He had led them here into his spacious study, his wife staying outside to greet their guests in his absence. 
 
    "I am not guilty of any of the crimes that the media and the government have accused me of," Natalie said forcefully. 
 
    "Are you claiming the FBI is lying about what they found at your home?" the Senator asked doubtfully. 
 
    "What they are claiming is lies, but it isn't the FBI who is doing this.  The men who were at my home were not FBI agents.  They are another group pretending to be FBI since their real identity must remain secret." 
 
    "I can't imagine the FBI allowing such an impersonation to stand unchallenged." 
 
    "The people who are after us are a combination of CIA and a secretive branch of the US Army," Eric said. 
 
    "Hogwash!" the Senator snapped back.  "Why would they lie about anything this woman has done?" 
 
    "I'm a genetic oddity," Natalie shouted out.  "They want me as a lab rat." 
 
    The Senator was stunned and didn't know what to say.  That gave Natalie a chance to continue. 
 
    "I had a DNA test performed.  Something very, very unusual was found in my DNA.  Something a secretive group in the government has been apparently looking to find again for a number of years.  That's why they sent people to kidnap me." 
 
    When the Senator was about to speak, Eric held up his hand.  "Hear her out," he demanded.  "This is something that has to be made known." 
 
    Somehow they kept the Senator at bay for ten minutes while Natalie finished the whole story.  She explained what they had found in the test, what she and Eric had learned about the secretive labs and the man the government had found with similar DNA several years back and how they wanted a live specimen, her, with the same genetic material.  She named names of those involved, at least the few they knew about, and told him about the deaths that had occurred to people she had talked with. 
 
    "It's my fault Laura was killed," Natalie burst out with near the end.  That got the Senator's attention. 
 
    "They killed her.  I never even thought such a thing possible.  I asked her to meet me somewhere.  I never planned to show up, so there was no way they would link Laura to me.  We wanted to know if they were watching my friends or whether I could go to some of them for help.  But they killed her.  Probably as a message to me.  I'm so sorry!" 
 
    She was crying openly by the time she finished her confession. 
 
    "You say these people who you claim are after you deliberately killed my daughter, and have killed others because of this DNA test of yours?  That's almost impossible to believe." 
 
    "I brought you a copy of the test, and copies of what we have downloaded from their secret lab.  Yes, it is classified information we shouldn't have, but it proves what I have been telling you.  Somehow, someone has to put a stop to this.  I can only think of making this public so they don't dare come after me, but without someone in a position of power, such as yourself, no one is going to believe that what I claim is true.  Not after the fake FBI stories about me." 
 
    She handed him the bundle of documents she had stored in the large bag she had brought for that purpose. 
 
    "I'll have to study these," the Senator said.  "If what you say is true, then my daughter's killing is not your fault, although I would have wished you hadn't involved her.  I know a reporter, Issac Weiner, who I know can be trusted and who would help seek out this material.  He won't publish it unless he is convinced it is authentic, but if he does, he has a wide audience.  It will take me a few days.  I have a daughter to bury, but I will look into this.  If someone in our government is in anyway responsible for the death of my girl, I will end their careers and see them imprisoned.  But I cannot offer you sanctuary in the meantime.  I hope you understand and have someplace you can hold up." 
 
    "We have a place that seems safe enough," Eric said.  "We will contact you in a couple of days and see what you have decided." 
 
    "Then it is time for you to go.  I can't be missing for very long with all of these guests arriving.  It would create suspicion.  You can leave by the back door.  Call me at this number.  I'll be back in Washington then and this will get directly to me." 
 
    The Senator handed him a card with the private information. 
 
    "Come, I'll show you the way out." 
 
      
 
    Agent Glenn Kobata hung up his cell phone after talking with his boss, Jack Billings.  It wasn't the first time he had talked with Washington today.  Kobata was in charge of the last four members of their group located in Los Angeles, which included himself, Clint Hahn, Bill Horn, and John Davis.  They were tasked with monitoring the Senator while he was in Los Angeles, today and tomorrow, and watch for an appearance by Wilson and the woman Reyes.  At the moment he and Clint were on-duty, monitoring the guests as they arrived at the Beverly Hills home of the Senator.  They, of course, had not announced their presence to the Senator.  Kobata was still a long way from recovered.  He had a broken wrist where the bat had struck when he'd been disarmed by the Army boyfriend, and his headaches were the thing of legend.  But he hoped for revenge and relished any chance to have an opportunity for payback. 
 
    "The boss says they have found where our suspects have been hiding out," he told his partner.  "They aren't there now, but we might be asked to leave and support Walker and Levine, but for now we are to watch and see if they make an appearance here.  Oh, and they are almost certainly driving an older Chevy pickup." He rattled off the license plate number for his partner so they'd both know what to watch for. 
 
    "I've been watching people as best I can, not cars," admitted Hahn." 
 
    "Me too," admitted Kobata.  "Maybe we should go and check and see if they snuck past us." 
 
    Some of the guests had parked on the street, and those vehicles were quickly eliminated from consideration.  The rest had parked in the extended courtyard off to one side of the mansion.  They wandered through the jumble of cars and it didn't take long to discover a dirty old pickup with the plate number that they had just been told to watch for. 
 
    "Crap!  They're here somewhere," Hahn said as he spotted the plate. 
 
    "Call the others.  Call everyone while I get a hold of Billings.  We believe they are somewhere on the Senator's property.  We need as much back up that can get here quickly." 
 
    "We can't break into the Senator's house," objected Hahn. 
 
    "No, but we can take them when they return to their vehicle," Kobata explained.  He was primed and ready for a bit of payback and intended that the soldier boy spend a few days in the hospital before this was over. 
 
    "If they see us out here, they'll sneak off," warned Hahn. 
 
    Within a few minutes local forces were on the move toward their location.  The two men at the cabin would remain in place in case the two suspects weren't actually found at the mansion, but everyone else would attempt to get there as quickly as reasonable. 
 
    "Crap!" muttered Hahn pointing.  "Here they come." 
 
    Kobata looked where is partner was pointed and spotted the pair emerging from behind the house rather from the side door and heading toward the lot. 
 
    "Over there," Kobata instructed.  "We'll set up a cross fire.  Wait until I make the opening move." 
 
    As the pair approached, Kobata stepped out from behind the van that had concealed his presence with his Glock in hand and said, "FBI.  Hold it right there.  You both are under arrest." 
 
    As he spoke, Hahn stepped out from his own concealment completing the crossfire coverage, his own .40 S&W pointed at the pair. 
 
    Natalie and Eric frozen, assessing the situation.  With two guns pointed at them, they had no chance to draw their own weapons and take evasive action.  They'd be shot before they could even begin to get into the fight. 
 
    "I want both of you, starting with soldier-boy, to carefully drop any weapons on you, then walk over and lean against that sedan to your right, hands and legs both widely spread.  Do you understand?" 
 
    Before either could answer, a voice hollered out from behind them. 
 
    "Natalie, hold up a minute." 
 
    It was the Senator.  Apparently there was something more he wanted to say to them before they left.  He apparently hadn't seen the two gunmen. 
 
    Kobata was momentarily distracted by the unexpected appearance of the Senator.  Hahn let his eyes wander back toward the approaching figure as well. 
 
    Eric had been well trained to take advantage of any opportunity in situations such as this one.  The Wilson was out and leveled before Kobata had any sense he'd lost control of the situation.  Eric's weapon barked twice, a pair of .45 caliber slugs slamming into the agent's chest, knocking him backwards a step and then, as his life faded, dropping him to the concrete courtyard. 
 
    Hahn reacted to the sound of the shots and realized he needed to deal with Eric before the man could drop him as well.  His weapon was making the traverse toward the new target when he realized the woman was in motion.  She moved with a speed he would have believed impossible, drawing a shiny revolver from her purse and pointing it in his direction.  She suddenly became the more immediate problem, but before he could get aligned on the target, he felt that impact of the .38 slug as it struck him in the chest.  His own weapon discharged as his legs gave way, the under-powered .38 not delivering an immediate knock-down like Eric's .45.  The slug passed between Natalie's body and her left arm, clipping her forearm as it did so, then continuing onward to strike the approaching Senator solidly in the forehead.  Hahn was dead before he realized what his shot had done, and when Eric looked back the Senator was down on the ground, looking every bit as dead as the two agents. 
 
    "Nat, we've got to go now!" he urged. 
 
    "I've been hit," she said, the blood dripping from the wound in her arm. 
 
    Eric stripped the tie from Kobata, and wound it around before tying it off as he urged Natalie into the pickup.  As they drove away he asked, "Do you need the hospital?" 
 
    "I think it's just a deep cut," she replied.  "We go to the hospital and it the end of us.  Let's get out of here." 
 
    As they drove away, Eric wondered what kind of spin this new development was going to get.  Also, he realized that their one possible supporter who might have helped them out of this was now dead on the ground behind them. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 16 
 
    George Bush Center for Intelligence - Langley, VA 
 
    Jack Billings Office 
 
    Monday Afternoon/Evening 
 
      
 
    "Mr. Billings, this is Bill Horn.  We have a bit of a problem out here and I need your direction how to proceed." 
 
    "What kind of problem?" Billings asked.  "Have you spotted the suspects?" 
 
    "They were here," Horn agreed. 
 
    "Were here?  They've gone?  I assume you are at the Senator's residence.  Why were they allowed to leave?" 
 
    "Sir, Agents Kobata and Hahn are dead.  They were both shot to death attempting to detain the two suspects. I can't say exactly how that happened as I hadn't yet arrived when it happened.  But sir, the senator is dead as well.  From all indications he was shot by agent Hahn's gun by accident." 
 
    "Let me get this straight, Horn.  Our agent, accidentally shot and killed a US Senator?" 
 
    "Yes sir, that's what I'm certain happened.  Of course, in all fairness, he was mortally wounded at the time and was attempting to shoot Miss Reyes." 
 
    "Damn it, Reyes is to be taken alive.  No one should be trying to shoot her.  And we can't let word get out that we killed a Senator.  What have you told the people there?" 
 
    "I told them we were all FBI agents and that the suspects killed two of our agents.  I haven't said who killed the Senator." 
 
    "If anyone asks you stick to that story.  Our friends in the FBI are going to go ballistic when they learn we have continued to use them for cover.  Also, if anyone asks, you say that it is believed the suspects were responsible for the Senator's death, but an investigation will be required to be certain.  Do not, I repeat, do not even hint that it might have been one of us that shot him." 
 
    "Yes, sir.  What do we do with the bodies?" 
 
    "I'll set something in motion for them to be picked up.  Meanwhile, keep the media away from this.  Who is there with you?" 
 
    "Just agent Davis.  I expected others, but they haven't arrived yet." 
 
    "Do you have any idea where the suspects are now headed?" 
 
    "None, sir.  As I said, we arrived after the shootings." 
 
    "I'm going to assume they are heading back to their hideout.  I'll divert the agents headed your way up to the lake, and tell the two men we have on site what has happened.  I'll also have to update the Director.  Once the bodies have been removed, you and Davis should disappear.  Go back to your hotel until I call you." 
 
    "Yes, sir.  I understand." 
 
      
 
    Billings couldn't believe how bad things had gone as he hung up the phone.  Quickly he called Grimes and Irwin and got them headed in the new direction, and then got the CIA's special removal group in Los Angeles to deal with the bodies.  The two agents would disappear, and the Senator would go to the morgue in the closest major hospital.  That left informing the Director, something he very much wished he could put off, but knew that would be career ending.  If he learned any way other than from him there would be hell to pay. 
 
      
 
    "Good evening, Jack," Director Baxter said as he answered his phone.  "I assume that you are calling with good news and this horrible adventure is now contained." 
 
    "Not exactly, sir," Jack said nervously. "We have a problem.  Let me explain." 
 
    Jack related what his men on location had just told him and of the actions he was taking. 
 
    "You are serious that we have lost two men, and in the course of dying one of them killed Senator Larson?" 
 
    "Yes, sir.  That is the situation.  Our men are assuming the role of FBI once again, and are placing the blame on the two suspects.  There didn't seem to be any other course of action that was acceptable, but it's going to take someone with a lot of pull to get the Director of the FBI to swallow this situation after the blow up last time." 
 
    "You are telling me what I already know.  I'm going to have to go to the President with this, and he's going to have to order Director Marshal to go along.  I'm not certain that Marshal won't resign and go to the media.  We'll have to hope the President is his usual persuasive self." 
 
    "We don't know where the suspects went, but we are gathering our remaining forces at the cabin up at Big Bear and hoping they make an appearance there.  I don't know what else to do." 
 
    "I agree that's seems our only bet at the moment.  In the meantime, we are going to get the media behind our story.  If we can paint these two as killers, both of government agents and of a US Senator, we might get the public enraged and behind us.  Who knows, someone might spot them and call it in." 
 
      
 
    "Keep on top of this, Jack.  Your people have screwed this up from the beginning, but we have no choice but to follow it through now.  I'm going to call the President.  If anything happens, call me.  If I don't answer, I've been replaced.  Good night, Jack." 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 17 
 
    On the Way to Big Bear 
 
    Monday Evening 
 
      
 
    "How bad is it?" Eric asked, noting that Natalie was favoring her left arm and holding it carefully so that it didn't touch anything.  They were well on their way toward Big Bear having negotiated the key freeway exchanges and now had more or less a straight shot until they got much closer to their destination.  No one was obviously following them, so maybe they had made a clean getaway, just so long as the pickup wasn't spotted by a lucky highway patrolman. 
 
    "It hurts a lot," she admitted.  "It was kinda numb at first, but now it aches.  It was also bleeding quite a bit.  The tie you used to stop the bleeding is soaked.  I wish it would stop." 
 
    "Don't take it off," Eric warned.  "That will just get it started again.  It needs to clot and stop leaking.  If blood starts running out from around the bandage let me know.  We'll have to stop and try something different." 
 
    Natalie checked. 
 
    "I don't see anything leaking around the edges. but it's pretty wet." 
 
    "Keep an eye on it and let me know if anything changes.  Once we get to the cabin we can clean it and tear up some sheets to wrap it better.  Ron always had a pretty good first aid kit also because people were getting hurt playing in the lake and fishing.  No one ever got shot that I recall, but there were some pretty bad cuts." 
 
    Eric didn't want to tell Natalie how concerned he was.  The people hunting them had learned a lot.  More than he would have thought possible in such a short time.  They had guessed they would drop in on the Senator now that he had returned to Los Angeles, and now would have a description of the truck from people at the house.  He couldn't help worrying that they already knew about the cabin.  Even if not, it wouldn't be too long before they connected Ron's old pickup to the place at the lake.  That meant they had to get in, get their stuff, patch Natalie up, and move on. 
 
    "What are we going to do?" Natalie asked as if reading his mind.  "If only the Senator hadn't come outside.  Now he's dead, and there goes our best chance of finding a way out of this." 
 
    Then she sighed. 
 
    "I killed a man, Eric.  I shot someone.  I'm a murderer." 
 
    "It wasn't murder.  It was self defense.  He would have killed you, me, probably both of us." 
 
    "I don't like the feeling.  I never wanted to hurt anyone." 
 
    Her eyes were wet and she was breathing hard.  Eric knew she needed comforting, but he couldn't stop now.  She would have to hold on until they got to the lake. 
 
    "It'll take time," he soothed.  "Sometimes you don't have a choice.  You did the only thing you could.  If you hadn't, we'd be dead or in custody." 
 
    He turned on the radio. 
 
    "What are you doing?" she asked, her voice hoarse. 
 
    "Your mentioning the Senator made me wonder what kind of news is being reported.  His death will be a big deal and the media won't be able to resist reporting it even if they don't have the facts yet." 
 
    It didn't take long to find a report.  They listened in stunned silence as the report documented how they had killed a pair of FBI agents and deliberately murdered a United States Senator.  Nothing about the report was accurate, and they were now the focus of a major manhunt. 
 
    "We are doomed," Natalie said softly.  "What are we going to do?" 
 
    "Once we get organized, we are getting out of California.  Neither of us has any place where we can go to hide around here.  I have friends back East, and that's where the people behind this are located.  We'll take the pickup, swap out the plates somewhere along the way, and cut across the country.  Both highway 40 and 10 extend all the way across the United States.  They go through desert and farmlands, and a truck like this is pretty common, and they won't be looking for us there, at least not seriously.  We'll have to figure out a plan as we go.  Maybe we have to trigger that Internet site Paige setup.  Get our side of the story out there.  Think on it.  We don't want to act rashly, but frankly, there aren't many options left to us." 
 
    They were both silent for some time as they drove.  There wasn't much to talk about, and both brooded over the impossible situation that had overtaken their lives.  Eric was the first to break the silence. 
 
    "How's your arm?  You haven't said much for some time.  Is it still bleeding?" 
 
    "I don't know.  It feels okay now.  At least it isn't hurting.  The blood in the tie seems to be drying out, and it doesn't feel like it's still bleeding.  At least it isn't leaking.  It sorta itches a little." 
 
    "All that sounds good.  It must be scabbing over and sealing the wound.  It's going to be all right, although you might have a small scar to remind yourself of the time you got shot." 
 
    He was trying to make light of the situation, but his efforts feel flat.  They continued on in silence until Natalie spoke up. 
 
    "That's not possible," she said softly, drawing Eric's attention from the road.  He was stunned to see she was holding the bloodied tie in one hand while looking at her arm.  The tie was caked with dried blood. 
 
    "I told you not to take it off," he said.  "It's going to start bleeding again. 
 
    "I don't think so," she replied.  "Look," she commanded, holding out her arm. 
 
    Eric glanced at the offered limb. 
 
    "It, er, looks like it's not too bad," he said.  In truth, between trying to drive the car and not go off the road, the awkward angle of the offered viewing point, and the less than ideal lighting conditions, he really couldn't tell much.  He just wished she'd left the makeshift bandage in place. 
 
    "Liar," she said.  "You can't see a thing." 
 
    She found a tissue in her bag and wiped the arm where the wound had been.   
 
    "I thought so," she said.  "It's gone." 
 
    "What's gone?" Eric asked. 
 
    "The wound.  The blood.  Everything.  My arm is completely healed.  It's like I never got shot.  There's not even a mark where it happened." 
 
    "Impossible!" Eric said. 
 
    "Not impossible," Natalie said.  "It's me, Eric.  I'm changing.  Just like the reports suggested.  Now, somehow I can rapid heal.  It's a good thing this time, but I'm scared.  I wish this was happening to someone else." 
 
    "Look, so far everything that has changed has been a good thing.  Don't start assuming the worst.  At least the wound isn't going to be a problem." 
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later they pulled into the parking slot in next to the front door of the cabin. 
 
    "We made it," Eric said as he turned of the pickup's engine." I wondered given all the news on the shootings.  Every cop in the greater LA area must be looking for us." 
 
    Natalie was unusually silent as they stepped out of the vehicle and started for the front door.  Then she said, "Eric, they're here.  Two of them.  I can sense them somehow." 
 
    Eric had been about to unlock the door, but now he stopped.  He couldn't see how Natalie could sense someone, but she shouldn't have been able to heal the gunshot wound in a matter of an hour either.  Why two?  If they knew about this place why hadn't they surrounded it with a whole SWAT unit? 
 
    "Nat, that's impossible," he whispered.  The fact he whispered showed he wasn't confident in his denial. 
 
    "They are here," she insisted. 
 
    "Where?" he asked softly.   
 
    "I don't know," she said.  "One is off to the right somewhere.  I can hear him breathing.  I don't know about the other one, just that he is close." 
 
    "Inside the house?" 
 
    "Maybe?" 
 
    Eric considered the situation.  There weren't many options.  They didn't want to shoot Natalie, the accident at the Senator's house notwithstanding. They needed her alive.  The only reason they hadn't shot him as yet was probably because they couldn't tell who was driving until they exited the vehicle, and now Natalie was between him and the person off to their right.  If the second one was inside, he most likely didn't have a shot.  If he stepped forward to unlock the door, he would expose himself, and if they headed back to the vehicle he would be an easy target now that they knew he was the driver.  He could go right toward the shooter, so that all that remained was to head into the trees on their left. 
 
    He grabbed Natalie's hand and whispered, "Stay with me."  Then he turned abruptly and charged toward the cluster of pine trees pulling her along with him.  She trailed behind and he hoped he was correct in that they wouldn't shoot for fear of hitting her. 
 
    "Keep going," he said as the trees blocked their escape from whoever was hiding on the far side of the pickup.  Natalie kept going as Eric slowed, turned, and drew the Wilson from his holster and waited for a target.  He'd already replaced the magazine after the shots he'd fired in Beverly Hills. 
 
    It didn't take long.  Now even he could hear the movement as whoever had been hiding and waiting charged after them.  Eric raised the .45 and focused on the Wilson Combat sights with their exceptionally clear picture.  It wasn't dark enough for the tritium inserts to be needed, and he caught the person charging after them as soon as he cleared the pickup.  He didn't attempt a double tap at this range, but chose his target carefully, firing once, then reacquiring his point of aim and firing the second shot as the man stumbled and dropped to the ground, his gun bouncing away as he hit hard on the packed earth and gravel. 
 
    Turning, he chased after Natalie, who had stopped twenty yards further on. 
 
    "Can you hear the other one?" Eric asked, hoping to get advance information on where they might expect an attack to come. 
 
    "I can't even sense him any more.  As soon as we started running, my ability to tell they were here disappeared.  I don't hear him either." 
 
    The shot came just as she finished speaking.  It struck Eric in the side, and he dropped to the ground.  Natalie turned toward the sounds of breaking twigs and branches as the shooter rushed toward them, hurrying to get there before either of them could react to the shot. 
 
    "Don't move," warned Agent Walker, who had been hiding in the house and had slipped out the back when his partner had warned him they were heading into the trees. 
 
    Natalie turned toward the sound of the voice, her pistol in hand.  She raised it toward the approaching enemy, but knew she wouldn't be able to shoot.  She hadn't gotten over the fact she had killed a fellow human being earlier in the evening, and wasn't yet ready to add another death to her record. 
 
    Agent Walker burst through the trees, spotting the gun she held unsteadily pointed his way. 
 
    "Drop it," he yelled. 
 
    Natalie did as ordered, cursing herself for her weakness, but the fact the agent had been so intent on the weapon she held had given Eric a chance to turn and target the agent.  This time he did resort to a double tap, and the two sharp cracks from his .45 were the last sounds the federal agent would ever hear. 
 
    "Nat, help me up," Eric said. 
 
    Shocked by the tightness of his voice as much as the fact he was still alive, she hurried over and pulled him to his feet. 
 
    "You're hit," she said. 
 
    "Let's get inside and see how badly," he said.  "You are certain there were only two when we drove up." 
 
    "Only two," she agreed. 
 
    "Grab your gun.  We might need it." 
 
    "What about the bodies?" she asked. 
 
    "They obviously know about this place.  Let them deal with them when they get here.  We need to hurry and get away from here." 
 
    They made it inside and Natalie helped strip Eric's shirt off. 
 
    "Oh my god!" she said when she spotted the band of blood around his left side. 
 
    "Get something to wash it out," Eric said.  "I'll get the first aid kit." 
 
    Between the two of them they were able to wash it, liberally coat it with antiseptic, and wrap his chest. 
 
    "What about the bullet?" Natalie asked. 
 
    "Looks like I got lucky," Eric said.  "Happened to a guy on my last deployment.  The bullet followed around the ribs, flexed them a bit and cracked one, but never penetrated the chest cavity.  Disappeared somewhere off to the other side.  I'm going to be sore as hell, but I'll be all right." 
 
    "Let's get out of here," she urged. 
 
    "Soon.  Get the computer, your clothes, and anything else you want to take.  I need to get the shotgun and a few other things.  Just throw them in the pickup behind the seats.  We'll arrange it all later." 
 
    Natalie hurried off one way while Eric went another.  She was returning to the living room where Eric was standing with the last of the stuff she wanted when she heard it.  Had she tried, her superior reflexes would have allowed her to duck it, but it was a sound she didn't recognize, and was momentarily motionless as she turned to see what she'd heard.  The dart struck her in the right side of her neck and the drug started flowing into her system immediately. 
 
    "Eric," she said realizing they weren't alone any longer.  Her warning system was still down and had failed to alert her that others had arrived. 
 
    Eric turned at the sound of her voice, sensing something was wrong.  He reached for the shotgun as two men charged into the house, both with guns firing.  Multiple rounds struck Eric before he could get the scattergun into action, several of them fatal. 
 
    Natalie watched as he lost control of the weapon and dropped lifeless to the floor.  She turned to run to him, but the drug had had time to work.  Her legs wouldn't work, and she felt herself dropping as her vision went dark.  She never felt it when she crumpled inert to the floor. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 18 
 
    Fort Detrick, Maryland 
 
    Three Days Later 
 
    Early Friday Morning 
 
      
 
    Natalie was confused.  She wasn't certain where she was.  Her head was thick and muddled, and her thoughts didn't flow smoothly as she tried to find something that would help her determine where she was and how she had gotten there.  The lights in the small room were muted and her vision foggy, although it was improving as she struggled to identify anything that she could recognize.  She was aware that there were things she should remember, important things, but for now her brain refused to cooperate and let her know what these might be.  She could sense her memory was lacking, but couldn't manage to grasp what it might be that was missing. 
 
    Finally, she could see well enough to determine she was in some kind of hospital room.  The bed was one of those complicated contraptions that could be configured in all manner of ways, most of which weren't very comfortable, and there were at least a pair of IV tubes into her left arm.  One contained liquid that was clear, probably a saline solution but whether it was carrying something else as well she had no way to determine.  Odds were, there was some kind of drug in the drip given the way she was feeling.  The other had a thick liquid that was colored, and was probably what they called parenteral nutrition, food, in other words. 
 
    Why would she be in a hospital?  What had happened to her?  She tried to examine herself by sensing her body as well as letting her eyes travel over her form.  Everything seemed to be intact.  There was no major damage she could determine which would have placed her here.  She tried to sit up, but found she lacked the strength to do so.  How long had she been here that she felt so weak?  Fighting the tubes would have been a problem, but she also discovered that she was strapped in place.  Briefly she struggled with the straps to see how much movement she was capable of.  Not very much she discovered.  Someone had made certain she wasn't going anywhere on her own.  Very strange. 
 
    She listened to the sounds outside the room.  There were people out there, quite a number it sounded like.  For the first time she focused her attention on the door to the room and what she could see through the semi-transparent plastic sheets that covered the doorway.  This wasn't a hospital, she realized abruptly.  There wasn't a corridor outside her door, with indications of other rooms nearby.  There were no nurses scurrying down the hallway outside her door, or the occasional technician wheeling some piece of medical test equipment to one of the rooms to take an X-Ray or ultrasound.  There was what appeared to be a vast open space beyond the confines of her small world.  Odder and odder. 
 
    Most of all she was alone.  Why wasn't someone she knew here to help her?  Where was Eric? 
 
    ERIC! 
 
    The memories came rushing back at the mere thought of his name.  He was dead!  They killed him!  She remembered everything in that instant, especially the last moments before she passed out.  They had shot her with some kind of dart filled with a tranquilizer, and they had shot Eric repeatedly with their sidearms until he was dead.  She was a prisoner, and she could guess who was holding her. She felt a rush of panic, anger, loss and emptiness, all wrapped into one intense emotion.  Tears flowed down her cheeks at the realization of her loss. 
 
    She screamed.  It was a loud piercing scream filled with the dread and loss that she was feeling. 
 
    Almost immediately, her scream brought someone from outside.  A woman in a nurse's uniform hurried into the room, the alarm apparent on her face.  When she saw that Natalie was unharmed, just distraught, the nurse immediately calmed down. 
 
    "You're finally awake" was all she said. 
 
    "I want out of here," Natalie demanded.  "You have no right to keep me here." 
 
    "That's not for me to decide," the nurse said.  "Is there anything you need?" 
 
    "I need to see a lawyer," Natalie said, even though she knew that no lawyer was going to be able to spring her, even if they would allow her to speak with one.  "What time is it?" she asked, hoping to get some reference as to how long she had been unconscious. 
 
    "It's two thirty five in the morning," the nurse said looking at her watch.  "Thursday night," she added as an afterthought. 
 
    More than three days, Natalie calculated.  She'd been out that long.  That couldn't be a result of the dart they had shot her with.  Someone had purposefully kept her sedated for whatever reason she couldn't guess.  Probably because they had to transport her all the way from the west coast, and it was easier if she wasn't awake to protest. 
 
    "Undo these straps.  I want to sit up," she demanded. 
 
    "I'll get the doctor.  You can talk with him," the nurse said, then turned and left without waiting for a response. 
 
    Natalie cursed and resigned herself that this wasn't going to be easy, and very unlikely to go her way.  They had wanted her, and now they had her. 
 
    It took considerably longer than she had anticipated for the doctor to make an appearance.  That suggested to her that they hadn't expected her to be awake, or that she wouldn't have been lucid for a considerably greater time if she did wake up.  When someone did show up it was a bit of a disappointment.  The young man that stepped through the door was at most in his early thirties, and while he wore the appropriate garb, didn't look much like a doctor.  He certainly wasn't the man in charge, and as such, probably wasn't going to be able to expedite her concerns. 
 
    "They tell me you are awake and difficult," the man said.  "My name is Kyle or Dr. Kyle if you prefer.  We only use first names or titles here.  Welcome back," he added.  "May I have a look at you to see how you are doing now that you have rejoined the rest of us?" 
 
    He pulled out a small flashlight, checked her eyes and used his stethoscope to monitor her heart and lungs, then stepped back and smiled. 
 
    "Very good," he said. 
 
    "I want out of here," Natalie said.  "You have no right to keep me here." 
 
    "Well, that's definitely above my pay grade, but the boss says you are here for the duration, so that's the way it is going to be until he changes his mind.  You can talk with him tomorrow.  He'll be in around eight, and I'm certain seeing you will be one of his highest priorities.  Other than that, is there anything I can help you with?  Are you hungry?  Do you need to use the rest room?  Would you like something to help you sleep?  It is the middle of the night." 
 
    "It seems I've probably slept more than enough," Natalie said.  "To start, you can get someone to undo these bindings." 
 
    The doctor pressed his hands together and pressed them against his lips. 
 
    "I can have that done," he said.  "However, you need to understand the ground rules.  To begin with, you are connected to a variety of medical units.  Those need to be removed properly before you can stand up.  The IV's we can end now, but some of the other monitoring devices have to remain in place for now.  Also, this room is your domain for now.  You are not permitted to leave it without an escort.  See that young man outside.  The one in the blue smock.  He looks like an orderly, but he isn't.  He has one job.  His job, should you attempt to leave without the proper escort, is to shoot you with one of those darts you have encountered before.  Do you understand?" 
 
    "You have got to be kidding," Natalie said. 
 
    "I'm not.  You are under certain restraints being here, and that is one of them.  Dr. Elbert or the General will explain the ground rules to you tomorrow, but you will save both of us a lot of trouble if you accept that you won't get ten feet out the door before you are rendered unconscious and brought back in here.  Now do you understand?" 
 
    "I will sue the lot of you when I get out of here," she threatened.  "I will see the lot of you in jail.  You killed my boyfriend." 
 
    "I have nothing to do with that, and I'm afraid you will have no luck with any legal follow up.  As far as the world out there is concerned, you were killed earlier this week at the same time as your boyfriend when you attempted to escape from the FBI.  I'll let you decide what your chances of contesting that claim given who made the statements to the press." 
 
    "You told them I am dead?  All my friends think I'm dead?"  She wondered what Paige and her other friends were thinking.  She also wondered what her professor might be thinking after her visit this weekend.  He hoped the news warned him to be careful. 
 
    "Not me, but that's the official story.  It's been a big story on the news as a follow-up to your killing the Senator.  I think you need to think carefully on the situation before attempting any rash actions.  Now, if we agree you won't be trouble, I'll have the nurse come in and remove the restraints and what she can of the various devices connected to you." 
 
    "You're military, aren't you?" Natalie asked. 
 
    "Yes.  Of course.  Most everyone here is.  I assumed you had some idea where you are." 
 
    "What's your rank?" she asked. 
 
    "Doctor," Kyle replied.  "Anything more is beyond your need to know." 
 
    With that he turned and walked out. 
 
      
 
    The nurse came in again a short time afterwards and began disconnecting some of the equipment, not always gently.  Removal of the tubes was a relief, but they left the tube in her arm so they could inject medicines or withdraw a sample at will. Last came the straps.  Once those were removed Natalie was able to sit up.  She felt like she wanted to flee the room, but recalled what Kyle had said and thought she'd best learn a lot more before making any rash moves. 
 
    "Are you hungry or thirsty?" the nurse asked.  "I can have something brought here for you." 
 
    Natalie realized she was both and nodded. 
 
    A large cup of water and a straw came almost immediately, and scrambled eggs and sausage with apple juice a bit later.  She was shocked how good they all tasted.  The IV might have kept her nourished, but her stomach hadn't gotten the message. 
 
    "Ring the buzzer if you need anything," the nurse said, then disappeared with the empty tray, leaving Natalie with her thoughts, which mostly weren't very pleasant.  Surprisingly she fell asleep sometime during the night, and was awakened when an older man with salt and pepper hair stepped into the room just after eight according to the clock on here wall.  The doctor, she assumed this must be the doctor Kyle had referred to, was slim, alert with very blue eyes that stared at her with great interest.  He was short, barely taller than her, and closer up she could see he was frail.  Whether it was age or the result of a sickness she couldn't tell. 
 
    "I'm Dr. Carl Elbert," he said.  "I am in charge of this place." 
 
    "I thought everybody used first names here?" she asked. 
 
    "Everyone but me.  Call me Dr. Elbert if you need to address me.  Now, Natalie, we have a lot to discuss." 
 
    "Call me Miss Reyes," she said.  "I don't know you and have no reason to trust you." 
 
    "Everyone here will refer to you as Natalie.  Get used to it." 
 
    "Do you think using first names will make us all friends or something?" she asked sarcastically.   
 
    "I expect not, but that's the protocol.  Don't expect us to change to satisfy your whims," he said.  "Do you know where you are?" the doctor asked. 
 
    "Probably in Maryland.  A place called Fort Detrick where the Army has some kind of medical R&D center.  I'm your newest guinea pig." 
 
    "Very good.  You clearly were as resourceful as some people expected.  You are correct.  You are in the medical facility, which is on a carefully guarded military base.  People simply don't walk in or out of this place successfully without the proper clearance and paperwork.  Do not anticipate running off from here.  You won't succeed." 
 
    "So I'm a prisoner?" 
 
    "You are a felon.  Here is where you are incarcerated.  Understand?" 
 
    "I understand you killed my boyfriend and have told the world I killed Senator Larson and was then killed in a shootout with FBI agents.  Those are a lot of lies for my government to be spreading about me." 
 
    "That is something you can discuss with the General when he comes by later today.  That is outside of my area of concern.  You are here because you are a very unique human being.  You have DNA with potential we cannot wait to explore.  We verified your commercial DNA test while you were regaining consciousness. Already the blood samples show a number of never before studied compounds that have to be related to the awakening of the genes that make up your twenty-fourth chromosome." 
 
    Natalie didn't like at all hearing that her system was awakening.  She'd experienced a few new abilities already, all of which had been helpful or benign, but she feared what else might be ahead of her. 
 
    "Let me tell you what to expect while you are here.  You can cooperate and things will be far more pleasant, or you can resist and we will be forced to use measures you will find distasteful.  Either way, our research will be conducted.  We intend to explore the potential locked in the unique genetic material in your cells and see which items might be if use and captured for transfer to other individuals.  We want to know which new abilities you sense, and which you have control over, and which seem to be permanent.  In the course of the next months while we pursue this research, you will live here.  Not in this room, unless you make that necessary.  There are quarters, rather nice actually, within the facility that have been created for you.  There are certain considerations that have been made for your safety, and to ensure you are secure here, and yes, you will be monitored via audio and video almost continuously.  I realize that is disturbing, but it cannot be helped.  We will have a look at the facilities here, including the various labs and the people that work here in a bit.  You will be allowed to settle into your quarters while we wait for the General to visit, and tomorrow we will begin a regular schedule that you will be expected to support daily.  Do you have any questions?" 
 
    "Yes, how do I opt out of this program?" 
 
    "You don't.  Get used to the idea.  The only people who know you are still alive are part of this program.  All records of what we test here will be coded with a fake name and reference, and other than your first name, no records will be kept to identify who you once were." 
 
    "Still am," Natalie argued. 
 
    The doctor ignored this. 
 
    "Are you ready to have a look around?" he asked. 
 
    "I guess," she answered.  Actually she really wanted to see what was here so she could start thinking about how she might eventually get away. 
 
    The doctor signaled someone just outside the door.  A young man, obviously another soldier, stepped in carrying a collar. 
 
    "You need to wear this," the doctor said as the man fitted the collar around her neck.  She heard the click as it locked into place and she knew she wouldn't be getting it off without help. 
 
    "You were told about the darts that will be at hand to put you under if needed.  This is a bit less drastic.  It is similar to training collars used on some pets.  It has three settings.  The first is a vibration, a warning.  The second is a mild shock.  The third is a very severe shock that I promise will drop you to your knees.  Disobey any orders and you will begin learning what I mean.  This young man carries the control for the collar, and the other one outside has the dart pistol.  They, or their counterparts, will be close at hand at all times you are outside your residence, every day you are here in the facility.  Understand?" 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 19 
 
    US Army Medical R&D Command 
 
    Fort Detrick, Maryland 
 
    Test Lab #6 
 
    Friday Morning 
 
      
 
    "This is Jennifer," Dr. Elbert said, introducing the red-haired nurse with a face full of freckles who had stepped into the room as they prepared to leave for her tour of the facilities.  Natalie was certain there was an O'Mally or O'Leary or some such for a last name given the woman's appearance.  She was roughly Natalie's age, with a slender figure and the long hair that was bound in a ponytail at the moment.  Her light blue nurse's uniform went well with her coloring. 
 
    "Hi, Natalie," Jennifer said cheerfully.  "Call me Jen.  Everyone else does."  She had a warm smile and seemed to be considerably more friendly than anyone else Natalie had encountered thus far in the facility. 
 
    The doctor led the way, with Jen staying close to Natalie where she could point things out and answer questions.  The two men who Natalie had already dubbed jailers in her mind followed along behind, far enough back to be out of the way, but close enough to be able to react to any untoward actions she might take.  No one had bothered to provide their names.  Natalie wondered if that was intentional.  Their job was to attack her if needed, not be her friend, and it might be easier for them if she was just a patient and not a person. 
 
