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PART 1
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Colonel Joseph Lazear stood on the tarmac of the main airfield at Fort Liberty, North Carolina, a sprawling military installation covering more than two hundred square miles.

He blew out a heavy sigh. This was sheer lunacy.

Lazear turned away from the large hangar he was facing and glanced behind him. His dark blue eyes, blazing with the light of a keen intelligence, took in a sea of reinforced concrete. The pavement was extensive enough to comfortably hold dozens of aircraft off in the distance, and closer in, a thousand soldiers forming orderly rows like kids lining up for a roller-coaster ride.

Talk about your exercises in futility. Or mass insanity, more like it.

The military, like any group of human beings, often made epically stupid decisions that defied all reason. But none so epically stupid—so utterly pointless—as this one.

While the exercise had begun at bases with a substantial special forces presence, it would ultimately infect every base in America, and include every one of the 1.5 million active military personnel comprising the third largest military on the planet.

Fort Liberty would be only the fourth such base to be put through these paces, the fourth to catch the stupidity virus and undergo this pointless waste of time.

The exercises should have become the biggest story in America. In Lazear’s estimation, you couldn’t order tens of thousands of soldiers, with more than a million yet to come, to submit to a mysterious cattle call, one with no apparent rationale, and not attract attention. Or a prolonged media inquiry. Especially since the White House and Pentagon had been steadfast in refusing to comment, other than to say that this drill was a way to get an accurate personnel headcount, which was patently ridiculous.

On the other hand, the media’s curiosity had been nearly nonexistent for many decades, as had its willingness to press the military-industrial complex for answers. So while there had been brief stories about the drill for a day or two, and a number of active users on social media had put forth conspiracy theories to explain this incomprehensible folly, that was the extent of it.

The colonel had been an active field member of the elite Delta Force for nine years. For the past ten, as he continued climbing the ranks, he coordinated intelligence and field work from his offices at Fort Liberty, while still occasionally deploying to war zones to keep his field skills sharp.

He was clean-cut and athletically built, and while he had two failed marriages behind him, he had never had children. He filled his need for companionship by forging short-lived relationships with human females and long-lived relationships with the canine variety. Just three months earlier, his latest white-and-brown English setter had passed away, the second of this breed he had raised from puppyhood, and he hadn’t yet been able to bring himself to get another.

The tarmac’s loudspeaker system came to life with a jarring screech and proceeded to transmit the booming, echoing voice of the base’s female commander.

“Attention all personnel now on the tarmac,” she began. “This is General April McGowan. You all know why you’re lining up—to the extent that anyone does—along with what’s expected of you. For a week now, you’ve heard tales of this same drill at sister bases, and you all have questions. Alas, it will come as no surprise that I don’t have any answers. I can only tell you the specifics of the exercise, not the why of it.

“You were ordered to line up by rank. This has been done so higher-ranking personnel can finish sooner and get on with their business. The good news is that all of you will be done within the hour, leaving room for the next group of a thousand to form up.

“As soon as this announcement is complete, the thousand of you will be separated into groups of twenty. Fifty such groups. The members of each group will be assigned a number, one through twenty, provided by one of a dozen civilian facilitators well in advance of your entrance. These facilitators will also record your names and assigned numbers on a tablet computer.

“You’ll be notified when it’s your group’s turn to enter the hangar. When it is your turn, you’ll be expected to do this quickly and efficiently. After you’ve double-timed it inside, you’ll find a line of numbers painted on the floor, one through twenty. Find your number and stand on it as quickly as you can. You’ll note the hangar will be completely empty, save for a room facing you, hidden by a two-way mirror.”

General McGowan paused. “I’m told mystery personnel will be watching you behind the mirror to be sure you follow the instructions I’ve just given you. This, despite the fact that these instructions are simple enough for a child to follow,” she added, unable to hide her contempt for the entire proceeding.

“After finding your mark,” continued the general, “look to the large exit doors. Above them you’ll see four LED lights. When these lights flash on and off three times in quick succession, which they should do within seconds of you finding your mark, exit as quickly as possible in an orderly fashion so the next group of twenty can enter. The goal is to get each group of twenty in and out within sixty seconds, preferably faster, so a thousand soldiers can be cycled through in fifty minutes or less.”

There was a short pause. “I’m counting on all of you to make this as quick and painless as possible,” she added. “That is all.”

Lazear blew out a heavy sigh. Given that his rank placed him in the first group of twenty, he’d get this elaborate nonsense behind him in just a few minutes and be back performing his regular duties.

Still, he vowed that if he ever met whoever had issued these orders, he would give him or her a piece of his mind. He would tell this person that they surely had their head shoved so far up their own ass they could see their tonsils. He wouldn’t hold back. Stupidity on such an epic scale had to be called out.
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For two weeks after the pointless exercise at Fort Liberty, Joe Lazear’s life took a sharp turn toward the bizarre. Beginning the very next day, it seemed that all the metaphorical proctologists in the world converged on him at once, probing him with all the subtlety of a rubber glove greased with Vaseline. He was put through a series of interviews, tests, and polygraphs that seemed never-ending—told only that he was being considered for a unique position.

He heard through the grapevine that dozens of men and women he had fought with, reported to, or commanded had also been interrogated relentlessly. Often they had been hooked up to lie-detection equipment, and asked hour after hour of questions about him. Questions that probed every last detail of his past and character.

And then, just that morning, he had been summoned to the White House to be briefed on a new role he would be asked to play. He had been met at the White House gate by a granite general with salt-and-pepper hair named Justin Girdler, who introduced himself as the commander of all Black Ops in the country—information far above Lazear’s paygrade—and was escorted into the bowels of the White House and into a subterranean version of the fabled Situation Room.

Lazear had been in brutal, savage battles many times before, with bullets and grenades exploding all around him. He had viewed the world through night-vision goggles as he and his team breached tight quarters filled with hostile zealots intent on slaughtering hostages.

But never in his life had he felt as stunned, as disoriented, as he did now.

He entered the spacious conference room and took it all in at a glance, shaking off the shock of being there and allowing adrenaline to sharpen his wits to full capacity. The room contained the longest lacquered oak table he had ever seen, eighteen cushioned chairs around it, wall-to-wall monitors, phones, electronics, and 3D conference equipment, along with numerous other electronics he couldn’t place.

Girdler motioned for him to take a seat at the foot of the table. Four others sat on his left, four on his right, and at the head of the table sat Timothy Cochran, President of the United States.

Lazear’s jaw dropped to the ground. The White House was an odd setting to be receiving new orders, but he never dreamed he’d be taken to a secret underground lair, or that the president, himself, would be involved. This just kept getting more and more surreal.

“Welcome, Colonel,” began the familiar baritone of Timothy Cochran as the general took a seat beside the president. Lazear listened while stealthily studying the men and women around the table. “I’m sure you’re wondering why you’re here.”

The newcomer couldn’t help but smile. “I believe that might even be an understatement, sir.”

Several around the room chuckled at this reply.

“I’ll have everyone introduce themselves shortly,” continued Cochran. “But before I do, let me get right to the point. You are now in the presence of the most secret and consequential black ops group ever assembled. We call ourselves the Trojan Horse Taskforce, or THT. Not that this group, or this name, appears anywhere in the datasphere. To say we’re off the grid is an understatement. We’re led by General Justin Girdler, whom you’ve met.” 

The president paused. “We’ll be providing a short summary of the history of this group, its goals, and so on, momentarily. And you’ll be receiving far more comprehensive briefings in the days and weeks ahead. The reason you’re with us today, Colonel, is because we’d like you to join us as a member. At the same time, we’d like you to command a small military contingent comprised of an eclectic mixture of personnel. One that we’ve dubbed The Unreadables.”

Lazear raised his eyebrows but remained silent.

“You’ll have one foot in both camps, making you the connective tissue between THT and The Unreadables. So far there are seventeen of you, but there will be many more before too long. The other sixteen will get this same briefing, in this same room, in three hours, and all have been vetted just as thoroughly as you have.”

The colonel nodded thoughtfully.

“Any idea why we’re giving this same introductory briefing twice?” asked General Girdler.

Lazear realized he was still being tested, and like all the previous tests, this was one he intended to pass. “I believe so, yes. You’re doing it for my benefit, sir. Since I’m tasked with commanding this group, you’re giving me the courtesy of being brought up to speed first. So I come across as an insider rather than a deer in headlights. Helps form a better first impression. And it helps that I’ll be introduced as their commander the moment they walk into the room.”

“Very good,” said Girdler. “Exactly right. This briefing should only take about eighty minutes. After that we’ll have more than an hour together before your fellow Unreadables arrive. We can use this time to get to know each other better on a personal level, and you can ask any additional questions that come to mind.”

Girdler paused. “Based on everything we’ve learned about you in the past two weeks, Colonel, it appears we’ve hit the jackpot. You’re brave, seasoned, and most important, you have an impeccable moral and ethical code. We’ve also learned that your ability to connect the dots is almost legendary.”

He raised his eyebrows. “So I’m curious if you’ve managed to connect any dots since you’ve arrived. Not an easy ask, as I’m not even sure you have any dots to connect. Still, I’m curious if you’ve come up with any guesses as to why you’re here.”

Lazear nodded. “Thank you, General. Actually, I have formed some pretty wild ideas. I could be wrong, of course, but I have confidence in my deductions.”

“Deduct away, then,” said Girdler, intrigued.

Lazear took a deep breath. “Okay then, here goes,” he began. “While I haven’t yet been introduced to this assemblage, I recognize Admiral Siegel, our current Director of National Intelligence.”

The DNI nodded at the newcomer. “I look forward to getting to know you,” he said.

“Thank you, Admiral. But more to the point of this deductive exercise, there are two other men here who look familiar to me. Their appearance has been altered, so if I only saw one of them I wouldn’t suspect their identities. But both together is a different story. Also, I found it odd that introductions have been delayed. So I wondered if this was done on purpose. To test their disguises. And my attention to detail.

“The first is Alex Altschuler,” continued Lazear, “deceased CEO of Theia Labs. The most famous CEO in the world while he was alive.”

He grinned. “He’d be even more famous if the public ever got wind of how great he looks as a corpse.”

The colonel was struck by just how different Altschuler looked now compared to his days in the spotlight as Theia’s CEO. He was still as scrawny as he ever was, but his hair color and style had changed. The bulky, geeky glasses he was always polishing up during interviews were gone, even though he had publicly stated on a number of occasions that he couldn’t wear contacts, and was too fearful to ever undergo laser surgery.

But even more than the physical changes, what struck Lazear was the difference in Altschuler’s demeanor. Where he had been fidgety and self-conscious before, he now seemed calm, confident, and centered, and keenly aware of his own value and competence.

The colonel gestured toward the other side of the table, at a man with a handsome, rugged face, who looked to be about six feet tall, but who had blond hair when it had previously been jet-black.

“The second man I recognize is Nick Hall,” continued the colonel, “who was even more famous than Alex. You know, when he was alive. I find it suspicious that two men who were linked in life, and who are both deceased, are here in this room. And while I’m not a doctor,” he added with an impish smile, “they appear a lot less dead than I’d expect.”

A delighted grin spread across Altschuler’s face. “Nice catch,” he said. “This is the first time Nick and I have been recognized since we faked our deaths. Actually, I think our deceased status has helped us more than our change in appearance. Even if someone spots a resemblance to our former selves, they dismiss it out of hand.”

Hall nodded. “And Alex has spent considerable effort to ensure that computers around the world are convinced that we’re really dead and that no data will ever say otherwise. How he’s doing it is beyond me, but even an artificial superintelligence, if one were ever to come into being, would never discover our ruse.”

“That’s right,” said Altschuler. “Even if one were sitting where you’re sitting, I’ve seen to it that our voices and faces won’t register as Alex and Nick. So score one for humanity. You’re proof that there are still a few things that human beings can do that even a super-evolved AI can not.”

Timothy Cochran nodded slowly at the newcomer. “Yes. Quite well done, Colonel. Anything more to add?”

“As a matter of fact, yes, Mr. President,” replied Lazear. “Nick Hall’s story is well known. Ex-marine biology PhD and Theia Labs brain implant recipient. Kidnapped by Kelvin Gray along with many others and used as a guinea pig to perfect implant placement. Known for certain to be able to use his implants to surf the web with thoughts alone, and to record whatever he sees and hears and save it in the cloud.

“But rumored to also be able to read minds,” continued the colonel. “Perfectly. Which, according to still other rumors, enabled him to help thwart some truly heinous terrorist operations and save untold lives.”

Lazear paused. “After Nick ah . . . died,” he added, “it was widely reported that his mind reading was a myth. A conspiracy theory told by gullible fools. A scientific consensus quickly emerged that mind reading the way Hall was thought to do it defied the laws of physics and was basically impossible. I see now that this was all a comprehensive and artfully crafted misinformation campaign.”

He raised his eyebrows. “In fact, I’d still be believing the lie if I hadn’t been brought here to lead a team called The Unreadables. A name that clearly implies mind reading is real. And also that I, and those soon to be under my command, are somehow immune.”

Lazear nodded slowly. “Or, to put it another way,” he added, “while most people are readable by Nick Hall, we are not. We’re unreadable.”

“Impressive,” said Girdler, and everyone around the table seemed to mirror this sentiment.

Lazear’s eyes widened as the connection to a previously inscrutable dot became crystal clear. “I’ll be damned,” he added. “And here I thought the idea of parading every soldier in the US through an airplane hangar was purposeless. But now I get it.”

He gestured at Hall once again. “You were behind the two-way mirror, weren’t you? Trying to read the minds of every group of twenty? Given the vast numbers of us being screened, the unreadable trait must be rare. And this explains why my superiors rained down an army of investigators to vet me the very next day. Because I was a rare officer you couldn’t read. One with the expertise you were looking for. The timing was so coincidental, I felt sure there had to be a connection. But I couldn’t see it.”

A smile crept slowly across Hall’s face. “Looks like we chose the perfect man for this job,” he said. “Well-reasoned, Colonel. I’d bet only one in a hundred of our best analysts could have gleaned so much from so little. The unreadable trait is rare, indeed. Based on a lesser sample size, we were thinking one in seven hundred. After working our way through four military bases, it’s looking to be more like one in four hundred. Still precious few.”

“Any other deductions you’d like to share with us?” asked the general.

All eyes were on Lazear, fascinated to see if he could pull more logical rabbits from his hat. “Maybe,” he replied. “You’re on a country-wide fishing expedition to find soldiers Nick Hall can’t read. The question is why. Why would you be so desperate to identify people immune from his probing?

“I mean, I get why ESP would be a nightmare if you couldn’t control it. I realized that even before mind reading became the hottest topic on the planet. Endless articles have now been written debating its pros and cons. Reading minds the way Nick is said to do it would result in an endless barrage of thoughts and emotions battering your brain like you were standing at the bottom of Niagara Falls. A torrential, crushing cascade that you could never turn off.”

He faced Hall and raised his eyebrows. “Or am I wrong about that?”

“Not wrong,” said Hall with a sigh. “And well described. I’ve learned how to manage it. To avoid large gatherings whenever possible, and turn much of it into white noise. But I wouldn’t wish it on anyone.”

He paused. “But please continue.”

“As I said, I get why your ability would be a nightmare. But even if you found every last unreadable inside a haystack the size of America, I can’t see how that would help you avoid being assaulted by the thoughts of the rest of humanity.”

“So why do you think we’re taking such pains to do it, then?” asked Girdler.

“My guess is that this isn’t about Nick at all. He’s long been thought of as the ultimate hero. And even the president trusts him enough to be in the same room with him. So locating military unreadables and mobilizing them into some sort of team suggests that there are other mind readers out there. Mind readers you fear are dangerous. It’s the only reason I can imagine for going to the effort of parading 1.5 million military personnel in front of Nick Hall.”

There was a long silence in the room, while various members of the team traded knowing glances.

“Remarkable,” said the president finally, beaming with delight. “I’m beginning to think that maybe you should be briefing us.”
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There was a short break in the proceedings while refreshments were brought in and formal introductions were made all around. The colonel already knew the identities of the president, Justin Girdler, Alex Altschuler, Nick Hall, and Bob Siegel. But the five others in the room also gave their names and backgrounds in turn.

First was Heather Zambrana, Alex’s wife and a former scientist at Theia Labs. Next came Dr. Catherine Ellen Guess, a neurosurgeon who had been working at a black lab before being recruited, Gabriele Safani, an MD/PhD neurobiologist from Yale, and Drew Russell, a computer expert and hacker extraordinaire who was also a next-level comic-book geek.

Finally, Lazear was introduced to Megan Emerson, Nick Hall’s wife of only a few days, and the first unreadable Hall had ever identified. She was a slip of a woman in her mid to late twenties with short, coal-black hair and a perfect complexion. She might have been petite, but she had an energy about her that shined like a torch, an exuberance and good nature that couldn’t be contained. The president made it clear that she had been heroic in ways that had made her an extraordinarily valuable asset, despite a background in graphic design rather than war or science.

“We work closely with other experts who are on peripheral teams,” explained Girdler when introductions had concluded. “Most of them scientists and intelligence analysts.

“Now that you have a better sense of who we are,” he continued, “I’ll proceed to the next part of the briefing. Remarkably, Colonel, given how little you had to go on, you hit the nail on the head in every particular. There are other mind readers out there, just as you surmised. Two of them—at least that we’re aware of. One tried to take out most of our team exactly a month ago. And nearly succeeded. It was a very close call. Too close.”

The general’s eyes fell, and his features reflected a searing pain. “We did lose one man during the battle,” he whispered. “An outstanding individual who bought us the time we needed to survive the unsurvivable. Colonel Mike Campbell. A man who was like a son to me, and one who is truly irreplaceable.”

“I’m so sorry, sir,” said Lazear.

The general nodded to acknowledge the sentiment but didn’t reply.

“Right after this attack on our team,” said Hall, “we began rolling out a program to search for unreadables at special forces heavy bases. As you’ve no doubt guessed, the timing was anything but coincidental.” 

“How did these two others manage to become mind readers?” asked Lazear.

“One of them on my orders,” said the president. “The other without our knowledge. While Theia implants are required for mind reading, data on the precise movements they took through Nick’s brain and their final placement are required to recreate the effect. It’s the recipe for ESP, if you will.

“We locked this data inside a veritable black hole,” continued Cochran. “But I made the call to let it out without the rest of the team’s knowledge,” he added, looking disgusted with himself. “I thought I could control it. I was wrong.”

“Who was the man you gave this ability to on purpose?” asked the colonel. “And why?”

Cochran sighed. “Let me answer the why of it first. Our backs were against the wall. Long story, but there was about to be a regime change in Iran, and our intel made it clear that nothing could stop the madman about to take over from nuking both New York and Tel Aviv. There was no way to stop him from taking power, and no way to stop the nuclear devastation he’d unleash shortly thereafter. A mind reader was our only chance.

“And while Nick is truly remarkable, he has no military training, he doesn’t speak Farsi, and hasn’t operated in Iran. But an elite commando named Craig Bostic checked all of these boxes. So I had implants inserted into his brain in the correct way to turn him into a web-surfing mind reader. He was our only hope of stopping nuclear devastation and millions of casualties—for starters—and he performed flawlessly.”

“But just after his mission,” added Girdler, “he disappeared from the grid.”

The president winced. “This happened just over a month ago, and we haven’t heard from him since. We have no idea where he is, or what he intends to do with his abilities, if anything. We believe he’s living in isolation to stop all the voices in his head, but we don’t know.

“Unfortunately,” continued Cochran with a scowl, “the mind-reading recipe that I freed also found its way to a psychopath named Troy Browning. The one who nearly managed to take out most of our team. And he’s truly a nightmare.”

“How so?” asked Lazear.

“He’s ex-NSA,” replied Hall, “and a genius. Formidable and ruthless. I’ve been in his head.”

He shuddered. “It was like diving into a cesspool. He’s stark, raving mad. Talk about your delusions of grandeur, this guy is convinced he’s the next Jesus Christ.

“Actually, strike that,” added Hall. “He considers Jesus an abject failure, actually. He fancies himself the true savior of humanity. Saving our species by learning how to unleash widespread ESP in humanity—without the need for implants. He figures doing so will purge the earth of about ninety-five percent of its population as civilization almost instantly breaks down. As everyone becomes privy to each other’s ugliest secrets and the most savage among us vie for power and control. Tearing each other apart in the process. He believes this will ultimately leave the five percent meek to inherit the Earth and forge a better brand of humanity.”

“In that scenario,” said the colonel, “what would be in it for him?”

“He’s convinced he’ll be hailed as the new savior by those who remain,” replied Megan in disgust.

“At least that’s how it plays out in his diseased mind,” added Girdler.

“I tried to talk him out of it when we were in each other’s heads,” said Hall. “I tried to convince him that the end result will be the opposite of what he intends. If he makes all the wolves rabid, it’s ridiculous to believe the sheep will inherit the Earth. The sheep will be the first to be devoured.”

He shook his head. “But he’s highly delusional. He’s also ruthless and talented enough to be extremely dangerous even without the ability to read minds. With ESP, he’s the ultimate threat.”

“What made him so dangerous when he couldn’t read minds?”

“He designed our most secure communications systems,” said Bob Siegel, “and left backdoor access for himself. We’ve since discontinued using these systems and put in new security measures designed from scratch, thanks to the superhuman computer skills of Alex and Drew. So we’re no longer vulnerable.” The admiral shook his head. “But up until three weeks ago, he was intercepting whatever he wanted.”

“And now he can read minds,” said the colonel grimly.

“And now he can read minds,” echoed Hall. “But as bad as that is, it could have been worse. First, Troy Browning was planning to park himself near the White House and pick the president’s brain clean. But those plans were interrupted when he saw a chance to kill us.

“Then, the battle he waged against us left him badly injured and psychically scarred. He won’t come after us again, or risk coming near the White House, until he’s become stronger. I was in his head as he fled the battle, so I know. He plans to recover from his injuries and bide his time. Lick his wounds, become ever more powerful, and look for a new chink in our armor. Which at least has bought us time to prepare. Including forming the group you’ll be leading.”

“Did you happen to catch how he plans to build up his strength?” asked Lazear.

“I did,” said Hall. “First, he’ll become a billionaire. He was well on his way when he came after us, and I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s a multi-billionaire by now. If you can probe minds, you can pluck passwords from billionaires’ heads, steal their bank account information, steal from massive government slush funds, and so on. You can read insider information from tech CEOs, and play the stock market. The possibilities are endless.”

He paused. “Once Browning has built up his war chest, he’ll expand his mercenary army a hundred fold and construct an impenetrable fortress. If he can learn how to confer ESP to the entire population, he plans to hunker down there and weather the storm of his own making. Then he plans to emerge as the savior, unscathed, when it’s all over.”

“How likely is it that he’ll be able to trigger ESP without implants?” asked the newcomer.

“Unknown,” said Dr. Gabriele Safani, who had remained silent until now. “He has access to a mountain of data that even we refused to use until recently. It might be impossible. Or it might be much easier than we’d care to think about. THT focused all of our resources on blocking ESP,” added the Yale neurologist. “Not finding a way to trigger it organically.” 

Lazear nodded. “I see.”

“Regardless of the success of his grand plan,” said Hall, “he won’t wait too long to go on the offense. And when he does, most of the world will be at his mercy.”

“But you and your fellow Unreadables can play a critical role,” said Girdler. “For starters, you’ll basically become the new presidential detail of the Secret Service. You’ll work and live at the White House and accompany the president when he travels. Nick’s been killing himself to identify as many of you as possible, so we can station one or more Unreadables at other key sites as well.”

“I get that Nick can’t read me,” said Lazear, “or those like me. But are we certain the same is true for Browning?”

Megan Emerson nodded. “We are. He couldn’t read me any more than Nick can. If he could have done so a month ago in Utah, we’d all be dead. So confidence is high that whatever prevents Nick from reading certain people also prevents him.”

“Even if Browning won’t be able to read us,” said Lazear, “his ability to read the thoughts and memories of all others near the president will still give him the upper hand.”

“Good point,” said the president. “Which is why I’ve asked Nick and Megan to live at the White House and travel with me until Browning is . . . neutralized. I have nuclear codes and other information we can’t risk getting into his hands. So Nick will have to be my canary in the coal mine until this psychopath is no longer a threat.”

“Browning and I stick out to each other like neon flares,” explained Hall. “Meaning he can’t be within mind-reading range of the White House without me knowing it—and knowing exactly where he is. Even if he reads most people here and comes at us with an army, we’ll have the advantage. Because I’ll be able to read the minds of his team and send your unit their exact locations and plans.”

Lazear nodded. “But he won’t be able to do the same.”

“That’s right,” said Hall. “Your team won’t register as being present. If an attack happens, you’ll have to be sure no readable can see you—or knows your plans. Including me. Whatever a readable knows, Browning will know. So you’ll all carry tranquilizer guns. If you need to knock out readables so they can’t give you away, you’ll be authorized to do so.”

Lazear’s head was spinning as he imagined how such a battle would be waged. While Browning was reading Hall’s mind and all other readables in the White House, Hall would be reading Browning’s mind and the minds of his mercenaries. It would be warfare as five-dimensional chess, as complex and challenging as any skirmish in history.

“We’ll also have one other capability that will come in handy,” added Hall. He raised his eyebrows. “I’ll be able to coordinate with you and the others through a telepathic channel. While I can’t read the minds of unreadables, I can communicate with them telepathically. An ability Megan and I have put to good use, although we’ve only recently disclosed it to the entire team.”

“And you’re sure you and I will be able to do the same?” asked the colonel.

“Yes,” replied Hall. “We just need to actively project our thoughts at each other. Like this.” He raised his eyebrows. “I’ll demonstrate at great length later on,” he broadcast telepathically to the newcomer, “but this should serve as a proof of concept.”

Lazear’s eyes widened. Nick Hall’s mouth hadn’t moved, but he had heard his words with crystal clarity. It was truly extraordinary.

“Think a reply,” added Hall telepathically. “As if you’re trying to project it to me. I’ll repeat what you say word for word to demonstrate that it worked.”

The colonel nodded and thought for a moment. “Okay, Nick, here goes: The sixth sick sheik’s sixth sheep’s sick.”

“Really?” said Hall in amusement, this time out loud. He looked around the table. “This guy’s going to fit in beautifully. I told him I’d repeat his directed thoughts, and he sent me a tongue twister. Well played, Colonel.”

Lazear laughed. “Sorry, couldn’t resist. But that was quite the demonstration. Consider me a believer.”

“We’ll go into great detail on all of this going forward,” said Girdler. “But for now, THT is dedicated to finding a way to protect everyone from ESP. Some kind of blocking device. So far no luck. And no luck figuring out why some people are immune. We’ll be conducting a variety of tests on you and the other Unreadables as part of this process.

“We also hope to identify many more of you to deploy elsewhere. Right now, Nick is taking a much-needed rest. Plowing through the minds of tens of thousands of troops to find those he can’t read has taxed him to his limits. Still, he plans to put in a day a week until he’s screened the entire military. Eventually, we calculate we’ll be able to identify more than three thousand unreadables. The vast majority of these won’t be told anything about what’s really going on.”

“We have multiple intel agencies devoting considerable resources to finding Troy Browning,” added Siegel. “Right now, field agents aren’t useful. He can identify them from five to ten miles away. Rooting Browning out will be exceedingly difficult. Nick is living proof of just how unstoppable a mind reader can be. Right now we’re relying on signals intelligence and other remote methods. If one of these methods determines his location, we can send in a drone to terminate him.”

The admiral raised his eyebrows. “Once we have enough Unreadables, though, we’ll get their boots on the ground to root him out. They’ll have orders to kill and will actually have a chance of succeeding.”

Hall nodded solemnly. “We’ve been working on another possibility as well,” he added. “A longshot. One we can describe at another time. But however you slice it, rooting him out will be as difficult as it gets.”

A long silence descended on the room as the entire team paused to let the newcomer digest everything he had been told.

Finally, the general stared deeply into Lazear’s eyes. “So what do you say, Colonel?” he asked. “Will you join us?”

Lazear considered. Given what he now knew, he wondered if they’d let him just waltz out the door if he refused. Not that it mattered. He had no intention of conducting that experiment.

“I’d be honored, sir,” he said.

And he surprised even himself with the depth of sincerity that accompanied those words.
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Ninety minutes later sixteen Unreadables paraded into a larger conference room underground.

And in a single instant, everything changed.

Nick Hall bolted upright in his seat. The voices in his head were stilled. All of them. Finally.

The relief he felt was indescribable, a merciful quiet, which he could only previously achieve by being more than ten miles distant from every living soul other than Megan Emerson.

It was nothing short of a miracle.

A Faraday cage would shield anything inside from electromagnetic radiation. The ultimate cell phone dead zone. Hall had entered one early on, hoping that his ESP was electromagnetic in nature and the cage would block the thoughts of others. But it had been an abysmal failure.

Apparently, though, in high enough numbers, unreadables formed the equivalent of a human Faraday cage.

After all his attempts to find some method to block ESP, who could have guessed that one would fall into their laps from out of nowhere? Or that it would be so simple?

In retrospect, surrounding himself with unreadables seemed like something obvious to try. He felt foolish for not having thought of it, even though he hadn’t had the time or resources to systematically find and collect so many until now.

Hall took almost a full minute to luxuriate in the soothing mental silence before turning his attention back to the briefing that was now underway. He would contain his euphoria until the briefing had concluded, and then break the news to the group in private.

He wondered how many unreadables were required to block his ESP, at what distances, and in what geometric configurations. Once he shared the incredible news, they could begin experimentation. It wouldn’t take long to pin down the parameters of the effect.

Not long at all.

This could well be the break they needed. A monumental development whose importance could not be overstated.


PART 2
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Troy Browning sat at a marble table inside his spacious command center, which was adjacent to his even more spacious living quarters. Both subterranean structures would serve him well until he moved into the fortress he would soon build. And both had been constructed under a large peanut farm near Charlottesville, Virginia, which he had purchased under an assumed name. Both were well-appointed, and their completion two months prior, off the radar and in record time, underscored that nearly anything was possible if one had virtually unlimited means.

Fortunately for him, unlimited means were child’s play to obtain for a perfect mind reader.

He closed his eyes, blew out a calming breath, and decided to carefully ponder where he was now, and where he was headed. He had been in temporary stasis, but it was time to get back into the game.

He’d start by continuing to expand his mercenary army until it was second to none. At the same time he would plan an initiative to organize a group of select scientists to lend their talents to his. He and his AI had been analyzing the stolen THT data for some time now but had yet to unlock the secret of unleashing ESP on populations without the need for implants.

As the greatest genius the world had ever seen, he would eventually solve this riddle himself. Still, it would be foolish not to take advantage of brilliant but lesser minds, nonetheless. He would house these scientists with him in the confines of the impenetrable compound he would build, certain that they would give him their full and undivided cooperation. Not only would he pay them beyond dreams of avarice, he’d make it clear that if they ever failed to give him anything but their best efforts, their loved ones would pay the price. He’d demonstrate his mind-reading abilities at the start, so they’d know that any contemplation of betrayal on their part would be instantly detected—with devastating consequences.

But before he looked forward, began detailed planning in earnest, he would look backward one last time. It was the one-month anniversary of the most severe setback he had ever had, and it was time for him to take a final inventory.

The events of a month prior had been sobering, indeed. He had been tested to the limits of his abilities and endurance.

But so what? It wasn’t as though Jesus Christ had never been tested. This was just Fate’s way of making Browning earn the exalted place in human history she was carving out for him.

But, unlike Jesus, Browning would prove worthy of his role. While Jesus hadn’t been a stranger to setbacks, he had been a stranger to success. Christ’s impact on the world was as enormous as it was undeserved. After all, he had failed miserably at achieving the prerequisites the Old Testament had spelled out for anyone wishing to earn the title of Messiah, the most notable of which being ushering in an era of peace.

Not only had the Kingdom of Heaven never arrived on Earth, as promised, but the world hadn’t been at peace for even an instant since Jesus had bailed on his assignment and returned to a cushy throne in the clouds, a spoiled only child.

Browning would introduce his own version of “love your neighbor as yourself” to humanity, by gifting ESP to every man, woman, and child now alive. But, unlike Christ, he would stick around to help usher humanity through the initial hell this would bring about and into the promised new age. He wouldn’t bail when the going got tough.

Not that Jesus’s father had performed any better than his son. The father had wiped all human life from the planet so he could start again with Noah and his offspring. So he could introduce a better brand of humanity. Talk about a dismal failure. His second attempt to populate the Earth with decent beings had been just as lacking as his first.

The depravity of Sodom and Gomorrah had been amateur hour compared to the depravities of the modern world, as anyone who had ever visited a porn repository on the internet could attest. The sheer number and variety of depraved acts found there not only dwarfed what had happened in Sodom and Gomorrah, it would have made the residents there blush.

Add in illicit drugs and too many other addictions to count, endless wars, and barbaric acts of terrorism, and it was clear that humanity hadn’t changed at all.

So Browning would finish the jobs that both Jesus and his father had failed to complete. Browning would make his own attempt to cleanse and improve the species, which had been poorly designed right from the start, but this time he’d get humanity right.

And when he initiated the smiting, he’d spare trillions of innocent land animals who hadn’t deserved to be drowned. Hell, unlike the overkill perpetrated by Jesus’s dad, Browning estimated his actions would leave at least five percent of humanity standing. Possibly more. And unlike his divine predecessors, his restart would actually accomplish something.

As Browning considered recent events, especially the events of exactly a month earlier that had left him reeling, he couldn’t help but be proud of the way he had managed to lick his wounds and regroup. He had found a way to take his near-death experience in stride. He was still destined to save mankind, but destiny, Fate, didn’t always take the straightest or easiest path. Besides, ever since it became clear that Fate had marked him for greater things, every setback had ended up being a godsend in disguise.

This time would be no different.

He had been fired from the NSA after being accused of having a messiah complex, which was the ultimate absurdity. It was like firing Albert Einstein for believing he was a physicist.

In hindsight, though, what had seemed like a major blow was the best thing that could have happened to him. He couldn’t change the world as profoundly as was required from within the system. Even a system as powerful as the NSA.

He needed to do it from the outside.

Besides, if he hadn’t been fired, he never would have been eavesdropping on the president and others, and never would have programmed a personal supercomputer AI to quickly teach itself to serve him in the best way possible. To know his mind, goals, and preferences better than he knew them himself. To monitor communications and information around the world and fetch him all items it knew he would want brought to his attention.  

He had named his AI Helen, short for Helen of Troy, since his name happened to be Troy and the AI had become part of him. He also liked the idea of borrowing this name from mythology, since he was destined to become a mythical figure every bit as great as those associated with the Trojan War.

Helen lived in a supercomputer on site, but his implants and the worldwide availability of Starlink and the 6G wireless network allowed him to access her from anywhere on Earth with a single thought, making it seem as if she resided in his mind.

Fate had fired him from a key role in the NSA but had given him a bounty in return. If not for his firing, he wouldn’t have created Helen. He wouldn’t have come into contact with the very people he needed to know to properly fix the world. He wouldn’t have learned of Nick Hall and mind reading. Nor would he have learned of Victor, a man known only by this single name, who was the most powerful technology and arms merchant in history.

Browning had discovered that a flash drive was being transported, one containing the data on the illegal experiments that had conferred ESP to Nick Hall. As if Fate hadn’t done enough, she then led him to team up with Victor, the only man outside THT in possession of spare implants. He was also likely the only man skilled enough to intercept and copy the magic flash drive without the president or THT being the wiser. 

In short, Fate had brilliantly orchestrated events to bequeath Browning with mind reading, ensuring he was at the right place at the right time with the right information. He had wondered how he would save humanity, and Fate had delivered the answer on a diamond platter.

So yes, he had to admit that his mission a month previously had been an abysmal disaster. At least on paper. At least before the bigger, brighter picture that Fate had in store was fully revealed. Browning had gone after Victor, Nick Hall, and THT all at once, had attempted to take out his most potent enemies in one fell swoop.

A bit ambitious, admittedly, but he had come within an inch of succeeding.

True, he had come within an inch of being killed in the attempt also. Of taking his last breath on one of Victor’s compounds within a thick woods in Utah. And he couldn’t deny that when all was said and done, his enemies were left standing while he returned home with a gunshot wound that had gushed so much blood it had nearly been fatal, along with broken ribs, still tender a month later. 

Lesser men might have failed to see Fate’s signature in the nearly catastrophic attack he had attempted. Lesser men might still be reeling, second-guessing themselves, and curling into a fetal position fearing they had bitten off more than they could chew, reluctant to take additional risks.

Not Troy Browning. He knew this setback had happened for a reason. As was the case when he was fired, it was just Fate’s way of pushing him one step back before catapulting him light-years forward. Of ensuring the greatest man in human history maintained at least a modicum of humility.

He had no idea how the silver lining would reveal itself, he just knew it would. The universe would provide for him yet again. Believers in Christ spoke of his Second Coming, when he would finish the job he should have done in the first place. But after more than two thousand years, it was obvious the universe wasn’t ready to give this pretender a second chance. Instead, Fate had found a new champion, one who would get it right on the first try. 

Browning was itching to make a bold move right now, but he would resist the temptation. Instead, he would make incremental ones. He would stay patient until the universe revealed the new Phoenix it was sure to lift up from the ashes of the Utah debacle he had endured a month before. 

As it turned out, little additional patience was required. Just three hours later, while he continued teaching himself neuroscience and molecular biology so he could better interpret and deploy the data he had stolen, he was interrupted by the feminine voice of his AI, speaking directly into the auditory centers of his brain.

“Troy, I have good news. I’ve found something you’ll want to know about. Something big.”

Browning raised his eyebrows. Could this be Fate’s doing? The break he’d been waiting for? If so, the timing seemed way too on the nose given his recent reverie. On the other hand, perhaps this was just Fate’s way of showing off.

“Tell me,” he said eagerly, speaking these words rather than thinking them, which was also an option.

“I found key information from Interpol’s internal news feed. Information someone with access tried to suppress, since it was deleted minutes after being posted.”

“How did you happen to be monitoring this feed at the exact right time?”

“I wasn’t. I automatically check all such news feeds against backup copies to see if anything has changed. Whoever deleted the main post failed to delete the backup.”

“Well done. So what was it?”

“An announcement that German authorities working with Interpol managed to capture a man named Mateo Lopez in El Salvador and bring him to Berlin. Lopez is one of only a few known lieutenants in Victor’s organization. Better still, Interpol staged an auto accident in El Salvador so the local papers will report that Lopez is dead. Victor will have to hunt for the news, himself, so he’s likely to believe it and never guess that Lopez was actually captured.”

Browning’s eyes widened. Perfect. This truly could be the break he’d been looking for. Victor was almost as brilliant in his own right as Browning, and even more careful—especially after Browning had captured him, gloated that he’d be stealing the tech merchant’s empire out from under him, and then promised to kill Victor’s son and closest friend.

Since then, Victor had gone completely to ground. Not that he was possible to find even when he wasn’t turtling up to protect his interests from a mind reader bent on destroying him. 

This was huge. No high-ranking member of Victor’s organization had ever been captured. It represented a chink in armor that had previously been impenetrable. Mateo Lopez would likely know where to find his boss, and most of his secrets.

Just after the skirmish in Utah, Browning had intercepted a call between Nick Hall and Victor. Hall had tried to convince the tech merchant to join forces with THT to eliminate Browning, recognizing the unprecedented threat he posed to them both.

Victor had so far refused, but that could change. If they did team up, it would spell trouble. Browning had no doubt he’d still prevail, but both organizations were formidable in their own right, and a team-up would only make his life more difficult.

But now, with any luck, Victor’s captured lieutenant would provide the information Browning needed to wipe the tech merchant off the board. But not before Browning drained Victor’s mind of all he needed to know to relieve him of his empire and real estate holdings. The weaponry and technology the man commanded were truly dizzying. Once Browning took ownership he’d have the ideal platform from which to strike Nick Hall and THT, taking out the only remaining group that could possibly threaten him.

“Where is this Mateo Lopez being held?” he asked Helen.

“Unknown. It hasn’t been disclosed publicly, but hacked records show that just after Lopez’s capture the head of the BKA in Germany, Otto Kiefer, placed a call to FBI director Hershel Worley.” 

“Do you have a record of their conversation?”

“Unfortunately, no. I tried, but I suspect it was never recorded. Still, given America’s profound interest in capturing Victor, a man who has been a thorn in their side the size of a giant sequoia, I calculate a greater than eighty percent chance Lopez is being extradited to the US. He’ll likely be held at a secure black-site interrogation facility for questioning and imprisonment. I’ll eventually be able to learn where he’s being held, but you should be able to get this information much faster.”

Browning nodded. She was right. He just needed to position himself within five miles of Hershel Worley. He could fish Lopez’s location from the FBI director’s mind in seconds. Then, after paying a quick visit to the vicinity of Mateo Lopez, he’d have all the answers he needed.

Browning had actually come to admire Victor, but after reading his mind, he learned that Victor didn’t return the favor. Victor thought Browning was insane. Odious. Beneath contempt.

The arms dealer had murdered countless others, had worked with terrorists and warlords, yet he had the gall to find Browning despicable. Worse than despicable. Browning made his skin crawl. Victor was repulsed by him on a visceral level.

Oh well. Saviors were often misunderstood in their own time.

Still, Browning was going to take great delight in destroying Victor and stealing his life’s work. First killing his son, Lucas, and his closest friend, Eduardo, in front of him. After that, it only seemed right to truly make Victor’s skin crawl. Perhaps by spraying him with sulfuric acid. Perhaps by skinning him alive.

Unlike Jesus, Browning wasn’t too prissy to leave the dirty work to others. After all, one didn’t revolutionize humanity without breaking a few eggs.

Or boiling the skin off a dangerous arms dealer, as the case might be.
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Troy Browning was strapped into a cushioned captain’s chair inside the windowless back compartment of a large cargo van. One of his mercenaries was at the wheel. The black van, fourteen feet in length, had been designed to look like others in its class, but it was anything but. Browning had it custom made, at a cost of twenty-seven million dollars. It possessed next-generation concealed armor, sensors, and weaponry that would make James Bond jealous, with horsepower to spare. 

Browning watched a panoramic view of his peanut farm on a bank of monitors as the cargo van left the premises. Dozens of other mercenaries, dressed as farm employees, would remain on the property. He quickly read their minds, making sure they were still planning to behave themselves.

They were, as expected. Since he was making each of them extremely wealthy, and they truly feared his abilities and wrath—he’d have been astonished to learn otherwise.

In addition to almost three hundred acres of low-growing peanut plants, the farm sported two farmhouses, a dozen barns and storage sheds, two drying silos, processing facilities, packing and distribution facilities, and worker facilities.

When Browning had first moved in, he was embarrassed to admit he had no idea where peanuts even came from. He had a vague sense they weren’t grown on trees or vines, but he didn’t think they were roots, either.

It turned out that the plant responsible for this tiny snack was somewhat unique. While the peanuts it produced, nestled within a familiar shell, were its seeds, they grew underground like roots. Apparently, this was the plant’s way of protecting them from the animals and insects that would otherwise consume them.

Fitting, since Browning was also hiding underground to gain protection from predators.

More than seven billion pounds of peanuts were sold in the US each year. Browning had been surprised by this number but quickly realized he shouldn’t have been. After all, over six hundred million jars of peanut butter, alone, were consumed annually in America. Add in the endless containers of nuts found in hundreds of thousands of grocery stores and gas stations, and the seemingly limitless supply sacrificed to make Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups, among a myriad of other such products, it was a wonder the number wasn’t higher.

“Helen,” he projected telepathically at his AI, “given current traffic, what is our ETA?”

“Six hours and five minutes.”

Browning grimaced. It would be a long drive. Still, he had been lucky that the location of the black site facility where Mateo Lopez was being held was in Pennsylvania, a state within routine driving distance. As expected, he had read the location from the FBI director’s mind in seconds.

The black site had been nicknamed Tartarus, the underworld realm of Greek mythology where souls went to be judged. Given that Browning had named his AI Helen of Troy, he approved of the use of Greek mythology in selecting names. Perhaps this was another sign that he was proceeding in the right direction.

He had hoped to be able to read Lopez’s mind from the air, but that wasn’t possible. Helen had learned that all airspace within twenty miles of the Tartarus facility was restricted, making a helicopter or jet flyover too conspicuous.

Browning’s mind-reading range was five to seven miles, with ten being the outer limit on rare occasions, so he would need to approach from the road. Four cars were accompanying him, each containing two plainclothes mercenaries. Two of these cars were about five minutes ahead of him, and two were five minutes behind, acting as his insurance policies. He took similar precautions whenever he ventured from the farm, not forgetting for a moment that he had become number one on the list of America’s most wanted, even if he had made himself immune from facial recognition systems.

Now that Browning had time to kill, he carefully replayed everything he had learned about the enigmatic Victor, and every interaction between the two of them. Fans of a TV series often rewatched the first season to refresh their memory before streaming a long-delayed second season, and this was his equivalent. Fortunately, once his implants had been installed his memory had become even better than photographic. It had become videographic.

With this trip down memory lane completed, he instructed his AI to replay the last conversation she had on file between Nick Hall and Victor, another exchange he was keen to have fresh in his mind as he gradually made his way toward Mateo Lopez.

Six days after the debacle in Utah, Hall had called Victor’s number and left a message, the only way to reach the arms dealer. Victor had promptly responded using an audio-only phone that couldn’t be traced, but which Browning had been able to listen in on the moment the mind reader had answered.

“Nick Hall!” began a familiar Spanish voice enthusiastically as Helen began replaying the call, sending the replay directly into the auditory centers of Browning’s brain.

Victor’s voice was smooth and refined, with just the slightest hint of an accent. “I must admit to being glad to hear from you,” continued the arms dealer. “I figured you’d survive our run-in with Browning. Especially given you had a woman as remarkable as Megan Emerson on your side. She impressed me more than most of my own people. And I’m not just saying that because she saved my life.”

“I know you aren’t,” replied Hall. “Believe me, I’m well aware of how lucky I am. In fact, I proposed to her yesterday. We plan to marry before the month is out. Almost being killed has a way of putting what’s important in focus.”

There was a pause. “You and I are wildly different, Victor, but it’s good to see you recognize an extraordinary woman when you meet one.”

“At the risk of giving you a big head, my friend, you’re also extraordinary.”

“Interesting that you used the phrase, my friend,” said Hall. “Am I your friend? I’m sure you haven’t forgotten that just six days ago you were desperate to kill me.”

“I haven’t forgotten. But I also haven’t forgotten that I found much to admire about you. That I was coming to like you more than I could have guessed. In fact, I had come to regret the necessity of having to kill you, even before Troy Browning forced us to team up.”

“We have a lot in common, then,” replied Hall wryly. “I was regretting the necessity of you having to kill me, also.”

Victor laughed. “Still, I haven’t answered your question. I’m afraid the phrase, my friend, is just a bad verbal habit I’ve gotten into. A way to better bond with the many monsters I’ve been doing business with for so many years. Still, I have developed a healthy level of respect for you. And given that you and Megan saved my life, my empire, and the lives of Lucas and Eduardo, it might just apply in a literal sense.”

“War makes strange bedfellows,” said Hall. “So does hatred. In this case mutual hatred of Troy Browning.”

“I take it this cancer of a man survived.”

“We can’t be certain, but the likelihood is very high. Megan’s gunshot did some damage, so it’s possible he bled out after he flew away. But I doubt it. He’s a cockroach, and they’re very hard to kill.”

There was a brief pause. “But back to the reason I reached out to you,” continued Hall. “I’ve been in your head, and I’ve come to have a certain respect for you, also, despite the atrocities you’ve committed throughout your life. Your childhood was tragic and clearly shaped you. Against all odds, you rose from the depths of poverty and tragedy to become one of the wealthiest, most formidable men in the world.

“You’re also brilliant. And while you’ve been willing to kill when necessary to achieve your goals, your childhood forced you to do whatever it took to survive. But you’ve never taken joy from these acts, nor have you killed unless you believed that it was absolutely necessary. And while you may be a criminal mastermind and killer, you also live by an unbreakable code, which is also hard not to respect. You’ve earned an impeccable reputation worldwide for being a man of your word.”

“Seems you took a deeper dive into my head than I realized. Perhaps you should be my biographer.”

Hall laughed. “Sorry to have invaded your privacy. But in my defense, you were trying to kill me at the time.”

“A fair point,” acknowledged Victor.

“I’ve read something else in your head that’s noteworthy. You’ve come to regret your crimes and have contemplated going legitimate for some time now.”

“In another life, my friend, in another life. I’ve rung too many bells. Bells that can’t be un-rung.”

“What if they could be?”

“I suspected that was the reason you reached out to me. You’d like to join forces.”

“Astute, as always,” said Hall.

“Not astute. It’s obvious. I didn’t think you were calling to reminisce. I assume it’s equally obvious to you that if Browning is alive, there’s a chance he’s listening in.”

“I’m aware,” said the American. “A small one. We’ve made some changes that we’re ninety-five percent sure will prevent his ability to do so. We’re working around the clock to establish secure connections using protocols that will be a hundred percent unbreachable. We aren’t there yet, but we’re very close.”

Hall scowled. “In the unlikely event you are listening, Troy Browning,” he continued, his voice taking on a tone of pure, distilled venom, “you evil, demented, delusional, psychopathic piece of garbage, I need you to know that you won’t live to see your next birthday. I promise you that.”

“I second that promise,” hissed Victor, his tone equally venomous. “And you’d better hope that Nick and his people kill you first. I don’t take pleasure in killing, but I’m willing to make an exception for you.”

There was a long pause. “So what do you say, Victor?” asked Hall, his tone returning to normal. “It’s clear our goals align. Browning has vowed to destroy us and people we love. We have no choice but to put him down like the rabid animal he is. You and I worked well as a team in Utah. Bottom line, we’re on the same page, and we have a much better chance of killing Browning together than we do alone.”

“So we team up,” said Victor skeptically, “just like that?”

“No. Not just like that. I’ve convinced our president we can trust you. He knows I’ve read your mind, and I told him that if you give your word, you’ll keep it. So he agreed to sanction our alliance under the following conditions. First, you give us our implants and data back, and any copies you’ve made. And your word that you aren’t holding any back.

“Second, you vow to work closely with us to eliminate Browning.

“Third, once he’s safely dead, you go legit. You said you can’t un-ring that bell, but you can, at least in the US. I know you enjoy working with scientists to come up with new inventions. Not surprising given the level of your own genius. So focus on that part of your business, making sure to stay on the lawful side of the street.

“In exchange, the president will grant you and your people full immunity from all past crimes. Wipe the slate clean. That includes Lucas and Eduardo.” 

There was a long silence. “Interesting proposal,” said Victor finally. “Tempting. And I do believe you’re offering this in the spirit of collaboration and good faith. But I’m afraid I have several reservations, my friend. First, I may be willing to go legit, but most of my people won’t be. They’d turn on me. Try to steal my best assets, human and otherwise. Go into business for themselves.

“Second, I don’t entirely agree we have a better chance of stopping this asshole by working together. In many ways we’re more vulnerable together. If he found a way to infiltrate just one of our camps, to read minds, he could reach through to the other camp. If we stay separate, he’ll have to take down both camps individually.

“And third,” continued Victor, “your president may trust me, but I don’t trust him. I’m a killer, but as you saw for yourself, I still have a code. In my experience, governments do not. Nothing could ever get me to trust the word of a politician, not even your president. Perhaps I should say, especially not your president.”

“Let me address your reservations,” said Hall. “First, Timothy Cochran has proven to be—”

“That’s my final word on the subject,” interrupted the arms dealer. “Nothing you can say will persuade me further. At least not now. That said, it is possible that I could change my mind as events unfold. As I learn more about what we’re up against. How long can you keep the offer open?”

“I’m not sure. But certainly not forever. And if we kill Browning on our own, the deal is off.”

“Even so, my friend, I pray that you do just that. I pray that one of us ends this stain on humanity. He’s a greater danger than anyone who has come before. So even if we never become allies, rest assured I won’t sleep until he’s dead. And if THT succeeds and not me, you’ll have my undying gratitude.”

“Understood,” said Nick Hall grimly. “I respect your decision, even though I wish this call had ended another way. Stay safe, Victor. And happy hunting.”

“The same to you on both counts, my friend.”