    The area outside of the room where she'd been held was vastly different than she had expected.  She hadn't known whether to expect a prison or a hospital.  In fact, it had aspects of both, but also a lot more.  They stepped out of the room into what looked to be a hospital environment, with all manner of medical equipment spaced about the expansive floor space, each with a bed for a patient to be situated while tests were being run.  In the central area was a round desk area with a pair of nurses and a number of monitors, but immediately Natalie was struck by the fact that there were no obvious patients, and near as she could tell, no other rooms like the room she'd been in. 
 
    They made an immediate right turn, and stepped out of the "hospital" building into an open area.  It looked like a giant donut, even to the hole in the center.  A number of buildings were spaced around the circular interior, and almost directly opposite where they stood was what looked like the entrance to the complex.  The ceiling that was liberally populated with lights, was at least forty feet above them. 
 
    "This will be your world while you are here," Dr. Elbert explained.  "This level is the main floor of the test lab, and you are expected to always be accompanied while on this level.  We have just left what amounts to the hospital, where any treatment for injuries that you might sustain or other problems that might develop will be treated."   
 
    He turned to face the structure they had just left, and pointed to the left. 
 
    "That building is the Surgical unit where any major surgery can be performed if required.  To the right of the 'hospital' is the testing and observation area, a place that you will become very familiar with.  Twice each week a series of tests will be run to determine if any changes in your physiology can be detected.  It is the most intensely staffed facility in the lab, and you will become more than familiar with it starting this weekend.  As explained earlier, the required tests can be performed with or without your cooperation." 
 
    He turned and walked directly toward the center of the open space, moving up to the railing that surrounded the hole in the center of the area. 
 
    "Follow him," Jen indicated, and they walked up to the barrier that circled the room.  As they approached, Natalie could see there was another level down below.  It looked like a mini-resort, with a house, a small pool, and a variety of exercise equipment spaced around the one edge of the swimming area.  There was even a small garden to one side of the house. 
 
    "The space below will be your living space.  As you can see, much of the area can be monitored from here, in addition to the cameras that are in place to monitor your activity while your are here.  There is a place for your two escorts, who will follow you between levels.  You are free to move around that area as freely as you choose.  There is a circular track that makes a complete circuit of the lower level if you wish to run for exercise, and you can see it has what amounts to a complete gym.  The equipment is for your use, and sometimes will be used in the testing you will be subjected to during your time here.  We will go down so you can check it out later." 
 
    The doctor turned and walked past the surgical area and pointed toward another large area as they continued around the circumference of the upper area. 
 
    "This is an area for you and the staff to rest and relax, play some of the games, and is also a small cafeteria that is manned twenty-four hours a day.  The menu is not extensive, but if you wish to have company while you eat, this is the place you should come.  Otherwise you can order what you want, which will be delivered to your rooms down below.  Note that other than our doctors, security, and a select few of the nurses, no one is allowed on the lower level.  We wish to keep almost all interaction on this level." 
 
    "The next area holds the offices for our staff.  It is unlikely that you will spend much time there.  If you need a consultation with one or more of them, those meetings will either be held in the meeting room, or in one of the examination areas, or very rarely in your quarters down below." 
 
    The doctor continued his slow walk, then stopped deliberately opposite the desk that was manned by an armed soldier, which blocked a set of wide double doors.  They were clear, most likely made of some very strong plastic, and Natalie could see that another set of the doors, these looking to be metal and opaque roughly thirty feet beyond the first. 
 
    "This is the only way in and out of the test lab," Dr. Elbert said, looking at her very intensely.  "As you can see, the path is monitored by an armed MP.  There are also a pair of MPs on the far side of the steel doors in the distance, and none of the doors can be opened without the correct code, which is changed daily.  Most of the people inside do not know the code.  They, like you, have to rely on the MPs to unlock the doors to allow them entry or egress.  Since we don't anticipate your leaving the area for some time, you will have little need to think about this area, but it is important that you know that this is the only way in or out of the area.  The walls might look decorative in some areas, especially in the residence below, but they are made of reinforced concrete backed with steel plate, and even with the kind of tools a construction specialist would use, alarms would be triggered long before you could dig your way through.  Oh, and your collar.  If you were to step outside of the perimeter of this complex, and somehow your guard was unable to trigger it, the loss of the signal that holds it from releasing its shock would be triggered.  You would be rendered comatose by the shock." 
 
    Natalie had been silent since they left the ward room, preferring to see what they were willing to show her rather than engage in conversation.  But the doctor's last little speech was almost too much. 
 
    "Look at me," she said.  "I'm just a bit over five and a half feet tall, weight about a hundred and twenty pounds, and am a bookworm and not a serious athlete.  Do you really think this is all necessary to keep me under control?" 
 
    "Not at the moment," the doctor admitted.  "But we don't know what you might change into over time.  You probably know some of the history of the only other specimen with your genetic coding.  We have every intention of ensuring that this area is capable of dealing with any changes that develop." 
 
    Natalie felt chills.  She'd never had anyone say so bluntly what might happen to her.  She'd seen the picture of the scaled miner they had barely been able to stop.  Obviously the doctor had a realistic expectation she might develop some of the same characteristics and temperament. 
 
    After checking to see what affect his words had on her, the doctor continued onward. 
 
    "This last area you will probably frequent more than most, starting this afternoon.  This is our only large conference room.  After lunch the General will be here to see you and to introduce the rest of our staff, and explain just what is planned for you while you are here and what is expected of you.  Listen carefully to what he tells you.  Your time here can be a living hell, or somewhat tolerable.  Remember, to the world outside you are dead, killed resisting arrest.  There is no need for anyone here to present periodic reports regarding your condition." 
 
    They continued around the loop until they were almost back to the start.  The doctor stopped again and pointed. 
 
    "That is an escalator that is the way down to your living quarters level.  Jen will take you down there and show you around.  You may stay there for the rest of the morning, but at 1300 hours you are to return to this level and the meeting room.  If you forget, your two bodyguards or one of the nurses will remind you.  Any questions?" 
 
    Natalie had a million questions, but she knew most were pointless to ask.  They weren't going to tell her the things she wanted to know the most, and until she had spent some time here and seen how things operated, her questions would be pointless.  She simply shook her head in answer. 
 
    As Dr. Elbert walked away, Jen nudged her and said, "Let's go down and have a look.  That will be the space where you have the most freedom and control." 
 
    "I don't like him," Natalie said softly.  "He isn't going to be pleasant to be around." 
 
    "You best get used to the idea.  He is second in command under the General and will have the most direct control over what happens in here.  Even though the other doctors will be doing most of the testing and monitoring, everything will be sent to him for review and direction.  You don't want to be on his bad side." 
 
    Natalie considered Jen's words as they rode down the escalator to the lower level.  They were followed by the two silent watchdogs that she'd also have to get used to.  Once they reached the lower level the two men moved off to one side into a small structure adjacent to the escalator.  Obviously there was no way she could go back up without them being aware of her movements, but it seemed down here she was free to move about more freely.  Of course there had to be cameras watching everywhere.  Well, she hoped not everywhere. 
 
    Jen showed her around the area, which would have been quite nice if weren't for the circumstances.  At least Jen was cheerful and talkative unlike the good doctor. 
 
    "A kitchen," Natalie said when they toured the house. 
 
    "Don't get too excited.  Most of it is disabled.  They want you to get your food from the main mess hall.  They aren't ready to trust you with too many cooking implements." 
 
    "This is a pretty impressive place," Natalie said.  "I''m the only one here?" 
 
    "In this unit, yes.  This is especially configured for you on the assumption you will need to be comfortable for an extended period." 
 
    "There are other units?" 
 
    "I probably shouldn't have mentioned that, but yes there are.  They aren't at all like this, at least the units I have seen.  They are set up for a different kind of testing and research.  Yours is the only one with a subject like yourself, dedicated to a single person.  They made a lot of changes while preparing it." 
 
    "Can I stay here tonight?" Natalie asked after they had completed the tour. 
 
    "Unless the General directs otherwise, that's the plan," Jen said.  "You can stay here and explore on your own until the meeting this afternoon.  You don't want to be late, but I'll stop by and get you.  How does that sound?" 
 
    "I'd like some time alone," Natalie admitted. 
 
    "Sounds good.  Your guards will stay in their shack and won't bother you, but they have to stay on this level while you are here.  I'm going to go report in, and I'll be back about ten minutes before the meeting." 
 
    Natalie watched as Jen walked out and stepped onto the moving stairway to the upper level.  Natalie couldn't help liking her.  Maybe that was the plan and maybe it was her personality.  Time would tell, but at least so far she hadn't told any lies that Natalie had been able to detect. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 20 
 
    Oval Office - White House 
 
    Washington, D.C 
 
    Friday Morning 
 
      
 
    "So, you finally managed to get this thing under control," President Sontag said as he ushered CIA Director Baxter and General Johnson into the Oval Office for their meeting.  He'd been informed earlier in the week when they'd finally captured the damn woman, but hadn't had a final status briefing as yet.  The week had been a nightmare of meetings and visiting dignitaries so he'd had to wait to get the full report as to where things stood. 
 
    "She's awake inside the Medical Center," General Johnson said happily.  I've been sent word that she has shaken off the effects of the drugs and has been communicating with the staff.  Dr. Elbert spent some time with her this morning.  I'll be going to see her a bit later today." 
 
    "How about a summary of events this week.  Just where does everything stand?" 
 
    "Some of this you know, but I'll go over events in order just to make certain you've been fully briefed," Director Baxter said, happy to be able to finally report complete success.  "This entire situation has been more troublesome than any of us anticipated." 
 
    "And costly," the General pointed out.  "Far too many people have died in the past week, which draws attention that we'd hoped to avoid." 
 
    "How many agents did you lose?" the President asked. 
 
    "Too many," Baxter admitted.  "Four of my men died trying to bring this woman in.  Three were killed by her boyfriend and she shot one of them." 
 
    "An almost equal number of innocents were also killed," the General reminded him.  "In addition to a US Senator, his daughter and the CEO of the testing company had to be eliminated.  It remains to be seen if there will be others.  I sense the ripples from this bungled operation have yet to settle.  Of course, there is also the boyfriend who your agents killed, and from the public's perspective the woman herself, although we know she is still alive despite what the media has presented." 
 
    "We were lucky it wasn't more," Baxter said.  "Given the way things were spiraling out of control, it could have been far worse.  But, everyone said it was imperative this secret be contained and whatever breakage required would be accepted.  The secret is contained.  As far as we can tell, no one knows about her secret.  And now it is in your hands to ferret out what benefits this cost will produce, General." 
 
    The President waived his hand.  "I am not concerned about the losses, so long as they don't encourage any investigations as to their cause.  The loss of the Senator is probably fortuitous actually.  Senator Larson would have proved troublesome.  I never liked him, personally or politically.  Having learned his daughter had been killed and that her death wasn't a simple accident, he would have turned over every stone to find out who had been responsible and why the death had been believed necessary.  Now, it will all fade away.  Let's hope the General is correct, however." 
 
    Baxter nodded.   
 
    "You wanted to be brought current.  As of Monday things were starting to look better.  We'd unearthed a couple of leads, one of which pointed to the residence at Big Bear where the pair was eventually cornered and captured. The house belongs to Ron Bishop, one of Wilson's former friends from some years ago. They no longer appear to be on speaking terms, although that could be a way Mr. Bishop is using to distance himself from the incident.  I believe a closer look at the situation is warranted. 
 
    Unfortunately the pair was on the move, and they had approached the Senator seeking help and with the intention of revealing that his daughter had been deliberately forced off the road.  Two of my men spotted the pair leaving, but somehow what should have been a relatively straightforward arrest, turned into a shootout.  Wilson was apparently well trained, but there are stories that the woman was remarkably fast in accessing a weapon stashed in a large carry bag.  Perhaps that is related to the abilities you expect her to develop.  In any event, both of my agents were shot, and in the process one of them fired an uncontrolled round that missed the woman, but struck and killed the Senator.  Interestingly enough, several reports suggested the woman was struck, and blood was discovered at the site, but when she was captured there was no sign of a wound, although a blood soaked tie taken from one of my men was located." 
 
    "That is very interesting," the General said.  "I will have my people follow up on that." 
 
    "The two men that had been assigned to check out the lake house were detected and killed, but two others who had been directed to go there after the shooting in Beverly Hills hoping our suspects might return to their hideout were able to surprise them.  The woman was put down with a tranquilizing dart, and her boyfriend shot and killed.  We never had a chance to question either of them.  The woman was quickly turned over to the General's people and flown back to the East Coast.  My people haven't seen her since the capture at the lake.  I suggest that one of the General's tasks is to learn what he can from the woman and whether there are others the pair confided in that we don't know about." 
 
    "One of the fears our people have based on studies of the other subject is that she is likely to have a substantially increased resistance to various drugs once her abilities begin to manifest themselves," the General explained.  "To be certain there were no problems in this regard, a special, very powerful narcotic was provided, and she was kept sedated until we had flown her to the facility in Maryland and had her securely under our control before allowing the drug to be flushed from her system." 
 
    "It doesn't sound like we are finished in Los Angeles," the President agreed.  "She needs to be questioned about her activities and some level of monitoring of her friends and contacts there needs to be maintained to ensure no one else knew anything about the true nature of events.  I feel this pair might have spread their awareness of her condition over a wider net than we currently believe.  We must be certain any such threats are snipped away as well."   
 
    He glanced at Baxter and the General to be certain they were paying attention.  The two men didn't often work well together, and he wanted no more screw-ups and finger pointing later. 
 
    "I just hope all of this is worth it," Baxter said.  Turning toward the General, he asked, "Has this woman demonstrated any of the abilities that your people have hoped for?" 
 
    "She has been sedated pretty much the entire time we have had her in custody," the General pointed out.  "Today will be our first chance to really question her and run an examination.  There have been incidents in what you have reported that suggest something might be happening.  The speed of her reaction to being approached, and the lack of a wound, for example.  The ability of a novice college student to be able to elude your people is another.  But specifics and hard facts, not yet.  Give us a week with her and I should be able to provide a much better idea of whether her genes are starting to manifest themselves." 
 
    "How long do you anticipate holding her at the facility?" the President asked. 
 
    "A lot depends on what we find and how rapidly the gene induced changes manifest themselves.  Our estimate is that in a couple of years we will have learned everything she is likely to show us." 
 
    "And then what.  You turn her loose?" Baxter asked. 
 
    "Hardly," the General said.  "We will have to evaluate the situation as time progresses, but once we are done, she needs to be kept on hand for further study." 
 
    "Dead, like your other specimens?" Baxter asked. 
 
    "Most likely," the General agreed, unbothered by the fact he was suggesting the woman be murdered once she was of no further use.  "We can't afford someone with her genes loose out there.  Our adversaries around the world would love to grab her if they learned what she represented." 
 
    "Just get what you need from her," the President demanded.  "We have taken some serious risks to get where we are.  Now, let's hope this pays off as you predicted." 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 21 
 
    US Army Medical R&D Command 
 
    Fort Detrick, Maryland 
 
    Test Lab #6 
 
    Friday Afternoon 
 
      
 
    Natalie followed Jen up the escalator to the early afternoon meeting that she had been dreading all morning.  She noticed her two guards followed behind a discrete distance, but also that they were not the same pair who had come down with her and the nurse earlier in the day.  Some time during her stay in the residence they had been quietly changed.  She wondered how many of them there were and what kinds of shifts they worked.  She couldn't imagine a more boring assignment. 
 
    The morning had been better than she'd hoped. Alone, she had continued her exploration of the residence, and late in the morning had tried the room service for her lunch.  She placed an order on the terminal, and it had been delivered by an automated dumbwaiter, that chimed to alert her that her order had arrived.  The food was good.  The rooms were comfortable, and the quiet and privacy, such as it was, had given her a chance to recover her balance somewhat.  She didn't fool herself that no one was watching, but at least they weren't here in person. 
 
    She tried to identify the source of her trepidation as the moving stairs brought them up to the main level.  Beyond the obvious causes was the fact the General who was waiting to meet with her was one of those behind all this.  Everyone else she had met since waking up in this rat's nest was an employee of sorts.  They were doing a job, and at this point Natalie couldn't sense which ones supported her incarceration and which didn't even think about it.  She also didn't know what they had been told about her.  Perhaps they all thought she was the criminal the media had portrayed.  But the General was one of those who had put the whole matter in motion.  While it had been the CIA and its people who had taken all the actions against her and her friends, the General was part of the planning and directing of her capture, and more importantly of the killing of Eric and her friend.  She had promised herself that somehow she would make him pay.  He and the others, once she was certain who they were.  Most likely a morale satisfying boast that wouldn't ever come to pass.  Given who she was and the power they had over her, it was a bit presumptuous, but it made her feel better.  The brief thoughts of Eric and Laura brought the tears again.  She cursed her weakness.  She had promised herself she wouldn't kneel to these bastards.  With a tremendous effort of will she brought the flow to an end, quickly wiping away the tracks the traitorous tears had made.  She didn't know how just yet, but she intended to somehow beat these people and make them sorry they ever started this whole thing.  That meant she would need to find an inner strength beyond anything she'd ever sensed within herself in the past. 
 
    Jen led the way to the meeting room, but Natalie was pleased that she already knew her way around well enough that she could have found it alone.  When they stepped inside she was surprised at the number of people who were present.  She'd expected the General and perhaps Dr. Elbert, but there were quite a number of others.  She took the seat Jen pointed to, while Jen moved over to sit with some of the others and her two shadows found a spot just outside the door where they could be called in quickly if needed. 
 
    She examined the General as he did the same in return.  He must have seen a full dossier on her, but obviously wanted to evaluate her based on his own observation.  She was actually surprised by what she observed in return.  For some reason she'd expected a graying, somewhat overweight politician-warrior and not this lean, fit man with still dark black hair, what little there was of it.  He was older, she guessed in his sixties, but clearly careful with his health and fully involved in keeping himself appropriately fit for his command.  She wanted a good look at one of the people who had in the course of a few days turned her generally pleasant existence into a pseudo-nightmare.  Their mutual examination lasted a couple of minutes until the General abruptly stood, signaled the doors to the room be closed, and took charge of the meeting. 
 
    "Miss Reyes," he said.  "Natalie," switching to the first name approach generally used in the facility.  "By now you must be coming more accustomed to your new reality.  I want to explain to you what is going to happen here and what is expected of you.  You can ask questions as you wish and I will try and answer them." 
 
    "Can I leave whenever I want?" she asked without hesitation. 
 
    Surprised at her immediately taking him up on his offer, he frowned at her and replied simply, "No!" 
 
    The General hesitated clearly a bit annoyed, and then added.  "Please don't ask foolish questions to which you already know the answer.  I'd hoped to make this a useful exchange so there are no misconceptions about what lies ahead." 
 
    "You were brought to this facility for important reasons.  Reasons that you might not agree with, but for the good of our country if not the human race overall.  You know very well we have no intention of allowing you to leave until we have accomplished our mission.  Just so there is no misunderstanding, let me tell you a little about the facility in which you find yourself.  As you have seen, this is a closed environment and has more than a few security measures.  Outside of this lab, you would find yourself in a much larger but even more secure research facility, which has its own and more complete security measures.  This is located on a major military base, which in turn has carefully controlled access to anyone from the outside.  People do not casually wander in or out of this area, and those we wish to remain here will do so.  No one has ever left or entered these areas without the proper clearance and permissions.  You need to accept that you will be here until we have completed the testing that is planned for you." 
 
    "This is all about my unusual DNA?" Natalie asked. 
 
    "Of course it is." 
 
    "Why must this be done in this manner and not with my permission and cooperation?" 
 
    "Let us say that the importance of the additional genes in your makeup are potentially very valuable, and at the same time militarily important.  It is also important that others are not aware of what you carry.  At this point we do not know if any other nation is even aware that such DNA variations exist, and we feel it imperative we are the first to understand and exploit the capabilities that are potentially contained therein." 
 
    "Why would you have any reason to believe that my oddities have any military value or that you can capitalize on what you find by studying me?" 
 
    "Let's just say that we have had some previous experience with someone like you, and that showed us some of the potential that is locked inside the extra chromosome you carry." 
 
    Natalie knew he was talking about the so-called Subject 1 that Paige had uncovered during her hacking. 
 
    "And once you have learned what you want, I'll be free to leave and return to my life?" 
 
    "Given some agreements on security matters and assuming that you don't develop some conditions that make you dangerous to the public, yes." 
 
    The General was lying.  She wasn't surprised.  She'd seen these people in action and could guess how they thought.  It was obvious to Natalie, even without her special ability.  So, she knew where she stood.  They had no plans to ever release her.  They would use her and then keep her locked up, if not something worse.  That meant she had freedom to plan her own future and not worry about these people.  Anything that happened to them was fair game. 
 
    "Then tell me more about what you have planned," she asked simply.  The more she learned, the better off her planning would be. 
 
    "We'll get to that," the general said.  Clearly, he wasn't about to allow her to set the pace and direction of the meeting, even if it was in a direction he'd planned.  "First, I think you should meet the people you will most often interface with.  There are quite a few others as I'd wager you have noticed, but these are the senior people with whom you will normally interface." 
 
    "First the doctors.  You have already met Dr. Elbert.  He is my second in command and has overall authority of everything that happens in this lab.  Normally I will not be around to oversee the day-to-day activities, and he knows far more about what we are seeking than I.  Next is Jerry.  He has oversight of all the testing we have planned, and will modify the program as needed depending on any interesting developments that occur.  Twice a week you can expect to participate in an intensive series of tests that monitor your physiology and your mental and physical capabilities.  We want to know immediately about any ability you feel might have changed." 
 
    "Next are Kyle, who I'm told you have already met, and Bruce.  Both are very capable doctors and will be your day-to-day interface.  They will monitor you remotely, check all of your test results, and interface with you on a recurring basis.  Expect lots of questions from both of them. " 
 
    "Your nursing staff is fairly large, but the three senior nurses are Jen, who escorted you here, Karen, and Samantha.  Feel free to ask them any questions or get advice as needed.  You are their only patient, so they have plenty of time to help you with anything you need."   
 
    Natalie noted that Samantha was in her sixties, whereas the other two were just a bit older than her.  
 
    "Now, one of the key components of this program is you.  Not only are you our test subject, but the truth is, you have more insight into what is happening to you than anyone.  Therefore, we expect regular feedback from you.  Anything that seems to be different or changing, we want to know about.  Any skill or ability that develops, let us know immediately.  We want to track its development and trace it to changes in your blood chemistry.  That might tell us how the genes are being activated.  Do not hold back.  If we learn that you haven't been forthright, we will interpret that as an attempt to sabotage this program and it will change your privileges and result in testing and monitoring that will make things far less comfortable for you." 
 
    The General glanced at her. 
 
    "I hope we are clear on this.  I intend for this program to be a success, and any attempt by you to affect that will not be looked upon kindly, and will ultimately affect how you are handled once the program is complete.  Now, with the formalies out of the way, let's take a half hour or so for you to meet each of the people I've mentioned." 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 22 
 
    US Army Medical R&D Command 
 
    Fort Detrick, Maryland 
 
    Test Lab #6 
 
    Early Saturday Morning 
 
      
 
    She hadn't slept well at all, despite being on her own in the special residence.  That, of course, might have been one of the problems.  There was a whole list of things she could point to that probably had inhibited her sleeping.  Anticipation was a factor.  Today would be the first day she was subjected to the battery of tests that these madmen had dreamed up, and she really had no idea what might be included.  She was certain they would poke and prod and take more samples of her blood for whatever reasons they had dreamed up.   She could imagine tests that would be painful or at least uncomfortable, and others that would simply be embarrassing.  The bad thing was, she had no means of refusal.  They would do what they wished, and she would have no say in it.  That had been made very clear. 
 
    Other reasons for not sleeping were more mundane.  This was a new place, and her mind and body were still adjusting to the unfamiliarity of it.  Often she didn't sleep well in hotels for the same reason.    There was also the simple fact she was a captive.  That was new, and not something that sat well on her mind.  Knowing someone else controlled your life was a very strange and unpleasant situation.  But mostly, she hadn't slept well because she couldn't control the thoughts that kept circulating in her mind. 
 
    Of greater personal concern, the meeting with the General had made her uncomfortably aware of exactly what her status was, and what she meant to these people.  Being able to sense the lies had made her aware of far more than anyone in the facility realized.  They had made their first mistake there.  They should have completed some testing in that area before telling her things that she could determine weren't true. 
 
    However many jokes they wanted to make, she was in fact a lab rat.  She was a specimen they wanted to test and observe, and learn from, but they had no long-term interest in her well being or future.  It was very clear when they were done with her, when they had gleaned as much as they felt possible, she would no longer be of any use and would be disposed of.  Not set free as the General had implied, but safely eliminated so no one else might learn from her uniqueness.  That meant she had to plan and maneuver to be free of them before they came to that fatal conclusion that she was no longer needed.  When would that be?   
 
    They already had her DNA.  While she had been unconscious they had obviously taken multiple samples of her blood.  She was certain they had also taken samples of her hair, skin, fingernails as well as swabs of most places where they could gain access to DNA from other parts of her body.  She wasn't happy when she considered some of the possible things they could do with those samples, but at the moment there was nothing she could do about it.  She wished there were some way to deny them those samples. 
 
    She couldn't count on anything they said.  They would lie to her to get her cooperation, but would actually do what worked best for them.  Only the fact she had her own personal truth detector could she gain an understanding of their intentions.  What was very clear was they needed to get something from her to consider her of value.  That meant she had to maintain a stream of new capabilities and possible abilities to hold their interest.  Once there were no more, her days would be numbered.  On the other hand, telling them everything would be counterproductive and make it impossible for her to surprise them in any way, which would be necessary if she were ever to escape.  She'd have to keep as much secret from them as possible.  That lead to the inevitable question of what would the tests reveal and what abilities could she have any hope of concealing. 
 
    She couldn't count on friendship to help her out of here.  The people chosen would have been carefully screened to ensure none would put any feeling for her ahead of the official government task, nor would they be likely to take a risk to their own future.  Besides, other than the General and Dr. Elbert, it was pretty clear that two people would be required for anyone to be allowed entry or exit from the facility, and there would be no chance of corrupting both of them.  That would be especially true as one of the pair would be one of the soldiers who she would never be allowed to get to know. 
 
    She knew they had tests that suggested that something very unusual was taking place within her body.  That correlated with what she had begun to see herself in the unexplainable abilities she'd witnessed.  She was changing, and only time would reveal how much.  Mentally, she made a list of those things she knew were likely due to her unusual set of genes.  Her extended range of vision that allowed her to see in the dark had been the first indication something was happening.  It would be an ability that even Eric had said they would value and be interested in obtaining.  Could she keep it secret?  She doubted that it would be possible.  Not only was it continuously present, she had no awareness of exactly where the boundaries had been shifted.  If they tested her vision, she couldn't repeatedly and accurately fake not seeing.  They would find her out sooner or later.  Mentally she checked that one as something she might as well share, despite the advantages it might give her if kept secret. 
 
    Next was her amplified and very directional hearing.  From the little experience she'd had with it, it was something that she consciously controlled, and therefore could easily ignore during any testing and therefore they should have trouble detecting its presence.  It also showed no external indications of a change.  maybe when she used it her ears were actively pointed, something she hadn't thought about before, but again, it was something she would leave dormant until it was required. 
 
    The abilities to sense the presence of people was intermittent, at least so far which she didn't understand, but she could also mask the ability easily enough, and her truth detection ability was critical to her knowing what was really going on.  Both she would do her best to conceal.  That left her rapid healing, again something that it would be nice to have in reserve, but also something that they could easily check and might already suspect.  She'd have to give that one up.  The same was true of her reflexes.  They could come up with tests she'd have trouble outwitting, and trying to hold it back would reveal her duplicity.  Besides the healing and increased reflexes would be characteristics she was certain they would cherish.  She'd hold the reflex matter in reserve, and only reveal when she suspected they were going to figure it out anyway.   
 
    She'd also try to find a way to reveal things in a way it seemed like she was being more than cooperative.  Hopefully she'd have better insight into what she could and couldn't do once she'd experienced some of their testing. 
 
    She'd have to assume she was under constant watch.  There would be cameras everywhere, including those that would be able to watch her in the dark.  They had implied that she would be mostly on her own on the lower level, but that had been another lie.  She also assumed that while some of the cameras would be obvious, that was most likely to make her think she knew when she was being watched.  There would be others, much more cleverly hidden that she wouldn't be able to spot.  And even if she could, what could she do about them?  All this meant she'd have to factor them into any plans or decisions she made.   
 
      
 
    "You didn't sleep well last night," Jerry said when she began her first test session.  The nurse, not one of those she had met yesterday, so clearly one of lesser importance around here, had taken her weight, height, blood oxygen level, and temperature.  Jerry's simple statement confirmed what she'd already expected; that she'd been under watch even in the dark.  She thought it foolish that they reveal their ability so casually, but then wondered if they wanted her to know she didn't have a means of hiding from them. 
 
    "You wouldn't either in my place," she snapped back.  "I feel like a fish in a bowl. Everyone looking at me all the time." 
 
    "I can understand, but unfortunately it's something you won't be able to avoid.  I suspect you will adapt and get used to it." 
 
    "Or die from sleep deprivation," she replied, but he ignored her sarcasm. 
 
    "All business," he said, "Let's start with the sample we need to take.  We'll get a tube of blood first." 
 
    "I'd have thought you took all the blood you'd ever need while I was unconscious," Natalie replied. 
 
    "We took a pint to establish a baseline," Jerry replied. 
 
    And to store a sample for other uses, Natalie thought to herself. 
 
    "Then why do you need more already?  I'll run dry." 
 
    "We want a tube each time we run our diagnostics," Jerry explained.  "We want to track the chemical concentrations and DNA structure very carefully.  We have already spotted things that aren't found in others, and we want to know if these compounds disappear, increase in concentration, or are joined by other new and novel proteins." 
 
    Natalie winced as he punctured her skin, but in truth he was an expert and she hadn't felt a thing.  She watched as her blood filled the tube, and he withdrew the needle. 
 
    "Now swabs," Jerry said.  "We want swabs of you throat and nose to start.  Then we will want samples of your urine and feces.  After that we can get on with the more physical tests." 
 
    A bit later they timed her on the treadmill for endurance, monitored her strength and reflexes, and then ran vision and hearing tests.  Neither of the tests they ran were designed to detect the extended range of frequencies she could see, nor would they have picked up her ability to adjust her hearing.  There were half a dozen other pieces of medical gear she had never encountered before and she had no idea what they were designed to measure, and the doctor wasn't in a talkative mood to explain anything to her.  He was more focused on the readouts, and ignored most of her questions. 
 
    They took several X-Rays, something she hoped wouldn't be too frequent, but then they didn't have a great deal of care for her long-term health so she wouldn't doubt if it was part of the regular testing, and finally an extensive ultrasound.  She thought about commenting on their not running exploratory surgery, but didn't want to give them any ideas.  The last test was more upsetting and painful, as they cut a one-inch long wound in her upper arm, then patched it with a large band-aid.   
 
    "I'll want to check that later in the day," he told her.  "There is a belief by some you were struck by a bullet, yet healed within hours.  That seems a bit unlikely, but I need to check it." 
 
    She was glad she had already thought about what she would reveal, or she would have been hesitant to say anything.  This was obviously the first unusual ability she had developed that was going to be exposed.  By this afternoon any sign of the wound would have disappeared.  She might as well gain some points here. 
 
    "You could have just asked," she said.  "The wound will be completely healed by lunch.  Probably within the hour." 
 
    Jerry looked at her the surprise apparent on his face. 
 
    "You have experienced accelerated healing then?"  Why didn't you say so?" 
 
    "Nobody asked, but they were right.  One of the agents, the one who accidentally shot the Senator, was firing at random after my bullet struck him, and it winged my arm before going past me to kill Senator Larson." 
 
    "You're saying you didn't kill the Senator?" 
 
    "You know damn well I didn't.  He was the father of my friend Laura that your CIA goons killed as well.  I was there to tell him what happened." 
 
    She could tell that Jerry hadn't heard this version of events, but clearly it didn't matter.  He checked the bandage and said, "You can go now.  I want to see you back here in an hour so I can check that." 
 
    She left, happy that she'd been able to distract the doctor and he hadn't thought to follow up her statement and ask what other abilities she had noticed.  The longer she could stretch things out, the better.   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 23 
 
    US Army Medical R&D Command 
 
    Fort Detrick, Maryland 
 
    Test Lab #6 
 
    One Week Later 
 
      
 
    The proof of Natalie's ability to heal had run through the complex like wildfire.  It was proof they were on to something, and their specimen had quickly demonstrated an ability that they would like to capture, and hopefully find a way to splice into the genes of other humans.  But they couldn't leave it alone.  Everyday, not twice a week as she'd been told, she was brought into the test lab and Jerry cut another slice into her body, usually at different locations. 
 
    "You've seen it works," she protested.  "Why do you have to keep doing this?  It hurts!" 
 
    Jerry shrugged and wrapped the bleeding wound.  It was longer and deeper than the previous ones had been. 
 
    "Dr. Elbert has a theory he is trying to test," Jerry said by way of explanation, which was a lot more than he usually did.   
 
    "I'd suggest that he test his theory on someone else, but I'm the only guinea pig you guys have, aren't I.  Am I done here?  What time do I come back?" 
 
    "Usual time, but you aren't quite finished.  One more thing." 
 
    Natalie waited on the table while Jerry went over to the side cabinet and withdrew something from the cooler. 
 
    "More blood?" Natalie groaned.  "You must have gallons of the stuff by now.  It can't be that interesting." 
 
    "You'd be surprised," Jerry said.  "If it weren't so secretive, dozens of papers would be forthcoming from what we have found in your system.  But this is a deposit, not a withdrawal." 
 
    "An injection?" Natalie asked, suddenly wary.  "What are you giving me and why?" 
 
    "The why is because Dr. Elbert says to.  That's the only explanation you need.  But it's only a protein.  Something already in your unique blood stream, but this will increase the concentration.  Dr. Elbert believes your body isn't producing it as fast as it should and wants to give it a bit of a boost." 
 
    "Isn't he afraid he will mess up his experiment?" 
 
    "You will have to ask him.  He is the expert on all of this," Jerry reminded her. 
 
    "Yeah, based on one dead guy he suddenly knows everything." 
 
    She hadn't seen very much of the senior doctor.  He was around, and sometimes would surprise her with a sudden appearance or a request she be brought to his office.  Normally he hid away to examine all the data they were collecting, with firm orders not to be disturbed.  He was cold, distant, and she didn't like him at all.  Other than the General, she was highest on her list of people around here that she hoped to get revenge on somehow. 
 
    "Now are we done?" she asked.  Jerry wasn't very good with a knife, but he was a master with a needle.  She hadn't even notice when he stuck her with the stuff.  She hoped it wouldn't cause a bad reaction and give them a chance to poke and prod her more than usual. 
 
    "See you after dinner," Jerry said as she hurried out of the lab.  She headed toward the cafeteria with her two body guards in tow.  They did have Starbucks.  At least the cups were so labeled and the stuff tasted like what she ordered before becoming a full-time captive. 
 
    As she sipped her Caramel Macchiato and munched the chocolate croissant, she considered where things were.  Things had settled into a routine, and most days were mostly boring.  She had caught up on some of her reading, and was now completely familiar with the test lab, and so used to the constant monitoring she almost didn't realize it was there.  Other than the daily carving on her body, and the twice weekly testing, not much was happening from here point of view.   They had picked up on her increased reflexes, not by their testing, but when she was unable to stop herself from reaching out and grabbing Jerry's hand when he tried to cut her a couple of days ago.  She had pretended to be as surprised as they were.  Even so, it had resulted in an increase in certain testing, and they had spotted the fact she was stronger than before.  Enough stronger it wasn't due to the exercises they had her doing.  Other than that, she hadn't noticed any new skills or abilities developing, which was good and bad.  She wasn't getting out of here unless something changed to aid her, and unless she was able to provide them with something to study, who knew how long they would continue this way. 
 
      
 
    "So, all gone, right?" she asked sarcastically when she returned for the removal of the bandage that evening.  She wanted to get this over with.  She had decided to watch Avatar that evening, and call in a special dinner order.  She would actually like to have Jen come over so they could talk, but that wouldn't be allowed and could create problems for the friendly nurse. 
 
    "Can't tell," Jerry said as he dropped the bandage into the stainless steel tray on the portable table he'd positioned for that purpose. 
 
    "What do you mean you can't tell?" Natalie asked, suddenly interested in what he was looking at. 
 
    "See for yourself," Jerry said, stretch out her arm and turning it so she could see the inside of her upper arm where he'd made the long painful cut earlier in the day. 
 
    "Holy shit!" Natalie said, her heart suddenly beating a lot faster.  "Is that real?" 
 
    "I didn't paste it there, if that's what you mean," he said.  "Hold still while I get a couple of pictures. I think you need to cancel your evening plans.  We will be busy running some more tests." 
 
    Eyes wide, and heart still thumping in her chest, Natalie stared at the pair of purplish scales that covered the area where she'd been cut earlier.  There was no way to see past them to see if the cut was still there, but they looked exactly like those she had seen covering the entire body of Subject 1 that Paige had hacked out of the Army's secret database. 
 
    "Are those gonna go away, I hope?" Natalie asked.  "Or are they going to spread?" 
 
    "I really don't know," Jerry replied unhelpfully.  "I think we need to keep a close watch and see." 
 
    "What if they spread and you can't get rid of them?" 
 
    "That would be a really unhelpful result," Jerry said. 
 
    "Well, duh," Natalie answered.  "What are you going to do?" 
 
    "Well, I'm going to take some scans, then see how resistant to things like knives and needles they are.  The last time these were encountered, they were like a very protective outer armor.  A lot will depend on Dr. Elbert.  I had the nurse page him to come in.  He'll be here in about half an hour." 
 
    "I don't want them," Natalie said, fearful she was going to wake up looking like the picture Paige had sent her.  If they were permanent her worst fears would be realized. 
 
    "Maybe not, but they are one of the developments we were hoping for.  You will have made the General very happy if they spread, and are controllable." 
 
    "What if they aren't, controllable?" 
 
    Jerry shrugged. 
 
    "Don't know," he admitted.  "We'll have to study them and see, I guess." 
 
    She ended up spending most of the night being subjected to strange and often painful tests.  Nothing dislodged the scales, and any attempt to peel them away had her screaming in pain.  When she was finally escorted back to her residence, she was rung out, scared, and still wore the two unusual scales on her arm where Jerry had cut her. 
 
      
 
    The scales were gone when she woke up.  She couldn't have put words to how relieved she was.  She'd gone to bed believing the scales would spread and by morning she would wake to find herself covered head to toe with them, looking like the man in the picture she had seen.  Worse, she was convinced once they formed, there would be no getting rid of them.  They would be like her extended vision, a permanent feature.  To find herself normal, even though she didn't know what had caused the scales to retreat, was a relief that was palatable. 
 