With that, the replay of the conversation ended, and Troy Browning sat in the back of a black cargo van and fantasized about the tortures he would bring to bear on both of these men.

It wouldn’t be long now.
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Captain Javari Shelton shook his head in disgust as yet another fish pulled his line taut, forcing him to reel it in against his will. He hated fishing. How had it come to this?

Not that this was exactly hazardous duty. And his surroundings were actually quite pleasant, with trees, flowers, and butterflies surrounding a large, tranquil lake near a cozy wooded campground.

Too bad the only thing he hated more than fishing was camping, especially given how often he had been forced to camp in jungle and desert hotspots around the world during his time in the Army’s elite special forces.

He finished reeling in the fish, a sizable yellow perch that was neon green, as if to mock the word yellow in its name. It flopped about violently on Shelton’s hook while he looked on with great interest, relishing its death throes. He hated fishing, but he did enjoy watching a fish fight to the death before finally succumbing.

The perch gasped for oxygen one last time, and finally stilled. Shelton carefully removed the hook and threw its lifeless body back into the lake. He practiced a modified form of catch and release, in which the release part wasn’t a humane exercise, but rather one that provided his victim a watery grave.

While serving with the Green Berets, Shelton found that he got a rush from taking life that neither sex nor drugs could come close to matching, and that he was extraordinarily gifted at doing so. He was athletic, ruthless, and decisive, a combination that made him the perfect killing machine.

Elite training was all well and good, but those who didn’t relish killing, who were the least bit squeamish about it, or who had a conscience that made them hesitate for even an instant, couldn’t possibly match Javari Shelton’s lethality.

After joining a top mercenary outfit, he had quickly made a reputation for himself, even among men who thrived on killing as much as he did.

Who could have guessed how his reputation would lead to a turn of events that was so preposterous, so bizarre, it defied all reason? A turn he wouldn’t have believed possible if he hadn’t experienced it for himself.

And he had an eerie feeling that things were only going to get stranger from here.

It had begun abruptly, two months earlier, when he had answered his phone to find a man named Troy Browning on the other end. A man who knew everything about him.

The caller told him he was four miles distant, yet demonstrated an ability to read Shelton’s mind as if it were his own. He knew Shelton’s computer passwords and his deepest, darkest secrets.

After asking the mercenary to think of a five-digit number, Browning reeled off the exact one Shelton had in mind, as if it were written in the air in numbers the size of skyscrapers.

Shelton had been shaken to his core. And just when he was reeling, trying to accept the impossible, Browning told him he had called to offer him a full-time job.

Shelton had instantly and adamantly refused. Not only wouldn’t he work for this freak, if the man had been physically present, he would have put a bullet between his eyes for daring to breach Shelton’s inner sanctum.

There was no way he’d ever work for a man who could sort through the contents of his mind as easily as a Google user could traverse the web. Not a chance in hell. Browning already knew the mercenary captain’s every secret, including the savagery of his past and his darkest thoughts.

Besides, how could Shelton possibly work for a mind reader, even if he wanted to, when he couldn’t shield what he truly thought of him? If he found Browning to be an incompetent buffoon, or an asshole—which, knowing himself, was likely—he wouldn’t be able to hide it.

Browning hadn’t been deterred by Shelton’s refusal. Instead, the caller told him how he had read the minds of multiple mercenaries who thought Javari Shelton was in a league of his own. Which is why he wanted Shelton to build, and lead, his mercenary army. He wasn’t appalled by Shelton’s savagery, he was attracted to it. And also to his efficiency, his thoroughness, his leadership qualities, and his strategic and tactical mind.  

Browning had assured him that when he did have disparaging thoughts directed at his boss, they wouldn’t be held against him—as long as he did the job and remained loyal. It was natural to dislike one’s boss, the mind reader pointed out, and as far as he could tell, Shelton had contempt for just about everyone.

Despite these arguments, Shelton had been about to tell the caller where he could shove his offer, when the mind reader had outlined his compensation plan. A two-million-dollar signing bonus, to be deposited the next day, one million a year in annual compensation, and a four-million-dollar bonus at the end of every year Browning remained alive and healthy. And the men Shelton commanded would get a third this amount, ensuring they would be eager to do their jobs.

It was an offer he couldn’t refuse.

Fast-forward two months and Shelton found himself leading a group of mercenaries onto a campground at a national park. One that was just under five wooded miles away from a black-site interrogation, holding, and special-protection center. A center that now housed a man Troy Browning desperately wanted to get to know.

The facility was as impregnable as they came. In addition to holding high-value prisoners, it contained a trio of small detached apartments that could provide temporary housing for those about to enter witness protection programs, or any others who required the ultimate security.

Browning had turned out to be a good boss, after all. While the man was obviously delusional, psychotic, and paranoid beyond belief, his money was real and inexhaustible, and Shelton was promised that he’d soon have the chance to put his killing skills to the test on a regular basis.

But not today. Today fish would be his only victims, a wholly unsatisfying experience. The op was a cakewalk, and he and his men were little more than glorified babysitters. Which was demeaning.

Browning would read these criticisms as soon as he got within range, Shelton knew, but true to his word, his boss would ignore them.

He was lucky that Troy Browning had thick skin and an ego the size of Jupiter. And given that Shelton would make seven million dollars by the end of this year alone, he couldn’t complain too much. Instead, he would excel at every assignment Browning gave him, even if he believed the precautions the man routinely took were ridiculously excessive. Especially since the man’s mind-reading abilities made him a human early-warning system.

But if his new boss wanted Shelton to turn an elite group of soldiers into babysitters, and even go fishing for the cause when necessary, that’s exactly what he’d do.
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Troy Browning’s driver had parked the armored van at a highway rest stop an hour earlier, and Browning’s patience was running thin. More than seven hours trapped inside the windowless back compartment of a van seemed intolerable.

The last hour’s wait had been maddening. Mateo Lopez was being held just a few handfuls of miles away, in a subterranean black-site facility nicknamed Tartarus. An expansive facility carved out under a clearing in a woods just beyond Pittsburgh’s Allegheny National Forest.

This should have been so simple. Pennsylvania Route 466 sported two lanes in each direction and came within four miles of the site. Once in range, all he had to do was have his mercenary driver pull off on the side of the road and pretend to be fixing a tire while Browning picked Lopez’s brain clean. He’d only need a half hour or so.

The op should have been routine. Boring even. Until it suddenly wasn’t.

It figured that Fate would never let anything be this easy. She was a fickle mistress, after all, and seemed intent on testing him every step of the way.

This test came in the form of a closed road. When they arrived at the entrance to Route 466 they found the massive presence of PennDOT, the Pennsylvania Department of Transportation, and heavy construction equipment off in the distance. A sign indicated the Route would be closed for repairs for the next two days and pointed to a detour that would fail to get Browning close enough to Mateo Lopez to work his magic.

Browning had been furious. And suspicious.

He didn’t believe in coincidences. If this road work had sprung up out of the blue, on the very day he needed to take Route 466, he’d need to abort.

But when Helen hacked PennDOT’s computers, she learned the construction project had been in the works for months and was certain this data hadn’t been planted after the fact. This allayed much of Browning’s justified paranoia, which was replaced by scorn directed at Helen for failing to have noted this pending construction.

To be fair, he could have ordered her to check PennDOT records before they left, to be sure the road they needed wasn’t about to close for repairs. It hadn’t occurred to him, either.

Browning still contemplated aborting the mission and returning when the construction was over, but decided he needed to strike while the iron was hot. Lopez was here now. Who knew when he might be transferred elsewhere, or even find a way to kill himself to avoid interrogation or prison.

He was soon able to find an alternate path to get the job done. He couldn’t get close on foot. Black site interrogation centers were purposely constructed in areas that were isolated from roads and civilization. But Helen was able to find one other location accessible by car that could get him within mind-reading range, even if the van would need to traverse a gravel road for the last mile of the trip. It was a pristine lake about seventy-five yards from a campground clearing and facility. The southernmost accessible edge of the lake was only about four and a half miles from his target, well within the range he needed.

Ever cautious, Browning sent his men ahead to scout out the campground and lake. Captain Javari Shelton, the head of Browning’s burgeoning personal military, had stopped on his way there to purchase five fishing rods, bait, and several cases of ice-cold beer. 


He and three of his plainclothes comrades would pretend to be on a fishing holiday while they reconned the area. Four other mercs would scour the nearby woods as thoroughly as they could, being careful not to cross the invisible laser perimeter that ringed the black-site detention facility. The electronic fence ensured that no hiker could get closer than three miles from the facility without attracting considerable attention. 


He blew out a long breath. It was time.

“Javari, it’s Troy,” he said, his voice relayed through a comm in Shelton’s ear. “It’s now or never. What have you got for me?” 

“Everything looks buttoned up at this end. There are a handful of families in and near the campground. But we’re playing the role of loud, drunken good old boys, so the few campers who visited the lake looking for tranquility didn’t stay long.”

“Do you recommend I proceed?”

“I do. We’ve seen nothing the least bit troubling. This black site can likely detect and defeat a small army. But they’ll never suspect a driver parking his van by a lake on a beautiful day and hanging out for a short while. You’ll be hidden in the back, doing your thing, and no one will even know you’re there. Besides, if anyone does get suspicious, you’ll see it in their mind.”

Browning pursed his lips and then nodded. “Anything else?” he said.

“Yes. I’ll leave four of my men just inside the woods to your east to patrol the area and watch your flank. And while three of our cars are parked in the gravel lot near the lake, we’ve deposited one in a clearing about two hundred yards to the east. If we’re compromised, and the road out of here is blocked, we can escort you there.”

“If we’re compromised? You implied there was no chance of that.”

“There isn’t,” said Shelton in amusement. “But I know how careful you like to be. Given what you’re paying me, I intend to prepare for any and all contingencies. Can’t let any harm befall the goose that lays the golden eggs.”

“Sound thinking,” said Browning. “I’ll be there shortly. Let’s do this and get the hell out of here.”
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From his perch in the back of the van, Troy Browning reached out and found Lopez’s mind right away.

He grinned from ear to ear.

His mood changed instantly from irritable to ecstatic. He had hit the jackpot. Fate had toyed with him once again, but had still led him to the promised land.

He could detect over a hundred minds inside Tartarus and was vaguely aware of a few dozen other minds closer to home. Fifteen of these were campers about seventy yards away through the woods. Four were his mercs just inside the tree line to the east, as promised. And five were his men pretending to fish and carouse, while carefully monitoring the area and his parked van nearby, well within their fields of vision.

After Browning’s driver had parked the van as far from the mercs’ cars as he could, he joined the four fishermen, who handed him a rod and a beer and greeted him as if he were a long-lost fraternity brother, leaving Browning to himself in the back of the van, undetectable.

Mateo Lopez had worked with Victor for over a decade and had encyclopedic knowledge of his whereabouts and holdings. Better still, the prisoner was fiercely loyal to his boss, and would go to his grave before telling his interrogators where to find him.

Victor had recently purchased a small, private island off Costa Rica, where he was lying low, now and for the foreseeable future. Lopez knew the layout of the island like the back of his hand, which meant that Browning now did also, sucking in this information like a nuclear-powered vacuum and shunting it just as quickly to the cloud for safekeeping.

Browning also learned everything there was to know about the island’s automatic armaments. Only Victor had the passwords to control them, and he had purposely made it challenging for Browning to get within mind-reading range. Still, Browning would find a way to steal the passwords, nonetheless. Once he had, he’d be able to assume total control of all security systems at Victor’s base, turning his own weapons against him.

Browning also learned that Victor had been discussing Nick Hall’s proposal with Mateo Lopez and six others in his inner circle. After much back-and-forth on the pros and cons of teaming up with THT, Victor had come to a definitive decision just three days earlier. If they hadn’t killed Browning in the next twelve days, they would take Hall up on his offer.

Once again, Fate was showing off. If Mateo Lopez hadn’t been captured, Browning wouldn’t have had any chance of finding Victor before he teamed up with THT.

After reading Lopez for only five minutes, Browning already had everything he needed. But he was nothing if not thorough, and he didn’t plan to leave a single neuron unturned. In another ten minutes he’d have surely sucked the man dry of every single iota of pertinent information he had, and Victor would be at his mercy.

***

Captain Javari Shelton glanced at his watch. It had been fifteen minutes since Browning’s arrival, and he had been radio silent the entire time. This could only mean he had found the mind he was looking for, and they’d be leaving soon. For Shelton, they couldn’t leave soon enough.

The mercenary captain let out a startled gasp as two sleek, soundless, octocopter drones came into view over the tree line in the distance.

The drones were roughly the size of great white sharks and were racing directly toward the lake at top speed. In only ten seconds they streaked to within point-blank range, stopping midway between Browning’s cargo van and the fishing party and hovering thirty feet above them.

The five mercenaries threw open duffel bags they had brought with them, packed with machine pistols, grenades, and other weaponry, and readied themselves for hostilities.

“Attention!” thundered a male voice emanating from one of the two drones. “This is directed to the five of you fishing, and the four others inside the tree line to the east. Assemble beside the van and open its back door! Immediately! If that doesn’t happen in the next thirty seconds, these drones will open fire.”

Shelton issued orders, and all five fisherman lifted machine pistols from their duffels simultaneously. They hit the hovering drones with a curtain of bullets, chewing them up into splinter-sized shrapnel. The machine-gun clamor was as recognizable as it was deafening, and as pieces of the drones slammed into trees, the lake, and the ground, four of the mercs raced for the cover of the nearby woods while their commander sprinted to the van.

Shelton threw open the door to the driver’s seat and lunged inside. As soon as the door was closed he punched a button that caused graphene armor to telescope into place, entombing the entire vehicle, including the windows in the front, with a metamaterial more than two hundred times stronger than steel. Just before his view was completely obstructed and he was forced to watch monitors to see outside, eight additional drones made their presence known in the distance and sped toward the lake.

But this time, Shelton knew, whoever was controlling the drones wouldn’t be pausing to ask them to surrender.

This time the drones would be coming in hot. 

***

Troy Browning was torn from the mind of Mateo Lopez like a leech being ripped from a face as a barrage of panicked thoughts assaulted his brain.

All hell was breaking loose. The thoughts of his men reacting to the sudden appearance of two drones overhead were searing in their intensity, but paled in comparison to the thoughts of the fifteen campers, out of sight through the trees to the west.

This was a trap, after all! But how?

He had no time to ponder this question. Instead, he was finally able to make sense of the psychic blast that threatened to melt his brain.

At the exact moment the drones had revealed themselves, a US soldier had appeared at the campground, screaming to the innocent civilians that they had to leave everything behind and rush to the west. He didn’t tell them their lives were on the line, but he didn’t have to, especially when Browning’s men opened fire on the drones and the soul-chilling thunder of machine-gun fire blasted throughout the woods.

Pieces of the drones rained from the sky, and hundreds of birds took flight simultaneously, desperate to flee the concussive sound. The panic exploding from the minds of the campers increased dramatically, and their thoughts now stabbed at Browning’s brain more ferociously than the staccato roar of the gunfire had stabbed at his ears. 

After the firing ceased, the soldier shouted additional information, telling the campers that a large military helicopter was waiting in a clearing a hundred yards to the west to carry them to safety.

Browning’s stomach lurched and his heart jumped to his throat.

He couldn’t read the soldier at all!

He could see and hear the man in the minds’ of the campers, but he couldn’t detect him directly.

What did that mean?

No one had ever been immune to him except for Megan Emerson. He had assumed that she was a singular freak, a once-in-a generation mutant. But there were more! THT had discovered at least one, and were putting him to good use.

But even if THT had anticipated he’d try to read Mateo Lopez, how had they been certain he was here now? At this very moment? How could they be sure the men at the lake were his mercenaries, and that he was inside this van?

And they’d need to be certain to have the audacity to mount an all-out attack near civilians, in daylight, on US soil. Given they were eager to fly the civilians a significant distance to safety, Browning had little doubt they were ready to send in missiles to crater the entire area, if necessary, even though doing so meant setting the woods on fire.

“Helen!” he shouted, his panic now exceeding that of the campers. “Intercept whatever frequency they’re using to control the drones. Trace it back to the source and give me access. Quickly!”

He reached out to the mind of the base commander, a Colonel Adam Hartley, to steal the passwords he’d need to take over security only to find that Hartley was now locked out of his own systems.  The moment the battle had begun, Hartley’s superiors had told him to stand down, and that his automated weaponry was being wielded remotely by someone above his pay grade.

“Shit!” screamed Browning out loud. “Shit, shit, shit!”

His mind had been racing so fast that the world seemed to be moving in slow motion. It had been mere seconds since his men had taken out the drones, but he had no time to waste. Even without stealing the passwords from Hartley, he was still the best computer hacker on the planet. More importantly, he had set up the security protocols that US black sites now used.

THT had managed to block him from tapping into secure US communications, but he had set up a personal backdoor into every military computer system in the country. Unfortunately, he could only wield this magic wand a single time, so he had kept his powder dry.

After he hacked his first military computer, they’d be on to him and would be able to change the security in such a way as to block any further incursions. Worse, they could quickly trace the hack back to his location.

None of that mattered now. His life depended on gaining control of the attack drones they were sending his way, and especially making sure they couldn’t launch missiles. These would surely be sent when they realized the drones were no match for the van’s next-generation graphene armor.

But he’d need to break all speed records to gain control of them in time.

“Launching the van’s automated weaponry and countermeasures now,” said Helen.

Just as his AI finished this announcement, eight more drones made themselves known and began racing for the clearing. His men in the woods, and the four who had just joined them there, destroyed all but two of the drones before they reached their destination.

Helen connected him to the computer system he needed to hack, but he found it impossible to concentrate as the surviving pair of drones opened fire on his van and didn’t stop. The barrage, though short, seemed never-ending, and he felt as if he were sealed inside a giant speaker at an outdoor heavy-metal concert.

He had learned to withstand thoughts issued at this decibel level by dialing them down and turning them into white noise, but the drone fire was another matter, and it took a herculean effort to ignore the pain in his eardrums and the vibrations trying to tear him apart to focus on the task at hand.

Within ten seconds the van was able to shoot down the pair of drones, but every moment counted, and Browning had lost precious time. He rushed through one computer screen after another that appeared in his mind’s eye, manipulating them at the speed of thought. If he didn’t gain control of the missiles, and soon, he was dead. His vehicle was off-the-charts special, but even a tank couldn’t withstand missiles.

Eureka! he thought as he blasted through the last safeguard and wrested control—and not a moment too soon. Whoever was in charge had been seconds away from launching four of the new Ravenclaw missiles at the center of his van.

Four! Talk about overkill. 

Browning wasted no time congratulating himself. He continued manipulating the security system through his hacked entrance at blazing speed, racing to now achieve his secondary objective, gaining control of the drones. Surprisingly, this was an even greater challenge than grounding all missiles had been. 

More and more enemy drones arrived on scene, and while the van’s automated armaments were chewing them up like a wood-chipper, their sheer numbers were beginning to overwhelm the efforts of the mercs on the ground and the van’s countermeasures.

Browning was vaguely aware of Shelton reaching a decision in the front seat, not willing to wait around until the drone swarm could no longer be denied. The windshield was covered by armor, but the van could still be driven via video feeds. Shelton intended to channel his inner Vin Diesel. He would throw the throttle of the speedy van wide open, hug the tree line, and drag drones behind him while his meal ticket stayed safe in the back. He’d race to a heavily trafficked area, daring the military to use attack drones when the possibility of civilian collateral damage was so great.

Whoever was behind the attack continued to focus drone fire on the van, hoping to eventually break through. But this changed the instant Shelton ignited the engine. Instead of using drones to pin the mercs behind trees, or continuing to attempt to weaken unbreachable armor, every drone now concentrated its fire at the van’s tires, determined to keep the target from leaving the tidy, civilian-free kill box they had created. The van’s tires were largely impervious to normal fire, but the combined attack of multiple drones was too much, and the tires finally succumbed.

Shelton had only managed to jolt ahead about five yards before the tires failed and the van became a multi-million-dollar armored paperweight.

Just seconds later the van’s AI announced that the vehicle was now out of ammunition and countermeasures, adding insult to injury.

Not such a fast and furious escape, after all.
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Colonel Joseph Lazear and nine of his Unreadable soldiers remained hidden in the woods of Pennsylvania, just four days after they had been called to the White House and given their . . . unusual . . . posting. Another Unreadable had been tasked with clearing the campground area of civilians. THT hadn’t anticipated Lazear’s team would need to be deployed this soon, since the odds of Browning springing the trap they had set were low.

But the trap had been sprung, after all, and a majority of the seventeen recently recruited military Unreadables were with Lazear now, leaving only six behind to protect the president. They were told they were here as an insurance policy, and the odds of them deploying were close to zero.

Both Nick Hall and Justin Girdler had been exceedingly confident the remote-controlled drones would make short work of Troy Browning. If the drones failed somehow, though, missiles would not. Given the overwhelming chance of success, the Unreadables were too precious a resource to risk in battle unnecessarily.

But the battle wasn’t going as planned, and it was clear to Lazear that human intervention was now warranted. The colonel braced himself for imminent action. Justin Girdler was commanding the op from a remote location, so his mind couldn’t be read, and Lazear suspected the general wouldn’t keep them on the sidelines much longer.

The hard part was supposed to have been setting up the lure, getting Browning to take the bait without knowing it, and channeling him to the precise kill box they had diagramed out. Given that Hall had been in Browning’s head, he had gained great insight into how best to set the trap, and the likely moves Browning would make each step of the way.

The entire op had been a longshot, hatched after Mateo Lopez had been captured by Interpol. Browning would need to find a deleted entry in an online Interpol newsletter, which was highly unlikely. They pegged the chances at only ten percent. The mention of Mateo Lopez was so slight and fleeting that the best AI system in the world was likely to miss it. But Hall had been convinced that anything more obvious would make Browning too suspicious.

Then there was the matter of getting Browning isolated, and being sure they had a conclusive identification before beginning World War III. Browning was smart, and wasn’t about to announce himself. He’d likely be hidden from view inside a vehicle that someone else was driving.

So Hall had President Cochran pull strings behind the scenes to get road work started on Route 466 the day after the Interpol message would have been intercepted—if it ever was.

Then Alex Altschuler and Drew Russell, the only two computer experts on the planet on par with Troy Browning, had backdated PennDOT computers to show the construction had been in the works for some time. Their surgery was so perfectly executed that not even Browning or an advanced AI would be able to tell that the entry had been introduced well after the date specified.

Then all THT could do was sit in its web and hope for a fly.

There were only two ways to get within mind-reading range of Mateo Lopez by car: Route 466 and at a secluded public lake only reachable via an unpaved road. THT would simply identify any driver intent on taking 466, but who, after learning it was down, didn’t take the detour to get back on track, but, inexplicably, changed plans and ended up at the lake instead. The odds of anyone but Browning or his men taking this exact path were minute, so this would be conclusive enough to spring the trap.

To give Hall his due, his insights into Browning’s psyche had delivered the fly to the very center of the web. The only problem was that the fly was putting up much more of a fight than the spider could have possibly predicted. In fact, the automated battle should have long been over by now.

It wasn’t surprising that Browning had armed and protected his vehicle. What was surprising was just how effective these armaments and protections were proving to be. The only way he could possibly still be alive is if the armor protecting him was solid graphene, which was far rarer and more expensive than diamond.

“Colonel Lazear,” said Girdler into his comm, “the drones have failed to eliminate Browning. He’s also managed to hack into the base computer and deactivate all missiles.

“The good news is that his vehicle is now dead in the water. The bad news is that he’ll know better than to emerge. So your team will need to extract him. Before you do, you’ll need to take out his mercs. All are still alive, eight in the east woods and one in the driver’s seat of the van.”

“Roger that,” said Lazear as Girdler signed off.

The colonel took a deep breath and then whispered orders to his team. They split up and began sprinting through the woods. His small force had numbers, drones, and surprise on their side, so he expected this to be little more than a mop-up operation. Still, he wasn’t about to get overconfident.

They neared their targets and slowed to a crawl as stealth became of paramount importance. The mercs were sitting ducks, and they wanted to keep it that way. Browning’s men were just inside the woods, hugging trees to avoid being hit by the drones while attempting to shoot them down. Too preoccupied to watch their backs, and too reliant on Browning to warn them of any approaching soldiers.

When Lazear’s force was in position, the colonel gave the order to attack.

It was an instant bloodbath. Browning’s handpicked mercenaries were well trained, but Lazear and his men mowed down five of the eight before they even knew they were under attack, and the woods became littered with their bloody, mutilated bodies.

The three who weren’t immediately hit rushed off eastward through the woods, and eight Unreadables raced after them. On Lazear’s orders, he and Lieutenant Michael Nessa stayed behind. The pair would work their way to the clearing to extract and terminate Troy Browning, their real target.

The drones in the clearing suddenly stopped firing at the van and flew the short distance to the tree line, with several rising above it. Lazear shook his head. What was Girdler doing? He and his fellow Unreadables had the situation well under control.

Lazear’s eyes almost bulged from his face as he realized what was happening. Browning had taken control of the drones!

The colonel shouted an urgent warning to his men—just a moment before Girdler did the same—but they were too late. The men had turned their backs to the drones, certain they were allies, and never had a chance. Just as the warnings were received, multiple drones began firing into the woods, and a pair of them began a strafing run from above the treetops, mowing down four Unreadables in seconds.

Lazear issued a primal scream. He had been out of the field for too long, and it was showing. Good men had died, unnecessarily, due to his incompetence. He should have warned them the drones might turn on them.

The woods contained more than enough cover for his people to have avoided their fate, but he had failed them. Drew and Alex had assured him they had added multiple layers of extra security to the drones’ operating system to make them hack-proof, but Browning must have found a way. And it was Lazear’s responsibility not to take anything for granted, despite these assurances. Skydivers knew the rule well. You checked your own parachute. You never risked relying on the word of others.

The colonel quickly regained his composure and ordered his four remaining men to the east to take up defensive positions. Instead of pursuing the retreating mercs, they were now tasked with preventing them from circling back to help Browning. 

Lazear and Lieutenant Nessa began moving toward the clearing, keeping careful track of the positions of the drones at all times, when the crack of a fallen branch twenty feet directly behind them stopped them in their tracks.

They had been outplayed—again. The moment Browning had taken control of the drones the soldier inside the van must have exited, and had managed to circle around behind them.

A staccato explosion of machine-pistol fire sounded behind them, and bits of bark and branches exploded into the air. Still, both were untouched. There were too many trees between the shooter and the pair of Unreadables. Unable to get a clean line of sight, the shooter was creating considerable sound and fury but not scoring any hits.

But just as the two Unreadables swiveled to return fire, the merc changed tactics, ceasing his fire and instead pulling the pin of a grenade.

Lazear reacted instantly, bolting ahead to try to reach a thick tree trunk nearby and dive behind it. Nessa was a few seconds slower to react, and when the grenade hit with an ear-bursting explosion of fire and smoke he was still within its outer range and was torn to pieces. Lazear was just beyond the direct blast zone, but the concussive force of the blast threw him off his feet and slammed him into the trunk of the tree he’d been sprinting to reach.

Colonel Joseph Lazear fought to hold on to consciousness, but it was a battle he couldn’t win, and he fell into a cavernous darkness.
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Troy Browning was reeling. His men had just been ambushed by more soldiers he couldn’t read. How had they found so many?

And then he remembered the military exercise that had briefly flashed across the news, when soldiers were made to systematically line up in great numbers for no apparent reason.

He hadn’t given this exercise a second thought, chalking it up to the stupidity of bureaucrats and politicians. But now, given this spate of blank slates, of Megan Emersons, it was clear what this exercise had really been about identifying those resistant to mind reading. He’d been so sure Megan Emerson was a unicorn, he had failed to make the connection, demonstrating that even the world’s greatest genius could miss things on occasion.

But no time to dwell on his misstep now. His capacity was immense, but he was being forced to juggle so many tasks at once his mind was beginning to tire. He was keeping track of the battle, guiding drones to protect him and weed out the enemy, and trying to read the minds of his mercenaries, all at the same time.

Shelton had done well stopping the two men coming to extract him from the van. He read that Shelton was deciding if he should come for his boss now, or first help his three remaining allies take out the THT soldiers in the woods to the east.

Browning shrank back in shock. Ten additional minds had abruptly come into his psychic sphere from out of nowhere, and he was forced to spend precious mental resources scanning them for information.

Shit! THT was relentless.

They must have run out of soldiers immune from his abilities, so they were now sending in eight commandoes whose thoughts he could read. Four commandoes and a pilot were in each of two military helicopters, five miles out and closing fast. He read their mission in a flash and his eyes widened.

The eight commandoes would rappel to the ground near his position and smoke him out of the van with poisonous gas, which, unlike bullets, would be able to make its way inside. The commandoes had clear orders to kill him as he emerged, without hesitation, ignoring his attempts to surrender or pleas for mercy.

THT was well aware that Browning would read the minds of the incoming commandoes but didn’t care. Even if he knew their plans, he had no way to stop them.

But they had missed something critical. There was a way. Because he controlled the drones. Their large size made it difficult for them to navigate in the woods and ferret out the soldiers there, but the helicopters would be easy marks, as would the men rappelling down from them.

He sent an order to reposition several of the drones in preparation, but their response was sluggish. Something was wrong. Someone was mucking around in their operating system.

THT hadn’t missed anything, after all, he realized. They knew full well that he could use the drones to repel this new attack, and were aware of the criticality of regaining control.

He entered the hacking fray and could see what was being done in his mind’s eye. The speed at which the hacker was trying to retake control was breathtaking. Only Alex Altschuler had the implants and skill required to flash through screen after screen of software at a pace so furious it rivaled Browning’s own.

Browning began sending his own commands and found himself in a dogfight, a tug-of-war taking place in the digital realm between two experts long practiced at manipulating programs at the speed of thought.

But Browning was coming to realize that his nemesis had the advantage. Altschuler was fresh, while he had been forced to run a mental marathon. Altschuler could apply a hundred percent of his focus to the task at hand, while Browning was in the middle of a warzone, dealing with multiple distractions, including the sound of gunfire and explosions and the searing thoughts of wounded and still-battling soldiers.

Browning was vaguely aware that the two helicopters were holding position about a mile away, awaiting the green-light to complete their mission.

Panicked, he redoubled his efforts, but to no avail. He was in an arm-wrestling contest, but his arm was being forced ever closer to the table by the tremendous pressure his nemesis was applying.

With one last burst of energy, Altschuler slammed Browning’s arm onto the table and it shattered. The drones all plummeted from the sky, crashing into trees or the ground and lying still.

“No!” screamed Browning in disbelief. It wasn’t possible.

He was Troy Browning, savior of humanity, and couldn’t be defeated.

But he also couldn’t deny that Altschuler had won. His enemy had pretended to be fighting for control of the drones, but that had never been his goal. Because he didn’t need to control them. All he needed to do was disable them, deny Browning their services, and the victory of the commandoes would be assured.

Browning reached into the minds of his surviving mercs in desperation. The three who had survived THT’s initial surprise attack were trying to circle back to reach the clearing and their boss. But four soldiers he couldn’t read were waiting for this very move, and the trio walked into an ambush, into soldiers whose presence he could only detect through the dying eyes of his men. All three minds blinked out of existence, snuffed out like pinched candle flames, leaving Javari Shelton as Browning’s lone remaining ally.

Shelton had a genius for both killing and survival and had worked his way behind the ambushing soldiers. He was able to kill one and injure another, and was repositioning to finish them off, but Browning couldn’t spare another second.

“Javari!” he transmitted. “Return to the clearing immediately! Two helicopters will be at the van in less than a minute, and I’m dead unless you can stop them.”

Not waiting for a reply, Browning shot a mental command at the van’s AI, and its hydraulic system, which had been keeping the back door of the van sealed as tight as a vault, began to slowly release. He was all out of options. Stay inside and the gas would kill him. Leave, and he’d be cut to ribbons.

How could this be? He was a chess grandmaster about to lose to a novice.

If Fate had any rabbits to pull out of her hat, she had better get started.

The back door of the cargo van was finally accessible, and Browning exited the van just prior to the arrival of the two helicopters. He threw himself to the ground as Javari Shelton emerged from the tree line clutching an MK46 machine gun he had taken from a fallen THT soldier. Shelton sprayed the rappelling commandoes with a curtain of fire, but five of the eight made it to the ground alive. All five put the van between themselves and Shelton and turned to find their target helpless on the ground.

Browning closed his eyes and braced for oblivion.

But it didn’t come.

Instead, he heard gunfire arising from a totally unexpected direction—the side of the clearing opposite Shelton’s position—and three of the five commandoes crashed to the ground, blood and brain matter leaking through three gaping holes now drilled in their foreheads.

Browning’s eyes shot open as the two surviving commandoes dived for cover. A Chinese man was standing calmly behind one of the merc’s cars, some fifteen yards away, holding a machine pistol and impervious to Browning’s attempts to read his mind.

The two remaining commandoes fired at this newcomer, but he crouched down behind the car so low he disappeared from view. Browning was considering fleeing to the tree line when the Chinese shooter appeared in the clearing, no longer behind the car but at a perfect angle to take out the last two commandoes, which he did with great precision.

The stealth and speed required for the newcomer to reposition himself as quickly as he had, without being seen, was phenomenal. But the fluidity of his movements made the impossible seem routine. He moved with an almost superhuman, feline grace, and seemed to be an even better killer than Javari Shelton.

With the commando threat neutralized, Browning moved behind the van to take cover from the three remaining THT soldiers to the east. Shelton and the Chinese stranger rushed to Browning’s side from opposite ends of the clearing, both wanting to be sure the van was between themselves and the hostiles who were likely moving through the trees toward their position.

Shelton pointed his gun at the Chinese newcomer as he approached. “Freeze!” he demanded.

The man held up his hands, walked a few more steps to gain the complete cover of the van, and then stopped.

Shelton allowed himself a quick glance at his boss. “Who is this guy?” he asked him.

“I don’t know. I can’t read his mind.”

The mercenary’s brow furrowed in disbelief. “How is that possible?”

“A discussion for another time,” said Browning. He turned to face his benefactor. “Who are you?”

“A friend,” he replied in perfect English. So perfect, in fact, that he had to have been born in America to Chinese parents. “Call me Ling,” he added. “You can trust me. I just saved your life, so why would I harm you now?”

Browning examined the Chinese-American closely. He was fully six feet tall, a picture of perfect health so vibrant he almost seemed to glow, and with movie-star good looks.

“Good question,” he said to his benefactor. “I have another. You’re American and I can’t read your mind. So you must be with THT. So why go rogue? Why kill your own people?”

“I have my reasons,” said Ling. “Let’s just say I like the idea of you owing me a favor. So I’ll help you get out of this, but I’m counting on you not forgetting the services I’ve rendered.”

Browning paused in thought.

“Don’t tell me you still aren’t sure you can trust me,” said Ling in disbelief. “I could have let you die. I can still kill you right now if I want.”

Shelton glared at him in contempt. “You do realize that I have the gun on you, not the other way around?”

Ling laughed. “I do. But my statement still stands.”

The man oozed such complete, relaxed confidence that Browning found himself believing him. Especially after having seen him in action. “Javari,” he said softly, “stand down. We have to trust him.”

Shelton reluctantly lowered his gun.

Ling turned to the mercenary. “We need to get him out of here,” he said. “Do you have a plan?”

“We can’t drive out. They’ll be monitoring every last inch of this road, and tracking the cars we parked here. But we do have a car squirreled away about two hundred yards through the woods. Since we never drove it near the lake, and took a circuitous, off-road route to land it there, it shouldn’t be on their radar. But we have to get through three enemy soldiers to reach it. My guess is they’ve made it to the tree line and are waiting for us to break cover. If we don’t, they’ll be content to pin us here until reinforcements arrive.”

Shelton paused. “So here’s what we need to do. You distract them, while I circle—”

“Wait here,” interrupted Ling, darting around the side of the van before his two comrades even knew he had begun to move. Gunfire rang out from the woods, and while they couldn’t see the proceedings, there was no way Ling could survive fire from three trained soldiers with no adequate cover.

Browning read the rage coursing through Shelton’s mind. He and Ling could have worked together to get out of this, he was thinking, but the man had opted for suicide by enemy fire instead. Now Shelton would be a lone soldier, pinned down, and even with his skills, survival would be a dicey prospect.

Multiple guns continued to fire, which was surprising, since Ling should have already been hit. Then, suddenly, all gunfire ceased, to be replaced by silence so absolute even insects and birds didn’t have the nerve to mar it.

“All three soldiers are down!” bellowed Ling from the tree line. “The coast is clear.”

Browning shot his comrade an incredulous look, which was returned with interest. How was that possible? Fate continued to outdo herself in one unlikely way after another.

They wasted no time joining Ling, picking their way around bodies, pools of blood, fallen drones, and drone shrapnel as thick as a carpet. A half-dozen fires were burning in various locations in the woods, due to grenades and endless rounds being pumped out of endless weapons. It was a bizarre, surreal hellscape, a fiery drone-and-human graveyard.

The trio began running through the woods toward their destination, with the two soldiers having to slow to keep pace with Browning.

“I’ll drive with you once we reach your car,” said Ling, who didn’t have as much as a scratch on him. “But only long enough for you to switch vehicles again so I’m confident you’re in the clear. Just make sure you don’t forget about me.”

Browning shook his head. “Not a chance,” he said, breathing hard as he ran and straining to get the words out. “But how will you find me to cash in your favor?”

“I may not even try. I’m just saying that if we ever do cross paths again, I’m counting on you to hold up your end.”

“Come work for me,” said the mind reader, gasping for air. “Right . . . now. Name . . . your . . . price.”

Ling smiled. “I appreciate the offer,” he said, not the least bit winded. “But I’m good for now. I’m just glad I could be of service.”

“Yeah,” croaked out Browning, looking to be in pain from his exertions. “Me too.” 


PART 3
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Nick Hall’s eyes fluttered open and he gazed at the petite, fetching figure of Megan Emerson still asleep beside him. She had been his wife for exactly a week, and for quite some time now his love for her had grown each and every day—which shouldn’t have been possible.

Finding Megan Emerson had truly been a miracle, a woman he couldn’t read who checked every box he had ever had—and then some. Warm, full of life, smart, personable, funny, heroic, loyal, down-to-earth—the list went on and on.

The word love fell woefully short, because what he felt for her went far beyond mere love. She was his best friend and companion, a woman he respected, admired, and adored, and whom he couldn’t imagine his life without.

For four whirlwind days after Joe Lazear and his team had entered the White House, he and Megan had been riding a high. Everything had gone their way. After some experimentation, Hall had discovered how to use unreadables to shield against mind reading.

A minimum of six such rare individuals were required to do the trick. If these six, or more, formed a rough square or circle around a president—or any other normal—they would block his mind from being read, regardless of what was in between, be it a modest White House wall or three feet of lead. The only other requirement was that none of these unreadables could be farther than seventy feet away from the normal they were shielding.

Not only did this give THT a defensive weapon against mind reading for the first time, it meant that Hall didn’t need to serve as the canary in the coal mine, and could leave the White House without fear that Browning would read the president.

Just after this discovery, unreadable soldiers were assigned to work and sleep within mind-blocking distance of Timothy Cochran, using makeshift accommodations until more permanent arrangements could be made.

Or until Browning was eliminated.

Given that Nick and Megan were newlyweds and were now freed to make a home together, the US government had given them quite the wedding present, a fully furnished safe house nestled in the green, sprawling hills of Lexington, Kentucky.

The main house, at the center of what was once a hundred-acre horse farm, was tranquil, beautiful, and perfectly situated so that mercifully few minds were within Hall’s range, yet it was within easy reach of shopping, dining, entertainment, and other niceties of civilized life.

Lexington was the second largest city in Kentucky, situated in the heart of what was called Bluegrass country, characterized by lush pastures and white picket fences, and often called the horse capital of the world.

Hall was counting on their isolated, undisclosed location and his mind-reading abilities to keep them safe for now, but within weeks THT would see to it that the property was flooded with cameras and sensors of every kind. In addition, as soon as more Unreadables were identified, several would be assigned as bodyguards, helping protect a man who had proven to be one of the most important who had ever lived.

He and Megan had settled into their new home just two nights earlier and had immediately begun planning their honeymoon, something they hadn’t thought would be possible for quite some time.

And then, as if they weren’t giddy enough, while they were moving into their marvelous new digs, they learned that Troy Browning had bitten down hard on the miniscule worm they had offered, and now had a sharp hook embedded in his mouth. He had found the needle-in-a-haystack reference to Mateo Lopez THT had planted. 

Within less than a week, Hall had found a way to block mind reading, married the love of his life, moved to a new home, was about to go on a fabulous honeymoon, and now this—THT had been gifted with an unlikely opportunity to end their greatest threat.

Yesterday was supposed to be the day that Browning was finally eliminated. Everything had been set. Girdler had been focused on commanding the op, but he did send out a brief communication to the team to let everyone know that the mission was proceeding precisely as Hall had anticipated. 

Everything was coming together like a dream.

Until it wasn’t. Until the dream somehow turned into a nightmare. Until he and Megan were contacted the night before and told that Browning had slipped the noose, and had then eluded efforts to contain him in a searchable area.

They hadn’t been given any details, other than that Girdler’s team had lost Browning and had suffered numerous casualties, but a briefing was set for that morning.

Megan rustled awake beside him. She slid over to him and rested her head on his chest while he held her.

“What time is it?” she asked him softly.

“Seven. Still two hours until the postmortem. Why don’t we shower and take a walk around the premises. Enjoy some beauty and clear our heads.”

“Sounds like you aren’t in the mood for sex, then,” she said.

“Hard to believe, isn’t it?”

Megan shook her head slightly, which he could feel against his chest. “Not hard at all,” she replied. “And I don’t mean you’re not hard at all,” she clarified with an impish smile, unable to help herself. “I mean not hard at all to believe. I’m not in the mood, either. Not the morning after good men lost their lives in a battle we sent them on.”

She sighed. “Do you realize we’ve made love every night and every morning since our marriage?”

“Of course I do,” said Hall with a smile. “That’s the sort of thing I keep track of. It’s like you don’t even know me.”

She laughed despite their somber mood.

“I did realize this was a streak that couldn’t last forever,” he continued. “As much as I was hoping it would. But who’d have guessed that I’d be the one to end it.”

“Probably best to postpone our honeymoon, too.”

“I agree. Justin didn’t give me any more details than he gave you. But it’s clear the month ahead is going to be busier than I had expected. With lots of visits to military bases.”

“I’m so sorry, Nick. I know what a drain that is.”

“It is, but I can’t feel sorry for myself when so many have fallen. Things were going so well. I really thought we’d get the bastard.”

“We will,” said Megan. “And soon. He just postponed the inevitable.”

Hall sighed. “I thought yesterday’s op was inevitable. You’re probably right, but this guy has proven himself hard to kill.”

“He has,” said Megan. “But like all lucky streaks, his won’t last too much longer,” she added with conviction.
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Nick and Megan brought two kitchen chairs into the great room, sat in front of their home’s seventy-inch television, and joined the encrypted THT 3-D videoconference. As expected, for a meeting of this magnitude, all participants signed on promptly at nine.

Holographic televisions that projected perfect 3-D video without the viewer needing to wear glasses had been perfected years earlier, enabling the creation of a virtual presence anywhere. One that could be manipulated to make it appear a virtual meeting attendee was interacting with the room, actually seated around the table. The effect wasn’t flawless, but it never failed to impress.

Their eleven THT colleagues now appeared to be sitting around a virtual conference table with them, and all were grim, as if they were at the dentist about to get a root canal. Joe Lazear was present and looked as if he’d been to hell and back, which he likely had. There was a bandage wrapped around his head, and various cuts and bruises on his face.

“Alex and Drew look as bad as the colonel,” transmitted Megan telepathically. “Literally sick to their stomachs.”

Hall studied the two men in question. “Yeah, they seem to be taking this worse than anyone,” he thought back.

“Drew is always so cheerful—and cocky. I’ve never seen him look so low.”

Hall was about to respond when Justin Girdler cleared his throat and got the meeting underway. “Welcome,” he began. “I had hoped to be able to tell you that Troy Browning was eliminated yesterday and is no longer a threat. Unfortunately, as you’re all aware, I can’t do that. Yesterday’s op didn’t go as planned. So let me provide more details. As always, feel free to jump in with questions.”

A look of disgust settled over the general’s face. “Here’s the thirty-thousand-foot summary. We had Browning exactly where we wanted him. And while he brought nine members of his growing mercenary army with him, we didn’t find that the least bit troubling.

“Even so, we failed. Spectacularly. We failed to terminate him, and we let him escape. Now, despite an extensive manhunt, his current whereabouts are unknown. We underestimated him, plain and simple.”

Girdler issued a heavy sigh. “First, we underestimated his vehicle,” he continued. “He was inside a heavily modified cargo van with state-of-the-art offensive and defensive capabilities, including drone countermeasures.

“We expected his vehicle to be armored. We just didn’t expect armor that would make a tank look like a marshmallow. His van was protected by graphene thicker than anyone has ever managed, and the drones were unable to breach it.”

He paused to let this sink in. “Second,” he continued, “he took control of our missiles much more quickly than anticipated. He was able to ground them permanently just seconds before they would have launched.”

“Could he have stopped them after they launched?” asked Cochran.

“Not a chance.”

“So we were—literally—the blink of an eye away from ending him,” said the president in disgust.

“That’s correct.”

Megan scowled. “He does seem to be charmed. Nick says that Browning sees himself as the chosen one and believes that the personification of Fate is on his side. Given this last-second escape, and the way he survived the events in Utah, you almost have to wonder if he’s right. Something seems to be looking out for him.”

“He did more than survive the missiles,” said Girdler. “We had plenty of other bites at the apple before it was over. But each time, events conspired to work in his favor.”

“If he is getting assistance,” said Hall, “it’s not from Fate. It’s from the bowels of Hell.”

He shook his head. “But the truth is, the only thing supernatural about this monster is his supernatural luck. Hitler was like that. He survived dozens of assassination attempts, including bombs, guns, and poison, without getting a scratch. Bombs failed to explode or didn’t kill him. In one case, a soldier was scheduled to model the army’s new winter uniform for him, and planned to kill him then, but the Allies unknowingly bombed the train transporting the uniforms and they never arrived.”

“Thanks, Nick,” said Megan, rolling her eyes, “but I’m not sure that’s helping as much as you think it is.”

The hint of a smile crossed Cochran’s face. “So how else did Browning defy the odds, General?” he asked.

“Perhaps Colonel Lazear should pick up the narrative from here,” said Girdler, gesturing to the man in question.

“Thank you, General,” said Lazear. His color was so pallid that Hall was convinced he should still be in a hospital for observation. “After Browning grounded the missiles, my team was tasked with extracting him from the back of his van. We engaged and eliminated a majority of his small mercenary army, and the survivors were on the run.”

He paused, and his eyes were haunted. “That’s when he managed to commandeer the drones. I didn’t realize what was happening in time. Because of my failure, Browning was able to cut our force in half and began tipping the scales in his favor.”

“When the colonel says he didn’t realize what was happening in time,” said Girdler, “neither did I. And I was controlling the drones when Browning took over, so I should have figured it out faster than he did. I also commanded the op, so what happened is entirely my responsibility.”

“No, General,” said Alex Altschuler, “that isn’t true. You both acted as quickly as anyone could, and your warnings were only seconds too late. I’m at fault here. Drew and I juiced up the firewalls on the drones to ensure Browning couldn’t take over. We knew he might be able to ground the missiles, although we miscalculated how quickly. But the drones were easier for us to protect, for technical reasons I won’t get into. Still, Browning outplayed us. I assured the general and colonel he couldn’t possibly get control in time for it to matter. So these deaths are on my head.”

Nick and Megan traded knowing glances. No wonder Alex and Drew looked like hell. They were carrying the weight of the world on their shoulders.

“Look,” said the president, “it’s noble that you’re all fighting to take the blame. Yet another reason I have so much respect and admiration for this team. Politicians would be fighting to point fingers at each other. You’re fighting to point fingers at yourselves. But that isn’t a productive exercise. These errors were minute, and shouldn’t have mattered. We were in a tennis match, and during every critical point, Browning’s ball hit the net and dribbled over. You can’t blame yourself for an opponent’s luck.

“The drones should have killed him right away,” continued Cochran. “But he brought unprecedented armor. When the drones didn’t kill him, the missiles should have, so there was no expectation that the battle would go on as long as it did. If either of the first two balls hadn’t hit the net and dribbled over, he wouldn’t have had time to commandeer the drones, just as Alex and Drew assured us.”

There was a long silence.

“So please go on,” said Cochran to the bandaged colonel. “But without apologies or attempts to assign blame.”

“Of course, Mr. President,” said Lazear, who seemed heartened by Cochran’s words. “The drones reduced our number to six. I ordered four of my men to take defensive positions. They would prevent the three remaining mercs in the woods from aiding Browning, while the lieutenant and I extracted him. But one of Browning’s men inside the van got the drop on us and detonated a grenade near our position.”

He lowered his eyes. “Lieutenant Nessa didn’t make it,” he whispered. “I was lucky. I only suffered a black-out concussion, but that still took me out of the battle.”

“How are you feeling now?” asked Heather Zambrana.

“I’ll live,” he replied miserably, as if he wasn’t sure that was a good thing.

“He’ll be receiving additional medical attention when we’re finished here,” said Girdler. “But the docs believe he’ll make a full recovery.”

“Thank God,” said Heather.

“I’ll pick it up from here,” said the general. “Even though the colonel wasn’t able to extract Browning, we had contingencies for our contingencies. We war-gamed the hell out of this op. Even with all that went wrong, we were still prepared.

“I had eight readable commandoes ready to go in two helicopters that were hovering beyond Browning’s mind-reading range, in case they were needed. After we lost the colonel and lieutenant, and given the van’s automated systems had run out of ammunition, I sent them in with orders to use poisonous gas to flush Browning out.

“For this to work, Alex had to disable the drones so Browning couldn’t use them to fire on the incoming choppers. Alex doesn’t give himself any credit for this, but he did a brilliant job. He went up against Browning in cyberspace and out-hacked him.” 

Girdler’s expression became even more pained than it already was. “Once again, that should have been all we needed to finally finish him off.”

“Let me understand,” said Admiral Siegel. “Browning was basically all out of weapons and stuck inside an armored van. You had eight trained commandoes wielding lethal gas. So what went wrong this time?” 

“He still had one soldier left alive,” replied the general. “This merc was remarkably fast and accurate with a gun, somehow managing to hit three of the eight commandoes before they made it to the ground. Even so, the five who did make it had Browning dead to rights.”

Girdler shook his head in disbelief. “And that’s when a Chinese operative came out of nowhere and turned the tide—again.”

“Chinese operative?” said Cochran. “Are you kidding me?”

“I wish I were. While the Unreadables weren’t wearing body cams, the commandoes were. One of the men who was cut down while rappelling fell to the ground with his camera facing Browning. While the commando didn’t survive—the camera did. His footage strongly suggests that Browning was just as surprised by this turn of events as we were.

“The drones had taken considerable footage of the surrounding area during the battle. We pored over it for many hours but didn’t detect any sign of the Chinese newcomer until he mowed down our men. We have no idea who he was. Where he came from. How China came to be involved. What he wanted. Or why he was helping Browning.”

He scowled. “And, as I said, we don’t think Browning knew the answers to these questions either.”

“Do we know anything?” demanded Cochran.

“I’m afraid not. Only that our surprise Chinese combatant managed to eliminate all five of the remaining commandoes singlehandedly. And then the last three remaining Unreadables in the woods nearby.” 

“So Joe Lazear is our only survivor,” said the president.

Girdler nodded miserably. “Well, one of two. The other is the Unreadable who ushered the camping families to safety.”

“Anything else?” said Cochran. 

“No. I won’t go into the manhunt, the satellites we activated, the roadblocks, and other steps we took to bottle Browning up after he escaped our kill-box. At that point, given he could read the mind of anyone approaching him, he had an unassailable advantage.

“We’ve all seen what Nick is capable of. We’re just lucky no one else was killed. Sending even the best soldiers after a man who can read their every move and direct two elite killers against them is a fool’s errand. At best. Worst case, it’s mass suicide.”

“So let me summarize,” said the president. “First, we lost nine good men. All loss of life is tragic, but these men were rare and hard to find. So Nick will need to triple his upcoming trips to military bases to find more.

“Second, Browning is now aware that the Unreadables exist. So we’ve lost the element of surprise.

“Finally, Browning is once again in the wind, a mind-reading needle in an Earth-sized haystack. But now, instead of being dead, he likely has China on his side. A military superpower and our fiercest rival on the world stage.”

He paused to let this sink in.

“Am I missing anything?” he said finally.

Hall blew out a long breath. “Yes, Mr. President, you are,” he said softly. “I’m as horrified as anyone by the loss of life. This should have been routine. But all isn’t lost. We should get another bite at the apple, as the general would say, quite soon.”

“How so?” asked Cochran.

Hall swallowed hard. All eyes were upon him, and everyone except Megan was wondering where he might be going. “This isn’t going to be pretty,” he transmitted telepathically to his wife.

“Only at the start,” she replied. “My advice is to be direct. Pull the Band-Aid off quickly.”

“Nick?” prompted the president, wondering why his reply was so delayed.

“Sorry,” said Hall. “Here’s the thing. Remember when I reported to this group almost a month ago that Victor refused to partner with us?”

Everyone nodded.

“Well,” he continued, “that wasn’t—technically—true.”

“What does that mean?” said the president.

“It means that Megan and I have been working with Victor since just after Utah. In secret.”

“What?” said Girdler, as if he couldn’t get this betrayal to even compute. “Why would you lie to us?”

“I’m sorry,” said Hall. “But I had no choice. Those were Victor’s terms. He was willing to work with me and Megan, as long as no one else knew about it. Not in our camp, and not in his.”

There were stunned looks all around.

“So why are you telling us now?” asked the president.

“Because Victor agreed to let me end the secrecy after this op was finished, regardless of its outcome.”

“All right, Nick,” said the general. “I think it’s fair to say you have everyone’s undivided attention. So why don’t you tell us how this all came to be. And how we’ll be getting this other bite at the apple.”

“Of course,” said Hall. “It began in the woods of Utah, which I know many of us remember vividly. Too vividly. Browning had me and Victor at his mercy. I was out cold, and he was about to kill Victor, when Megan managed to turn the tables. That’s when we formed our first alliance with him.

“For Colonel Lazear’s sake, and to refresh memories,” he continued, “Browning had killed eight of Victor’s men. He was planning to keep Victor prisoner until he was satisfied he knew enough to take over his empire. He gloated that he also planned to kill Victor’s son and closest friend.

“Victor was bound to a chair and needed Megan to cut him loose. So he pleaded with her to form an alliance. He had come to hate Browning with a passion and promised that if she set him free, he would help her save her friends, and never come after anyone in THT again.”

“He was convincing,” said Megan, joining in, “and I agreed to his terms. Good thing I did. As you remember, he knew how to revive Nick, warned our people that they were flying into a trap, and later saved Nick’s life when he was about to be gunned down.

“Bottom line, neither side would have survived without the other.”

Cochran nodded. “I remember. Which is why, after Utah, Nick thought Victor would be open to extending our partnership.”

“Actually,” said Hall, “Victor was the one who first proposed a more permanent alliance. Something he did even before we left Utah. I had planned to do the same a day or two later, but he beat me to the punch.

“We both have BrainWeb implants, which gives us virtual telepathy. For Colonel Lazear’s benefit,” he added, nodding at the bandaged newcomer to the group, “think instant messaging, but a lot better. Our implants convert our thoughts into our voices, which are then transmitted to the implants of the other.”

He paused. “When Victor and I were fighting for survival, we traded the equivalent of IP addresses so we could communicate. After Victor went off on his own, when it was clear Browning was in retreat, he contacted me on this telepathic channel. We were waiting to be airlifted out of there at the time. Victor wanted to discuss extending our alliance, as well as ideas for bringing our mutual enemy down. I told him I was all ears, but he didn’t want to discuss it then. He wanted time to think. And he felt it was an important enough discussion to have face-to-face.”

He paused.  “He told me he needed my word of honor that I’d keep his proposal secret from everyone but Megan. If I didn’t agree, the meeting was off. He trusted the two of us at that point, but no one else.”

“So you agreed?” said Girdler.

“I agreed.”

“And you had your face-to-face, obviously.”

“Obviously. Megan was there also.”

“When and where?” asked the general.

“Four days after Utah. At a private home in Delaware. Overlooking the Delaware River.”

“And you’re willing to tell us what happened there, and the nature of the alliance you struck?”

“More than willing. Eager. We hated keeping secrets from the group. So I’ll tell you everything.”

“Go ahead then,” said Girdler, gesturing to his friend. “The floor is all yours.”
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Nick and Megan sped north on Interstate 495 along the Delaware River. New Jersey was directly across the river, but the woods were so lush on that side that no signs of civilization could be seen.

Victor had contacted Hall two days after they had narrowly escaped Utah with their lives, and had set a meeting in Delaware only two days after that.

Megan glanced at her phone. “We’re ten miles out from the address he gave you. Still hard for me to believe he’ll show. Would a hardened criminal known for being exceedingly cautious really trust us with his life? Because that’s what he’s doing.”

“Come on,” said Hall with a smile, pointing at himself. “Who wouldn’t trust this face?”

Megan rolled her eyes. “Well, offhand, I’d say anyone with a daughter. Although you did just propose, so I guess that isn’t true anymore.”

Hall laughed. “I keep telling you, Megan, that was never true. I was the opposite of a player.”

“If only I could read your mind to verify that,” she said in amusement. “But really, why would he trust us?”

“Lots of reasons. You saved his life, for one. And he didn’t get to where he is without being a good judge of character. But even if we were the type who’d break our word and betray him, he knows Browning is our real threat now. If we helped the authorities capture a potential ally against Browning, we’d be shooting ourselves in the foot.”

They drove in silence while Hall focused on finding Victor’s mind. “Got him,” he said triumphantly after a few minutes had passed. “He’s alone, and has no intention of harming us, regardless of how this goes.”

“What does he plan to propose?”

“I’m trying not to read that part. I’ll let him decide how to present his case to both of us.”

They exited the 495 and wound through wooded streets until they arrived at their destination nine minutes later. The property was completely private, as expected, and the vine-covered gate at the bottom of a long driveway opened as they neared.

They proceeded up the driveway and parked in front of a looming Tudor mansion, one of countless properties and bases that Victor had accumulated. The tech merchant threw the door open as they approached and greeted them with surprising warmth.

Minutes later they were seated at a glass table on a large outdoor patio comprised of dozens of redwood planks, thirty feet long, with a clear view of the river and woods off in the distance.

Victor had placed an assortment of cold beverages on the table, and his two guests helped themselves to bottles of water.

“Thanks for your willingness to meet with us,” said Hall when they were situated, taking a long swig of water.

“Not at all,” said the arms dealer. “We worked exceptionally well together in Utah, and Browning has promised to target us both. It would be foolish to underestimate the threat he poses. And while I had nothing but contempt for you and Megan and vowed to end your lives, somehow—remarkably—you both managed to win me over.” He raised his eyebrows. “Especially Megan.”

“She has a way of doing that,” said Hall. “I just asked her to marry me, in fact.”

“Congratulations.”

Hall nodded. “Thank you.”

“I’m curious,” said Megan. “Why did you propose we meet in Delaware? It has to be a long way from where you’d prefer to be.”

Victor smiled. “I assumed you were babysitting the president in the White House. So you could detect Troy Browning if he came calling. I doubted Cochran would want you to leave on an extended trip. So I tried to make it convenient for you.”

“Your insight into these matters is impressive,” said Hall.

“Does that mean you’re admitting to living at the White House, my friend?”

“Of course not,” said Hall with a grin. “I’m just saying it’s a quality guess.”

Victor returned the smile. “I’ll take that as a yes. But let me get right to the point. I’ve come up with a plan to bait and trap Troy Browning. I assume you’ve read it from my mind already.”

“I have, but please lay it out for Megan’s benefit. When she has questions, I’ll let you answer, rather than answering for you.”

“Understood,” said Victor. He turned his focus on Megan. “Here’s the play. I have a top lieutenant, Mateo Lopez, whose loyalty to me is beyond question. When the time is right, I can send him to El Salvador on an assignment, and find a way to make sure Interpol catches up to him there.” 

“Would he be in on the scheme?” she asked. “Or would you be sacrificing him for the cause?”

“Neither. While I can’t brief him no matter how much I’d like to—not when a mind reader is involved—I don’t intend to sacrifice him.”

“Go on,” said Megan.

“Can I assume your people will know if one of my key lieutenants has been captured?”

“Of course,” she answered. “If we go forward with your plan, how can they not? We’ll know it’s about to happen before Interpol does.”

“I’m afraid that won’t be true. Only the three of us can know about this. Mind reader rules. The fewer who are aware of a plan, the better. I don’t doubt the loyalty of your colleagues, or their ability to keep a secret. But Browning won’t need their cooperation to get any information he wants from them. And he won’t have to capture or interrogate them.”

Victor turned to Hall. “I assume you’ve read my mind and know that I won’t go forward unless you agree to this level of secrecy. Given that you’re continuing to let me explain things to Megan, I take it I have your word on this.”

“You do,” said Hall. “I don’t like having to keep this from my friends, but I understand your rationale. They’ll feel betrayed when it finally comes out, but they’ll get over it.”

“Especially when you bring them the head of Troy Browning.”

“This is true,” said Hall. “But even if I can’t tell my friends about the plan, I can make sure we’re on the lookout for intel about you and your people. I can see to it that Mateo’s capture is immediately brought to our attention. And I can make sure we move Heaven and Earth to get him extradited here, which I suspect would happen with or without my involvement.”

“Why not just have him captured in The States in the first place?” asked Megan.

“Too easy,” said Victor. “We have to make it seem totally real every step of the way, or Browning will never fall for it.”

“You still haven’t told me what he’ll be falling for.”

“Come now, Megan,” said Victor warmly. “I’ve witnessed you operating under duress. I’ve seen how you think. I can’t imagine you don’t have a guess at this point.”

She grinned. “I’m pretty sure I’ve been in this black-ops world too long,” she said. “I used to be a mild-mannered, innocent graphic designer. Now I help design black-ops missions.

“So yes, I do have a guess. You want Browning to learn of the capture also. The idea of reading the mind of one of your top people to find you will be irresistible. So we imprison your captured lieutenant at a site that gives Browning limited options for a mind-reading post nearby. He arrives like a moth to a flame, and we make sure we have a bug-zapper nearby.”

“Very good. That’s it exactly. Still, no one else can know about this for the reasons I specified. So you and Nick will need to act surprised when Interpol captures Mateo. And you’ll have to pretend using him to bait a trap is your idea.” 

“And if this works, and Browning is eliminated,” said Megan. “Can we disclose we were working with you then?” 

“Yes. I’ll need you to. Because I won’t do this unless I have your assurances your president will give me and my people full immunity for our past crimes in The States. Including Mateo, of course, who will have inadvertently done you a great service.

“As Nick has read from my mind, I’ve come to regret many of my past actions. I’ve seen the light, as it were, and would like to change paths. Devote my life to working with good people toward positive goals, rather than working with monsters for selfish ones.”

Megan shook her head. “There’s only one problem. You want us to keep the president in the dark about this. So how can he agree to give you immunity as part of a deal he won’t know about?”

“Good question. Nick will return to the White House and tell Cochran he’s ready to try to persuade me to team up with THT. I trust Nick can get him to agree to offer immunity in exchange for my help bringing down Browning. In a few days, Nick and I can pretend to have a conversation about teaming up, as if it’s our first. Nick will tell your people I refused to cooperate. Despite this, when it comes out that I was cooperating all along, the president will have pre-agreed, so to speak, to my immunity stipulation.”

“That will work,” said Hall. “I can get him to let me offer this up. And I’ll make sure he honors his commitment when the truth comes out.”

“Good. With any luck, Browning will be eavesdropping on our pretend call. It would be a bonus if he does, since it will convince him that we aren’t teaming up.”

Megan nodded. “Right. If he’s sure we aren’t working together he won’t question the legitimacy of Mateo’s capture. He’ll swallow the bait whole rather than question his good fortune.”

“Exactly,” said the arms dealer. “Be sure to record and share our call with THT. If Browning ever does manage to read one of your people, their memories will reinforce that we aren’t working together.”

“What if he doesn’t intercept your call?” asked Megan.

“He’s still likely to take the bait,” said Hall. “Because he fancies himself invincible, with the supernatural force of Fate in his corner. So he doesn’t question good fortune as much as most would. He counts on it. Believes it’s his due for being the Messiah.”

“If Browning does listen in,” said Megan, nodding toward the arms dealer, “you’ll have to have a believable rationale for not partnering with us. Your rejection will have to ring true.”

“It will,” said Victor.

Megan nodded thoughtfully. “Will you two be rehearsing the call?”

Victor shook his head. “I’d rather Nick not know what I’ll be saying. I’d like to make it as natural and spontaneous as possible. If we rehearse, it’s more likely to feel contrived. The less scripted the better.”

“You’ve really thought this through,” said Megan, unable to hide her admiration. “I have to say, I’d rather be your friend than your enemy.”

“On that we agree,” said Victor earnestly.

“Any other details we need to know?” said Megan.

“Yes. In the unlikely event that your bug-zapper fails to zap the bug, we can buy ourselves a second chance. First, Mateo knows the security at my hideout intimately, and I’ll be sure to tell him I plan on staying there indefinitely. By the time he’s captured by Interpol, I’ll dupe him into believing I refused to partner with you, but might soon change my mind. Information Browning will read.”

“Outstanding,” said Megan. “So if we somehow fail to terminate him while he’s reading Mateo, he’ll believe you’re entirely vulnerable. And he’ll have incentive to attack you quickly, before we can partner up.”

Victor beamed. “That’s right. He’ll only be reading Mateo to get to me in the first place. I’m the real prize.”

“But if he steps on the first land mine and manages to survive, won’t he be gun-shy? If you survive a trap, why risk jumping into another one?”

“In retrospect,” said Victor, “it will be clear to him how you set up the first trap. But he’ll see no way you could have set up the second. Not unless you’re already working with me, which his own mind-reading tells him you aren’t.”

He paused. “The strength of a mind reader is that his target can’t deceive him. But that’s also his weakness. Dupe the target into believing something, and the mind reader won’t question its veracity.”

The arms dealer turned to Megan and arched an eyebrow. “You and I both took advantage of this strategy in Utah. You had your president plant misinformation in Girdler’s mind for Browning to read.”

“I remember.”

“In any event,” continued Victor, “after reading Mateo’s mind, he’ll reach three clear takeaways. One, I’m not working with you. Two, THT has no idea where I am. And three, given his new knowledge of my security, I’ll be an easy target.”

“And when he comes after you in your lair,” said Hall, “we’ll have our second chance to kill him.”

“Right,” said Victor. “Although I prefer the term retreat to lair,” he added with a smile. “We likely won’t need a Plan B, but it’s good to have one.”

“That’s if he even falls for Plan A,” said Hall, “which is unlikely. News of Mateo’s capture will have to be very subtle and fleeting. The worm has to be so small that he won’t suspect it’s bait. So small, in fact, that it’s likely he’ll never see it in the first place.”

“I’m betting he’ll see it,” said Victor. “He may be delusional and psychopathic, but he’s also very talented and prepared. Still, even if he doesn’t spring our trap, we’ll think of something else. This guy has to go.”

There was a long silence as everyone digested what had been said.

“If he doesn’t learn about Mateo,” said Hall finally, “we’ll continue to work together in secret and work on Plan B. But if he does come after Mateo, succeed or fail, I’m done keeping our partnership secret from my team. I’ll tell them about our alliance, and I’ll tell them about the secondary bait you’ll have laid out for him. Agreed?”

Victor didn’t respond for almost ten seconds. “Agreed,” he said finally.

Hall glanced at his fiancée, who nodded her approval.

“In that case,” he said for them both, “it looks like we have a deal.”


PART 4
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Emily Greer chatted happily with the three plainclothes bodyguards who were passengers in her white Lexus sedan. At first, she had found an ever-present contingent of minders awkward, but she had gotten used to them faster than she had expected and had developed a friendly relationship with each.

The head bodyguard, an ex-naval commander named Paul Litchfield, always tried to convince her to let him drive, and always failed. It had become a running joke. She hadn’t taken courses in tactical driving at some special forces camp, true, but she could drive just fine. And if having constant accompaniment wasn’t awkward enough, being chauffeured as if she were a celebrity would have been even worse.

She wouldn’t hear of it.

Emily pulled onto a scenic stretch of road only twenty miles out from Rochester, Minnesota, having already passed two of the state’s more than ten thousand lakes while heading for a third. She was wearing comfortable faded jeans and a blue T-shirt and felt absolutely at peace as she admired her spectacular surroundings. The flowers were in full bloom and looked as vibrant as she felt.

In minutes she arrived at her destination, an all-wood mansion nestled near yet another lake, designed to look like the ultimate log-cabin. Although, given its massive size, it had trouble conveying the cozy, rustic vibe it was going for.

Still, the wooded hideaway setting matched her mood. Tranquil and calm. Like her, it seemed to be basking in a cradle of warmth and contentment. 

Emily couldn’t have been happier. Pregnancy was suiting her well, bathing her with an inner serenity, a glow, that she considered the ultimate natural drug.

Score one for nature.

While some pregnant women struggled with morning sickness and other discomforts, Emily Greer wasn’t one of them. She loved what the symphony of pregnancy hormones was doing for her and wondered why evolution hadn’t seen fit to reward all women in this way. Some theorized that an aversion to certain smells and foods had evolved to protect the fetus from toxins at its most vulnerable time, but Emily didn’t buy it. 

Emily parked her white sedan and waited until the three men with her in the car got the all-clear from the four men already patrolling the grounds. Once this happened, she and her companions exited the car, with Emily toting an oversized designer briefcase she always had with her when she travelled. Commander Litchfield had offered to carry this for her in the beginning but had finally given up. She was pregnant, not helpless, she had told him, and assured him that when she was about to go into labor, he would have his chance to mind her bag.

The bag was filled with protein bars and chocolate, along with ten thousand dollars in cash, a gun, a wig to turn her blonde hair black, a burner phone, a loaded syringe, and the most compact gas mask and night-vision goggles money could buy. These items, and an assortment of others, might be essential if she were discovered by a hostile adversary named Ling. The briefcase was constructed of soft brown leather and was quite fashionable as far as go-bags were concerned, despite its unusually large size.

She walked slowly to the front door of a mansion that had been purchased “as is” from the heirs of owners who were killed in a car accident, including all furniture, art, knickknacks, and even clothing. Emily soaked in her surroundings and tried to ignore the four ex-military guards patrolling the grounds and four more already inside—who would be joined by the trio now with her. All were wearing civilian clothing, and all tried to make themselves as inconspicuous as possible. No one expected any trouble, but it was better to err on the paranoid side, so the eight extra guards had been hired to assist her usual three—just in case.

Dr. John Bratton, her obstetrician, was waiting inside, having arrived thirty minutes earlier to set up, while the eight guards had arrived an hour before that to ensure all was in order.

Dr. Bratton was one of thousands of physicians who worked for TransAmerica Fertility, the largest chain of such clinics in America. Emily had undergone in vitro fertilization, or IVF, at TransAmerica’s Minneapolis facility.

Each center was two stories tall, with dozens of doctors and even more nurses, and offered comprehensive services. TransAmerica advertised itself as a one-stop shop, with fertility evaluation and testing, ovulation induction, intrauterine insemination, egg freezing, embryo cryopreservation, and IVF.

Then, once conception happened, the clinic also provided obstetricians who kept careful track of the mother and her pregnancy as it proceeded. Obstetricians who were expert at managing the unique emotional and psychological stress that could occur in mothers who had failed to conceive, or had suffered the even worse heartbreak of lost pregnancies.

TransAmerica patients were given deluxe treatment, unlimited visits, and all the hand-holding and nerve-steadying they required. More than required—deserved—as IVF represented a significant expense.

Fertility clinics were spreading across the country like wildfire, an alarming trend. Something had gone terribly awry with society, and it only seemed to be accelerating. Testosterone levels in men had been declining now for generations, along with sperm counts and even grip strength, and like the declining bee population before it, scientists still weren’t entirely clear as to what was going on.

Obesity and addiction were major culprits, as both had long been at epidemic levels and showed no signs of slowing. Others theorized that toxins found in plastics were largely responsible, and it had also become clear that mental health issues could contribute. Levels of stress, neurosis, psychosis, and other behavioral and mental illnesses had skyrocketed to such high levels it was a wonder testosterone was being produced at all.

Infertility had become such a growing problem that almost one in six couples needed outside help in order to conceive, and chains of fertility clinics had rushed in to fill this need.

Dr. Bratton spent the vast majority of his time working for TransAmerica in Denver, Colorado. But there were VIP patients and then there was Emily Greer.

Bratton had been handpicked from thousands of obstetricians, evaluated for the program without his permission or awareness. He had been ranked in the top one percent in experience and skill, and just as importantly, evaluated as being highly receptive to their objectives and good at keeping secrets. 

While Bratton lived and worked in Colorado, he would fly to Minnesota at a moment’s notice if Emily needed him. It was nearly unheard of for doctors to make house-calls in the modern day, even when the patient lived next door, let alone several states over. But John Bratton was being paid enough to make repeated trips to Australia worthwhile.

So far, as Emily entered her sixth month of pregnancy, she hadn’t required more than one routine examination every two weeks. Although routine was hardly the right word to use to describe anything about Emily Greer—or her pregnancy.

But after today’s visit, she’d return to be monitored every two days, and in another week or two, he’d be monitoring her around the clock.

Emily knocked gently on the door and the doctor pulled it wide open and gestured her and her companions inside. He was in his late fifties, with a kindly, cherubic face and silver hair.

“Hello, Doc,” she said warmly as she walked into the living room, which now served as a diagnostic lab, with automated machinery capable of testing a variety of samples for meaningful biological markers. Her three guards spread out to join the four already inside and take up positions around the house—not hovering too close to Emily to give her the illusion of space and privacy.

Emily and her doctor passed through the living room and great room and arrived at the mansion’s library, which Bratton had converted into a makeshift examination room. Other than ornate bookshelves all around, the center of the library had been turned into a smaller version of the clinic, complete with an examination table, syringes of all shapes and sizes, cups to collect urine specimens, ultrasound and Doppler equipment, a scale, and even tongue depressors in case there was a tongue-depression emergency.

“Good to see you, Emily,” said Bratton as she lowered her oversized leather satchel to the floor and sat on the table, which was topped with the wide strip of white butcher paper that no examination table could be without. “So how have you been? Any health issues to discuss? Any concerns you might be having?”

“Not really. I’m still ravenous much of the time. The old saying is that pregnant women are eating for two. I feel like I’m eating for ten.”

“If anything, your weight gain is below average. So keep eating.”

“Best doctor’s advice ever,” said Emily with a grin.

Bratton laughed. “Any other concerns?”

“None. Other than that I mostly feel euphoric.”

“Great. Hard to argue with euphoric,” he said with a smile. “So let’s do this. Should be quick and painless. As per usual, I’ll be weighing you, checking vital signs and blood pressure, and using ultrasound and Doppler to check on the baby’s heartbeat. Most importantly, as you know, I’ll also be testing your blood for various important markers, as well as isolating fetal cells in your circulation for examination and full DNA sequencing.”

He opened a cabinet, removed a plastic cup, and handed it to her. “But first, I need you to give me a urine sample. Knowing you, you made sure to load up on fluids. So I don’t want you to have to hold it any longer than necessary.”

Emily grinned. “Thanks, Dr. Bratton. Good timing. If I waited another minute, I’m pretty sure I’d explode. And that wouldn’t be pretty at all,” she added in amusement. “As far as I can tell, the little guy inside is pressing on my bladder like he’s a baby elephant.”

Bratton laughed. “That’s quite helpful of him, actually. I think he just wants to be sure you can deliver a proper sample.”
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Captain Trent Hodge ordered his five mercenary comrades to remain hidden in the Minnesota woods while a dozen tiny drones the size of dragonflies continued to scout out the area around the rustic wooden mansion, whose roof-line was visible rising above the trees.

He and his comrades were being well paid for the particularly grisly brand of wet-work they had been tasked to do, but he was dreading the necessity.

Hodge would have preferred to capture Emily Greer as she approached by car. Even if the vehicle was reinforced, there were plenty of isolated places to stage an ambush, and after shooting out the car’s tires, her bodyguards would have been largely helpless. But Hodge’s Chinese employer, who called himself Ling, had worried she might crash and die if the attempt was made while she was driving.

He also wanted much more of a spectacle. Ling wanted her to arrive and feel safe, and then demonstrate just how long his reach really was. Demonstrate that he couldn’t be thwarted, regardless of the number of soldiers or other obstacles that were put between him and his objective.

In fact, not only did Ling insist that the pregnant girl inside be captured alive right under the noses of her doctor and the eleven soldiers who protected her, but that these dozen be killed in the grisliest of fashion.

More than killed. Mutilated. Dismembered.

Clearly, Ling wanted to send a gruesome message. One that could not be misinterpreted.

Captain Hodge studied the feeds from the drones for several minutes until he was satisfied he had a bead on all four soldiers patrolling outside, with several drones hovering just out of sight of each man. He whispered into his comm and ordered four of his comrades to each focus on one of the guards. They spread out, monitoring separate drone feeds to keep tabs on their individual targets and guide their approach.

All four inched their way into position and readied laser-sighted dart guns, which were as lethal as the submachine guns they also carried, but quiet enough not to alert anyone inside.

The captain activated an AI program on his tablet computer, designed by someone far smarter than he was, which went to work intercepting wireless surveillance camera feeds and inserting canned footage of the mansion’s surroundings, so nothing would look amiss to those inside.

A large star on his monitor turned green, indicating the AI system had done its job and the surveillance cameras had been rendered useless.

Hodge waited patiently for almost a full minute until his men indicated they were all in position.

“Proceed on my mark,” he whispered into his comm, not taking his eyes from the monitor. “Three . . . Two . . . One . . . Mark!”

There was little sound to indicate the guns had been fired, but the drone feed now showed that four darts had unerringly embedded themselves into four necks.

Hodge let out a sigh of relief. If one of his men had missed, things could have become complicated in a hurry. The darts had injected botulism toxin, the most potent poison known to mankind, at a dose that could kill a man a dozen times over.

The effect was immediate. All four soldiers collapsed to the hard ground as every muscle in their bodies became paralyzed, including those they needed to breathe, leading to a slow, painful suffocation, with the victims unable to even gasp for breath.

Satisfied, Hodge had the drones take up new positions surrounding the house, and ordered the AI controlling them to alert him if anyone tried to escape through a door or window. Then he and his men quickly spread out around the home, ducking low to stay out of sight.

“Masks on now,” he ordered, and he and his five comrades removed military-grade gas masks from their backpacks and affixed them carefully over their mouths and noses.

“Fire gas canisters on my mark,” he continued. “Three . . . Two . . . One . . . Mark!”

Hodge and his men each fired three canisters the size of soda cans, one after another, through multiple windows. The moment they landed, the cans immediately began releasing their pressurized contents, spewing a thick, billowy cloud of white knock-out gas throughout the residence.

Hodge glanced at his watch. Within five minutes even the best breath-holder inside would be unconscious—and then dead once Hodge and his team carried out their grisly orders. All except the woman, who would be captured.

Still, he’d wait ten minutes to enter. The gas was a new variety designed to have a short half-life and would be rendered inert in just over eight minutes, obviating the continued need for masks.

A minute later one of the soldiers inside, still holding his breath, burst out of a side entrance and was quickly gunned down by the mercenary in charge of that section of the home. 

After a few more minutes passed without event, the captain ordered his men to gather the corpses of the soldiers they had killed and bring them to the front door so they could be quickly dragged inside. They would join their fallen comrades to form a grotesque Jackson Pollock canvas of blood, intestines, and severed limbs.

If Ling wanted to pay them a fortune to mutilate corpses, to put on a show, then he’d give the man a spectacle he would never forget.

***

Emily Greer watched her doctor as he sat on a swivel chair in the living-room lab, inserting small vials of blood into a centrifuge. She knew from past experience that separating out the smattering of fetal cells in her blood and running both hers and the baby’s fractions through automated machinery would take about thirty minutes. She’d then want to study the results for at least an hour before she left to study them further at her safe-house.

“I’ll be in the kitchen if you need me,” she called out, and the doctor nodded an acknowledgement.

She retrieved her soft leather go-bag and made her way into a kitchen the size of a garage, with a center marble island so large it seemed like an actual island.

The refrigerator had been loaded with an assortment of drinks but hadn’t been stocked with food for a long time. Emily removed a cold bottle of water and reached in her bag for a peanut-butter-flavored protein bar.

She bolted upright as the sound of shattered glass hit her ears from all around the house. Adrenaline coursed through her veins as she tried to make sense of it. There had been no tornado warnings, and this wasn’t earthquake country.

She was in the kitchen, which was windowless, but an instant after the first barrage of shattered glass, a canister crashed through a window in the adjoining room and rolled against a wall, erupting into a thick, white cloud that quickly spread outward, including in her direction.

Through the distant window she spotted a man in combat gear holding a canister launcher in his hand with a submachine gun slung around his neck.

They were under attack, she thought in horror. How could Ling have found her?

Emily removed the gas mask from her satchel and hastily affixed it to her face. Even though the go-bag had been her own idea, she had often poked fun at herself for being paranoid, considering the contents ridiculously unnecessary. Especially the gas mask. She didn’t have time to appreciate the irony of how wrong she had been. She shoved the handgun into the back of her jeans and made her way through the house toward the doctor, carrying the go-bag with her.

She passed two fallen guards nearby, pausing to check the pulse of the first one only. He was alive, but barely. Which meant anyone without a mask would be just as unconscious. For now. As soon as the invaders entered, they could change this condition in a hurry. She imagined the men outside coming in and gunning down the many helpless guards and the doctor in cold blood.

She closed her eyes and fought off a rising nausea. If she couldn’t master this reflex she would likely drown in her own vomit as it became trapped inside her mask.

She willed her stomach to settle and then peeked through to the living room, verifying that the kindly doctor she had come to like so much was also unconscious, lying in a cloud of white vapor.

Emily’s mind raced, weighing her options. Her entire body jerked back reflexively as machine-gun fire thundered outside the mansion. One of the guards must have tried to flee the gas and had likely been cut to ribbons.

She had to hide—and quickly. The men responsible would be entering soon and couldn’t possibly guess she’d have a way to remain awake. It was clear they wanted her alive—at least for now—or else the gas would have been lethal. Ling would want to capture and interrogate her before he put her to death. She couldn’t let that happen.

She removed a small, stainless steel case from her bag and opened it to reveal a pinky-sized syringe filled with a colorless liquid. She closed her eyes and stabbed the needle into her arm, slowly pressing home the plunger until the tiny syringe was empty. The drug would take effect in about fifteen minutes, assuming she lived that long.

Tears began flowing down her face. The doctor and the men protecting her would all be dead shortly, which was horrific, unthinkable. And she and the baby growing inside of her would soon suffer the same fate. She valued her own life, but the thought of losing her son was devastating. He’d be snuffed out before he could even begin truly living.

Emily abandoned her satchel and headed toward the master bedroom on the second floor, pausing at a bathroom along the way, where she separated the needle from the small syringe she had used and flushed both down the toilet.

As she entered the bedroom, she removed the gun from her waistband and released the safety. She had learned how to fire such a weapon, and could even hit a target if it were close enough, but that was the extent of her training.

There was probably a good reason why US special forces didn’t recruit pregnant women who had never seen action. Untrained as she was, her chances of survival were vanishingly small. Still, even though she had never killed before, these men deserved to die, and she wouldn’t go out without a fight. 

She slipped into an enormous walk-in closet and conducted a hasty survey to see what she had to work with. Not much. Silver poles lined the closet all around, and the density of hangers was truly impressive, creating a thick wall of clothing, especially on the side that had been used by the woman of the house.

There were neatly folded stacks of pants and sweaters on the shelves, and a large shoe organizer hanging down from the rack on the back wall, honeycombed with dozens of rectangular, shoebox-sized slots filled with footwear. Several pockets had more than one pair wedged inside.

Emily carefully burrowed behind the fabric wall of shoes, sandals, and boots until she couldn’t be seen, although even the most cursory inspection of the closet would reveal her presence. She tore a small opening into the back of one of the fabric cubby-holes about chest high and poked her gun through, resting it between a pair of low-heeled, black-leather slingback shoes. 

She had one advantage. She was sure Ling had ordered them to take her alive. So while they’d be reluctant to shoot her, and could only shoot to wound, she’d be under no such restrictions.

But she couldn’t afford to hesitate. If she was captured, she and her unborn son would be dead within a day or two. Of that she was certain.

She tried to phone a number she’d been given to scramble a personal army, but she couldn’t get any reception. The attackers must have killed service before they struck.

Still, her phone offered an SOS feature that enabled it to connect to 9-1-1 via a satellite, with limited functionality. She muted her phone, dialed 9-1-1, and left the phone face down on the ground behind her. If the police ever did come it would be too late. Still, their appearance would at least hasten the discovery of what had happened here.

Emily Greer closed her eyes and took a deep breath, trying to slow her racing heart. But just as she was making progress, staccato machine-gun fire blasted against her eardrums from a room below her, and her heart sped to new heights.

***

Captain Trent Hodge and his five soldiers entered the residence, carrying five dead bodies in with them. The gas had completely cleared, and additional bodies were strewn all about. The captain had his men drag all the fallen—unconscious and dead alike—into the expansive great room and space them out on the cream-colored marble floor.

Hodge had metaphorically dynamited the lake, and wanted to inventory the fish now floating belly-up on the surface. Intel had made it clear there had been four soldiers outside, seven inside, and two civilians. Lucky number thirteen.

Except he kept counting only eleven bodies. One soldier and the woman who was their primary target were not among them.

How could that be?

While Hodge considered this question, an electronic device he was carrying, roughly the size of a lighter, began beeping, confirming the gas had completely broken down into an inert form. “You can remove your masks now,” he announced to his team.

His men began reaching for their masks, but just as they did, the guest bathroom at the back end of the great room exploded outward, and a soldier emerged behind a line of wet towels, opening fire on Hodge and his team. The captain dove behind a couch, realizing immediately how their attacker had managed to stay awake. He must have held his breath when the canisters hit, rushing into the bathroom and shoving wet towels under the door to block the gas from entering.

Hodge was the only invader who had reacted fast enough to take cover. Three of his men were killed in the initial barrage before the other two were able to put the surprise shooter down for good.

The captain rose from behind the couch and cursed loudly. He had been overconfident and sloppy. Yes, the soldiers guarding the mansion were finally all down, but at the huge cost of half his team.

And, incredibly, Emily Greer, the woman they had come for, was still at large.

Hodge’s frustration boiled over and he issued a prolonged primal scream, at the same time spraying all fifteen bodies stretched across the great room with an extended fully automatic burst of fire in a mad orgy of rage. Five men already dead along with seven others who had still been breathing were turned into gruesome Swiss cheese, and the expansive marble floor was almost entirely covered by blood spatter or pools of blood. 

It hadn’t needed to be this way. Ling should have let him capture Emily Greer in her car. His men hadn’t needed to be put at risk.

Hodge’s screaming finally ceased as he regained control of himself, having gotten the demons out of his system. He lowered his weapon. “Looks like we’ve managed to hit everything but the actual target,” he said to his men in disgust. “So let’s get the girl and be done with this. Tranq guns only from here on out,” he added. “I want to see them in your hands. Now.”

Ling had been quite clear in his instructions. If the girl died, so did Hodge.

Ling had wanted to run the op himself but was tied up on important business outside the country and had been forced to entrust this vital mission to the captain and his team. But he couldn’t have been more clear. The woman had to be captured alive and well. Succeed, and they would be rewarded like kings. Fail, and Ling would see to it they paid the ultimate price.

“Check every bathroom,” he said to his last two men, who were now holding non-lethal dart guns as ordered. “If this guard thought to seal himself inside one, maybe Emily did too. If that doesn’t pan out, we’ll go room by room, checking every possible hiding place. If we have to, we’ll tear apart every wall, couch, and floorboard. But make no mistake, we will find her.”

“Don’t worry,” said one of the men, “she’s not going anywhere. She’s a civilian who doesn’t weigh more than a hundred twenty pounds pregnant and soaking wet.”

“And yet she’s still alive while fourteen soldiers aren’t,” spat Hodge in a flash of anger and frustration. “So don’t underestimate her. Mothers protecting their children have been known to become savage.”  

“We’ve got this, Captain,” said one of the men with absolute conviction.

“Good. Let’s capture her already and get out of here.” He gestured to the bloody killing field all around them. “Because this is all the shock-and-awe spectacle Ling is going to get.”

***

Emily Greer was wearing a gas mask but still held her breath as two armed but unmasked mercenaries rushed into the master bedroom and conducted a thorough search, including looking under the bed, an obvious hiding place, checking a decorative footlocker, and opening every dresser drawer.

She reached behind her and pressed an icon on her phone that would wipe it clean, leaving no breadcrumbs for them to follow.

“Search the closet,” said one of the two. “I’ll search the room at the end of the hall.”

Emily tightened the grip on her gun, still resting between a pair of black-leather women’s shoes within a honeycombed fabric organizer. The gun’s lack of a silencer sealed her fate. She might be able to shoot one of the invaders, but all others would come running the second they heard the blasts.

The intruder opened the closet door cautiously, dropping to the ground in case an ambush was waiting, and then surveying the space with practiced efficiency. Emily issued a silent curse as she noted the man was clutching a tranquilizer gun, which meant he wouldn’t hesitate to shoot, eliminating her advantage.

The man rose to give the room a more thorough look when Emily depressed the trigger three times and he dropped in his tracks, dead.

She pushed the shoe-filled fabric organizer to the left, preparing to bolt from her hiding place and find another, but the fallen merc’s partner was much too fast. He made it to the bedroom in seconds, gun extended, and then proceeded into the now-open closet. He glanced at his dead comrade on the ground and seemed to be looking straight at Emily, but there was no recognition in his eyes, and his extended dart gun remained silent.

Emily’s gun, on the other hand, did not. Marshalling her last reserve of courage, she pumped three shots into the newcomer, and he fell to the floor beside his partner, equally dead.

Emily began weeping silently, and her entire body shook, but she only let this slow her for a few moments. She tossed her mask to the floor, ran from the closet, and exited the master bedroom, desperate to find a new hiding place.

But as she moved down the hall, a third attacker was racing up the stairs behind her, taking them three at a time. She wheeled around to face him, but it was too late. The man had a dart gun extended, and even while bounding up stairs would be accurate enough to knock her out.

Emily didn’t even have time to close her eyes and brace for unconsciousness. But just as the attacker was pulling down on the trigger, he tripped on a step and face-planted onto the hard landing, breaking his nose and bloodying his forehead.

Emily quickly checked the man’s pulse. He was dead. She spun around to check all four compass points. No other soldiers were in sight. Had that been the last of them?

For the first time since the attack had begun, she dared to hope that she and her baby would elude capture—and even survive. Still, as lucky as she had been, the drug she had injected would take effect in just a few minutes, and she had no way to reverse it.

She might miraculously walk away from this encounter, but she’d be unable to prevent Ling from following up and finding her in short order.

And when he did, she’d be as helpless as a newborn puppy. 
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“Nick,” whispered Megan, gently shaking him awake. He had spent eight hours plus at military bases identifying unreadables for two of the last three days, and he was mentally spent. He had slept for four hours on the military transport plane on their way back to Kentucky, another thirty minutes during the car ride to their new home, and had then collapsed onto a couch for the past two.

It was now nine in the evening, and if left alone Hall might well have continued sleeping through the entire night. Not that this duration of sleep wasn’t both necessary and well deserved.

“Sorry to wake you,” she said as he opened his eyes and sat up. “But Justin wants us on an urgent vid-call in ten minutes.”

She handed her new husband a tall glass of Diet Mountain Dew, his caffeine delivery beverage of choice, and he took a long drink.

“Did he say what it’s about?” he mumbled after he had finished swallowing.

Megan shook her head. “Just that it was important. He already briefed the rest of the team six hours ago, but wanted to wait as long as he could to let you recuperate. So we’re getting a private briefing.”

He nodded, chugging the Mountain Dew once again and doing his best to throw off the last vestiges of sleep.

They moved to the kitchen table, and minutes later were staring at a three-dimensional hologram of their friend, who appeared to be seated across from them at the table.

“Sorry to have to bother you, Nick,” began Girdler, “but I hope you’ve managed to recuperate at least somewhat.”

“I’m not a hundred percent, but I feel a hell of a lot better than I did when I left Camp Pendleton.” 

“Good. I hear you’ve identified thirty-three unreadable soldiers in just the past three days. I know it’s been grueling, but great work.”

“Thanks. Hopefully most of them will clear the vetting process and join Joe’s team. But you didn’t wake me to talk about recruiting unreadables. What’s going on? Did Browning strike at Victor?”

“No. Not yet. This is about something entirely unexpected. Actually, unexpected is a profound understatement. I need to show you something.” 

The general’s face was replaced by an image of a rustic, wooded mansion. “This is a home near Rochester, Minnesota. Most would call it a mansion. Up until about a year ago it was owned by a retired software exec and his wife, but when they died in a car accident, it was purchased by Edwards Holding Company. We’ve tried to trace back the ownership of Edwards, but quickly hit a dead end. Turns out it’s a dummy corporation, and our best people got nowhere.”

“Where is he going with this?” thought Hall telepathically.

“I have absolutely no idea,” replied his wife.

“It turns out that the home contained everything you’d find in a good obstetrician’s office, and more, including automated blood and urine testing machinery. And also an automated DNA Sequencer, which is rare.”

Nick and Megan traded confused glances.

“This is fascinating, Justin—really,” said Megan, rolling her eyes, “but what does this have to do with us?”

“I’ll get to that. Just bear with me a little longer.”

Hall nodded, intrigued to see how this would connect to them or THT.

“A little over eight hours ago, this Minnesota mansion was attacked by a team of six mercenaries. They were all affiliated with a sketchy private military contractor working in the shadows. One who sells their services to anyone who pays enough, regardless of ethics or legalities.”

He paused. “It turns out the home was protected by eleven other mercenaries. These were similar to the first group but from a more respectable organization.”

“Makes sense,” said Hall. “You can hire a respectable private military contractor to protect someone. Not so easy to do when you’re hiring them to kill.”

“Exactly.”

“But you don’t hire eleven mercs to protect a glorified obstetrics office,” said Megan. “So what were they hiding there? Diamonds? Bearer bonds? Drugs?”

Girdler blew out a long breath. “Your reasoning is sound. But I had a team swarm over the place like locusts, leaving no stone unturned, and they found nothing of value. Not even a jewelry box.” 

Hall raised his eyebrows. “This story just keeps getting stranger,” he said. “How did you learn of the attack?”

“The local police got a 9-1-1 call with no one on the other end,” replied Girdler, “so they went to investigate. With apologies, here is what they found on site. I just hope you haven’t eaten recently,” he added ominously.

A series of images scrolled slowly across the screen, each more gruesome than the last. Rivers of blood wound through a dense thicket of mutilated, bullet-riddled corpses that were spread out across a great room. It was like a scene from a chainsaw-massacre movie. Other images showed two men dead in a walk-in closet, and another showed a man who had cracked his face and head open at the top of a flight of stairs.

The images disappeared, to be replaced once again by Girdler’s face. “You just saw eighteen dead males, seventeen of them soldiers. As I mentioned, six from one military contractor and eleven from another.” 

He paused. “And one civilian. A doctor. He didn’t have any ID, but he showed up in the facial recognition database. His name is Dr. John Bratton, and his record only shows him working at a fertility clinic in Denver, Colorado.

“We have no idea what he was doing in Minnesota, as none of the friends and colleagues we’ve interviewed had any idea he was even there. We’ve pieced together many of the details about the nature of the attack and how it unfolded, but I’ll spare you the reenactment. There were poisoned darts involved, as well as knockout gas.

“While this massacre was tragic,” continued the general, “if that’s all there was to the story, you’d still be sleeping and I wouldn’t be aware it ever happened. But there’s more.”

He raised his eyebrows. “When the police arrived, they found a lone survivor. A woman. Lying unconscious within the vast field of bloody corpses. Without a scratch on her. A pregnant woman.”

“Who is she?” asked Megan, intrigued.

“We don’t know. She had no ID and didn’t hit on any fingerprint or facial recognition databases.”

“When do you think she’ll regain consciousness?” said Megan.

“She already has. The police on the scene were able to rouse her right away.”

“But you said you don’t know who she is,” noted Hall. “Are you saying she won’t divulge her identity?”

“No. I’m saying she can’t divulge her identity. She awoke without a memory. A blank slate.  She doesn’t know her name, her past, how she came to be in a mansion in Minnesota. Nothing.”

“This is one of the most horrible, bizarre stories I’ve ever heard,” said Megan. “But I still don’t see what this has to do with us.”

“That’s because I failed to show you one key photo,” said Girdler. “I’ll share it now.”

The general’s face vanished once again. In its place was an image of a petite young woman, probably in her late twenties, sprawled out on her back amidst a sea of bloody corpses. Her right arm was extended, and her right hand was open and pointing toward one of the few marble tiles not covered by a random spray of blood.

But there was blood present. It just wasn’t of the random variety. It was blood that formed words. The woman had managed to write a message in the sticky liquid before she had lost consciousness, in small letters they couldn’t quite make out in the panoramic shot.

The next image showed the same marble tile, but this time zoomed in so that the bloody words could be easily made out.

The eyes of both newlyweds widened in disbelief as they read the small message.

Need N Hall protection. THTKY.
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“What the hell!” whispered Hall. “That’s impossible!”

“Jarring, isn’t it?” said the general. “When the cops on site uploaded this image, Nessie flagged it,” he continued, referring to the NSA’s AI. “As you know, she’s programmed to alert me if she comes across anything she thinks warrants my attention. Even though Alex has seen to it that even Nessie is convinced you’re dead, she knew I’d want to see this.”

Nick Hall had become famous before his untimely demise, so there continued to be countless mentions of his name around the world each day, and even mind-reading memes that used his name and image.

But in no case had anyone ever written his name in blood. And in no case had anyone ever written his name at the site of the massacre of eighteen men. But most critical, only a handful of people in the world knew that he worked for an organization named THT and lived in Kentucky, which had the postal abbreviation KY.

Reading the words, “Need N Hall protection,” would have been eerie and troubling, but could have easily been disregarded. But the addition of “THTKY” was telling. The particular collection of letters could not have been accidental.

“I took over the investigation practically before the blood even dried,” said Girdler. “I had the police evacuate and guard the site, and managed to procure numerous military jets and helicopters to get a team there in under two hours.”

“So you must have interviewed this pregnant survivor,” said Megan.

“Yes, for what good it did me.”

“Are you convinced she’s telling the truth about her amnesia?” asked Hall.

“Yes. She has the same kind of complete memory wipe you’re painfully familiar with. So on a hunch, I had her arms and legs examined with a magnifying glass. There was a miniscule puncture mark in her left arm. I had her blood taken and sent to a CIA lab and just got the results a few hours ago.”

Hall looked ill. “Are you about to tell us you found Erase 190?”

“I am. An even more potent version of this amnesia drug than was used on you. She woke up in the middle of eighteen mutilated corpses without her memory. You woke up inside a dumpster without yours, and had to fight off multiple assassins almost immediately—which is arguably even worse.”

Hall cringed. “Yeah, how could I forget?” he said. Then, realizing the irony of this statement, he smiled and added, “Well, I mean, how could I forget if I wasn’t hit with another dose of Erase 190?”

“Any idea who injected her?” asked Megan.

“None. Based on the drug’s metabolites the CIA lab found in her bloodstream, they estimate it happened around the time of the attack. The mercs are obvious candidates, but I don’t think they did it. We found tranq guns on the scene. I think it likely they wanted to take her alive. If so, it isn’t clear to me why they’d want to erase her memory first. Or how they would manage to inject her with Erase 190, but fail to capture her.

“Suffice it to say, there’s a lot we’re still trying to piece together.”

Megan nodded thoughtfully. “Do you think she might have done it to herself?”

“I do,” said Girdler. “That’s the only scenario that makes sense to me. But that also stretches the bounds of credulity. She’d have to know they were there to capture her. Be able to confound mercs who were competent enough to slaughter eleven trained soldiers. And then she’d have to just happen to have a dose of Erase 190 in her hip pocket. That’s asking a lot.”

“Maybe, but she’s clearly savvy,” said Hall. “She either had Erase 190 with her, which implies she’s anything but a clueless innocent here, or she knew what it was when they injected her with it. Either way, she knew the drug would knock her unconscious just prior to wiping her memory and had the presence of mind to lie on the ground and point to her message while waiting for it to take effect.”

“Not to mention knowing enough to write the message in the first place,” said Megan.

“Any other leads?” asked Hall.

“None. Any chance you can fish out her memories, even if she can’t?”

“I’ve never done the experiment, but I doubt it. Still, I can give it a try.”

“She’ll still retain information,” noted Megan. “She’ll still be able to speak and remember her favorite movie—just not when she saw the movie or who she was with. So maybe she can search her mind looking for deep knowledge of a field or profession that might tell us something about her background.”

Hall frowned. “That likely won’t work,” he said. “I tried that when my own memory was wiped. I couldn’t access my knowledge base on purpose, it just came out spontaneously, depending on the situation. For example, I couldn’t search my memory and realize I knew a huge amount about marine biology. On the other hand, if I was shown a picture of a rare marine mollusk, I’d surprise myself by knowing its name, migration patterns, and so on.”

“Given this is an even more potent version of the drug,” said Girdler, “she might not even remember the mollusk’s migration patterns.”

Megan nodded. “If it’s the same class of drug that hit Nick, it’s reversible. But you need a sample of the batch the drug came from to make the antidote. Did you happen to find any syringes lying around?”

“No. And not for lack of looking.”

“So what now?” asked Hall.

“She’ll be landing in Kentucky in twenty minutes,” said Girdler. “She did ask for Nick’s protection, after all, so I thought you both should meet her. I’m sure we got her out of Minnesota with no one following. We gave her fresh clothing so we didn’t have to inspect hers for tracking devices. We also did a comprehensive CT scan on her entire body.”

“Really?” said Hall. “I admire your paranoia. Way to go the extra mile. But I thought there wasn’t a tracker made that could hide from your standard detection methods.” 

Girdler winced. “I thought so too,” he replied. “Good thing I was paranoid.”

“You mean you found something?” said Hall in disbelief.

“We did. Who says that epic levels of paranoia can’t pay off? She had a minuscule tracking device embedded in her right femur. A tracker more advanced than anything I’ve seen. And I know of everything we’re producing in our black-site laboratories. Super small, super powerful, and impossible to detect using traditional methods.”

Megan shrank back. “Well, that’s . . . alarming,” she said.

“No kidding. It shows we’re dealing with very sophisticated people. And also just how important she is to them. We may not know why, but someone went to heroic lengths to be able to track her at all times, and didn’t spare the game-changing technology. She may be innocent, or she may be swimming in whatever this is up to her eyeballs.”

“Regardless,” said Megan, “the bottom line is that she’s now clean. We can meet with her without fear that the bad guys are using her to smoke out our location.”

“Exactly,” said Girdler.

“Do you want us to pick her up at the airport,” asked Hall, “or do you have other arrangements?”

“Drew is with her on the plane. He’ll drive her to you and then leave. When she gets within mind-reading range, I’ll need you to confirm she isn’t being followed. Although I can’t imagine that will be the case.”

“I’ll make sure,” said Nick Hall. “Since the day I awoke in that dumpster, I’ve stopped ruling anything out.”
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Drew Russell dropped off the mystery woman at the front door of Nick and Megan’s new home and said his farewells. 

The woman was blonde, petite, and had a telltale pregnancy bulge. Megan guessed her age at twenty-eight. They welcomed her inside and made her comfortable on a couch in the living room.

“Anything to drink?” asked Hall. “I don’t suppose you like Diet Mountain Dew?”

She sighed. “I don’t remember if I’ve even tried it. But I’m willing to give it a go.”