    Of course, her relief was short lived.  Unlike her, the medical professionals in the lab were dismayed to find the scales had disappeared.  They wanted them to spread so they could test their effectiveness against all manner of stimuli. They were also concerned that the scales had appeared not to protect against an injury, but in response to one.  So they proceeded in the only manner they could think of.  They tried to bring them back by inducing a new and larger wound, theorizing that a large wound would require more scales, and maybe, just maybe, encourage them to spread. 
 
    Natalie left the lab in pain and fear.  She didn't know which was worse, but she felt a dread inside her that she didn't think she would be able to contain.  She snarled at anyone who attempted to speak with her, and fled to the residence where she hid in her bed.  She would have downed a bottle of painkillers if she'd had them, but the only medications available in the lab were those provided by the doctors, and they hadn't seen fit to offer anything.  They wanted her body to have to deal with the damage they had inflicted.  When she was forced to return to the lab for an inspection that evening, a cluster of eight of the scales covered the damaged area. 
 
    She hoped that would satisfy them.  Of course it didn't.  When the scales were gone in the morning, they were determined to try harder.  At least they provided a local anesthetic before they bloodied one of her arms from fingertips to the shoulder.  Crying and bleeding, she fled for the safety of her rooms, and by the end of the day, her entire arm was covered with the sought after scales. 
 
    That night she lay alone in bed, not wanting to sleep.  As she focused her attention on the scales, she wondered if she could somehow sense them in some way.  She found that she could, and began experimenting.  When she thought she had progressed far enough, she willed the scales to disappear.  At first there was nothing, but the more she concentrated on the hated things, the more she felt she was making progress.  Finally, she felt like they were thinning and fading away.  With her night vision she could see her arm returning to normal.  But was it her doing, or the simple return to normal that had happened every other night? 
 
    With a certain amount of uncertainty, she focused on her arm and tried to bring the scales back.  When she felt something happening, she slipped her arm under the covers where it couldn't be seen by any of the hidden cameras, and felt a certain sense of accomplishment and control when the scales once again covered her arm.  Hoping she hadn't done anything irreversible, she commanded them away, and a few minutes later her arm was back to its normal form. 
 
    Satisfied, she thought she'd simply go to sleep, but something nagged at her.  Against her better judgment, she wondered if she could control the scales and grow them over parts of her body that hadn't been damaged.  She started with the opposite arm, and after a number of minutes had it fully covered with the scales.  Then she tried her legs.  Once again,, she could grow and remove the scales at will.  She wondered about a full covering, but remained a bit uncertain about such a move, and decided she'd done enough for the night.  Grinning, she rolled over and slept more soundly than she had in days. 
 
    The next morning at the hospital, the doctors discussed how to proceed.  Dr. Elbert, who had joined the investigations, wanted to move forward with an experiment that would force growth over Natalie's entire body.  She shuddered at what they would have to do to her to make that happen.  But since Dr. Elbert is in charge, his vote overrides any of the others, or all of them combined.  Before they can proceed, Natalie decided she'd had enough of their brutal technique.  She knows they are going to learn about the scales and what she can do eventually anyway. 
 
    "Wait a minute," she said.  "I want to show you something.  It takes a minute, so be patient." 
 
    Building on what she learned the night before, she commands the scales to form on the arm they hadn't abused. 
 
    "Look at that," Jerry said as the scales started to appear. 
 
    "How are you doing that?" Dr. Elbert asked. 
 
    "I just wish it to happen," Natalie replied, unable to think how to put into words what she was doing to link to the skin of her body. 
 
    "And you can make them disappear as well?" Dr. Elbert asked. 
 
    "So far," she replied. 
 
    "Can you cover your entire body with them?" Jerry asked. 
 
    That was the question that Natalie had feared, but there was no ducking it. 
 
    "I don't know.  I've been afraid to try." 
 
    "Try now," Elbert ordered. 
 
    She knew if she didn't, he would resort to his painful means of making it happen. 
 
    "Okay," Natalie said softly, and mentally crossing her fingers focused on making it happen. 
 
    It was slower this time, probably because there were areas she hadn't had scales before, or maybe because certain areas required more significant changes to her skin.  But they grew.  Within ten minutes she could see by the reflection in the mirror that she was now a duplicate of the picture Paige had shown her. 
 
    "Hold them," Dr. Elbert ordered.  "I want to know if they are resistant.  Tell us if anything starts to hurt." 
 
    Then they began to test the effects of knives, hammers, pointed objects, as well as heat and cold. 
 
    "None of these bother you?" Jerry asked, shocked at her simply sitting there. 
 
    "I can't feel a thing," Natalie admitted.  "Even the blows you have tried seemed to be dissipated across by whole body somehow."   
 
    "That's incredible," Dr. Elbert said finally.  "The scales are even more effective than we anticipated.  Okay, Natalie.  Now see if you can withdraw the scales and return to your normal self." 
 
    This was the part she'd had nightmares about, but she tried.  For a moment it didn't seem that anything was going to happen, but then she sensed the scales loosen their grip and she knew it was going to be all right.  It took some time, but somehow she sensed with practice it would go much quicker. 
 
    "That is incredible," Dr. Elbert admitted.  "Take a rest, Natalie.  We need to discuss this.  We will pick up again in the morning." 
 
    She left after Jerry gave her another of the shots.  She was exhausted by her efforts, but felt she had given them something to focus on for a while, which might make them go easier on her.  Clearly she had demonstrated something of value they would want to pursue.  What she hadn't told them, and had no intention of letting them know of it, was that the scales were not the only change she was able to make in her skin.  She didn't know the extent of what she could do, and would have to find some way to practice.  She felt it might be very important to her to keep this a secret.  She would use the scales to distract them from the other possibilities. 
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    US Army Medical R&D Command 
 
    Fort Detrick, Maryland 
 
    Test Lab #6 
 
      
 
    The next week was spent in intensive examination and testing of the scales, their characteristics and her ability to control them. They seemed capable of dreaming up endless experiments that required her to bring back the scales in selected areas or over her entire body.  They especially wanted to gather samples, although some efforts that took hours to complete yielded them nothing of much use.  In one experiment they wanted her to open a patch of normal skin that was surrounded by the modified scales.  Since they couldn't get a blood sample through the scales, they figured this was the best alternative.    Natalie finally managed to accomplish the strange configuration and they got their sample, but were perplexed when it showed nothing different than the samples they took when there were no scales.  While the doctors learned nothing from tests like these, they were giving her the ideal environment to learn how to control the strange changes to her body.  The biggest cost to her was that so much exercising of the transitions kept her continually hungry, and she was eating two or three times her normal intake during the testing. 
 
    The doctors also desperately wanted at least one of the scales for examination, but getting one or part of one proved far more troublesome than they had anticipated.  The scales on the dead miner had been relatively easy to extract, but those that Natalie wore were different, and weren't easily removed.  They tried knives, and brute force, which was uncomfortable for her but not actually painful.  Their efforts failed in any event.  They finally were able to get a partial scale using a laser cutter after hours of experimentation with power levels and frequencies.  The removal left a scar on her skin once she reverted back to normal, but like other skin damage, the scar was cleared away within hours.  The section of scale they had managed to remove quickly reverted to normal skin once it had been separated from her body, so they didn't accomplish much.  She was able to overhear one of their conversations, the main way she learned much, that the sample tested identical to her normal skin.  Whatever was happening, they weren't learning what they wanted. 
 
    One development that was a direct byproduct of the testing was a change in the armament of her bodyguards.  The tranquilizer dart gun had been modified with a much stronger narcotic, and a mixture of compounds the doctors had determined slowed the emergence of the scales.  It took five minutes for the scales to emerge, and there were signs she had triggered them.  If those signs were detected at a time she wasn't being tested, the guards had directions to put her under.  Both men were also armed with different, more powerful weapons.  Both carried large bore, .500 Magnum S&W handguns, and while one retained his controller for her collar, the other also had a special laser rifle, designed to be able to penetrate the scales should it become necessary.  The guards that manned the entrance to the lab were provided M-14 rifles with orders to keep them close at hand.  Consideration had been given to arming the men who followed her with Tasers, but someone had concluded with Natalie's incredible reflexes it might be too difficult to accurately place both of the probes in an emergency situation.  While nothing was said, but she was aware of the changes and realized they were becoming a bit frightened of her. 
 
    The more frustrated they became with their failure, the more focused they became on the problem to the exclusion of other developments, which lead to more exotic types of experiments.  In one of the conversations she eavesdropped on, she heard them talking about the rapid progression of her abilities.  They couldn't decide if it was a natural flow of events, or whether the injections they had been giving her had accelerated the process, or perhaps were even restricting further growth.  Clearly they had no idea, although Natalie was convinced the shots had accelerated things.  They probably would have been of a like mind had they been aware of some of the developments that Natalie wasn't sharing with them. 
 
    Another thing she learned by listening in when they didn't realize she could tune her directional hearing toward them was that her blood had changed even further.  She apparently now had a third type of blood cell, something they had designated a blue cell for reasons she never overheard, but this cell was specifically tailored toward the task of transporting the new hormones and proteins that the changes required to the necessary parts of her body.  They had a whole team dedicated to the chemistry of this new development, but it was far too early to have much understanding of the phenomena. 
 
    Natalie was aware of several additional significant changes that she carefully kept guarded.  The first was her mental state and awareness.  All of the practice controlling the scales had exercised her mental control, and that, or the simple progression of the coded changes in her DNA had led to more direct mental control over her body and thinking.  Many things that had always been involuntary reactions, such as the opening and closing of the iris in her eye, she could now override and control manually.  This allowed significant changes in her vision, much like a high end SLR camera as compared to a cheap automatic Kodak.   
 
    The mental control extended to the scales and their control.  She could store configurations, and rather than painstakingly configure the areas to be changed, she could simply call on one of the patterns.  This was faster, and left her mind free to deal with other matters while the transition was taking place.  She had carefully experimented at night, under the cover of darkness and her bed covers, and knew she could create very different configurations.  She could make claws and fangs, change the coloration of her skin, and she suspected even her features.  She had weapons of her own, but was uncertain how and when she could use them. She was afraid to try too much for fear one of the many cameras might discover what she was doing. 
 
    The ability that she held most secret, and which had come as a complete surprise had appeared in just the last day or two, and she could sense was still developing.  As a result of the amount and kinds of testing, she had a great deal of physical contact with the doctors and nurses as they held her arms and legs, checked her skin or attached various monitoring devices for testing.  During one of the more time consuming setups the other days she suddenly realized she knew what the nurse was thinking as she worked.  Also about to ask about this, she realized this could be a powerful tool if it was real.  From then on she had paid very close attention whenever she was in contact with someone, she tried to focus on their thoughts and paid less attention to the setup for the experiment.  She hadn't been mistaken.  She obtained quite an insight to the people and their relationships.  Some more than a little personal, for example Jerry was sleeping with Jen. 
 
    Just this morning, however, she'd tried something new.  Rather than just 'listening' she tried to direct her focus to something of interest.  Not sure what to focus on or whether there would be any result, she wanted something simple, and quick to retrieve, for lack of another word.  When Dr. Elbert grabbed her arm to check one of the contacts, she focused on the combination required to gain access to the lab.  He was one of the few who knew it and used it to personally let himself in and out of the facility.  She had watched him, and the guards knew better than to try and check him or aid him.  Much to her surprise, the code appeared in her mind.  It wouldn't be of any use, since it was changed every day, and she wasn't going to be walking out of here any time soon, but the fact she could retrieve such information unknown to those holding her was a milestone breakthrough. 
 
    After that experience, every time she had contact with someone, however brief, she sought information that would help her. Up to now, she had no idea of what was outside the only entrance to the lab.  That would have made any kind of escape almost impossible.  Now, she was using the memories and experiences of everyone she came in contact with to gradually build up a picture of the facility outside of the lab, the base, and what was to be expected if she could find a way out of here.  She couldn't see yet how she would manage getting out, especially without alerting a small army of guards and soldiers who would be immediately after her, but that was something she'd work on as her abilities and knowledge about the place grew.  Meanwhile, she was aware that her quickness, strength, endurance and speed were more improved than anyone realized.  If only she could continue to keep this all secret. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 25 
 
    US Army Medical R&D Command 
 
    Fort Detrick, Maryland 
 
    Test Lab #6 
 
      
 
    It was just a day short of four weeks that Natalie had been held captive in the test lab that she was called to a surprise meeting with most of the senior staff.  Just the number who were present was a surprise, since they had started to minimize the number of them exposed to her at any given time, but the fact it hadn't been announced concerned her. 
 
    "You have been keeping secrets from us," Dr. Elbert said bluntly once they were settled in place. 
 
    Natalie felt a lump forming in her gut, wondering what they knew and how they had discovered it.  She'd lived with the fear of discovery every day, and now here it was.  She knew that the doctor's comments were designed to trigger an admission from her, but what should she admit to hiding from them.  Any item she mentioned might not be what they had uncovered, and only if she guessed correctly any admission would only serve to show there was more they were unaware of than they believed.  She decided it was better to play dumb until she knew the extent of their discovery. 
 
    She looked around the room at the group she'd become to know better than they realized from the bits and pieces she'd extracted from their thoughts day by day. 
 
    She stuttered a bit, but managed to get out, "I don't know what you mean." 
 
    "Come on Natalie," the doctor said.  "You want us to believe you don't know you are pregnant?" 
 
    She couldn't believe what she had just heard.  It was ridiculous. 
 
    "Pregnant?" she asked, the disbelief quite evident in her tone. 
 
    "That's what I said," Dr. Elbert replied.  "Why haven't you informed us?  You must have noticed something off that would have suggested as much.  And clearly you missed your period." 
 
    "This is absolutely ridiculous," she replied.  "I'm not pregnant." 
 
    "Your tests suggest otherwise," Jerry countered.  "The data is pretty conclusive." 
 
    "I've been here a month," Natalie pointed out.  "I certainly haven't conceived since coming here, so it would have to have been the last time I was with my boyfriend.  With all the tests you have performed, and if this is true, why haven't you detected this a couple of weeks ago.  That's when it should have first shown up.  You are either incompetent or you are bullshitting me.  I suggest the latter is the case." 
 
    "We are of the opinion that the changes your body is manifesting with the unusual compounds that are being created have masked the condition, and very possibly have reduced the concentrations of the compounds that would have identified the condition.  The injections we have been giving you may be partially responsible as well." 
 
    "Assuming this is true, then those same reasons could explain why I haven't noticed anything.  Besides, the things that are done to me on a daily basis have put my system at odds with what I'd call normal, and I never feel quite well.  If I missed a period, it isn't particularly unlikely for those same reasons.  The kinds of stresses you people have subjected me to could be expected to affect a period.  My periods have never been that regular anyway.  I still think this is all bullshit anyway." 
 
    "I can show you the test results," Jerry said.  "Both your blood and urine tests show strong positives for pregnancy, and your last ultrasound, while difficult to interpret also shows something that suggests the same.  I think we need to face facts.  You are pregnant." 
 
    "And if I am?" 
 
    "Then that complicates a great many things," Dr. Elbert replied.  "We believe the pregnancy has been affected in some way by the developing changes you are experiencing.  They are quite dramatic.  But that brings to bear the question of whether the changes we have been trying to observe in you have been also affected by the pregnancy.  We may be getting false results as a result of your unexpected condition.  And of course, we have no idea what the ultimate impact on the fetus might be, whether the pregnancy will be aborted, whether the child will be normal, or whether he or she will be changed by the fact it was developing as you are going through your own changes." 
 
    Natalie looked around the room.  She could see it in their faces.  They believed she was pregnant, and most wondered if she had known as much. 
 
    "So what are you suggesting?" Natalie asked after a moment.  "I assume you have some plan." 
 
    "Frankly, we don't," Dr. Elbert admitted.  "This information is too new and we haven't had time to consider the ramifications.  Do you have any thoughts on what you would prefer?" 
 
    Natalie was surprised to be asked.  She hadn't much choice in what happened to her of late.  She also doubted that they really cared what she thought, and might even go against her wishes out of spite.   She didn't know what to think.  She needed time.  This was a complication she would have chosen to avoid.  She didn't want to have this particular baby because of what was likely to happen to him or her.  It wouldn't have her capabilities, unless as the doctor suggested, being born through her own changes affected it in some way.  It would only have a single twenty-fourth chromosome since there was close to zero chance that Eric had been one of those with the extra.  Even so, these ghouls would probably love to have a subject they could follow from birth onward to see what the effects might be.  The child would be looking at a lifetime of incarceration.  On the other hand, it was the last and only chance to hang onto something of Eric.  She could never have another such chance, and throwing it away felt wrong. 
 
    "It isn't a good time to be pregnant," she said, "but I don't know about an abortion." 
 
    "Well, you and the rest of us need to put some serious thought into this and how it affects what we are doing here.  That is the purpose of this meeting.  To talk over the possibilities, go off and consider the options, and move forward with what we decide.  Understand?" 
 
    Maybe it was a result of the changes taking place within her, and maybe it was the subject at hand, but her mind ran through the options with lightning speed.  She knew how they would decide.  As much as they would like a second subject for their studies, they were talking about something that would happen many years from now as the child grew up. There were too many risks for that path.  There could be problems with the pregnancy that could ultimately affect Natalie and therefore their primary interests.  The pregnancy could corrupt the data they were getting now.  And, most importantly, if they wanted to pursue what the child would be like, they could always force her to conceive again at a later date, after the initial testing was complete, thus completing their current project and getting the benefits of the child with modified DNA.  It would be in their best interests to abort the child. 
 
    Natalie wouldn't have chosen to conceive under these conditions, but that decision option was past.  What she knew was no one was going to decide for her, and she wasn't about to throw away her last link with Eric.  She didn't know what the child would be like, but she intended to try and find out.  That meant she had to escape this place soon.  She'd always hoped to get away, but had been coasting as she developed physically and gained information.  There was no way she could continue that way.  She didn't know how long she had, but it would be days, weeks at best before they acted, so she needed to plan. 
 
    "I understand," she said, her mind already sorting possible options. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 26 
 
    US Army Medical R&D Command 
 
    Fort Detrick, Maryland 
 
    Test Lab #6 
 
      
 
    Natalie had the barest outline of a plan, and she didn't have any idea how long she had before the axe dropped.  Dr. Elbert and his cronies could make their decision regarding her child's future at any time, and there was nothing to prevent them from taking almost immediate action.  She was surprised that two days had passed without further discussion of the subject.  But she knew the clock was ticking. 
 
    She needed information.  She needed to finalize a plan.  She needed to be ready to act on a moment's notice.  There might be only one chance to escape before they acted, especially now that things had changed.  As a result of these shortcomings, she was taking more risks.  She was being more aggressive with her ability to tap into the thoughts of those around her.  To do so, she had taken to actively maintaining physical contact with people when it suited her needs, rather than simply relying on their actions as she had before.  Some had noticed.  Some of those thought it was a reaction to the news she was pregnant with her dead boyfriend's child.  But she had learned a lot.  Some of it very important. 
 
    Most importantly, the mind tapping she was able to accomplish had a lot more capability than she had initially realized.  Either that or her abilities had continued to morph in useful ways.  To begin with there was the memory transfer where she could tap into the knowledge stored in another's mind, to the point of seeking specific information.  More interestingly, she could also transfer skills the other person had.  She had found she could transfer language from another person to herself.  She hadn't attempted anything like a complete grasp of a language, but he had found when she wanted a particular phrase or idea in a language that the other person knew, she would automatically add that bit of information to her own awareness to the point it was automatic for her to use it after the transfer.   
 
    Finally, learning that she could tap into the other's 'blueprint' for lack of an ideal term, and have a pattern she could easily apply to mold her own features to mimic those of another.  She had been trying mostly unsuccessfully to alter her features to match one of the nurses and not doing a very good job of imitating them before she learned this ability.  Now she had patterns for two of the three main nurses she could access to create a face that matched very closely what they looked like.  This 'shape shifting' capability was an important part of her escape plan, and an ability that simply astounded her. 
 
    More than once she had wondered where such powerful capabilities had originated and why they were encoded in human genes, especially genes that most were never realized.  She wondered if her professor was more correct than he realized, and the genes were the result of some very ancient experiment that were rejected for unknown reasons, or perhaps incorporated in a group of humans that were then spirited off to some other place for purposes unknown.  She knew she would never know, but marveled at the power that was now available at her fingertips as a result of those ancient experiments. 
 
    But she couldn't help wondering.  Was she even human anymore, or something else.  A hybrid.  A monster. An alien, or even part alien?  Much of what she could do seemed pretty damn alien to her.  Or was she something in between?  The first changes she'd noticed had just seemed like her senses were better than everyone else, and nothing more.  But now, given the way her body could be modified at will, what did that make her.  She couldn't believe the abilities were natural.  Not all concentrated in a single chromosome.  But then she wondered if all of her changes were actually from genes in that chromosome.  Maybe some of the other pseudo-genes in her DNA on other chromosome strands were actually responsible for some of them, and were being triggered by the genes in the twenty-fourth chromosome.  Maybe it was merely the trigger for the others and had been lost.  She would really like to know what the data these scientists had been gathering suggested, but she knew they wouldn't tell her.  Not under normal circumstances, and now that she was planning on running, there wouldn't be a later.  All she knew is that she still felt human, with the same wishes and desires.  She was going to go forward assuming the changes didn't touch the real her. 
 
    She also now knew a great deal about the facility and its location thanks to her added capabilities.  She knew the layout of the building outside the confines of the lab.  There were eight labs, and several interconnecting hallways once she managed to escape the area where she'd been confined since coming here.  What was important was that she had to turn left and follow that hallway to the front entrance.  The building's entrance was guarded by half a dozen soldiers, but their function was to carefully monitor anyone attempting to enter the facility, and they generally paid little attention to anyone leaving, although they might if it was someone they had never seen before.  Most of the people that came here were repeat workers, or were escorted by someone the guards were very familiar with.   
 
    Once outside, she knew where the parking lot was located, and with access to a vehicle how to drive to the front gate, once again easy to pass out of, but far more difficult though coming onto the base.  She would only need to exit, and for that she'd need a vehicle. 
 
    She wasn't at all familiar with the local area, but she didn't plan to stay in the vicinity of the base anyway.  Her goal would be to make her way to Washington, DC, where there were people she needed to deal with.  The highways and route were something she had managed to learn from the people she had interfaced with. 
 
    She clearly couldn't leave on her own.  She would have to be escorted, and since a willing escort wasn't available, she'd need to coerce whoever she selected to help her out.  In her mind there was only one possible option.  While there might be others, she only knew of two individuals who had knowledge of the daily key-code that opened the doors to the outside; Dr. Elbert and the General.  The General represented a problem of a much greater magnitude on the rare occasions he was here, so she would have to find a way to get the good doctor to be her escort.  He was a good choice since she'd witnessed that he liked to let himself out and the guards generally stayed well away from him, which would mean they were less likely to notice any oddities in her appearance, or that the doctor was under duress.  The downside of her choice was that she couldn't control the times she would interface with the doctor, and had to be prepared to react quickly when the opportunity arose. 
 
    Her constant shadow guards would have to be killed.  The nurse that escorted her to visit the doctor probably would have to be eliminated as well.  She wasn't basically a killer, although she had her list, but she couldn't afford to leave anyone around to sound the alarm once she and the doctor had passed through to the outer area.  It had to look like the doctor was leaving for the day, and no one would think to question where or why he was going.   
 
    The doctor and his vehicle would be her ticket to Washington, and somewhere along that ride, she would dispose of the bastard.  After that it should be a lot smoother sailing, if she discounted the lack of ID, money, familiarity with the area, and no friends she could count on.  All hurdles to be overcome, but none of that mattered if she didn't manage to get away clean.  If discovered, she had already decided to go down fighting.  If captured, she'd never get another chance, and her life inside would be a living hell. 
 
      
 
    It was early, just a bit before the morning shift change when Samantha showed up at the residence. 
 
    "Dr. Elbert wishes to speak with you," she said when Natalie answered her door. 
 
    Her momentary panic almost overwhelmed her.  It was time!  She wasn't ready!  Could she really do this?  What if something went wrong? 
 
    "What does he want?" she managed to stutter out, even though she'd been taught it wasn't her place to ask such questions. 
 
    "I think they have decided," she said.  "I heard Jerry is canceling all testing for today.  You can guess what that means." 
 
    They were going to plan the abortion, she realized.  If she didn't act now, it would be too late.  She glanced at Samantha.  So, she was the one who would pay for Natalie's escape.  In many ways, Natalie was glad.  Samantha hadn't been at all friendly the entire time Natalie had been held here.  She was also close to Dr. Elbert.  Some of the other nurses believed they were lovers, or at least somehow romantically involved.  That would help.  No one would think much of seeing the doctor and what appeared to be Samantha leaving the compound together. 
 
    Hanging her head, Natalie followed Samantha toward the escalator, paying special attention to the two guards who would be following them and would be waiting while Dr. Elbert talked with her.  She was happy to see they were her least favorite of the dozen or so that shared the duty of watching her every move.  At least those she would have to kill today were the ones she cared least about. 
 
    When they reached the doctor's office Samantha knocked, but didn't wait for a response before pushing open the door and leading the way inside.  As expected, the two guards followed them inside.  The rules had changed once Natalie had gained the ability to form the scales and an effective shield against many weapons.  They now stayed much closer to her when she was around the staff. 
 
    "Ah, Samantha.  And Natalie.  Perfect.  I like it when people are prompt." 
 
    Natalie had been watching the doctor and paying attention to the location of the guards.  They were well back, but with her current reflexes and speed she had no doubts about being able to jump back and take them out before they could take any meaningful action.  That would leave Samantha and Dr. Elbert, neither of whom would be a problem.  She tensed herself to act when the doctor turned to Samantha. 
 
    "You might as well check out.  I know your shift just ended and I appreciate your staying to bring Natalie.  Go on home.  When she and I have finished talking, I will see her back to the residence." 
 
    Natalie was thunderstruck and her mind was paralyzed.  That quickly all her planning was undone.  She watched helpless as Samantha turned and walked out of the office.  What was she to do now.  The guards would be checking Samantha out through the coded barrier, and would wonder what was going on if Natalie, wearing Samantha's face, tried to walk out with the doctor a few minutes from now.  She could revert to plan B, and simply raise her scaled shield, attack and try and run, but it would ultimately be futile.  They would be after her before she could leave the base.  The advantage of her plan had been to escape into the public, change her appearance, and disappear from those who sought her.  That wouldn't be possible now. 
 
    "Natalie, we have to talk," Dr. Elbert said after the door had closed behind the departing figure of the nurse. 
 
    Spirit crushed, Natalie turned and looked at the older doctor. 
 
    "You've decided on an abortion, haven't you," she said, before he could tell her himself. 
 
    "We think it is for the best," he said. 
 
    "Best for who?" she asked softly.  "When?" 
 
    "Tomorrow morning.  We have changed today's schedule to give you some time and to prepare for a procedure we weren't expecting." 
 
    She wasn't surprised by the decision.  She'd predicted it after all.  And now her chance of escaping their judgment was gone.  There wouldn't be another opportunity before tomorrow.  They were going to win.   
 
    "There will be a chance in the future for you to have children," Dr. Elbert said.  "It was totally unexpected." 
 
    "Not with Eric," she replied. 
 
    "No, that is true.  There is nothing to be done about that.  But there will be others." 
 
    Suddenly it dawned on her what he was thinking.  They would abort the baby she was carrying, and complete their experiments.  Then, when they were done, and actually while their testing was on-going, they would search for a male donor with one twenty-fourth chromosome.  One would be all that they needed.  Match that with one of her eggs which would always have a twenty-fourth chromosome, and they would have a fetus with a pair, just like her. 
 
    "You are hoping to find a male with a single extra chromosome, aren't you?" she asked.  "Then you can make as many offspring with the paired chromosome and run tests forever, maybe even start a new branch of humans." 
 
    Dr. Elbert was startled by her accusation. 
 
    "We wouldn't do something like that," he said. 
 
    He was lying.  She could sense that he was.  She had guessed exactly what they were planning.  The bastards! 
 
    Then she considered the operation they had planned.  Why should they wait?  They could harvest some of her eggs now, save them, and once they found their donor, assuming they ever did, they could artificially inseminate them and plant them in as many surrogate women as needed to raise a batch of special children.  She couldn't allow that! 
 
    "I think it is time for you to return to your residence and think about tomorrow," the doctor said.  "No one will bother you the rest of the day." 
 
    He turned and headed toward the door.  Natalie prepared herself to die.  She would take the almost zero chance option, and as she had the thought she started thinking about forming the scaled armor along her body.  As she walked behind the doctor she realized for the first time in weeks just how small he was.  Despite his power and statue as the head of this place, he was barely taller than her.  Suddenly, she had an idea. 
 
    They were close to the door of the doctor's office, the two guards standing ready to follow them out into the hallway and back to the lower level.  It was actually careless of them, but this was the one time they were actually close to her.  Normally they followed well behind, but in here, as they prepared to leave, to be able to keep an eye on her and still allow them to pass, they had to allow the separation to shrink.  It gave her a chance.   
 
    As the doctor walked between the two guards and headed toward the closed door, she went into action.  Her accelerated reflexes and multiplied strength coupled with the rock hard structure she had commanded on the end of her arm gave her all the weaponry she needed.  She struck first to her right, the rapid and powerful blow crushing the throat of the guy with the laser weapon.  He gagged, dropped the weapon and reached for his ruined throat as he tried to pull air into his lungs from a passageway that was no longer there.  He had no thought to the magnum on his hip or the rifle like gun he had dropped.  As he collapsed, and the second guard was momentarily frozen, she turned and slammed that one's head against the solid oak support he was leaning against.  The resounding crack of his skull as it struck the hard wood was audible throughout the room.  The impact was sufficient to cause internal hemorrhaging that would be fatal within minutes.  Like his partner, he was no longer a threat. 
 
    The doctor had sensed the movement, but by the time he was partially turned to have a look, Natalie had grabbed him and propelled him back toward the rear of his office.  She followed immediately.  Before he could scream and call for help she had her arms around his throat.  She choked off the yell he was trying to make. 
 
    "You miserable bastard!" she hissed.  "What right do you have to control my life?" 
 
    She wanted to kill him immediately, but then she considered her options.  Thoughts were flowing into her mind.  She realized she knew the codes to get out.  She knew where his car was parked and where he lived.  She knew about the cash he had stashed away and many other things about the doctor and his life.  She also realized her face was changing as she squeezed the throat of one of those she had promised herself to kill.  She glanced at the shiny metal base of the table and realized that the doctor was looking back at her.  Except it wasn't the doctor, but it was her.  She laughed.  She had extracted the info needed to duplicate his look.   
 
    Suddenly she knew how to proceed.  She tightened her grip and held it until the doctor no longer breathed.  Then she stripped his clothing off along with the shock collar they had placed on her weeks ago.  She'd learned the secret of its removal the day before, and now shed the damn thing promising herself they'd never get one on her again.  Looking around to ensure no one had somehow noticed what had happened, she stripped her own clothes off, and climbed into the still warm items she had taken off the doctor.  It gave her a strange uncomfortable feeling, but there was no choice.  Once dressed, she commanded the scaled armor to form under the clothes, but kept the duplication of the doctor's face in place.  If they tried to shoot her or stab her in the torso, they would find their efforts ineffectual.  She stood and checked the result.  The clothes were a little loose, but she had been right.  They were almost the same size.  She would probably pass.  Quickly she grabbed his wallet, keys and his glasses.  There was nothing else of value here. 
 
    She would have liked to bring one of the guns, but they were too obvious and she was too small to hide them.  She also would have liked to burn the place down and destroy every bit of material they had learned from her and destroy every sample they had stored away.  Unfortunately, there was no time and she didn't have the means.  She also was willing to bet this wasn't the only place that knowledge and the samples were stored.  If she had time to sort through the doctor's memories she might know, but it was more important to get out of here.  No one had checked on them and no one had tried to contact the doctor, but that situation wouldn't last indefinitely.  Priority one was getting away. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, she stood and tried to stand with the somewhat bent posture that she had observed the doctor use as he walked.  Satisfied she had it close enough, the doors out of here were adjacent to the office complex so she was unlikely to encounter many, if any, of the other staff.  She walked to the door, pulled it open carefully and glanced outside.  The coast was clear.  
 
    She didn't know if the doctor normally locked his door, but she locked it now, and stepping away headed toward the exit.  The two guards glanced her way, saw the doctor, and quickly returned their attention to what they had been doing.  She walked past them holding her breath, moved over to the keypad, and entered the code that she had just extracted from the doctor's mind.  She wouldn't have been surprised to see it fail, but after just a momentary pause, the panel flashed to green and an audible click signaled the unlocking of the door.  She stepped through and walked confidently toward the second pair of doors.  At least she hoped she looked confident.  The same code passed through those as well, and moments later she was in the outer hallway, with the door to her prison locked and closed behind her.   
 
    She turned left as memory told her, coming soon enough to the exit. 
 
    "Have a good day," one of the guards said, and she casually waved at him as her mind told her the doctor normally did.  A moment later she was outside. 
 
    Guided by the doctor's memories, she walked directly to his car, climbed in, and started the engine.  Moments later she was headed toward the base exit, and five minutes later she was on her way into town.  She wanted to scream in happiness. 
 
    First stop, the doctor's house.  Then she'd head out of town. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 27 
 
    Frederick, Maryland 
 
    On the Road 
 
      
 
    She was winging it.  Her improvised plan hadn't covered this aspect of things, but given what she had extracted from Dr. Elbert's mind, she knew the way to his house, and that there was apparently a fair stash of cash to be had there in a safe that conveniently she now knew the combination for.  She needed cash.  She had nothing.  She had no ID, nor credit cards, nor money.  The only clothes she had was the ill-fitting suit that had belonged to the doctor that she was currently wearing.   
 
    It was unlikely anyone at the center would miss the doctor for a while, nor would they figure things out very quickly, so she believed she had time to go to the house, grab the cash, and move on.  It made more sense than heading off in his car, with nothing to her name.  Fortunately, the doctor had lived less than half an hour from the base, and she was soon pulling into his driveway.  She didn't have to sneak up to the house and slither inside.  She looked like the doctor after all.  With his keys, she was inside in a moment, and the combination she had stripped from his mind opened the safe.  She scored just under twenty thousand dollars and a worn Bulldog revolver in .44 Spl caliber.  Bigger than she liked, and while she really didn't need a gun, Eric had taught her simply having one could be persuasive when people didn't recognize other threats.  She also found a thick folder related to her.  She grabbed it and figured she would find time to read it later. 
 
    It was time to go.  Sooner or later the police were going to show up here in an attempt to sort out the conflicting information they would find at the labs. The guards would claim the doctor walked out of the Center alone, yet his body would be found half naked in his office along with the two dead guards.   She didn't want to be anywhere near when that happened.  She also had to ditch his vehicle.  The description would be on the police nets as soon as they discovered someone had taken it from the Medical Center lot. 
 
    She drove to one of the local malls, the Frederick Shopping Center, where she parked the car with the suitcase in the middle of the busiest section of the parking lot.  Before she left the car, she changed her face.  Using her now familiar ability, she transformed from looking like Dr. Elbert, to looking like the nurse she hadn't had to kill, Samantha.  The clothes didn't go very well with the new face, but she didn't expect to be wearing them much longer.  Checking in the car's mirror, she decided what she saw would have to do, stepped out of the car, and went shopping. 
 
    The first outfit she purchased was strictly functional.  One of the larger chain department stores had everything she needed which she bought, paid cash, and changed into in the dressing room after completing the purchase.  Dr. Elbert's ill-fitting suit went in the trash.  Dressed more appropriately, she headed into the mall for more serious buying.  By the time she was finished she had six complete outfits.  Two of them would work for either a male or female, and most of them were for a person considerably younger than she currently appeared to be.  She also had three new burner phones purchased from three different stores, and a new Apple Powerbook. 
 
    She returned to the car, checked to be certain no one had an interest in it, then opened the trunk, filled the suitcase with her purchases, closed it and dragged it out of the car.  She stripped the car key from the key chain and left it in the ignition.  She left the car unlocked, and dragging the wheeled suitcase across the parking lot, she headed across the street to a small motel.  At the cross light she tossed the rest of Elbert's keys into the trash, then walked to the entrance of the motel where she called a long distance cab company from the pay phone in the lobby.  Fifteen minutes later she was in the back of the cab relaxing as the driver headed off for the hour plus drive to Dulles International Airport, believing the older woman was returning from a vacation to her home. 
 
    She had the cabbie drop her near the departures gates, and after he had left, she made her way to the arrivals area changing her appearance to that of one of the younger nurses as she walked.  Once there, she hailed another cab and asked to be taken to a middle class part of town where she could get a hotel room for a reasonable rate.  When the cabbie dropped her off, she went inside and negotiated a weekly rate for cash, and taking the key, headed up to the third floor room.  She stashed her suitcase after changing into one of the unisex outfits, powered up one of the burner phones, and then went to work on the laptop computer.  She first scanned a couple of maps of Washington, DC, locating the areas she wanted, and then, somewhat nervously, logged into Paige's special website.  She couldn't know if this would work or how safe it was, but she needed to contact someone she knew. 
 
      
 
    Hey, it's me.  Despite what you have been told, I'm still around. 
 
      
 
    Don't use names, but if you are still checking this and you think it is safe, leave something that says I can talk to you here. 
 
      
 
    She logged off still wondering if it was a good idea and whether she was putting Paige at risk.  After putting the computer away in her suitcase, she hung the DO NOT DISTURB sign on the door and went downstairs to catch another cab.  This one she took to Chinatown. 
 
    Washington's Chinatown is small, but it, like most such places, was a bit protective of the local inhabitants.  She stopped at a small corner market where an old man sold her a pack of cigarettes.  During the exchange of money she made certain to establish contact with his hand for a short moment, but long enough to extract the pattern she wanted.  Then she went in search of a small, local hotel. 
 
    She found what she wanted easily enough, but then had to walk more than three blocks before she located a teenager selling trinkets she could approach.   
 
      
 
    "Would you like to earn an easy fifty dollars?" she asked him. 
 
    "What do I have to steal?" the kid asked. 
 
    "Nothing like that.  I want you to take my hand, and hold it for two full minutes.  I'll pay you fifty dollars for that." 
 
    "Why would you do that?  It sounds a bit weird." 
 
    "I have a good reason, but that's why you get fifty dollars.  I don't wish to explain." 
 
    The kid thought about it, looked her over, then shrugged and said, "Money up front." 
 
    Natalie handed him the fifty dollars and the kid tentatively held out his hand.  She took it in her own, and concentrated.  Two minutes later she smiled and broke contact. 
 
    "Thank you," she said, and turned away. 
 
    "You are really odd," the kid said, turning and walking away. 
 
    Natalie smiled as she headed back toward the hotel she had spotted.  In a quiet section of one of the blocks she triggered a change.  He skin color darkened and her face took on the appearance of a much younger version of the man from the shop where she had purchased the cigarettes.  She added a wispy beard and made the cheeks a bit more prominent and the hair thicker and longer.  She now looked very much like some of the twenty-year old men on the streets.  At the hotel, she stepped into the lobby and walked up to the old woman manning the registration desk. 
 
    In fluent Cantonese she asked for one of the cheaper rooms.  The session with the young kid had given her the language skills she needed to appear as a local.  They bargained back and forth, and after a few minutes settled on a weekly rate, which Natalie paid in advance.  Once again she was given a key and she went up to check out her room.  For the moment she didn't have anything to leave here, but she would take care of that tomorrow when she went shopping in the local stores.  For now she locked the door, went down the back stairs, walked two blocks away, returning to the face that had brought her here, and hailed another cab. 
 
    She repeated the same basic process in a part of town filled with El Salvadorian immigrants, leaving with a third room waiting for her to use if needed. 
 
    She was getting tired and hungry, so she had the cab take her downtown.  Wandering through the department stores she found the opportunity she was looking for within twenty minutes.  The women shoppers were very careless with their purses and wallets, and she soon had lifted a wallet with a driver's license and credit card whose owner was very vaguely similar in appearance to the nurse she was pretending to be.   
 
    With those two critical items in hand, she took a cab to the Westin where she checked in.  The card was not charged and the man who made her reservations paid almost no attention to the picture or the names on the card.  He simply scanned them, verified they were valid, and then completed the check in process.  Natalie told him she would be paying in cash at the end of her stay, making it clear she was trying to hide her stay from a husband or boyfriend, and that was that, other than she left a large deposit as an advance against her future charges.  She tossed the cards and wallet, silently apologizing to the woman who would have to go through the torturous process of replacing the items, but she hadn't cost the woman any money.  Even when she reported the cards missing, it wouldn't show up at the hotel.  The cards had already passed muster, and wouldn't be checked again unless she tried to actually pay off the bill with them, which she had no intention of doing.  She would run up a tab, and pay off the balance in cash, and the fact stolen cards had been used would never come to light. 
 
    She headed up to her room, went inside and placed a large room service order.  While she was waiting she took the most relaxing hot shower that she could recall ever having.  Once the food arrived, she tipped the delivery boy handsomely, had a marvelous dinner, and retired early, knowing she had some serious planning to do in the morning. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 28 
 
    George Bush Center for Intelligence - Langley, VA 
 
    Director Baxter's Office 
 
    Washington, DC 
 
      
 
    "Good afternoon, General," said CIA Director Steve Baxter, when General Johnson was escorted into his office.  The General had shown up at Langley unscheduled, insisting he be allowed to meet with the Director.  "I'm surprised to hear from you.  Have you learned something I need to know?" 
 
    "We have a problem.  We've had an escape," the General said sourly. 
 
    "I thought escape was impossible from your place?" Baxter asked. 
 
    "As you know she has some unusual abilities that made it possible," General Johnson replied. 
 
    Actually, Director Baxter didn't know.  He hadn't been kept in the loop as he had no need to know according to the Army and supported by the President.  It had irked him a bit, but generally he'd been happy to relinquish any involvement in the near career-ending mission involving the Reyes woman.  Now this General, who had blamed him for everything that had gone wrong during the capture, wanted to share the blame for the Army's inability to keep the woman securely contained. 
 
    "Perhaps you should start at the beginning," Baxter suggested, enjoying the fact the shoe was on the other foot for a change.  He would enjoy watching the General squirm.  "Tell me what happened." 
 
    General Johnson hesitated, not knowing just how to begin. 
 
    "Miss Reyes has been a remarkable subject.  She has proved to be more than we could have hoped.  Far more!  The belief that her twenty-fourth chromosome would reveal capabilities we haven't ever seen before proved to be more than correct." 
 
    "She produced the crazy scales that you hoped to learn more about," Baxter guessed. 
 
    "That and far more.  The scales came somewhat slowly, but in the end she could command them at will, covering small areas or her entire body.  They are resistant to many things,  Knives and most frequencies of light are thwarted by them.  None but the most powerful handguns will have an effect, and then only with a solid, properly directed strike.  A glancing blow would be ineffective.  Her strength and reflexes are off the scale, as are her vision and some other senses.  She hasn't been the most cooperative subject, sometimes actually hostile, and we now are aware that she has been concealing a great deal from us during the testing." 
 
    "How did you determine that?" Baxter asked. 
 
    "Let me explain the sequence of events.  It is easier that way," the General said. 
 
    "This morning one of the nurses brought Miss Reyes to Dr. Elbert's office.  He had requested her to be brought there so he could inform her of the decision to abort the child.  After dropping off Miss Reyes, the nurse left for home, leaving Miss Reyes in the office with the doctor and two well-armed guards.  She was always monitored by the pair, who had weapons designed to stop her from taking any action against personnel.  From the camera video we have, which unfortunately didn't include anything inside the doctor's office, fifteen minutes after the nurse departed, Dr. Elbert was seen leaving his office and departing the facility.  The special guards guarding the exit noted his departure in their logs.  He knew the codes, and keyed himself out." 
 
    "Facility video shows him exiting the secure lab, at which time he turned and walked to the building exit, waving to one of the facility guards who he apparently knew, and then exiting the building.  He appears he got into his car and drove home." 
 
    "You say appears," Baxter asked interrupting.  "What does that mean?" 
 
    "Roughly two and a half hours after the doctor was observed leaving the facility, he was late to a meeting he had scheduled.  When people went to check his office, they found it locked.  That was unusual, and facilities people were called to unlock the room.  Inside they found Dr. Elbert strangled, stripped of his clothing and possessions.  The two guards were there as well, also quite dead.  It was after this that the video was checked and the scenes of the doctor leaving I described to you were discovered." 
 
    "It wasn't the doctor leaving," Baxter guessed. 
 
    "That's our belief.  Despite the video showing quite clearly that it was the doctor, at least by appearance, we believe it was Miss Reyes.  A closer examination of the video suggested that the clothes were a poor fit and it was very unlikely that it could be the doctor wearing them." 
 
    "She somehow overcame everyone in the room and disguised herself as the doctor and left," Baxter guessed. 
 
    "Not just disguised.  She apparently was able to use the same body shaping technique that produces the scales, to modify her appearance to look like the doctor.  At least that is what our people believe.  The guards didn't see someone with a disguise, they saw what looked to be the doctor himself.  The resemblance would have had to be that good or they would have noticed.  The videos once enhanced suggest the same thing." 
 
    "You weren't aware she could do this," I assume. 
 
    "No.  It is one of several abilities that we believe she managed to conceal.  It get's trickier.  One reason the guards paid so little attention to the departing doctor was he typically left on his own.  He knew the codes to get out.  They change daily.  They had just changed an hour earlier, yet the person who left knew them.  If it was Miss Reyes, she somehow managed to obtain those codes." 
 
    "She forced him to tell her before killing him," Baxter suggested. 
 
    "Possible, but we don't think so.  You see there is more she appears to know.  After leaving the lab, she knew exactly how to leave the building.  She had never seen that part of the facility.  She was drugged and comatose when she was brought in.  Yet she didn't have to look around, she appears from the video to have known exactly which way to go, and the procedure she would expect to encounter at the exit.  Beyond that, she knew where his car was, had the keys, and how to get off the base, a place she had never seen awake." 
 
    "Lucky?" Baxter asked, but knowing there was more. 
 
    "Hardly," the General replied.  "She knew where to go in town, and where the doctor lived.  She went to his home and spent some time there." 
 
    "Why?  It is one place the police would look." 
 
    "She knew enough about his home that she went to a safe, opened it, apparently with the combination, made off with whatever was in there.  We believe money and maybe some records of what was being done in the lab.  The doctor was known to keep files at home, despite policy against this." 
 
    "You are certain it was her?" 
 
    "The doctor's home security show it was him, but the clothes were still ill-fitting.  The video shows the doctor taking a suitcase out of a closet, and then leaving.  We have lost all track of her from that point." 
 
    "Wow!" Baxter said.  "That is a remarkable story.  I assume you have the police looking for her?" 
 
    "We have had them issue an APB for an escaped mental patient, and a search for the doctor's car, but nothing has turned up as yet.  We need to get on this ourselves as well.  We can't let her get away or fall into the wrong hands.  There is far too much at stake.  I also think we need to inform the President." 
 
    "And that's why you are here," Baxter noted.  "You don't want to do that alone, and you need help capturing your runaway." 
 
    "Unfortunately, correct.  Your people have at least some preliminary experience running her to ground.  We are hoping that might help locate her." 
 
    "That was before some of these changes you so casually mention in passing," Baxter noted.  "What do you think she will do?" 
 
    "Hide maybe," the General suggested.  "With the chameleon-like ability, she will be difficult to locate.  She could disappear until she is able to deliver the child.  We believe the kid is important to her.  She's apparently pregnant by her late boyfriend, the one your agents killed." 
 
    "I think you are wrong," Baxter said.  "I don't believe she is planning on hiding.  I think she's going to go hunting.  She has plenty of reasons to be pissed, and now she can change her appearance, is strong and quick, seemingly can read minds and gain access to information that would normally be hidden from her, and is almost impossible to harm.  I think you, me, and anyone else involved in this whole screwy project better start watching our backs.  I don't think we have much chance of finding her, but just maybe we can capture her in the act of going after one of us.  We might have to be the bait.  But we will need to know absolutely everything your people know or suspect about her." 
 
    "Send them to the labs.  I will arrange for them to have access to anything that will help." 
 
    "This is just wonderful," Baxter said, a bit more shaken than he wanted to reveal.  "I guess we better go see the President now." 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 29 
 
    Westin Hotel 
 
    Washington, DC 
 
    Sunday Morning 
 
      
 
    Natalie woke late in the morning, stretched and smiled while still curled in the soft silky sheets of the hotel.  She couldn't believe how wonderful it felt to be free.  She wanted to stay in bed and simply relax, but decided she didn't have that luxury.  She didn't know what was coming next, and she had to plan and stay ahead of those who would actively be seeking her by now.  She forced herself to crawl out of the bed, slipped on the luxurious robe provided by the hotel, and ordered a feast for breakfast from room service.  While she waited for it to be delivered, she made her way into the shower, reverting for the time being to her normal self, wishing she could remain that way, but knowing they would be looking for her, and she needed to mask her appearance from everyone.  At least she didn't need to maintain the armor scales for now, since it was unlikely anyone would start shooting here without sufficient warning for her to re-armor herself.  What she did need is to increase her catalogue of possible appearances she could present.  That ability was one of her greatest tools.  Using the nurses and doctors wasn't a good plan for very long.  While locals wouldn't recognize them, she'd be better off to have the look of people no one would recognize. 
 
    While she ate she considered the most important issue at hand; what did she really want?  Of course, first on her list and completely impossible was to have her old life back.  She wished to be free and a normal person who could choose to pursue her life however she wished.  Of course she wanted Eric back also.  She would gladly give up all the strange and wonderful abilities she had gained.  While that wasn't going to happen, maybe, somehow she could find a way to win some of it back, and at least be free again.  She could run and hide, and they would have a hard time finding her with her chameleon like abilities, but it would be a life of shadows, and hiding, and never knowing when they might stumble onto her.  That wasn't the freedom she was seeking. 
 
    She couldn't deny that high on her list at the moment was revenge.  She wanted payback for Eric and for everything that had been done to her and taken from her.  She couldn't help it.  They had changed her, and that's what she now felt.  It had felt good to eliminate Dr. Elbert.  He'd deserved his fate.  She wished to do the same to the General, and the others that had driven this thing that had taken over her life.   
 
    In part she felt she had no choice.  Even if she were willing to drop all her anger and hate, and let the issues simply fade away, they wouldn't allow that.  They wouldn't be willing to let her go and would hunt her down to bring her back, or failing that, they would do their best to kill her.  She was certain of it.  So, she really had no choice but to act first, and decisively as part of her strategy to regain her life. 
 
    She wanted proof of what had been done to her, and a way to reveal to the world what they had been trying to do.  Without that, without the secret being revealed, there was no way she could return to a normal existence.  How to do that eluded her more than any of the other issues. 
 
    Finally, she wanted a normal life for her child, assuming it would be born without issue.  She wanted the choice of its continued existence to be hers, and hers alone.  That was something that also required those who had dominated her to be removed from the equation. 
 
    But how to accomplish any of what she hoped to do, let alone all of it?  At the moment she was totally alone, with limited resources and knowledge in the areas that would be required.  Even with her strange abilities, going after these people was going to be a challenge she doubted she was prepared for.  She needed help.  She needed friends.  But how?  They would almost certainly begin by watching all of her friends from before.  Approaching them would potentially expose more of them to a fate like Laura's.  Except maybe Paige.  She had hopes there, but she and Paige would have to be very, very careful. 
 
    Thinking of Paige made her want to check the website.  It had to be too soon.  Paige thought her dead and was unlikely to check it very often.  But even so, maybe.  She powered on the new laptop and went to the secret site that Paige had created for them so long ago.  After logging in, she had to smile at the message she found.   
 
      
 
    Your logging into this site has started a timer.  You have five minutes to answer the following question. 
 
      
 
    What is a Python? 
 
      
 
    Natalie couldn't help but smile.  Paige was being cautious and had asked a question easy for her to answer, but difficult for an interloper.  While someone could chase down what it probably meant, they wouldn't be likely to do so in the time allocated, so Paige would know whom she was talking with was really Natalie.  Still grinning, she typed in her answer. 
 
      
 
    You and I are Pythons.  Laura was the third remaining member until she was killed.  The other two of the original group dropped away back in Middle School. 
 
      
 
    She sent her answer and then waited to see if anyone was there.  She didn't expect it since it was early here, and in Los Angeles it was three hours earlier.  When there was no response after ten minutes, she logged off.  She'd check back in a couple of hours. 
 
      
 
    Two hours later when she checked back and typed in a quick greeting she was met with a response almost immediately. 
 
      
 
    OMG!  They told us you and Eric were dead.  They said you were killed trying to escape from the FBI after killing Senator Larson.  They said some distant relative collected your ashes after you had been cremated, so there was never even a funeral.  Where are you?  What is going on? 
 
      
 
    They lied.  Well, not about Eric.  The bastards killed him when they found us.  They shot me with a tranquilizer of some kind, took me to that Army Medical facility you investigated, and kept me prisoner like a lab rat as they tested my evolving abilities as a result of the DNA being activated.   
 
      
 
    The DNA changed you? 
 
      
 
    You wouldn't believe it.  I have all kinds of strange and fantastic abilities now.  I don't know if there will be more, but they are crazy over what I can do already. 
 
      
 
    Natalie explained what had happened to her during the past weeks.  It took more than an hour to explain, answer Paige's questions, and generally bring her up to date.  Paige wasn't certain she wanted to believe much of what Natalie told her. 
 
      
 
    Why did they let you go? 
 
      
 
    They didn't.  I escaped.   
 
      
 
    Escaped? 
 
      
 
    I didn't mention that I am pregnant.  It's Eric's.  They just discovered it.  But they decided that the fetus might be interfering with my development and decided I was to have an abortion.  I was already trying to figure out a way to get away, but that made the need urgent.  I had to go immediately, and surprisingly things worked out, but I had to kill three people including the senior doctor to get away.  I can only imagine the manhunt they are forming to try and locate me. 
 
      
 
    You killed people?   
 
      
 
    There was no choice.  They have killed Laura, the Senator, that CEO, Eric, and maybe others.  They had no intention of ever letting me go.  One of my new abilities allows me to tell if I'm being lied to, and I asked enough questions that I knew exactly what they had planned for me.  remember, they also framed me for the murder of Senator Larson, something they did, not me and Eric. 
 
      
 
    Where are you? 
 
      
 
    In hiding and trying to decide what to do next.  Even here I don't want to say where. 
 
      
 
    Do you need anything? 
 
      
 
    I'm set for the moment.  The doctor had a stash of cash that I took, so I'm set financially for a while.  There is something you can do for me, though. 
 
      
 
    Anything. 
 
      
 
    Don't be so quick.  This is really dangerous, and they will make you disappear if they even think you know something.  I have two requests.  One is easy, but the other is going to drive them wild and they will be trying to figure out who and how, so don't even consider it if you aren't absolutely certain of what you are doing. 
 
      
 
    The easy one is I need to locate someone.  He's a reporter that the Senator said was very good and trustworthy.  I'm going to need someone to help me make this all known to get out from under.  He's in Washington, DC where the Senator met him.  A quick search shows he's at the Washington Post, but I don't want to go to any place so public.  I need to know where he lives, whether he lives alone, etc.  I think they have deliberately kept such information hidden for fear of reprisals that reporters sometimes face. His name is Isaac Weiner. 
 
      
 
    That should be easy enough. 
 
      
 
    Good.  Now here's the other one, and you need to really think hard about this.  You probably need to discuss it with your hacker buddies.  I want to destroy all the data and records they have in the lab where they kept me.  I can't be certain the only copy is there, but something about the way they wanted everything secret, even from the rest of their group, that they might not have sent the data off to a central server somewhere.  It may be a wasted effort.  All the data could be copied elsewhere, but I'd love to destroy everything they have collected on me.  I'd like to destroy all of the physical samples they took, maybe even the lab itself, but I can't see how to do that. 
 
      
 
    I can't believe they didn't at least back everything up on a stand alone computer or special drive. 
 
      
 
    I don't know, but I want to at least try. 
 
      
 
    Where is this again. 
 
      
 
    The Army Medical R&D Command at Fort Detrick in Maryland.  I was held in special lab #6. 
 
      
 
    "Getting in shouldn't be so hard based on what I saw before, but taking out the data is something else.  And you are right.  They will spare no effort to track down who did it.  I need to think about this one, especially since I have doubts it won't eliminate all copies of the records. 
 
      
 
    I understand.  Don't take any risks.  These people are not to be fooled with. 
 
      
 
    Let me get the information on this reporter first.  I'll post it here.  Give me a couple of hours for that, and a day or so to consider the other. 
 
      
 
    That's fine, and thanks. 
 
      
 
    What are you going to do in the meantime? 
 
      
 
    I need to go shopping.  I need clothes for several different identities which I will switch between.  I haven't seen my own face since escaping. 
 
      
 
    That's got to be weird.  I'm so glad to learn you are still alive.  Don't let them catch you. 
 
      
 
    Natalie closed out the website and considered what she had asked her friend to do.  Maybe it was stupid, but she really would like to deny them the details of all their investigations. 
 
    It was still too early to go out shopping, so she decided to have a look at the documents she had taken from the doctor's safe.  Maybe there was something in there that she could use. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 30 
 
    Westin Hotel 
 
    Washington, DC 
 
    Sunday Morning 
 
      
 
    Natalie sat down and read part of the document while she waited for the shops to open, which turned out to be an executive summary of the progress made during her testing.  It was remarkable how much they had learned from her, and how many things they suspected might develop, but which hadn't materialized thus far.  The document gave her a list of things she would watch for.  It was also remarkable what they had overlooked.   
 
    She couldn't help wondering what would happen now that she was no longer taking the shots.  Would the changes stop?  Would she regress and lose some of the abilities she had gained?  Or were the shots actually not important after all?  She didn't care.  The abilities she had gained had come at a horrible price, and she would gladly give them up to be able to regain her normal life.  By the time she decided it was time to head out she had paged through the majority of the report.  She wondered who it had been written for, but it was a nice summary she might want to show to someone. 
 
    As she left her room and headed downstairs she was once again dressed in one of the less than flattering unisex outfits.  Several people looked at her as she left, but all they saw was a young, reasonably attractive woman, with less than great taste in clothes.  She helped an older lady into the elevator, and in so doing, added another pattern to her library.  In the lobby she requested a cab, and had it drive her to the mall.  Once there she looked around briefly, but then grabbed another cab and headed back to Chinatown.  After paying the cabbie, grabbing his image, and watching him drive away, she checked to be certain no one was close enough to observe her, and she transformed back into the young, bearded Asian man who had rented the room the previous day, and then went shopping in the stores along the street close to the small hotel.  She purchased several outfits that made her fit into the neighborhood, as well as a satchel to put them in.  She visited a small corner shop and bought a variety of pre-packaged foods that she could eat without cooking as an emergency food supply, all of which she carried up to the room.  She now had a place to hide out for a few days where she would be unlikely to be found should the need arise.  Tomorrow she would repeat the process for the other rooms she had rented.  It was impossible to tell how things would progress, but she had several places to go to ground, which would make capturing her much more difficult. She decided she would stop for lunch at one of the local establishments and see how well she fit in.  She wished she had made an effort to secure a better understanding of the language, but decided a mix of English and Cantonese would be more realistic and was curious how it was received.  If she needed a deeper understanding, now was the time to obtain it.   
 
    Lunch went extremely well.  The young, extremely attractive Asian woman who served her thought nothing of her use of both English and Cantonese.  Natalie was actually surprised that she could understand far more of what the woman said than she would have been able to speak.  As she paid her bill with a nice tip, her hands met those of the waitress, and once again she grabbed a copy of the image.  Someone that attractive might prove useful later.  She wondered how many images her mind would allow her to store at any given time, but at least for now she could cycle through those she had without difficulty.  It was almost like selecting clothes off a rack in her closet.  By the time she returned to the Westin, it was almost one o'clock. 
 
    With the door locked and the DO NOT DISTURB sign in place, she brought out her computer and returned to the website to see if Paige had found out anything.  Once again Paige had come through.  She'd provided Weiner's address, a home in the Fox Hills district near the Rock Creek Park.  He lived alone these days, his wife having died during the pandemic a couple of years earlier.  The bad news was Paige didn't think she was going to be much help with getting at the facility's file system.  She had hacked the system, but a special password was required to get into the databases for the specific lab where Natalie had been held.  Paige believed she could get past the password eventually, but from what she was seeing, the system would quickly flag anyone attempting to enter with more than one try at the required code.  She would be discussing this with her fellow hackers to see if any of them had ideas.  She'd post again when she knew something. 
 
    Natalie signed off and before she put the computer away, she looked up the address for Isaac Weiner that Natalie had left her.  It was easy to find and only a couple block's walk from the park.  She had what she needed to find the reporter who the Senator had spoken very positively about.  If she was ever to get out of this mess, she needed to get her side of this story out to the public.  She didn't know anyone in the media, and while Mr. Weiner might not be the one to help her, he was her best shot at the moment, especially given the fact he had the kind of recommendation the Senator had given him.  Also, today was as good as it got to approach him.  She didn't want to go to the newspaper and try and talk to him, and once the workweek started she didn't know how easy it would be to find him.  Making her decision, she switched to a different outfit, and headed downstairs once again where she caught a cab to Rock Creek Park. 
 
    Walking from where the cab had dropped her, she wandered into the park far enough to be out of view of any passersby and put on Samantha's face once again.  The reporter wouldn't recognize it, and she didn't want to waste any of the anonymous faces she had gathered.  At this point she couldn't know if the reporter would help her or attempt to turn her in, and if the latter best he see her using the face of one of the nurses in hopes of convincing those searching for her that those were the only options open to her. 
 
    The reporter's home was easy to find.  It was an upscale residence, single story but large, with lush bushes and trees scattered around the thick green grass of the front lawn.  A curving concrete walkway led to the front door, which she took without hesitation.  There was no reason to think anyone looking for her would connect the old woman she appeared to be with her true self, or that she'd have any reason to be seeking out this reporter.  The name had come up in a private conversation.  No one but her knew the Senator had told her the man's name. 
 
    She pressed the doorbell and hear a faint chime from deep within the house.  It took several minutes, but when the door was opened it was the reporter himself that answered.  She recognized his picture from the profile she'd found on the Washington Post's website.  He looked confused to find an older woman waiting to talk with him. 
 
    "Can I help you?" he asked, his confusion and uncertainty apparent in his voice.  "Are you sure you have the right address?" he added. 
 
    "Mr. Weiner," Natalie said to show she was in the right place.  "I have a story you are going to be interested in.  It relates to the death of Senator Larson last month." 
 
    "Senator Larson was shot and killed by a friend of his daughter who was evading capture by the FBI," Isaac Weiner said. 
 
    "So they say," Natalie replied.  "Too bad that isn't at all the truth of the matter." 
 
    "You have reason to doubt the FBI?" Weiner asked. 
 
    "I have proof everything that was released on the matter was false," she replied.  "If I can speak with you privately I think I can convince you that the Senator's death was part of a cover-up that needs to be revealed to the public." 
 
    Had she been a young and idealistic looking teenager, Weiner probably would have shut the door on her.  But she was an elderly looking woman, with none of the fanatic characteristics that suggested she was a nut.  Natalie had been counting on that.  Weiner studied her for a long moment, then deciding she couldn't be a serious problem, stepped back and allowed her to enter the house. 
 
    "You knew the Senator?" Weiner asked. 
 
    "Reasonably well," Natalie answered. 
 
    "In what context?" Weiner asked, trying to get a fix on where she was coming from. 
 
    "I'll explain that in a minute," Natalie replied as she took the seat Weiner pointed out to her.  "Before I tell you my story, I want to show you a couple of things.  Without the context of what I want to show you, you will think I'm some kind of a nut and throw me out before I can convince you of the truth." 
 
    A bit uncertain by this strange comment, Weiner nodded.  "Go ahead then." 
 
    "How old would you say I am?" she asked.   
 
    "Fifty, maybe sixty," Weiner replied, uncomfortable since women are notoriously sensitive about their age. 
 
    "I want you to look very close and convince yourself I am not wearing any kind of mask, or makeup to alter my appearance." 
 
    More and more uncomfortable, Weiner did as she asked. 
 
    "I think I can safely say what I am seeing is the real you," he replied.  "Now why?" 
 
    "Watch me closely.  This will take a couple of minutes, but I think you will find it enlightening." 
 
    Natalie began the change.  She would transform back into herself.  It would be a relief to tell someone who she was and that she was alive and innocent. 
 
    The transformation started slowly, but picked up speed as it progressed.  The white old-woman hair darkened and grew in length, turning into the long, shiny black hair she had always known.  Her skin darkened, and the pale gray eyes turned dark brown.  Her face softened, changed shape and began to firm up with her natural features.  Isaac Weiner went from startled to almost frightened as she transformed in front of his eyes.  When the transformation was complete, Natalie sat before him in her natural state, now a young and attractive woman. 
 
    "How in hell did you do that?  Who are you?" 
 
    "You don't recognize me?" she asked. 
 
    "Why would I?" he asked in return. 
 
    "I am Natalie Reyes.  The woman you just a few minutes ago said killed Senator Larson." 
 
    Weiner jumped up and stepped back as if uncertain whether she was a threat. 
 
    "Don't worry," she reassured him.  "I am not here to cause you trouble.  I'm here to show you that what happened to the Senator was not what the public was told.  He got caught up in something much bigger." 
 
    "You can't be Natalie Reyes.  She and her boyfriend were killed by the FBI." 
 
    "Eric was killed, murdered I'd call it, but they didn't kill me.  They captured me and locked me up in a secret laboratory for study." 
 
    "What are you?" Weiner asked, shocked at what she had just shown him. 
 
    "I'm an anomaly.  I'll tell you the story in a moment, but let me show you something else first.  Do you have a large carving knife?" 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Get it and you will see." 
 
    When the reporter returned she had taken off her jacket and bared her arms.   
 
    "My arms are going to change again, in a very strange way.  Do not be frightened.  This is something I need to demonstrate to prove to you what I'm about to explain." 
 
    Once again she transformed, this time her right arm building the very odd purple scales. 
 
    "What on earth are those?" Weiner asked. 
 
    "They are some kind of armor that my skin can form.  I want you to try and cut my arm.  Slice it, strike it, poke it.  Whatever will convince you that my arm cannot be harmed." 
 
    "You must be crazy," Weiner said.  "Then you'll tell the police I attacked you." 
 
    "Set down the knife and let me do it then," she said. 
 
    Clearly Weiner wasn't comfortable letting this crazy woman have a knife, but she'd anticipated as much.  She showed him the gun with her left hand. 
 
    "Set down the knife," she said. 
 
    Realizing he had no choice, he did as she asked, then backed away. 
 
    "Stay there," she commanded when he'd backed away several steps.   
 
    She reached over and grabbed the knife in her right hand, then stood upright.  She set the gun down, switched the knife to her left hand and proceeded to try and cut herself with the blade.  Weiner watched in fascination as the knife failed to make any mark on the strange scales that he had watched form.  He knew the blade was razor sharp and that she wasn't pulling her punches in anyway. 
 
    "How is it possible?" he asked. 
 
    "I don't know, but I can grow these things all over my body.  Knives, lasers, even many guns can't do a thing to me.  I am resistant to heat and cold.  I can jump into a freezing lake without any problem and I could grab a pot from your oven you have been cooking at four hundred degrees without getting a blister.  It's one of the reasons they kidnapped me." 
 
    "They?" Weiner asked, now impossibly curious. 
 
    Natalie set down the knife, and put the gun away. 
 
    "Have a seat Mr. Weiner.  Now that you have seen a little of what I can do you might believe what I'm going to tell you.  I'll tell you my story." 
 
    As she had done with Paige, she recounted her story, starting with the DNA test up to the time she had escaped from the labs.  It took less time, even with the questions that Weiner asked along the way. 
 
    "You say the government was looking for someone like you and they targeted you, kidnapped you, and locked you up without any consideration for your rights?  Why would they do this?" 
 
    "Remember the miner they found?  If he'd just been a miner and someone discovered his extra chromosomes, it would have been an intellectual curiosity.  But they found a nearly impossible to stop monster, and only after he was dead did they discover his unique genetic material.  They likely became intrigued with the possibilities.  If they could only weaponize it.  But there was a problem.  First of all, the combination of chromosomes was so very, very rare.  I remember one of the doctors in the Center saying they had estimated that the way they were searching they expected maybe one hit in thirty years.  As it was, they got lucky.  It only took them about five years to find me." 
 
    "They could have changed the search approach," Weiner argued. 
 
    "Could they?  That was their second problem.  If they openly started searching for individuals with the twenty-four pairs of chromosomes, other researchers in other countries would become curious.  What if Russia or China found the person first, and were able to develop the technology ahead of us.  They couldn't risk that.  Better to keep it quiet, and search covertly and hope the other countries never stumbled onto the oddity and its potential.  Our discovery was an accident after all." 
 
    "But even then.  With all they learned from you, how do they apply it?  From what I have read, you can't simply change a cell here or there and have a new animal.  At conception and growing it to adulthood maybe, but that takes years.  To modify a grown organism, I don't think it's possible." 
 
     "I don't understand that part of it either.  Maybe they have technology in this area we don't understand.  Maybe they have a long-term program and the years are irrelevant to them.  That's something I would like to learn, but they are serious.  At one point I wondered if they hoped the changes I have demonstrated are not in the twenty-fourth chromosome, but in some of the pseudo genes in the other chromosomes, and the twenty-fourth is simply the initiator.  They hope to find a way to initiate the other genes without the extra chromosome by knowing what it does." 
 
    "Do you have proof on any of this stuff?" 
 
    Natalie handed him the report she had taken from Dr. Elbert's safe. 
 
    "This is something that was prepared to brief someone important.  I'll want it back, but you can make a copy.  It doesn't say who.  I have copies of my DNA test which have been reviewed by an expert on this stuff.  I can get you a copy of that easily enough.  I'm hoping to be able to get copies of everything done at the labs, but that's uncertain.  I have a friend who is good at getting that stuff, but there is a hitch at the moment, so I can't promise." 
 
    "I can demonstrate any of my abilities in whatever manner it takes to document them, but that doesn't prove what the government has done to me.  As for the death of the Senator, I suggest someone have a close look at the bullet that killed him.  The FEDs weren't using the same caliber guns as Eric and I were carrying at the time." 
 
    "This is a bombshell if I can properly document it.  It will take me some time to look into it.  I'll start by having a look at your report." 
 
    "I'm sorry to drag you into this," Natalie said, "but the Senator said you were one of the few trustworthy reporters these days." 
 
    "Sorry, why?" 
 
    "You need to be really careful.  These folks will kill you in an instant if they discover what you might know.  They have killed a number of people I know of.  And you need to know that if you double cross me on this, I'll add you to my list.  You don't want to be on my list.  You need to decide if you want to stay out of this altogether.  It is very dangerous.  I can't emphasize that enough." 
 
    "It's my job to take a certain amount of risk, and this is Nobel prize material.  I'm in, all the way.  How do I contact you?" 
 
    "I'll contact you.  It's safer that way." 
 
    "You don't trust me." 
 
    "Not yet.  I don't know you.  I'm risking a lot on the Senator's recommendation.  We'll see if it is a good move on my part, or an act of sheer stupidity." 
 
    "Just for the record, I have the feeling you have a number of abilities you haven't told me about.  Am I right." 
 
    "You are correct." 
 
    "Why the secrecy given what you have already shown me?" 
 
    "What I have shown you, the people who held me already know about.  The other stuff they don't.  You can't tell what you don't know if you decide to betray me.  My most powerful abilities they don't have a clue about.  Keep that in mind if you think about giving me up." 
 
    "Contact me tomorrow.  We need to talk.  I'll meet you or we can talk on a phone.  Here is a number for a burner I have on hand.  I hope any phone you have is a throwaway." 
 
    "It is.  I'll talk with you tomorrow, Mr. Weiner." 
 
    "Isaac," he said. 
 
    "Isaac, then," Natalie replied. 
 
    The reporter picked up the document and turned it over in his hand.  Something caught his attention on the back. 
 
    "Is there any significance to this number," he asked. 
 
    "What number?" Natalie asked. 
 
    Isaac showed it to her.   
 
    "It looks like some kind of code or password," he said. 
 
    "Let me write that down," Natalie said, looking at the alphanumeric string.  "I can't believe that might be what I think it is." 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 31 
 
    Westin Hotel 
 
    Washington, DC 
 
    Sunday Evening 
 
      
 
    After returning to the Westin, Natalie left the code for Paige on the website explaining where it had been found.  She also asked for Paige to download another copy of her DNA report, the same one she'd gotten weeks before, and not to take any action regarding deleting the files until they coordinated the event.  Paige didn't respond, so she wasn't online at the moment.  That bothered Natalie somewhat, but then Paige had a life and might be coordinating with her fellow hackers.  Even so, Natalie would feel better when she had at least an acknowledgement from her friend. 
 
    Monday morning she checked the site upon awakening, and found a copy of the report which she downloaded to a thumb drive, and a curt, 'OK', and nothing else.  It wasn't like Paige, and for some reason the lack of a more typical note did nothing to quell her unsettled feeling.  Unfortunately there was nothing she could do, so she logged off, stuffed the laptop into the backpack she had purchased the afternoon before along with her three burner phones, and a wardrobe change from the unisex outfit she was wearing again.  Today it was casual jeans and a T-shirt under a windbreaker and a baseball cap.  Then she ordered breakfast while she considered how to proceed. 
 
    After eating she left the hotel walking toward town where she plugged the battery back into the only one of the three burner phones she had activated and called Isaac Weiner.  It rang long enough she wondered if he would answer, but just as she was about to hang up and dial again, he answered. 
 
    "Hi," he said. "Is this the old lady I talked with yesterday?" he asked. 
 
    "It's me," she replied smiling.  He was being as careful as her.  I was hoping we could continue our discussion from yesterday." 
 
    "I'm about to conduct an interview at the moment," he replied.  "How about we meet at ten o'clock.  Would that work?" 
 
    "That would be fine," she agreed.  "Where?" 
 
    "Meet me at the National Air and Space Museum at the National Mall.  I'll be waiting on one of the benches inside.  You'll be able to spot me easily enough." 
 
    She agreed and disconnected.  After finishing the call, she pulled the battery, which if the many novels she read were correct would make her phone safe from being tracked or monitored.  She had just under an hour before the meeting, but decided to grab a taxi and head over to the mall anyway.  It would give her a chance to look around and become oriented, since the place wasn't somewhere she'd ever visited before.  If she was more skilled, she might even be able to see if the reporter was being followed, but she was very aware that was something well beyond her current skill set. 
 
    She had spotted the reporter easily enough, and made her way toward the bench where he waited.  She slid onto the opposite end of the bench and opened her backpack as if looking for something. 
 
    "Isn't this a bit public?" she asked softly, causing Isaac to jump.  She looked a lot like the kid she'd paid fifty bucks to in Chinatown, but aged several years from the original. 
 
    "Damn!" he muttered.  "Is that you?  Your ability to change your appearance is truly remarkable.  I wouldn't believe it possible if I hadn't watched the transition in person before." 
 
    "It's me.  I figured this way you could ignore me if it was wise, or we could talk.  There's a lot of people here for much of a conversation." 
 
    "This is a very public place which limits what anyone could attempt.  It is also impossible to monitor someone from a distance with all the background noise.  I didn't think it wise to meet at my place again." 
 
    "You sound a bit scared." 
 
    "That's for damn certain," he replied.  "Also realistic.  I've looked into some of what you told me and there's enough there to support what you claim if one knows where to look.  The Senator's death was odd and a number of witnesses claim a different belief than the official story.  The number of people who died in a short period also is more than a little suspicious, and they were all connected to you in some way.  These are heavy hitters that you are involved with.  They aren't the kind of people you can fool around with.  I'm not keen on becoming a statistic.  I'm a damn good reporter, but you aren't looking for reporting, not really." 
 
    "So, you want out?" she asked, disappointed that her one hope might be bailing on her. 
 
    "Yes.  No.  Here's the thing.  I've thought a lot about this after looking into things.  Releasing your side of the story isn't going to solve your problem.  If you have paid any attention to the media over the last decade or so, you've seen all manner of wild stories about the government.  They hit the news, are a big deal for a day or so, then simply disappear.  Some are labeled fake news, other conspiracy theory, but none of them really take hold with the public.  If the story comes out, even with lots of back up material, the government will contest the facts, show why they are false, and no one will know what to believe.  More than likely you would be labeled some kind of a kook.  Even if you could win and clear your name, guess what would happen." 
 
    "They would still come after me," she said. 
 
    "I'm glad you're bright enough to have seen that.  That's exactly what would happen.  You'd have an accident, or simply disappear after the spotlight was removed from your moment of fame.  They'd kill you for real, or do a bang up job of making it appear you were dead and spirit you away back to a place much less pleasant than the one you escaped from.  And this time you wouldn't be getting away.  Something would happen to yours truly as well.  Different time, different place, but I wouldn't be there to raise any alarms." 
 
    "So I'm completely screwed, is that what you are saying?" she asked. 
 