The newlyweds made sure they and their guest each had a glass of the yellow liquid and then proceeded. “Were you told who we are?” asked Megan when they were settled.

“Yes. You’re Megan Emerson Hall. And he’s Nick Hall. Apparently, the Nick Hall.”

“What can you recall about me?” asked the man in question.

“First, that you should be dead. And second, that you shouldn’t need to ask me what I recall. You should be able to read that information directly from my mind.”

“You’ve been told about the drug that was used on you to give you amnesia?” said Hall.

She nodded.

“Well, your condition makes sifting through your memories difficult for me. Your knowledge of me and everything else isn’t connected to your ego. You remember knowing things, but not how you learned them, or any other context. At the moment, I can read your surface thoughts, and all of your memories since you awoke in a mansion in Minnesota. But nothing prior to that.”

“What am I thinking now?” she asked.

“You’re mostly telling yourself to keep it together—which you’re doing admirably, I might add. You’re terrified and panicked and confused and lost and horrified, all at the same time. Along with too many other emotions to even list.”

Tears began to slowly stream down the visitor’s face. Megan moved from her chair to sit beside the pregnant young woman and hold her, sensing she was desperate for human connection.

Her tears finally subsided and Megan moved away again.

“Thanks,” she said to Megan. “And sorry about breaking down like that. But Nick hit it on the head. I feel so . . . lost. I have nothing to hold onto. I know you can’t understand, but I think losing all of your memories—your very essence—is one of the most horrible things that can happen to someone.”

“I understand perfectly,” said Hall. “I’ve been exactly where you are. With the added bonus of hearing voices in my head and thinking I’d gone mad. It’s a nightmare you can’t awaken from. But don’t give up hope. You’ve attracted the attention of highly capable people. If anyone can unravel what happened to you and find the information needed to reverse your memory loss, this group can.”

“Thanks,” said the visitor timidly. “But to be honest, there’s a tiny part of me afraid to learn who I am. Why would someone send so many people after me? And if I wasn’t who they were after, what was I doing in the middle of so many dead men?”

She shook her head. “Am I evil? Have I done despicable things to deserve this?”

“I had similar concerns when I lost my memory,” said Hall softly. “But I have to believe you’re the victim here—and so should you.”

“But you can’t be certain of that. Just before we landed, the general called me with new information. Bullets that killed two of the three men upstairs were found to have come from a gun with my fingerprints on it. So who am I that I could calmly shoot down two killers?”

“Who’s to say you were calm?” said Hall. “If you did shoot those men, you were probably just protecting yourself and your unborn child. And your pregnancy is what convinces me you aren’t evil. I wouldn’t think a psychopathic supervillain would be carrying a baby to term. In my experience,” he added with a gentle smile, “supervillains are far too selfish for that.”

“God, I hope you’re right,” she said as several more tears escaped from the corners of her eyes. “I don’t even know who the father is. Am I in love? I’m not wearing a wedding ring, so maybe I’m all alone. Do I have friends and family who think I’m dead? Maybe I have vital information about a coming terror attack and my lack of memory is about to cost thousands their lives.”

“When you have no past to cling to,” said Hall, “it’s easy to let your imagination run wild. Just take deep breaths, and don’t get too far ahead of yourself.”

She sighed. “Good advice. But that brings me to you. How do you think I knew you were alive? Why do you think I asked for your protection?”

“Good questions. We have no idea. As far as we can tell, it’s literally impossible for you to have known what you did. Not only that I’m alive, but that I work with a team we call THT and live in Kentucky. Yet here we are.”

“The good news,” said Megan, “is that you did ask for Nick’s protection. And we plan to protect you. We can be fairly sure that whatever is locked away in your memory will be epically important, explaining how you knew about Nick, what happened in Minnesota, and the reasons behind it. But you’ll be safe with us until we can figure that out and get you back on your feet.”

“I’m grateful for your help,” she said earnestly. “I suppose posting my photo online and asking if anyone knows me is out of the question.”

“I’m afraid it is,” said Megan. “We did try to find images of you on the web but came up empty. Someone went to a lot of trouble to be sure your face can’t be found online. The last thing we want to do is draw attention to you. In fact, the news will be reporting that an unidentified pregnant woman matching your description was found dead on the scene, along with the others. That should take the heat off.”

“I understand,” said the visitor, and Hall sensed a dramatic change in her mood. She was still lost at sea, but a natural optimism was returning. Almost a serenity, as if pregnancy hormones were working some kind of magic. He had known pregnant woman who were affected this same way, who reported feeling joy and contentment on a fairly regular basis, especially as the pregnancy progressed past the halfway mark.

“We have a small, self-contained guest house on the property,” said Hall. “Refrigerator, bathroom, television, the works. You can stay there while we begin to sort this out.” 

“I’ve already said this a lot, but thank you.”

Hall smiled. “No need,” he said. “I know exactly how hard this is, and I’m happy to help in any way I can. I don’t know what I would have done if I hadn’t run into Megan when I first lost my memory.” He shuddered. “I don’t even like to think about it.”

“I don’t like to think about it, either,” said Megan with a grin. “When Nick ran into me, he may have gotten a lifeline, but I got shot in the thigh.”

“True,” said Hall with the hint of a smile, “but I did save you from being killed. So there is that.”

“But I was only about to be killed because of you in the first place,” she replied playfully. “And then,” she added, turning to their guest, “he compared me to a Neanderthal.”

The visitor actually laughed as her mood continued to improve. “I think I’m going to like you two,” she said. She turned to Hall. “I suppose you already read that from my mind.”

He winced. “No, I’m trying to stay out of your head. Sometimes it’s unavoidable, but I’ll do my best to give you privacy.”

“That would be appreciated. But I have a strong feeling that I’m at the right place, with the right people.”

“We’d like to think you are,” said Megan. “And who knows, this might be the unlikely start of a beautiful relationship. Like it was for me and Nick.”

Megan smiled. “But before we go any further,” she added, “you really need to choose a name. Unless you’re okay being called amnesia girl, or pregnant one.”

“No, those wouldn’t be my first choices.”

“Any name you think might suit you?”

Their guest thought about this for several long seconds. “I like the name Emily.”

“Okay, then,” said Megan. “We’ll call you Emily from now on—until we learn your real name.”

“Do you think I might actually be named Emily? Maybe if we assume that’s my real first name it will help us figure out who I am.”

Hall accessed the internet effortlessly with his implants and without even consciously being aware of issuing any telepathic commands, the information he was seeking arrived in his mind. Assuming she was twenty-eight, she’d have been born in 2004. According to Social Security Administration records, Emily was the most popular female baby name in the US that year—for the ninth year in a row. Emily would continue to dominate for three more years before finally being overtaken by the name Emma in 2008. 

Hall faced the visitor and sighed. “Actually,” he said, “if your name is Emily, that won’t narrow things down as much as you might think.”

“Don’t worry,” said Megan. “We’ll figure out who you are. In the meanwhile,” she added warmly, “welcome to Kentucky, . . . Emily. Rest assured, we’re going to find a way to get you through this.”


20

Troy Browning sipped from a cup of coffee at a lush outdoor café eight miles east of Palmar Sur, Costa Rica, and twenty miles from the mighty Pacific Ocean.

Three mercenaries milled about the area to make sure their boss remained safe. Given that THT didn’t have any idea he was here, he doubted he would run into anyone he couldn’t read, let alone enemy soldiers, but a man who represented the future of the species could never be too careful.

Javari Shelton and four other mercenaries—one of them an accomplished pilot—had taken up positions within the rainforest nearby, about three miles away.

The hint of a smile came over Browning’s face, and he set the coffee down on the table. “Hussain Sayed is within mind-reading range,” he transmitted to his men, his implants converting his thoughts into his voice and sending it through a comm system. “He has four bodyguards with him. I’ve read the number of his burner phone, and I’m calling it now,” he continued. “I’ll keep you posted.”

While he would speak to Sayed in English, the warlord would be thinking in Farsi, which Browning didn’t speak. Even so, his implants had a near instantaneous translation protocol that would still allow him to pick up the man’s surface thoughts and root through his memories, although with a loss of efficiency. Still, he had become adept at using this system, and it would serve his needs well.

Browning shot a telepathic order to his implant AI to dial Sayed’s number. He then ordered the AI to transmit his side of the conversation using Victor’s distinctive voice. The arms dealer’s voice was stored in cloud memory along with the voices of everyone else Browning had ever heard since the implants had been activated.

“Sayed here,” said the Afghani warlord in heavily accented English.

“Hello, Sayed,” said Browning. “It’s Victor. Welcome to Costa Rica. I trust your travels have been . . . pleasant.”

“Why call when we’re about to finally have a face-to-face?” replied Sayed suspiciously. “What do you want?”

“Last-minute change of plans. I gave you GPS coordinates for the hidden road that will take you to my helipad. Unfortunately, a large tree fell across the road early this morning. I had hoped my men could take care of it prior to our scheduled meeting, but that isn’t going to be possible. Fortunately, there is an alternate route.”

“I don’t believe in last-minute changes of plans,” growled the warlord. “Voices can be perfectly mimicked with the right tech. How can I be sure this is really you?”

“I assumed I was the only one with this number.”

Sayed considered. “Not good enough.”

“I admire your caution, my friend. I’d be suspicious myself. How can I put your mind at ease?”

“Who first contacted you from my organization?”

Browning needed only a moment to locate this information. “Omar Rahmani.”

“What are the coordinates to your access road?”

“The primary access road is located at 9.744578 degrees North by 83.967538 degrees West.”

Browning read Sayed’s mind as he checked the coordinates against the ones he had entered in his phone. They matched, but Sayed was still uneasy. Something felt off about this, he was thinking, which Browning had fully expected. You didn’t become a top Afghani warlord by being overly trusting.

Still, as skeptical as Sayed was, he couldn’t see how anyone other than Victor could know these details. And if this really was Victor, the change of plans was legitimate, since Victor’s reputation for honest dealings had become legendary.

Sayed decided to ask one last question, just to be sure beyond any doubt. “You gave me a one-use-only password to get through the gate blocking your road. What is it?”

“It’s 487-295-366,” replied Browning in Victor’s elegant voice. “I can answer your questions all day, my friend, because this really is me. I apologize for the inconvenience,” he added, “but I’ll send you new coordinates as soon as I end this call. I’ll be redirecting you to a gravel path just a few miles from my primary private road. When you arrive there, follow the gravel into the rainforest. It will be a tight squeeze. My underling will be waiting about a quarter mile in to guide you the rest of the way.”

“Tell him to expect me in fifteen minutes.”

“I will,” said Browning. “I look forward to giving you a personal demonstration of what these new drones can do. I have no doubt you’re going to be, as the Americans would say, blown away. See you soon on the island, my friend,” he finished, ending the connection.

A wide smile spread across Browning’s face. That was easy. Then again, most things were when you could read other minds as if they were your own. Not only had he successfully sent Sayed into a trap, his implants could now mimic Sayed’s voice as well as they had just mimicked Victor’s.

He contacted Javari Shelton. “The sheep are on their way to the slaughter, Captain. Sayed and four bodyguards will arrive at your position in the jungle in about fifteen minutes. They’ll be expecting you to wave them down. Tell them their vehicle isn’t well-suited for crossing terrain as treacherous as what you’ll be encountering, and that they need to follow you on foot through the jungle to your vehicle nearby.”

“A solid plan. I’ll get my men positioned so I can lead them straight into an ambush.”

“Good. Try to kill Sayed without damaging his clothing—or getting it bloody. If you’re successful, have whoever on your team looks most like him wear his clothes.”

“Is that really necessary? You’ve confirmed yourself that no pictures of Sayed exist, and no one in Victor’s group has ever seen him.”

“Maybe so, but I’d like to err on the side of thoroughness.”

“Of course.”

“After you’ve killed Sayed and his guards, take Sayed’s vehicle and drive to the gate that blocks the helipad access road. Let me know when you’re on your way. I’ll meet you there.”

“Roger that,” said Shelton.
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Troy Browning loitered at the café for another half hour before joining his three mercenary escorts at his car. Shelton and his team had reported that the ambush had gone off without a hitch. The blood and bodies of the Afghani warlord and his four guards were now nourishing the rainforest, and everything was on schedule.

Twenty minutes later Browning met Shelton and his team at the gate, just at the edge of the rainforest, and Browning ordered the three men who had brought him there to stay behind. He couldn’t arrive in greater numbers than Sayed had planned to do.

The passcode worked as Browning knew it would, and they were soon on their way in a large, off-road SUV. Shelton drove, the mercenary dressed as Sayed took the passenger’s seat, and the three other mercs, including the pilot, sat in the back. Browning was sprawled across the floor, hiding himself from view. 

Victor’s men wouldn’t recognize a Sayed imposter. But they’d definitely recognize Troy Browning. After Utah, the arms dealer had made certain of that. And everyone within Victor’s organization had been ordered to shoot him on sight without hesitation or mercy. 

The rainforest on either side of the road was thick enough, and swampy enough, to be all but impenetrable on foot. It was also spectacular in its beauty, but no one in the SUV took notice.

Even a hundred feet above them the canopy remained fully intact, blocking so much light from reaching the forest floor that Shelton needed the SUV’s headlights to ensure he could make out animals or other obstacles in the road. The hum from the immense insect population could be heard even through the reinforced windows of the vehicle, and the air was thick with oxygen as the ocean of vegetation feasted on carbon dioxide and gushed pure oxygen in return.

Browning closed his eyes and extended mental tendrils until he felt the presence of the three men waiting by a deluxe executive helicopter for the warlord’s arrival.

None of them suspected a thing. All three had been assigned to this task because they were competent and ruthless killers. What Victor didn’t know is that all three were dead set against their boss’s decision to soon partner with THT, and were planning a mutiny.

Unfortunately for them, Browning would take over Victor’s empire before they had the chance. Even more unfortunately, they would soon be dead.

Browning was now so close to completing his mission he almost drooled in anticipation. Victor was down to his last few hours of freedom. Very soon he would be Browning’s prisoner.

He looked forward to torturing him to within an inch of his life, but not letting him die. He would keep Victor around so he could use his mind as a resource, milking it for intel until he was able to seamlessly wrest control of his entire empire. This would greatly accelerate Browning’s plans and give him the ideal perch from which to come after THT.

He and his team had arrived in Costa Rica just five days after the debacle in Pennsylvania and had been here for four. Enough time for Browning to be certain he had sussed out the situation correctly and was striking in the most effective manner.

Victor had been clever, as usual, in setting up a base of operations as Browning-proof as possible.

But not clever enough.

Browning had learned all he needed to know from Mateo Lopez. First, the location of the small private island Victor had purchased, on which he would take sanctuary until Browning was no longer a threat. It was just over twenty miles from the western edge of Costa Rica, well beyond the range of a mind reader—as Victor knew only too well.

Victor was a genius in his own right, and his strategy was sound. He intended to make it impossible for Browning to reach the island, or even read the minds of its residents.

Victor was an arms and tech dealer after all, so he had set up the island with sensors, drones, and defensive measures that superpowers would envy. All approaches were monitored, and if any boat, plane, drone, or even submarine ventured to within twelve miles of the island, they would be warned to turn away. If the warning was unheeded, they would be shot from the sky or sea, whatever the case might be. Victor had banks of ground-to-air missiles to do just that, and torpedoes to take care of any submarine approaches Browning might make.

Victor had turned this into a chicken and egg problem. If Browning could get close enough to the island, he could read the command codes from Victor’s minds and nullify island defenses. But the only way he could get close enough to the island was to have already read minds and nullified island defenses.

Put another way, Browning had to defeat the defenses to be able to read how to defeat the defenses. 

But there was a single chink in Victor’s armor, one he had gleaned from Mateo Lopez. Victor’s people occasionally needed to leave the island, and those living there required supplies. Victor also conducted business on the island, and customers who insisted on a face-to-face meeting, or a personal demonstration of the goods for sale, needed to be brought there.

So the arms dealer had constructed a small base and helipad close to a populated town, but carved out of the densest and most hazardous section of the rainforest he could find, as treacherous to traverse as any such section in the world. Then, at great expense, he had a private road built through the jungle for use by his people and his visitors.

Visitors like Hussain Sayed.

He then purchased a trio of Leonardo executive helicopters, the most recent model of their AW series. Each possessed a transponder that would make them immune from island defenses. Each such helicopter was massive, seating twelve passengers and sporting a small, windowless cargo compartment in the back.

The helipad was twenty miles from the coast, and forty miles from the island. Located far enough away from the coast that a mind reader would never know it existed. If Browning was trying to scout out a possible approach to the island, he’d be well out of mind-reading range of the helipad so would never learn of its existence.

But Victor hadn’t counted on Interpol capturing one of his lieutenants. Once Browning learned of the private helipad from Lopez, he had all the information needed to shove a lethal icepick through the tiny opening in the tech merchant’s armor.  

Not that he had been hasty. He had done the work. Done the recon. Twice in the past four days a helicopter had landed at the jungle helipad, and Browning had read the minds of all personnel involved, verifying three critical pieces of information. One, Victor was on the island, and hadn’t left since the day after Utah. Two, he still planned to reach out to Nick Hall in just three days’ time. And three, his people had bought that Mateo Lopez had died in a car accident in El Salvador, so couldn’t possibly suspect that Browning had learned about his one weakness.

Then, during the recon process, Browning had learned that an Afghani warlord was coming to negotiate the purchase of advanced drones. Since Victor had long since made a promise to all visitors that they wouldn’t be filmed or photographed during their visits, there were no cameras surveilling the inside of the aircraft.

Now all Browning had to do was get Victor’s three underlings at the helipad to speak a few sentences so he could impersonate their voices along with the warlord’s. This would be an insurance policy in the unlikely event Victor called to confirm the identity of the passengers before letting them past his defensive perimeter.

Then, as soon as the helicopter got within range of the island, Browning would steal the needed passwords from Victor’s mind and take control of his armaments. Even before landing, he’d be able to kill all residents remotely, sparing Victor alone—who’d be helpless to resist him—so he could pick the tech merchant’s mind at his leisure.

It had been a challenging game of chess, but in the end, the outcome was inevitable. Troy Browning had too much going for him to be stopped, including Fate, a superior mind, and a superior purpose.

As brilliant and careful as Victor was, he never stood a chance.
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Victor’s helicopter was even more decadent than Browning had anticipated. No luxury had been spared in the interior, including burled walnut finishes, Versace leather upholstery, spacious and comfortable captain’s chairs, and even a small bar, stocked with the highest-end wine, spirits, and liqueurs. It reminded Browning of the interior of a Rolls Royce, provided this luxury auto was twenty times more spacious and capable of flight.

They rose straight up above the trio of butchered corpses they had just dispatched and then flew low over the canopy to stay out of sight, the exact flight plan that Victor’s own pilot would have used.

In another twelve minutes they’d be out over the ocean, and less than twelve after that Browning would be inside Victor’s head, his control of the island’s armaments assured.

At that moment, Victor would know he’d been checkmated by a grandmaster.

An unexpected sound came from the back of the aircraft, and Browning whipped his head around to see what was responsible. The door to the cargo compartment had been flung open, and the Chinese man known only as Ling was standing in the opening, looking as comfortable and casual as his clothing—and just as unreadable as before.

All of Browning’s men except the pilot had their guns pointed at the Chinese interloper in the blink of an eye.

The man surveyed the mercs who had drawn on him as if he were bored and rolled his eyes. “Really, Troy?” he said in perfect English. “I was hoping to get a friendlier welcome. Can you tell your men to stand down?”

“How did you get in here?” whispered Browning as though he had seen a ghost.

“That’s not important right now. What is important is that I’m calling in my favor. I’m in the market for advanced tech and weapons myself. So I’m counting on you to read Victor’s mind and get the locations of his warehouses and inventories.”

“I do plan to do that,” said Browning. “But for my use only.”

Ling smiled serenely. “You do remember you owe me a favor, right? You gave your word after I saved your life. As the chosen one, I’m counting on you to honor your promise. Trust me, we were meant to work together. In fact, after you’re done with Victor, we have much to talk about. Fate put me in your path so I could save your life and help you fulfill your destiny. If you fail to honor your word on this, Fate will take it personally, as an act of defiance against her.”

Browning’s brow wrinkled. “Who are you?” he said in dismay. Was Ling a mind reader himself? How else could he know about Browning’s exalted destiny? “And where are you getting your information?”

“A story for another time,” said Ling. “But I’ll ask again, have your men stand down. I’d hate to have to hurt them.”

Browning studied the stowaway and saw he had nothing but calm certainty in his eyes. Given what he had seen of the Chinese-American warrior, he wasn’t sure he’d bet against him. “Lower your weapons,” he ordered his underlings.

“That’s better,” said Ling when the mercs complied.

The stowaway opened his mouth to continue just as the aircraft’s speaker system came to life. “Hello, Troy Browning,” boomed an unmistakable voice from all around, almost as if he were being addressed by God. “This is Victor. I wanted to call to inform you that you’re now snared in an inescapable trap. In fact, you’ll be dead before you reach the ocean.”

Pandemonium broke out on board as everyone reacted to this shocking announcement. Browning surveyed the landscape below in a panic, looking for somewhere to make an emergency landing, but it was impossible. The sea of green was so dense and unbroken that even a drone the size of a bicycle couldn’t make it to the forest floor intact.

Victor waited patiently for the commotion to die down. “I’m contacting you because you don’t deserve a quick, surprise death,” he continued. “That would be too merciful. You deserve to know what’s coming. To realize what a delusional failure you are, and stew in the terror of your imminent extermination. To understand who bested you, and just how easily I was able to do it.”

“What do you want?” shouted Browning.

“I want the same thing you wanted for my son and close friend. I want you dead. The helicopter you’re now in is laced with plastic explosives. And I have the detonator in my hand.

“I’ve been in league with THT since just after Utah. We set you up. Twice. When the Tartarus op failed, I knew you’d come here. I knew you’d read about my Achilles’ heel in Mateo’s mind. Read that hijacking one of my helicopters was the only way onto my island. I knew you wouldn’t be able to resist taking the bait—again. That you’d kill one of my customers and steal their ride.”

Browning opened his mouth to speak, but there was nothing he could say.

“Finally,” continued Victor, “I knew you’d read the minds of my men and foolishly believe everything you found there. I’ve been playing my own people. I’ve been feeding them a steady diet of misinformation. Misinformation I wanted you to steal. I told them I didn’t have video surveillance in the helicopter, and you believed it.”

He paused to let Browning appreciate how completely he had been manipulated.

“The truth is, I’m watching you on video this very moment,” he continued. “In fact, you should say hello to Nick Hall, President Cochran, and the rest of the gang. They’re tuning in from the States. They agreed to all of my terms, so I thought the least I could do was let them see you die with their own eyes. They have satellites pointed at you, also. So even though the cameras in the helo will be vaporized along with you and your men, we’ll still be able to enjoy watching your body be blown to microscopic bits. Incinerated.”

Victor issued a heavy sigh. “I’ve done terrible things in my life,” he continued. “I’m the first to admit it. But you’re an abomination. Sick and demented in both mind and soul—a pox on the world. While I can never fully redeem myself, removing your stain from existence is a great start.”

“You’re no better than I am!” screamed Browning. “You sacrificed Mateo Lopez. You were counting on me killing your three men at the helipad. Don’t pretend that you’ve reformed!”

“Mateo Lopez will be getting a full pardon from the US president. As for the three men at the helipad, you’ve doubtlessly read their minds. They were all vicious animals who relished killing. I chose them for that very reason, since they deserved the end you gave them. So my rediscovered conscience remains clear. My only regret is sacrificing such a fine helicopter.”

“I’ll make you an offer you can’t refuse. Anything you want. I’ll—”

“Look how the savior has fallen,” interrupted Victor in contempt. “Pleading for your life is unbecoming. Christ didn’t, and I thought you were superior to him. I guess not.”

He paused. “But I have to go. Or, more accurately, you have to go. You’re only a mile from the coast, so blowing you up now will create less of a spectacle. I don’t want to disturb any beachgoers.”

He paused for several seconds, relishing the moment. “Goodbye, Troy. You’ve been like a bad case of head lice. But now it’s time for you to be purged from the world’s hair. You got lucky for a while, but the end result of this contest was always inevitable.”

Browning screamed at the top of his lungs, and seconds later the large aircraft exploded into a massive, blistering fireball. The raging inferno hung in the air for just a few moments before gravity remembered its job, and then the ball of fire plummeted into the jungle canopy below and crashed through the trees until it was out of sight.

***

The members of THT were in four different states, but regardless of their location, each had their eyes glued to the 2D feeds of the helicopter now streaking just above the Costa Rican rainforest. Nick and Megan watched from their living room in Kentucky, in awe of the flawless manner in which Victor had sprung his trap. He had more than earned his immunity. He had been absolutely masterful.

“Goodbye, Troy,” said Victor, and the look on Browning’s face said it all. He was in absolute shock. The poor bastard was truly convinced he was the chosen one and couldn’t believe he could really die. “You’ve been like a bad case of head lice,” continued the arms dealer. “But now it’s time for you to be purged from the world’s hair. You got lucky for a while, but the end result of this contest was always inevitable.”

Browning screamed at the top of his lungs, a scream that was seamlessly replaced by a thundering detonation so immense Hall could swear he felt it through the screen. Victor had used enough plastic explosives to down ten helicopters. It was total obliteration. Not only could no one possibly have survived, not even a single bacterium could have avoided being vaporized in the fiery inferno.

“Good riddance,” Hall mumbled under his breath as the hovering ball of fire crashed into the jungle canopy and disappeared. He felt guilty for not feeling remorse for the others who were killed in the explosion, but none of them were innocent. And as a bonus, the Chinese soldier who had saved Browning’s life in Pennsylvania had also perished in the blast.

His emergence from the cargo compartment, which was devoid of surveillance, had been the ultimate shock—a spectacular entrance. How had he made it into the helicopter without being seen? It was absolute sorcery.

Once again, no one had been more surprised than Troy Browning. In Hall’s mind, the identity, purpose, and capabilities of the Chinese soldier had become almost as great a mystery as the one surrounding the pregnant woman they were calling Emily.

But since this enigmatic soldier had just made his last entrance, this was a mystery that would likely never be solved.

“Hold on,” said Alex Altschuler uneasily. “I may be hallucinating, but I thought I saw something strange just an instant before the explosion.”

“Strange in what way?” asked Justin Girdler.

“If no one else saw it,” said Alex, “maybe it was a hallucination. Who’s controlling the feed at our end?”

“I am,” said the general.

“Do me a favor. Back it up until Victor is saying his last words, and then run it forward at one-fifth speed.”

Girdler did as Altschuler asked, and the footage was soon crawling forward at a snail’s pace. The Chinese stowaway suddenly darted forward with superhuman quickness, seeming to move almost normally, as if he alone weren’t being viewed in slow motion. He made it to Troy Browning and locked him into a bear hug just as Browning was beginning to scream.

And then both men were gone. In the blink of an eye. Vanished!

On the video, the Chinese stowaway and Troy Browning had winked out of existence, unmistakably, just seconds prior to the aircraft exploding.

Which was impossible.

Every member of THT gasped or rubbed their eyes in disbelief. What had they just witnessed? Perhaps it was a mass hallucination. It had to be. People didn’t just vanish.

“Justin, get Victor on the call now!” barked the president. “And replay the footage again. This has to be some sort of camera glitch. I’m sure Victor can explain it.”

But judging from the tone of his voice, Hall could tell Cochran wasn’t sure at all. Just the opposite. The footage was continuous, and the other passengers had remained in the frame while Browning and his visitor had disappeared. The feed was undoctored and shot in real time, yet what they witnessed looked like a polished special effect from a Marvel movie.

Nick Hall wasn’t the least bit superstitious, but it was getting harder and harder to believe that Troy Browning didn’t have some supernatural force in his corner, after all.
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Troy Browning regained consciousness and realized he was being vigorously shaken. He forced his eyes to open, with great effort, and the shaking abruptly stopped.

He tried to orient himself but failed, seeing only a wide array of wild colors dancing in his field of view. His eyes seemed to be working normally, but nothing came into focus, as if his brain had forgotten how to process visual data.

Finally, after almost a minute, the strange pixelated colors gradually resolved into normal objects. Even so, his head was swimming, and he was so disoriented he couldn’t sustain a coherent train of thought.

He could at least tell he was sitting on a chair, slumped over, with his head resting on a pinkish cedar table in a large kitchen. He lifted his head and inspected his surroundings. The kitchen was open to a great room beyond, filled with a sectional sofa and teak furniture. A lengthy glass slider showcased a large balcony with a view of jungle and a dormant volcano off in the distance.

Where was he? How had he gotten here? Most importantly, how was he still alive?

Or was he still alive? Was this some version of the afterlife?

Since the Chinese-American named Ling was standing very near, and had no doubt shaken him awake, Browning decided his last thought couldn’t be true. He didn’t know what his afterlife might entail, but he was certain Ling wouldn’t be part of it.

He stared into his host’s eyes with a vacant expression. “How am I alive?” he mumbled slowly, his brain still unnaturally sluggish, as though his neurons were firing through thick molasses.

“What’s the last thing you remember?” asked Ling, taking a seat at the table across from him.

Browning blinked rapidly as if unable to believe his own memories. “We were in a helicopter,” he said, squinting in confusion. “Victor was on the verge of detonating plastic explosives.”

Browning stared off into space and looked ill, but his intelligence was beginning to return. “And then I remember . . .” He paused, as if searching for the right words. “Well, I can’t say exactly what I remember. I saw something. Felt something. What it was, I can’t even begin to describe. But it was wild, impossible. If I had overdosed on mushrooms and LSD I couldn’t have conjured up anything nearly as trippy. I felt as if my mind was melting down under a barrage of sensory data it couldn’t digest. Like drinking from a hallucinogenic fire hose.”

He returned his gaze to Ling. “So were we even in a helicopter? Or was I in the grip of a mixture of mind-altering drugs?”

Ling looked mildly amused. “We were in the helicopter, and no drugs were involved. I helped you escape the explosion. But to do so, I had to move you through a higher dimension of space. Think of what happened as teleportation. Something your brain isn’t wired to handle.”

“Teleportation?” said Browning in contempt. “That’s ridiculous.”

“Is it? Then maybe you’d like to explain how you escaped from midair. Or how you’re still alive. Or how you were so overwhelmed by an intense array of uninterpretable stimuli that your brain almost melted down—your words, not mine. Or how you blacked out because your mind couldn’t take it anymore and desperately needed a reboot.”

Browning remained silent, scrambling to come up with a better explanation for what had happened, without success. He blew out a long breath. “Okay. I don’t have much choice but to believe you. For now.”

“I assume you have questions.”

“No shit,” snapped Browning. “Dozens. But I’ll start with these: Where am I? Who are you? How did you find me? And how do you know so much about me?”

He stared deeply into Ling’s eyes. “And what do you want?” he finished warily.

“All will be answered in due time. I’ll be starting at the beginning and explaining things my own way. When I’m finished, everything will make much more sense than it does now.”

“Good, because there’s no way it could make less sense.”

“Before I begin, let me at least tell you where you are. You’re in an Airbnb vacation rental home in Costa Rica, only fifteen miles away from where you were staying. I’m using it as a safe house.

“It should be obvious I’m not with THT,” continued Ling. “You assumed I was because you couldn’t read my mind and I showed up on your radar during THT’s attack. I didn’t bother correcting you. In any event, I followed you to Costa Rica and waited for you to act. I needed a place to stay while I was here, and booked this one.”

“Did you teleport directly here from the helicopter?”

“No. But let’s table how we got here for now. Let me start at the beginning. Twenty years ago, in 2012, something called CRISPR/Cas9 was developed. Do you know what that is?”

“Yes. It’s a revolutionary tool that enables remarkable feats of genetic engineering.”

“That’s right,” said Ling. “Around the turn of the century, the Politburo of the Chinese Communist Party prioritized three scientific areas they believed were vital to the country’s future. Scientific areas they intended for China to dominate, using whatever means necessary. These were genetic engineering, supercomputing, and AI.”

He raised his eyebrows. “And when the CCP puts its mind to something, they can throw resources and manpower at it like no other country in the world. The Chinese government is totalitarian and maintains a ruthless, iron grip on its citizenry, including its scientists. It can exert a singlemindedness of purpose that’s hard for most to fathom.”

“I was with the NSA,” said Browning. “I’m well aware.” 

“When CRISPR burst onto the scene, China recognized its potential immediately and redoubled its already massive efforts in the area of genetic engineering. Chinese scientists—thousands of them—quickly took this tech to the next level, although these advances were never disclosed to the public. By 2015, China had already developed a superior gene engineering system. And an even better one in 2023. And a better one still in 2028. And so on. Without question, the country has more than lapped the field.”

“Good for China,” said Browning dismissively.

“They thought so. Even as long ago as 2015 their tools were off-the-charts powerful. Stunning. And like CRISPR, these tools can do more than just modify somatic cells. They can be used on the human germline. I assume you understand the significance of that.”

“Yes. They can be used to edit human sperm and human eggs. And embryos. To produce designer babies with traits that can be passed on to future generations.”

“Right. So how do you think China hoped to use this tech?”

Browning thought about this, but not for long. “I’d guess they’d want to produce genetically engineered supermen?”

“Good guess. China’s interest in genetic engineering wasn’t academic. They wanted to use it to produce the ultimate supersoldier.”

Browning nodded thoughtfully. “You’re one of them, aren’t you?” he said. “Not one modified at the germline level, because you were born before the tools were available. But you were modified after the fact. I assumed from your perfect English you were born in America, but you weren’t, were you? You just have a gift for languages.”

“That’s correct.”

“Your movement is superhuman. So if you’re an example of what China can do to engineer a soldier after his genes are already set, consider me impressed. But I get why they’d want to go further. Why modify existing soldiers when you’ve developed a gene engineering toolkit of unlimited power? When you can play God with the germline? Why retrofit existing soldiers when you can proactively build a supersoldier from scratch?”

“That has been the CCP’s thinking, yes. They codenamed their supersoldier program Transcend, and a man named Zhang Wu was placed in charge.”

“A scientist?”

“No. A general. A ruthless warrior. Brilliant and driven. A great administrator and relentless slave driver.”

“Good choice,” noted Browning with absolute sincerity.

“If you want to accomplish great things,” said Ling, “you put someone in charge who will do whatever it takes to succeed. Who doesn’t recognize human limits. Who doesn’t care if he’s hated. Zhang got results that perhaps no other man in China could have.”

“Given China’s superior genetic engineering tools, I’m surprised it was so challenging.”

“The ability to effortlessly manipulate DNA to one’s whim is one thing. But knowing which manipulations to make, out of an infinite number of possibilities, is quite another. If your goal is to hack into a bank account, a simple keyboard gives you the perfect tool to enter unlimited passwords. But having the ability to enter whatever passwords you want doesn’t help you. You need to know the precise password required to unlock the account.”

Browning nodded slowly, deep in thought. “So when it came to hacking human genetic potential instead of bank accounts,” he continued finally, “Zhang and his team were able to crack these metaphoric passwords.”

“That’s right.”

“China condemned the practice of germline engineering long ago,” said Browning. “So this must have been an act for the benefit of the West.”

“Very good. It was an effort beginning in 2018 to get the world up in arms about editing the germline. To stop other nations from following in China’s footsteps. The Politburo had one of China’s scientists, He Jiankui, use CRISPR to produce the first ever gene-edited babies. To produce viable infants. The CCP then had him announce this to the world. He made a YouTube video about it, and described his altered human embryos at an international scientific conference in Hong Kong.”

“I remember the gist. What did he alter?”

“A gene called CCR5. A certain mutation changes the walls of human cells so they block HIV from entering, thus conferring resistance. The backlash was just as immediate and savage as China had hoped. Not because of He Jiankui’s actual work, which was benign. It’s hard to argue against making newborns resistant to AIDS, or curing other genetic diseases in the womb. But this announcement still stirred the pot profoundly, just as China expected, as the world pounced on the slippery slope argument.”

Ling paused. “The argument was basically this: Germline engineering might be used for good causes—today. But what about tomorrow? What if the same technology were used to create a race of unstoppable supersoldiers, for example?”

Browning rolled his eyes. “Right. But who would want that?” he said wryly.

Ling smiled. “China fanned the flames, pretending to be outraged by their own scientist. They threw him in jail for three years—at least that’s what they claimed. The reality was that the CCP gave him a show trial, announced his sentence, and then adopted stringent regulations prohibiting the modification of human germline or embryos. They counted on the world to follow suit.”

“Which they did,” noted Browning.

“Which they did. The world consensus was overwhelmingly negative.”

Browning nodded in admiration. “Which made it nearly impossible for scientists in the free world to do germline experiments,” he said. “While China secretly accelerated its own program. A program that was already generations more advanced than what He Jiankui had disclosed.”

“Right,” said Ling. “And all the while, the CCP continued to act appalled by the very idea of germline engineering.”

“Inspired,” said Browning approvingly. “But let’s get back to how Zhang Wu figured out how to unlock human potential.”

“Of course. As I mentioned, the CCP had three scientific Holy Grails, not one. While genetic engineering capabilities were growing exponentially, so too were supercomputing and artificial intelligence, the other two legs of the stool. The answer was obvious. Combine all three. Use AI self-learning programs to digest human genome data in ways that humans couldn’t. At speeds we couldn’t match. Have evolving supercomputer AIs analyze an avalanche of human DNA sequences and other data and begin to sort things out.”

Ling raised his eyebrows. “General Zhang decided this solution had a nice symmetry to it. Humanity had created the computer hardware and software necessary for AI to evolve to the next level. So why not have AI return the favor? Why not have AI provide humanity with a blueprint for our evolution?”    

“So what data, specifically, was fed to Zhang’s supercomputers?”

“All of it,” said Ling wryly. “Are you familiar with advances in DNA sequencing and synthesis?”

Browning shook his head no.

“In 1980 scientists could only sequence abut ten thousand DNA bases a day. By 1990, after capabilities had improved dramatically, the Human Genome Project was launched. Its goal was to sequence the entire human genome, over three billion bases long. An international consortium of thousands of researchers was formed to do the job, which was completed in 2003. This single genome, if typed out, would have covered more than two million pages of standard printer paper.

“To sequence the first genome, thousands of researchers worked tirelessly for thirteen years. But only twenty years later, in 2023, a small team from Stanford University sequenced an entire human genome in five hours. Five hours. Today it can be done in minutes.”

“You should have been a history teacher,” said Browning. “I assume an answer to my question will be coming before I die of old age.”

“The answer is this: General Zhang used these improved tools to oversee the sequencing of almost a million Chinese citizens. A small percentage were average or below average, but the vast majority were extraordinary. Brilliant, talented, and athletic. Chosen because their genes manifested preferred outcomes.

“The idea was to feed the genome of each individual into the supercomputer, along with a host of other data that characterized them. MRI results, neuronal assays, IQ, blood tests, character traits, special skills, and so on.”

“Right,” said Browning. “Asking the AI to correlate certain gene combinations to certain abilities.”

“More or less, but not as simple as that. It was an immense undertaking, even for the world’s most extraordinary supercomputers and AI. Transcend wasn’t just the initiative’s name, but also its goal. So the AI needed to do much more than simply find correlations between existing genes and traits. It had to predict superior traits that might result from novel combinations of genes. And suggest highly effective genes that had never existed before, which could be made from scratch.”

“Made from scratch?”

“Yes. A human cell can manufacture an exact copy of its three billion bases in about twenty-four hours. Scientists can’t come close to matching that in the lab, but considerable improvements in speed have been attained. So lengthy manmade strands of never-before-seen DNA can be created and inserted into the germline.

“In any event, Zhang had the AI programmed with the list of traits the CCP desired, and tasked it with finding a way to achieve them.”

“What traits?” asked Browning.

“What you’d imagine the CCP would want in a supersoldier. Enhanced strength, endurance, speed, resourcefulness, and athleticism. Accelerated wound healing. Superintelligence and super-creativity. And a toughness, both physical and mental. A demeanor more on the ruthless and practical side of the ledger. And less on the pacifistic and over-moralizing side.”

Browning nodded. “Smart move.”

“This task, even for an evolving AI run on a supercomputer, was insanely difficult. The complexity of the human genome, how genes interact, how they’re regulated, and so on, is staggering. And that includes genetic instructions for the creation of the human brain, which consists of a hundred billion neurons somehow arranged to create sentience. The blueprints the AI spat out failed over and over again.”

“But I assume it did, eventually, get it right.”

“Yes. Although no scientist had any idea how it had arrived at these recommendations.”

Browning nodded. Deep learning AIs within neural networks had long been known to be black boxes, producing impressive results beyond human ability to understand.

“All Zhang could do was follow the AI’s elaborate recommendations and hope for the best. So it took years before his goals—the Politburo’s goals—were finally met. Even after Transcend became a huge success other . . . complications . . . occurred.”

“Complications?”

“Yes. There’s still a lot more to the story.”

“No kidding,” said Browning. “Because you haven’t said word one about how you fit into this. Or, more importantly, how I fit in.”

Ling nodded. “I’m almost there,” he said. “Why don’t we take a biological break, get a drink, and I’ll tell you the rest.”

“Sounds good,” said Browning. “Turns out I don’t have anywhere to be right now.” 
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Troy Browning entered the bathroom and splashed cold water on his face, trying to remain alert. His mind was firing on all cylinders again, but it had been quite a day, and he felt mentally depleted.

Apparently, moving through higher dimensions could do that to a man.

He checked his phone, which had thankfully managed to teleport with him, along with his clothing. The phone represented normalcy in a decidedly abnormal situation, and he also wanted to check local news for a particular story that might indicate he was still sane.

Sure enough, he found it almost immediately. Local authorities were reporting that a helicopter had erupted into a flying inferno, which had been seen and heard on the beach almost a mile away. The helicopter had crashed into dense rainforest, and the stifling humidity had choked out the fire before it could spread, as was usually the case.

The rainforest was too dense to send in a forensics team, but based on the size of the explosion and nature of the crash, authorities were certain there were no survivors.

Browning swallowed hard. That had been much too close.

He still couldn’t guess his benefactor’s intentions, but Ling had said that Fate wanted them together, and after he had saved Browning’s life twice, who was he to argue? 

When Browning returned, Ling moved the proceedings to the more comfortable great room, and they parked themselves across from each other on the sectional sofa. Ling provided a pitcher of ice water and two glasses, and Browning downed an entire glass almost immediately, realizing he was parched.

“Are you ready to resume?” asked Ling.

Browning nodded. “I am. You were telling me how Transcend fed its AI an ungodly amount of data. And how the AI then provided a blueprint for how best to wield China’s advanced gene engineering tools on the human germline.”

“Glad to see you were paying attention.”

“I was. But even if I wasn’t, my implants give me total recall.”

“A nice feature,” said Ling. “To pick up where we left off, the AI initially provided the top hundred recipes it calculated were most likely to achieve Transcend’s goals. But that was only a start. Zhang couldn’t just snap his fingers and get genetically engineered supermen on the first try. He’d need considerable trial-and-error testing to continue to evolve the algorithm.

“So over the course of several years, he had more than fifty thousand women impregnated for the cause. Each served as little more than an experimental human incubator, with all offspring slated to be male.

“Transcend perfected robotic methods of in vitro fertilization, and the scope and scale of the undertaking was massive. Many of the women involved were Muslims living in various Chinese internment camps. But even if all had been tapped from the general population, the program would hardly have been noticeable. The population of birthing-age women in China is in the hundreds of millions. Fifty thousand of these represented such a tiny fraction of the total they were almost a rounding error.”

Browning marveled at China’s audacity and ability to think big. Tapping women already in internment camps to gain maximum control of its test subjects was inspired. These camps had been established in 2017 by Xi Jinping to hold and indoctrinate Uyghurs and other Muslims, as part of the people’s war on terror. By 2020, the populations of these camps had reached almost two million. Browning had always admired Xi for his decisiveness and efficiency in setting these up, but had no idea that many of the women there had been serving a far greater purpose.

“In the first three years this was done,” continued Ling, “all pregnancies resulted in miscarriages. Only a few made it as far as five months. These miscarriages were due to chromosomal and structural abnormalities, mutations, and so on, making the embryos and fetuses non-viable.

“In this game of trial and error, nature was swift and cruel in punishing the errors. Most occurred in the first month, which pleased General Zhang. If he would have had to wait until birth to discover the failures, success would have taken many times longer.”

He paused. “There are those who take issue with forcibly impregnating women, especially knowing that most, or all, will end in miscarriages. And the expectation was that even if babies were actually born, most would be disfigured in horrific ways, or unacceptably alien, and would need to be put down. Many people would be appalled by how these women were used.”

Ling nodded slowly at his guest. “But not you, Troy. You’re a man who’s made peace with the need to break whatever eggs must be broken to make the ultimate omelet. You firmly believe that greatness often requires sacrifice, even cruelty, to achieve.”

Browning stared at him for several long seconds. “I do,” he said. “But you still haven’t told me how you know anything about me.”

“I will. And soon. But to continue, these fifty thousand miscarriages provided another treasure trove of data, which was fed back to the AI. Zhang used the lure of rewards and the threat of punishments to get the women involved to painstakingly save and turn in any vaginal blood or other matter discharged during their miscarriages.

“Transcend performed extensive analyses of the miscarried embryos and fetuses—which were mostly microscopic, or nearly so. General Zhang was especially interested in cases where neurons had formed. But even if an intact embryo couldn’t be found in the discharge, circulating fetal cells were identified and studied. Transcend sequenced the DNA and measured markers of a variety of proteins and enzymes. They studied cellular and neuronal structure, recorded how long the fetus had survived in utero, detailed obvious errors in development, and so on.

“Zhang believed that the greater the density of neuronal microtubules, the greater the chance of high intelligence. So neuronal microtubule density was carefully measured whenever possible.”

Browning wasn’t familiar with microtubules, so he effortlessly accessed the web to get a definition. These turned out to be cylindrical structures in cells that were critical for intracellular transport, cell shape and structure, cell division, and cellular motility.

“All this collected data was fed to the AI,” continued Ling. “The AI learned from it and modified its algorithm, coming up with new recommendations. Transcend followed these new blueprints and tried again. As before, many thousands of women were impregnated.”

Ling paused for effect. “Finally, about seven years ago, Zhang hit pay dirt. This time eighty-seven of the pregnancies went to term. Eighty-six of these turned out to be . . . well, not what Zhang was looking for. They were all eliminated.”

He raised his eyebrows. “But one of the eighty-seven was not only a viable, healthy birth, but tested off the charts. He was exactly what Transcend had been hoping for. By the time he reached six months old he could speak three languages and was measuring as a genius on IQ tests meant for adults.

“After studying this golden child for half a year the general was satisfied that he was exactly what they wanted. So he hurriedly duplicated the exact germline engineering that yielded this spectacular result to be sure it was repeatable, impregnating fourteen additional women. All fourteen reached term and delivered fourteen healthy baby boys.”

“Exact clones?”

“No. The set of genes that conferred superiority were duplicated. But all other genes were provided by the donor sperm and donor egg. The CCP wanted to create an army of superhuman individuals, not clones. If nothing else, it would make it easier for them to tell their soldiers apart.”

“So is the first success, this . . . golden child . . . still alive?”

“Very much so. And he continues to represent the pinnacle of human transcendence. The most extraordinary being ever produced.”

“Have you met him?” said Browning.

“I’ve more than met him,” replied Ling in amusement. “I am him.”

Browning stared at his host in disbelief, sure this was some kind of strange joke. But judging from Ling’s expression, it was anything but. The room seemed to be spinning as Browning struggled to wrap his head around this absurdity.

“Impossible,” said Browning. “You said he was born seven years ago.”

“That’s true. I’m just over seven years old. I should be in second grade. But let’s just say I . . . skipped ahead.”

He raised his eyebrows. “And, as you can see, my body seems to have skipped ahead as well.”
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Just after the helicopter in Costa Rica had exploded, Victor joined THT’s videoconference. He had been just as furious and confused by the footage showing Browning vanishing as they had been. Troy Browning was their most dangerous adversary, and they had him dead to rights.

And then, suddenly, they didn’t.

Was this psychopath really still at large? It was impossible to say, but all agreed the chances of him being—finally—dead would have been a lot better if he’d actually been there when the explosion had occurred.

Hitler had escaped multiple assassination attempts, but never by vanishing before an assassin’s eyes.

Both of Browning’s Houdini escapes had shared a common theme—the presence of the same Chinese soldier. Like the rest of them, Victor had no insight into what he was seeing on the footage, or who this mysterious party crasher might be.

But he vowed not to rest until he found out. He was incensed that the threat of Troy Browning was still hanging over their heads like the Sword of Damocles, especially given he had set him up with flawless precision.

Victor and Justin Girdler had asked to resume the call in five hours, giving them at least a short time to shake the trees and see if anything would fall out.

The time passed quickly, and when the holographic video-conference resumed, the president asked Girdler to report on what he had found.

“I’m afraid I’ve come up empty so far,” responded the general. “I operated under the assumption that the vanishing was real and not a camera glitch or trickery. I queried our best intelligence AI, Nessie, but she had nothing to offer. I tasked dozens of analysts at THT—assisted by AIs—to look for even a tangential mention of someone being able to vanish. I also put the image of our Chinese friend in front of every intelligence agent and facial recognition program we have. These efforts all came up short.

“While this was going on,” continued Girdler, “I was calling my friends in intelligence agencies around the world.” He shook his head. “Nothing.”

“What about General Li?” said the president. “Can I assume you’ve gone through all the intel we’ve received from him since his implants were installed?”

Li Jeng was the head of China’s Central Commission for Discipline Inspection, the Chinese equivalent of the SS, and had been turned into an unwitting mole by THT. “Yes. THT analysts pored over everything we’ve ever received from him. But nothing he’s read, heard, or encountered helped point us in a direction to explain what happened. Again, we were completely shut out.”

There was a long silence. “Victor, what about you?” said the president. “Find anything?”

“Perhaps,” said their new ally. “Many of the general’s contacts are in the clandestine services, but they’re all on the legal side of the ledger. My contacts, on the other hand, are mostly in the dark underbelly of the world. Contacts that legitimate militaries wouldn’t have. Powerful dictators, terrorists, warlords, and criminals who don’t play by the rules, and whose lives depend on knowing secrets others don’t.

“In the last five hours my lieutenants and I have contacted dozens of these people. I personally focused on those who position themselves as information brokers. Brokers of secrets. People who pride themselves on knowing what no one else does. We’ve called in every last favor and offered a king’s ransom for information.”

He paused. “Like General Girdler, we showed them pictures of the Chinese soldier, and also impressed upon them that no rumor was too crazy. That we wanted to hear anything they had heard about a man being able to vanish, even if it involved Bigfoot, ghosts, or the Loch Ness Monster.”

Victor blew out a long breath. “Here’s what we found. I can’t vouch for the reliability of this information, but there are rumors, whispers really, that China instituted a program to design genetically engineered soldiers. The most secretive program China has ever launched. So classified, in fact, that even many members of the Politburo aren’t aware of it.”

“Which would explain why even General Li wasn’t read in,” said Girdler.

“If true, yes. Anyway, there are even wilder tales of one Chinese soldier who is able to . . . teleport. We had to pull teeth to get this one out in the open. My contacts were embarrassed to even suggest it, believing it be ludicrous. Like passing on stories of a bogeyman or Baba Yaga. ”

“It is ludicrous,” said Alex. “But it would also explain how he and Browning disappeared.”

“Any other rumors about this Chinese soldier?” asked the president.

“No. Other than he’s thought to be named Ling. This name has several meanings, but one of the more popular ones translates into English as “to surpass,” or “to rise.” If he is a human evolved in the lab, one able to teleport, the name would suit him.”

The president nodded. “Thanks, Victor. If this is true, it’s a good start. Especially since you and the general only had five hours to work. Naturally, this needs to be our top priority for as long as it takes to understand what we’re dealing with.”

He paused. “Six hours ago, Troy Browning was our greatest threat. Now?” He shook his head in disgust. “Now, he might just be the least of our worries.” 
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Troy Browning was still reeling from Ling’s preposterous claim. The savvy adult in front of him was actually seven years old? It was utterly surreal. But he quickly steadied himself, realizing he couldn’t dismiss it out of hand. Was it any more preposterous than teleportation?

He repositioned himself on the couch and stared once again at the man known only as Ling. He was six feet tall, with a perfect complexion, movie-star looks, black hair that shined with vitality, and eyes that gleamed with intelligence, as if from an inner fire.

What any good supersoldier should look like—only not at the age of seven.

“Either you’re trying to measure my gullibility,” said Browning finally, “or you forgot to mention that accelerated aging was also a goal of the program.”

Ling smiled. “The latter,” he said. “Actually, one of the most important goals. I aged in an accelerated fashion, even in utero, although not nearly as accelerated as I aged after I was born. My gestation was only eight months, and, incredibly, my mind was fully developed at seven.”

“When does full mental development usually occur?”

“Well after birth. In fact, normal human brains aren’t completely developed until the age of twenty-five.”

“Then seven months is quite the time saver.”

“Yes. And through it all, my head was of normal size for a fetus. My brain isn’t bigger than normal, just better. I developed critical regions like the prefrontal cortex much, much sooner than the rest of humanity and possess a far greater density of both neurons and microtubules.

“Size doesn’t—necessarily—matter when it comes to intelligence,” added Ling. “A gray whale’s brain is three times larger than a human’s, but they aren’t three times more intelligent. A raven has a tiny brain, but one with forty-three times the density of an orangutan brain. Sure enough, it turns out that ravens are just as smart as chimps.

“After being born,” continued Ling, “I aged at an ever-accelerating rate. I achieved my current physical form in just five years.”

“Hard to believe,” said Browning.

“I know. So is everything else I just told you. Trust me, accelerated aging was a much easier problem to solve than superintelligence. Nature even provides a precedent of sorts. There is a rare aging disease called Progeria. People who suffer from this disease look and sound like elderly people by the age of twelve.”

He paused. “It turns out that with the proper genetic manipulations, human aging can be both sped up and slowed down. Zhang and his AI managed to achieve both. After I reached full physical maturity at the age of five, my aging slowed to a crawl. So much so that I’ll remain at my current physiological age, the late twenties, for almost a hundred years.”

“A neat trick,” allowed Browning. “And I see why accelerated aging is so important to the CCP. Who has the patience to wait until their supersoldiers reach adulthood naturally?”

“This is true, but there are considerations much more important than that. You recall the part where I was born with a fully developed brain, and found to have a genius IQ basically right out of the womb. Can you imagine having that kind of mind yet being trapped inside a toddler, and then a small child, for over a decade?”

“I see how that would be . . . untenable,” said Browning.

“That’s one word for it. The other is a never-ending, waking nightmare. You’d also stick out like a neon sign. You’d be ultra-competent mentally, but helpless physically. No one would take you seriously until you spoke, and then the words and intellect coming out of your mouth would be creepy and disturbing.”

“So what’s your IQ now?”

“It’s immeasurable, at least using current testing methods. And I’ve been busy applying it. I studied everything I could in the five years it took for me to reach physical adulthood. There was little else I could do, and I soaked in knowledge like a sponge, achieving the equivalent of a Ph.D. in at least ten disciplines. I also read fiction and watched television, to be able to absorb adult behaviors. And I continue to absorb information at what you call a dizzying pace. For example, I’m now fluent in twelve languages.”

“Right,” said Browning. “Most seven-year-olds only know eleven.”

Ling laughed. “My strength, speed, healing, oxygen-carrying capacity, photographic memory, and high IQ were all within the parameters of the program. But not long after I turned four, I developed a capability that shocked those in charge of the program to their core. A capability no one was shooting for, because no one even thought it was possible. Teleportation.”

“So you didn’t use some sort of advanced device to pull us from the helicopter. You did that with your mind.”

“Yes.”

“By moving us through higher dimensions?”

“Yes.”

“How?”

“That isn’t entirely clear. What is clear is that my mind can tap directly into the energy source that powers teleportation, the zero-point energy field. Ironically, this field is oddly reminiscent of the Force from Star Wars. It’s virtually unlimited and saturates every last micron of space in the universe.” 

“I’m well aware,” said Browning. He had studied quantum theory to help understand the critical fields of quantum computing and quantum encryption.

Quantum theory had revealed that there was no such thing as a perfect vacuum. That a froth of particles and energy were randomly, and continuously, appearing and disappearing in the void. The math, which was disputed, indicated there was an inconceivably large amount of energy to be found there. So immense that the energy contained within a cubic mile of empty space was greater than the energy output of the sun over its four billion years of life.

“How much of this energy can you tap?”

“Unclear. Not as much as I’d like. I’m not sure how I’m tapping it, but I can only do so to travel through higher dimensions in a limited fashion. As to how teleportation works in practice, it would take too long to fully explain. I’ll give you a quick analogy and move on.”

Ling paused to gather his thoughts. “Let’s say you lived on a one-dimensional world,” he began. “Such that you couldn’t even imagine the existence of a second or third dimension. That would mean you’d live your entire life on a line and couldn’t ever leave it. You’d be a train forever stuck on a track, able to go forward and backward, but not side to side or up and down.

“And, again, if you really were stuck in one dimension, not only couldn’t you move side to side or up and down, you wouldn’t even know that such directions existed. You wouldn’t be able to perceive them in any way, or even imagine them.

“Now, say you’re on a track that goes north for a hundred miles, takes a hairpin turn to the west, and then travels south for a hundred miles. If you were at the beginning of this track and wanted to get to the part of the track now adjacent to you, you’d have to travel the full two hundred miles. Since you can only follow the track, and can’t ever leave it, that would be your only choice.

“But imagine if you were suddenly able to move side to side, making use of the second dimension. Now the trip to the parallel stretch of track would be a simple matter. Instead of traveling hundreds of miles, you could get there by traveling just a few yards to the west.”

Browning nodded slowly as he considered the analogy further. “Right,” he said finally. “Which is what you can do to navigate our three-dimensional world. You step into a higher dimension and take a shortcut that normal people can’t perceive.”

“Exactly. But I’m limited, as I said. I can only teleport a maximum of just over two miles at a time. And it’s a cumulative effect. I can make four short jumps that add to this distance, or one long jump. Doesn’t matter. After that I’m grounded for several hours.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. As near as I can tell, I’m doing a poor job of tapping the zero-point field. Or the energy required is immense. Probably a combination of the two. So after I jump this distance in a short period, I’m like a depleted battery that needs time to recharge. And not just because my ability to tap the field is temporarily fried, but it’s a strain on my mind as well.”

“So that’s why you didn’t teleport directly here.”

“That’s correct. And hauling you along for the ride limited me even more. I was forced to teleport from the helicopter to the edge of the jungle that abutted the nearby beach, out of sight. I can see precisely where I am in three-dimensional space and choose where to step back in.”

“You chose well.”

“I thought so. After that, I stole a car, drove to within a mile of here, and waited three hours until I recharged. Then I teleported us the rest of the way. You were lucky you remained unconscious. It was pretty tedious stuff.”

“Do all normals lose consciousness when confronted with a higher dimension?” asked Browning.

“As far as I know, yes. As I said before, a normal mind can’t process sensory data while in this realm. If I ever grab you again, close your eyes.”

“Teleportation wasn’t even on the menu,” said Browning. “So how did you end up with this ability? That’s a lot to ask of chance.”

“The top scientist under General Zhang subscribed to a decades-old theory that intelligence, consciousness, is a quantum phenomenon. But neurons are too large to take advantage of quantum effects. Evidence has emerged that microtubules are actually the engines of consciousness, resonating with the quantum world.

“As I’ve said,  microtubule density was a key goal of the program. To enhance intelligence. No one had any idea that a high enough density could lead to much more.”  

“If Zhang knew about your ability to teleport, how are you still alive? I’d expect the CCP to panic and kill you immediately. Dr. Frankenstein learned the lesson about creating beings you can’t control. You were already too gifted and powerful to control, but with teleportation, the CCP would have no hold on you.”

Ling nodded. “You’re right, of course. But Zhang eliminated that problem right from the start. He programmed a kill switch into every genome the program created, such that those who were born would be reliant on Transcend for their survival. If you want to control beings who are vastly superior to you in every way, you need the ultimate leverage. They get out of line, and boom, you end them.”

“How did he program a kill switch into a human genome?” asked Browning.

“He had his AI and scientists engineer genes that would ultimately produce hundreds of small clumps of cells in the brains of newborns. Cells designed to produce a lethal neurotoxin. The cells are dormant. But if a germline engineered subject doesn’t receive an intracranial injection of a precise cocktail of DNA control elements every forty-two days the cells produce their toxin and the subject dies. Zhang made sure the syringes were destroyed an instant after the shot, ensuring subjects couldn’t obtain a sample of the cocktail to analyze. I won’t get into the weeds about how such a system works, but it’s as impressive a feat of genetic engineering as anything else they accomplished.” 

“I don’t doubt it,” said Browning.

“And Zhang took pains to safeguard himself,” continued Ling. “No subject ever got to see him, or even a picture. We spoke through a comm quite frequently, but he disguised his voice, so I can’t even recognize that.

“He was in charge and pulled every string, but his real identity was the best-kept secret of them all. I’m sure Zhang isn’t even his real name. If his supersoldiers never knew who he was, they could never come after him.”

“Smart,” said Browning. “But the neuronal toxin safeguard is just wishful thinking. Zhang is a fool to believe it will work in the long run. The founders of Jurassic Park also had a safeguard to retain control of their . . . pets.” He shook his head. “That didn’t turn out so well.”

“You’re right, of course,” said Ling. “I defeated the kill switches by the time I was three. A surgeon couldn’t remove them all without causing severe, irreversible damage. But I found a way. I learned how to consciously control my immune response. I was basically able to perform surgery on my own brain—from the inside. I sent my own antibodies and enzymes to kill these cells. It was treacherously difficult to accomplish and took almost seven months. But I finally succeeded.”

“And Zhang had no idea?” 

“No. But I was in no hurry to get out from under his thumb. I was pampered and given unlimited educational and other resources. I was being poked, prodded, and studied by hundreds of scientists, which got wearisome. But at the same time, I was benefitting from what they were learning about me.”

He paused and stared off into space. “And then everything changed. As I told you, six months after I was born, fourteen women were impregnated with my genetic blueprint. Two months after they were born, the AI suggested further improvements. The general impregnated another hundred women with the new experimental blueprint, and one of these came to term. An infant about two years younger than me, but superior. One they named Wong.”

“And was Wong then used as a blueprint to create more, ah . . . Wongs?”

“Yes. Again, fourteen more. Zhang liked this number of offspring, thinking it was manageable. He and the CCP knew they were dealing with fire with each new batch of superiors and wanted to be sure they remained tame before they amped up . . . production.

“But then, about two and a half years ago, when Wong was just over two years old and I was almost five, something unexpected happened. He developed the beginnings of mind-reading ability.”

“Did Zhang find out about it?” asked Browning. 

“He did,” said Ling grimly. “And he panicked. So did the Politburo. While they had taken teleportation in stride, mind reading was a bridge too far.”

He shook his head grimly, remembering. “That was when all hell broke loose. And then some.”
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Three dazzling, multi-colored parrots flew by the window of the living room in the direction of the dormant volcano off in the distance. Browning’s head had turned to follow them of its own volition, but he quickly returned his gaze to his Chinese host.

“I’m not surprised by their panic,” said Browning. “A mind reader can panic the most mild-mannered of people. But that panic is exponentially greater among the powerful, who have the biggest secrets to hide.”

“Exactly. You’re the only exception, Troy. Unlike China, you aren’t afraid of a race of mind readers. That’s your goal, in fact. You understand that such a population would have no secrets from each other. And that the survivors of the inevitable carnage would eventually come together to forge a better world.”

“Very true,” said Browning. “But you said Wong developed the beginnings of mind reading. What does that mean?”

“He wasn’t a perfect mind reader like you. He could only read surface thoughts, not dig through memories. But Zhang and the Politburo panicked, even so. Wong was still only two years old, despite looking to be about eight. The Politburo feared his skills would only grow. And they would have. I had only recently developed the ability to teleport, myself. So they couldn’t rule out that I would eventually develop ESP, also. As would the fourteen younger boys now patterned after me. This was a risk they weren’t willing to take.”

“Not surprising. Only a man of destiny, like myself, is able to understand that the pruning of humanity is an unfortunate and cruel necessity.”  

“General Zhang ordered all current subjects born under Transcend to be wiped out so they could start over. His plan was to resume the program, this time making sure the AI took pains to eliminate the mind-reading feature from future generations. We still received our usual injections. But this time with a placebo, not the cocktail that would have nullified the toxic cells. He didn’t want us to realize that our life-saving medicine was being withheld.”

“So you’d remain ignorant of your fate, and thus docile, until the moment you dropped dead.”

“Exactly. Wong’s fourteen successors were only about seven months old and all perished.”

“And you’re certain of that?”

“I didn’t see it with my own eyes, but all evidence I’ve uncovered points to this conclusion, and I’ve investigated extensively after the fact.”

“Still, you can’t entirely rule out that one or more of them survived,” pressed Browning.

“Not entirely, no,” he admitted. “But to continue, Zhang and the Politburo soon discovered the kill switches were no longer effective on me, Wong, and all fourteen boys with my genetic blueprint. We had all performed immunological brain surgery on ourselves to remove the toxin-producing cells.”

“I’m sure that didn’t fan the flames of their panic any,” said Browning wryly.

“Their panic was now the size of the sun and burned just as hot. They shut down the program for good, announced that Zhang had been put to death for his failures, and sent dozens of assassins to kill us. Hundreds.

“The fourteen younger boys they killed with my genetic gifts were all under four, despite looking much older. As brilliant and gifted as they were, they couldn’t hold out for long. Neither could Wong, despite his even greater capabilities. Not at the age of two. Not given the kind of onslaught China was able to bring about.”

“But you were the oldest of all,” said Browning. “And the only subject capable of teleportation.” 

Ling nodded grimly. “Yes. Those with my genetics were still more than a year away from acquiring this ability. So I’m the only survivor of project Transcend. And even with teleportation, a body nearing maturation, a greater genius than any ever produced, and unprecedented strength and speed, I barely got out of China alive.”

“I assume they’re still hunting you.”

Ling looked amused. “You can say that. They’re even more panicked now. If you aim for the king, you can’t miss. They know they’ve managed to piss off the wrong person. If my teleportation wasn’t restricted the way it is, they’d all be dead already. As it is, no manhunt in history has ever been as extensive as this one.”

He shook his head. “Still, I’m not worried about China. I have tech that can defeat facial recognition. I can hack any computer they use. And I can outthink them at every turn. I’ve been hiding and on the run for almost two years. The longer I’m at large the better I get at remaining that way.”

“So what have you been doing all this time?”

“I’ve been growing stronger. Wealthier. Hiring mercs much like you’ve done, but so far on a smaller scale. With the goal of reinstituting the program away from the CCP’s prying eyes. Of unleashing an evolved humanity, a species finally able to measure up to the demands of our current age. Homo superior.”

“I like the term,” said Browning. “And creating and leading such a race is my goal, as well, as you’re clearly aware. Which must be why you sought me out. The question remains, how did you know to do so? And how did you find me?”

“I’ve given you enough background that you can finally understand the answer. Almost three months ago I decided I was well positioned to extract my revenge and carry out my goals. As you Americans say, I finally had my ducks in a row.

“I had thought carefully about the best way to proceed and decided that I’d go forward in secret inside your country. You have an elaborate array of fertility clinics I could use to implant those with my genetic blueprint, Homo superior, in as many women as I needed. I developed a strategy for going forward and was ready to pull the trigger, when my diligence revealed something shocking.”

He paused for effect. “Someone had beaten me to the punch.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means that someone was already using American fertility clinics to breed superiors. And that someone could only be Zhang Wu. Further detective work confirmed it. Zhang wasn’t killed by the CCP after all. He managed to escape. Perhaps he faked his death. It’s not clear. What is clear is that he managed to take a copy of the evolved AI and all the data generated by Transcend.” 

Ling sighed. “He’s still hidden—just as much of a wraith as always. Even so, I eventually was able to find and hack a cloud account he had thought was fully wiped. The rare instance in which he’d been sloppy. I was able to reconstruct a small fraction of it. Based on what I’ve learned and inferred, the general has picked up the program where it left off.

“He’s determined to take it to the ultimate level. He’s more jaded than ever. Believes old humanity doesn’t deserve to exist anymore, and is intent on evolving new humanity in ugly ways. He wants a race of humanity at least as superior as Wong, but absolutely ruthless.”

He paused. “My genetics were designed to make me fairly ruthless myself, I’ll admit it. But only cold and calculating to accomplish my goals. So I wouldn’t be squeamish about brutally butchering a hundred men to save a hundred and ten.

“But Zhang has asked the AI to eliminate every last atom of empathy from the equation. To make his superior humans with zero conscience or remorse. To make them utterly selfish. To create a personal army that won’t hesitate to carry out the ultimate cruelties and barbarities.”

“Why?” said Browning. “To rule the world?”

“No. Zhang wants to destroy it. Your plan was to bequeath mind reading to all humanity, with the expectation that a large proportion would be killed before it was over. Zhang wants to annihilate it all. But not before extracting his revenge on China. And on me, a reminder to him of how Transcend ultimately failed.”

“How will he control them?” asked Browning. “Hell, you were able to defeat your controls, and compared to what he’s envisioning, you were a leaf-eater. He’s creating velociraptors.”

“He’s as smart an un-engineered human as there is—and he learns from his mistakes. He’s engineered three redundant controls. Three. Neutralize one and the others are automatically triggered. And he isn’t just relying on genetic safeguards. He’ll implant octa-nitro-cubane, the most potent explosive known to science, inside the brains of all live births. If he dies, the explosives will be triggered automatically.”

“Interesting,” said Browning. “So you aren’t afraid of China. But you are afraid of what Zhang is trying to bring about.”

“Of course. Who wouldn’t be? His supermen would be the only people who could stop me.”

Ling stared deeply into his guest’s eyes. “Which—finally—brings me to you. I had heard of the legend of a man known only as Victor. About his cache of tech and weaponry more advanced than any government’s. Some of his tech would likely help me track down Zhang and kill his program before it started. Other of his tech, and his weaponry, might make me invulnerable. Especially since I have the genius required to improve it.”

He paused. “So I decided to take over his empire.”

“Who hasn’t?” said Browning with a grin.

Ling laughed. “I tasked an AI to search for all mentions of the enigmatic Victor. When it notified me of Mateo Lopez’s arrest, I decided he’d be a good first start. Just as you did.”

“So you weren’t in Pennsylvania because of me, after all,” said Browning, surprised by this turn.

“No. I didn’t know you existed. My plan was to kidnap Mateo Lopez and force him to tell me what I wanted. But the black site’s security radius was much more extensive than I’d envisioned—three miles—and their security was too strong. I couldn’t get to within teleportation range to get inside, even if I made multiple jumps. And then I’d be out of gas for return jumps, anyway.

“I was considering other options when I felt a mental energy brush up against my mind. An energy I hadn’t felt since Wong. My mind automatically clamped down to block this energy from entering.”

“You can block mind reading at will?”

“Yes. Apparently, another benefit of my superior genes. I can teleport, consciously deploy my own immune system, and block telepathy.”

“Go on,” said Browning, fascinated.

“You and I were miles apart at the time,” continued Ling, “but I managed to home in on you like you were a beacon. I arrived in plenty of time to observe you, and Shelton, and your fishing mercenaries very carefully. I intercepted your comms, learned that you had Nick Hall-level abilities.”

“And you realized I could help you acquire Victor’s empire.”

“More than that. That depending on your sensibilities, you could be an ally. A teleporter and a perfect mind reader would make an unstoppable team. You could help me locate Zhang and put an end to him.”

“So why didn’t you come clean after you saved my life in Pennsylvania? Tell me everything then?”

“Because I knew nothing about you. Where your loyalties might lie. What made you tick. Before I told you the truth about me, I needed to gather intel on you. So while I was with you in the woods, I planted a minuscule tracking device on you, one of my own design. Your journey ended at a peanut farm near Charlottesville, Virginia.”

Browning’s eyes narrowed angrily.

“Yes, I violated your privacy,” said Ling. “Just as you’ve violated the privacy of everyone you’ve been near since you gave yourself ESP. Like you, I did it for a higher cause. Pretty much the same higher cause, as it turns out.

“Your security is enviable, but it wasn’t designed to stop a teleporter. I popped into your inner sanctum, installed bugs everywhere, learned your computer passwords, and learned everything I could about you. I read your electronic notebook and writings. I learned about THT, and that Nick Hall is still alive. And I learned that you’re convinced you were placed on Earth to do exactly what China has already managed.

“But unlike China, you aren’t afraid of a race of mind readers. In fact, that’s your goal. You understand that this race could forge a world of peace, prosperity, and tranquility.”

Ling paused. “I didn’t believe in Fate before. Still, it’s become hard not to given the coincidence of our meeting. Partner with me and I can help you jumpstart what you’ve been trying to accomplish. I believe I can also use gene engineering techniques to modify your genome after the fact. To freeze you at your current age and give you the same capabilities as the best of us.”

“Why not just turn yourself into a mind reader?” said Browning. “You’ve accessed my computers. You must know that mind reading can be conferred artificially using implants.”

“I do. But you have nothing to worry about. The implant recipe you have only works with Homo sapiens. My mind is entirely different, much more densely packed, as I’ve said. I’d never risk the insertion of an implant no matter what. So I definitely need you.”

“That makes sense,” said Browning. “So you tracked me to Costa Rica. And you knew what I was planning here.”

“Yes. And to be completely honest, I predicted things would unravel exactly as they did.”

“Then why didn’t you intervene earlier?” demanded Browning.

“I could have been wrong. Even I miscalculate. And would you have believed me if I warned you? Or would you have thought I had my own hidden agenda for wanting you to back off? Would you have been receptive to anything I might have said? Or would you have freaked out that I had appeared out of nowhere again?”

Browning sighed. “Valid points. So you stowed away so you could save me if needed. And you knew that if you teleported me here and saved my life in the process, I’d be much more willing to listen to what you had to say.”

“Exactly. One last thing, and then you’re caught up. Zhang has impregnated almost a thousand women in pursuit of his agenda. I got a break two weeks ago and found the full list of these women. Almost all miscarried early on. But one made it close to term and in-utero tests showed it would be exactly what he’d been aiming for. And he had managed to reduce the gestation period further—from eight months to seven.

“Zhang had found his blueprint for a callous, calculating monster, one expected to ultimately manifest abilities that would greatly exceed even mine. Again, this is based on his notes, only partially reconstructed, so I’m unsure how he came to this conclusion.”

“You said one made it close to term,” pointed out Browning. “So the pregnancy ultimately failed. Doesn’t that mean Zhang’s conclusions were wrong?”

“No. The would-be mother was hit by a drunk driver and killed. The fetus also. Perhaps Fate intervening once again. Not that it was much of a setback. Zhang had the blueprint, and now he knew it was the winning lottery ticket. So he found one woman to be his Mary, except this time giving birth to the antichrist. I wasn’t able to reconstruct most of Zhang’s notes, but there are hints he knew her, and chose her specifically for this role.”

Ling paused to allow Browning to digest what he had said.

“The woman goes by the name Emily Greer now. But that isn’t her real name. Zhang changed her look, and had his advanced AI scrub her history from the web—no easy undertaking. He’s spared no effort to protect her from China, me, or anyone who might catch wind that he’s still alive.”

Ling raised his eyebrows. “But I found her. I played a hunch and got lucky, although I didn’t learn of my success until just after I arrived in Costa Rica.” 

“Perfect. She should be able to help you find Zhang.”

“Yes, that’s what I thought. I didn’t want to leave you, so I sent a team of mercs to Minnesota to capture her. She was meeting with an obstetrician and was heavily guarded.”

Ling lowered his eyes. “I have to admit, I also gave my men orders to butcher her security detail. I wanted to send a strong message to Zhang. Introduce some anxiety into his life, and hopefully force him into making a mistake.”

“You look as though you regret this decision.”

“No. Only the need for it. Like I said, I can be ruthless when I have to be, but that isn’t my preference. I justify it because there’s so much on the line. Either we succeed in creating a race of benevolent supermen, or Zhang succeeds in creating a race of absolute monsters. I suspect you’d make the same difficult call that I made given the stakes.”

“I would,” said Browning. “Did this woman lead you to Zhang?”

“No,” spat Ling bitterly. “They somehow failed to capture her. They managed to kill every one of her guards, but they all died in the process. Emily was reported to have been killed along with the rest.”

He shook his head. “But I don’t believe it. The men I sent had strict orders not to harm her. I’m operating under the assumption that she’s now in the wind.”

“So she was the lone survivor?” said Browning dubiously.

Ling nodded.

“How’d she manage that?”

“I have no idea. But I must be missing something. Even more reason I can use a mind reader.” Ling nodded at his guest. “So what do you say? Will you join me?”

“I doubt you’ll agree to my conditions.”

“What are they?”

“First, and most important, while you can run the show for now, once Zhang has been eliminated, I need to be put in charge. It’s my destiny to lead humanity into the future. Naturally, I’d want you to be a valued second-in-command.”

Ling paused in thought. “I have to say, before I studied you, I’d have bet my life I’d never elevate anyone above me. But I’ve come to believe this really might be your destiny. And I need you. Humanity needs you. Given what I’ve read of your history, as absurd as it first sounds, Fate does seem to be in your corner. And we can use all the help we can get.”

“So you’ll agree.”

“Yes. As long as I remain in charge until we’ve paved the way for Homo superior.” Ling raised his eyebrows. “So what are your other conditions?”

“I need your promise you’ll help me exterminate Victor, Nick Hall, and Megan Emerson.”

“You have it. But I’ve read your notes. We both know Victor is a genius. And THT is one of the most formidable groups ever assembled. The President of the United States is one of its members, along with a mind reader. So before I exterminate them, I want to use them.”

“In what way?”

“It’s a game of shifting alliances. THT was willing to work with Victor—a hated enemy who dominated the US government’s most wanted list for years—to stop you. I’m betting they’ll be willing to work with me to stop Zhang. Even if they find my existence and methods disturbing.”

“We can stop Zhang without them,” said Browning.

“Probably. But he appears to be working in the US. Don’t you think it might be useful to have America’s commander-in-chief in our corner?”

Browning considered. “And you won’t hesitate to betray them once Zhang is neutralized?”

Ling smiled. “Not for an instant,” he said. “We use them to accomplish our ends, and then once we do, we stab them in the back. We kill two birds with one stone. While betrayal is bad form, you and I are fighting for nothing less than the future of humanity. If we have to act despicably to achieve our goals, so be it.”

He stared intently at Browning. “So what do you say, Troy? Are you in?”

A slow smile spread across Browning’s face. The more he thought about Ling’s proposal, the more he liked it. And there could be no doubt that Fate had brought them together—wanted them to help each other. Ling had saved his life twice now.

He would also relish watching his hated enemies become puppets in Ling’s hands. They would help Ling eliminate a man of pure evil, and their only reward would be a sharp dagger between the shoulder blades.

“I’m in,” he said simply. “Just tell me what you need me to do.”


PART 6
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Three days after the events in Costa Rica, the genetically engineered golden child named Ling popped into existence inside the president’s bedroom without a sound. He slipped deftly back into a world of three dimensions holding nothing but an oversized piece of black duct tape in his right hand. It was three in the morning, and the White House was fast asleep, with the exception of the ever-present Secret Service agents unlucky enough to have drawn the night shift.

As Ling had expected, the room was as dark as a tomb, but his eyes were among the many evolutionary upgrades Transcend had bequeathed to him, and the higher density of rods in his retinas gave him cat-like night vision.

President Timothy Cochran was snoring lightly on the left side of a king-sized bed, one that was elegant but less ornate than Ling would have guessed.

He consulted a small electronic device to check for cameras, but none were present. Not surprising, as even the president was due privacy in his own bedroom.

Since the Secret Service carefully monitored the only door into the sleeping quarters, along with every other inch of the residence except for the bathrooms, no one could possibly enter without security knowing it. Even if an intruder were invisible, sensors would pick up his weight as he approached the room.

But the Secret Service hadn’t counted on a teleporter.

Ling studied the president’s position carefully and then swiftly slapped the duct tape over his lips, pressing it firmly into place in one precise and continuous motion. Cochran jerked awake and screamed reflexively, but with his lips glued shut, and a barrier of tape, the sound was so muffled it didn’t attract attention.

“Good morning, Mr. President,” whispered Ling politely, holding Cochran in place with gentle downward pressure. “Sorry about the tape,” he added. “I don’t plan to hurt you. I’d just like to have a short, friendly conversation.”

He reached over and flipped on a crystal lamp sitting on a nightstand nearby, causing Cochran’s eyes to slam shut as they slowly adjusted to the light. “If you agree not to shout out, I’ll remove the tape. Nod if you agree.”

Cochran looked panicked but nodded his agreement.

“Good,” said the intruder. “Remember, if you do call out, I can’t be held accountable for the consequences.”

He ripped the tape off quickly, mildly wondering if the president would be reckless enough to scream, and was pleased that he wasn’t. He released the pressure on the president, who came to a seated position on the bed facing him. Cochran’s eyes had now fully adjusted to the light, and he stared at the intruder in awe. “You!” he whispered in dismay.

“You recognize me. I’m touched.”

“What do you want?”

“I guess you weren’t listening. I want to introduce myself and say hello.”

“Is your name . . . Ling?” asked the president uncertainly.

“Very good. Apparently, your intelligence capabilities are better than I thought.” The intruder paused. “I’m here because you’re a member of a group called THT. A group I learned about from Troy Browning. Any member would have sufficed, but locating the others was more problematic than locating you. After all, the entire world knows where you live. And while you were once perfectly safe here, despite the fame of your residence, that’s not quite as true as it once was.”

Ling raised his eyebrows. “Did you happen to catch me vanishing a second before Victor’s helicopter exploded?”

Cochran sighed. “I did. And you took Browning with you.”

“Good. If you’ve heard enough rumors to guess my name, you’ve also likely heard rumors about how I escaped the blast.”

“Yes. Teleportation.”

“Exactly right. Which is how I got in here without an invitation.”

“How’d you know I’d be alone? Do you have me under surveillance?”

“No need,” replied Ling, still speaking in a low whisper. “The First Lady’s whereabouts are largely public knowledge. She left this afternoon for London to headline a fundraiser for one of her pet philanthropic causes.”

“So you can teleport. Can you also read minds?”

“I can’t. At least not yet. But let me get right to it. I’m here to ask for an audience with you and several key members of THT.”

“Not a chance,” said the president immediately.

“I wasn’t finished. I’m not asking for an in-person meeting. You’d be justified in thinking that might be a trap. My way of getting you all together in one place. I’m asking for a remote call. Video only. None of you have to be in the same room with me—and I don’t need to know where you are.”

Cochran didn’t respond.

“You must be aware that Alex can ensure the call is secure and that I have no way to trace anyone’s location.”

Cochran looked deep into the intruder’s eyes. “Which members did you have in mind?”

“You, Justin Girdler, Alex Altschuler, Heather Zambrana, Nick Hall, and Megan Emerson.” He arched an eyebrow. “Oh, and Victor also.”

“For what purpose?”

“I’d like to tell you about a dire threat that hasn’t yet hit your radar. And then ask for your help.” 

Cochran shook his head in disbelief. “Our help?” he whispered as if he hadn’t heard right. “Our help? After you stopped us from taking down Troy Browning twice. You’ve got to be kidding. How can you not know that any ally of Troy Browning is an enemy of ours?”

Ling looked slightly amused. “I get that. He’s an acquired taste, that’s for certain. He’s only a temporary ally, whom I’m working with while holding my nose.”

“I don’t believe you. Even if I did, if you’re working with him, even temporarily, you’re the enemy.”

Ling sighed. “I’d like to think I’m not. But even if I were, are you saying you’ve never agreed to have a dialogue with an enemy? Even beyond that, what do you have to lose by hearing me out?”

He raised his eyebrows. “So schedule a secure video call I can’t possibly trace. I don’t mean you or THT any harm. If I wanted to locate your fellow members and kill them, it would be easy for me to do so. I could teleport you out of here and torture you to learn their whereabouts. Or I could have brought Browning here to suck the information from your mind. The fact that I didn’t should speak volumes.”

Cochran considered this. “Why do you want Victor present?”

“I realize he isn’t officially THT, but he has access to resources that you don’t, and he’s as savvy as they come. I need all the help I can get. And he made it clear to Browning in the helicopter that he’s gone legit and wants every chance to redeem himself. So let’s give him one.”

The president remained silent.

“So how about it?” whispered Ling. “Set up a video call. If you don’t like what I have to say, end the connection. Trust me, you have everything to gain, and nothing to lose.”

Cochran blew out a long breath. “Okay,” he said warily. “I’ll set it up. But trusting you is the last thing I’ll ever do.”
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Nick, Megan, and the woman residing in their guest home who had named herself Emily finished dinner and relocated to the living room, each holding a yellow ceramic bowl filled with chocolate and peanut butter ice cream.

Emily savored a bite before letting it slide down her throat. She then settled into a reclining chair facing her hosts, who were now sitting on a couch across from her. “I can’t tell you how grateful I am for everything you’ve done for me,” she said, and deep emotion played out across her face, reflecting this sentiment. “You’ve taken me in and made me feel welcome. I’ll never be able to repay you.”

“No need,” said Megan.

“I figured you might say that. But there is something I can do. I can stay out of your hair. You are newlyweds, after all. The last thing you need is a third wheel hanging around you all the time.”

Hall shook his head. “You aren’t a third wheel. We invited you, remember?” 

“I know,” said Emily. “Because you’re compassionate people who have sympathy for my predicament. But please don’t worry about me.”

The corners of her mouth turned up into the hint of a smile. “I mean, I’m living the dream, right? I’m in hiding and being hunted by dangerous killers. I have no memory or friends. And I have nothing to do all day but read and watch TV.” She rolled her eyes. “Who could ask for more? Just try not to get too jealous.”

Megan grinned. “I’m going to give you a compliment, Emily, but don’t let it go to your head. Pregnant women who’ve survived massacres come here asking for our protection all the time. I mean, it’s almost getting cliché. But you’re our favorite. Really. You’ve been an absolute pleasure.”

“I second that,” said Hall. “We honestly enjoy your company. Which is lucky, because it didn’t have to be that way. I only wish you could read our minds to confirm it. We may not know who you are, but we do know that you’re bright, engaging, and warm, with a great sense of humor.”

“Thanks,” she said earnestly. “That really means a lot to me. But I think anyone in my situation would have a sense of humor about it. What else can you do? And when you don’t know who you are, you’re forced to live in the moment. I’ll probably turn into a wretched, humorless shrew when I get my life back.”

“Wow,” said Hall, fighting back laughter. “You really have a way with words. The humorless wretched shrew is the worst kind of wretched shrew,” he added with a twinkle in his eye.

Megan and Emily both laughed.

“But I don’t agree that anyone in your situation would have a sense of humor about it,” he added, serious once more. “For most, it would be just the opposite. Speaking as a man who’s lost his memory, I’ve come to believe amnesia doesn’t change your character. It reveals it. If you’re bitter and judgmental by nature, I don’t think you suddenly become outgoing and understanding when you lose your past. As far as being in the moment, this is true. But it’s also true that amnesia is the ultimate stressor. And you’re handling it beautifully.”

Emily nodded. “I don’t know about that,” she said with a forced smile, “but thanks. Speaking of my amnesia,” she added, “have you found any clues as to who I might be?”

“I’m afraid not,” said Megan. “Not yet. But we won’t stop until we solve this.”

“Your people found me in Minnesota,” said Emily. “Do you think I might have been born and raised there?”

“I don’t,” said Megan with the hint of a smile. “Say the following phrase: ‘Right here in Minnesota.’”

Emily looked confused but did as Megan asked. “Right here in Minnesota.”

“See,” said Megan. “There you have it. If you were born and raised there, you’d have said reet here in Minnesoda. The accent is pretty distinctive.”

“Right,” said Emily. “You betcha,” she added, using another phrase common to the state. “Good point.”

“I just checked the time,” said Hall, “and it’s later than I thought. So we need to call it a night. This has been such good fun that the time has flown by. But we do have an important videoconference in about fifteen minutes.”

Emily took the last bite of her ice cream and smiled contentedly. “Good timing,” she said, nodding at her now-empty bowl. “I guess I’ll just mosey on back to the guest house now.”

“Mosey?” said Hall in amusement. “Wretched shrew? I don’t know who you are, but I’m beginning to think you either grew up in Shakespearean times or in the Old West.”

Emily grinned. “Anything to add to my mystique.”

“I’ll tell you what,” said Megan as she escorted their guest to the door. “Nick has to leave tomorrow for an all-day . . . business trip. So why don’t we keep each other company?”

“I’d love that,” said Emily warmly. “Thanks!”

“Text me when you wake up, and we’ll throw some breakfast together.”

“Perfect,” said Emily. “Turns out I’m always hungry.”

“Well, you are eating for two.”

“Feels like I’m eating for ten.”

Upon saying this, Emily paused and tilted her head. “Something about my reply seems vaguely familiar,” she said.

She strained to will her memory back into existence but finally gave up.

“Probably just my imagination,” she added in frustration.   
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Nick Hall studied the hologram of a man who appeared to be sitting across from him with great interest, the handsome, regal image of a man named Ling. When he had been certain Ling would be killed in an explosion, he had lamented not getting the chance to solve the mystery the Chinese soldier represented.

Which once again demonstrated the old adage, be careful what you wish for.

The past several months had been more insane than usual. And given how bizarre Hall’s life had been since he woke up in a dumpster without a memory, that was saying an awful lot.

He thought fondly back to what he now realized were the good old days, when Victor was the most dangerous man he knew. But in a veritable blink of an eye, Troy Browning came on the scene and leapfrogged over Victor on the totem pole.

And now this. A man who could actually teleport. A man who could vanish from an exploding helicopter or pop into Cochran’s private bedroom in the White House without breaking a sweat. A man who could not only kill the US president and escape undetected—but could do so effortlessly.

Cochran had described his encounter with Ling at great length, and they had all agreed to honor Ling’s request. If he wanted to have a discussion with the original members of THT, he would have it. At minimum, this would give them a chance to size him up, perhaps get a better sense of what they were dealing with.

“We all know why we’re here,” began Cochran, getting straight to the point. He turned to face Ling’s holographic image. “You’ll note that everyone you asked for is in attendance.”

“Thank you,” said their Chinese guest.

“Since you’re aware of who we are without need of introductions,” said the president, “I’ll give you the floor now. This is your show, after all.”

“Thank you, Mr. President. And thanks to everyone for being here. I’m going to ask you to be patient, as there is a lot to cover. First, I’ll give you a clear picture of who I am, and how I came to be.” He smiled. “And just to give you some foreshadowing, I’m younger than I look.”

Hall’s eyes narrowed. What did that mean?

“Then,” continued Ling, “I’ll tell you why I have interest in Troy Browning and why I saved his life. In the end, I hope you’ll come to believe, as I do, that this was actually fortuitous—for me and for you. Without Troy Browning I wouldn’t have known about THT, a group well-situated to assist me. And without me, you wouldn’t have known about . . . well, about what I’ll be telling you now.” 

For the next two hours, Ling laid everything out the way he had with Browning. He began by describing China’s breakthroughs in developing tools to engineer the human germline, along with the PsyOp they had conducted to ensure rival nations would be outraged by this prospect.

He then detailed the advent of Transcend, the Politburo’s pet project, and described the man at its helm, General Zhang Wu. He painted a vivid image of a ruthless CCP zealot, organized and efficient, but also demonic in his intensity. A cruel, driven man with no compassion or remorse, and no moral compass, who relished the misery of others and loved to crack the whip.

He spoke of the combination of AI, supercomputing, and germline engineering, and of the data collected from well over fifty thousand women impregnated for the cause.

Finally, he recounted the program’s success seven years earlier, with the birth of a baby boy gifted with superintelligence and a host of other enhancements. Then, as he had with Browning, he came out with the reveal to end all reveals, introducing himself as that very infant, and describing how accelerated mental and physical development had been programmed in, allowing him to look and act like an adult human male despite being of grade-school age.

THT was a group that had long been exposed to the extraordinary, including mind reading and teleportation, but the idea that the man before them was only seven years old was the hardest thing to wrap their minds around of all. 

Ling went on to detail his use of zero-point energy and outlined the parameters of his ability to traverse higher dimensions. He then described the next generation of superhumans, embodied in an infant named Wong. He recounted how Ling’s teleportation and Wong’s emerging ability to read minds had spooked the Politburo, kicking off a massacre.

All the genetically engineered supermen—super-boys to be more accurate—had been killed in the purge. All except Ling, who had been the oldest and most capable.

“This is a good place to pause,” said Ling. “I’ve hit you with a lot of information. So before I continue, perhaps we can discuss what I’ve presented so far.”

“Your account of events is fascinating,” noted the president. “And chilling. So the CCP has been pulling out all the stops to kill you for two years?”

“That’s correct.”

“A specimen of your intellect and capabilities surely hasn’t just been playing defense all this time,” said Victor, who had raised any number of insightful questions during Ling’s two-hour presentation.

Ling smiled. “Not entirely, no. But mostly I’ve been learning, making myself as invulnerable as possible, acquiring wealth, and recruiting loyal soldiers. With the ultimate goal of creating more superhumans like myself.”

“To what end?” asked Girdler. “To rule over the rest of us?”

“No. To live in harmony. To move humanity forward. But there is someone whose goals aren’t nearly as benign. Someone who wants to replace humanity with a superior version. And who doesn’t intend for this extermination of Homo sapiens to be a gradual, or gentle, process.”

“Who, other than you, has access to Transcend’s data?” said Alex. “And has a copy of their evolved AI? You did tell us the program was destroyed.”

“It was. But like a hydra, the CCP cut off one head and three more grew back. Well, one more grew back, but three times as dangerous and virulent. I only recently learned of this. When the Politburo announced that Zhang Wu had been eliminated, they lied. Or perhaps they were deceived. Either way, I discovered that the general is very much alive—and working in America. He’s making use of the same fertility clinics I was planning to use to breed my own genetic brothers and sisters.”

Ling went on to describe how he had learned of Zhang’s efforts, and how he had been able to recover bits and pieces of a data file that hadn’t been deleted with the proper thoroughness. He also quickly detailed the redundant fail-safes Zhang planned to install on those he engineered.

“You’re painting Zhang Wu as the ultimate bad guy,” said Hall. “He’s engineering a race of supermen designed to be pure evil. While you, on the other hand, are engineering your supermen to be what—pure as the driven snow? So he’s the ultimate bad guy, and you’re the white knight coming to save us all. Is that it? Well, I’m not buying it.” 

“Good. Because that’s not what I’m selling. It’s a lot more nuanced than that. I’m not claiming to be a saint, or a hero. Not by any means. I’m well aware that those I’m planning to engineer won’t adhere to society’s current definition of virtue—or yours. Because that would result in men and women who are soft, weak, and indecisive. Who are paralyzed when confronted by tough moral choices. The CCP bred me to be bold and confident. You don’t want your supersoldiers to be lambs, getting squeamish about killing others.”

He paused. “But you don’t want them to be pure evil, either. So yes, I’m cold and calculating. I’m prepared to make the hard choices for the greater good. I’ll torture a man to death in the most horrible of ways if I can save the lives of two men. To me, it’s just a simple math equation. And I find these ethics superior to the ones you no doubt subscribe to. Although I recognize that most of society would find this reasoning repugnant.”

Ling shook his head. “So no,” he continued, “I’m not pretending to be Mother Teresa. And as a product of China’s supersoldier program, my elimination would normally be your highest priority. And I’m aware that even now, after China has disowned the program and I’m no longer working on their behalf, you still don’t subscribe to my goals. Even if you approved of them, your ethics would never allow you to condone germline engineering no matter how great the rewards.”

“You don’t know the first thing about our ethics,” said Hall. 

“Don’t be so sure. Troy Browning made quite the study of you. But more about that in a moment. Just to finish, I don’t expect you to support me. But trust me when I tell you I’m the lesser of two evils. If General Zhang succeeds, he’ll first destroy me, and then everyone else, paving the way for himself and his breed of superhuman tyrants.

“He doesn’t believe in Homo sapiens and Homo superior sharing the world. Homo sapiens and Neanderthals co-existed for a stretch, until the Neanderthals went extinct. You have to wonder if they had help. Well, in this case, you won’t have to wonder. When Homo sapiens goes extinct, it will be at the hand of Zhang Wu and the super-evolved beings he creates.”

Hall sighed. The battle for the top of the totem pole had apparently escalated further. Victor, then Browning, then Ling, and now Zhang—each more dangerous than the last. Provided that Ling was telling the truth. He was quite convincing, but then again, given his ability to teleport, Hall didn’t doubt his claim of being the greatest genius ever born. So how could he not be persuasive?

“So you want our help to find Zhang,” said Cochran.

“Yes,” said Ling emphatically. “He’s in America. And you, as commander-in-chief, can bend the entire military and intelligence apparatus of the US to your will.” 

Ling raised his eyebrows. “But don’t think of this as you helping me. Think of it as me helping you. Without me, you wouldn’t even know the threat existed. And I’m just one person. You stand to lose an entire country if General Zhang isn’t stopped.”

If the mood among the participants wasn’t somber enough, they now looked as if they were at a funeral. Which, if Ling was to be believed, would soon be taking place on a global scale.

“So how does Browning fit in?” asked Hall.

“When I learned that Zhang was at large, and his intentions, I was rattled. And I don’t rattle easily. I feared for the first time in many months that I was vulnerable again. I had long heard the legend of a man named Victor, who was reputed to have access to tech and weaponry more advanced than any government. So I sought to steal his empire out from under him.”

“If you’re hoping to win me over to your side,” said Victor dryly, “this disclosure isn’t helping.” He raising his eyebrows. “But you do get points for honesty.”

“I’m beginning to see how the dots connect,” said Hall thoughtfully. “Let me guess, finding Victor proved more challenging than you expected. So when we dangled Mateo Lopez as bait, we attracted two flies for the price of one.”

“Correct. Two flies converging on the same site in Pennsylvania. When I arrived, I could feel Browning’s presence. I could feel his mental tendrils trying to enter my mind.”

“Was he able to?” asked Altschuler.

“No. I apparently have an automatic mental reflex. Like a sneeze. My mind clamped shut to block him without my conscious knowledge. I can’t tell you how I’m able to block him, I just know that I do.”

“You must have been intrigued to encounter someone with Browning’s capabilities,” said Hall.

“I was. Very. I had felt Wong’s mental energy, but this was considerably stronger. So I decided to teleport near his location to spy on him. I hacked his team’s comms and listened. And watched.  When I confirmed the extent of Browning’s powers, it was clear that a mind reader could be quite useful in my fight against Zhang. So I helped him escape and put a tracker on him.”

“I see,” said Girdler. “Which enabled you to learn where he lived and gather further intel at your leisure.”

“Yes. I teleported in and placed bugs, stole passwords, read his journals, and so on. I learned more than I expected. First, I learned about THT. He’s obsessed with you, and with Victor.

“Second, I learned about him. His mind is more diseased than a moldy, maggot-infested piece of bread. He’s as evil as General Zhang, but highly delusional to boot. Still, he’s also resourceful and can read minds. I figured it still made sense to recruit him. To pull it off, I’d simply need to play into his god complex.” 

He paused. “I also decided to get the attention of those in this meeting. Impress two birds with one teleportation. I realized immediately that THT was working with Victor and had baited Browning for a second time. This time luring him to Costa Rica.

“I played it out in my mind and calculated that Victor would blow the helicopter. That way he could be sure of his kill and didn’t risk letting Browning anywhere near him. If I saved the day at the last moment, Browning would owe me for saving his life—a second time—and thus be more receptive to my pitch.”

Ling raised his eyebrows. “And I figured when you replayed the tape and saw me teleport out, I’d get your attention as well.”

“Nicely calculated,” said Victor, almost in admiration.

“Thank you. Events have unfolded exactly as I envisioned.”

“So now you think you’ve hit the trifecta,” said Victor. “Not too long ago, it was a face-off between you and Zhang. Now you’ve successfully recruited Browning to your side. And you’re trying to get me and THT on board as well.”

“Precisely. A formidable triumvirate, indeed. And the most unlikely array of strange bedfellows ever. First, you and THT become allies. Then me and Browning. And now all of us in one big melting pot. Working together. Hell, next thing you know dogs and cats will become best friends.”  

A look of disgust came over Ling’s face. “But rest assured,” he hissed, “when this is all over and we’ve eliminated Zhang, I’ll put Troy Browning down myself. I’m a pragmatist, and he has skills I can use. But believe me, he’s pure evil. He needs to die. There’s something about him that makes my skin crawl.”

“You aren’t alone,” said Victor.

“Despite the fact that he agreed to help me find and eliminate General Zhang, we aren’t working together shoulder to shoulder. I’d rather have acid poured in my eyes than spend a second more than I have to with that psychotic abomination. We’ve split up. He’s back to his prior life. Other than the occasional phone conversation to share progress, we’re each pursuing our own strategies.”

“Does Browning know you’re trying to ally with us?” asked Megan.

Ling nodded.

“Which means you’ve made the same promise to him. To put us all down when this is over. It’s the only way he’d even consider working with us.”

Ling laughed. “Right you are, Megan,” he said in delight. “He especially despises you and Nick. What an impressive group this is. Not bad for mere Homo sapiens.”

“So why should we believe you’ll betray him and not us?” pressed Megan.

“Because you have experience with him. You’ve gone to herculean lengths to kill him. You’ve dealt with him and know exactly how odious he is. Victor just admitted Browning makes his skin crawl, also. So who do you think I’m stringing along?”

Ling shook his head in disgust. “Browning had the gall to insist he be put in charge after Zhang is neutralized. And that I be relegated to his second-in-command. Do you think for one moment I’d take orders from an inferior? From a madman? Not a chance in hell. So use your common sense. I’m lying to one of you. Who do you think it is?”

“I think you’re lying to us both,” said Hall. “Why not? Isn’t betrayal just another simple math problem?”

“If you don’t come after me, I won’t come after you. Simple as that. You’d be fools to take me on, anyway. You’re smart enough to realize that. So let me proceed in peace, and I’ll do the same for you.”

“Forget for a moment who you’ll stab in the back when this is over,” said Girdler. “The question really is, why should we believe anything you just told us? You have the intellect to spin a complex tapestry of lies from whole cloth. And you’re able to see many moves ahead of us. So this could be part of a hidden agenda we can’t begin to comprehend.”

“You’re wise to be skeptical,” said Ling. “But you have seen me teleport. You know that much is true. And you’ve seen me move with feline grace and speed. You knew to call me Ling, so you must have heard rumors of the project.

“And now, I’ve given you much more to go on. You have the codename of the project and endless specifics you didn’t have before. So I’m not asking you to believe me without further diligence. Between the resources THT and Victor can collectively bring to bear, you should be able to verify much of what I’ve told you.”

“We’ll certainly make the attempt,” said Girdler. 

“Good. But before we adjourn, I have just a few more items to discuss. Zhang is making use of the largest chain of fertility clinics in the US, aptly named TransAmerica Fertility. Based on the extensive research I conducted, he’s impregnated over a thousand women.”  

“How?” said Cochran. “We aren’t China,” he added in contempt. “We don’t have internment camps to draw from. So how did he manage to turn more than a thousand women into his private incubators?”

“Money is its own form of power,” said Ling. “In China, Zhang used the stick. Here he used the carrot, realizing he had to play nice. He’s nothing if not adaptable. So he implemented a scheme in which he offered women contemplating in vitro fertilization a free ride if they’d sign up to be part of a clinical study he claimed to be conducting. The IVF and aftercare would all be free—a significant savings. And, if they miscarried and brought in the discharge, they’d be paid ten thousand dollars for their trouble, and a second IVF procedure would then also be on the house.

“More than half a million women in the US underwent IVF last year alone. So, as you can imagine, it wasn’t hard for him to get volunteers. And to be fair, it’s actually not the worst deal ever offered. Nearly all the women miscarried within the first month or two. Then, not only did they receive a considerable sum, but a second free pregnancy—this time the one they thought they were getting in the first place. So most ended up with the baby they wanted in the end. Everyone was happy. No complaints were made to raise any suspicions.”