    "I'm saying I can't help you.  You have one chance here, and that means eliminating the people who are interested in you.  Eliminating them or somehow making them decide it isn't in their interest to come after you.  Even then, you won't be able to be the old you any longer.  And I'm not in the killing business.  I'm a reporter, not a hit man." 
 
    Natalie zipped up her backpack and started to leave. 
 
    "Thanks anyway," she said. 
 
    "Wait," Isaac said.  "There is someone that might be able to help you.  I think you should meet him.  He has issues with some of the same people as you, and he is trained in the areas that you need." 
 
    "He's a hit man?" 
 
    "He's ex-CIA." 
 
    "Wonderful," she said. 
 
    "Look, I know this isn't what you hoped, but I think it might be your way out.  Going public is just going to draw them to you.  I've worked with this guy for years.  He's good.  I set up a meet, but it's up to you what you want to do." 
 
    "Why would he help me?" she asked. 
 
    "Like I said.  He has issues with some of these people, and frankly he is bored.  He needs the excitement." 
 
    "Where am I supposed to meet him?" Natalie asked. 
 
    Isaac grinned. 
 
    "There's a Shake Shack about four blocks from here.  It's next to the International Spy Museum.  I'll phone him your description.  You simply go there, and he'll make contact.  He'll call you Laura, like the senator's daughter." 
 
    "That's silly.  I look like a guy at the moment in case you haven't noticed." 
 
    "That's the point.  Who would call a guy Laura?" 
 
    If it wasn't for the fact she could tell that the reporter was being completely truthful, Natalie would have thought she was being set up.   She wanted to simply flee, but she'd thought that approach through and it led nowhere.  She really had no other options.  Another reporter wasn't going to be any more helpful than Weiner, and could well work against her. 
 
    "Okay," she said finally.  "I'll go and see what he has to say.  Tell him I'm coming and what I look like at the moment.  Oh, and thanks, I guess." 
 
    "Sorry I couldn't be the answer you were hoping for, but it wouldn't work.  Trust me.  Anyone who tells you that going public will solve your problem, doesn't have your interests in mind." 
 
    Natalie nodded as she stood, then turned and walked away.  She'd seen the Shake Shack on her way here so she didn't have to figure out which way to go.  She wasn't enthusiastic about the meeting, but what options did she have? 
 
    She bought a shake and found a spot to sit outside, well away from the other customers, although there weren't many.  She was about finished and had decided she'd have to see what Paige might suggest when a voice startled her from behind.  She hadn't heard anyone approaching. 
 
    "Laura?" the voice asked. 
 
    She spun around on the stool and found herself facing an older man, sixtyish or a bit older, which didn't help her feeling of confidence any. 
 
    "That's me," she agreed.  "Who are you?" 
 
    "Lou Griffin," he replied.  "We have a mutual friend who sent you here." 
 
    Natalie looked around, desperately wanting to call up the scales.  She actually felt them forming on her skin under her clothing, but somehow she'd kept from changing the appearance of her face and exposed arms. 
 
    "He said you aren't who you look like.  In fact he said you were a woman.  How is that possible?" 
 
    "Complicated story," Natalie said.   
 
    She examined the man who now sat across from her more carefully.  For some reason he reminded her of Eric, a very much older Eric.  Despite being bald with an eye patch that hinted at scars underneath, he had muscular arms and a larger than normal chest.  He looked like a warrior who had aged, but worked at staying fit.  She looked at his arms and noted scars there as well, and for some reason she was certain there were more hidden by his clothing. 
 
    "So, you are a former CIA agent who has issues with them now?" she asked. 
 
    Lou nodded.  "That's true," he said. 
 
    Natalie released a breath.  He was telling the truth.  She hadn't told Isaac she could sense if someone was lying., so he could have set something up to trick her, but so far this guy checked out. 
 
    "I was told you have a problem that might require some of my former skills," Lou said.  "He wouldn't tell me much more.  Said that was up to you, but I could tell he was very concerned." 
 
    "Why would you want to get involved?" 
 
    "Besides the fact I owe him big time, I need my own shot at a bit of payback.  I've been reluctant to begin something, but maybe our interests coincide." 
 
    Lou looked around. 
 
    "This isn't a good place to talk.  My car isn't far.  If you want to pursue this, how about we go and talk somewhere else?" 
 
    Once again, under normal circumstances his offer would have been suspect, but Natalie could sense the honesty of his offer. 
 
    "Let's do that," she agreed, surprising him with her ready agreement. 
 
    "You trust me that easily?" he asked, a bit uncomfortable with her easy agreement, perhaps wondering if someone was setting him up. 
 
    "I know you aren't lying, and I know if you try anything other than talking you won't survive it," she said confidently. 
 
    He grinned. 
 
    "I like you," he said.  "Come on." 
 
    "Where would you feel comfortable talking?" Lou asked once they were seated in the five year old van which was filled with drawers and cabinets attached to the sidewalls in back. 
 
    "Some place we won't be observed.  Depending on how this conversation goes, I probably need to show you things I don't want others to notice." 
 
    "I know a place by the river," he said, and started the van. 
 
      
 
    "So tell me your story," Lou asked once they were parked in a secluded area.   
 
    "You first," Natalie replied.  "Just who are you, why do you think you can help me, and why do you have an issue with the government.  I told my story once the other day, and it was a waste of time.  I want to be certain I'm not wasting my time again.  Other than I want to kill some people, the details can wait.  If that statement bothers you, then I can get out here and now." 
 
    Lou smiled again. 
 
    "That was my job, Laura.  I agree there are some people in the agency that need killing." 
 
    "They know you feel this way and are pursuing you?" 
 
    "We have a kind of truce.  They aren't certain that killing me wouldn't release information they can't afford to have known, and since I've taken no aggressive action or made any recent threats against them, they haven't felt it necessary to try and eliminate me." 
 
    "I want to eliminate the Director," she said bluntly. 
 
    "We are already in agreement," Lou replied.  "I assume there are others." 
 
    "There are, but I don't know how many of them.  My boyfriend and I killed four of them before we were captured.  He was killed." 
 
    "Part of the reason you are after blood?" Lou asked. 
 
    "Revenge, yes.  But it's the only way I think I can ever be free of them." 
 
    "What do you have that they want?" 
 
    "Me," she said.   
 
    That confused Lou. 
 
    "You?" he asked. 
 
    "Let me show you something," Natalie said.  "I warn you, you won't be ready for this." 
 
    "I've seen a lot.  Go ahead." 
 
    Leaving the protective scales in place hidden under her clothing, Natalie triggered the transformation that returned her face to her normal self.  It took a couple of minutes, but even before she was finished, Lou reacted strongly. 
 
    "Holy shit, what are you!" he asked. "Some kind of alien?" 
 
    "I have some unusual capabilities," she replied.  "In additional to being able to change my appearance, I have an extended range of vision, advanced reflexes, superior strength, and more.  The government became aware of the unusual genes I carry from a routine DNA test, and decided they wanted me for a lab rat.  They kidnapped me, killed my boyfriend and several other people in the process, and held me in a medical research lab for more than a month.  I don't know whether all my enhancements have revealed themselves yet, and how many would have ever appeared if it wasn't for the drugs they gave me.  I can give you the long story, but that's the gist of it." 
 
    "And they have every desire to keep you where they can test you and control you, and where no one can learn about these abilities?" he asked. 
 
    "That's about it," she agreed. 
 
    "Who is behind all this?" Lou asked. 
 
    "A general in the Army named Johnson, the CIA Director and some number of his people, and I am pretty certain, the President of the United States," she replied. 
 
    "Oh Lord," Lou whispered. 
 
    "You want out?" she asked. 
 
    Lou shook his head. 
 
    "I wanted a challenge.  Looks like you've handed me one.  But damn it lady, the President?" 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 32 
 
    Lou's Place 
 
    Washington, DC 
 
    Monday Evening 
 
      
 
    "The General first," Lou said.  "He's on his own, and wouldn't be expecting it.  Also, he's not a fighting general.  He's a desk jockey.  We take him before they realize what's happening." 
 
    Natalie and Lou were resting at his house in the south of Washington, DC.  It was a three bedroom tract house and nothing special.  They had talked for hours, and the longer they talked the more confident she had become that just maybe she had found the help she sought.  He had the skills and the background, and equally important, the willingness to get involved in this.  And she knew everything he told her was honest. 
 
    "Just the two of us?" she asked. 
 
    Lou nodded. 
 
    "But once it happens, the others will know the game is on, and that you are here in DC.  That means we have to know what we are going to do next before we set this thing in motion.  So while we are researching the hit on the General, we plan what comes next." 
 
    "Okay," Natalie replied softly.  This was real she realized.  She was planning to kill people.  Of course, if she didn't, they would do the same to her.  It just wasn't something she would have ever contemplated just weeks earlier.  She couldn't believe how much she had changed. 
 
    "The CIA Director is going to be a lot harder.  Baxter and his band of agents.  We need to find out a lot more about what they are up to and who they are.  That's going to be a problem because the CIA is pretty good at keeping such things secret." 
 
    "Can we grab one of the agents somehow?" Natalie asked. 
 
    "If we know who they are," Lou replied.  "Why?" 
 
    "If we can get one of them, I can find out what they are planning," she said. 
 
    "They aren't likely to tell you what you want," Lou warned.  "They don't like to give up much under duress, and have been trained to be effective liars even under such conditions.  You don't look like someone who would be capable of torturing someone for information anyway." 
 
    "I don't need to torture anyone," she said. 
 
    "What then, you can read minds?" 
 
    "Actually, yes," she told him. 
 
    Lou stared at her for several seconds. 
 
    "You're scary," he said.  "Are you serious?" 
 
    Natalie nodded.   
 
    "I have to have physical contact, but once that is established I can pretty much read anything I want out of the person's mind.  They don't have any option to hold out.  In fact, I don't think they even know I'm doing it." 
 
    "I'm not sure if you're joshing me or not." 
 
    "Think of a number between one and a hundred," Natalie said.  "Got it?" 
 
    Lou nodded. 
 
    Natalie grabbed his hand and said, "Fifty-seven, right?" 
 
    "Crap!" Lou muttered.  "You frighten me a bit." 
 
    "See what they did to me.  I was a normal happy college co-ed before this all started." 
 
    "I thought you said you were born with the genes." 
 
    "Okay, yeah.  But they did everything possible to activate them." 
 
    "But we still need to know who Baxter has working this and how to find them," Lou said.  "It's been a while and I don't know who he has assigned to various groups." 
 
    "I know one guy that almost certainly will be chasing me.  His name is Pete Grimes.  He's one of the bastards that killed Eric.  I heard his name from several of those that grabbed me.  The others I saw or heard about are dead, but I know there were several others on the team hunting us back then." 
 
    "I have a few contacts.  Maybe I can find out a bit about this Grimes fellow and where he is at the moment.  You're sure if we grab him you can get the information we need?" 
 
    "If he knows it, we'll know it.  I can't do anything if he hasn't been told the plans.  But can the two of us handle a bunch of CIA agents?" 
 
    "I know Baxter, and he will have a group working this.  Especially if he senses his hide is on the line, he'll assign them in groups.  That makes it hard.  Unless you have a super power that can mow them down in groups, we can't do it alone." 
 
    "Do you have a bunch of friends hiding out that need target practice?" 
 
    "No, but you might?" 
 
    "I don't understand." 
 
    "The CIA killed your boyfriend, right.  He was a Special Forces guy.  They are a pretty tight bunch, and I'm willing to bet they wouldn't take it kindly if they learned the CIA killed their buddy as part of a questionably legal operation, just so they could kidnap his girl." 
 
    "You think Eric's teammates will help us?  Help us kill government agents." 
 
    "Government agents killed one of them.  I can see them more than willing to return the favor.  Payback is a bitch, and they are good at it.  I can't see it hurting to ask.  If they say no, we have to go back to square one, but my gut says some of them will help.  Do you know who Eric was closest to?" 
 
    "Yeah, but not much about him." 
 
    "We'll have to do some research.  Find a way to contact him." 
 
    "I know someone who can do that," Natalie said. 
 
    "Okay, contact them and see what they can find out.  I'll try and come up with a plan B, but I warn you, at the moment I can't think of much." 
 
    "Maybe I can be bait," she said. 
 
    "Bait gets eaten," Lou warned.  "Let's see what we can find out, and how we might grab this guy Grimes or one of his buddies." 
 
    Lou hesitated. 
 
    "We need to talk about the President," he said finally.  "We don't know if he is part of this thing, but even if he his, you might have to forget the idea of going after him.  The President simply isn't someone you can whack and get away with it.  Even getting close is near impossible, and getting away is virtually impossible.  Even if you did, people generally wouldn't support your side of the issue.  No matter what the bastard did to you.  It's a fool's errand to make the attempt." 
 
    "So, you don't want us to kill the President?" Natalie asked. 
 
    "I don't want to even think about it," Lou admitted.   
 
    "Let's deal with the others, then see if he was deserving, and cross that bridge when we come to it," Natalie said.   
 
    Lou looked at her and shook his head. 
 
    "I won't be killing the President," Lou said. 
 
    "Okay.  When and if it comes to that, I'll go it alone, okay?  He doesn't get a free pass just because of who he is." 
 
    She stood up. 
 
    "I'm going to go for now.  I have to contact a friend and I want to get other clothes for what we have to do tomorrow.  I don't want to look like a kid or my real self.  Do you want me to look like a man or a woman for now?" 
 
    "You can do that?" Lou asked.  
 
    Before she could speak, he held up a hand. 
 
    "Of course you can.  When I met you earlier today you were a teenaged Asian.  A guy might be best," he said.  "Come looking like a guy.  Surprise me.  I can only imagine who you will be." 
 
    "I'll walk a couple of blocks and get a cab." 
 
    Lou shook his head. 
 
    "I'll drive you, or you can use the old Toyota I have in the garage.  Do you know your way around here in town?  Where are you staying?" 
 
    "The Westin," Natalie replied, surprised she was revealing anything.  Give me your hand," she asked. 
 
    A little uncertainly Lou held out his hand which Natalie grabbed.  After a moment she said, "Now I know the way.  Give me the keys." 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 33 
 
    Westin Hotel 
 
    Washington, DC 
 
    Late Monday Evening 
 
      
 
    Natalie parked Lou's Toyota in the hotel parking feeling more like a normal resident than any time since she'd been in Washington.  Driving a car again gave her a sense of her older self.  She made her way up to the room, almost forgetting to shift her look before leaving the vehicle.  Once upstairs she checked the time, noting it was ten o'clock, but mentally adjusting that to Los Angeles time deciding that it was actually a reasonable time to get Paige.  She was relieved that Paige was on line and answered her promptly. 
 
      
 
    I was worried. 
 
      
 
    Been busy on this end.  That password you provided did the trick.  It allowed us to get in without any issues or concerns about being detected. 
 
      
 
    No one will detect that the dead doctor was logging in? 
 
      
 
    It was a generic password used by everyone with access, but once in we were able to erase all indications anyone had logged in at that time. 
 
      
 
    Who is this "we" you keep mentioning? 
 
      
 
    Members of my hacking team.  I decided I wanted more eyes on the problem you passed to me.  They are okay.  Trust me. 
 
      
 
    I hope so.  This is exceedingly dangerous and is going to get more so real soon. 
 
      
 
    Why? 
 
      
 
    I'll explain later.  First some status and a couple of requests. 
 
      
 
    I have bad news.  The files have been copied and sent elsewhere.  The system logs show that both copies to local media that is off the net and to systems offsite have been regularly accessed.  We have decided that it would be possible to take out all the records locally, but it would be simply giving them the finger.  It wouldn't really accomplish much.  As such, and given the reprisals that would be triggered, we have decided it isn't worth the risk just to make a statement.  I'm sorry. 
 
      
 
    I was going to tell you not to destroy them yet, but it looks like I'll have to accept they have copies.  It's okay.  You tried.  But grab a copy.  Later, if this works out, I want to have a look at what they have learned.  I have some ideas I want to follow upon.  I am hoping you can help me with a couple of other searches.  I know I'm asking a lot, but I'm hoping this will all be concluded soon.  Do you remember Dan Harper, one of Eric's buddies from Bragg? 
 
      
 
    The big guy that was almost as good looking as Eric that was hitting on Cheryl at that party last Christmas? 
 
      
 
    That's the one.  I need to locate him, know what his habits are, and that kind of thing.  I want to connect with him and ask a favor. 
 
      
 
    What are you up to? 
 
      
 
    Better if you don't know. 
 
      
 
    So it is dangerous? 
 
      
 
    Yeah, it is, but they leave me no options. 
 
      
 
    Why don't you just come home? 
 
      
 
    I would be dead or kidnapped again within a week.  This has to be shutdown if I'm ever going to be free of it. 
 
      
 
    Okay.  I will see what I can find.  What else? 
 
      
 
    Two other people to check up on and get whatever you can.  A guy named Lou Griffin and another named Pete Grimes.  They are both CIA so I don't know if there is much you can find.  A bit of background and pictures would help. 
 
      
 
    This sounds worse and worse. 
 
      
 
    One way or another, it will be over soon. 
 
      
 
    Check in the morning.  I should have something by then if I'm going to find anything at all. 
 
      
 
    One more thing.  A question.  If my laptop falls into the wrong hands, can they trace back to this website? 
 
      
 
    No.  Unless I specifically send you something, everything is held in RAM.  The ability to write or log to the discs is disabled.  Once you power the unit down, everything is completely wiped.  That's intentional.  They wouldn't find anything?  Again, why? 
 
      
 
    Been afraid to leave it behind just in case they might find it.  I was going to ask you how to purge everything after a contact.  Glad that isn't necessary. 
 
      
 
    Are we good? 
 
      
 
    I think so.  Thanks again. 
 
      
 
    Natalie shut down the laptop and set it aside.  In the morning she would check before going back to visit Lou, hopefully with the information they would need. 
 
    In the morning Paige had left a photo and a couple of sheets of information on Dan.  She had nothing on Grimes, and Lou was listed as once being one of the agency's top operatives until he was forced out when Baxter had taken over the top slot.  Details were not accessible, and Paige was still reluctant to break into the CIA's systems without more of a reason. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 34 
 
    Lou's House 
 
    Washington, DC 
 
    Tuesday Morning 
 
      
 
    Natalie arrived back at Lou's house just before 8 AM per their agreement the evening before.  When he opened the door, he stared at her [him?] for a long moment, glanced at his car sitting out by the curb, and let her in. 
 
    "How many different people can you pretend to be?" he asked. 
 
    "I've got just over thirty patterns memorized I guess you'd call it.  Stored?  Whatever the right term is.  Any chance I get to grab another might be useful I take it.  Eventually I hope I can clear them out, but for now it's useful." 
 
    "I can see that.  You know, you'd make one hell of an agent.  With your chameleon abilities, plus being bullet proof, and some of the other stuff, I can see why the CIA is interested." 
 
    "Swell," Natalie said, as she made her way deeper into the house.  She looked to be about twenty-five, with longish red hair and pimples.  The guy she appeared to be had been a delivery boy who brought her a pizza, and while she hadn't copied his costume, she wasn't someone she thought those she feared might be looking for her would connect with her. 
 
    "I got the information on Dan Harper, but struck out on the CIA guys.  My friend said he [she still wanted to conceal Paige's identity as best she could] didn't feel comfortable dipping into the CIA's internal files." 
 
    "No worries.  That can wait, and I can probably dig up what we need.  Your friend is smart to be cautious.  We agreed to deal with your friend the General first.  I think we have a shot at him later this morning." 
 
    "Why do you think he will be so much easier?" she asked. 
 
    "He's not a warrior, and I believe he thinks you are running.  I doubt he has even considered the fact that you might be hunting, even after you left three of them dead as you left.  That means he won't be taking all the precautions he should.  The CIA guys, on the other hand, always assume someone is after them, and are always armed and prepared.  It will take some planning and setup to get a shot at them." 
 
    "How do you know there is an opportunity to get him?" she asked. 
 
    "I still have a number of contacts inside the agency.  It drives Director Baxter nuts because he knows I do, but he can't figure out who helps me.  I know a lot more than he likes, and I have access to all manner of agency stuff that I probably shouldn't." 
 
    "And someone told you something useful about the General?" 
 
    Lou nodded. 
 
    "He and the Director have a meeting with the President this morning.  You can probably guess as well as me what the subject has to be.  I'm betting they will both get an ass reaming for not having brought you in after your unexpected escape.  After the meeting I'm betting the General will head back to Fort Detrick to lambast the troops after his own tongue lashing." 
 
    "How does that help us?" 
 
    "He lives in Gaithersburg just a bit north of DC.  It's midway, more or less, between the Military Base and the Pentagon.  Since he has to spend a lot of time both places, it's a reasonable compromise.  Since he'll be driving right past his place, my guess is he'll stop, change clothes, maybe have a quick lunch, and then continue onto the base.  I think we can take him there?" 
 
    "He lives alone?" 
 
    "He's a widower.  He has two sons, both in the military.  One is in the Middle East and the other is stationed in Hawaii.  Very convenient for us." 
 
    "What about a driver?  I thought General Officers were always driven wherever they had to go." 
 
    "Not in this case.  The General apparently prefers to drive himself." 
 
    Lou glanced at the unfamiliar guy who was Natalie. 
 
    "Are you certain you want to do this?  Once we start something, we'll need to finish it." 
 
    "They already started something," she replied.  "Tell me how you want to work it." 
 
    "We'll take my van.  It has stuff in it that could prove useful.  We'll drive by the house, verify it is empty at the moment, and break in.  We'll wait inside and take him when he comes inside.  Then we take him out.  Afterwards, we'll see how to proceed, in part based on how much of a hornet's nest we stir up." 
 
    "I don't want to kill him too quickly.  I want intelligence before he dies." 
 
    "You mean that mind reading trick of yours?" 
 
    She nodded.   
 
    "If he just had a meeting with the President and the CIA Director, we should get a good idea who is involved, what they know, and what they are planning." 
 
    "Do you want me to kill him, or is this something you are burning to do yourself?" Lou asked. 
 
    "Just so he gets dead, after I have a chance to see what he knows." 
 
    "Are you armed?" he asked. 
 
    "I've got the little Charter Arms revolver I showed you, but I probably won't need it.  What about you?" 
 
    Lou pulled a small government model out of a holster hidden under his shirt.   
 
    "Kimber Ultra-Compact," he said.  "I have a suppressor that goes with it, so the .45 ACP rounds aren't overly noisy.  Probably wouldn't be heard outside of the house if I need to use it.  That wouldn't be true of your little revolver.  I'll bet it's damn loud.  There are other options in the van if we need them.  We aren't short on artillery." 
 
      
 
    They set off just after 9 AM.  It took them just over forty-five minutes to reach Gaithersburg and another ten to locate the General's home.  Lou had her drive by while he scanned the place with thermal and audio detection gear that he said were CIA toys he shouldn't have had. 
 
    "No one home," he said after the pass was completed.  "Let's park around the corner, and go and have a look." 
 
    The neighborhood was quiet and they made their way to the door without spotting anyone.  Lou was able to finesse the lock, and once the door opened he rushed inside.  When Natalie followed moments later she found him holding some kind of electronic gadget while standing next to an alarm control box. 
 
    "Didn't need it," he said waggling the electronics unit.  "Didn't think I would.  People, even those who are trained to know better, often don't enable their alarms during the day, especially if they plan on returning.  The General is one of those.  It was green when I got to the unit." 
 
    Safely inside, they closed and relocked the door, then searched the house finding it empty as expected and with nothing important to their situation.  They settled down to wait. 
 
      
 
    It was almost 1 PM when they heard the sound of a vehicle pulling into the driveway.  Lou came back after checking through a window.   
 
    "He's alone as expected," he reported.  "You wanted him, so I'll stay out of sight as backup." 
 
    While Lou slipped down the hallway, Natalie hid and activated her scales, this time covering her entire body.  If the General was armed, he knew enough to know the scales protected her and she didn't want to get shot in the face while it was unprotected. 
 
    The General came inside, dropped his hat and keys, and headed to the fridge where he grabbed a beer.  He took a long pull giving Natalie a chance to move close. 
 
    "Hello, General," she said. 
 
    He was remarkably composed as he turned toward the sound of her voice.  Seeing the scales he could have no doubt it was her. 
 
    "Natalie," he said.  "What a surprise.  People are looking all over for you, and here you are.  You need to turn yourself back in.  You owe it to your country." 
 
    "I don't think so," she said.  "But I did feel I OWED you a visit." 
 
    The General sighed and set down his beer on the nearby counter.  In a move that looked surprisingly natural, he pulled a small pocket auto from behind his back and pointed it at her. 
 
    Natalie couldn't help laughing. 
 
    "Haven't you been paying attention to your briefings when you come to the Center, General?  That little pistol can't hurt me while I'm covered in the scales.  I am faster, stronger and far more deadly than you.  Go ahead and shoot if you think it will accomplish anything." 
 
    "You're going back to the labs," the General said. 
 
    "Not likely," Natalie replied.  "I'm here to repay you for what you people did to Eric." 
 
    Technically it wasn't the Army that killed Eric, but she knew that the whole thing wouldn't have happened if it hadn't been for the General and those like him that planned the whole thing. 
 
    The General fired his gun, the bullet striking Natalie in the center of her chest, punching through the clothing, but having no affect on the scales beneath.  Before she could say anything, Lou popped around the corner and fired a couple of shots from his own pistol.  They weren't nearly as loud as the shot the General fired, but there was no mistaking what they were. 
 
    General Johnson dropped the gun and started to fall.  Natalie rushed to him, grabbing his arm and probing as quickly as she could, but the General was dead by the time he hit the floor. 
 
    "Damn it Lou!  I told you I wanted him alive for a while!" 
 
    "Sorry.  When I heard the shot I just reacted.  To be honest I wasn't all that sure I believed what you said about those scales, and I was trained when the shooting starts to reply in kind or get the hell out of there.  Did you learn anything before he died?" 
 
    "The President is definitely involved.  You can forget that he is just a bystander.  Baxter and the General have been told to find me ASAP, and to bring me back.  At this point the President doesn't care if I'm alive for further testing or dead so I'm not a problem.  He doesn't want me running loose.  So I guess we know where I stand.  Baxter was supposed to enhance his team and figure out where I am." 
 
    Lou nodded. 
 
    "We need to get out of here.  His shot was loud enough someone might have noticed.  We can discuss this in detail when we get back to my place. 
 
    Natalie took a long look at the body on the floor.  Two months ago she would have been aghast at the presence of a body, let alone one she helped create.  She hated what they had done to her, but knew she wouldn't rest until the rest of them were in similar condition. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 35 
 
    George Bush Center for Intelligence - Langley, VA 
 
    Director Baxter's Office 
 
    Tuesday Morning 
 
      
 
    Director Baxter glanced around the room at the seven men waiting for him in his private conference room.  He wanted to be certain all of them were there.  He was in a rotten mood after the meeting with the President, and woe be it to anyone who wasn't there as ordered.  Fortunately for the agents involved, everyone had arrived early and was waiting to hear what their instructions would be. 
 
    The Director closed the door to his private conference room and scanned the agents once again.  His IOD Head, Jack Billings sat near the head of the conference table.  He had already been briefed, but would be leading the effort once the agents headed into the field.  This meeting was to bring them current and explain what they were facing. 
 
    Dale Irwin and Pete Grimes were the senior field agents and most aware of the situation.  Not only had they been involved from the start, and present at the finish of the original effort to capture Natalie Reyes, but they had spent a day this past weekend at the labs where she had been held for more than a month.  Bill Horn and John Davies had been part of the original crew as well, but they had always been elsewhere when key events had gone down.  Sam Cobin and Alex Miyaga were new to the effort, brought in because the President had demanded he increase the effort.  His special team for in-country actions was scraping bottom.  Billings had only two more agents in his group, and they were elsewhere involved in an unrelated, but critically important effort.  This team would have to do. 
 
    "We have been given the task of finding the escaped subject Natalie Reyes," he began as he stepped up to the lectern at the front of the conference table.  We didn't lose her or allow her to escape, but you can be certain that we are going to get a fair share of the blame for anything that happens because we failed to bring her in." 
 
    Baxter didn't explain that it was the President who had made the demand.  Not only was that confidential information, but they didn't need to know it to do their job. 
 
    "The conditions for her capture are very simple.  Bring her in alive if possible, but if there is any chance of her getting away, kill her.  If there is a chance of collateral damage, the possibility of taking out a citizen, don't let that interfere.  You can see how serious this is.  The powers that be do not want her loose."   
 
    "Pete and Dale were the ones who finally captured her the first time, so it can't be that hard you are thinking.  After all, we know more than we did then.  You have no idea how wrong you are.  The game has changed.  Those forms you signed a bit earlier today.  Those are not a joke as you might think.  They are deadly serious.  This is top secret.  If you so much as hint about this to your friends or girlfriend, or even other agents, you will find your self in solitary at Leavenworth for the rest of your natural life.  No trial required.  This is not bullshit.  This is the way it is." 
 
    Baxter glanced around noting the uneasiness of some of the men. 
 
    "Pete and Dale spent Sunday at the facility where Miss Reyes was being held.  They can tell you a little about this mission, but let me fill you in so everyone is on the same page." 
 
    "Some of what they told us just doesn't seem possible," Dale Irwin said before Baxter could continue. 
 
    "I understand that, but what they told you is only part of the story.  What did they tell you about how she escaped?" 
 
    Irwin described the scenario, how she killed three people, assumed the identity of the senior doctor, and walked out of the facility and disappeared. 
 
    "Did you look at the video?" Baxter asked. 
 
    Dale nodded. 
 
    "She looked exactly like the doctor.  This is a twenty-two year old woman, and somehow she managed to look exactly like a sixty-year old man.  The simple truth is she is a changeling.  Somehow, and we don't know how it is done, she can copy the appearance of other individuals.  She walked out because the guards that saw the doctor every day were absolutely convinced she was him.  She even somehow managed to get the daily code so she could clock herself out." 
 
    "There's more.  In addition to generating the look that masks her own appearance, she can create a body armor made of scales.  Dragon scales some of the staff call them.  These are truly remarkable.  They make her impervious to knife, laser, hot, cold, and most bullets.  Your service weapons would be useless against her, so you will be issued short barreled M4 carbines instead.  She is also incredibly strong, and has reflexes you have to see to believe.  Do not let her get close to you." 
 
    "So how do we catch her?" Sam asked.  "It sounds like she can look like somebody else.  Do we even know where she is or where she went?  She's been gone a couple of days now." 
 
    "We have a lead, which is more than we had yesterday," Baxter said.  Dale and Pete had a very good idea, and following it up we know a bit more about her activities.  They decided if she could look like the doctor, maybe she could look like someone else from the labs.  They took pictures of the people she normally interfaced with and went to the various cab companies and had their drivers look through them." 
 
    "They found a match," Alex Miyata said. 
 
    "That they did.  It appears that nurse Samantha took a cab from the downtown mall in Frederick to Dulles International airport an hour or so after Natalie Reyes escaped the Center.  We checked, and the nurse was with her mother at that time and never went near Dulles." 
 
    "Did she take a flight?" Bill Horn asked. 
 
    "No one claims to recognize her at the airport, but we haven't had time to get to all of the people who might have issued a ticket.  We'll follow up on that." 
 
    "Where would she go?" John Davies asked. 
 
    "Back to Los Angeles," Sam Cobin said with certainty.  "This place is foreign to her.  She's a west coast person.  Here she has no friends, no idea how things work, or where to go.  She'd want to get to familiar territory.  We need to get people out there ASAP." 
 
    Pete Grimes disagreed.   
 
    "I don't think so," he said.  "She went to Dulles where she could catch another cab and go where she really wanted.  She appears smarter than we are giving her credit for.  I think she's somewhere around here.  Maybe she pretended to be someone other than this Samantha person after getting to Dulles." 
 
    While the matter was being discussed, Director Baxter's secretary knocked quietly and came in, handing him a folded note.  Baxter nodded his thanks, and half listening to the exchange between the agents, he unfolded and read what was written on the piece of paper.  His eyes grew wide as he did so.  He held up his hand to silence the conversations. 
 
    "You're wrong, Cobin," he said as he waved the note.  "General Jackson was just found dead in his home.  Any guesses who shot him?" 
 
    "I told you she was still here," Grimes said grimly. 
 
    "Well, we know where she was.  Now I want to know where she is.  Get out there and find her," Baxter ordered. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 36 
 
    Westin Hotel 
 
    Washington, DC 
 
    Wednesday Morning 
 
      
 
    She was annoyed with herself.  That was a change.  She'd been annoyed with Lou the night before when they had returned from dealing with the General, discussed the take-out, had dinner and then a few drinks.  She'd been proud of herself, and a little miffed that Lou had killed the bastard before she'd had time to extract the information she sought.  But as he pointed out, it was one thing to hear about the protective nature of her scales, but another to actually have it demonstrated.  He'd know in the future, but he'd been fearful she might be overstating the protective nature of the things.  It probably would have been okay if he hadn't started pressing her to leave the hotel. 
 
    "You've been there too long," he'd said.  "Now that we have acted and they know you are in the area they are going to be livid and going all out to locate you.  You admitted you used a face they would recognize to make the reservation.  I don't like some of these people, but they aren't stupid.  They've had time to review the videos of your escape, and someone is going to put together your imitating the doctor with the idea you might be able to imitate others you knew.  They will come with photos.  Mark my words, it's only a matter of time." 
 
    She'd been proud of her own initiative, and after a couple of days in the hotel without a problem, become too confident in her security.  They'd argued about it, and she'd left annoyed saying she had stuff she needed to bring with her when they left in the morning for Fort Bragg.  She'd see him early. 
 
    Now however, she wasn't so confident.  Maybe his words had time to work on her, and maybe it was intuition, and maybe she was simply being silly.  But she had an itch behind her shoulder blades.  In part because of the uncomfortable feelings, she'd changed back into the young male she'd pretended to be the day before when they'd gone hunting for Johnson.  She tossed the two bags into the back seat of the car a bit more energetically than necessary.  They held the computer, the spare cell phones, two of the changes of clothes she wanted easily accessible, and her toiletries.  She closed the door and started back toward the hotel. 
 
    The car wasn't parked in the hotel lot.  To park there she had to register it, which meant giving them a plate number, pay a fee, and most worrisome, they'd link the car to her room.  All of those things seemed like a bad idea given her situation.  Instead she had parked in a commercial lot a block away on the opposite side of the hotel.  They had a long term parking area, and you paid when you left and nobody kept records.  She'd had to carry her stuff all the way over here, and now would make another trip.  She was surprised just how much she had accumulated at the mall attached to the hotel in the few days she'd been here.  But in a way it would look very natural.  The last load was the larger suitcase with wheels she had acquired in the mall.  She would take it to the lobby, check out and pay her bill, and leave like any normal person.  A quite, unassuming exit that would not garner any attention.  She'd exit into the garage, circle around, come here, and then head off to Lou's where they'd put the car back in his garage and drive together in his van. 
 
    Her mind had been going over this as she rode up the hotel elevator to her room on the 6th floor.  She had the elevator to herself.  Well, it was early.  Those that worked had probably already headed off to their meetings, and the tourist types probably were still in bed.  As she stepped out of the elevator and started down the hallway toward her room, her feeling of unease increased.  She looked around, but she didn't see anyone on the floor.  It was as deserted as it had been when she'd left fifteen minutes earlier.  Still, she increased her pace, anxious to grab her bag and get out of here.  Damn Lou!  He had spooked her good. 
 
    She started to veer toward her room and one of her senses kicked in.  There was someone in her room.  Two someones actually, if her senses were correct.  She wasn't all that comfortable with the particular sense that was screaming at her.  It seemed to be off and on, although while it might fail to alert her to a presence, which had happened in the past, when it did alert her she couldn't recall it being wrong.  Hackles rising, she continued past the room deciding just maybe she didn't really need the stuff in the suitcase. 
 
    She was two doors down from her room when a voice rang out behind her. 
 
    "Hey you.  Freeze.  Government agents.  Keep your hands up and don't move."   
 
    The agent had been slow to react when she had passed due to the fact, in spite of what he'd been told, he didn't really believe she'd be able to disguise herself as effectvely as they'd been warned.  When this man had passed, he hadn't considered the possibility it was her.  It was only when the individual made a move toward the room he'd decided to act. 
 
    Crap!  She hadn't sensed this one.  She assumed he must have been hiding in a room, she hadn't reacted to feelings of people in rooms other than her own, or perhaps in a utility area or the stairs at the end of the hallway.  She had no intention of stopping.  If there was one, there were others, in fact the two in  her room brought the number to three, and who knew if there were others.  She started the growth of scales to cover her head which was exposed as she began to run.  She knew the scales wouldn't grow in time to help her if the guy who'd shouted decided to shoot, but hopefully he wouldn't be too eager to start blasting away inside an upscale hotel.  Just in case she did a series of quick sidesteps as she ran.   
 
    She moved quickly.  She was glad once again for her speed.  Her target was the stairs at the far end of the hallway, still several rooms away.  She heard more shouting behind her that suggested more people had joined the original individual and all were warning her they would shoot.  
 
     Just a bit more! 
 
    She was almost to the doorway when it flew open and another of the SOBs stepped into the hallway.  He was leveling a rifle in her direction.  That was a problem.  She was mostly protected against handguns, but the .223 cartridge firing by the long barreled AR-15 he was carrying might just be too much for her armor.  She zigged as he tried to line up, and then zagged as he corrected.  Her agility was a bit too much for him and he could not get a line on her.  He, like the other agent, was a bit hesitant to accept this was really the woman they sought.  It would cost him dearly.  She was almost on top of him when he finally quickly fired a multi-round series of shots. 
 
    Three out of the four rounds missed.  Three out of four isn't bad, but unfortunately the fourth round scored a glancing hit against her ribs.  The bullet ripped through the scales, plowed along the ribs, and then got trapped under the scales.   She screamed as she continued to run, charging into the agent, ripping the gun out of his hands.  Flinging the gun to one side, she grabbed his neck and probed his mind for information.  She dragged him partway into the stairwell where she might be protected, but a series of hits in the wall told her she was too exposed.  A quick glance showed her enemy, four she could count, were closing fast.  With a quick twist of her wrists she snapped the neck of the one she held and turned and sped down the stairs.  They would be no match for her speed, and she gained ground, blasting out of the stairwell on the second floor and charging down the hallway turning into the mall entrance that linked the hotel and money making shopping area.  Even this early there were people there and they would have to be more careful with their shooting.  At least she hoped so. 
 
    She was bleeding badly, but so far no one was close enough to notice.  She stripped off the sweater she wore and wrapped it around her waist which covered the blood and changed her look enough it might hinder the agent's ability to spot her.  She stopped the growth of scales on her head, a risk because it left her more vulnerable, but they would scare the patrons in the mall and make her noticeable.  Instead she opted for the old woman look.   
 