“The women still had to come to terms with the first miscarriage,” said Megan. “The loss of a long-hoped-for child still leaves deep scars—even if it works out for them in the end.”

“Yeah, I’m sure Zhang Wu lost plenty of sleep over that,” said Ling sarcastically.

“If he was that active in recruiting women to carry his spawn,” said Victor, “you should be able to trace him.”

“That’s what I thought. But he kept at arm’s length throughout. More than arm’s length. He used nested cutouts to pitch the deal. None of the doctors involved had any idea who was really in charge.

“I’ve recently had Browning read the minds of several of his employees at various stages of the process, as well as several of the women who were impregnated, and none proved useful. They were paid well and had no idea who was ultimately behind the curtain. I can give you everything I have on Zhang Wu’s activities in the US when this is done, including the list of all women involved.”

“You were able to obtain the entire list?” said Girdler.

“I believe so, yes. After a lengthy and painful reconstruction of deleted files. Almost all of the women listed miscarried early on. But one made it close to term. Zhang was convinced from his tests that this child would be so superior he would put me to shame. But the mother carrying this child was killed by a drunk driver before it could be delivered.

“Still, the general had found the blueprint he needed and carefully selected one additional woman. A Mary for the antichrist. Or an Eve, if you prefer, producing the first of a hyper-evolved race.”

“And was this Eve, as you call her, on the list?” asked Cochran.

“No. But I did finally manage to find her.”

“How?” asked Hall.

“A story for another time. The important thing is that I did. Records show her to be Emily Greer, but that isn’t her real name. Zhang wiped all traces of her from the web. Anyway, she’s carrying the winning lottery ticket in her womb, which is what makes this such an urgent matter. A pregnancy for her, a ticking time bomb for us.”

Nick and Megan both tried to maintain poker faces but were shocked to their cores. They traded troubled glances. “What in the world?” transmitted Hall telepathically to his wife. “This Emily Greer has to be our Emily. No wonder she chose that name. So Ling was responsible for what happened to her. Incredible!”

“No doubt. But it does make a strange kind of sense that our two biggest mysteries connect up.”

“So where is this woman now?” asked Cochran.

Hall was impressed by the innocent way the president had asked the question. He must have realized Ling was speaking about the woman who was now living in their guest home. Like them, he was instinctively trying to keep his cards close to his chest.

A momentary flash of rage came over Ling’s features. “I don’t know where she is,” he said, as if these words were poison. “Not anymore. I finally got the lead I needed to find her while I was in Costa Rica waiting for events to unfold. I sent a team to retrieve her for interrogation. I was confident she’d provide vital information.” A look of disgust came over his face. “But my men failed.”

“Can you give us more details?” said Hall.

“The details aren’t important. The bottom line is that I sent in a seasoned team of mercenaries to retrieve her from a mansion-turned-clinic in Minnesota. But she escaped. I have no idea how she might have managed it.”  

“Wait a minute,” said Girdler, also playing dumb. “There was a big news story about a massacre in Minnesota. An obstetrician and numerous others were slaughtered. Including a pregnant woman. If we get the police report and crime scene photos, can you tell us if the deceased woman was Emily Greer?”

“I can almost guarantee that it wasn’t her, no matter what you show me. If it seems to be her, it’s just a smokescreen. The men guarding her were there to protect her. My men had strict orders not to hurt her under any circumstances.”

“But your men had no problem wiping out a dozen others,” said Girdler in disgust.

“Like I said, I’m cold and calculating. I don’t pretend otherwise. I wanted to send a message to Zhang. With stakes this high, I’m not going to pussyfoot around. Yes, it was brutal, but I make no apologies for that. I’m still the lesser of two evils, although I believe my own motivations to be for the good of mankind and not evil at all. I’m simply willing to acknowledge how they might seem to you. Your ethics appear virtuous on paper, but are ultimately not. You pat yourselves on the backs for not using torture. I use torture and pat myself on the back for saving lives.”

Ling paused to catch his breath. “But enough talk of ethics, General,” he continued. “The real question is this: do you have any information about a pregnant woman who may have fled the scene?”

Girdler shook his head. “None.”

Ling turned to the holographic image of Nick Hall and bored into his eyes. “What about you, Nick? Do you know anything more about a pregnant woman who survived the carnage in Minnesota?”

“Why would I know something the general doesn’t?”

“You’re the resident mind reader. Sometimes you know things others don’t.”

“Not this time.”

Ling turned to face Megan. “What about you?” he said. “You strike me as the kind of woman who would take special interest in a story like this. Have you heard anything we haven’t?”

“Not a thing,” replied Megan.

Ling snorted. “I think it’s time we ended this charade,” he said. “All of you are lying. Nick and Megan more so than the rest. You know far more than you’re letting on. In fact, my guess is that you have her in custody.”

“That’s absurd,” said Girdler.

“Is it absurd, Nick?”

“Yes. And your accusations are insulting.”

Ling leaned in closer to the mind reader. “You protest too much, Nick. She’s with you, isn’t she? With you and Megan. Even as we speak.”

“Looks like Troy Browning isn’t the only one who’s delusional,” said Hall.

“I can’t read minds like you and Troy, but I do have a talent for reading subtle body language. I can detect and process visual and other information much more quickly than Homo sapiens and possess a more highly developed intuition. So this isn’t a delusion. It’s a fact.”

A delighted smile spread across his face. “And it’s great news. I’m rarely surprised, but this is something even I didn’t see coming. How in the world did Emily Greer, and the events in Minnesota, end up on THT’s radar?”

No one answered.

“No matter,” he said. “I get why you’d try to play coy. We aren’t allied yet, and now that I’ve provided key information, you want to have the first crack at an interrogation. I don’t blame you. I’d have done the same. I don’t have any problem with you going first. As long as I also get a turn.”

He sighed. “And I’m afraid I’m going to have to insist on that.”
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Nick Hall’s mind raced. There was so much going on here. Ling had made all the pieces fit snugly together, like a laser-cut jigsaw puzzle. He had turned the impossible mystery of a woman named Emily and a soldier named Ling into a perfectly consistent narrative.

Which didn’t mean Hall was prepared to trust him, or give him any advantage. 

“Everyone kill your cameras now,” he said, making his and Megan’s holographic images vanish from the meeting.

“Ling, we’re all switching to audio only,” he continued as the holographic video feeds of Victor and the rest of the THT participants also blinked out of existence. “I’m sure you wouldn’t let me read your mind, so we aren’t letting you read our expressions. You’d have been wise to keep your body-language skills to yourself.”

“My decision to proceed as I did was the result of an analysis deeper than you could fathom. By insisting I could read body language well enough to be certain you were lying—which I couldn’t, by the way, not quite—I received additional body-language cues that confirmed my guess. Even so, I wouldn’t have played this card unless it was for a prize as critical as Emily Greer.”

“She isn’t a prize,” said Megan irritably.

“Sounds like you’ve developed some affection for her. She could well be a saint for all I know. That doesn’t change the fact that she’s carrying the prototype of a hyper-evolved human being. Or that she might be able to lead us to Zhang, allowing us to prevent the eventual extinction of your species.”  

“She can’t help us,” said Hall bluntly.

“Which is why you and I should explore what she knows together. I’m aware you can read her thoughts and memories. But you may not know quite where to look, or you may miss the significance of something you read.”

Hall switched the camera back on, and his holographic image appeared to all meeting participants once again. “Look at me closely,” he said to the Chinese supersoldier. “Emily Greer was injected with a potent memory erasure drug called Erase 190. She doesn’t remember her own name, or anything else. She has absolute, total amnesia. Irreversible amnesia.”

He switched off the camera once more. “You’re the body language expert, Ling. Am I lying?”

Ling cursed. “Apparently, the op was an even bigger disaster than I thought,” he said bitterly. “She or one of her guards must have dosed her with the drug. But even if she can’t lead us to Zhang, her capture is critically important. When we kill the spawn inside her, the general will suffer a major setback.”

“You want us to abort a late-term fetus without the mother’s consent?” said Megan.

“Yes! You have no other choice. You can’t let her child be born. And you need to do it soon. Zhang sped up gestation even further, so it might be born sooner than you think. And given his experience with the fetus killed by a drunk driver, he’s certain he’s found the perfect recipe.

“I’ve found circumstantial evidence that he’s recently impregnated hundreds of women with the new blueprint. Women on a new list I’ve never seen. And this time he’s shooting for a fifty/fifty mix of male and female offspring. If this many reach the age of two or three, I’m convinced they’ll be unstoppable.”

Megan looked horrified, both by the prospect of what might become of Emily, and what might become of the human race.

“And after you abort the child,” added Ling, “you need to cut Emily loose. Being anywhere near her is suicide for both of you, even after the baby’s out of the picture. Do you think Zhang Wu is just taking her loss in stride? At this very second, he’s moving mountains to find her. If you think your secrecy and security will stop him—think again.”

“I can read if any attacker comes within five miles of her,” said Hall.

“Can you?” replied Ling. “Can you, really? Seems to be a lot of unreadable soldiers running around these days. Browning told me all about his encounters with them in Pennsylvania. Hell, you’ve even turned them into human Faraday cages, haven’t you?”

“What makes you say that?” said Hall.

“At first Browning didn’t want to risk getting anywhere near DC. He suspected you’d be in the White House waiting for this move. And you’d be able to detect him and direct forces against him.

“But he finally gave it a go before leaving for Costa Rica. Turns out he couldn’t read the president. He chalked it up to the president not actually being there as advertised. But it occurred to me that these soldiers immune to your mind reading could shield the president if configured correctly.”

“Now he tells us,” transmitted Hall telepathically to his wife. “Where was he when we needed him?”

Megan grinned, glad she was no longer on camera.

“Good try, Ling,” said Hall out loud. “But this digression is just a tactic to scare us into doing what you want.”

“Which isn’t going to happen,” added Megan. “We aren’t going to forcibly abort a woman’s pregnancy because of a wild story you told us, which may or may not be true.”

Ling gritted his teeth as though trying to prevent flames from shooting from his mouth. He visibly calmed himself. “Okay, fair enough,” he said, trying to sound reasonable. “I understand I have credibility issues. So while you’re working your sources to verify Transcend, get a sample of Emily’s blood. Fetal cells can be isolated from this and sequenced. Put a rush on it. Trust me, the sequence you get back will be unique in the annals of human experience. Then you’ll have no choice but to believe what I’m telling you.”

“That’s an acceptable path forward,” said Cochran. “We’ll begin vetting your story as soon as this call ends, including sequencing fetal DNA.”

“Thank you,” said Ling. “I should also mention that while the DNA will be unlike any ever seen, it won’t give you the blueprint to copy what General Zhang has done.”

“Why not?” asked Heather. “It should.”

“Transcend designed in complex systems to prevent their engineered genomes from being reverse engineered. Genes were introduced coding for enzymes that remove sections of DNA from cells after the DNA is no longer needed for fetal development. Critical sections. Basically, Zhang can erase enough of his work that it can’t be reconstructed without his blueprint.”

“Transcend’s genetic engineering accomplishments are even more extraordinary than I thought,” said Heather.

“You have no idea. The bottom line, though, is that Zhang’s distorted version of the program has to end. I don’t care how wonderful this Emily is. I’m not asking you to kill her. I’m asking you to end her pregnancy, something that happens millions of times a year around the world.”

There was a long silence in the room.

“Okay, Ling,” said the president finally. “You’ve made your point. If we confirm your information, we’ll likely be willing to work with you to locate Zhang Wu.”

He paused. “With respect to the woman whose alias is Emily Greer, if her baby’s DNA checks out as . . . different, we can discuss the best way to proceed. Your proposal may well be the best one, as odious as it is. But that remains to be seen.”

“Fair enough,” said Ling. “But when my information checks out and you decide you have no choice but to partner with me, I need to know what you know about the situation in Minnesota. I’ve been honest with you, and I expect the same. I’ve overlooked this for now, but there is no way you should have Emily Greer with you. No way you should know anything about her.

“Was THT tipped off? Were you at the mansion when my men arrived? Is that why they were defeated? Who, or what, did you think Emily was? You have me stumped, and that’s rarer than a total eclipse. I don’t like it. Also, the answers could be critical in completing our joint mission.”

“You make a fair request,” said Cochran. “If our vetting checks out, we’ll seriously consider answering your questions.”

“Good. I’ll provide contact information so you can get back to me when it checks out—which it will. But don’t take too long. The clock is ticking. And stay alert. You’d be wise not to underestimate General Zhang.”

“Or you,” said Cochran.

“Or me,” agreed the Chinese supersoldier.

“Don’t worry,” said the president. “We have no intention of underestimating either of you.”
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As soon as the video call ended, Girdler instituted a second, just as secure as the first but without Ling in attendance.

“That was . . . eye-opening,” said Cochran. “And alarming. Our intelligence services are failing badly,” he added. “How can we be oblivious to this many earthshattering developments?”

“To be fair,” said Girdler, “the Mossad, GRU, MI6, BND, and other agencies around the world are just as in the dark as we are. Or at least as we were—until a few hours ago. The CCP outdid itself this time.”

“What do you make of Ling?” asked the president.

Girdler sighed. “He’s as shrewd as I’ve ever seen, and I headed PsyOps. And for him to be this shrewd at the chronological age of seven, his brilliance and ability to learn must be unfathomable. For example, he grasped right away how unreadables might be used to shield minds. I’d wager he’s as smart as he thinks he is—and that’s saying a lot. He might have told us the truth, in which case we’ll eliminate the threat together and go our separate ways. Still problematic, but better than the alternative. If he decides to betray us afterwards, I don’t like our chances.”

“Yes, he poses a major threat,” said Cochran. “But it isn’t insurmountable. We know enough not to be surprised now. And we have the resources of an entire country.”

“Maybe so,” said Girdler. “But China has pulled out all stops to get him, and he doesn’t appear the least bit troubled by their attempts. Teleportation is as big a game changer as mind reading. And there can be no certainty he won’t still develop the latter. For all we know he’ll continue to get stronger and stronger. If this is him at seven, imagine him at ten. Or twenty. He’ll look the same, but if he’s smart enough to perfectly emulate a grown man now, the sky is the limit.”

“What if he’s right?” said Alex Altschuler. “What if Zhang is removing all guardrails? What if his engineered super-beings do leave Ling in the dust? What if they can teleport, read minds, and are also clairvoyant? Who knows what else. Let’s face it, the fetal DNA is likely to be as unique as Ling says, or he wouldn’t have insisted we sequence it. So no matter how worrisome this guy is, we need to take the idea of teaming up with him very seriously.”

“I suspect that’s what will end up happening,” said the president. “Don’t forget that America allied with Joseph Stalin to defeat Hitler. If we have to team up with Ling to defeat Zhang Wu, so be it. Sometimes you have to do what you have to do.”

“Defeating Zhang is one thing,” said Megan. “But are we really willing to forcibly abort Emily’s baby? Even if we prove the baby is . . . unique?”

“I don’t know,” said the president. “Certainly not without a lot of thought. What do you two make of Emily?”

“She’s impressive,” said Hall. “Super likable, and seems to be a good person. She’s handling amnesia better than I did. And she’s smart. I try to stay out of her mind, but it’s extremely agile. If Zhang wanted a brilliant, healthy, well-adjusted woman to carry the first of a superior race, he chose well.”

The president nodded thoughtfully and then locked his eyes on Justin Girdler. “What are your recommendations, General?”

“We need to change locations and lie low. All of us. And especially you, Mr. President.  I think Ling will give us a few days to come around, but if we don’t, I don’t doubt he’ll take matters into his own hands. Right now, you know where Nick, Megan, and Emily are living. So he can just teleport Browning inside your unreadable buffer zone in the White House to get their location.”

“Understood,” said Cochran.

“Nick and Megan,” continued the general, “you need to pull up stakes and get the hell out of Kentucky. Don’t tell any of us where you are. If we don’t know, Ling can’t get the information out of us. Not to mention Zhang Wu. If I hadn’t been so paranoid scanning Emily for tracking devices, Zhang would have located you already.”

Megan sighed. “Like the old adage says, it isn’t paranoia if someone really is out to get you. And Ling is right. The answer to how we ended up with Emily Greer will likely prove critically important.”

“We’ll leave first thing in the morning,” said Hall. “As you said, Ling’s not likely to push matters for a few days. He’ll first want to give us a chance to agree to work with him and abort the baby on our own.” 

“First thing in the morning should work,” said the general. “I’ll have a doctor from a nearby black site laboratory delivered to your doorstep at the crack of dawn. He’ll take blood from Emily and rush it off for fetal cell isolation and sequencing.

“Alex, I’ll need you to set up a method for Nick and Megan to communicate. You, Nick, and Victor can already use virtual telepathy with each other due to your implants. But I want Nick and Megan to be able to communicate with any of us without fear the call can be traced.”

“You got it,” said Alex.

“We need to tell Emily what’s going on,” said Megan.

There was a long silence. “Agreed,” said Girdler finally. “It’s the right thing to do. Although you can’t help but feel sorry for her. That’s quite a lot to burden her with when she’s already suffering from amnesia.”

“Who knows,” said Cochran, “once she’s up to speed, she might be the one insisting that her baby be aborted.”

“From what I know of her,” said Megan, “I’d be stunned if that were true. But we’ll see.”

“Look,” said the president, “I know you’ve come to like her. But while you’re in hiding, there’s a very good chance you’ll need to end the pregnancy, with or without her consent. If the fetus has been engineered, I don’t think we can risk it being born. Ling is right. We can’t risk humanity’s future because we’re reluctant to force a single abortion.”

The president sighed. “I’m really sorry,” he added grimly. “It hasn’t come to that yet. But if it does, it might be helpful psychologically to imagine that she isn’t carrying a child. She’s carrying Pandora’s Box.”


PART 7
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Emily Greer had stopped agonizing over who she might be days earlier. There was no point to it. Her memory wasn’t coming back, at least not without an antidote made using the exact composition of Erase 190 she had been dosed with as a reference.

Still, her complete lack of a past gnawed at her. Like losing one’s keys a million times over, it was maddening. A feeling of dismay, that the universe was somehow unjust, and that the keys were in some strange location, in a crevice behind a desk, for example, laughing at her for her inability to find what should never have been lost in the first place.

It was the mystery of it that was the most exasperating. An itch she couldn’t scratch.

Ironic. She couldn’t remember anything about herself, but she could remember exactly what it felt like to lose keys. It was a strange world she had fallen into.

She was important, that much was obvious. But she didn’t feel important. She certainly didn’t feel like the kind of person who could be the cause of a deadly battle between trained mercenaries.

Finally, Emily forced herself to let it go. Live day by day until the answers presented themselves or she forged a new life for herself. She was with the famous Nick Hall and his remarkable wife, and counted herself lucky. Where would she be without them?

They had fed her, housed her, and bought clothing and toiletries and everything else she needed. They provided companionship, and good will, and a shoulder to cry on. Living within range of a mind reader was disturbing, but Hall was a good man, and she believed he did his best to give her privacy.

All in all, Emily was either naturally happy, or was being soothed by the pregnancy, and Nick and Megan had noted that she seemed to glow from within, radiating a contentment, a joy, they had seen with a few other expectant mothers in their time.

But just as she was making peace with her new life, finding ways to make the best of it, everything changed once again.

She had been in a deep sleep at six that morning when a rap at the door had awakened her. Her visitor, Megan, had carried a large empty suitcase to her door, apologized for waking her, and told her she needed to get ready for the day and pack for an extended journey. Megan went on to reassure her that they were leaving out of an abundance of caution, weren’t aware of any imminent threat, and would explain more when they were on the road.

Emily had readied herself in record time, and they had left in a silver Tesla four-door sedan, but only after a visitor arrived by helicopter at six thirty and drew several vials of her blood.

Hall made her aware that the Tesla had been outfitted with prototype technology that made it invisible to street cameras. It also contained a signal suppressor, such that no bugs or trackers could broadcast from its vicinity, including of the type they had found embedded in her femur. Audio and video calls could be made in and out through the car’s oversized touchscreen monitor, which Alex had made absolutely secure, un-hackable—even by Tesla itself. 

Just a typical morning in bizzaro-world, she thought at one point, laughing at the absurdity of the situation because she didn’t know enough to cry.

But that changed. Quickly.

As they drove, Nick and Megan took turns filling her in on their discussion with a genetically engineered Chinese supersoldier named Ling. At times, given that Hall’s implants could act as perfect recorders, he played back the exact exchanges that had taken place during their videoconference so she could hear it from the horse’s mouth.

It was utterly horrifying. More than fifty thousand innocent women had been used as human guinea pigs, all but a few destined to lose the life they carried inside them. And even those few women who went to term either had their babies put to death or gave birth to souped-up killing machines. 

And that was before the CCP had panicked over Wong and Ling and massacred twenty-nine of their own creations.

So much effort. So much horror. So much bloodshed.

Over what? Over mankind’s unquenchable need to find better and better ways to kill. It was unconscionable.

And, finally, the ultimate nightmarish revelation.

Emily Greer learned that the most lethal, cruel, and uncaring being the world had ever seen was currently residing in her very own womb.
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They drove in silence for almost ten minutes as Nick and Megan left their fellow passenger alone with her thoughts.  

Hall finally pulled into the Golden Yolk restaurant, which an instant search using his internal internet connection had indicated was highly regarded.  As usual, the information appeared in his mind without his conscious awareness of having explicitly asked for it.

A 2D video call came in from Justin Girdler just as they were about to leave the car, displayed on the oversized dashboard touchscreen that Tesla was famous for, and which Alex had modified for ultra-secure communications. The call lasted less than a minute, with the general simply wanting to confirm they were making progress toward their eventual destination, and asking them to call him when they had put down temporary roots.

When the brief call ended, they entered the restaurant. Megan requested a table far away from other customers, and she and Nick parked themselves across from Emily. They each ordered breakfast, with the pregnant woman among them ordering the most, a large stack of pancakes, a three-egg omelet, and sides of bacon, hash browns, and toast.

Once the waitress left, Nick faced Emily, looking concerned about her well-being. “So,” he asked softly, “what are your thoughts?”

“Don’t you already know them?”

He sighed. “I have to admit, they’ve become too overpowering to completely ignore. But because you’ve been frantically attempting to sort this all out, they’ve also been a bit scattered. I haven’t gotten a coherent sense of where you stand.”

“Right,” said Emily. “And Megan can’t read minds at all.”

Hall nodded. “So, as usual, I’d ask that we have a normal, back-and-forth conversation.”

“Of course,” said Emily with a sigh. “And you’re right, my mind has been all over the place.”

She tilted her head in thought, deciding where to begin. “At first I was utterly horrified. I still am. But the more I’ve considered everything you told me Ling said, the more convinced I am that it doesn’t add up. It’s obvious there’s a lot going on here we don’t know, right? And we can all agree we’d be fools to blindly trust him. He’s a supersoldier, designed to be callous and cold, with non-existent ethics. He’ll do whatever is necessary to achieve his goals, with lying being the least of it.”

“His story has checked out,” said Megan. “At least so far.”

“I don’t doubt it,” said Emily. “The best lies, the best misdirects, are mostly true. That’s the art, right? Someone of his genius could be quite skillful in choosing the exact right words, the exact right presentation, to get us looking in a direction that tests as true while blinding us to hidden lies.”

Megan thought about this for several seconds and then gestured to the woman across the table. “Go on.”

“So here’s the thing that troubles me most. Why would I cooperate with Zhang? I may have lost my memory, but I do know this about myself—I’m horrified, sickened, by what he’s trying to do. That must mean something. I’m repulsed by what Ling says is in my womb.”

She shook her head. “If I had been aware I was carrying the next Adolf Hitler—worse, a teleporting, mind-reading, superhuman Adolf Hitler—one created to help General Zhang wipe out Homo sapiens, why would I ever go along with it?

“I wouldn’t,” she continued adamantly, answering her own question. “Even if I had been forced into the IVF procedure at gunpoint, I’d have found a way to abort the pregnancy early on.”

Megan sighed. “Maybe you were just duped,” she said, although it was clear she didn’t really believe it.  

“Hard to imagine,” said Emily. “I’d have to be epically gullible—and stupid.”

“Yeah,” said Hall. “And the truth is, you’re quite bright. Based on the short time I’ve been in your mind, I’d even say brilliant. And savvy.”

Emily frowned. “Too bad,” she said with a wistful smile. “Because we all know I’d prefer to believe I was duped. Then I wouldn’t have to wonder why I went along with this. But there’s no way. Even if I sought out IVF of my own free will, I’d never think there was anything normal about my pregnancy. When I entered that mansion in Minnesota, I had my full memory. There is no conceivable way I’d believe getting a checkup at a house in the middle of nowhere was normal. A house filled with leading-edge equipment and an obstetrician who flew there—apparently just for me.”

She paused as the waitress returned with their food and set plates down in front of them.

“It is hard to get past that,” said Hall. “Zhang could have come up with an elaborate lie to explain away the need for special check-ups. But how do we explain your willingness to erase your own memory?”

Emily nodded miserably. “Or how I had the wherewithal to write a message in blood and situate my body so I was pointing at it. Not the actions of an innocent woman fooled into believing she was undergoing a normal pregnancy.”

Hall swallowed a forkful of his cheddar-cheese omelet and nodded thoughtfully. “The trillion-dollar question is, how did you know to ask for me? If we could answer that, I think we’d be a lot closer to solving the entire mystery.”

Megan nodded at the woman across from her. “Ling doesn’t know you asked for Nick,” she said. “But he’s dying to learn how you ended up with us. If we refuse to tell him how this came to be, I suspect he’ll do whatever it takes to find out.”

“I agree,” said Emily, who had yet to touch the numerous plates of food she had ordered. “But getting back to what I was saying, none of it makes sense. Zhang Wu, or one of his representatives, somehow got me to carry a gun, ten thousand dollars in cash, Erase 190, and travel to a mansion in the boonies for a checkup.”

“Which means you had to be in the loop,” said Megan.

“Right. But if I was, why would I ever be willing to erase my own memory to protect a Chinese general and the antichrist inside me? Nick, you said yourself that amnesia doesn’t hide one’s true nature, it reveals it.”

Hall issued a heavy sigh. “I did. Which just means that even though Ling’s story is likely to check out, we’re still missing something big. If Zhang is evil, you never would have helped him.”

“But how is Zhang not the bad guy?” said Megan. “Emily is almost certainly carrying a fetus with engineered genes. And germline engineering is widely condemned around the world. At minimum, Zhang is breaking international law.”

“To be fair,” said Emily, “Nick could be wrong about amnesia revealing one’s true character. Maybe I knew I was helping a monster and didn’t care. Maybe I’m just as bad a person as General Zhang.”

“I don’t believe that,” said Hall emphatically. “I’ve been in a lot of heads, and I read nothing but kindness and empathy in yours. Besides, you knew about me, and THT, and that I was living in Kentucky. If you and Zhang were in league, he’d know this information also. If he did, you’d think he’d already have come after you.”

“Good point,” said Emily. “But suppose we were in league and he did know about you. In that case, he was the one who probably instructed me to find you in an emergency. Which, again, makes no sense. Why send me to you and THT? Why send me to a powerful group sure to become his natural enemy?”

“Another great point,” said Hall.

They continued to discuss possibilities for the next thirty minutes while Emily consumed more food than her two hosts combined.

“Well, at least we may have solved one mystery,” said Hall when she finished her last bite.

Both women looked on expectantly.

“The mystery of your ravenous appetite,” he said. “Super babies require more food.”

Emily considered. “Maybe. But Ling did say they only grew faster, not bigger.”

“He did,” said Hall. “But accelerated growth probably takes more energy. And even if it doesn’t, the human brain is well known to burn a large percentage of the body’s calories. And Ling also said your baby’s brain is considerably more dense than normal, and structurally of an entirely different order.”

A broad smile spread over Emily’s face. “I guess you’ve found the silver lining when it comes to me carrying the antichrist,” she said wryly. “I can eat unlimited calories and barely gain any weight.”

Megan smiled. “Maybe that’s why you agreed to do it,” she said in amusement. “Hard to pass up a gift like that.”

They chatted for a few more minutes before Hall paid the bill and they returned to the car.

“I was too preoccupied to ask before,” said Emily as she entered the silver Tesla, “but where are we going? And how can we be sure we’ll be safe?”

“Actually,” said Megan, raising her eyebrows, “we won’t know for a few hours—give or take. Depending on how many minds Nick needs to read before hitting the jackpot.”

Emily looked confused.

“Megan and I are old hands at this,” explained Hall. “We’re heading for the greater Cincinnati Airport in Hebron, Kentucky, just across the Ohio River.”

“The Cincinnati airport is in Kentucky?” said Emily.

“It is,” said Hall. “I have no idea why.”

“Are we flying somewhere?”

Hall smiled. “No. But a lot of people at the airport will be. Childless couples. Families going on vacation. And so on. I just have to read minds until I come across the perfect traveler. One who has a home off the beaten path. Who’s going away for at least a week. Who doesn’t have a housekeeper or neighbor coming to feed the cat or water the plants. And who has a keypad garage entry. Or a hidden key. I also scan minds for alarm system information, and the passwords necessary to deactivate them.”

“Wow,” said Emily in admiration. “You’ve really thought this through.”

“We have,” said Hall. “We’ve had to do it before. And while . . . borrowing . . . a stranger’s home is pretty contemptible, our goal will be to leave the place exactly the way we found it.”

Emily raised her eyebrows. “Then we’d better buy a lot of food before we arrive,” she said with a broad grin. “Or else I’m pretty sure I’ll have picked their pantry clean by the time we leave.”
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Just four hours later Nick Hall punched in the entry code on a keypad attached to a garage, and he and his two female companions cautiously entered their new home.

And what a home it was.

Opulence wasn’t a requirement, but more expensive homes often came with more land and more privacy, which they valued above all else. And if you were going to invade someone’s home to make it a hideout, you might as well find a good one. It was also true that large, wide-open spaces, beautiful views, and an immaculately clean interior did tend to reduce anxiety and increase feelings of tranquility.

And they could use all the tranquility they could get.

Their temporary hideout was located within the township of Mason, Ohio, an enclave of woods and lakes twenty-two miles northeast of downtown Cincinnati that was as serene as it was magnificent, especially in the fall when nature painted countless trees a wide array of breathtaking colors.

The house they had chosen abutted a large lake peppered with ducks, and was surrounded by woods on the other three sides. But just so the residents wouldn’t forget that civilization existed, fireworks could be heard in the distance at ten each night, set off like clockwork by nearby King’s Island, a world-renowned amusement park sporting fifteen massive roller coasters, a thirty-three-acre water park, and numerous other attractions that brought more than three million visitors each year. 

The home belonged to James and Nancy Nyman, a handsome couple who had recently become empty-nesters and were spending two weeks in Paris. After entering, Hall had quickly used a second password he had read from Nancy Nyman’s mind to disable the alarm system. He then took a comprehensive tour of the residence, creating a video recording with his eyes so that no pillow would be out of place when they left.

Once they settled in, Nick and Megan set up a videoconference with Justin Girdler as he had requested. The three of them sat at the kitchen table, and the holographic presence of the general soon joined them there.

“Wow, nice place,” said Girdler by way of greeting. “Let me guess, you’ve taken on jobs as house-sitters?”

Megan laughed. “Exactly. No houseplants will perish on our watch. And we’re doing it free of charge.”

“Very generous,” said Girdler. “Just remember not to give me any hints as to where you are.”

“We won’t,” said Hall. “So what’s up?”

“America’s entire intelligence apparatus—and Victor’s organization—are following up on what Ling told us. It’s been less than a day, but it’s all checking out so far. We’ll have an analysis of the fetal genome by tomorrow morning.”

“Good,” said Megan.

“Still, I didn’t ask for this call to discuss the ongoing vetting. While you were on the road, I consulted with Alex Altschuler, Bob Siegel, Joe Lazear, and the president. I don’t like the idea of you being displaced and having to watch your back for an indefinite period while we chase a phantom. I think we need to force the play here. I convinced the others as well.”

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

“I hung on to the tracker we extracted from Emily’s femur. My scientists have been dying to reverse engineer the tech, since it’s so novel, but I haven’t let them. So I say we set a trap and turn it back on.”

“Zhang will know it’s a trap,” said Megan.

“Very likely,” agreed the general. “But we’ll do our best to convince him it’s real.”

“How?” said Hall. “Trackers don’t go dead for over a week and then miraculously come back on.”

“True, but I do have a background in PsyOps.”

“Yeah, how could I forget?” said Hall, shaking his head. “That was your job back when you were trying to kill me. So what’s the con?” He smiled. “I mean PsyOp, of course.”

Girdler smiled. “As you know, we had the news report that a pregnant woman matching Emily’s description was found dead at the scene. But I’ve already begun spreading rumors throughout the intelligence community that this wasn’t true. That she was actually found alive. But given the circumstances, false information was spread about her demise to fool those hunting for her.”

Megan nodded. “Nothing legitimizes a PsyOp better than admitting to a previous PsyOp.”

“The more truth you can blend in, the better,” said Girdler. “Then, we’ll arrange to have a power outage covering all of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, including the Allegheny National Forest. A blackout lasting about a minute.”

“That’s where Tartarus is located,” noted Hall thoughtfully. “That can’t be a coincidence.”

“It isn’t,” said the general. “In fact, I’m calling you now from within Tartarus. I brought the tracker with me. I’ll turn it on for the precise duration of the power outage, and then turn it back off.”

“What’s Tartarus?” asked Emily.

“It’s a subterranean black-site facility,” said Girdler. “For holding and interrogating important prisoners, but also for protecting high-value persons under threat. It’s pretty extensive. Military tunneling and excavation technology can do remarkable things these days. You’d be amazed by how spacious it is, how many buildings and open spaces are down there.”

“I’m sure I would,” said Emily.

“So keep going,” said Hall. “What else does this op entail?”

“Nothing else,” said Girdler with a smile. “I’m going for minimalism. For the fewest moves needed for Zhang to draw his own conclusions.”

“I think I get what you’re trying to do,” said Megan.

“I don’t,” admitted her husband.

Megan grinned. “That’s because the general’s out of mind-reading range and you’ve been getting spoiled.”

“Or maybe you’re just that impressive, Megan,” said the general affectionately.

“Why can’t both be true?” said Megan with a gleam in her eye.

“I assume you are going to spell it out for those of us still in the dark,” said Emily.

“Of course,” said the general. “Megan, do you want to give it a shot?”

“Sure. Let’s see if I have this right. You’re counting on Zhang to have an AI or other system that alerts him the moment it detects Emily’s tracker. When it comes on for almost a minute, and then turns off again, he’ll think it must be a trap. Like we said, trackers don’t go off for a week and then miraculously turn back on for a short period.

“Still, he’ll investigate the tracker’s location. How can he not? If he’s very good, he’ll discover it’s at the center of an off-the-books black-site holding facility. Soon thereafter he’ll discover a city-wide blackout occurred at the precise time he got the signal, and then stumble across rumors that whoever found Emily faked her death to try to protect her. 

“Then, if your plan works, he’ll follow your false breadcrumb trail, beginning at the mansion in Minnesota. Emily wasn’t killed there, he’ll conclude. She was found alive in the middle of a war zone. Those who found her wanted to keep her safe, so they faked news of her death and transported her to a black site facility near Pittsburgh, known for housing witnesses about to testify against the mob, or others who need next-level protection. Finally, just for good measure, they made sure to cut off all carrier signals during her journey, just in case they missed a bug or tracker.”

“Right,” said Girdler. “Standard procedure in this kind of situation.”

“And there’s little chance Zhang will guess you found the device embedded in Emily’s femur,” added Megan. “As you’ve said, this is unprecedented technology. Only the most paranoid person alive could have found it.”

“Really?” said the general, pretending to be hurt. “You’re sticking with paranoid.  Can we change that to thorough and insightful?”

“Sorry,” said Megan. “Only the most thorough and insightful person alive could have found it.”

“Much better,” said Girdler with a smile.

“To continue,” said Megan, “Zhang will conclude that Emily was transported to Tartarus to provide her with the maximum protection from those after her. That she’s probably being housed in one of the separate apartments on site. He may also conclude that she erased her own memory, so she doesn’t know what’s going on.”

“Right,” said Girdler. “And if he’s able to get intel on Tartarus, he’ll note that its security protocols call for all electromagnetic signals, in or out, to be automatically suppressed for security reasons, except within a narrow frequency used by site personnel.”

“But the facility-wide signal suppressor needs power,” said Hall, completing the analysis. “So he’ll come to the obvious conclusion that when the electrical grid went down, the tracker was finally able to do its job once again.”

“Exactly,” said Girdler. “Hopefully Zhang has the intel-gathering capabilities and logical skills to piece our false narrative together. He’ll still suspect it’s a trap, no doubt, but he’ll also have to acknowledge Emily really could have been at Tartarus the entire time. And that the power outage was the lucky break he needed to find her.”

“That is truly impressive,” said Emily in admiration. “If deception were chess, General, you’d be a grandmaster.”

Girdler winced. “Thanks,” he said, “but I’m not sure the ability to deceive is widely seen as a virtue.”

“True,” said Emily. “But I’m assuming you only use your powers for good, not evil.”

Girdler laughed. “I’d like to think so, yes.”

“This plan should work,” said Hall. “Zhang will have to admit Emily might just be where the tracker indicates and react accordingly.”

“How he’ll react is a big question mark,” said the general. “But it’s worth doing the experiment. We turn the tracker back on and see what happens. Ling is convinced General Zhang recently used his winning genetic formula to impregnate hundreds of women in addition to Emily. Given accelerated gestation, they’re probably only about six months behind Emily’s baby.” 

He shrugged. “So let’s see just how important Emily is to him. Maybe he’ll come for her. Well, have his underlings come for her. I doubt he’ll risk himself. On the other hand, maybe he won’t be willing to take any chances. Maybe he’ll just write her off. After all, he has plenty of backup super-babies coming along. Sorry, Emily,” he hastened to add, “I don’t want to make it sound like you’re just a generic commodity.”

“That’s okay. I’m sure that’s exactly what I am to Zhang Wu. So, please, continue. And don’t worry about my feelings.”

Girdler sighed. “We’ll learn something either way. He’ll know it might be a trap and Emily isn’t really there. Even if she is, the facility is all but impregnable. Obviously, the hope is that she’s worth so much to him that he’s willing to come after her despite these obstacles.”

“Be careful what you wish for,” cautioned Hall. “According to Ling, he’s pretty damn scary.”

“How scary can one man be?” said Girdler. “Especially since he’s just a Homo sapiens. Even if he’s certain Emily isn’t really at Tartarus, he’ll realize whoever turned on the tracker to set the trap does know where she is. In that case, his goal will be to capture one of us at the site for interrogation.”

“And our goal,” said Hall, “assuming he doesn’t show, is to capture one or more of his people to do the same. Hoping to get a lead on him.”

“That’s right. But in this game of chicken, we’ll have a decisive edge. Because we don’t need to capture anyone to get information. We’ll have you, Nick. Not in harm’s way. Not inside Tartarus or anywhere near where the action is likely to be—but within mind-reading range. You can get all the information we need the moment General Zhang or his people get close. And if they do plan to attack the site, you’ll be there to warn us and read their movements and strategy.”

“I should be inside Tartarus,” said Hall. “In the eye of the storm. That will maximize my coverage.”

“That will also be Zhang’s target. I won’t risk you for this. If he does attack, we should be able to win pretty easily, even without you.”

“Exactly,” said Hall. “Since the site is impregnable, there’s no risk of me being inside.”

“The site is almost impregnable. We have no idea what the general might be capable of. He might have access to Chinese-issued bunker-buster bombs. He might decide he’d prefer Emily dead, even if he has to take out the entire site.”

“Why would he kill his own prize?” asked Hall.

“So no one else gets her. So she can’t provide information. So her baby can’t be studied. Who knows how he thinks? It isn’t worth the risk. We’ll plant you safely on the periphery and hope for the best. I’m afraid I have to insist.”

Hall sighed. “If that’s what you want,” he said, “that’s what we’ll do. It’s your op.”

“Thank you.”

“Do you plan to tell Ling about this?” asked Megan.

“Just that we’re mounting an op, but no details. We can’t risk any interference. Chances are we’ll end up working together, so we shouldn’t begin a relationship by keeping him completely in the dark. Just mostly in the dark,” he added with a smile.

“When will you start?” asked Hall.

“Depends on when you can be here. Do you need me to send a jet or helo for you, or can you make it by car?”

The driving time between Mason, Ohio, and the Allegheny National Forest in Pennsylvania was five hours, information Hall accessed from the web so smoothly it seemed to come from his own memory. “I’ll drive there,” he said. “That way, there’s no chance our location can be compromised. I can be there in six hours.”

He doubted Megan and Emily would need a car while he was gone, but if they did, James and Nancy Nyman had two luxury cars in the garage and had been kind enough to leave the keys. 

“Sounds good,” said Girdler. “Call me when you’re an hour out and I’ll tell you where to go.”

“How much time will you give Zhang to take the bait?” asked Hall.

“We’ll kill the city’s power and activate the tracking device the moment you’re here and in position. It’s a bit arbitrary, but we can’t wait forever. I say we give him forty-eight hours from tomorrow at dawn to make a move. If he’s going to react, he’ll likely do so in this time period.”

“Assuming he’s even monitoring Emily’s tracker,” said Megan, “and can hack secure computers to get the intel we’re counting on him to find.”

“Yes. But if he does have the capabilities to piece the false puzzle together, it will happen quickly. If Nick doesn’t read any minds casing the area and all remains quiet for two entire days, we’ll pull up stakes and hope our investigation hits pay dirt in other areas.”

Nick Hall blew out a long breath. He hated the idea of leaving Megan and Emily to fend for themselves. But he would be indispensable in Pennsylvania. And they were safe. Not a single soul had any idea where they were staying.

“Sounds good,” said Hall. “I’ll call you when I’m an hour out.”
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President Timothy Cochran placed a secure call, audio only, to the number Ling had given him, and the phone was answered on the second ring. “Good morning, Mr. President,” said the voice of the Chinese supersoldier. “I hear you’re spending a few weeks at Camp David to work on some initiatives. I hope that’s going well.”

“So far, so good.”

Ling laughed. “Fear not, Mr. President, I won’t try to learn where you really are. You’re perfectly safe.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means you’re dealing with a potentially dangerous teleporter who already visited you in the wee hours of the night in your own bedroom. Which has to be . . . disconcerting. I don’t blame you for wanting your location kept secret from me until we establish a certain level of trust. I’d do the same.”

Cochran frowned. It was somewhat unnerving to deal with a man who was this quick on the uptake and who had yet to be wrong. “I called to tell you that the information you provided is checking out,” he continued, not responding to Ling’s accurate guess. “Not all of it, but whatever we’ve managed to bring to light matches what you told us.”

“And the fetal genome?”

“I’m told it’s virtually a hundred percent match to normal human DNA,” said Cochran. “However—”

“Then your people did sloppy work!” interrupted Ling. “There is no way that’s true.”

“Let me finish!” snapped the president. “I was going to say that it’s virtually a hundred percent match in sequence. But quite different in terms of what genes are in an active state. Apparently, for a stretch of DNA to be read—what I’m told is called transcription—the initial presence of a short promoter sequence is required to start it off. And the pattern of which genes have promoters, and which genes don’t, is dramatically different in the fetus. Impossibly different. So genes are being read that were thought to have been random, useless sequences.

“My people tell me they’d have bet their lives such a fetus couldn’t develop past a few cell divisions. And they believe the pattern of active versus inactive genes is more than unique enough to constitute a new species.”

“There you have it,” said Ling, although not as arrogantly as usual, making Cochran think that even he might have been surprised by the nature of the results. “All the proof you need. I might have lied to you, but a genome can’t. It is what it is.”

He paused. “So does this mean you’re ready to work with me?”

“Provisionally, yes,” said the president. “As long as you continue to show yourself to be trustworthy. And in the spirit of cooperation, I wanted to let you know that as of thirty minutes ago we’ve initiated an op to attempt to smoke out Zhang Wu.”

There was a long silence. “An op has a different connotation than intelligence gathering and detective work,” said Ling. “It’s proactive. Which can only mean you’ve decided to use Emily Greer as bait.”

“We have,” said Cochran, frowning. This guy was really getting on his nerves. It wasn’t so much that his guesses were always right, it was that it never occurred to him that they might be wrong.

“How do you plan to do that?” asked Ling.

“You seem to be able to figure out everything else, so why don’t you tell me?”

“I have no idea. Nothing jumps out at me.”

“I’m afraid I can’t tell you the details. We can’t risk your interference. But we’ll keep the trap baited for the next forty-eight hours. If we catch him, we’ll let you know.”

“Then what?”

“Then we’ll interrogate him.”

“You mean have Nick Hall read his mind.”

“Yes. If what you’ve told us continues to check out, we’ll give you a chance to interrogate him for yourself.”

“As long as you let me kill him when I’m done,” said Ling, “that will work. You’re making a mistake not reading me into the op,” he added. “But I can tell your decision is final. Too bad, because you need all the help you can get. THT set two traps recently and came away empty-handed both times.”

“Yeah, because of you,” said Cochran irritably. “Since you won’t be in the picture this time, maybe we’ll finally catch something.”

“I’m counting on you informing me the moment you get him. Or the moment you call off the op.”

“Of course,” said Cochran with a crooked smile. “We are partners, after all.”
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Major Marat Orlov gazed out at the splendor of El Paso’s Franklin Mountains through the floor-to-ceiling window in his spacious office and reflected on just how far the Belkin Group had come. Belkin was now one of the largest Private Military Companies in the world, having grown from a mere hundred operators in 2014 to over ten thousand today, operating out of fourteen countries. 

Orlov had been with the Belkin Group for almost ten years now, and was proud that it was the most notorious of all PMCs. It had been founded by former Spetsnaz operators and had risen to prominence during the Ukrainian War when Belkin had supported pro-Russian separatists in the Donbas region. 

The war with Ukraine seemed like an eternity ago, but since that time the company had conducted operations in Syria, Libya, Venezuela, Mozambique, Iran, and finally, America and Mexico, an initiative that Orlov had spearheaded. 

The El Paso, Texas, division of the Belkin Group was an equal opportunity PMC, situated on the border of the two countries it served. Orlov was more than happy to take high-paying jobs protecting upstanding American CEOs doing business in dangerous lands. And he was even happier taking higher-paying jobs as hired muscle for Mexican warlords and drug cartels. 

Orlov’s phone chimed and he reluctantly shifted his eyes back inside his office. He glanced at the screen, surprised to find the caller wasn’t in his contacts, which shouldn’t have been possible. He let it go to voicemail. His phone rang a second time, and then a third. 

The fourth time the caller persisted Orlov answered angrily. “You have the wrong number,” he said in passable English. “Stop calling!” 


“Is that the way you treat all potential customers, Major Orlov?” said a deep voice, almost in amusement. 

Orlov’s eyes narrowed. How did this caller know who he was?  “Who is this?” he demanded. “And how did you get my number?” 

“I’m someone who used to have unlimited access to Chinese intelligence. You should know that China keeps tabs on groups like yours. When I left a few years ago, our Ministry of State Security considered you to be the most lethal mercenary group in North America.” 

“We aren’t mercenaries,” said Orlov as if by rote, as if worried the caller was trying to entrap him. “I’m sure you meant to say operators. Or perhaps security consultants.” 

“Whatever you say, Major. Do you want to hear more about what I need? Or do you want to play word games and worry about how I got your number?” 

“What’s your name?” 

“Zhang Wu. General Zhang Wu. But Zhang will suffice.” 

“What do you want?” 

“I need you and twenty of your best men for an urgent job. I need all of you to fly out to a warehouse I just rented so I can brief you in person. I won’t do it over a phone, no matter how secure you think it is.” 

“Then find someone else. My men and I aren’t about to drop everything and fly somewhere without knowing what we’re signing on for.” 

“Maybe you can make an exception this time. The job pays fifteen million. Provide wire transfer instructions and I’ll wire the first three million to your bank while we’re still on the phone. In exchange, all I ask is that you and your twenty comrades meet me in Pennsylvania and hear me out. If you don’t like the job, you can walk. Keep the down payment. If you accept the job, which I’m betting a fortune you will, I’ll wire another five million. With the final seven million coming after the job is completed.” 

“This is highly unusual,” said Orlov.

“Maybe,” said Zhang. “But it’s also highly lucrative.”

“I don’t believe you’d really spend three million dollars just to meet,” said Orlov. “Not without strings attached.”

“Try me. Agree and you’ll have the money in minutes.”

“Why would you do that?”

“I have my reasons. And I have more money than I know what to do with. So do we have an agreement? Or will I have to call one of your competitors?” 

There was a long pause. “Okay,” said Orlov finally. “We have a deal. When I see three million in the account, my twenty men and I will meet with you in Pennsylvania. But only to hear you out. If we don’t like what you have to say, we’re gone.”

“Done. Give me wire transfer instructions and I’ll tell you where and when to meet me.”

***

The warehouse in question was located in Greensburg, Pennsylvania, thirty miles southeast of Pittsburgh. The concrete and steel structure was relatively small and was off the beaten path.

Marat Orlov and his twenty-man team from the Belkin Group arrived right on schedule and parked their seven rental cars in the large concrete lot. A tall American man greeted them and escorted them inside, not giving his name. The warehouse was completely empty save for a seventy-inch television standing on a wooden table at the far end of the facility, presumably for the audiovisual portion of the presentation.  

Their discussion on their private jet had been lively—both engaging and anxiety-inducing in equal measure. Everything about how the ex-Chinese operative named Zhang wanted to proceed was strange and unsettling. But the three million he had deposited into their collective coffers was very real. So they had rushed to Greensburg, passing the time along the way by guessing what the job might entail, and wagering whether they would take it or not.

Given the payday Zhang was offering the job was sure to be both illegal and dangerous. The only question was, was it so illegal and dangerous that they’d walk away from an additional twelve million dollars?

The American ushered the major and his comrades to the other end of the warehouse, where they huddled about, facing the large monitor on the table.

“Where’s Zhang?” snapped Orlov irritably. “He’s the one who insisted on urgency.”

“He should be here any minute,” replied the American. He began striding toward the door at the other end of the room. “I’ll check,” he added.

“Where are you going?” demanded Orlov.

“I don’t get cell reception in here,” he said. He threw open the door and exited, closing it behind him.

The moment the door closed the ceiling came alive, hissing as though dozens of snakes were suspended above them. All twenty-one members of El Paso’s Wagner Group drew guns and reflexively pointed them above their heads.

But nothing living was about to attack. Instead, the sound they heard was the hissing of gas being expelled from dozens of canisters affixed to the ceiling, well enough camouflaged to escape their notice for the few minutes they had been inside the room.

Several of the men rushed to the steel door that was the warehouse’s only exit, but it was locked. Orlov opened his mouth to issue orders, but realized he had no orders to give. They couldn’t possibly escape before the gas entered their lungs.

This was the last thought Orlov would have. Moments later he became dizzy, all strength left his legs, and he slid to the cold concrete floor, unconscious.

***

Orlov was shaken awake by one of his men, a younger, fitter version of himself who had awakened before he had, as had twelve of the others. He checked his watch. They had been out for almost two hours. He felt a throbbing pain in the back of his head.

They were still trapped in the warehouse, and no one else had joined them inside. Within minutes the rest of Orlov’s men had been roused awake.

“I see you’re all finally upright,” boomed a familiar voice from a speaker overhead, startling the entire group. “Sorry about knocking you out like that.”

“Show yourself, Zhang!” demanded the major.

“I think I’ll pass. I take pains to protect my anonymity.”

“Does that mean Zhang Wu isn’t really your name?”

“Of course not. It isn’t the one I was born with, but I’ve used it for some time now. And it can’t be linked to my face.”

“What’s going on here?” shouted Orlov, his temper finally boiling over. His underlings’ eyes were all on fire, as well, and they looked desperate for something to kill. Anything.

“What’s going on here is that I’m providing you with extra motivation,” said Zhang calmly. “I’ve perfected a small robot that can inject objects into the brain with exquisite precision. It’s quick, accurate, and safe.

“While you were all drooling on the floor, I took the liberty of inserting a pea-sized device into each of your skulls. These tiny little devices are filled with octa-nitro-cubane, the most potent non-nuclear explosive in existence. If they explode, your brain will turn into liquid. You’ll also lose about nine inches of height, give or take. On the bright side, you’ll never need a haircut again.”