    She moved quickly down the mall, glancing back and seeing that none of the agents had entered as yet.  Spotting an open bakery, she stepped inside, grabbed a couple of pastries and hurried over to the owner who stood near the register.  She handed him a fifty dollar bill. 
 
    "Is there a back way out of here?" she asked. 
 
    He shook his head and said, "just the door into the delivery alley." 
 
    "Keep the change," she said and ran to the back of the bakery, tossed the pastries, unlocked and pulled open the door, and stepped into the semi-darkness of the delivery area. 
 
    It was essentially deserted.  It was too early in the day for normal deliveries, although a couple of trucks were parked and locked adjacent to nearby stores.  She hurried away from the bakery, spotting a utility entrance at bit further on.  She stepped through and out onto the street.  A few people, but no one who had any obvious interest in her.  She crossed the street and headed into the maze of walkways of the open air section of mall. 
 
    There was no point of going for the car.  It was in the opposite direction, and they would be watching for departing vehicles.  They might have the police circulating already.  As she moved, she pulled out the one cell phone she'd kept and dialed Lou. 
 
    "You are late," he growled when he answered. 
 
    "They found me," she said.  "You were right.  I need a ride.  I can't get to the car and there are five of them left scattered around." 
 
    "Left?" he asked. 
 
    "I broke the neck of the one who shot me." 
 
    "You're shot?  I thought you had armor against that?" 
 
    "They know what the situation is.  They are armed with rifles which seem quite capable of doing damage." 
 
    "Where are you?" Lou asked.  "The hotel is about ten minutes away." 
 
    Natalie told him where she was and what she looked like. 
 
    "Find the Macy's.  I'll come by the north entrance.  I'm on the way." 
 
    She didn't ask where the Macy's was.  She'd find it.  She didn't want him delayed any while trying to give her directions. 
 
      
 
    It took him fifteen minutes which didn't help her attitude any.  She hurt, and couldn't anticipate when and if those following her were going to show up.  When she spotted the van she sighed in relief.  The agents following her hadn't seen where she'd gone apparently and with luck they would be away before they realized she had help and was free. 
 
    The van slowed to a stop and she yanked the side slider open and fell inside. 
 
    "Go," she said, laying on the floor. 
 
    Lou didn't need any encouragement, and drove away smoothly so as not to attract attention, but on a carefully chosen route that kept them out of view of the mall and hotel for the most part. 
 
    "No one is following," he told her.  "As long as they didn't get a license from the van, we appear to be free.  How are you doing?" 
 
    "Just peachy," Natalie replied sarcastically. 
 
    "Do you need a doctor?" 
 
    "That would sort of be an end to things, wouldn't it?" 
 
    "I know a couple that we can rely on.  They are friends.  We have a long standing agreement." 
 
    "No, I'll be fine, just sore and bitchy for an hour or so.  Let's go." 
 
      
 
    They didn't head back to the house.  If anyone did catch the license and link it to Lou's place, better that they never caught him with her in his vehicle.  He could deny ever having seen her later, but not if they were caught together.  Besides, everything he needed was already loaded, and the stuff Natalie was bringing was forfeit back in the other car.  They might get it in a day or so, or he could, but not now.  Instead, he followed a route designed to reveal any tail that also headed south in the direction they needed to go. 
 
    Once they were out of DC proper, he found a truck stop and pulled over well away from the rest of the travelers.  He stepped around the seats and crawled back where she was. 
 
    "Let me see that," he said. 
 
    "It'll be fine," she said.  She looked like Natalie again. 
 
    "Maybe, but that's a lot of blood.  I can see why you are weak." 
 
    He untied the bloody sweater and pulled up her shirt, expecting the worst.   
 
    "Damn, it's most scabbed over.  How is that possible?" 
 
    "I guess I never mentioned my accelerated healing, did I.  Give me an hour or so.  The cracked ribs will be better and there will be no sign of the wound at all. I could use something to eat.  All this changing drains my reserves and I didn't have breakfast." 
 
    "We can grab some fast food a bit further down the road." 
 
    "You really know how to treat a girl," she said. 
 
      
 
    "How far is it to Bragg," Natalie asked around a mouth full of sausage McMuffin.  She was already feeling better, although she felt bad about the stuff she'd left behind. 
 
    "Probably another five hours of driving," Lou replied. 
 
    "We need to stop somewhere so I can do some shopping.  I have only this outfit, and it has seen a bit of abuse." 
 
    "There will be plenty of opportunity.  We can get what you need, check in somewhere and recover.  Tomorrow we will see what Bragg has to offer.  We are well out of DC, and there is no reason I can think of that they would be looking for you heading to North Carolina.  Now, tell me about these five or six agents that tried to grab you." 
 
    "There were six of them, but as I told you, I eliminated one.  They are part of something called the Internal Operations Division." 
 
    Lou nodded. 
 
    "I'm aware of it.  It's a highly illegal group set up by the Director to operate inside of the United States.  Most of what they do is covert, and they pretend to be various law enforcement agencies when they have to go public." 
 
    "I didn't have time to learn much.  They were shooting, actually pretty indiscriminately considering they were using powerful rifles and were inside a major hotel. They want me, one way or another, just as we learned from General Johnson.  The only good thing is they appear to be understaffed.  Besides the six there is their immediate boss and then Director Baxter.  I suppose he could draft some agents from his normal organization." 
 
    "He'd have to reveal some of what he's doing, which he won't want to do.  For now, I think we can assume this is the team we have to worry about." 
 
    Lou tossed aside his wrappers. 
 
    "Are you well enough to get moving?" 
 
    "The sooner we get to Bragg, the better I'll feel," Natalie replied.  "Well, maybe the sooner we get some different clothes, the better I'll feel." 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 37 
 
    Fort Bragg 
 
    Fayetteville, North Carolina 
 
    Wednesday Evening 
 
      
 
    They had arrived in Fayetteville late in the afternoon and were currently checked into the Radisson Country Inn.  They were sharing a room because Lou insisted that it was by far the safest approach given their current status. Replacements for the items Natalie had been forced to leave behind had been purchased, and she was now showered and changed into a new wardrobe.  Her wound was non-existent, something that still amazed Lou who had insisted checking it to see for himself, worried that she might be trying to continue the mission while suffering a dangerous bullet wound.   
 
    Fine dining was somewhat limited in the area, but Natalie didn't want to be out in public anyway.  They had stopped at a nearby Pizza Hut and bought their dinner.  They had two large pizzas since Natalie wanted at least one entirely for herself, and was already scheming on how to get part of Lou's.  Healing wounds, transforming between different people, and running from the law all day had left her desperate for fuel.  She hoped that they had bought enough to hold her until breakfast, which she had already decided would be the IHOP just down the street.  For now she was content to sit on her bed, the one furthest from the door, and shovel the slices into her mouth one after another. 
 
    "I'd rather catch him when he's off the base itself," Lou said.  "There are complications going onto the base, and it would be best if we aren't spotted with him there.  Someone might remember later." 
 
    Natalie didn't think that would be an issue.  She didn't look anything like herself at the moment, so what would they recall, but then Lou might have some kind of history with some of the individuals in the military here and didn't wish to be spotted.  The problem was that Dan lived on the base, which made the whole matter more complicated. 
 
    "So how do we catch him in town?" she asked.  "Sit by the entrance and hope to spot his car?" 
 
    "Do you have any idea how many soldiers are in this town.  Even if we knew he was planning on leaving the base, which we don't, the odds on spotting him are virtually zero.  No, I think we need to lure him off the base to someplace we can control the situation." 
 
    "And we do this how?" Natalie asked. 
 
    "We invite him to meet us," Lou replied. 
 
    "Just like that?" 
 
    "I suspect if a pretty girl were to walk up to one of the Special Forces types wandering around town, they are pretty easy to spot even out of uniform, and asked if he knew Daniel Harper and if so would they deliver a note to him, it wouldn't be too hard to find someone who could help." 
 
    "Wouldn't they wonder why I didn't just call him?" 
 
    "They might, but there are a lot of reasons a pretty young woman might not want to do that." 
 
    "Where would we meet him that he would be likely to show up?" 
 
    "There's a place here popular with the guys.  It known as a good place to meet women.  It's called Club Vibe.  We'll tell him to come there." 
 
    "You've been here before," she said. 
 
    "Many times.  The CIA has been known to work with the Special Forces teams frequently," he replied, confirmed what she suspected about his wanting to avoid being on the base. 
 
    Natalie was silent for a bit, then said, "You know my story and why I'm set on going after these people.  What is your reason?  You must have something that motivates you to go after these people beyond helping a damsel in distress." 
 
    "Specifically Director Baxter," Lou said.  "Many of the rest are just doing a dirty job, although far too many wander too far across the line." 
 
    Lou was silent for a bit, then told her about himself. 
 
    "I was an agent for twenty-two years.  Moved up the ranks.  Was good at my job if I do say so myself.  I was pressed to move into management, but that wasn't for me.  Baxter was different.  He wanted power, and was very political.  I saw that early on.  I was one of those who trained him.  After a number of years he moved up the ladder, and not too unexpectedly, ended up in a position where he was giving me direction.  On one job we ran into a conflict.  What he wanted was strictly political and not, in my mind, a valid strategic action.  He ordered it to go forward anyway.  When things went sour, he tried to bury it by leaving the team stranded in Indian Country.  Four of my team were killed, and I earned this eye patch.  He tried to blame me, and given his position many bought it.  I decided it was time to leave, but I promised myself there was a debt to be paid.  I never got around to it.  Now might be the time." 
 
    "You became disenchanted with the job because of one man?" 
 
    "It wasn't just him.  There were others.  He was simply the worst.  A line from a movie I liked kind of summed up my feelings at the time.  Burt Lancaster played an old Army Scout in the west.  When asked at one point how long he killed Apaches, he replied, "Til I learned better".  That's about how I saw what I was doing in the CIA.  I realized what we were doing was not always as advertised and I didn't want to do it any longer.  So I quit." 
 
    "But you still have a debt to repay." 
 
    "I owe it to those guys he let get killed just to avoid tarnishing his record.  It won't bring them back, but I'll feel better for it." 
 
    "Let's hope we both get what we want," Natalie said softly. 
 
      
 
    The next morning after a late breakfast, they wandered around town.  Once again Natalie didn't look like herself.  Today she was an extremely attractive blonde.  She'd have no trouble striking up a conversation with any of the Army men they decided to approach.  She had the note in her pocket.  It didn't say much, but with the report Dan would get on the woman it came from, Lou assured her it would be enough.   
 
    The note read: 
 
      
 
    Need to speak with you. 
 
    Club Vibe  -   8 PM 
 
    I'll find you! 
 
      
 
    Lou was right.  There were several men who reminded her of Eric, and the third one they asked admitted to knowing Harper. 
 
    "I'll take it to him," the soldier agreed.  "Does he know you?" 
 
    "He does," Natalie replied, but didn't say he would be mystified by the note and certainly wouldn't be expecting to hear from someone he had to believe was dead  He also wouldn't be able to place the description of the blond bombshell she was impersonating. 
 
    After the soldier walked away, disappointed he hadn't been approached by the attractive woman because she was interested in him, Natalie said to Lou.  "Let's go shopping.  I need the right kind of dress for this." 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 38 
 
    Fort Bragg 
 
    Fayetteville, North Carolina 
 
    Thursday Evening 
 
      
 
    "There's his truck," Natalie said, pointing to the red Ford F-350 monster that was pulling into the parking area from the highway.  They had the license number from the DMV and it was quite visible from where they waited in the van. 
 
    They were parked out front of Club Vibe hoping to see Sgt. Dan Harper drive up.  Natalie didn't want to go in early and have to deal with all the men hitting on her while she waited for Harper to show, assuming he would.  Natalie hadn't been convinced he would. 
 
    The entrance to the club wasn't as well lit up and gaudy as those Natalie had visited in Los Angeles, but it drew a large local crowd so it must have something to draw so many people.  She'd know soon enough she realized, as she watched the six-foot four frame of Dan Harper make his way to the door and then inside.  Even though she'd only met him twice, he was easy to recognize. 
 
    "Are you ready for this?" Lou asked. 
 
    "Not entirely," she admitted.   
 
    She was dressed far more boldly than she'd ever been before.  She wasn't used to showing quite so much of herself, and even though she wore a face that wasn't hers and none of these people would know who she was if they ever saw her again, it was a bit intimidating to flaunt herself so.  But that's how she'd get Dan's attention.  He liked women who were blond and bold. 
 
    "Wish me luck," she said as she opened the door of the van and stepped outside. 
 
    "Holler if you need help," Lou said.  He had her wired with a hidden mike and a small transmitter.  She was surprised he'd been able to find a place to put the damn thing where it wouldn't show in the getup she was wearing. 
 
    She flashed him a weak grin, then threw her shoulders back and marched toward the entrance to the club. More than a few pairs of male eyes followed her appreciatively as she made her way to the front of the club, and the bouncer grinned wickedly at her as she approached. 
 
    "Very nice," he said softly as she passed. 
 
    Inside the club was much like such places everywhere.  The music was loud, but not brutally so, and the flashing lights flickered in time with the music which was played by a DJ at the moment.  She guessed there would be a live band later, or maybe they were simply on break.  She pushed through the crowd feeling the eyes on her as she searched for her target.  Finally she spotted Dan toward the back and wormed her way through the press of bodies toward him. 
 
    Dan was surrounded by a number of buddies, and they spotted her coming, including the soldier she'd passed the message to earlier in the day.  Apparently he wanted to see if she'd show up and what it was all about.  He said something to Dan, whose eyes shifted in her direction.  As she approached she was met with whoops and whistles of appreciation.  Dan smiled, but waited until she came close. 
 
    "Sgt, Daniel Harper?" she asked as if she needed to confirm who he was. 
 
    He smiled and nodded, but whatever clever or crude remark he made was lost in a burst of sound from the speakers.  He pushed one of the guys off the stool next to him and motioned for her to sit.  She accepted the invitation and slipped onto the stool. 
 
    "I don't know you," he said into her ear at close range.  "Why are you looking for me, not that I mind at all.  Who are you, by the way?" 
 
    "My name is Natalie," she replied. 
 
    "I know a Natalie," Dan said. 
 
    "How's that for coincidence," she retorted. 
 
    "Can I buy you a drink?" 
 
    "Can we take it outside where we can talk without an audience?" she asked. 
 
    "I think that might be possible." 
 
    Natalie had little doubt what he was thinking and probably hoping this was leading to, and felt bad for the subterfuge, but she had to separate him from his friends in a way he would have a good alibi if needed later.  She ordered a rum and coke, while Dan requested another beer.  When the drinks came, he stood and pointed the way to the door, earning them another round of catcalls.  Once outside he asked what she had on her mind, seeming to understand there was something going on here he wasn't understanding. 
 
    "How about in your car," Natalie suggested. 
 
    "Sounds good to me," he said, and pointed toward the truck a dozen yards away. 
 
    He helped her up into the passenger seat, closed the door, and made his way around to the driver's side, being momentarily delayed by one of his buddies that apparently had just arrived.  Dan indicated he had someone in the truck and the other nodded and wandered off.  Dan opened the door, climbed up inside, closed the door and turned toward his passenger. 
 
    "Holy shit!" he said when he saw her.  He backed away until he was pressed up against the door of the truck, his face ashen.  She sensed his reaction had a lot less to do with the fact she was no longer the blond bombshell, but who she had changed into.  The moment Dan had closed the door, she had triggered a transition back to her real features.  Now she looked like herself, and Dan recognized her instantly. 
 
    "Hi Danny," she said softly. 
 
    "You're supposed to be dead," he said nervously.  "You and Eric were killed a couple of months ago.  And how did you change like that?  You weren't wearing a mask inside." 
 
    He looked around to see if she had discarded something that had hid her real features. 
 
    "The reports of my death are over-rated, or something like that," she said. 
 
    "Eric?" he asked hopefully. 
 
    Natalie could sense he was praying that if she was still alive, then maybe Eric was as well.  She shook her head, her eyes misting. 
 
    "They killed him, Danny.  They shot him half a dozen times at point blank range.  They wanted him dead.  They didn't want him to be able to help me any more." 
 
    "The media said you two killed a Senator and a couple of FBI guys and were dealing in stolen government secrets." 
 
    "You knew Eric.  Would he do that?" 
 
    "I never could see it," he agreed.  "Then what actually happened?  What is this all about and what are you doing here, and how did you change your look like that?  Why did you need to approach me this way?  I don't understand any of this.  You scared the crap out of me.  I'm still shaking." 
 
    "It's really complicated, and I didn't want anyone to connect you with me.  I'm being chased by government agents.  I need help.  I'm here to ask a huge favor, but I need you to understand what this is about.  Can you come with me where I can explain the whole thing?  Your friends will think you are scoring with the blond and no one ever needs to know I was here if you don't want to get involved." 
 
    "Government agents?  Is this some kind of a joke?  It's not funny, Natalie." 
 
    "I wish it were a joke.  If I can't work this out I'm going to be as dead as Eric." 
 
    Dan could sense she was telling the truth despite how outlandish it sounded. 
 
    "Where do you want to go?" he asked. 
 
    "My hotel, the Radisson," she told him.  "It'll be private, and it will fit with our cover story." 
 
    Dan nodded and started the truck.  They headed away from the night club, but within a block Dan noted, "I think we're being followed." 
 
    Natalie was glad to see that Dan's situational awareness senses were everything someone in his profession should be, even given that he was out for a night of fun. 
 
    "No worries," she said.  "That's just Lou." 
 
    "A boyfriend Natalie.  So soon.  Eric has been gone . . ." 
 
    She couldn't help laughing. 
 
    "Not a boyfriend.  Tactical support.  Lou is sixty something.  He's watching our back." 
 
    "What kind of support is an old man going to provide?" 
 
    "More than you might think.  You'll meet him soon enough.  He knows our enemy and has his own reasons for going after them.  You'll like him.  He's ex-CIA and has access to a lot of surprising information and gear." 
 
    "CIA?" Dan asked.  "This is getting weirder and weirder.  I can hardly wait to hear this story." 
 
    They parked in the visitor's lot and climbed out of the truck. 
 
    "Where's your friend?" Dan asked. 
 
    "He'll meet us upstairs in a bit.  He wanted to watch and see if anyone is paying any attention to us before he comes in.  That will give me a chance to give you the demonstration." 
 
    "Demonstration?" 
 
    "Some of what I need to tell you is a bit off-the-wall, and people accept the truth with some show and tell.  You'll understand once we get into it." 
 
    Natalie led the way, scanned the room with her senses before opening the door, and led Dan inside.  Once they were seated, he signaled his impatience by saying, "Out with it Natalie.  What's going on?  Why are you claiming the government framed you and Eric somehow, and actually had him killed?  You must know that sounds like a bad movie." 
 
    "Because it's true.  They killed Eric because he was protecting me, and they had no use for him.  He knew things they didn't want known, and they wanted me.  We killed four of their agents before they managed to capture us." 
 
    "You and Eric killed four government agents?  I don't see you being able to do that.  Why would they want you anyway.  What did you learn that they are trying to cover up?" 
 
    "If it was a cover up, they simply would have killed me.  It's not what I know, it's what I am.  And, increase the count to five.  I had to kill another agent yesterday when they found where I was hiding." 
 
    Dan started to object, but she held up a hand. 
 
    "I'm going about this wrong, but I am uncomfortable about bringing you into this.  Unfortunately, Lou and I can't get this done alone, and unless I pull this off, my life is over.  They will either kill me, or recapture me, which I think would be worse.  Once I tell you what this is about, if anyone knows you know, you will be every bit as much of a target as Eric.  Are you okay with that?" 
 
    "I think I can handle it," he replied.  She could sense he didn't really believe a lot of what she was saying. 
 
    "Okay then.  This will seem a bit off the subject, but you know what DNA is, right?" 
 
    "I'm a soldier, but not an idiot.  Of course I know, at least the basics.  It's what make you who you are, right?" 
 
    "Correct.  And did Eric ever tell you about my birthday present?" 
 
    "Oh, yeah.  He gave you some silly present that allowed you to get your DNA typed or something.  Seemed kind of silly to me.  That somehow figures into this?" 
 
    "I really wanted that test and Eric knew it.  It was expensive, and I'd been putting it off for that reason for years.  He came up with the big bucks to pay for it.  And yes, it has everything to do with all of this.  I had the test, and they found something very unusual." 
 
    "So, you are related to someone famous or something?" 
 
    "I have DNA that essentially no one else has," she explained. 
 
    "And it gives you super powers, right?  That's the only reason the government would care." 
 
    "That's pretty close," she replied, nodding her head. 
 
    "Ah, come on," Dan said, now a bit disgusted.  He stood up and wandered around the room. 
 
    "Remember how I looked when I came into the club.  You wondered how I changed my appearance.  That's one of my abilities from this DNA.  "I can look like anyone I want.  I could look like you if I copied your pattern.  I'll show you in a minute." 
 
    He looked at her. 
 
    "You're serious, aren't you?" 
 
    "Oh, yeah, but that isn't the half of it.  I can grow a kind of armor.  It is really protective.  Knives, handgun bullets, heat, cold, and more can't touch the stuff.  You've used night vision goggles in your work,, right.  I have my own organic night vision.  Reflexes, you can't imagine.  In fact, give me a dollar bill." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "A dollar bill.  I remember you doing this before.  You were really proud how you could beat everyone." 
 
    Dan handed her a crisp bill from his wallet. 
 
    "Recall the drop test.  I hold the bill above your two fingers and when I drop it, you try and catch it before it slips past.  Eric couldn't grab it, but you usually got it about halfway down, right?" 
 
    "So, I've got good reflexes.  Actually, I've tested well above everyone else in the unit.  So what?" 
 
    "Try it with me," she said. 
 
    Frowning, Dan did what he was told.  When he dropped the bill, it moved less than a quarter inch before Natalie had trapped it from falling. 
 
    "Lucky," he said.  "You anticipated my release." 
 
    "Do it again," she said. 
 
    Every time she trapped it almost the instant he released it. 
 
    "That's incredible," Dan said, actually impressed. 
 
    "How about we arm wrestle?" Natalie asked. 
 
    "Natalie.  What the hell?" 
 
    "You're a strong guy.  Would you believe I'm a lot stronger than you?  A lot.  I could pick you up and carry you like you were a child.  You don't have a chance against my strength.  Oh, and here's one you would love to have in your line of work.  I was shot yesterday.  A .223 round in the side.  Broke a couple of ribs and ripped open a gash that bled like nobody's business." 
 
    "I thought you said you have some kind of armor," Dan asked, believing he had caught her in a lie. 
 
    "If it is in place, and while pistol bullets are stopped, rifle bullets can get through.  Fortunately this was a glancing strike, so the armor deflected it." 
 
    "You don't seem wounded to me." 
 
    "That's where I was heading.  I heal very, very quickly.  The damage was gone and unnoticeable within a couple of hours." 
 
    "That's just not possible." 
 
    "It isn't is it?  But it happens to be the case.  All of these things because I have some strange DNA.  The Army apparently encountered it once before in a guy who was running amok.  It cost them a number of guys to bring him down, and in examining the body afterwards they found the DNA.  But he was dead.  They have been quietly looking for it for years.  I was unfortunate enough to have it, and cross their radar." 
 
    "This is all too unreal." 
 
    "I've explained some of what I can do, but now it's show and tell.  What would you like to see?  I need you to understand this isn't some crazy bullshit from a whacked out lady." 
 
    "You're serious, aren't you?" 
 
    "Very.  Now what do I show you?" 
 
    "How about this strange armor you talked about?" 
 
    "Okay.  It takes a couple of minutes to form.  I can grow it selectively on parts of my body, or everywhere.  I'll leave my head normal.  It looks really scary if I allow them to grow there.  Don't freak out, but watch it happen." 
 
    She held out her arms and triggered the scales.  He was about to get impatient when it became apparent her skin was changing.  Thirty seconds later the purplish scales were in place. 
 
    "Damn it, Natalie.  That's gross." 
 
    "Touch them," she said. 
 
    Carefully, he reached out and ran his hand across the surface.   
 
    "That's really you and not some trick?" 
 
    "You judge," she said.   
 
    She walked over and pulled a combat style knife out of her suitcase.  She handed it to Dan. 
 
    "This is a tool you are familiar with.  Cut my arm." 
 
    "I can't," he said. 
 
    "Damn it, Dan.  Cut it.  You won't be able to, but you have to see this is real.  Stick it, whack it, slice it.  Use some elbow grease.  You'll see nothing will happen.  Start easy if you like, but convince yourself this is real.  I'm wasting both our time if you don't get convinced about this." 
 
    Dan took the knife uncertainly.  He hefted the blade, then checked the edge with his thumb. 
 
    "Sharp," he said. 
 
    "Eric taught me a dull knife is worthless," she replied, and held out her arm. 
 
    "Are you certain about this?" he asked. 
 
    "Try it," she insisted. 
 
    Carefully at first, and then with more enthusiasm when he saw he wasn't managing to make any marks, he tried to cut through the scales.  After a few minutes he stepped back. 
 
    "Holy shit," he said.  "I didn't believe you, but that stuff is like trying to cut steel." 
 
    "Everything else I'll told you is true as well.  We can play show-and-tell, or you can accept I'm telling you the truth and we can move on to what I hope you can help with," she said as she took the knife back and retracted the scales. 
 
    "This is all because of some strange DNA you have?" 
 
    "Appears so," she said. 
 
    "I can see why the government would be interested," he said.  "How come you didn't know about this before the DNA test?" 
 
    "I don't know.  Some of it might have been timing.  I think the night vision was one of the first abilities to develop, and that existed before they grabbed me.  They shot me full of stuff, and I think that might have accelerated the process.  There's too much that is unknown.  I don't even know if I'm done coming up with new abilities. 
 
    "So why do you need me?" 
 
    "I'll let Lou help explain that," she said.  "Come on in Lou." 
 
    Dan looked toward her as Lou stepped through the door. 
 
    "We have radio comms," she said by way of explanation. 
 
    "I'm not certain he really believes you yet," Lou said as he stepped into the room, hand out.  "Hi, I'm Lou Griffin.  Let me show you something." 
 
    Dan shook the older man's hand automatically, a bit off-guard.  Lou dug a plastic bag out of his case and handed it over to Dan.   
 
    "Have a look at that.  We could have faked it of course, but we didn't.  That is what she was wearing when I pulled her out of trouble yesterday." 
 
    Dan reached into the bag and pulled out a blood soaked shirt.  Most of the blood had dried, but some of it was still soggy. 
 
    "Natalie was wearing that when I picked her up," Lou said.  "You can check, but you won't find any sign of a wound today.  I've never seen anything like it.  The only thing she gets from such a wound other than grumpy is to be seriously hungry afterwards." 
 
    "You two are trying awfully hard to convince me all of this is true," he said. 
 
    "It's very important that you understand this is very real.  You need to remember these people deliberately hunted down and killed your friend, they captured and made a lab animal out of his girlfriend, and are now trying to kill her." 
 
    "And what do you want from me?" Dan asked. 
 
    "We want you to help us kill some people," Lou said pleasantly. 
 
    Dan looked at Lou in shocked disbelief. 
 
    "You want to try that again?" he asked. 
 
    "We need your help in killing the people who murdered your best friend and are trying to kill Natalie.  You, and hopefully a couple of your fellow soldiers.  You have the know-how.  You do it for Uncle Sam.  We need you to do it for yourself.  These people need to be taught a lesson." 
 
    "He's serious, isn't he?" Dan asked Natalie. 
 
    She nodded.   
 
    "There's no other choice." 
 
    "Take another look at that bloody shirt," Lou said.  "If Natalie had been anyone else other than who she is with the abilities she has, she'd be dead.  This isn't just a guess.  She tapped into the one she had to kill yesterday and their orders are to bring her in, dead or alive.  While the Army might prefer alive, the agents are going for dead.  They are scared of her." 
 
    "Tapped into?" Dan asked. 
 
    "Another ability she didn't get around to explaining," Lou said with a grin.  "With physical contact, she can read a person's thoughts.  Real handy when grabbing intelligence, and yes, she has personally demonstrated it to me." 
 
    "You are seriously planning on killing a bunch of people?" 
 
    "There's a group of CIA agents that work for the Director.  They operate inside the US, which technically is against the law to start with.  Add to that, this particular mission is off even the CIA's internal books.  It is being run unofficially by the Director himself." 
 
    "How high does it go?" Dan asked. 
 
    Lou hesitated. 
 
    "Well, the President is involved, but again, it isn't a legal op, President or not.  I was in the agency, and you can't just grab citizens and use them for whatever you want.  If the Congress got wind of this, they would all be at risk of jail.  We can't go that route.  We'd be dead before the case ever got resolved." 
 
    "Do you plan to kill the President?" Dan asked. 
 
    "No, but we are going to indicate our severe displeasure to him." 
 
    "How?" 
 
    "We haven't worked that out yet," Natalie admitted.  "For now, we need to eliminate the squad of killers that the Director has after me.  Until we do that, and send the message what we are willing and capable of doing, I'll always be on the run." 
 
    "What about the Director?" 
 
    "He's mine," Lou said firmly.  "In addition to going after Natalie, he has a few other sins to atone for." 
 
    "You're going to kill him?" 
 
    "Damn straight," Lou said. 
 
    "I don't know how to react to this," Dan admitted.  "I could think of a lot of things you might have asked, but to become part of a hit squad isn't one of them." 
 
    "Look at it as a protection squad.  If they want to stand down and let Natalie be, we won't go after them.  If they bring it to a fight, we want to be the ones who emerge victorious.  And the two of us aren't enough to manage that.  Not against people like these." 
 
    "How many are you talking about?" 
 
    "The Director had seven people under him working this mission," Lou explained.  "Natalie thinned their ranks by one yesterday.  So that leaves six, assuming they don't bring more on, but she also learned that the Director is running out of people he can use on something like this." 
 
    "So you think the three of us can take on six agency killers?  That's two to one. We're an old man, a soldier with normal direct combat experience, but no covert action background, and a woman who despite her powers isn't trained in any way for this.  Those aren't ideal odds." 
 
    "We were hoping you might have a couple of friends, of yours and Eric's, who might feel that his murder deserved a bit of payback and were willing to join us." 
 
    "You are serious, aren't you?" 
 
    "We are," Natalie agreed.  "Deadly serious." 
 
    "I could be court marshaled." 
 
    "Yes, you could.  You might also be killed," Lou replied. 
 
    "Even wounded, I would have trouble explaining what happened."  
 
    "Those are some of the risks," Lou pointed out.  "Only you can decide what your friendship to Eric was worth, and whether his murderers should be punished." 
 
    "How long would this take, and where would it happen?" 
 
    "It's a little hard to predict," Lou answered, encouraged that Dan hadn't outright refused to get involved.  "I have access to an old deserted farm outside of DC where I hope to be able to lure these guys.  Assuming they take the bait, we might be able to get them there this weekend, say Sunday.  That means if you could get a day or two of leave on either side of this weekend, you'd hopefully back here early next week." 
 
    "I have a pistol, but something like this would take military grade arms.  We can't simply walk into the armory and borrow our service arms." 
 
    "I'll furnish the guns.  M4s and SIG Sauer M17s for handguns, the same as you use already.  All would have suppressors." 
 
    "You have stuff like that just laying around for any emergency that might spring up?" Dan asked. 
 
    "You could look at it that way," Lou replied, not willing to be baited. 
 
    "I can't believe I'm even considering this," Dan said. 
 
    "So you'll help us?" Natalie asked. 
 
    "I owe Eric.  I wouldn't even be here if it wasn't for him.  Even though I have serious doubts about this, I couldn't ever feel right about letting his killers walk free and especially if something happened to you." 
 
    "What about others at the base.  Can you think of two or three who might feel as you do, that you can safely approach with the idea and know they won't turn you in?  As you say, the Army wouldn't look kindly upon this." 
 
    "I can think of a couple.  I can feel them out tomorrow.  That would already be Friday.  It seems too late for what you were suggesting." 
 
    "Natalie and I will leave in the morning and start setting things up at the farm.  We'll give you a contact number.  If you and the others are game, you can drive up there Friday night.  We'll plan on the bad guys being lured to the hideout on Sunday.  You'd be back here in Fayetteville sometime on Monday." 
 
    Dan's eyes shifted between Lou and Natalie. 
 
    "I'm an idiot, but I'm in," he said finally. 
 
    "Eric had some true friends," Lou said as Natalie hugged Dan. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 39 
 
    IHOP Restaurant 
 
    Fayetteville, North Carolina 
 
    Friday Morning 
 
      
 
    Dan had come early and was joining them for breakfast.  This was their last chance to talk before they'd meet up near Washington early tomorrow. 
 
    "You chose a good time," Dan said.  "Things are quiet on the base, so getting a couple of days of leave was easy enough, although they were surprised to have three requests come in at the last minute.  Soldiers usually plan things a lot longer in advance." 
 
    "You don't think they'll get suspicious?" Natalie asked. 
 
    "Of what?  They wouldn't believe what we are going to be doing even if I told them.  This isn't something anyone would guess." 
 
    "The two guys are dependable?" Lou asked.  "They are going to be okay with what's ahead?  Most people don't think about stuff like what we are planning." 
 
    "Joe and Henry?" Dan asked, naming the two men he had persuaded to join the effort.  There had been one other he had hoped to drag alone, but he had opted out.  "They've been out there with Eric just like me.  They owed him and this is their way of showing that.  They'll do fine." 
 
    "You said among other things Joe has had sniper training?" Lou asked. 
 
    Dan nodded.   
 
    "He's a damn good shot." 
 
    "I think we will be able to use that.  We'll talk about tactics and where everyone will be once you get to the farm.  I assume a Barrett fifty would work for him?" 
 
      
 
    Dan nodded. 
 
    "He'll be in hog heaven.  We'll leave early tomorrow, so you can count on us sometime around lunch," Dan promised.  "You'll have all the gear, guns, comms, and the like?  Will there be an opportunity to sight in the weapons?" 
 
    "Natalie and I will round it all up later today.  We'll stop at the farm, have a look see, then get everything that we'll need, including armor vests.  Unfortunately, sighting in won't be possible.  The area is a bit too populated, and weapons fire of any kind would attract attention we can't afford.  We don't want to stir up the population before the main event, and then we have to hope we can get it done and out of there before law enforcement gets involved.  I promise you everything will be sighted in." 
 
    "Sighted in for somebody, not us," Dan complained.  No professional liked to trust a weapon he hadn't been able to test for himself. 
 
    "I understand," Lou agreed.  "But our adversaries will be close enough for the ranges we will be working.  I'll have a look around and see if there is any place that might work for test firing, but I'm afraid we would stand out anywhere that comes to mind.  Joe might be able to test the Barrett at the three hundred-yard range not too far away, but something that big is going to draw attention and after the shootout someone might remember him."   
 
    "I understand," Dan mumbled.  "I wouldn't have thought a civilian would have access to all the stuff you mentioned earlier." 
 
    "You just have to know the right people." 
 
      
 
    "Is it that important for them to test fire the weapons?" Natalie asked after Dan had left and they were in the van headed out of town. 
 
    "People who rely on weapons for a living generally feel a lot better going into a shooting environment with something they have personally seen works as advertised, and has been sighted in by them for them.  Something that works just fine for me, might not work for you.  If we had time, I'd insist on it, but we don't have that option." 
 
    "How do you know about this place anyway, and that it's deserted and no one will care we are there?" 
 
    "It belongs to my brother-in-law's wife," Lou explained.  "He's dead and she's in a home up state.  Her kids wanted to sell the place, but she has a sentimental attachment to it, and won't let it go until after she is gone.  It's silly.  She isn't in the kind of shape that she will ever get there again, but after years of trying, they have dropped the matter." 
 
    "You've been there before, I take it?" 
 
    "Several times, and if we can lure our friends in there, especially thinking it's just you, or maybe you and one friend, I'm certain none of them will walk out again." 
 
    "And then?" 
 
    "And then that leaves the Director, and maybe this thing is over." 
 
    Lou glanced at her knowing it wouldn't be over until something was done about the President.  He knew she was also upset that the lab that had held her still had test samples and data she wanted gone. 
 
    "I didn't really believe Dan would be able to get others to help us," she said after a long quiet period.  "Dan yes, he and Eric were closer than brothers, but I thought it was going to be just the three of us.  I'm more confident now." 
 
    "This could go south on us, just keep that in mind," Lou warned her.  "The funny thing about combat is that it seldom goes exactly the way you hope." 
 
      
 
    Five hours later they arrived at the farm.  It was larger than Natalie had expected, but then she'd never been on a farm before, anywhere.  Somehow, being so close to the nation's capital, she thought it would be tiny, but they couldn't see the neighbors at all, and the large pastures and corrals, now overgrown from lack of use, were shielded from the outside world by large groves of tall trees. 
 
    "It must have been beautiful when it was cleaned up and filled with people and animals," she said. 
 
    "It was always a bit run down when I was here, but it was a fun place to visit," Lou admitted as he pulled the van to a stop close to the wind bleached and crumbling old barn. 
 
    Natalie looked around as they stepped out of the vehicle.  There were no bare spots or worn paths to mark where people and animals had passed.  Thick untamed grass and weeds covered the ground in a continuous cover that extended out of sight all the way to the old corral and the pasture area.  Even the fields no longer showed overturned dirt.  They were small rolling mounds of weeds. 
 
    "Let's start with the house," Lou suggested. 
 
    He knew where a key was hidden, and soon they were walking through the dusty interior, with old furniture showing some signs that the mice had found the place a windfall after the people had left. 
 
    "I don't think I'd like to sleep here," Natalie said. 
 
    Lou grinned at her and led her up to an old stone fireplace located on an interior wall.  He looked at it carefully, then walked along the wall, through a door, and around to the far side of it. 
 
    "It's as I remembered," he said.  "This will be important.  You and I are the bait, and we will lure them into the area.  If they decide to shoot up the house, we get close to this old thing.  We can effectively circle around it in order to put the heavy stone base between us and almost any direction they choose to shoot from." 
 
    "Do you expect a lot of shooting?" she asked. 
 
    "Actually I don't.  The noise would be as much a problem for them as us.  They want to capture or eliminate us without the whole world being aware of it.  But maybe they see it differently than I think and I like something solid like this to be behind." 
 
    Where will Dan and the others be?" 
 
    "Outside.  Scattered around a bit.  They are the ones who will do our shooting.  We only shoot if someone gets past them and into the house.  That shouldn't happen.  These boys are trained fighters, and should find this a bit of a turkey shoot.  I think Joe belongs up on the water tower if it is still sound.  Dan might be in the barn and Henry out in the garage.  They'll have to look it over and see what they think, but from those positions they have a good field of fire from all directions on the property, and won't be putting each other into a crossfire." 
 
    "Why do we want to do it this way?" she asked.  "Lure them into a trap.  Wouldn't it be easier to simply take them out one at a time?  That's worked for us up to now." 
 
    "We've been lucky.  That last encounter.  A few inches to the side and that bullet wouldn't have been deflected, it would have finished you.  These people aren't stupid, and they will change their approach if we start thinning them down.  Also, each encounter means we have to get close to them, and reveal a little of what we know and how we operate.  We'll start losing any element of surprise.  This way, if it works, we take out the entire squad.  Hopefully that will panic the Director, and give us a shot at him.  I know how he thinks, and have a pretty good idea what he will do if he learns his men were led into a trap and are being cut down." 
 
    "I feel useless here.  This isn't something I know anything about.  I'll just be dead wood during this whole thing." 
 
    "You are the reason we are doing this.  It isn't important that you be a major participant in the gun fight." 
 
    "But it would be better for everyone if I knew more and could help you plan.  I have an idea, but you may not be comfortable with it." 
 
    "What kind of an idea?" 
 
    "You know this place well.  You have a lot of combat related experience, but in single encounters and working with troops.  That's pretty obvious.  Would you be willing to share that information with me?  Then maybe I would be useful." 
 
    "It would take months of training to accomplish what you want," Lou replied. 
 
    "Not the way I learn these days." 
 
    Lou stared at her and she could see what he was realizing. 
 
    "I promise I won't tap into anything personal.  In fact, you can make it easy for me by sort of thinking about the kind of knowledge I would need.  That would bring it to the surface and create links that would guide my extraction.  You wouldn't lose anything, and it might help us." 
 
    "I don't know," Lou said, obviously uncomfortable. 
 
    He hung his head, and after a few moments said, "Okay.  You are right.  The more you know, the better the chances of this turning out the way we want.  It's just a bit spooky, what you do." 
 
    "Tell me when you are ready," she said, wanting to do it before he changed his mind. 
 
    Lou held out an arm.  Grab on and go fishing," he said. 
 
    Natalie took the arm carefully, held it in both hands and let her mind delve into Lou's.  She was shocked at the depth of his experience and knowledge, and while there were things that would have been interesting to follow up on, she did as promised and stayed with the information he had chosen to share with her.  It took several minutes, the longest she had ever probed anyone, but when she stepped away she was a different person.  She understood combat and how to kill efficiently. 
 
    "Wow!" she said when he looked at her.  "You see things very differently than I ever would have managed by myself." 
 
    "Can you shed the knowledge if later you wish you didn't have it?" Lou asked. 
 
    "I honestly don't know.  I haven't experimented with that idea." 
 
    "Well, let's walk around and see how the place looks as a defensive site.  Then we can go and get the stuff the guys will need and find a place for the night.  I don't want to stay in DC until this is over." 
 
    Together they made a circuit of the grounds.  The buildings would provide concealment, but not protective cover.  Natalie could see that with a practiced eye now.  They were old, mostly rotten wood.  Even so, the men coming for them, especially if they believed it to be just the two of them would be walking into a deadly trap, even if they split up and came at the house from multiple directions.  Lou's initial planned placement looked good to her, and they would have an effective shot at anyone coming onto the property. 
 
    When they finished, they climbed back into the van and continued on their journey.  Natalie didn't have to ask why they weren't headed to Lou's place where she had previously assumed the weapons were stored.  Instead she knew they were headed to a storage locker he maintained in another part of town.  They'd load up, find someplace to stay the night, and be back at the farm before Dan and his fellow warriors arrived.  She reminded herself they also had to recover the other car. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 40 
 
    The Farm 
 
    Outside Washington, DC 
 
    Saturday Morning 
 
      
 
    Dan called Natalie on her burner phone a few minutes after 11:30 AM, and told her they had reached the highway marker where they were to meet.  She told them to wait and that she'd be there shortly.  Once she arrived in the old Toyota which they had recovered the night before from the lot next to the Westin, she showed them a spot just over half a mile from the farm where their vehicle could be hidden, and which they could reach reasonably expediently by hiking off the property.  Once it was parked, the three men climbed into the Toyota, which she drove back to the farmhouse.  She and Lou had agreed that the only vehicle they wanted associated with the people and farm from this point on was the Toyota, which would be sacrificed at the end if all went according to plan.  Lou was waiting as she drove the vehicle into the rickety old garage. 
 
    Once the group assembled inside the house itself, introductions were made.  Dan, Natalie, and Lou were all familiar with one another, but while Henry and Joe had heard a lot about Natalie from Dan, they had never met her before, and Lou was a complete unknown.  Like Dan, the two men were big, physically fit, and full of barely contained energy.  Joe was blond, and just over six feet tall, while Henry was brown-haired, and a couple of inches taller. 
 
    "These people we're setting up to take out really murdered Eric?" Joe asked.  Dan had told him as much, but he clearly wanted to hear it from Eric's girl first hand. 
 
    "They killed him to prevent him helping me and spreading the word about what they had discovered about me.  They shot me with some kind of dart with a tranquilizer, hauled me across the country, and kept me a caged lab experiment for more than a month.  I got out because they didn't realize some of the changes that had happened to me while I was there gave me an edge they didn't anticipate." 
 
    "Dan has told us that you can do some pretty unbelievable stuff," Henry said.  "Is that true?" 
 
    "I don't know what he told you, but I can do stuff that no one else can.  That's why they wanted me in that lab.  Do I need to prove it?" 
 
    "No, madam," Henry replied.  "I just wanted to see if you'd say he was bullshitting us." 
 
    "Before this is all over you'll see some of it, I'm sure.  "Just for the record, if you see an odd, scaled alien running around, don't shoot it.  That would be me." 
 
    "Dan says you're bullet proof," Henry protested. 
 
    "Bullet resistant, and not so much against rifles.  Handguns don't seem to bother me, but the rifles can hurt me." 
 
    "How about we go inside and talk over what the plans are?" Lou said.  "You have questions, and I want your professional opinions on how we have set this up." 
 
    "You have the guns here?" Dan asked. 
 
    "Those are inside too," Lou explained. 
 
      
 
    "So you hope to lure this group to this place?" Joe asked after the group settling the dusty living room in the main house.  "How are you going to do that without being obvious?" 
 
    "Natalie and I are going make multiple passes by the Director's house in the Toyota.  I'm certain he will notice.  People in his profession don't last long unless they have a very strong situational awareness.  The Toyota will stand out enough he'll check it out, find out it is unregistered, and at some point he'll have his guys follow it to see if it's a problem or nothing.  I want that to be tomorrow.  I'll lose them if they try and follow me today.  Once they see this place, and we'll let them get a look at Natalie, I think they will be hooked." 
 
    "Won't he worry that this might be an ambush?" Dan asked. 
 
    "Odds are against it.  They see Natalie as a loner, out of her element.  Their background says she has never been on this coast before, and has no connections on this side of the country beyond Eric, who they eliminated.  All encounters they have had with her since her escape from their labs, she has been on her own.  If we work it right, they will assume that is still the case, or maybe that she had somehow made one friend, but I don't think they will credit her will having the ability to put together the resources to be a problem.  We want them thinking she is using this place because it is deserted and nobody is paying any attention to it.  They might wonder how she found it, but they will be thinking of it as a broken down hideout rather than an ambush site." 
 
    "If they believe it is just her, would they send such a large force?" Joe asked.  "Six trained agents against one untrained woman?" 
 
    "They did at the hotel where they tried to take her the other day," Lou pointed out.  "And that cost them one of their people.  They know some of what she can do, and are a bit afraid of her.  If they realized the full extent of her capabilities they would be terrified." 
 
    "Maybe they will send a larger force," Dan suggested.  "We could find ourselves undermanned." 
 
    "The Director has a problem.  Already more people know about this project than those running it are comfortable with.  They'd have to bring more agents in on this to send a larger team, meaning the ability to keep it secret diminishes.  Also, these people are CIA agents illegally operating inside the United States.  That's in violation of federal regulations.  Baxter had to choose the people that work on his special team very carefully to avoid pushback, and he would find it difficult on short notice to bring in other agents who might balk at violating such a serious rule.  The six men we expect are all he has available on short notice.  There are two more in the special group, but they are on the other coast at the moment." 
 
    "Your intelligence seems remarkably good," Henry said.  "How confident are you it isn't something you are being fed intentionally?" 
 
    "We are positive it's completely valid," Natalie said.  "I extracted the information from the mind of an agent I killed.  He had no way to know I could do that or to fake the information I was getting." 
 
    Don't try and keep secrets or lie to her, boys," Lou said.  "She can tell when you are lying and if she is in physical contact with you she has the ability to poke around inside your head and grab whatever information interests her." 
 
    Henry looked decidedly uneasy with the idea, and Joe looked as if he wanted to challenge the claim until he spotted Dan slowly nodding in his direction, confirming what Lou was saying. 
 
    "So we anticipate six agents," Dan said.  "You sound like you expect this to happen later in the day tomorrow.  Why wouldn't they attempt a night assault?" 
 
    "Remember I was part of this organization before.  Agents like these aren't used to running such missions.  At best, an agent or two might join a military squad engaged in taking down a target, but they would be the information source, and the military types would provide the muscle and knowledge on how to run the action.  Six agents trying to capture someone will have enough of a communications and logistic issue without the complication of operating in the dark in an unknown area.  There is too much chance of a screw up, or of their target sneaking away in the dark." 
 
    "What if they don't come at all?" Joe asked. 
 
    "Then you made a long drive for nothing, and I thank you for your willingness to help.  Natalie and I will have to come up with a new plan." 
 
    "How about we assume this goes down as planned," Dan said.  "You are expected sometime tomorrow afternoon.  Six guys.  Do you have any ideas how they will approach it?" 
 
    "I was hoping you might have some thoughts after looking the place over.  I'd be thinking of three guys, maybe four coming in the front way to ensure that they had the fire power to deal with the car if someone tried to run.  But that leaves very little support in back.  Three groups of two gives better coverage.  I can't see them sending in loners.  That got one of them killed the other day, so they won't want to repeat that mistake." 
 
    "We'll scout it," Dan said. 
 
    "What happens when we are done, or if things turn sour?" 
 
    "If all goes as planned and we take out the six of them, then you bring all the gear back to the garage.  The plan is to set timers and torch this whole facility, with the garage getting extra attention.  We don't want any trace DNA or other evidence to point anyplace useful.  With the guns and gear burning up in the garage with the car, and the other buildings a smoking ruin, an army of forensic examiners isn't going to find anything useful.  Along the same lines, if things go badly, or if the cops somehow get into this, dump your gear at your location, and hotfoot it out of here, making your way to your vehicle.  The three of you head out without worrying about us.  You'll have nothing to link you with this place, so you should be okay." 
 
    "What if one of us is wounded and unable to get away?" Henry asked. 
 
    "We really hope that doesn't happen, and frankly I don't know.  There isn't much we can do for you that doesn't blow up on us.  I hate to say it, but you are in deep shit if that happens.  Let's make it not happen.  If the idea bothers you, I will understand your pulling out." 
 
    "How about we have a look at the gear, then walk the grounds.  I'm sure more questions will come up as a result," Dan suggested. 
 
    "Gear is in here," Dan said, pointing to a side room. 
 
    The five of them crowded into the room.  Lou picked up one of the M4s.  "Reflex sights, suppressor, single shot or three round burst," Lou explained.  "We are hoping you can do the job with single round fire.  With the suppression, the shots are very unlikely to get attention beyond the farm's perimeter. 
 
    "Where's the zero for these?" Dan asked. 
 
    "Two hundred yards," Lou answered.  "The longest shot you could have for someone on the property is just under three hundred yards." 
 
    "So two or three inches plus or minus over most of the operational range, with a bit more drop at the farthest extreme," Dan noted. 
 
    "The actual performance summary is on the stocks, but I'm guessing you three know the data in your sleep.  Handguns are Sig Sauer M17s, again with attachable suppressor.  Not my favorite, but that's what I'm told is your standard these days." 
 
    The three soldiers examined the weapons carefully. 
 
    "These are like new," Henry said. 
 
    "All have had several hundred rounds for break-in and to ensure flawless functioning," Lou promised.  "Don't get too attached.  These are all forfeit when this mission ends." 
 
    "What's that one?" Joe asked, pointing to an AR-style rifle that was shorter and a bit differently configured. 
 
    "That's mine.  I'll be mostly indoors.  It's a .300 Blackout, again with suppressor." 
 
    "I'm not familiar with it," Joe said. 
 
    Lou shrugged and picked it up.  He stripped a cartridge out of the magazine that was lying nearby and showed it to the three.  
 
    "This one is a 200 grain subsonic bullet.  There are lighter and considerably faster rounds, but this one is quite impressive in its way.  He stood a bit ahead of the others, made certain the muzzle was pointed away from all of them and at the floor in the corner of the room, then dropped the bullet into the chamber of the open action.  Pressing the button to close the action, he prepared to shoot. 
 
    "No need to cover your ears," he said with a grin.  "I want you to experience this." 
 
    Once everyone was watching and not cringing, he pointed at the corner floorboard and pulled the trigger.  The suppressed "blam" was remarkably tolerable. 
 
    "Damn, that's nice," Joe said.  "That's about as silent as anything I've encountered.  I might need to get one of those." 
 
    "If this works out, I'll send you one for Christmas," Lou promised.  "In the meantime, there's your big gun."  He pointed to the Barrett leaning up against the wall in a corner. 
 
    "Oh, how nice," Joe said as he went over to check out the fifty.  "How come you happen to have all this stuff laying around?" 
 
    "I had something that needed doing, but I couldn't predict what might be required for the job, so I just sort of accumulated items that might be needed for different scenarios I could envision." 
 
    "What else have we got?" Dan asked. 
 
    "Ballistic vests, and secure comms.  The ones I have come with five selectable channels, each a different frequency and with a different encryption algorithm.  You probably have a methodology that you prefer, so after dinner we'll sit down and agree on a communications protocol.  I'd like it if you three worked it out.  Most of the talking will be by you three anyway." 
 
    "Finally, there are night vision goggles for everyone," Lou concluded. 
 
    "I thought you said these guys won't attack at night?" Henry asked. 
 
    "I said I don't believe they will.  That doesn't mean I'm right, and if I'm wrong, I want us to be prepared." 
 
    After the gear had been looked over and approved, Lou took them outside and gave them a tour of the farm.  He didn't bias their opinions by telling them what he thought their deployment should look like. 
 
    "Again, we'll discuss this after dinner," Lou said.  "For now, you settle in, look around, decide what you think our approach should be, while I go and stir up Baxter, by making a couple of passes in front of his house.  I want him uncomfortable when he sees the car making rounds tomorrow." 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 41 
 
    Director Baxter's Home 
 
    McLean, Virginia 
 
    Sunday Morning 
 
      
 
    "How does she do it?" CIA Director Baxter asked.  "Before she was on her home ground, with the help of her boyfriend who was a trained soldier, but now she's alone, in an area that is totally unfamiliar to her, and we haven't a clue where she's gone.  How could she have gotten away from the hotel when six trained agents were there to stop her?  It's been days now and you tell me you haven't the slightest idea where she is holed up." 
 
    "When someone can change her looks like she has demonstrated, finding her becomes a lot more of a challenge," Jack Billings said defensively.  He'd thought mistakenly that when they handed the damn woman over to the Army he'd seen the last of her and the problems she created. 
 
    "You said there was blood in the hotel after the encounter.  Are you certain it was hers?" 
 
    "Absolutely.  The lab tested it.  It's pretty unique.  She was definitely wounded when Grimes took that shot at her." 
 
    "So those scales of hers don't make her invulnerable.  She can be hurt.  Maybe that's why she hasn't been found.  Maybe she is dead, or holed up somewhere healing." 
 
    "I wouldn't get too hopeful," Billings warned.  "We have seen she is a fast healer, and given how she ran out of there, I don't think she was hurt that badly.  My guess if you could examine her right here and now, you wouldn't find a sign of the wound that caused the bleeding." 
 
    "Damn her!" Baxter cursed. 
 
    "Are we certain she's alone.  Is anyone helping her?" 
 
    "We aren't certain of anything, but who would she have gotten to assist her?  Who does she know here and how would she make a connection with anyone positioned to be of much use to her?  Everything we have learned suggests she has been on her own since escaping from the labs." 
 
    "Damn resourceful though, isn't she?" Baxter asked.  "How about other hotels.  Are we certain she hasn't duplicated her little subterfuge elsewhere?" 
 
    "Again, certain is a dangerous word when we are talking about Miss Reyes.  But our people have checked all the major hotels, and none have had anyone resembling any of the people at the Center trying to check in." 
 
    "Maybe she looks like someone else?  You said the person in the hall of the Westin was totally unfamiliar.  How does she get the faces she copies?" 
 
    "We don't know, but if she is using another face, someone not from the Center, then our question becomes meaningless.  It's like going to the hotels and asking, 'has anyone checked in?'.  Of course they have, but we have nothing to filter out potential suspects." 
 
    "So she could be hiding right under our noses?" 
 
    "Realistically, yes.  And so long as she takes no unusual actions, we are unlikely to find her." 
 
    "What does she want?  Why is she staying here in Washington?  Did we learn anything from the things in her room?" 
 
    "We learned she was a lot more dangerous than anyone thought, and stronger too.  Snapping Cobin's neck wasn't an easy thing to do, and she made it look effortless.  She made it clear she doesn't intend to be taken in again.  There wasn't much in the room.  The suitcase was the only thing there, and the assumption was she was coming back for that with plans of leaving.  That begs the question of where she'd already put her other stuff.  In the suitcase were clothes designed for both men and women, so she apparently can mimic the look of either.  From the sizes it appears she can't, or doesn't, change her general body size.   She has to mimic someone with her same approximate size, so that's something we can watch for, and if she changes she is still wearing the same outfit until she can find someplace to change." 
 
    "We don't know where or how she would have come up with it, unless she stole it somehow, but the theory we are working with is that she has a vehicle of some sort, although we were unable to catch her leaving in one.  She simply vanished, which might mean she had help.  Just in case, a labor intensive effort was initiated to video record the plates and models of all the vehicles in the hotel lot at the time.  A couple of nearby lots were recorded as well.  That information has been converted into a composite database, but going through and verifying the status of that many vehicles is going to be tedious.  We have people working on it." 
 
    "And she appears to want to get some kind of revenge," Baxter said. 
 
    "That is one theory, yes," Billings agreed.  "Dr. Elbert was killed, as was General Johnson who was in overall charge at the labs.  We believe you, and the agents that were responsible for the death of her friends and boyfriend Eric, are possible targets." 
 
    "And you, I assume?" 
 
    "Probably.  You are above me, and the team reports to me.  She might consider me middle management and irrelevant, but I think I need to act as if I'm on her list as well." 
 
    "Nothing you've found suggests she is getting help somehow from friends in California?" 
 
    "Nothing.  We have people monitoring phones, social media, every means of contact we can think of, and nothing has shown up.  It's like she knows that any contact there would be detected and put friends at risk and most likely herself.  She has a different plan, but we haven't figured out what, just yet." 
 
    "It's like she can become invisible," Baxter complained. 
 
    "The folks where they were monitoring her development suggest she could well continue to develop new abilities, but something like that is not believed credible.  At the same time, they are convinced from things they saw in the video when she escaped and that we have relayed to them that she held back some important capabilities that we don't understand at this time." 
 
    "The team is still out there looking I assume?" 
 
    "With what limited ability we have," Billings agreed.  "It's been days since we've had a sighting, and carrying the rifles makes our people a curiosity and easily spotted." 
 
    "We've got to be careful about future gunfights in highly populated hotels where too many people could get hurt.  Grimes shots that missed Reyes almost killed a couple of people after going through multiple walls.  Our flimsy terrorist alibi isn't going to keep us out of trouble if we have much more of that." 
 
    "Understood," Billings answered.  "Sir?" he asked, when he noted that Baxter had abruptly walked away and was peering out the window. 
 
    "Sorry.  It's just that it's that damn car again." 
 
    "Car?" 
 
    "It's a beat up Toyota.  A car like that stands out in a neighborhood like this.  The guy driving keeps going by.  I saw him yesterday, and this is a second or third time today.  If I didn't know better, I'd say he was keeping an eye on someone." 
 
    "Are you sure it's a guy?" 
 
    Baxter realized immediately what Billings was saying.  Even though they had talked about it, the idea that a woman could transform to appear like a guy wasn't a natural thing to process. 
 
    "Get someone looking through that database.  We want a brownish, maybe slightly orange colored Toyota.  A model five years or more old.  See is they can find anything that matches that.  I assume they can parse the data that way.  Send photos and license numbers for whatever matches.  I want to look at the results.  Also, get some of your team over here.  I want the car followed if we see it again?" 
 
    "Not intercepted?" 
 
    "Not immediately.  It might not be her, and whether it is or isn't, I want to know where it goes.  We might find out where she has been hiding." 
 
      
 
    "That's it," Baxter said about an hour later as he looked through the three images that had been the only matches from all the vehicles whose images had been captured in the parking lots after Natalie had slipped their grasp a few days ago.  "That's the same car.  It was at the hotel, which suggests it is her, or someone working with her.  Get me the DMV info on that vehicle, and tell your people to be ready to follow it.  Covertly.  Use multiple cars and stand back so you aren't obvious.  But make certain you don't lose it." 
 
    "Yes, sir," Billings said, his own blood pumping a bit faster at the idea they might finally have a lead.  That was good and bad, he reasoned.  Good because they needed to catch her, but bad because with Cobin dead, he was now partnered with Davies and his ass would be in the line of fire from now on. He'd always relished going after suspects before, but this woman was different, and he was a bit uncertain that they were probably outclassed. 
 
    "We have a mismatch," Billings said fifteen minutes later.  "The plate is originally from a Chevy that was totaled in an accident seven years ago.  There is nothing to say the plates were re-registered to another vehicle.  Without the VIN number we can't say much about the vehicle, but it is clearly running illegally if nothing else." 
 
    It was almost an hour later when the Toyota made another pass.   
 
    "We've got five different vehicles scattered around that will be following it," Billings assured the Director.  "They will be ahead, behind and on parallel streets, and will hand off positions regularly.  We've done this kind of thing a lot.  The driver won't even know we are there." 
 
    The Director wasn't so sure for some reason, but he hoped his lead agent was correct.  For the next thirty minutes they listened to the radio exchanges between the agents as they followed the vehicle out of town into the countryside. 
 
    "Where in hell is he/she going?" Billings asked after a while, starting to wonder if they were wrong after all. 
 
    The Director was about to comment when the radio squawked and Agent Miyaga who had the current lead position called in. 
 
    "The car's turning into an old farm," he said. 
 
    Miyaga drove past, but one of the other agents was able to see the vehicle slide quietly into a beat up old garage.  Moments later he spotted a familiar face exiting the garage and hurrying into the equally rugged looking structure that served as the house. 
 
    "It's her," Davis said.  "No doubt.  We've found her hideout." 
 
    "Have them set up a perimeter," Baxter ordered.  "Far enough out they won't be spotted, but where they can be certain she doesn't slip away somehow.  Then find out who owns that place." 
 
    It didn't take long for the registry to get back to them. 
 
    "It's owned by an old lady that now lives in an old folk's home.  The place has been idle for almost seven years.  She refuses to sell, so her family is letting things sit until she passes.  It's in such rough shape everything will have to be leveled by whoever buys it anyway, and land prices are going up, so they are content to wait." 
 
    "Get out there," Baxter ordered.  "I want your full force to move in and capture that woman before she can slip away again.  Use whatever force is necessary, but don't lose any more agents.  That shouldn't be as difficult as she apparently has provided us with a place where a little shooting won't be a problem." 
 
    "Yes, sir," Billings said readily enough, but his brain told him this wasn't going to go as smoothly as the boss believed. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 42 
 
    The Farm 
 
    Sunday Afternoon 
 
      
 
    "Game on, Gentlemen," Lou said over their communications net when he had returned to the house.  He had slipped in the back way where he wouldn't been seen while all eyes were on Natalie who had gone and hidden in the garage when he called and said he and the parade were a couple of miles away.  Once Lou parked the car, Natalie walked out casually in full view so the agents would realize they had 'found her'.  While all eyes were on Natalie, Lou was able to sneak into the house easily. 
 
    Lou had had no trouble spotting the various vehicles being used to track him.  He'd known they would try to do so, which gave him an immediate edge, and by following a carefully mapped out route he had chosen in advance, and knowing agency techniques, he had soon identified the five vehicles on his tail. 
 
    The three soldiers had moved into position the same time Natalie had headed for the garage.  They were now in the locations they had jointly selected in the meeting this morning.  Dan was upstairs instead of in the garage.  A few sections of interior wall had been ripped out to allow him to move freely up there, and he had an almost three hundred and sixty degree view depending on where he settled in.  Joe was on top of the water tower, the high ground, and Henry was on the second level of the barn.  That put all three fighters in elevated positions, and all but Joe could quickly descend to ground level should they need to chase after fleeing agents after the firing started.  Getting down from the rickety water tower would take him a bit of careful climbing as well as being exposed during any descent. 
 
    "Not much happening," Joe reported from his high perch.  "They are just milling around down there." 
 
    "They are calling it in," Lou explained.  "Baxter will want to be on top of this situation, especially after their screw-up at the hotel.  They've reported they have 'eyes-on' their target, and finding out how they are to proceed.  Baxter is going to be happy they have Natalie in a place where they can shoot a bit more freely, but he'll want to know who owns it and what might be the consequences of a bunch of bullet holes in the structures.  He'll also want his guys to scan the area closely, trying to see if there is anything they missed, so stay down and out of sight." 
 
    It took and hour and a half for things to get under way.  Joe reported the changing situation. 
 
    "Another fellow showed up, so that makes six, just as you predicted," he informed the group over the net.  "They are breaking up into pairs, and are going to approach from three directions.  One group is holding position at the far end of the long driveway that comes onto the property.  As you expected, they don't want the car running off on them, but they are waiting for the other two groups to get into better positions." 
 
    "The others are coming in from the northwest and southwest corners of the property.  From there they can assure no one sneaks out the back door.  From the look, they just have standard rifles, M4s like we have or maybe just semi-auto ARs.  Can't really be certain from this distance.  Given the numbers and the weapons, it appears they both have the idea that Natalie is alone, or maybe with one other person.  They don't act like they have considered the idea of an ambush." 
 
    "I can see the group on the southwest corner," Dan reported. 
 
    "I can see them as well," Henry reported.  "I also spotted the group coming from the north a minute ago," he added. 
 
    "They are moving pretty slow," Joe reported.  "I think they aren't used to being in the country.  They act more like city boys.  Oh, and the group off to the east are moving in now.  They are staying in the trees that border the driveway, trying to stay hidden.  From up here they are pretty obvious, but down there, they might be hard to spot." 
 
    "I can see them periodically," Dan replied.  "Let me worry about that group.  They are close, less than seventy five yards out.  Henry, you deal with the group to the north, and Joe, yours are the ones to the south.  They are farthest out and you have the elevation advantage." 
 
    "Roger, that," Henry replied. 
 
    "Let them get close," Dan instructed.   
 
    Lou and Natalie were kneeling close to the fireplace, watching the front entrance.  Joe would let them know if anyone was approaching the place from the rear, and they probably wouldn't be involved in the firefight anyway.  They just needed to be out of the way of flying lead.  "It'll make the shots easier, and any that try to run away and escape will have a lot longer trip to get off the property." 
 
    "I'm going to use the M4," Joe said.  "At this distance the Barrett is overkill, and it'll be loud." 
 
    "You're the expert," Lou replied.  "Just don't let any of them get away." 
 
    Dan came back on the net. 
 
    "My guys have stopped and are waiting.  I can't tell if any of them are wearing armor or splash plates.  At this range let's go for head shots just in case.  At least for these first three.  Let's also try and take out one each with near simultaneous shots.  Our own 'shock and awe'.  We don't want them to be able to react if at all possible and that would cut their numbers in half.  I'll give the green light to shoot, and we each fire as soon after that as we can make a confident kill.  Let me know when you have a reasonable shot." 
 
    A minute later Henry checked in.  "Good here," he said. 
 
    "Here also," Joe replied.  "On your call." 
 
    Dan settled down with his rifle pointing toward the two men in the trees.  One was more exposed than the other, so he chose that one.  With the red dot centered on the man's head, he said softly into the mike, "green light".  He took a moment to settle his breathing again, although at this range it was not a challenging shot.  Then he pressed the trigger smoothly until the rifle fired.  Dale Irwin's head exploded as the .223 round struck home.  Within seconds of his shot, Dan heard two other reports and he was certain that two more men had just died. 
 
      
 
    Pete Grimes heard the distinctive sound of a bullet imbedding itself in human flesh, something he'd heard more times he cared to think about.  Since he was operational and unhurt, Dale must have taken the hit.  He didn't know if his partner was alive or dead, but that wasn't the issue here.  He'd help him later if he was able, but staying in the area where bullets were incoming wasn't a healthy plan.  He immediately turned and ran perpendicular to the line between his position and the house up ahead on the assumption the shots were coming from there.  He crouched as he ran into a cluster of thick brush beside a couple of trees, then dropped to a full crouch behind the larger of the two trees.  It was only a foot in diameter, but it was the best cover anywhere nearby, and the tree was thick enough that no one was likely to be shooting through it. He scanned the house looking for the shooter, but had the uneasy feeling that other shots had been fired while he was reacting, and that suggested that the woman wasn't operating alone.  He was also certain the shots had been suppressed, and he wouldn't have expected her to have access to such equipment. 
 
      
 
    Alex Miyaga had caught the spray of blood from Bill Horn's head when it had exploded from the shot that killed him.  It had been a complete surprise, and from the direction of the spray, the shot hadn't come from the house at all.  The situation had changed from the almost certainty of bringing in the woman, to one where he feared for his life.  There wasn't much for cover in the pasture where he had been walking, but there was a bit of a gully with a splintered old animal drinking trough at one end.  Without conscious thought he found himself on his stomach, snuggled up close to the splintery side of the weather worn old thing, hoping that he was concealed from the shooter, and that no one would decide to simply pepper the trough with multiple shots.  He knew exactly how little protection the rotten wood would provide under such conditions. 
 
      
 
    Things had gone to shit just as Jack Billings subconscious had been warning him.  John Davis was dead, a neatly placed shot to the head, bypassing the protective plates in his body armor.  Jack had managed to find a large tree close enough at hand that he felt he might be protected for the moment, but he had counted three distinct shots being fired, which said he was facing multiple opponents, not a single inexperienced woman who might, at best, have a handgun.  No handgun had killed Davies, and given how cleanly he'd been shot, and the other reports, he was pretty certain that three of their team were now gone. 
 
    "Report," he said into the comm unit. 
 
    "Irwin's dead," Grimes replied, his voice sounding a bit winded. 
 
    "Horn has been killed as well," Miyaga reported. 
 
    Just as he'd feared. 
 
    "Stay down and terminate advance.  I'll calling in," he told the others. 
 
      
 
    "You have her," Baxter said with a certain glee when he answered Billings cell phone call. 
 
    "No sir," Billings said.  "We have three dead.  Horn, Irwin, and Davies have all been shot by accurate rifle fire.  We are up against an unknown force with skilled shooters.  This was an ambush planned and at the moment being well executed.  I can't even say where the shots came from.  All sound like they are suppressed.  We are going to have to withdraw.  There is no chance of a successful arrest at this time." 
 
    "You're certain" Baxter asked.  He hated the fact that he'd been tricked somehow, but even more he hated having lost men without anything to show for it.  "Use your judgment," he said finally.  "Call me when everyone is clear, but don't leave the area.  keep eyes on the woman.  We want to know if she leaves.  Once you are safe, we will consider what approach to follow to recover this mission." 
 
    "Yes, sir," Billings said as he terminated the call. 
 
      
 
    "The one is still down by the water trough," Joe said.  "I can't see him, but can probably chase him into the open by a shot through the thing." 
 
    "Let me deal with him," Henry said.  "I think I can see his legs from here.  I'll watch and take a shot when I get a better look." 
 
    "I've lost sight of the one in the trees by the driveway," Dan said.  "He moved like he's been shot at before.  Stay alert downstairs.  He might be sneaking closer." 
 
      
 
    Billings looked up at the sound of another shot, and spotted Miyaga rolling away from the water trough where he'd run for cover.  It looked like he'd been hit in the leg, and as he tried to stumble away, and muffle crack marked a shot coming from the second level of the barn which struck Miyaga solidly, dropping him to the ground where he no longer moved.  Billings had no doubt that he'd just seen another of their group killed.  He sighted at the second floor of the barn and was about to fire into the darkened opening where he believed the shot had come from when a bullet ricocheted off the side of the tree where he hid.  He pulled back quickly, but realized they knew exactly where he was.  He wondered how he was going to be able to escape, and if running would give him a chance.  Unfortunately, he didn't know which way to run that would make him the more difficult target, but he suspected that running the direction he wanted to go wasn't his best choice. 
 
      
 
    Grimes had made his way close to the front of the house while the others were being cut down.  He suspected trying to escape the area was a good way to get killed, and his best chances of walking away from here would be to get those doing the shooting.  The front door didn't look all that sturdy, and he figured with his bulk he could probably burst through it.  Once inside he would have to be quick, but he planned on spraying down the area as he went in.  That should keep the heads down long enough for him to see where he needed to direct the aimed shots to follow. 
 
    Heart thumping in his chest, he took off running.  He hit the door solidly and it gave way as he expected.  He burst into the darkened room, his eyes frantically searching for a target.  He finally spotted two people, one of them the woman they were sent to take care of, kneeling by the stone fireplace.  he turned his rifle in that direction, his finger already caressing the trigger. 
 
      
 
    Natalie and Lou turned in the direction of the loud crashing noise that followed the destruction of the front door just in time to see an armed man plunging through.  Lou had been in the middle of giving instructions to Joe, and was a bit slow as a result.  Natalie recognized the man as one of those who had shot Eric, and turned the .300 Blackout Lou had given her toward the intruder.  Her thought was half hers and half instinct taken from Lou's experiences, but both had a common goal.  Finish the bastard who had killed her boyfriend.   
 
    Her finger worked the trigger repeatedly with one thought in mind. Keep shooting until the SOB was down and not moving.  The first shots seemed to have no effect. 
 
      
 
    Grimes felt the impact of the heavy slugs from the gun in the woman's hand.  They hurt, but it seemed like the vest was working and prevent terminal damage.  He tried to bring his rifle to bear, but it had been on the man who he thought the bigger worry and he was having trouble bringing it around.  More shots struck him.  These were working their way up his chest, probably as the recoil caused the woman's control to slip as the muzzle worked it's way upward as a result of recoil.  He knew he needed to hurry. 
 
    He never felt the two rounds that struck him in the neck and the middle of the face.  He was thrown backwards as he tumbled toward the ground, dead before he could get a shot off. 
 
      
 
    "Is everything okay down there?" Dan asked worried, knowing that someone had gotten inside. 
 
    "All okay," Lou shouted back.  "Natalie took him out." 
 
    "Joe says the last one is hiding behind a tree.  Do you want intelligence or should Joe finish him?" 
 
    There wasn't much they needed to know, and Lou knew if they took a prisoner it would result in all manner of complications.  "Kill him," he told Dan. 
 
    Dan passed the word, and Joe set down the M4 and picked up the big Barrett.  The tree might stop the little .223 bullets, but the 50 BMG rounds would hardly notice it.  He took careful aim where the man would be from the bits of him he could spot around the edge of the tree and fired.  The heavy 750 grain slug smacked into the tree, tearing through and out the other side where it ripped into the man hiding there, punching through the ineffective ballistic vest and knocking back and away as it destroyed a number of vital organs as it ripped through his body. 
 
    "Bogie down," he reported. 
 
    "Bring the weapons and ex-filtrate," Lou ordered.  "We want to be gone when people come to investigate the noise." 
 
      
 
    In McLean, Baxter tried to get Billings to answer.  When he failed to make contact after several minutes of trying, he knew that his team had been wiped out.  Where would she have gotten the kind of people that could do this?  Before she'd had her soldier boyfriend to help her, but he was dead.  Then it struck him.  Fort Bragg was close, and her boyfriend's buddies were stationed there.  He couldn't prove it at the moment, but he knew that some of them had been at the farm.  When he had her in custody he would find out who, and they would pay for their actions.  For now, he had to call the President, something he really didn't want to do. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 43 
 
    Lou Griffin's House 
 
    Monday Morning 
 
      
 
    It had been a terrorist hideout, and while the place they were hiding at had burned down, six heroic government agents had died in the effort to break up the cell.  There was no reason to doubt it.  The media was on top of the matter, and they had video showing the charred remains of the site, and more discrete video showing from a distance, a couple of the bodies of the murdered agents. 
 
    "Those terrorists are becoming more and more of a problem," Lou said sarcastically as they watched the news reporter over breakfast.  "It is interesting that they don't say much about terrorists, how many were killed, how many escaped, and what their goals were." 
 
    "I never realized how much the government manipulated the press," Natalie said. 
 
    "Or how much the press manipulates the press," Lou suggested.  "They are great at presenting what they need to support their agenda, whether it has anything to do with the facts or not." 
 
    "So they haven't figured out who did it, have they?" 
 
    "The press or the government?" 
 
    "The government," Natalie replied. 
 
    "Depends on what part of the government you are talking about.  Baxter knows.  The President knows.  But a larger portion of those in charge are getting the version that Baxter wants them to see.  But the important thing is that Baxter and his people aren't going to get anything useful from what remains at the farm.  The Toyota and buildings are toast.  They can get the VIN number, but that won't lead them anywhere.  The same is true of the weapons and other gear.  They can get serial numbers, but those will indicate the gear was lost years ago.  The government loses far too much stuff.  What they won't get is any forensic evidence that leads to me, you, or your friends who helped us out.  That's what matters.  Baxter knows it was you, but he doesn't have anything to tell him who helped you.  He does know now that you had help.  That has to be driving him wild." 
 
    "What do you think they are going to do now?" she asked. 
 
    "I honestly don't know.  They have lost the people that they could trust to work this.  They have to explain the loss of numerous agents in a manner that doesn't reveal what has been going on.  The very secrecy they surrounded your kidnapping with is working against them.  They can't easily draw on the vast resources of the agency.  There would be too much oversight right now.  I believe they will be in a stand down for a bit until they can regroup, probably bringing on-board some outsiders to pick up the task." 
 
    Natalie nodded.  The events at the farm had gone smoother than Lou had warned her.  They could have missed several of the agents, or worse, one or more of the soldiers could have been wounded or killed.  Fortunately, surprise had taken the day, and now Dan and his friends were back at Bragg, no one the wiser for what they had been doing.  Each had arranged an alibi for their time away, but hopefully they would never be needed. 
 