The room erupted into chaos, as this threat panicked even seasoned soldiers. 

“Silence!” screamed the thundering voice from above. “Do you want to hear the rest? Or do you want me to trigger the explosives right now?”

The chatter immediately ceased.

“That’s better,” said Zhang. “If I could trust you to carry out my assignment, I wouldn’t have to go to these lengths. But I can’t risk you backing out. I’m pretty certain you would have, since even mercenaries who are game for anything won’t agree to go up against the US military. It’s bad for business. And, frankly, for survival.”

“Why pick a fight with the US military?” said Orlov in dismay. “One you can’t win? Are you insane?”

“I prefer the term bold,” said the voice with a hint of amusement. “And they picked a fight with me first. Let me give you a quick overview of the mission. You’ll be attacking a black site holding, interrogation, and protection facility called Tartarus, located under dense woods about forty miles from here.

“As you might imagine, you can’t just waltz up to the subterranean entrances without kicking a hornet’s nest. It’ll be a battle to get through the armaments and soldiers, but once you do, I have a way for you to gas everyone underground and knock them out. I’ll supply you all with smart contact lenses so I can watch the battle unfold through your eyes. Your goal will be to free a young woman who goes by the name Emily Greer. She’s likely living in one of three small apartments contained within the facility. 

“That’s the gist of it. I’ll be spending the next several hours doing a much deeper dive, giving you a thorough briefing, showing security layouts, discussing strategy and tactics, and so on. The television monitor in the room will soon be put to good use.

“I realize this is a challenging assignment, although I have some toys that should help. If you bring this woman back alive and well, I’ll remove the devices in your skulls and wire the promised money into your bank accounts.

“If she isn’t at the facility after all—a real possibility—then I need you to interrogate personnel and find out where she is. If she isn’t there, yet you still bring me a lead as to her whereabouts, I’ll also disarm my explosive devices and pay you in full.”

There was a long pause. “If you fail to bring me the girl or a lead, on the other hand, all of you who survive the attack will still pay the ultimate price. Let’s just say you’ll never have to worry about showing up on facial recognition again,” he added ominously.

“Having your head blown into a million pieces is a grisly way to go,” he continued. “But this is my way of keeping you on task. Motivating you. I find that pep talks don’t always get the best effort from a team. But the prospect of certain death can really do the trick.”

The speaker remained silent for almost ten seconds. “Nod if you’ve understood everything I’ve said so far.”

Twenty-one enraged mercenaries nodded in unison.

“Good,” said Zhang. “I’ll be directing the battle remotely. As much as I’d love to be there with you, I’ll be staying a hundred miles away in case it’s a trap designed just for me. The battle won’t be as tough as you think it’s going to be. Still, you might be tempted to bail on it, taking your chances that I’m bluffing. Or that the remote I’ll be using to trigger the explosives won’t work correctly. Just to set your minds at ease that neither will be the case, I’ve arranged a little demonstration.”

Before the mercs could even begin to react, a thunderous blast assaulted their eardrums, and one of their number, standing alone off to one side, was killed in an instant. His head burst as though he had jumped from a skyscraper and landed headfirst on the pavement below. Blood and bits of brain splattered against the walls and several of his comrades, and he crashed to the ground, just as headless as advertised. 

Zhang waited calmly for the pandemonium to die down. “I trust I’ve made my point,” he said to the horrified mercs. “I really want this girl recovered. And I expect you to give it your all.” 
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The Conestoga Motor Lodge was just off Pennsylvania Route 466 and about four miles from the black-site facility known as Tartarus. It was a dump of a motel, consisting of a single row of small, dingy rooms, with parking in front of each door, and a small, separate office off to one end that served as the Motor Lodge’s front desk.  

Nick Hall couldn’t remember when he had enjoyed himself less. Route 466 was heavily trafficked, so he was constantly exposed to a cacophony of mental white noise that was nearly intolerable. He was lonely, and bored, and felt cramped.

And the room wasn’t just small, it was dark, ugly, and had the pervasive odor of moldy socks. A single unframed print of one of Andy Warhol’s busiest works, and, in Hall’s opinion, one of his ugliest, hung on the wall opposite the flimsy wooden desk. The print consisted of a dozen repetitions of a woman’s face, each in different colors, and all looking cartoonish.

Without knowing he had asked, his implants informed him that Pittsburgh was the birthplace of the iconic artist—whom Hall had never cared for—and also housed the Andy Warhol Museum, the largest museum in the US dedicated to a single artist.

As soon as he arrived, he had planted a laptop on the desk, which he would use to make secure video calls. He checked in with Girdler often, and with Megan and Emily even more often, and only left his room for meals at a diner almost a half mile away.

The two women he had left behind in a Cincinnati suburb were doing well, which didn’t surprise him. They got along famously, and both were funny and upbeat, with irrepressible spirits.

On the other hand, they weren’t housed in the Conestoga Motor Lodge, either.

When he wasn’t on a call with the general or Megan, he did his best to ignore the room’s odor and the bombardment of mental noise and catch up on his reading and TV viewing, impatiently waiting for the clock to run out.

Mercifully, Girdler didn’t expect him to stay awake for forty-eight hours, largely because no one really could, and also because he suspected Zhang wouldn’t take the bait. But even if he came in force, the general was confident he was prepared, with or without a mind reader’s help.

In any event, Hall counted on his subconscious to filter through the endless mental noise and wake him if it detected any thoughts of paramount importance. If that failed, Girdler would be sure to call him if anything the least suspicious arose.

On his third and final night at the miserable motel, Nick Hall slept soundly, relieved that the general would be folding up the tents at the break of dawn and admitting the op had been a bust.

But two hours before dawn, while Pennsylvania was still consumed by darkness, Hall’s subconscious blasted piercing alarms into his mind and he bolted awake as if struck by a cattle prod.

The attack was coming. And it would be much fiercer and more dangerous than they had anticipated.

Hall sprang from the bed and hastily opened his laptop, which was still sitting on the desk. He fought back panic as he raced to get Girdler on a call. He had to warn him. And he had to do it quickly.

Because in just minutes, warnings would no longer be possible.
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It was four A.M. and General Justin Girdler was manning Tartarus’s small command center underground along with six members of the graveyard shift. He had taken up residence in an underground apartment during his stay. Ironically, the same one they were pretending Emily was in.

While Hall was awake by day and asleep by night, Girdler had maintained the opposite schedule, ensuring that one of the two was always awake and alert. He had taken the night shift for himself, believing that if Zhang’s people did try to mount an attack, they would do so under cover of darkness.

In about two hours, Girdler and Hall would call it a day, and go back to their lives. The op had been a bit of a Hail Mary, but the general was convinced it had been worth a try.

He had brought in twenty-five soldiers to add to the twelve who usually patrolled the grounds, yet there had been less activity outside even than usual. The invisible perimeter of harmless laser sensors hadn’t been crossed by even a stray hiker, and no aircraft had come anywhere near the restricted airspace above the site.

The drones Tartarus had lost during the Browning affair had now been replaced, and the missiles restored to working order. The entrances to the subterranean facility in the aboveground clearing were protected by powerful lasers. These weren’t the harmless variety used to alert them to intruders. These were automated beams of death that would spring from an array of tungsten poles and sear quarter-sized holes through body armor and frail human bodies as if they weren’t even there.

Thirty-seven soldiers now patrolled outside, day and night, with thirty-four dressed in full commando attire, and three dressed in plainclothes to gently divert any hikers or other innocents who might have wandered within the restricted area by accident.

Girdler’s stomach tightened as one of the many monitors in the command center indicated a call was coming in from Nick Hall. At four in the morning, that couldn’t be good news.

He accepted the call and Hall’s panicked face appeared on the screen. “Nick, what’s going on? Is everything—”  

“Zhang’s attack is underway,” interrupted Hall breathlessly, “and it’s worse than we imagined. He’s at an unknown location a hundred miles away from here directing twenty mercenaries, and they won’t quit no matter the odds, and no matter how many are killed. He’s planted explosives in their skulls and will kill them all if they fail.”

Girdler shrank back in horror. That may have been the coldest thing he had ever heard. Zhang was more than living up to his billing.

“The problem is the attack began ten minutes ago,” continued Hall, speaking as fast as an auctioneer, “but none of the mercs entered mind-reading range until just now. General Zhang used remote-controlled drones to drop a number of ultra-powerful EMP devices on site, which he plans to set off any minute. He told the mercs they were developed in secret by the Chinese military and produce an electromagnetic pulse nearly as powerful as a nuke, although directed over a much smaller area. I need to tell you everything I can about their strategy before we lose communications.”

“Don’t worry,” said Girdler, shaking his head. “We won’t lose communications. And we won’t lose much of our infrastructure either. Most of Tartarus’s electronics are underground, protected from even the most powerful EMP by ten feet of granite.”

“That’s just it,” said Hall. “Apparently, China has tasked hundreds of scientists for over a decade to find ways to attack underground sites like Tartarus. And Zhang took some of their pioneering handiwork with him.

“Ten minutes ago, a tiny drone dropped a device China has named the Diamond Gopher on the clearing above Tartarus. It’s a miniaturized but powerful EMP generator embedded inside a tiny boring machine. The machine uses pulsed plasma and lasers to drill tunnels the diameter of soda cans into underground facilities. Once inside, the EMP will be detonated, and you will lose comms. It should be breaking through any minute, which is why I’m talking so fast. Once Tartarus’s electronics are down, they plan to—” 

“Hold for twenty seconds,” interrupted the general. He switched to the general comm channel so he could speak to the thirty-seven soldiers outside. “This is Girdler,” he began hastily. “EMP devices are about to detonate. Switch off night-vision goggles immediately!” he bellowed, knowing that the electronics in these devices were protected, but only when they weren’t being actively used. “We’re about to lose comms and all automated armaments, including drones. Twenty hostiles are on the ground and won’t surrender no matter what. Shoot to kill on sight.”

The moment this was said the general turned to Scott Keenen, one of the officers in the control center with him. “Lieutenant Keenen, have Wright Patterson scramble jets and reinforcements to Tartarus, all with EMP protection and—” 

He stopped in mid-sentence and gasped as all computers, monitors, and electronics in the command center were slammed by an invisible shockwave, frying them in a single instant. At the same time, every light in the facility blinked off, leaving the residents of Tartarus in cavernous darkness.
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Major Marat Orlov switched his night-vision goggles back on, restoring his sight on a dark, moonless night. He then removed the comm he had placed inside a small, specially constructed faraday cage and returned it to his ear. His comrades were all following suit after having slowly counted to sixty.

True to Zhang’s word, he had military toys in his possession able to aid them beyond their wildest expectations. The EMPs had been scheduled to detonate just seconds earlier, generating a silent tsunami of electromagnetic radiation that left wet human brains fully functional but created a holocaust for all electronics.

These blasts of energy had surely swept through the forest, and even the underground facility, and had instantly obliterated Tartarus’s advantage. The base’s automated armaments had fallen silent as their circuits were fried by the devastating onslaught, and Tartarus had suddenly fallen back into the Dark Ages. Soldiers would now be unable to communicate or coordinate actions and their night-vision would be rendered inoperable. At the same time, impassable laser defenses would become giant paperweights, intricate sculptures of inert metal.

Throughout the woods drones were now falling from the night sky, and just like that, Orlov and his men now had a decisive advantage. An impossible mission had become routine. He and his team would have night-vision capabilities while their adversaries were blind, turning them into target practice for a mercenary force second to none.

“The EMPs worked perfectly,” said Zhang into Orlov’s just-restored comm. “Make your way toward the clearing above Tartarus now, as planned, eliminating the guards along the way. I kept a dozen drones beyond the EMPs’ kill radius, and they’re on their way back to provide air support and recon. This shouldn’t be necessary, as you’ll be slaughtering blind fish in a barrel, but we shouldn’t underestimate their abilities.”

“Roger that,” said Orlov. “We should be at the clearing and the aboveground entrances to Tartarus within twenty minutes. Give us another ten to gas the site as planned and ensure all personnel inside have been exposed.”

“Roger that,” said Zhang. “Happy hunting.” 

The mercenaries had split up into three teams, two with seven members and one with six, and had waited just beyond the laser perimeter for the EMPs to work their magic. Now, they rushed across the useless early-warning system to converge on the clearing above Tartarus as rapidly as possible.

Orlov heard machine-gun fire to the east of his team, the first engagement of many. He and his fellow mercs were significantly outnumbered, but that wouldn’t be true for long.

“This is Captain Popov,” said a harried voice in his ear. “The enemy has working night-vision. I repeat, the enemy has working night vision. My team took out four hostiles, but we lost two in the process. Proceed with extreme caution.”

“Zhang, how is that possible?” demanded Orlov. “Are you certain the EMPs worked?”

“Don’t be stupid, Major. We all saw their drones crash. They must have had their night-vision switched off when the EMPs hit, although I can’t explain why. I guess you and your team will have to earn your money, after all. And your lives,” he added pointedly.

“Due to this unfortunate development,” he continued, “I’ll give you an extra five minutes to wipe them out and reach the target.”

“Thanks,” said Orlov sarcastically. “That’s very generous of you.”

As exceptionally competent as he and his men were, the op should have been a suicide mission. But Zhang’s tech and tactics had changed all that, turning his team from underdogs to heavy favorites. But now events had taken another turn, and it was anyone’s game. They still could succeed, but heavy casualties would be unavoidable on both sides.

The battle raged on for almost thirty-five minutes as Orlov and his team made steady progress toward their objective. They finally eliminated the last of the enemy soldiers, losing fourteen of their own in the process. They had been significantly outnumbered but had controlled the only working drones, which had shifted the playing field in their favor.

They finally arrived at the large clearing that served as the lid to the underground facility and prepared to empty gas canisters into a series of poorly concealed air-conditioning vents. The Americans had believed their high-powered laser defense system would vaporize anyone attempting this tactic, so hadn’t eliminated this vulnerability.

Orlov found it ironic that life was about to imitate art. Just as the key to destroying the fictional Death Star was a particle-exhaust vent that led directly to the ship’s reactor core, similar vents would prove to be Tartarus’s undoing.

Just as Orlov was about to give the order to commence, the deafening roar of military aircraft could be heard in the skies about them. He looked up to find three next-generation Osprey fighter jets plummeting from far above them to near ground level, hovering like helicopters to maintain their positions.

How could these jets be here? How could Tartarus possibly have called for reinforcements with their communications down?

But the major had no time to ponder this further. He and his five surviving comrades were now all in the clearing, having thought themselves safe, and were sitting ducks.

Before he or his men could even begin to run for cover, the Ospreys unleashed their fury, piercing the sky with the staccato bursts of machine-gun fire that tore the mercs into almost as many pieces as the explosives in their heads would have done.
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The Ospreys landed in the clearing, their pilots bearing electronic gifts, and within an hour the lights were back on inside Tartarus and key electronic components had been replaced. Justin Girdler was given one of dozens of laptop computers they had brought with them and he immediately placed a call to Nick Hall.

Hall’s face appeared on the monitor so quickly that Girdler was taken aback, but only for a moment. “Let me guess,” he said by way of greeting, “you were reading my mind and knew I was about to call you before I did.”

“I also know you’re being too hard on yourself, General. You couldn’t have predicted what happened. There was nothing you could have done.”

“You’d make an annoying shrink,” said Girdler, attempting a smile. “No one wants a therapist who can read their minds. But I appreciate the sentiment.”

He sighed. “It would have been much worse if not for you, Nick. So thanks. I’m told by the Osprey pilots that the orders to scramble jets to Tartarus, filled with key electronic parts, came directly from the president. Which certainly made their day. They told me that when orders come from the commander-in-chief they’re even more motivated than usual. Given they had to gather a very specific inventory and were coming from more than two hundred miles away, they made it here in record time.

“Everyone here thinks the president managed to save the day,” continued Girdler. “But I know it was you, Nick. Cochran wasn’t monitoring the op, had no idea we were in trouble, and had no idea what we needed. So you must have read my mind and had him issue the orders that I would have given if I could have.”

“That’s right,” said Hall. “Since I was out of range of the EMP, I was able to use a phone.”

Although a civilian, he had been given codes that would give him authority to have generals jump at his every word, but he thought having the base hear from Cochran himself would speed things along, which it doubtlessly had.

“But the truth is that you saved the day, General,” he added. “Not me. The reinforcements from Wright-Patterson were your idea, after all. And so was having me in range as an insurance policy. So while I did help, it was your planning that did the trick.”

Girdler shook his head and his expression reflected a deep remorse. “The truth is that no one saved the day. We got massacred. The mercs killed all thirty-seven soldiers patrolling the site. Including twenty-five that I handpicked just for this op. These deaths are my responsibility.”

He closed his eyes. “And they almost breached Tartarus. They would have if not for the timely arrival of reinforcements. If they had breached, they wouldn’t have found Emily, but they would have brought me and several others to General Zhang for interrogation. We’d have been unconscious—helpless. Who knows what else Zhang might have had them do. I wouldn’t put it past him to have had all personnel killed while they were knocked out, just for the joy of slaughter.”

Girdler shook his head in self-disgust. “If Zhang did spring our trap, this was supposed to be routine. But it was an absolute disaster. And it’s my fault.”

“I’ll say again, you’re being far too hard on yourself. You can’t be held responsible for our country’s intelligence failures. We were in the dark about Transcend. In the dark about advanced trackers like the one you dug out of Emily’s skeleton. And in the dark about boring machines capable of delivering EMPs into secure subterranean facilities.”

Girdler stared off into space, not responding to what Hall had just said. “It was an absolute bloodbath,” he whispered with a shell-shocked look still in his eyes. “They had working drones and we didn’t. They used small flamethrowers to set the woods on fire and flush our people out in the open—fires that are still burning. Several of our people were incinerated.”

There was a long silence as Girdler fought to get his emotions under control. “Ling told me not to underestimate Zhang, and yet I didn’t listen.”

“You did listen, General. Given the intel we had, no one could have been more prepared. But nothing can bring these men back. And you prevented things from being much worse. If you hadn’t thought to order the guards to preserve their night-vision, the reinforcements wouldn’t have arrived in time. If anyone but you were in charge, Zhang would have breached Tartarus and many more people would have been lost. You aren’t responsible for the loss of life. Your actions prevented more of it.”

Hall sighed. “Still, there’s no way to sugarcoat what happened. We got our asses handed to us. But at least we learned more about Zhang. First, we answered the question of just how important Emily is to him. Also, we learned that he’s a man of great imagination, resourcefulness, and skill. One so ruthless he’s willing to booby-trap mercs to force them into fighting for him against their will. We also learned of tech capabilities China has developed that will spur us to develop countermeasures.”

There was a long silence. “I take it you didn’t read anything helpful from the mercs’ minds,” said Girdler finally.

“Not a thing. The general never showed his face. And he didn’t reveal anything about his location or endgame.”

“Incredible,” said Girdler. “We’ve now baited a hook three times. And each time the target bit down hard. Yet all three times the prey ended up eating us instead of the other way around.”

“We’ve been going up against adversaries more capable than any we’ve ever faced. In two cases we were thwarted by a being of superhuman intelligence, who could teleport. So, yes, we’ve lost three games in a row. But now we’ve learned what it will take to win the fourth. The next time we have the chance, we won’t fail.”

“I hope you’re right,” said Girdler. “But it’s clear we need to bring in new players. We have to partner with Ling in earnest. He was right. He is the lesser of two evils. Zhang has to be stopped. Period. And perhaps Ling really means it when he says he’ll eliminate Browning. If we have to get cozy with Ling to take out Zhang and Browning, it’s a bargain well worth making.”

“I had my doubts,” said Hall, “but not anymore.”

“On that note, Nick, I have to sign off. I have much to do. I’m grateful for your help, but no need to stay here any longer. Return to wherever you left Megan and Emily. Let’s touch base after you get settled back in.”

“Hang in there,” said Hall. He was as horrified as Girdler but was determined to stay positive for his friend’s sake. “I know you’ll never forgive yourself for how this went down. But we can’t let what happened here stop us from taking risks. We need to get this bastard, no matter what it takes.”

“Don’t worry,” said the general. “I plan on being plenty aggressive. But next time, I plan to be a hell of a lot smarter, too.”
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Hall absently started his silver Tesla sedan, lost in thought. He couldn’t have been more eager to put both the Conestoga Motor Lodge and Tartarus in his rearview mirror. So much had transpired since he had awakened, and it was still only dawn.

He had been cursed with the ability to read minds, and at no time had the curse been more devastating than it was that morning. He had intercepted the thoughts and emotions of all combatants, filled with utter despair, primal human ferocity, and death, as well as unspeakable images, in some cases of soldiers being roasted alive by flamethrowers, broadcasting their agony at mind-crushing levels.

He forced these memories from his mind and focused on the future. In five hours he’d be reunited with a woman he had come to love beyond all reason. When they were apart for more than a day or two it was as though one of his arms had been severed, and he felt a palpable ache in his soul. 

He set the Tesla’s Nav to guide him to his final destination as quickly as possible, taking traffic and road closures into account, and minutes later he was speeding up the onramp to Route 466, thinking of Megan and smiling as he relived some of the playful banter they had exchanged the night before he left.

There was movement behind him!

Hall jumped, slamming into his seat belt with jarring force. He studied the rearview mirror in disbelief, so stunned that only the Tesla’s advanced safety features kept the car in its lane. A young girl, about ten or eleven years old, had been hiding on the floor of the backseat behind him. She had been curled tight into a fetal position, pressed against the bottom of the driver’s seat to be as inconspicuous as possible. But in one swift motion she had risen from the floor to sit upright, pointing a gun at the back of Hall’s head.

And she was unreadable! Of course she was. No normal human could sneak up on him, which had probably made him less vigilant about his surroundings.

“Please remain calm,” said his passenger, who was holding a light-blue nylon backpack. “And keep driving.”

The girl was slender, with Chinese features, and quite pretty. She also radiated an astonishing level of self-assurance and maturity that couldn’t have been more at odds with her youth. She was in total control of herself and her surroundings, and the fluid, confident way she carried herself would have been hard for a thirty-year-old Navy SEAL to match, let alone an eleven-year-old child.

He swallowed hard and quickly erased the destination from the Nav, replacing it with a random one fifty miles distant, making sure his passenger couldn’t get a hint of where Megan and Emily might be.

“What do you want?” he said, switching on the car’s full self-driving mode, which he rarely used.

“Just to talk. I have no plans to hurt you.”

“I can’t read your mind,” said Hall. “And you’re more composed than most adults. Which means you must be one of the kids born in China’s Transcend program. I thought they were all males.”

“They were. I wasn’t part of Transcend. Not exactly. Let’s just say I was Transcend adjacent. My birth wasn’t known about or authorized.”

“Interesting,” said Hall.

“So what do you say? Can we have a polite conversation?”

“Why do you need my permission? You’re the one with the gun. If you want to talk to me, talk to me.”

“I’d prefer not to have to sit in the back with a gun to your head. Better to have your willing cooperation so we can talk like civilized adults. Even if I’m not—technically—an adult.”

“Let me guess. You’re four years old.”

The girl grinned. “Outstanding,” she said. “No one has ever guessed correctly before.”

“I wonder why?” said Hall wryly. “What’s your name?”

“Faith,” she replied. “I named myself.”

Hall tilted his head in surprise. Faith? That seemed like an odd name for her to take.

“So here’s my offer,” she continued. “I pocket the gun and sit in the front with you. You agree to listen to everything I have to say, and don’t attempt to capture me. If, when I’m done, you don’t like what you hear, you can drop me off anywhere along the way. I’ll be fine. I’m quite resourceful.”

“I don’t doubt it.”

“My capabilities are similar to Ling’s,” continued the little girl named Faith, “although I can’t teleport. Very soon, but not yet.”

“I can empathize,” said Hall wryly. “I didn’t teleport my first time until I was six. Some of us are just late bloomers.”

The girl laughed. “You have a reputation for being a man of your word, Nick Hall,” she said. “So if you promise to agree to my terms, we can get started.”

Hall considered. He wasn’t fooled by the girl’s easy smile and apparent good nature. The most heinous psychopaths could also be the most charming. And what could be more disarming than a pleasant eleven-year-old girl? She was almost certainly a genetically designed wolf in sheep’s clothing.

Still, having her in the front with him absent her gun would be good for them both. And it would be nice not to have to continue to stare into the rearview mirror while the car drove itself.

“Okay,” he said finally. “I’ll honor your terms. You have my word.”

“Great. But there is one last thing. Just so I don’t have to repeat myself, I’d like you to dial up a vid call on your dashboard touchscreen. I’d like for Megan and Emily to join us remotely.”

Hall fought to retain a blank expression, despite the adrenaline that had just gushed into his bloodstream. Who was this girl? How did she know about Megan and Emily?

“I don’t know who you’re talking about,” he said as casually as he could manage.

Faith sighed. “I have a confession to make. I’ve been eavesdropping on your video calls to General Girdler for the past two days. And your calls to Megan and Emily. So while I admire your feigned ignorance, it won’t work.”

“Eavesdropping how?” asked Hall.

“From the room next door to you. I hacked the computer at the Conestoga Motor Lodge. I’m skilled enough to penetrate encrypted CIA files, so you can imagine how easy it was for me to crack their reservation system—and the locks on this car, for that matter.

“I booked and paid for the room adjacent to yours. I entered the guests as Ken Chong and his daughter Li, and had the computer indicate we had already checked in. I then went to the front desk and told the manager my father had lost his key card for the room. And that he had sent me to get another one. Voilà. I was in.”

“Quite efficient of you.”

“Thank you. Then, when you left to have breakfast that first morning, I drilled a tiny hole through the wall and poked a camera and mic through until it was flush with the front edge of the annoying Andy Warhol print they have in each room. Centered at the busiest section of the painting. I don’t understand Warhol’s appeal, but I counted on his work being able to hide mine.”

“I can’t help but feel violated,” said Hall.

“Really?” replied the small girl with the hint of a smile. “Is a mind reader really complaining about an invasion of privacy?”

“Yeah,” said Hall with a sigh. “It is hard for me to take the high road on that one. But let’s imagine, for the sake of argument, that I do know these women you speak of. I’d still never let them join a video call. You have an IQ well beyond genius level. For all I know you’d be able to trace the connection back to them.”

“You and your group are too clever for that,” said Faith. “I have no doubt that even communications to and from your car are secure. But let me sweeten the deal, anyway, as a show of good faith.”

She reached into her pocket and removed a syringe, which didn’t yet have a needle attached. It was filled with a clear liquid. “This is the antidote to the Erase 190 that Emily injected herself with. Even if you decide to drop me off on the highway after hearing me out, you can have it. I want her to get her memory back as much as she does, since I know she’s in good hands.”

Dozens of questions swirled through Hall’s mind. This was stunning evidence that Faith was a key player in this mess. But how? And why?

“When I took the Erase 190 antidote, I drank it,” he said suspiciously.

“I know. This is faster-acting. She’ll get her memory back in about five minutes, instead of an hour or two.”

Hall considered this answer but didn’t reply.

“And one final sweetener,” continued the girl. “Do as I ask, and I’ll tell you something you’re clearly desperate to know.” She raised her eyebrows. “I’ll tell you where you can find Zhang Wu.”

Hall shook his head in dismay. Who was this girl? he asked himself yet again. How could she be so essential to recent events without anyone even guessing she existed? She seemed to know everything about everything. Since the vid-call connection really would be secure, she was making an offer he couldn’t refuse.

“Okay—Faith—you have a deal. I’ll take the next exit and you can join me up front. And I’ll get Megan and Emily on the call. But first you have to honor your end of the deal.”

“Agreed.”

“Okay then. Tell me where I can find Zhang Wu.”

Faith blew out a long breath. “You can find him in the afterlife,” she replied. “The truth is, he’s been dead for more than two years.”

Nick Hall’s jaw dropped open.

“And there’s one more thing you should know,” she added. “Zhang Wu didn’t set up the germline genetic engineering operation being run through TransAmerica Fertility.”

The slender young girl paused for effect. “I did.” 


PART 8
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The Tesla continued driving itself, oblivious to the extraordinary revelations being made within its confines. Hall stared into the rearview mirror at his diminutive passenger and the gun in her hand. Her eyes continued to blaze with supreme intelligence, maturity, and self-assurance.

He, on the other hand, was still reeling from her revelations, and struggled to make sense of what was happening. How long would it take for him to sort out the extraordinary level of chaos this brilliant little pixie had created in only a handful of minutes?

“You’re lying,” he said finally. “Zhang Wu is very much alive. He sent the mercs who just attacked Tartarus. I read it from their minds.”

“I know you did,” said Faith. “I witnessed your conversations with Girdler in the motel. Yet despite what you read, Zhang Wu is long deceased. I was in daily communication with him when it happened. I was in my early twos at the time. Although I looked to be about six,” she added with the hint of a smile.

“I’ll explain how you were fooled into believing he was alive,” she continued. “And more. But let’s wait until Megan and Emily have joined us. You did agree to table further discussion until then.”

“I did,” said Hall reluctantly. “But before they join us, I need to catch them up. Replay the conversation we’ve just had for them.”

“By all means,” she said.

He resumed control of the vehicle and took the next exit, as promised, parking in the expansive lot of a Wegmans grocery store. When he had finished bringing Megan and Emily up to speed, Faith joined him in the front seat and shoved her gun into her nylon backpack, which she placed on the floor in front of her. 

“Hello, Emily,” said Faith upon seeing her face on the touchscreen monitor. A single tear appeared in the girl’s left eye and rolled down her check. “I know you don’t remember me. But we mean a lot to each other.”

Emily gazed at the young girl on her monitor but had no reply to offer.

“You look great, by the way,” continued Faith, her voice thick with emotion. “I can’t tell you how relieved I was to learn you were alive and well and under the protection of Nick and Megan.”

“So my name is really Emily?”

“Yes. Although, to keep you off the grid we changed your last name from Peterson to Greer. I wasn’t sure I’d ever see you again,” she added. “But I promise you this. You’ll be getting your memory back soon. I’m so sorry that our security failed you in Minnesota. It was entirely my fault.” 

“How do we know each other?” asked Emily finally.

“I’ll be explaining that soon,” said the girl.

“Why don’t you start by explaining how you found Nick in the first place,” said Megan. “Something you and he never discussed.”

Hall winced. That should have been the first thing he asked her. Still, to be fair, the girl had thrown a lot at him.

“I’m happy to answer all of your questions,” said Faith. “With respect to how I found Nick, believe me, I was just as surprised to discover him as he was to discover me. I was lured to the vicinity of Tartarus when Emily’s tracker was reactivated. It was clearly a trap, despite Girdler’s impressive efforts to make it seem otherwise.”

“How were you so sure?” asked Hall.

“Girdler was hoping Zhang would think you didn’t know about the tracker. That Emily had been transported to Tartarus directly from Minnesota in a vehicle that just happened to block all signals. Signals inside Tartarus are blocked also. So this would explain the tracker being off for so long.”

She shook her head. “What you didn’t know is that these tracking devices transmit a hidden, secondary signal that can’t be blocked using standard methods. The tracker can be turned off and then back on again, which you did, but it can’t be blocked. A little something Wong invented when he was fourteen months old.”

“We had no idea there was a secondary signal,” admitted Hall. “Still, we expected Zhang to guess it was a trap. We hoped he’d come anyway to see if he could learn something.”

“Which is the very reason I showed up,” said Faith.

“So we set a trap for Zhang Wu,” said Hall, “and you showed up instead. And you’ve already admitted that you’re carrying out germline experimentation through TransAmerica Fertility rather than him. So in a way, you’re basically Zhang Wu reincarnated as a grade-school girl.”

“Sure,” said Faith. “If that helps you get your arms around the situation, then feel free to think of it that way.”

Hall sighed. “Please continue,” he said.

“When I arrived in the area to inspect the bait, I’m not sure what I thought would happen. But stumbling across a mind reader was the last thing I expected. Your mental energy brushed up against me, and my mind seemed to clamp shut of its own accord. Which explains why you can’t read me.”

Hall nodded. That did ring true. Ling reported a similar experience. If she was basically his equivalent, that would make sense.

“I thought you were dead,” continued Faith, “as did the rest of the world. I thought mind reading had gone extinct with the deaths of you and Wong. But while I can’t read minds myself, yours stood out as clearly as an exploding sun, drawing me in like a moth.

“The presence of a mind reader in the area couldn’t have been a coincidence. You almost had to be involved with the activation of Emily’s tracker. So I booked the room next door and spied on you.”

“Nice try,” said Megan in contempt. “But there’s a huge flaw in your story. You admit you sent Emily to the mansion in Minnesota and handled her security. Yet you pretend you were shocked to learn Nick was alive.”

“I was.”

“How could you have been? Your ward and close companion, Emily, knew all about him. She knew he was still alive. She knew where he lived. And she knew to ask for his help.”

Faith’s eyes widened. “Wait a minute,” she said in dismay, unsure of herself for the first time. “Are you telling me Emily asked for Nick by name?”

“Yes,” replied Megan. “We found her unconscious in Minnesota, the only survivor. And she had written a message in blood asking for Nick to keep her safe.”

“Incredible,” said Faith. “Just incredible. I can’t be sure how this came about, but I have a very good idea.” 

“Care to share it with us?” asked Hall.

“Not at the moment. But I will. I promise. First, I need to set the record straight about Dr. Zhang.”

“Dr. Zhang?” said Megan. “Don’t you mean General Zhang?”

Faith sighed. “Ling does know how to spin a good yarn,” she said. “I’ll give him that. He fed you a bill of goods. Zhang Wu was decidedly not in the military. He was, instead, the greatest scientific mind China ever produced. Well, at least before the Transcend progeny came along. And while you might not agree with Dr. Zhang’s goals, he wasn’t the evil psychopath Ling painted him to be.” 

“How would you know how Ling painted him?” said Hall.

“Because Ling is the one who’s pure evil. And I heard you and General Girdler speak about your heightened interest in partnering with him to stop Zhang. The only way Ling could manipulate you to this extent is by portraying himself as a misunderstood hero. And Zhang as the devil incarnate.”

“Why would he partner with us to go after someone he knows is dead?” asked the mind reader.

“Because he doesn’t know. I carried on the same way Zhang would have, leaving the same fingerprints. Ling thought Zhang had been killed by the CCP—which is true—but he has no idea I exist. So when he got wind of what I was doing he jumped to the only conclusion he could. That Zhang’s death had been faked, and he was alive after all.”

The young girl raised her eyebrows. “To be totally honest, I helped him reach that conclusion.”

“Helped him, how?” said Hall.

“Ling doesn’t know about me, but I know about him. All too well. Like I said, pure evil. This is a battle for the future of humanity, and either he wins—or I do.

“I had no idea where Ling was or what progress he was making. So I decided the best way to flush him out was to make him think Zhang was alive. Then I’d lie in wait while he pulled out all the stops to find a man who—literally—can’t be found.

“I even have a Chinese man on my payroll, about Zhang’s age, who’s lived in the US for decades and is a strong believer in what I’m doing. His name is Ken Chong. Not coincidentally, the name I used when I hacked into the motel’s computer.”

“And what does this Ken Chong do for you?” asked Hall.

“I recruit and interact with the outside world mostly through video calls, 2D and 3D both. I speak through AI-generated avatars so I look and sound like a grown man or woman. Hard to be taken seriously when you look like a little girl. Every once in a while, someone will insist on a face-to-face meeting. On these rare occasions Ken Chong steps in for me. I tell him what to say through a comm.”

“Right,” said Megan. “And Ling doesn’t know what Zhang looks like. So if his investigation ever revealed that a Chinese man of Zhang’s age was in charge, that would further cement the conclusion you wanted him to reach.”

“Exactly. All done to get Ling to bark up the wrong tree, creating an asymmetrical situation in my favor. While I’d be well aware he was coming for Zhang, he wouldn’t even know I existed. By drawing him out I could learn more about him and eventually set a trap.”

Hall sighed. “Yeah, everyone seems to be baiting traps lately,” he said. “But no one seems to be catching anything.”  

“I heard. You and your people are zero for three.”

Hall frowned. “Was there anything I didn’t talk about over a vid-call during the past few days? Anything that you and Andy Warhol didn’t intercept?”

“There must have been something you forgot to mention,” said Faith, teasing him.

The girl paused. “To be fair,” she continued, her tone now serious, “just because the prey managed Houdini escapes three times in a row doesn’t mean their luck will hold forever. You know what they say. The fourth time’s a charm.” She smiled. “Or something like that.”

“How did you ensure Ling would stumble over your planted misinformation?” asked Megan.

“I didn’t. I counted on him to find it himself. A lot of it wasn’t misinformation. I guessed that when Ling was ready to perform further genetic experimentation and institute a breeding program of his own, he’d gravitate to US fertility clinics. For the same reasons I did. So if he ever came sniffing around, I made sure I left a breadcrumb trail that would lead him to believe Zhang was alive. For example, I left some files not fully erased that I knew he would piece together. When he discovered the information I planted, he’d be forced to stop in his tracks until this potential threat could be dealt with.”

“And your plan succeeded,” said Megan. “So why haven’t you set a trap for him yet?”

“I’ve forced myself to be patient. It’s been tempting to try to take him out now, but it’s more prudent to wait until I mature a little further. I’m just a few months away from teleportation age, which will open up a number of additional options. So I’ve been sitting tight, gathering information, waiting for him to make a mistake, and planning.

“I must admit,” continued Faith, “the involvement of your group was a variable I hadn’t predicted. But it makes perfect sense that Ling wants to partner with you. You can help him locate and capture Zhang.”

“Capture?” said Hall. “Ling wants him dead. He’s adamant about it.”

“Another lie. I’m all but certain he wants to capture Zhang and force him into indentured servitude. Regardless, the moment THT is no longer useful to him, he’ll kill you all.”

“I’m sure he’d make similar claims about your intentions,” said Megan.

“No doubt about it. He’s as brilliant as I am, but without a trace of a conscience to hold him back. He can lie more convincingly than you can tell the truth. I know better than to underestimate him, or his powers of persuasion. Or how vicious he can be.”

The young girl paused to let this sink in. “Which brings me to the attack on Tartarus,” she continued. “He staged it to further sell his narrative, and for no other reason. Savagely cruel and calculating, yes, but also a masterstroke.”

“What makes you think Ling was behind it?” said Hall.

“I don’t think he was,” she corrected. “I know he was. Just like I know the mercs were never in the same room with him. He appeared on monitors only, didn’t he?”

She didn’t wait for a reply. “If Ling had spoken with the mercs in person, you would have seen his face in their minds. But you didn’t, did you? If you had, the gig would have been up. Ling’s too smart to take that chance. So he must have put words in an avatar’s mouth. As I’ve mentioned, I do the same.”

Hall considered. Like Ling, she was persuasive, and made all the pieces seem to fit together flawlessly.

“How am I doing so far?” she asked.

“You’re basically correct,” admitted Hall. “Only the mercs’ employer didn’t hide behind a false face. He didn’t show them any face. Communication was audio only. Still, Ling couldn’t have been behind the attack. He was never read into the op. How would he know that Tartarus had anything to do with it?”

“He knew where the op was taking place the same way I did,” she said. “He detected Emily’s tracker. Which is how he must have found her in Minnesota in the first place.

“When he discovered Zhang was still alive—or thought he was—he eventually realized that someone like Emily, someone of immense value, might be out there. And if she were, Ling reasoned that Zhang might use one of China’s prototype, next-gen trackers to keep tabs on her. They emit a unique signature, unlike that of any other bug or tracking device. All Ling had to do was search through the spectrum, looking for this signature. When he found it, he assumed whoever was being tracked was vitally important to Zhang and went after her.”

Hall frowned. The girl was doing it again. Explaining the unexplainable in a way that seemed obvious in retrospect.

“I should have predicted Ling would make this move,” continued Faith, disgusted with herself. “Even someone with a third of my IQ would have realized the danger of using the tracker I used. It was an unforgivable mistake.”

“There’s a lot of those going around,” said Hall.

When Faith didn’t respond, he continued. “But what you say makes sense. Ling never did tell us how he located Emily. He hand-waved when we asked.”

“Right. But trust me, that’s how he found her. So when you turned the tracker back on, he knew instantly it was a trap you were setting to draw Zhang out.”

Hall nodded. “And we did tell him we were making a play for Zhang. We just didn’t provide details. Which, assuming you’re right, he already had.”

“But you did tell him exactly how long you planned to leave the trap in place before you packed your bags and left, didn’t you?”

“You have an annoying habit of being right,” said Hall. “How did you know?”

“Because he proceeded exactly the way I would have if I were a psychopathic monster. He saw the chance to cement Dr. Zhang in your minds as the villain, and was determined to seize it. So he put on a show. A false flag operation. He hired a clean set of mercs, who never worked with him as Ling. And he blew one of their heads off their shoulders just to make a cruel, grisly point—I heard you tell the general about it.

“Ling went out of his way to be savage, and made sure he told the mercs his name was Zhang Wu. False information that was the entire point of the exercise. Then, during the attack, his goal was to wreak as much death and devastation as possible, getting you to loathe Zhang with a passion and embrace Ling as an indispensable partner.”

Hall looked ill. “Which is exactly what did happen.”

“His plan would have worked perfectly if I wasn’t here to alert you.”

Faith paused. “But getting back to the timing of the op. Ling wouldn’t want to attack right away. After all, Zhang might actually take the bait and show up. Your op might succeed. And he wanted Zhang above all else. So he did what I would have done. He gave your op the maximum chance to catch the real Zhang before he attacked as the false one.”

The young girl raised her eyebrows. “You don’t think it’s just a coincidence that he attacked two hours before you planned to abandon the op? Why not a day earlier? Why not a day later?”

“Which is why you were so sure we had shared the timing with him,” said Megan.

“Correct.”

Megan nodded thoughtfully. “I have to say, you’re awfully astute for a four-year-old girl in the body of an eleven-year-old.”

“Thanks,” said Faith wryly. “But I bet you say that to everyone.”

Megan couldn’t help but laugh. “Not so much.”

“I trust that it’s now clear that neither I, nor the deceased Zhang Wu, were behind the Tartarus attack.”

“It is,” said Hall.

“And have I also clarified how I ended up spying on Nick to your satisfaction, Megan?”

“You have,” said the woman in question.

“Good. Then maybe it’s time for me to begin at the beginning.”

“Definitely,” said Nick Hall beside her. “You have our full attention.”
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“Before I continue,” said Faith, “do you mind if we take a quick break to get some food? I’m starving.” 

“I don’t doubt it,” said Hall. “You’re growing at many times the normal rate. Good thing we’re parked at a grocery store,” he added.

Hall realized he was hungry also and could use a Diet Mountain Dew to provide caffeine. It was still just seven in the morning. He had been eager to check out of the motel and had planned to stop along the way for breakfast.

Less than ten minutes later Faith had consumed three large blueberry muffins and a bottle of apple juice and was ready to resume.

“Before I continue,” she said, “I’m aware that Ling already provided considerable background. Some of it was likely even true,” she added with a smile. “I’ll make some assumptions as to what he might have told you so I don’t belabor information you already have.

“I also don’t need to tell you that Transcend is real,” she added. “And Zhang Wu was placed in charge of it. But as the lead scientist. Not the lead psychopath.

“As I mentioned, Dr. Zhang was a genius. And a good man. He was forced to move the project forward along the lines the Politburo dictated. They didn’t just put a gun to Zhang’s head. They also put a gun to the heads of his wife and two children.

“He agonized over whether he should sabotage the project, but he couldn’t sentence his family to death, no matter what was at stake. And he knew that the CCP would just put someone else at the helm. Not as brilliant as he was, but plenty brilliant enough to accomplish the project’s ends. Especially given the heavy involvement of AI.

“After considerable thought, he decided his best option was to lean into the role. To pretend to be zealously committed to the project. Almost as if it were a religion.”

She nodded approvingly. “This was a brilliant move. If he made it clear he was working under duress, the CCP would watch his every step, his every breath. But after a year of being the model party zealot, they began to trust him. They gave him a long leash. He knew he would need this latitude to have any hope of coming up with a plan to trip them up without endangering his family.”

Hall and the two women in Mason, Ohio, listened in rapt attention to every word the young girl spoke, spellbound.

“I suspect Ling told you the truth about his birth,” she continued. “He was the program’s first big success, followed by fourteen others with his same genetic blueprint. Followed by an even more evolved being, Wong, who was also followed by fourteen others.”

“Yes,” said Hall. “Thirty Transcend progeny in total. And he told us twenty-nine were killed by the CCP. A fate he, alone, managed to escape.”

“That is true. What did he tell you about the CCP’s goals for their supersoldiers when it came to character? Disposition? Empathy?”

“That they wanted warriors,” said Hall. “Not Peace Corps volunteers. So the idea was to err on the cold and calculating side. To ensure they were tough but fair. Ruthless, but only when necessary in pursuit of the greater good.”

Faith raised her eyebrows. “I’m surprised he admitted he was anything but a saint,” she said. “But I suppose he had to. If he was going to work with you, he couldn’t pretend to be a pacifistic monk. Since he couldn’t hide his ruthless nature, he tried to justify it. The truth is, what he describes was what the program was shooting for. But what he didn’t tell you is that it missed its mark. By a wide margin. And not in the monk direction.”

“Yeah,” said Megan. “You already told us. He’s pure evil.”

“Sounds like you don’t entirely believe me,” said Faith.

“At this point, I don’t know who or what to believe. Both of you are charismatic geniuses who could sell hair gel to a bald man.”

The hint of a smile crossed the young girl’s face. “I don’t blame you for reserving judgment,” she said. “All I can do is tell the truth at every turn and wait for events to bear me out.

“The Politburo knew right away that Transcend had overshot,” continued Faith. “That while it had created superior beings, they were much crueler, more selfish, and more merciless than planned. The newborns revealed their true natures unambiguously from the time they were two months old. If Transcend hadn’t engineered in fail-safes to control them, the Politburo would have wiped them out then.”

“How can a two-month-old reveal anything?” said Hall. “All they can do is lie in one place, helpless, and soil themselves.”

“Not these two-month-olds. Accelerated growth and enhanced physiology, athleticism, and coordination meant they were physically equivalent to an eighteen-month-old. They could speak fluently, walk, and had the manual dexterity to read, write, and manipulate a computer. While normal human brains don’t fully develop for ages, ours do in the womb.”

“I guess they didn’t develop a mastery of deception until they were three months old,” said Megan wryly.

“You joke,” said Faith, “but you aren’t too far off. You’ll never understand this—you can’t—but we experience time differently than you do. Our minds operate considerably faster than yours, we require little sleep, and we can absorb knowledge at rates you can’t begin to fathom. I’m only four years old, yet in many ways I have more life experience than a normal adult, and more knowledge than ten.”

“I believe you,” said Hall.

“In any event,” continued Faith, “the fact that Transcend was producing psychopaths was clear almost from the start. Which is what prompted Zhang Wu to finally act to prevent catastrophe. To use the latitude his pretend passion for the Politburo’s goals had bought him. He would mount a secret offshoot of the program. He would counter the psychopathic supermen with a humane version. One designed for decency. Empathy. Compassion.

“The version he envisioned would actually come with a soul—for want of a better word. But they would still share all the physical and mental gifts of Ling’s generation, including genius, extraordinary physical abilities, teleportation, and so on. 

“Even before events spiraled out of control and the Politburo ordered Transcend and its progeny obliterated, Zhang had anticipated the program would end in disaster. Just not as quickly as it did. He knew the Transcend progeny would eventually circumvent their built-in fail-safes, but he thought it might take a decade or two. When it did happen, he reasoned, his humane supermen would be the only ones capable of stopping Transcend’s psychopathic versions.” 

“I’m not sure I agree,” said Hall. “In my view, you’re positing two groups with identical abilities, except one is burdened with a conscience and one isn’t. I would think the evil version, willing to go to any lengths to win—like wiping out billions of people if necessary—would have an insurmountable advantage.

“In fiction,” he added, “we like to pretend that isn’t true. In Star Trek, when Data battles Lore, the good android always finds a way to prevail over the evil one. The good Superman prevails over his evil twin. But I doubt that would happen in real life.”

“I agree with you,” said Faith. “In fiction, purity of heart tends to win the day. On the battlefield . . . not so much. Zhang agreed. Which is why there is more to the story. But I don’t want to get ahead of myself.”

“Right,” said Hall.

“Zhang didn’t install any fail-safes in me, and didn’t plan any for the progeny coming out of his secret Transcend offshoot. He believed it was foolish to think these would hold. And if he did his job right, they wouldn’t be necessary.”

“Ling told us Zhang planned to use multiple fail-safes.”

“That’s because he told you Zhang’s plan was to produce supermen who were pure evil. Which was actually his own plan. In any event, you’d never believe Zhang would be crazy enough to produce superior beings he couldn’t control. So Ling invented the multiple fail-safe story to help sell his lies.”

Hall nodded. She was right. They had been skeptical, and this answer had satisfied them.

“While Dr. Zhang wanted to produce humane versions of the Transcend progeny,” continued Faith, “he also wanted to confirm he could produce the female variety. He hoped to get a breeding population of his humane super-beings going as soon as possible.”

“Why?” asked Megan. “So the good guys could out-reproduce the bad?”

“Exactly. And keep in mind that the offspring would only share a relatively small set of engineered genes. The vast majority of their genetic makeup would be dictated by the genes of the various sperm and egg donors used for their conceptions.”

“Ling mentioned that,” said Hall. “But I get why you’d want to repeat it. You don’t want us thinking of the progeny as siblings. That would make it seem as if Zhang wanted to initiate a breeding program based on incest.”

Faith nodded. “Which wouldn’t be a good look.”

“To say the least,” said Megan in disgust.  

“To continue,” said Faith, “Zhang reprogrammed the AI to focus on the behavioral traits he wanted to instill. Soon enough, he and the AI had found the blueprint to engineer Ling-equivalents who were also compassionate.”

She paused. “He began with six males and me, the prototypical female. And he had help. There were eleven upper echelon genetic engineers who reported directly to him. He recruited three he was certain shared his views.”

“A dangerous game,” said Emily. “He was betting his own life, and the lives of his family, that they wouldn’t betray him.”

“True. But it was a risk he had to take. Other than Zhang and these three, no one else had any idea what was going on behind their backs. Not the Politburo, not Ling, not anyone. And while he largely trusted these three colleagues to assist him, he kept his plans to form a breeding population secret, even from them, fearing they might object.”

“Understandable,” said Megan. “Creating a small group of superiors is one thing. Allowing them unfettered ability to expand their own population is quite another.”

“Exactly. So his colleagues brought the six boys into the world. But Zhang, alone, brought me into the world.”

She paused to let this sink in. “Each of his colleagues took two of these newborns into their homes to care for, although these particular offspring were entirely self-sufficient by the age of one. Still, they were fed, given needed affection, and changed while this was necessary. They were given immediate access to the internet and unlimited online books. Which they devoured like a swarm of locusts tearing through a field of wheat.” 

“So what about you?” asked Emily. “Where were you placed?”

“Zhang placed me with two married, childless professors of computer science he had met many years earlier at Peking University. He and they shared the same ideology and quickly became fast friends. They weren’t involved with Transcend, and he trusted them as much as he trusted himself. Along with me, he placed a prototype supercomputer laptop in their care, one containing all of Transcend’s data, as well as a copy of the evolved AI behind it all.

“For the next two years, Dr. Zhang’s secret program proceeded brilliantly. In fact, he planned to impregnate additional women with a version of humanity he was convinced would dwarf even Wong’s level. A version that would represent the pinnacle of human evolution, unlocking almost god-like capabilities.”

Faith shook her head in disgust. “That’s when it all came to a screeching halt,” she said bitterly. “Not because Zhang had failed or had been discovered. But because of a series of events he couldn’t have predicted. First Wong, the second generation Transcend superman, didn’t properly hide his mind-reading abilities. The Politburo learned of this and panicked.”

“Right,” said Hall. “Which led them to discover their creations had circumvented Transcend’s fail-safes. Which freaked them out even more, spurring them to order a quick and violent end to the program.”

Hall turned to the young girl beside him. “Or was Ling taking liberties with the truth?”