    "And now we take the fight to him while he's on the defensive," Natalie said, the eagerness clear in her voice.  "Are we moving too quickly?  It seems like it is all happening much quicker than I expected." 
 
    "It is fast.  It has to be that way.  If we give them time, they will regroup and come back even stronger.  The more time we allow them, the greater the chances they will figure out some way to counter what you can do.  It is best to eliminate them while they are still disorganized.  They gave us the leverage when they made this so secretive.  Now, we eliminate those that know about the secret, that or neutralize them some way, and there is no one to pursue you.  That means we win.  I don't think there is another way you can ever be free, and even then, you won't ever have what you once did." 
 
    "You have thought a lot about this," Natalie said. 
 
    Lou nodded.  "Baxter is next on the list.  We'd managed to eliminate everyone else unless you want to go after the lab staff." 
 
    Natalie shook her head. 
 
    "I was annoyed with many of them, but they were just doing their job.  It was the upper staff that were making the decisions that were onerous." 
 
    Lou was happy she felt that way.  Too many people were being killed over this thing. 
 
    "Getting to Baxter is going to be hard, isn't it?" she asked. 
 
    "You have no idea," Lou said.  "He spends his days at Langley or the White House.  Neither is a place where you can hope to operate.  I can get into Langley in places I shouldn't, but I know the place and have inside contacts.  But one shot, one incident and the internal security would isolate and swarm an area.  There are cameras everywhere, and those that aren't monitored full time are recorded and their video would be reviewed and carefully analyzed." 
 
    "At home Baxter has surprisingly sophisticated security, isn't far from Langley or the local police, and has a home built to withstand unauthorized access.  He has a panic room that is state-of-the-art, and a couple of very capable men on duty always.  It isn't just us and this situation he is protecting against.  His job puts him in constant danger from those who would like to eliminate him, or have access for interrogation." 
 
    "Even when he drives, it is in a special vehicle complete with an armed driver and at least one of his bodyguards.  The car is armored, and equipped to withstand all manner of attacks.  He would be a hard target to take down." 
 
    "You're telling me we can't get to him, aren't you?" 
 
    "No, I'm not.  I'm telling how difficult it could be.  But I have been working on a plan for more than a year.  I think there is a way, especially with you and your abilities to overcome a couple of obstacles that have stymied me." 
 
    "And I give you a sort of protection as well," she said. 
 
    Lou looked at her surprised. 
 
    "I can think you know, but also some of your anger toward Baxter leaked through when I copied your thoughts the other day." 
 
    Lou nodded. 
 
    "You are right.  If Baxter ended up killed, there are a lot of possible culprits, but I would be one of those near the top of the lists.  But now, with everything going on, and an attack by someone that has your abilities, I wouldn't even be thought of.  It changes the equation." 
 
    "Well, we both want him, so tell me how you think we might get it done," Natalie said. 
 
    "He has a mistress," Lou said.  "He thinks that nobody knows, well almost nobody, but I know.  I know a lot about the situation.  Who she is, when he normally visits her, and most important who goes with him and where she lives." 
 
    "You believe he is vulnerable when he's with her," Natalie said. 
 
    "Not coming or going, but while he is there, his security is far inferior to what he is normally protected by.  He counts on the fact people don't know where he is during those times, and that provides him with all the extra protection he needs." 
 
    "You'd think he would be smarter than that," she said. 
 
    "We all have our weaknesses, and in this case you might call him an addict.  He is hooked on this woman, and that clouds his reasoning enough we have a bit of an opening.  To be truthful, without your abilities, it would be the kind of attack where the attacker would almost certainly have to sacrifice himself in order to make the kill." 
 
    "One reason you haven't acted," she said. 
 
    "One reason.  If I slipped up, I'd be killed and Baxter might well survive.  That has always been unacceptable to me.  Now, between the two of us, we can overcome the difficulty." 
 
    "Explain it to me," she said. 
 
    "Later.  First let's go and have a look at where she lives." 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 44 
 
    Monday 
 
      
 
    The woman who had captured Director Baxter's fancy was named Teressa Hu.  Chinese, stunningly beautiful, twenty-five years of age, and a resident of Georgetown, a neighborhood in Washington, DC close to the University of the same name.  The area was known for its shopping, restaurants, nightclubs, and partying.  Amply compensated by the Director for her services, Miss Hu had no official job, but was listed as a student at the University where she took one or two classes a semester as an auditor, which meant no grades were assigned, and no work was actually required.  She attended classes or didn't as her interest dictated. 
 
    She lived in an upscale complex where each resident had a two or three bedroom house set off from the others, not too different from the cottage where Natalie had formerly lived, although these were an order of magnitude nicer.  Private parking was provided in an underground lot, where Miss Hu paid extra for a second slot, allowing her guest to park discretely, or guests actually, because she had more than one admirer, something in which she invested considerable effort to keep from each of the three men who believed they had an exclusive arrangement with the woman.  The complex provided access to a large workout room with all the latest in equipment, and a secluded pool, hidden from the residents homes by the number of trees and bushes that surrounded the swimming area. 
 
    "Nice digs," Natalie said when she and Lou had toured the area and Lou described the areas that couldn't be seen from the street or the rooftop where they currently knelt to examine to grounds, specifically the pool area. 
 
    "Yes, she is well compensated for her services," Lou said sarcastically.  "One wonders how long before one of her 'sponsors' learns of her little deception and the whole thing comes crashing down on her, although she had managed to juggle the three of them quite expertly for more than the year I have been watching the Director." 
 
    "Our first move is at the pool?" 
 
    "Yes.  Miss Hu is a enthusiastic lap swimmer, and likes to relax in the sun as well.  It's one of the few opportunities to get close to her.  You should be on the grounds for less than five minutes, and it is unlikely that anyone will see you as anything other than another member going to the pool.  The security in the complex is generally very good, although with my tools from my former employer, getting onto the grounds is easy enough.  Each unit has it's own, user selectable code, and especially when the Director is here, his bodyguard is a large presence in the unit as well.  Your chameleon abilities will be the answer to that." 
 
    "We make our move today or tomorrow?" 
 
    "The Director's regular days are Wednesday and Sunday evenings.  "We really want to be prepared for this Wednesday, since after everything that has happened to his people and having been forced to miss yesterday's appointment he will be randy and eager.  We also would prefer to act sooner than later, and next Sunday is a fair time off.  We will try to get phase one completed this afternoon, leaving tomorrow as a backup for our setup efforts.  We'll go after the Director assuming he makes his usual visit on Wednesday evening." 
 
      
 
    Back at Lou's place they went through the pictures they had gathered as residents left the complex.  Natalie found two that were of young women who looked somewhat like images she had gathered in her inventory.   
 
    "That one," she said, pointing to the younger of the two they had set aside.  "She looks more like the type who would visit the pool." 
 
    Lou nodded.   
 
    "Okay.  We go back and see if Teressa goes out for her usual laps.  If so, you head over to the back entrance, and when I tell you via our comms that the coast is clear, you clock into the complex using the universal card key, then wander by the pool when I tell you she is engaged with swimming.  A quick pass by her lounge chair, drop the capsule in her drink, and continue to the far side, loop back and out." 
 
    Natalie fingered the opener as she considered what she had to do.  The opener looked a lot like a credit card on one end, but at about what would be the halfway length of a card, the item swelling to about three-eights of an inch of black plastic.  According to Lou, inside were a battery and a bundle of electronics that would quickly unscramble the secrets of the locking system and grant her access.  If not, they were screwed, since she couldn't get through the front area without someone noticing she wasn't a resident.  They were counting on Teressa barely noticing her, and at most interpreting the vague resemblance to one of the complex's legal residents.  The capsule was something from Lou's impressive drug stash, all items he claimed were manufactured special for the CIA.  This one would make her feel a bit unsettled, so she would head back inside her unit, and soon after would put her soundly under for better than an hour.  Like many drugs used for surgical operations, one side effect is that upon awakening, the victim would have no recall of anything that happened during the time they were under the influence of the drug. 
 
    "Once you are back here you can change outfits, and we'll watch and see if she takes the drink.   As soon as she heads back to her apartment, we give her ten minutes to be certain she's under, then we go back together and break into her unit.  The card will get us in, we'll be confident of that since it will have worked to open the gate for you, but the alarm will still need to be disabled.  We have to assume she has the alarm set since she was out of the unit while swimming, and might not have been feeling good enough to disable upon her return.  If disabled the unit emits a series of three very distinctive chirps whenever the door is opened.  There is no way for residents to disable that, and it provides a clear indication to anyone inside that someone has entered.  We will know upon entry if we have to deal with the alarm by the presence or lack of the three beeps.  If we don't hear the three beeps, we have thirty seconds before the unit's alarm sounds.  It won't be heard outside the unit, and Teressa won't hear it because she'll be out with the drug, but is quite annoying apparently, and after three minutes if not disabled with the code, the security office gets an alert that her unit has been triggered and no one is responding.  They will investigate.  It's one key aspect of their service.  That means we have three minutes max.  Can you do it in that time?" 
 
    "Not a problem," she confirmed. 
 
    "I guess we are set then.  Let's go back and see if she's in a swimming mode today." 
 
      
 
    Someone was on their side as Teressa Hu appeared at the pool as hoped, right on schedule.  She sat for a minute, drinking from the tall glass she had brought along, making Natalie fearful she would empty the damn glass before she even stared her lap swimming, but soon enough she pushed herself up from the lounge chair and headed for the water. 
 
    "Good luck," Lou said as Natalie headed toward the stairs down to the street level.  He spotted her approaching the side gate, checked to be certain Miss Hu hadn't terminated her lap regimen early, and informed his partner that the coast was clear.  Natalie passed through the gate smoothly, and Lou watched her make her way across the pool, drop the capsule so smoothly that had he not known what she was doing he would never had spotted the action.  It was done while the swimmer was headed away, so there was no chance Miss Hu would have noticed.  Natalie soon was out of sight and on her way back. 
 
    "You'd make a pro," Lou said when she joined him. 
 
      
 
    Thirty minutes later, they watched as Miss Hu finished off her drink, then sat in the lounge chair to dry off.  After a bit she seemed agitated, and sooner than usual, stood and headed back to the apartment. 
 
    "We're on," Lou said.  "We should head down and we'll go through the same gate as you used, and then into her apartment." 
 
    They made their entry into the complex without problems, and then casually headed toward Hu's unit.  This time of day there were few people out other than around the pool, which they avoided.  At the closed door of Hu's unit, Lou hesitated and listened. 
 
    "I don't hear anything, but these units are soundproofed, so that doesn't mean much.  If something goes wrong, get out and meet me at my place, understand?" 
 
    Natalie nodded, her heart beating faster at Lou's warning.  She hadn't considered it could go wrong at this point after everything had gone so smoothly. 
 
    Lou inserted the CIA magic card, and pushed the door open when he heard the lock disengage.  They stepped inside, noting the keypad for the alarm a half dozen steps away.   
 
    "We are on the clock," Lou reminded her, and they hurried into the unit after ensuring the door was firmly closed behind them.  Lou noticed the flashing light and the countdown timer indicating how long before the unit would trigger. 
 
    They found Hu sprawled on the bed in the master bedroom.  Natalie rushed over to her and took a firm hold of Hu's arm with both hands. 
 
    "5237" she said to Lou, just as the alarm began squealing. 
 
    Lou hurried back to the keypad, and entered the number Natalie had pulled out of Hu's memory.  The alarm abruptly went quiet as he entered the correct code.  He looked through the window next to the door to see if anyone was nearby and had noticed.  All appeared to be clear, so he hurried back to Natalie. 
 
    "Almost done?" he urged. 
 
    "That drug doesn't help matters," she said.  "It's like swimming in molasses trying to get what I want from her.  Give me another minute or two.  We don't have to rush now, do we?" 
 
    "Actually no.  Take whatever time you need.  Hu should be out for an hour and the alarm won't show in security." 
 
    By the time Natalie finished, she knew the routine when Baxter visited, all important codes, the location of anything she might want inside the apartment, and the schedule to be expected, along with details about the bodyguard Baxter always brought along, and how he and Hu normally reacted to one another.  While she was gathering this information, Lou planted a couple of special 'bugs' that he could activate or deactivate remotely so they could listen in on Hu's conversations inside the apartment and any phone calls.  By turning them off, they would be all but impossible to find if Baxter had his bodyguard run a scan. 
 
    Satisfied, they left the apartment, calmly walked out of the complex, and headed home. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 45 
 
    Wednesday Evening 
 
      
 
    "It's on for tonight," Lou told Natalie as he hurried into the living room.  "Baxter just called her.  He's expected there around 8 PM." 
 
    The news wasn't unexpected, but it caused a sudden jump in the butterfly population in Natalie's stomach.  She's been on pins and needles, as the old expression went, all day, but knowing for certain they would be making their move in just a couple of hours was a bit nerve wracking.  In a way she was a bit surprised that Baxter would stick to a routine given the fact his men had been killed and he had to be aware he just might be on a target list himself.  But apparently Lou was right, and the man was addicted to his hooker, or whatever title was appropriate for the woman. 
 
    "He'll be there until late," Natalie said.  She had probed Hu for some details of Baxter's visits and he liked to get right at it, but then relax, drink, usually nap, and then have another go at it before taking off, usually around two or three in the morning. 
 
    "I've turned the microphones off for now, although I don't think they will do any checking.  We'll turn them back on once we get there so we know when it's safe to make an entry.  How about we have dinner, and try and get there around ten or so?" 
 
    They parked down the street a couple of blocks away.  Lou activated the microphones one at a time along with the video of the downstairs area where Baxter's lone bodyguard would be on-duty while his boss was frolicking in the bedroom above.  The bodyguard was watching television, looking like he was half asleep.  There was no sound on the upper level, suggesting the lovers were taking a break and had fallen asleep.  With everything quiet, Natalie and Lou closed up the van, and entered the complex through the back gate once again, however this time Natalie looked like Hu, and was carrying a rolled up robe, which she would throw on once they were inside of the unit. 
 
    "What if it beeps?" Natalie said.  "I'm certain that will get the bodyguard's attention, even if he does look like he wants to sleep." 
 
    "We'll have to be fast.  Give me the tranquilizer gun.  It'll be up to me to bring him down if that happens." 
 
    Lou used the card to unlock the door, and quietly they pushed their way inside, happy to discover nothing was announcing their entry.  Apparently Hu, or maybe Baxter, wanted the alarms activated to warn of anyone entering or leaving while he was in the unit.  Lou hurried over to the keypad, and turned off the alarm, then handed Natalie the dart pistol seeing she had already donned the robe and looked like she had donned it in order to come downstairs.  The stairs to the upper level were in the front of the house, so the guard wouldn't have seen her come down.  Next Lou handed her the last prop, a bottle of Baxter's favorite bourbon.   
 
    "I'll be behind you," Lou promised, and a nervous Natalie nodded her understanding.   
 
    She walked quietly forward, needing to get close enough that her one and only shot would be true.  It would take twenty or thirty seconds for the narcotic to be effective, and even longer for the man to be totally out, so Lou would have to be there to help contain him until he was well under. 
 
    "Need anything?" she asked sexily hoping in his tired state the guard wouldn't sense the difference in the voice of Hu.  That was one thing about assuming someone's face.  Their mannerisms and voice didn't go with the transition.  Anyone that knew the person she was mimicking would soon recognize the voice wasn't right.  When she pretended to be a male she'd had to force her voice to a lower pitch, and she was never certain how well she managed it. 
 
    Groggily, the bodyguard looked her way, a bit startled but then relaxing as he saw the mistress of the house.  She held up the bottle of bourbon as if indicating she'd come down for the bottle.  The bodyguard grinned as he recognized his bosses favorite, and nodded.  Natalie continued to walk toward the man, and when she was as close as she dared get, she let go of the empty bottle, allowing it to fall soundlessly on the thick carpet.  Bringing up her now empty hand to help steady the pistol that she leveled it at the man's neck.  This happened very quickly thanks to her accelerated reflexes, and before his eyes could register the threat she fired, the dart striking close to point of aim, it's payload of narcotic already flowing into the man's flesh. He was momentarily startled by the unexpected development, wondering why the bosses' mistress would shoot him, and by the time his sleepy brain had realized something was very wrong, the first slowing of his own reactions was beginning.  Natalie dropped the pistol on the padded chair and rushed toward him, grabbing the hand that was reaching inside the coat for the handgun that rested there.  He tried to shout a warning, but Lou had already slipped around behind him unnoticed, and clamped a rough hand over the man's mouth, holding him close until the drug fully took effect.  Together they lowered the unconscious bodyguard to the floor where Lou injected him with another, larger dose of the narcotic, 
 
    "He'll be out until morning," Lou whispered to Natalie who was reloading the dart pistol.  Both listened for any indication that the pair upstairs had heard anything. 
 
    "I think we're good," Lou whispered, and she nodded.  Her hearing was far, far better than Lou's and all she had picked up a soft buzz which was likely the snores of the Director. 
 
    Natalie shed the robe and began a transformation, and Lou watched as the Hu copy disappeared and a scaled alien took her place.   
 
    "Going bullet proof I see." 
 
    "You have a gun, he probably has a gun, and she might.  Who knows where bullets will be flying, but they won't bother me, and I can even act as a shield for you should it become necessary." 
 
    Together they ascended the stairs, slowly and quietly.  Natalie knew how these things were done thanks to the information she'd extracted from Lou a few days earlier.  On the second level, Lou pointed the way and Natalie led.  Lou had his suppressed pistol ready, and Natalie had the reloaded dart pistol in her hand.  She would shoot Hu, who hopefully was already asleep and that would take her completely out of the hit.  She would see or hear nothing, making her not useful even as a witness to the events.  They came to the door, and Natalie slowly pushed it open.  Both were on the bed, both completely naked, and both fully or partially asleep.  Natalie raised the dart pistol, took careful aim, and fired.  Once again her aim was good.  The dart stuck in Hu's chest, just below her shapely breast, which would get the drug into her system even faster than the neck shot with the guard had. 
 
    Lou stepped into the room, his gun ready.  Natalie followed, just in case something needed to be done with Hu, but Baxter was all Lou's per their agreement.  Natalie hated the man, but Lou had prior claim and had helped her take out all the others. 
 
    "Wake up Baxter," Lou said softly, his gun leveled at the man's bare chest. 
 
    But Baxter was already awake, at least partially so.  Something, the sound of the sir powered dart, or the moan that had escaped Hu's lips when the dart had struck, had brought him partially awake.  Years of training had taught him to be alert and listen when awoken this way, which he'd done.  They also had taught him to react quickly and decisively, which he hadn't, at least not fast enough.   
 
    Baxter's hand came out from under his pillow, a small revolver clutched in it.  He fired as soon as the gun was aligned with Lou, the blast astonishingly loud in the small room.  Natalie was too far away to help, and she wasn't armed anyway.  Lou reacted quickly, firing a couple of marginally controlled shots, but Natalie heard the impact of Baxter's shot as it struck Lou.  Lou was going down, but Baxter had also been struck.  The first shot had hit him in the chest, off to one side, probably not fatal.  The second, far less controlled shot had nearly missed the Director entirely, but had clipped his neck, cutting a furrow along one side, a furrow that was now squirting a fountain of blood.  Baxter had dropped his gun and was trying to stop the bleeding, but Natalie could see that wasn't going to happen.  Baxter would bleed out in a matter of a minute or two. 
 
    Natalie turned and looked at Lou.  He was bleeding a great deal as well, blood coloring his shirt on the right side, the wound obviously somewhere in his upper chest.  She knelt down, dropping the dart pistol and rolling Lou partially over. 
 
    "Get out of here Natalie," Lou said.  "Run.  Run while you can.  Baxter's shots weren't suppressed.  Someone will have heard." 
 
    Then his eyes rolled up in his head and he was unconscious.  He was still alive, but Natalie didn't know for how long.  In any event, she had no intention of leaving him here to die alone.  She bent down, and using the considerable strength available to her, lifted him up and over her left shoulder.  She looked at the guns, Lou's .45 and the dart pistol, and decided they didn't matter.  Any guns that Lou had couldn't be traced anywhere, and she had her hands full.  Turning, she looked at the unconscious Hu and the dead Baxter, then turned and hurried down the stairs with her load. 
 
    The van was too far.  Someone would be coming, and she was likely to be stopped before she could get them away that way.  She recalled the bundle of keys she'd spotted earlier that the guard had dumped on the coffee table.  Baxter's car was in the basement.  That would be better.  At the bottom of the stairs she made a detour and recovered the keys from the unconscious guard.  Then she left the unit, hurrying toward the elevator. 
 
    "Freeze!' came the sharp command as she turned a corner on the path leading toward the elevator.  She stared at the guard with his .38 service revolver.  He stared back in shock.  What he was seeing was impossible.  A smallish alien, covered with purple scales, had a man, he couldn't see the face, effortlessly thrown over its shoulder and was carrying him away.  The guard was frozen.  The monster screamed causing the guard to fire two shots into its chest.  They were useless.  The monster didn't even flinch.  The guard looked at the gun, then the monster.  That was all it took.  He turned and fled screaming in panic. 
 
    Natalie breathed a sigh of relief and continued that last fifteen steps to the elevator.  It opened immediately and she stepped inside with Lou.  She pressed the down and moments later was in the semi-darkened area below the complex.  Baxter's government vehicle was easy to spot.  She placed Lou carefully on the back seat, climbed in the driver's seat and crossing her fingers slipped the key in the slot and tried to start the vehicle.  It started without a problem.  She headed toward the exit which was covered by a metal grill that needed to be raised prior to exit.  They must close the place at night.  She didn't even slow down.  The heavily armored vehicle punched through, tossing the gate a dozen feet off to one side, twisted and broken. 
 
    She sped away from the area, hoping that no one had spotted her as yet.  It was very late and most were in bed at this hour.  With luck, no one had witnessed her getaway. 
 
    It wasn't as if she had no idea where she was going.  Lou had once told her he had a couple of doctors who he could count on in need.  That wouldn't have helped much, but one of the things he'd made certain was passed to her when they had made the pact to transfer some of his knowledge and skills to her was the names and locations of those doctors.  The closest one was ten miles away.  She hoped that Lou could last that long.  She sped along the main street on a path that would have her there shortly. 
 
      
 
    "Dr. Hamilton.  Dr. Hamilton, open the damn door," she shouted as she pounded on the entryway to the man's home.  It wasn't long, but it seemed like forever before the door opened. 
 
    "Who in hell are you?" the doctor asked.  She was no longer looking like an alien, but not like herself either. 
 
    "Who I am doesn't matter.  I have a wounded man that needs your attention." 
 
    "Madam, you need to get this person to a hospital.  I don't have the means or the interest in trying to help patients out of my home in the middle of the night." 
 
    "Damn you.  It's Lou Griffin, and he's dying if he isn't already dead." 
 
    "I don't know a Lou Griffin," the doctor said. 
 
    Natalie grabbed the man's collar and pulled him close. 
 
    "Listen to me.  I know you take care of patients here, and you know.  I know you know Griffin, and so do you.  So you stop playing games.  If Lou dies, then you will be in that back seat with him, just as dead.  Do you understand me?" 
 
    The doctor paled, the change visible even in the bright light of his doorway. 
 
    "Maybe I should have a look," he said seeing he had little choice. 
 
    Natalie pushed him toward the car. 
 
    "My god, this is Lou!" the doctor said.  "I thought it was some kind of trick.  "Help me," we have to get him inside." 
 
    "Move out of the way, Doc.  I'll carry him," Natalie said.   
 
    "He's too heavy for you," the doctor said, then simply stared as she effortlessly carried him toward the house. 
 
    "Lead the way, Doc," she ordered. 
 
      
 
    Once they had Lou on the table in the special room the doctor had in the back of the house and had a chance to look at him, Natalie asked., "Is he going to live?" 
 
    "I don't know," admitted the doctor.  "He's lost a lot of blood.  I need to get the bullet out, and then get some blood into him.  What is your blood type, do you know?" 
 
    "Nothing you can use," Natalie said. 
 
    "Then you might as well go for now.  There's nothing you can do besides distract me.  Come back in the morning and you'll have your answer.  If he's still alive by then, he'll probably make it." 
 
    Not wanting to leave Lou, but knowing there was nothing she could do for him at the moment, Natalie headed back outside.  She had to get rid of the vehicle.  Who knew if they could track it, and it might lead a bunch of CIA agents directly here.  She hoped they hadn't figured out who Baxter was already and contacted the Agency.  As she drove away, she considered what to do with the damn thing.  Finally she drove down by the river, pointed it down one of the bigger piers, gunned the engine and started it one its way.  Once she was certain it would not stop until it went off the end of the pier and into the deep water, she rolled out, protected from any damaged by the armor she was wearing again.  Once the car had disappeared from sight, she made her way back to Lou's place.  She would clean up, get the van in the morning, and then go check on Lou. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 46 
 
    Two Weeks Later 
 
    The White House 
 
      
 
    As Natalie followed the tour leader inside the White House, she felt her heart begin to beat faster.  She couldn't believe she was actually here, but it was time to move forward once again.  Lou had made it.  It had been close, but the doctor had been able to remove the bullet, patch him up, and somehow keep him alive as his body fought to recover.  Lou was still staying with Dr. Hamilton, but would finally be going home tomorrow.  During the past two weeks, she'd maintained a very low profile, moving between the rooms she still had rented in various parts of Washington rather than staying at Lou's, visiting him at the doctor's house, but staying hidden away most of the rest of the time.  Lou would be restricted as to what he could do for a number of weeks, and she would join him at his place to help his recovery, but he would be vocal on what he felt, and she knew he wouldn't approve at all her being here.  That's what set the time for this mission.  It was now, or never.  With Lou badgering her, she was certain he would be able change her mind.  
 
    Natalie tried to stay focused on what the tour guide was saying and showing them, but the truth was after countless hours of studying the layout of the White House, the rules and regulations, the different staff members and their duties, she simply couldn't get her mind to track the overly enthusiastic guide as she rambled on about the history of this or that.  It wasn't history that Natalie was concerned with.  She had focused on one particular area of the White House and its staff. 
 
    When she slipped away from the tour, no one noticed.  They were supposed to keep close track, but she had learned just where she could effectively vanish in a moment, and the tour guide was so impressed with what she had to say, she didn't keep a close count of her entourage.  Natalie's outfit was unique and wouldn't have stood up to close scrutiny.  She wore several thin layers, much like an actress might for certain roles, and stripping off the outer layer left her with a new outfit, quite unlike the one she had just discarded.  By the time they noticed she was missing from the group, she would have already left the White House. 
 
      
 
    The President hated one thing more than any other about his duties as the country's chief executive.  He disliked the constant stream of correspondence and paperwork that occupied far too many hours of his days.  He glanced across the desk at the string of documents waiting for his review and signature that his secretary Karen had dutifully opened and laid out for him.  He was less than halfway through the stack when she wandered in and laid another document at the end of the pile. 
 
    "Thanks, Karen," he said sarcastically without paying her too much attention.  He sensed her usual nod as she grinned without speaking and walked back to her office adjacent to the Oval Office.  There were four doors that led into the Oval Office and the one on the north edge of the room connected his secretary to the prestigious room allowing her frequent and easy contact with him.  With such frequent interaction, she was very aware of his dislike for his present chore. 
 
    It was almost an hour later when he finally grabbed the last of the documents, the one that Karen had placed on his desk while he was working.  It was opened, with the envelope in which it had arrived attached for reference as usual, the way she prepared all of the mail he received.  He adjusted his reading glasses, and started to read the document, stopping almost immediately when he realized what he held. 
 
    "Karen!" he yelled to get his secretary's attention.  "Karen!" he yelled again when she didn't reply or appear. 
 
    Angry with the lack of response he stood and walked across the room, stepping into her office.  She wasn't there. 
 
    "Damn it!" he cursed, and carrying the letter, he stepped out into the hallway. 
 
    "Mr. President?" one of his aides asked seeing him walking the hall with an obvious look of annoyance.  "Can I help you, sir?" 
 
    "Where's Karen?" he asked.  "I have an urgent question for her," the President replied. 
 
    "She's not here, Mr. President.  She left over two hours ago.  You must remember.  She had the urgent dental appointment.  She won't be back today.  Can anyone else help?" 
 
    The President did remember, in fact now that he thought about it, he'd seen her leaving much earlier in the morning.  But she had dropped this letter off while he was reading, just barely an hour ago.  How could she have done that if she had left two hours ago? 
 
    Suddenly he had a deep feeling of dread.  It couldn't be!  He shook his head at his aide and hurried back into his office where he sat down and read the letter very carefully, all the way through this time. 
 
      
 
    Mr. President 
 
      
 
    I have several proposals I would like to submit for your consideration. I think upon reading this letter, you will come to understand my concern, and what must be done to settle this matter in a manner satisfactory to both of us. 
 
      
 
    I am also certain that by now you are aware of who I am.  The treatment I have received at the hands of your administration was barbaric and contrary to the most basic premises of our country.  My rights were violated, and every attempt was made to ensure that I would never have even a chance  to protest what was being done to me. 
 
      
 
    My first proposal is that the lab where I was held captive, yes captive, should be permanently closed, and all test results and associated analysis of my condition be destroyed and wiped from whatever storage systems it has been sent to.  Similarly, all physical samples taken from me should likewise be destroyed.  These were obtained without my consent, and my wish is for them to be destroyed.  Those who worked at the lab should be silenced by agreement to the Official Secrets Act, so that they would be committing a federal crime and subject to the penalties for such actions if they were to discuss what they learned while employed at the lab. 
 
      
 
    Second, you should ensure that no one who doesn't already know of these events has an opportunity to learn about them.  The entire history should be sealed and filed away. 
 
      
 
    Thirdly, I expect your administration cease all attempts to locate me and control my activities in any way.  I am a US citizen and have the same rights as anyone else.  The attempts made to kill and capture me were illegal to say the least, and happily most of those involved are no longer a threat.  No new efforts should be initiated to continue what they failed to accomplish. 
 
      
 
    Just so we understand one another, I have the means and intent to monitor whether you pursue these actions as I have outlined them.  If you choose to follow a course other than I have described, be forewarned that there are other means open to me that I can pursue to accomplish my desired goals.   
 
      
 
    Hoping we are of a like mind,  
 
      
 
    Natalie Reyes 
 
      
 
    He set the letter down slowly, his mind recoiling at what he knew had to be true.  It wasn't Karen who had placed the letter on his desk earlier.  Somehow, some way, it had been Natalie Reyes herself.  She hadn't gone into hiding.  She was here in Washington and preparing to continue their battle should he not agree to her wishes.  He had read the summaries on her, and while he'd known she had the ability to mimic the look of others, he hadn't realized exactly what that meant until now.  Reyes had calmly strolled through the White House, past all the guards and security, fooled all the people that knew his secretary well, and briefly filled in for her while she was gone.  That action had required more than just looking like her.  He wondered how and where she had obtained the knowledge required to manage the substitution.  The dangerous rebel had been less than five feet away from him, alone in his office!  She could have taken any action she wanted, and nobody could have done anything to stop her.  She could have killed him and, he suspected, escaped before anyone realized. 
 
    He thought about all those she had eliminated.  The doctor, the General, even the head of the CIA, along with most of his team that had been involved in searching for the damned woman.  All of them had been taken off the board in a remarkably short period of time.  Not only was the woman deadly, she was fast.  She could have added him to the total as well if that had been her intention.   
 
    He glanced at the letter again.  Behind all of the friendly wording, it was very clear what she was telling him.  She wanted him to follow a certain path, and that she had the means and intention of watching to see that he did.  She was also making it very clear that despite everything, all of his precautions and all of the security that surrounded him, he was vulnerable.  She could reach him anywhere, any time.  Just as she had walked boldly into his office here in the White House while he was present, at the very center of his power, she could find him anywhere.  Short of hiding in a hole surrounded by armed troops and thereby being unable to govern, he couldn't hide from her. 
 
    He realized he was sweating.  He had planned how to deal with the woman, but now realized he might have to reconsider.  He had planned a new CIA director, one who he could control and not the current Assistant Director.  The new director would have been agreeable to bringing on-board a large team of mercenaries to initiate a more careful search for the missing Reyes, and unlike previous efforts that prioritized trying to capture her, they would be tasked with elimination.  Long range snipers would be used to bring her down.  Even Miss Reyes was not immune to very large caliber bullets fired from distance. 
 
    Now, that approach seemed very risky.  If she was able to learn what was being done with regards to her situation, it might very well trigger reprisals, which would be directed squarely at him.  Given her success with such actions, he didn't like the odds of his surviving.   
 
    Besides, another consideration had occurred to him while rereading the letter.  Something that had been bothering him for some time.  Through the experimentation on the woman, the scientists had been intrigued about her capabilities, and what else might be forthcoming, but none of them had been able to explain how these skills could be transferred to other individuals.  Injecting a few cells with her DNA would not initiate such a change.  In fact, Dr. Elbert had bluntly implied that it was likely only growing a new fetus with the DNA integral to its nature would be able to reproduce the abilities she was demonstrating.  That would take decades, and such an action would violate every tenet of the country's constitution.  He had little to gain by the experimentation, and far too much to lose.  The more he thought about it, Miss Reyes' suggestions had merit. 
 
    He folded the letter carefully and placed it in his inside suit pocket.  He would reread it later and make his decision, but he already knew what it had to be.  He would also destroy the letter that he didn't want others to see later, in the privacy of his official residence. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Epilogue 
 
    One Year Later 
 
    Los Angeles, California 
 
      
 
    Brenda Wong looked through the test results of the latest experiment and nodded her head at the confirmation of what they had believed.  Now they knew for certain.  As the senior lab assistant for Dr. Fischer she often reviewed the data before passing it over to him for his thoughts.  The truth was that she was more knowledgeable about the material than the doctor and they both knew that, but there was a secret to be maintained, so the process was followed at all times. 
 
    Brenda looked to be purebred Chinese.  Only her DNA would say otherwise.  In fact, Brenda was Natalie Reyes, but only two people in the world knew that.  Lou Griffin, her ex-CIA buddy who was still watching the store in Washington, and Dr. Fischer, who convinced her to secretly join him to study her unique DNA.  She'd sought out the scientists upon returning to Los Angeles to warn him about revealing what he knew about her DNA.  Lou had used his former CIA connections to help establish her new identity, which was good enough even the Agency would have to be specifically looking at her history to realize it was a created history.  She and Dr. Fischer weren't planning on publishing anything they found, but both believed science should learn all it could from the unique chromosomes she carried.  No one knew when and if there would be another with the same DNA. 
 
    She had taken Lou's warnings to heart, and never reconnected with those in her former life, with one exception.  Paige knew she was alive, but not where she was or that she was pretending to be someone else.  She probably would have been annoyed to learn that Natalie was so close, yet they had never physically been in one another's presence since before her original abduction.  They had communicated from time to time via the Internet site, but those occasions were becoming less frequent with the passage of time, and Natalie knew that one day they would drift apart completely unless she took some kind of action to change that.  The thought saddened her, but she didn't want to risk the life of her friend, or of herself for that matter.  Still, it had been a long time, and there were ways.  She was better at this kind of thing now and she owed Paige her friendship and a chance to reconnect again.  Paige had been there for her during the entire misadventure, despite the risks, and Natalie knew she probably wouldn't have made it without her help.  She made a promise to herself to make it happen soon. 
 
    She had concluded that Lou was correct.  Even though the President appeared to have followed her demands, and the CIA was no longer looking for her, they could never know how many were aware of her existence and history.  Such people and groups could be patient and deceitful, and she knew that if she ever surfaced, or contacted old friends, it would only be a matter of time before she was killed or disappeared again.  The life of the old Natalie was forfeit.  Now she had a small group of new friends who thought her to be Brenda, and never considered she wasn't what she seemed. 
 
    She was a brilliant researcher despite never being able to finish college.  College would require admissions, and even Lou warned that the fake background for Brenda Wong might not stand up to the process.  But her faster-than-normal medical machinery, plus the fact she copied key knowledge from every PhD and skilled scientist in their field she encountered and added their experience, knowledge, and beliefs to her store of knowledge which was integrated into a comprehensive whole, made her more capable than anyone she worked with.  Only Dr. Fischer knew it, and why she did it.  She wanted answers to her unusual situation.  She never let anyone else know that she was so capable. 
 
    Lou served as her eyes in other areas.  His contacts kept him informed of all manner of things, but among them were facts on the now defunct laboratory and research into unusual genetic combinations.  The team that had tested Natalie had been dispersed.  The new CIA director no longer had a team looking for her, and in fact, the best Lou could learn, if the man knew anything about Natalie and her abilities, he did an excellent job of hiding the fact.  But was it all really buried? 
 
    Natalie wondered about the next president.  The elections were next year, and the current president would be replaced after serving his two terms.  Would his replacement learn of the events and elect to follow up on them, or would he be focused elsewhere?  Would the current president warn his replacement?  She and Lou would have to keep a close watch to see what developed. 
 
    For now, her focus was on her son and her work with Dr. Fischer.  They had made surprising progress.  Some of what they learned would have been well received by the military and CIA.  The most important discoveries were that only a fraction of what her chromosome contained had been activated at this point, and she possibly could be in line for even further developments, although no new capabilities had materialized over the past year.  They knew what compounds the lab had been using on her, but she wasn't interested in experimenting further by restarting the injections. 
 
    Interestingly enough, a number of her unique skills were the result of genes found on the normal twenty-three chromosomes, but which looked like pseudo-genes.  The twenty-fourth chromosome had been responsible for the changes resident in these dormant genes by creating very unique proteins that unlocked these capabilities.  Using these compounds, which were now identified, she could give anyone her extended range of vision, as well as a couple of other useful skills.  Some things, like her scales and the shape shifting ability were fully resident on the extra chromosome, so there was no reasonable way someone could be endowed with those skills.  Dr. Fischer was of the belief that one string of genes was going to come into play as she grew older.  He thought it likely she would age at a much slower rate than everyone else, something she wouldn't learn for a number of years.  In a sense, they had found some of what the Army had been hoping for, but they had no intention of revealing the fact. 
 
    Her son was born with the single string twenty-fourth chromosome as expected.  So far he had developed normally, and he shouldn't have to fear what she had experienced.  Even so, she kept a close watch on him and struggled with what she would reveal when he grew old enough to understand.  That was a long time off, but what should she tell him, and should she reveal that certain abilities could be his? 
 
    The other thing that she spent time watching for was any indication that another like her had been found.  She read all the journals, and paid close attention to materials and talks at conventions for any slip that would tell her that someone had discovered the extra chromosome and some of its potential.  If there was another like her, she promised she would do everything possible to ensure that individual was not locked up as an experimental animal as she had been. 
 
    Beyond that, life was pretty good.  If only she could somehow bring Eric back. 
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