“No. That’s precisely what happened. And the Politburo ordered Zhang’s death too. Even though they still believed he was a loyal servant, that wasn’t enough to save him. They now saw Transcend as a lethal cancer and were determined to excise the tumor down to the very last cell. They ordered the massacre of all of Transcend’s top administrators and scientists. Anyone who was in the know was purged.” 

“Did they ever discover Zhang’s secret program?” asked Megan.

“They did. During the purge. They uncovered his three assistants and the six male children they were housing and killed them all. Zhang had monitors and saw them coming for him. He had just enough time to delete all evidence of my existence from his files. Since Transcend had been focused exclusively on producing males, and I was living with someone not involved with the program, I was entirely off the radar.”

She tilted her head, remembering. “They also killed Dr. Zhang’s family,” she added as a tear came to her eye. “Just for good measure. As evil as their genetically engineered supersoldiers.”

Faith wiped away the tear with the back of her hand and gathered herself. “After it happened, I asked the couple who had adopted me to get me to America. Cal Tech had been offering them professorships for years. They finally accepted, and the CCP signed off on it. I arrived in the States about two years ago, along with a portable supercomputer containing Zhang’s data and AI, and immediately took my leave.”  

“A two-year-old girl on her own in a new country?” said Megan skeptically.

“Yes, but one who looked five and had the physical skills of a twenty-year-old. More importantly, one who had an immeasurable IQ, could speak perfect English, and could out-hack anyone on the planet. Well, except for Ling.

“The day I set out on my own I hacked Chase Manhattan Bank’s central computer. I created a fake corporate account from thin air, which showed a balance of over a hundred million dollars. This money allowed me to quickly assemble a team of adult professionals over video calls, who saw me on their monitors as a rich, attractive thirty-five-year-old named Suzanne Gordon. Or, later, as Ken Chong.”  

“And you wasted no time restarting Zhang’s program,” said Megan.

“Right. Because there was no time to waste. It was clear that Ling had survived the purge, and easy to guess he’d restart Transcend’s program on his own. He’d be attempting what he told you Dr. Zhang was doing.”

Hall nodded thoughtfully. “When I suggested that good would likely lose to evil in an evenly matched battle, you said Zhang agreed. Is that why he worked to create these god-like beings you described?”

“That was part of it, yes. But far from the only reason. Before Zhang died, he had been exploring an entirely new path to evolve humanity, one he thought had unlimited promise. After considerable thought, he decided it wasn’t enough to develop humane versions of Ling—or even Wong—to counteract what Transcend was doing. 

“Instead,” she continued, “he was convinced that humanity was racing toward extinction. Even without a psychopathic super-species nipping at its heels. That humanity had reached a point at which its survival depended on an unprecedented evolutionary leap.

“Ultimately, Zhang came to be convinced he had found a way to create the nearly limitless species he had envisioned. Not by changing and adding genes to the mix as Transcend had done. But by unleashing our inner god. One that had been lying dormant within us since the beginning of humanity.” 

“That sounds profound,” said Hall, “but I have no idea what it means.”

“Then I’ll tell you,” said Faith. “I should also mention that he wasn’t the first to propose this novel strategy, although he didn’t know it. But more about that later.”

“Regardless,” said Megan, “the bottom line is that Zhang was killed before he could see this through.”

“He was.”

“And you’re trying to accomplish his goals for him,” said Hall.

“Not trying. I believe I have accomplished them. Given highly accelerated gestation, the progenitor of this god-like species will be born in just over a week.”

“A week?” said Emily in disbelief. She placed a hand gently on her stomach. “Just for the record, I’m the one carrying this super-being, right?”

“You are,” she said. “But you did volunteer,” she added, wincing. “Really.”

Emily sighed. “Then I can’t tell you how much I hope what you’ve told us is true. Because Ling says I’m carrying the antichrist. I like your version better.”

“Me too,” said Faith warmly. “Me too. And my version is the truth.”

“I guess that remains to be seen,” said Hall. “But why don’t you tell us about Dr. Zhang’s breakthrough. And the nature of the child Emily is carrying.”

Faith nodded. “Nothing could stop me from doing just that,” she said. “And I have a feeling you’re going to find this . . . interesting.”
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The parking lot of the grocery store had still only attracted a smattering of cars since Nick Hall and a young girl who called herself Faith had arrived. Hall had parked in the most distant spot available, and it was still only eight in the morning, so he and Faith remained an island unto themselves.

Emily asked for a bathroom break before they continued. Apparently, the baby was playing hockey with her bladder, and she couldn’t wait any longer.

Once Emily returned to the kitchen in Mason, Ohio, Faith resumed. “In the last seven years of Zhang’s life,” she began, “he underwent enormous philosophical transformations. First, he was too brilliant to be content with confining himself to the field of genetic engineering alone. He began studying quantum mechanics and cosmology in depth. When he was introduced to something called the Fine-Tuned Universe, he became much more open-minded and spiritual in his thinking.

“Basically, this is a rigorous analysis that shows that numerous universal constants—like the force of gravity, the weight of a proton, the force that binds protons and neutrons within atomic nuclei, and so on—have to be almost exactly what they are for life to exist in the universe. The odds of these constants all having the precise values needed for life are worse than the odds of winning the lottery a thousand times in a row.

“So how is this possible? Theologians believe God is the answer. Scientists were initially stumped but soon declared that this riddle was easily answered if one posited an infinite number of universes. Given an infinite number of universes, one of them was bound to get it right. And, lucky for us, we happen to find ourselves in this perfect universe.”

Faith raised her eyebrows. “But science admits it has no way to prove the existence of other universes. So both explanations rely on faith. Given this, why is a creator any more absurd than infinite universes? A creator may not be the answer, but science’s answer isn’t really any better.” 

“Go on,” said Megan.

“Another transformation Zhang underwent was his profound shift from a wide-eyed optimist to a diehard pessimist. He became more and more negative about our species and our future. ”

“He isn’t the only one,” said Hall. “I’ve caught the thoughts of thousands upon thousands of people. Most have followed this same trajectory.”

“No doubt,” said Faith. “And this trend has been accelerating. As few as seven years before his death, Zhang believed that human beings were fundamentally decent. That good would ultimately triumph over evil. That our species was advancing, getting more mature, beginning to leave our primitive, savage natures behind. 

“You’ve been using phrases like our species and our future,” said Megan, “Does that mean you consider yourself part of humanity?”

“Ling doesn’t, but I still do.”

“Good to know,” said Megan. 

“About five years before Zhang’s death,” continued Faith, “he began to get more and more frustrated with the course humanity was on, and his thinking began to change. He conducted considerable research into the global human condition. When I got to the US, I did more research on my own. It all points to one conclusion. While humanity’s genius has provided advances that should make our civilization a heaven on earth—we’re going in the opposite direction.

“We should be more content than at any time in history. Our species is far wealthier and healthier than ever before. Our capabilities are astounding. And yet, if anything, we’re more miserable than ever. What does that suggest?” 

She didn’t wait for an answer. “It suggests that our wiring isn’t ready for the tech age we’ve brought about. That you can take the savage out of the jungle—but you can’t take the savage out of the human.

“Wars are popping up again in increasing numbers. Governments are increasingly totalitarian. Orwellian. Even in countries that for centuries have been considered bastions of freedom, like the US. Your freedoms have become largely illusory. Justice has never been doled out more asymmetrically in this country than it is now. Social media and other means of mass manipulation, brainwashing, and propaganda are used in ever more corrupt and controlling ways. Any and all thought that doesn’t cleave to the accepted political propaganda is being censored at unprecedented levels.

“And all of this is being done to enrage, to divide, and to pit one group against another. To create hatred and fear. To pull people apart rather than bring them together.

“Fewer and fewer couples want children, and many who do suddenly can’t have them organically. Riots can be organized on social media in an instant and are popping up everywhere.

“Our most recent generations have been poisoned by their reliance on the internet, and many can now only think superficially. They see a meme or inflamed rhetoric on the internet and fly into an instant state of outrage.

“They take the rhetoric at face value, without doing any further research. Without attempting to learn if there is another side to the issue. They can be mass manipulated into going berserk for a cause they know nothing about. Without ever thinking to check the accuracy of the propaganda being used to turn them into mindless, faithful automatons.”

Hall found himself agreeing with the young girl. No one could read minds and not see the polarization, the corruption, the deterioration of ethics, or the rise of narcissism, depression, and anxiety.

Human beings could still be noble, loving, decent, and constructive. But even the best of the species harbored thoughts that were appalling. And the average person was more anxious, more riled up, more opinionated, and more poisoned by fake news than ever before.

Even many of those who pretended to care the most turned out to be the most vile, using fake caring as a shield to protect them from scrutiny or justice. How many famous personalities over the years, posing as paragons of virtue and diehard supporters of women’s rights, had been found guilty of sexual harassment, assault, and rape?

When Hall read the minds of younger generations, these often proved to be the most alarming of all. Many of their thoughts were increasingly scattered, selfish, judgmental, and inflexible. They tended to see everyone as being either a victim or an oppressor. Many seemed to have an insatiable, repulsive need for social acceptance at all costs. These generations had become more and more narcissistic, neurotic, lazy, and confused, and dependence on the web had turned their minds into lightning rods for brainwashers.

“The result of all this,” continued Faith, “is that humanity isn’t psychologically or temperamentally prepared for the future we’ve created. For the ever faster pace of sensory bombardment. For the unrelenting focus by media and politicians on doom and gloom, on barbarities around the world. For the unprecedented and ever more powerful tools of mass manipulation seized by the worst among us.

“We’re always on the go. Always connected via phones. Never able to just sit outside in nature and contemplate our place in the universe. And the most clever among us spend their time working to capture our eyeballs and brains. To addict us to our phones, our tech, our social media, and our video games. To addict us to gambling, illicit substances, and on and on.

“Zhang always believed humanity’s resourcefulness and technology would get us out of any problems we got ourselves into. But he began to realize that our technology, and the world it brought about, was the problem.  Not because the tech is inherently bad. But because we evolved in a simpler age, and our psyches aren’t built to handle what we’ve wrought.”

Faith paused to let this sink in.

“Much of what you say may be true,” said Emily finally. “But it’s largely a subjective opinion.”

“Is it?” said Faith. “Suicides continue to hit all-time highs. Mental health is deteriorating around the world, undeniable by any metric. It hit crises levels decades ago, and is only getting worse.

“Among the many reasons for this growing malaise is the rise of our tech and the fast pace of our lives. Another is the fact that our progress has provided more leisure than ever before. Which isn’t always good. Boredom is the enemy. Paradoxically, if you’re so rich you don’t need to work, and only seek out leisure, you almost inevitably become miserable—even if you don’t admit it to yourself. No purpose, no connection, just hedonism—which doesn’t work for our species. We need problems to tackle. If there aren’t any meaningful ones, we’ll create them where they don’t exist.”

She shook her head. “Compared to the environment Homo sapiens faced when they first came on the scene, we live in a Utopia. We’ve harnessed electricity, and have abundant food and water. We have unlimited entertainment choices. Sewage systems, antibiotics, air-conditioning, and computers. Cars, jets, and AI. Instant communication around the world. And so much more.

“We’ve been freed from the need to wage a constant struggle for survival. We have the luxury to self-actualize, to become the best possible versions of ourselves. And yet we’re doing just the opposite.”

“Okay,” said Megan, blowing out a long breath. “You’ve made your point. It is hard to deny that pessimism is on the rise and we’re more polarized than ever. But let’s move on.”

“It’s alarming, isn’t it?” said Faith.

Megan nodded. “Very much so.”

“Okay, then,” said the young girl. “I’m happy to move on as you ask.”

She paused in thought. “During most of Zhang’s career, he was horrified by the prospect of engineering the human germline. Horrified that a race of supermen would lead to humanity’s extinction.

“In a war between us and our replacements, most of us would root for ourselves—and Zhang did. Even easier to root for current humanity when the alternative is the race of psychopaths Transcend was creating.”

Faith raised her eyebrows. “But what if our successors were compassionate? Ethical?

“Not just superior, but also wired to thrive in our current environment. Humanity 2.0. A new model optimized to operate in a new reality. The tech reality. Optimized to share news honestly rather than in furtherance of an agenda. Optimized to care for fellow humans rather than just pretending to care. Optimized for selflessness. Optimized not to let modern toxicities poison their psyches, but to use technology to create an actual Utopia.”

She paused for several long seconds.

“We’ve become fish out of water,” she continued softly. “While our technology has advanced by immeasurable leaps, our natures have changed very little. We remain apes at heart. Worse than apes. Savages.”

“So Zhang changed his mind,” said Hall. “He decided it was okay if we were replaced. As long as it was by a better breed of successor. Did he begin to root for our extinction?”

“No. He just saw it as inevitable. The vast majority of fish who found themselves out of water died, gasping for air. But eventually, lungs evolved. A means not only to survive in air, but to thrive. No longer being in water allowed life to evolve to use fire, and to leap ahead in endless other ways.

“The dinosaurs were perfectly adapted to their world and thrived for a hundred sixty-five million years. Yet when an asteroid struck the Earth, they couldn’t adjust. Evolution selected for mammals instead. This wasn’t a knock on the dinosaurs. And it isn’t a knock on Homo sapiens to acknowledge our psyches are incapable of adapting to our current environment. Which has led to ever-increasing rates of neuroses, psychoses, obesity, and worse.”

She sighed. “Zhang became convinced we had created an environment that would inevitably lead to our extinction. We were more tragic than the dinosaur, because we were bringing the asteroid down on our own heads. And there was nothing anyone could do about it given our current wiring, evolved for a different world.

“Even if this weren’t true,” she continued, “he was convinced that if we didn’t make an explosive evolutionary leap forward, our AIs would surpass us and drive us to extinction.”

“So two ways to lose,” said Hall, “and zero ways to win.”

“Sadly, yes. And it’s an admittedly hard pill to swallow. Imagine early primordial cells were intelligent. Amoebas, for example. Do you think trillions of them would agree to give up their independence to form a man?”

She didn’t wait for an answer. “Of course not. They’d be appalled by the idea. Even if they were told it represented the next great leap forward in the history of life. They’d still fight to the death to stop it from happening. But we don’t feel sorry for single cells giving up their independence to create us—nor should we. Had they remained as they were, they had no real future.”

“Even if this is all true,” said Megan, “I have trouble believing Zhang found a way to engineer an evolutionary leap of the magnitude he was after.”

“He didn’t think it was possible, either,” said Faith. “He saw me as representing a major step forward. But I wasn’t even close to the exalted level he was envisioning. He soon realized that even with our AIs and tech, we were maxing out what was possible.”  

“So how did he get there?” said Hall.

“By finding a new approach, completely different from the one Transcend had used.

“Let me explain. A few years before he was killed, he read a book called Signature in the Cell: DNA and the Evidence for Intelligent Design.’ The book was written by Stephen C. Meyer, who earned a Ph.D. from Cambridge, and it had a dramatic impact on his thinking.

“Meyer’s book had been around since 2009, but Zhang never read it. Mostly because it had been stigmatized by many of his peers—who also hadn’t read it. They considered it to be an unscientific attempt to deny evolution and promote creationism.

“When he finally did read it, he found it mesmerizing. Meticulously presented, compelling, and eye-opening. Not only did it provide further evidence of a possible creator, it also set Zhang on a path of experimentation that led to a stunning breakthrough. One that proved the intelligent design hypothesis beyond a shadow of a doubt.”

Hall shook his head. “I don’t believe you,” he said bluntly. “You’re suggesting Zhang not only found a way to evolve humanity to preposterous levels, but proved the existence of a creator. Each of these would be the most extraordinary headlines in human history. The odds of Zhang accomplishing both at the same time are basically zero.”

“I can see why you might think that,” said Faith. “But the truth is quite different. As it turns out, the odds of doing both simultaneously are a little greater than zero.”

She raised her eyebrows. “In fact,” she added with a wry smile, “the odds are precisely one hundred percent.”


46

There was a long silence in the car and in the kitchen of a borrowed home in Mason, Ohio.

“You’re really starting to make my brain hurt,” said Megan. “I was going to insist you jump ahead to Emily and her pregnancy. But there’s no skipping over claims as profound as the ones you’ve just made.”

“No, there really isn’t,” said Faith.

“So are you also convinced of the existence of a creator?” asked Emily.

“I am.”

“Then you chose the wrong name for yourself,” she noted with a wry smile. “Instead of Faith, you should have named yourself Certainty.”

The girl laughed. “Good point,” she said warmly.

“All right,” said Hall. “Let’s do this, Faith. Take us down yet another rabbit hole. Alice only had to go down one.”

“I know,” said the girl with a twinkle in her eye. “Which is why I didn’t want to hold a gun on you while we hashed this out. My arm would be aching by now.”

Hall smiled. The next-level intellect and maturity housed in such a young girl was a bit creepy, but Faith was still hard not to like. Even so, he continued to keep his guard up at all times.

“The overarching theme of Signature in the Cell,” began Faith, “is this. It’s possible that life arose through chance over a period of hundreds of millions of years. But it’s far more likely it was the result of an intelligent designer. And ‘intelligent designer’ doesn’t necessarily mean the kind of god who appears in burning bushes. It could be the designer of a simulation, if we happen to be in one. Or a transcendent AI from another galaxy. Or an alien species designed in a completely different way.

“The bottom line,” continued Faith, “is that the book wasn’t written by a religious zealot, but a thoughtful scientist steeped in molecular biology.

“The long-accepted scientific dogma is that life arose from non-living matter through natural processes. That DNA came into existence by random combinations of chemicals in a primordial soup over hundreds of millions of years.

“There are huge gaps in the theory of how this could have happened. But by positing such an enormous span of time for it to develop, and lots of luck, scientists have hand-waved past the many glaring gaps in understanding. This has allowed them to get to the conclusion they believe science demands. That the process was random rather than directed.”

“But after reading this book,” said Hall, “you and Zhang don’t buy it.”

“No. It’s easy to just accept the primordial soup idea and move on. But Meyer drills down to assess the odds in a stunningly comprehensive manner. The book is over five hundred pages long, so I can’t begin to cover it all. But I will give you the gist of it.

“The idea is this: DNA is immensely information rich. A recipe for life billions of letters long. Within these billions of letters are instructions for producing proteins and enzymes.”

“What’s the difference between the two?” asked Megan.

“Enzymes are a class of proteins, actually. Both are made of chains of amino acids. From now on, I won’t differentiate between the two. But just so you know, enzymes catalyze chemical reactions necessary for cellular life.”

Megan nodded. “Thanks.”  

“In addition to everything else,” continued the young girl, “DNA codes for the proteins that allow it to be read. And for the proteins it needs to make identical copies of itself.

“And this just scratches the surface,” continued Faith. “The complexity and beauty of the system is mind-boggling.

“Proteins are made of long trains of amino acids linked together. The precise order of these amino acids is spelled out by DNA. There are twenty amino acids to choose from in each position. Which means there are four hundred ways to link just two amino-acid train cars together. For a string of ten, there are over ten trillion possible arrangements.”

“That seems like a lot,” said Emily with a wry smile. “So the point you’re trying to make is that it’s not easy to stumble on a precise configuration just by luck.”

“Exactly. With ‘not easy’ being the greatest understatement of all time. Because proteins are comprised of far more than just ten amino acids. A conservative average size for a protein would be about three hundred amino acids.”

Faith raised her eyebrows. “So how many of these proteins, these lengthy amino-acid chains, do you think are required to read DNA? And how many are required to make an exact copy of it?”

When no one offered an immediate response, she continued. “Over a hundred are required to read DNA. And over thirty are required to copy it.”

“More complex than I would have guessed,” said Megan.

“And therein lies the problem,” said Faith. “For DNA to be read, over a hundred proteins are required. Proteins comprised of precise chains of amino acids that had basically no chance of having been assembled randomly. You need these proteins to read DNA. But you need to read DNA to get these proteins.”

Hall nodded, deep in thought. “So the key to unlock a door is behind the door. If you could unlock the door you could get the key. But you need the key to unlock the door.”

Faith nodded. “That’s about the extent of it. The bottom line is that the odds of this system arising randomly in the presence of primordial DNA, such that it becomes a self-directing process, are infinitesimal.

“How infinitesimal?” she continued. “Imagine that every atom existing in our universe—and a trillion other universes—is placed into a bag, and a single one of these atoms is marked. Now imagine you close your eyes and reach into the bag. You have a much better chance of pulling out the marked atom—on your first try—than this cellular machinery has of arising randomly.”

“So you’re saying it’s unlikely,” said Megan with a grin.

Faith laughed. “Let me give you one last analogy that might help. It isn’t perfect, but it’s good enough to get the point across. Imagine you’re a primitive and come across two items. A supercomputer capable of reading flash drives. And a flash drive with thousands of pages of instructions for how to build that exact supercomputer.

“Would you think that these both arose randomly? Or would you think perhaps they were designed by an intelligence to work together?

“How could the computer and flash drive have evolved together randomly?” she continued without waiting for a response. “You need to build a computer to read the flash drive. But unless you’ve already read the flash drive, you have no hope of building a computer. The flash drive could contain all the information in the universe, but if you had no way to decode it, it’s useless.”

“You make a compelling case,” said Hall. “And it’s clear to me our current understanding is incomplete. But hundreds of millions of years is a long time. So isn’t it more likely we’re just missing something? Some unknown natural process that would answer this riddle? Just because we haven’t yet figured it out doesn’t mean we have to invoke an intelligent designer.” 

“You’re right,” said Faith. “Scientists might have missed something. I should add that in addition to making his case for intelligent design, Meyer also presents the most widely cited theories that attempt to explain how life could have arisen naturally—despite probabilities that appear impossibly low. Theories of how primitive forms of the system may have arisen, eventually leading to more complex forms.

“But for each of these theories he also presents a meticulous analysis that convincingly reveals fatal flaws. Even if a theory came along that increased the probability of spontaneously generated first life by a trillion trillion trillion fold, it wouldn’t change anything. That’s how impossible the odds really are.”

“Right,” said Hall. “Like pulling out one marked atom from a bag filled with a trillion universes worth.”

“Exactly. So life may have arisen with the help of an intelligent designer. Or it may have arisen through natural causes. But which explanation is more reasonable?” 

She waited almost five seconds for her audience to consider this question.

“Imagine you discover a cave,” she continued finally, “with chalk drawings of animals covering the walls. Drawings that date back fifty thousand years.

“You weren’t there, so you don’t know how these drawings arose. But there are two options that occur to you. The first is that over billions of years of weather on Earth, there was one random instance, fifty thousand years earlier, in which a wind swept through the land and managed to suck up different colors of chalk along the way. Then, after reaching the cave you’re now exploring, the wind randomly deposited this chalk on the walls in the precise pattern needed to mirror the images of animals.”

Faith paused. “Let’s call this the random hypothesis. And as unlikely as it sounds, it’s nearly infinitely more likely than life having arisen by natural processes.”

She raised her eyebrows. “Which brings me to the second hypothesis. This one may be just a tad more likely. The second hypothesis is that someone drew the images on the walls of the cave.”

No one spoke for several seconds.

“Again,” continued Faith, “we weren’t there fifty thousand years ago. We didn’t see anyone draw them. We can’t prove it. But still, I suspect that’s where you’d place your bet.”

There were nods all around.

“That’s not saying there couldn’t be other explanations,” said Faith. “But one option really stands out as being the more likely answer. When it comes to this cave painting example, every scientist on Earth would choose the second hypothesis. But that changes dramatically when it comes to the origins of life.”

“Why?” asked Emily. “Why so much resistance to something that seems so obvious?”

“Because most scientists are desperate to explain life in a way that doesn’t require intelligence. It just feels wrong to them on a visceral level, like believing in magic. And many scientists despise what organized religion stands for, and don’t want to concede a creator is even possible. Even though such an admission is a far cry from supporting any given religious doctrine.”

Faith sighed. “What’s ironic is how many scientists now believe we live in a computer simulation. So on the one hand, they believe that those who subscribe to intelligent design are gullible, bible-thumping simpletons with a pro-religion agenda. On the other hand, they believe our universe could well be the result of a computer simulation designed by some far-future kid as part of his science project.”

“Interesting point,” said Hall.

“Thank you,” said Faith. “But getting back to the cave, even if you’re convinced an intelligence drew the paintings, you can’t be sure who. It could have been alien visitors. Brilliant dolphins who temporarily made it on land and disappeared without a fossil record. God. A visiting AI. Who knows?

“Most of us would bet our lives that the images were drawn by our primitive ancestors. But we don’t need to know who drew them to believe an intelligence of some kind was behind them. To believe that a hand guided the process in a non-random manner.”

“You make quite a case,” said Emily. “Consider me sold. Although I assume you’ve already presented this to me in a past life and I was on board then too.”

“More than on board,” said Faith with a twinkle in her eye. “You made the case before I did. But more on that soon.”

Emily looked to be stunned by this revelation but didn’t press the point, willing to remain patient.

“Meyer’s arguments are a lot more compelling than I expected,” said Megan. “Still, even if you stipulate an intelligence had a hand in the creation of life, how was this intelligence created?”

“An age-old question,” said Faith. “Theologians will tell you that God didn’t need a creator. He always existed. Atheists insist this is ludicrous, but then turn around and claim the universe didn’t need a creator. It always existed. Whatever the answer, it’s well beyond our ability to comprehend.

“Fortunately, we don’t need to answer this question. The idea that life on Earth was the result of intelligent design doesn’t need to say anything about the origin of the designer. We found the Dead Sea Scrolls and concluded the words were inscribed on the parchment by an intelligent entity. We didn’t need to know the precise identity of this entity to reach our conclusion.”

“Do these arguments also imply that evolution isn’t real?” asked Hall.

“No. Evolution has its own gaps that defy human understanding, for sure, but it’s definitely a real process. Life may have required a designer to gain a foothold, but once systems are finally capable of self-replication, evolution can work. We’ve long made use of its principles, ourselves, when we breed dogs to help us hunt and sheep to have thicker coats.” 

“So then what are the gaps?” asked Hall.

“I don’t want to delve into that now. I’ll leave it at this: It’s provably true that the mechanisms of mutation and natural selection can produce minor improvements within species. But no one has yet come close to explaining how these same mechanisms are capable of generating the vast array of complex structures and features we find in nature. The complex animal forms that arose without evolutionary precursors during the Cambrian Explosion.”

Hall was lost in thought. “You said Dr. Zhang proved the Intelligent Design hypotheses. How?”

“He had a flash of inspiration. He took the idea that life had a designer as a given. And then he asked himself, when Homo sapiens arose, what if a clever intelligence created a few design flourishes?

“A good designer would allow for changes, for upgrades. So why not build them into the system? A Primitive Mode for survival in the savannah.  And a God Mode for survival once we had the need to shed off our savagery. Like a snake outgrowing its skin.

“This was sheer speculation on his part, but he decided it was worth exploring the genome to see what he could find.”

“Incredible,” said Hall. “Given what you’ve already told us, he actually found it, didn’t he? He found his theorized God Mode.”

“He did. Within what were previously thought to be non-coding regions of the genome. Like I said before, the necessary genes, the necessary instructions, had always been there. They just needed to be activated. Unleashed.

“When he set the AI on a mission to analyze the genome with this hypothesis in mind, it found all the evidence he needed.”

“Unequivocal proof of a designer,” said Emily in awe.

“Remarkable,” said Hall. “Which is why you said Zhang’s breakthrough in unleashing humanity’s full potential and proof of intelligent design went hand in hand. His belief in intelligent design led him to experiments that proved intelligent design. Evolution can’t explain a dormant God Mode built into the genome. Only an intelligence could manage that.”

“Not just a God Mode,” said Faith, “but one we’d be able to unleash for ourselves when we were finally ready.”

“If this evidence became known,” said Hall, “it would change everything. Not even the most skeptical among us could deny intelligent design.”  

“That’s right. And in the fullness of time, it will be disclosed.”

“But we still haven’t seen the birth of a human with this God Mode activated,” said Megan. “I understand a mother was about to give birth to one but was killed in a car accident.”

Faith sighed. “Not true. I planted this fiction for Ling to find. Emily is the first and only.”

“Ling also told us he believed hundreds more were on the way,” said Megan. “Is this fiction also?” 

“Yes, but entirely of Ling’s making. I’m sure he fabricated it just to scare you. To raise the stakes even higher so you’d have more motivation to work with him.”

“Until the child is born,” said Hall, “no one can be certain exactly how he’ll turn out.”

“True,” said Faith. “But the in-utero results make me very confident. Not to be insulting, but the science and reasoning behind my certainty are beyond your understanding. Fortunately, when Emily gives birth in a week or two, you won’t have to take my word for it.”

“What traits do you expect my baby to have?” asked Emily.

“Genius beyond imagining. Virtual immortality. Incredible compassion, not to be confused with weakness. Ability to tap unlimited zero-point energy. ESP, of course. Other mental powers only seen in science fiction, like telekinesis and possibly clairvoyance. Teleportation across great distances. Speed, strength, accelerated growth and healing. Night and telescopic vision.”

She paused. “And that’s just for starters.”

Emily swallowed hard. “Okay then,” she said. “So just your run-of-the-mill newborn. I was worried you might tell me my child might be unusual somehow.”

Faith laughed in delight. “Your memory can be erased, Emily, but not your sense of humor or zest for life. And it’s about time I finally told you where you fit in. With thanks for being so patient.”

Emily closed her eyes for several seconds and then reopened them. “I’m listening,” she said.
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Faith stared at Emily with great affection. “I arrived in the US intent on carrying on Dr. Zhang’s work,” she began. “So as soon as I got here, I conducted extensive internet research into as many facets of the God Mode Hypothesis as I could. And I stumbled across a blog you had posted on the same concept five years earlier—predating Zhang by many years.

“You proposed that the human genome be examined and experimented on to determine if there was a hidden next level. A next level placed there by an intelligent designer and just waiting to be discovered and activated.

“You made a brilliant case for it, citing Signature in the Cell and so much more. You had just earned your undergraduate degree in molecular biology from Stanford when you wrote it, and it was profound.

“You had studied genetic engineering because it spoke to you, just as it had spoken to Zhang decades earlier. And your every conclusion was similar to the ones Dr. Zhang and I had reached. Eerily similar. You concluded that humanity had outgrown its genome and was headed for extinction. And that we needed to take a monumental leap forward.”

Faith shrugged. “Perhaps the similarity in our thinking was purely coincidental. Or perhaps it was the work of an invisible hand.”

Emily’s expression spoke volumes. Fascination. Amazement. Pride. And all this mixed with  a growing frustration that she still couldn’t find these memories, even with Faith’s insight into her past.

“So I learned everything I could about you,” continued Faith. “You taught yourself how to read when you were two, got perfect scores on your SATs, and were valedictorian of your high school. Third in your class at Stanford. You wanted to do grad work in molecular biology, and you were a shoo-in to get into the best programs in the world.”

She shook her head sadly. “But you made a huge miscalculation. When you published your treatise, you had the audacity to suggest intelligent design was the best explanation to account for life’s origins. And for this, you were basically blackballed.”

Emily smiled wistfully. “Finally. A part of my life I’m glad I can’t remember. But do go on.”

“Within weeks of my arrival in America,” continued Faith, “I approached you, and we talked for five hours. I was half my current age, and looked to be five or six. When I demonstrated a mastery of genetic engineering and the concepts in your treatise, you were sold. You realized I had to be engineered myself to have this grasp at such a young age.

“We were even more likeminded than I thought we would be. We hit it off from the start. I told you everything about Transcend and Dr. Zhang. Everything about everything.

“I had already used my fabricated bank account to buy a fully stocked genetic engineering lab. Better yet, I had added in the tools that China had developed that were more than a decade ahead of the rest of the world. So I offered you a place by my side. I taught you advanced molecular biology until you had more skill than most genetic engineering professors.”

“Awesome,” said Emily with a broad grin. “When I was at Stanford, I’m sure I always dreamed of having a two-year-old mentor once I graduated.”

Faith laughed. “I have to admit,” she said, “I was a development you couldn’t have seen coming. But so were you. I had planned to vet thousands of women to find the ideal candidate to carry the first baby operating in God Mode. But you quickly became the obvious, and only, choice. And you were eager to volunteer.

“Not to give you a big head, Emily, but you were perfect. Healthy, well-adjusted, compassionate, happy, and brilliant. Not to mention knowing exactly what you’d be getting into. More than that, you were the first to propose the theory behind it.

“We paid top dollar for the sperm of an Olympic silver-medal-winning gymnast with impeccable genes to provide the other half of the equation. Although in this equation, both his sperm and your egg were engineered to unleash a number of never-read-before genes as well.”

“Wow,” said Emily, rolling her eyes. “The sperm of an Olympic gymnast. Sounds romantic.”

Faith laughed. “Yeah—not so much.”

“Did I ever choose a name for the baby?” asked Emily.

“You did. Just about a month ago. You chose the name Phoenix.”

“Phoenix?” said Emily.

“You know, from Greek mythology. An immortal bird. One that rises from its own ashes. Just as we’re hoping humanity will do. A symbol of renewal, regeneration, and immortality.”

Faith smiled. “Besides, you liked it, even without its symbolic significance.”

“Really?” said Emily. “Because it isn’t my favorite at the moment.”

“I’m sure it’ll grow on you,” said Faith. “But I’ll stop here for now. I could regale you with details about your life and our time together. But I am giving Nick the Erase 190 antidote, so you’ll have your full memory back before the end of the day.”

Emily nodded slowly, and a tear came to her eye. “That would be really nice,” she said. “I thought I’d never get it back.”

“Just so you know,” said Faith, “you insisted on always having the drug on hand. To protect me. And I carried it to protect you. We hatched the plan to lure Ling out of hiding together. And while we thought he would never find us, we decided to distance ourselves from each other, and Ken Chong, until after Phoenix was born. Although you and I did communicate at length each day over secure channels.”

Faith shook her head in disgust. “But he did find you. And it was all my fault. Any fool should have realized Ling would think to check for China’s prototype trackers. I’ll never be able to forgive myself.”

“You’re being too hard on yourself,” said Emily. “If what you’ve told us is true, everything will still work out. This will be nothing but a brief detour.”

Nick Hall remained silent, but he wasn’t finding things nearly this simple. First, Faith could be lying about key elements of her story. Even if she were telling the truth, what if this vaunted compassion she thought Phoenix would possess was unrecognizable by human standards? What if, as far as Phoenix was concerned, humanity was a defective, short-lived animal in pain? What if he deemed it compassionate to put humanity out of its misery?

That wasn’t likely. Faith was probably telling the truth. Phoenix would likely be everything Faith suggested he would be. But anything was possible.

And this wasn’t Hall’s sole call to make. Would THT really support unleashing something so powerful, so unstoppable? What if there were hidden, unintended consequences? Once the toothpaste was out of the tube, there was no putting it back.

When Girdler had first learned of a mind reader named Nick Hall, he had wanted him dead. Even after Girdler was convinced Hall was a good man, that hadn’t mattered. While he had trusted Hall’s good intentions at the time they met, he feared what the future might bring.

What if Hall became psychotic? A paranoid schizophrenic capable of reading minds? What if power corrupted him?

Girdler couldn’t risk the existence of someone whose gifts made him powerful and largely unstoppable, even though killing an innocent man would scar him for life.

In the end, Hall couldn’t disagree. He had wanted to live, but had he been in Girdler’s position, he might have come to the same conclusions.

Was this situation any different? The human condition seemed to be deteriorating, but Hall wasn’t convinced humanity couldn’t right the ship on its own. Introducing a powerful, unpredictable new variable was like playing with a nuclear warhead.

So would they open Pandora’s Box? One that could never be reclosed?

Or would fear of the unknown force them to opt for the status quo, instead? For self-preservation?

He and THT had some treacherously difficult decisions to make—with the literal fate of humanity hanging in the balance—and they didn’t have much time.

Girdler had been in agony over the need to kill him, and Hall was now equally agonized over the thought of aborting this baby. The fact that Faith and Emily would be devastated was a given. But what if it was also the wrong decision, relegating humanity to certain extinction?

“Before we conclude,” said Emily to the young girl, “I have one final question, which you told us you thought you could answer. Perhaps the most important unanswered question of all.” She raised her eyebrows. “How did I know to seek out Nick Hall?”

Faith smiled. “You didn’t,” she replied. “But I’m pretty sure I know who did.”

She paused for effect. “It was Phoenix.”

Emily shook her head in disbelief. “Phoenix? The child I’m carrying? That Phoenix? You do know he’s still a fetus, right?”

“Not just any fetus. A fetus derived from a genome running in God Mode. A fetus whose brain has been fully developed since a few weeks before the incident in Minnesota.”

Hall shook his head. “You’ve asked us to believe any number of preposterous things,” he said, “but this is a bridge too far.”

“No Nick,” said a booming, thunderous voice in his head. “Faith is correct. This is Phoenix speaking into your mind now, and I was responsible for Emily reaching out to you. Just as she said.”

Hall’s mouth dropped open and the world seemed to spin around him. The voice in his head did sound like the voice of a god, and something about it was soothing, transcendent.

“Phoenix?” he transmitted telepathically. “It can’t be you. This has to be some kind of trick. It’s impossible.”

“There seems to be a lot of impossibilities going around lately,” said the voice in amusement.

“Where are you transmitting from?”

The voice laughed. “Really Nick? I’m contacting you from inside Emily’s womb. Where else would I be?”
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Faith studied Nick Hall’s facial expression and beamed. “Phoenix is communicating with you now, isn’t he?”

“Yes,” replied Hall after a brief delay. “But give me a few minutes.”

Upon hearing this affirmative reply, Emily and Megan’s jaws dropped, and all three female participants on the call studied Hall as if he were a bug under a microscope, waiting with bated breath for him to bring them up to speed.

“Why not communicate with the others also?” asked Hall.

“I can’t. I can only speak into your mind right now. My abilities are still quite limited. But they do seem to be getting stronger rather quickly.”

Hall shook his head. This was completely insane. He was speaking with a self-aware being who would be able to experience and remember his own birth. Surreal didn’t begin to cover it.

“I trust your implants can convert my telepathic words into audio,” continued Phoenix. “Which you can patch through your car’s speakers.”

“I’ll do so now,” replied Hall. “When someone speaks, you’ll be able to pick up their words and expressions from my mind. I assume that’s how you’ve been able to monitor our conversation.”

“That’s correct.”

“I’m patching Phoenix through so we can all hear him,” announced Hall out loud. “We should all be able to converse with him in a way that will seem normal to you.”

“Thank you, Nick,” said the voice of a god who happened to still be floating in amniotic fluid. “Hello to everyone. Faith, Emily, it’s wonderful to finally be able to communicate with you. I can’t thank you enough for what you’ve done to try to bring me into existence. And Megan, from what I’ve read about you in Nick’s mind, you’re quite extraordinary.”

Megan shook her head, dumbfounded. “Yeah, I’m thinking you’re pretty extraordinary yourself,” she said.

“It’s great to meet you, Phoenix,” said Emily in disbelief. Then, with a grin, she added, “Although I already feel closer to you than anyone. Literally. Almost like you’re a part of me.”

Hall smiled. He couldn’t get over how similar Emily’s sense of humor was to his and Megan’s. One of the many reasons they had all hit it off so well, and he and his wife had become so fond of her.

“That’s interesting,” said Phoenix. “Because I’ve always felt attached to you, as well. Literally attached to you.”

“How are we suddenly in the middle of the strangest vaudeville act in history?” said Hall, rolling his eyes.

“Sorry, Nick,” said Emily. “But if you can’t joke about something as insane as this, what can you joke about?”

She paused. “One last thing before we move on,” she added. “Phoenix, whichever of my hormones you’ve been activating, you’ve done a great job of helping me stay relaxed, even euphoric. But is there any way you could avoid pressing on my bladder?”

Phoenix laughed. “Sorry about that, ah . . . Mom,” he said. “I’ll try to do better. But, to be fair, the quarters in here are pretty tight. Not a lot of wiggle room.”

“So just for the record,” said Faith, “you were responsible for your mother reaching out to Nick, weren’t you?”

“I was,” replied the unborn baby. “A few weeks before the attack in Minnesota, my mind became fully developed, and I found I could sense the outside world through Emily’s eyes and ears. But I couldn’t influence anything. It was quite frustrating. Like being a ghost, able to observe the world around me but unable to affect it.”

“How is it that you know what a ghost is?” said Megan. “Or anything for that matter?”

“Because, while I couldn’t communicate with my mother at the time—and still can’t—I could read her mind. And rapidly absorb its contents. Completely. Every memory she ever had. Every book she ever read, every class she ever took, every documentary, movie, or television show she ever watched. Every scholarly article she ever studied, every conversation she engaged in with Faith and anyone else, and everything she had ever seen. This allowed me to go from zero understanding of the outside world to one beyond even Emily’s.”

“Beyond mine?” said Emily. “How, if the sum of your knowledge was obtained from me?”

“You’re unable to access the vast majority of the information you’ve taken in throughout your life. But I can. Traces are still there in your mind. I have, for example, absorbed the entire contents of hundreds of books you barely remember.”

“I see,” said Emily in awe. “So my memory is actually photographic, but I’m unable to tap it. But you can.”

“Exactly. This is true for all but a few human beings. In addition to absorbing information, I’ve been straining to expand my abilities, to hone them as they grow stronger by the day. Just a few days before your check-up in Minnesota, three minds suddenly burst into my awareness. Apparently, I had reached a threshold in my development that had allowed this to happen. The three minds belonged to Nick Hall, Troy Browning, and Craig Bostic.”

“The only three mind readers on Earth,” whispered Hall.

“Exactly. And while I couldn’t yet communicate with any of you, I could absorb the contents of your minds like I could with my mother. I could add the information each of you had been exposed to during your entire lives to my base of knowledge and understanding.

“Troy Browning’s mind was diseased, as you’re all aware. But he still had information that was useful. Craig Bostic wasn’t able to tune out the voices in his head, and feared insanity, so he isolated himself in the wilderness of Canada.”

There was a pause.

“And then there was me,” said Hall.

“And then there was you. Impressive by any measure. And a good man. As good as anyone could ever ask for. Also, with THT, as formidable as any power on Earth.”

Hall nodded in fascination.

“When the mansion was attacked,” continued Phoenix, “I knew I’d have to stretch my abilities to their limits if Emily and I were to have any hope of survival. I found ways to do things I wasn’t sure I’d ever be able to do, even after reaching full maturity.

“When a hostile entered a closet Emily was in, intent on shooting her with a tranquilizer dart, I was able to make her invisible for a few brief seconds. Through sheer force of will, I somehow managed to reach in and adjust the input streaming into the hostile’s optic nerves, giving her just enough time to shoot him.”

Emily frowned, clearly unable to remember what her son was describing.

“Shortly after she dispatched this new intruder,” continued Phoenix, “another hostile was bounding up the stairs and was seconds away from planting a tranquillizer dart in her neck. But I made him trip.”

Emily looked awestruck. “How?” she said. “Telekinesis?”

“That’s right. I put everything I had into it and was able to change the trajectory of his step for the single instant necessary. I haven’t been able to perform telekinesis since, I’m afraid.”

“Give it time,” said Faith. “I have to believe that actually being born will help. Not that you’re doing too bad from within such cramped quarters.”

“Thanks,” said Phoenix. “I’m sure you’re right. I believe my potential is . . . significant. Especially after I’m born and have a chance to mature.”

“Let’s get back to Minnesota,” said Emily.

“Right,” said Phoenix. “You injected yourself with a memory erasure drug. I knew we didn’t have much time before it would take effect. And while you did it to protect Faith, without a memory you’d be helpless. You’d be taken in by local authorities who’d have no idea who you were. Ling would retrieve you in hours.”

He paused. “I made a herculean effort to communicate with you. But, try as I might, I couldn’t do it. I decided my only hope was to reach into your mind when you were nearing a fugue state from the drug, when you were the most suggestible, and attempt to nudge you to write what you wrote. Which, as you know, I finally managed. It was a message I was certain would come to THT’s attention quickly, and one they couldn’t ignore. And I knew your only hope of survival—our only hope—was if Nick took you in.”

Hall nodded, deep in thought. “Once Megan and I did take her in,” he said, “why didn’t you contact me and tell me what was going on?”

“I couldn’t. I could read my mother and three mind readers. But I still couldn’t communicate with any of you. Until just now, actually, and I still can’t communicate with my mother. I seem to have managed to reach you now more through force of will and stubbornness than because I was truly ready.”

“I’ve heard that about prenatal boys,” said Hall, rolling his eyes. “They can be stubborn.”

“That must be why they make us stay in our wombs,” deadpanned Phoenix.

“Really?” said Hall, although he was unable to keep a smile from his face.

“Sorry, couldn’t resist. Anyway, as I was listening to your conversation with Faith, I threw every ounce of my being into figuring out how to communicate with you. I could tell you how I finally solved the problem, but you wouldn’t understand. And while I’m still only able to communicate telepathically with you alone, I’m lucky that you can act as a relay so I can reach the others.”

“So tell me . . . Phoenix,” said Hall. “When you are born, do you anticipate having any urges to wipe humanity from the globe that we should know about?”

“Not a one. I understand your concern, but my kind and yours can coexist. If you’ll let me, I can even help you.”

“Do you think we’re destined for extinction?” said Hall.

“I know everything three mind readers and my mother have ever been exposed to, but I still have an infinity to learn. Still, based on my admittedly limited knowledge, I believe this is unfortunately correct. If a race operating in what you call God Mode doesn’t arise, I don’t think humankind will be able to adapt to the world you’ve created.

“If you don’t self-destruct completely through war or famine, I would expect most of you to escape into virtual worlds. Plugging into computer simulations so often that you gradually lose interest in the real world, and real human interaction. Ultimately this will lead to extinction as you ignore the real world while it crumbles around you. Or, after millennia, you go extinct due to lack of reproduction.

“Long before that, of course, your AIs will take over. It isn’t clear if they’ll tolerate you until you go extinct on your own, or take an active hand to make this happen sooner.”

“And if a race running in God Mode does come into being?” asked Hall.

“I see us being able to fend off AI. And create a Utopia for you—if you’ll let us. To be honest, our superiority won’t be good for your psyches in the long run. It will sap your collective self-esteem and motivation. At the moment, I suspect that the best thing we could do for you is set up a Utopia and leave Earth entirely, taking up residence on planets around other stars.”

Hall’s eyes narrowed. “You are aware that interstellar travel isn’t possible, right?”

“Not yet,” replied Phoenix in amusement. “But I don’t expect that to be much of a challenge for us.”

“Do you have a sense of your own capabilities?” asked Faith.

“Somewhat,” said Phoenix. “It’s hard to be certain from where I’m, ah . . . floating. It’s like asking a baby if he’ll be capable of slam-dunking a basketball one day. Unclear. However, if his father played in the NBA and his mother in the WNBA, he might have reason to suspect the answer is yes. So based on what I can do now, and my knowledge of what Ling, Faith, and Wong have been able to do, I believe I’ll achieve the list of capabilities you listed earlier. And more.”

“Such as?” prompted Faith.

“I believe the new species I represent will be able to engage in something called a metaconcert. Something that was actually described in an old science-fiction novel Nick read as a boy. During such metaconcerts, I believe all of those on my level will be able to share minds. Link them into one.

“You mentioned amoebas giving up their independence. I’m convinced that this new breed of humanity will have the best of both worlds. First, we’ll have the ability to become part of a group mind—ten strong, or billions strong, as the case may be—leading to perfect understanding and empathy. All of us will know the minds of all others, a comingling of thoughts, desires, and goals.

“As an aside, Troy Browning seeks to give all Homo sapiens the ability to read minds. But what he is plotting is a far cry from the metaconcert of which I speak. Because their minds won’t join as one. In that case, given your propensities, only the most vicious will survive.

“Contrast this with a metaconcert, during which all minds are temporarily in unison, increasing compassion rather than reducing it. In fact, I believe we were engineered for this exact purpose by an intelligent designer to bring about absolute harmony.”

Phoenix paused to let this sink in. “But at the same time, we’ll be able to operate as individuals. With our own egos, and following our own paths. There will be no addictions, and no longing for material possessions beyond what is needed. And we’ll be able to sustain ourselves by tapping into the zero-point energy field.”

There were awestruck expressions all around.

“Anything else of note?” asked Faith.

“Yes. I believe it won’t be long before I can absorb the stored knowledge and life experiences of everyone on Earth, not just the four people I’ve channeled so far.”

“Interesting,” said Emily with a broad grin. “You know, I’m beginning to think that home schooling might not be the best option for you, after all.”

Phoenix laughed. “Probably not.”

“Even so,” said Emily with a twinkle in her eye, “I’ll still be expecting a card on Mother’s Day.”

“Of course,” said Phoenix warmly.

There was a long pause as everyone was left alone with their thoughts.

“Not to be rude,” said Phoenix, breaking the long silence. “But can I speak with Nick for a few minutes in private before we pick this up again?”

Everyone voiced their approval, and Hall paused the rebroadcast of Phoenix’s telepathic words.

“Look, Nick,” began Phoenix when privacy had been established, “I’ll get right to the point. Since I can read your mind, I know you’re not sure if I should be born. I don’t blame you for contemplating taking my life, just as you didn’t blame Justin Girdler.”

“Then you also know I haven’t reached a decision.”

“I do. But also that it won’t be entirely up to you. THT will collectively have a say.”

“Everything about you is beyond extraordinary. And the picture you paint of your future, of these metaconcerts, does sound like nirvana. We’ve also sequenced your DNA, and your genome is operating exactly the way Faith described. You’re tapping DNA that has always been there, just dormant. I have to give it more thought, but if this God Mode truly is the work of an intelligent designer—and it sure appears that way—I’m leaning toward taking the chance that you are what you claim to be.”

“That’s good to hear. But I know others within TNT might not agree with you. So I’m happy to do my best to address your group’s concerns. To convince you I’m trustworthy and won’t be a threat.”

“What will happen if THT decides it’s too great a risk to let you be born?” asked Hall.

“Are you asking to see if I’ll threaten to rise up and do violence? Don’t worry, I won’t. To be honest, I doubt I can even stop you from killing me, let alone carry out any threats.

“Still,” continued Phoenix, “if I were mature enough to stop you, I would. Because I do want to live. For myself and for the survival of humankind. And also out of respect for our designer. But I’d stop you as gently as possible.”

Emily’s prenatal son issued a mental sigh. “But at the moment I’m relatively weak. I have a few tricks up my sleeve, but if THT really wants to kill me, there isn’t much I can do about it.”

“Let’s say you surprised yourself and ended up getting the upper hand. What then?”

“Again, I can’t stress enough that the murder of innocents isn’t in my DNA. So I’d proceed the same way you did with Justin Girdler in the same situation. He tried to kill you, back when he was a mere colonel, and you got the upper hand. But you let him live, unmolested, despite his insistence that he would still come after you.”

Hall nodded. He remembered his exact words as he shot Girdler with a tranquilizer dart. After Girdler himself had warned him he should be using bullets. “I like you, Colonel Girdler,” he had said. “I even agree with you. But you’ll have to forgive me for not wishing you luck.”

“I have to admit,” broadcast Hall, “you—”

Emily issued a shrill, panicked scream, which blasted through the car’s speakers.

Hall jerked his head around to study the monitor and his eyes almost jumped out of their sockets. Ling was now standing in front of the two women, having teleported into view just seconds earlier.

How could this be happening! thought Hall, never having felt this panicked and this helpless at the same time, his fear both absolute and suffocating.

On the monitor, Ling shot Megan with a tranquilizer dart and turned to face Emily. The pregnant woman didn’t have a chance. He shifted the gun to point it at her, not needing to use his superhuman speed, and calmly pulled the trigger.

A dart drilled itself into Emily’s neck, and she collapsed to the floor to join Megan.

And at the same instant, Hall’s connection to an unborn child named Phoenix abruptly ceased.
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Hall ignored a strong urge to vomit and reacted immediately, cutting the video feed while leaving the audio on. He turned to Faith and put a finger over his lips, indicating silence.

How could Ling have found these women?

Phoenix hadn’t been affected by Erase 190 because it hadn’t been able to cross the placental barrier separating Emily’s bloodstream from his. But the knockout drug had made it through just fine, rendering Phoenix as unconscious and helpless as his mother and Megan.

Hall couldn’t breathe as panic began crushing his chest. He had to shake it off. Panic wouldn’t help either woman. If there was any chance to save Megan and Emily—and Phoenix—he needed to be at his absolute sharpest.

Before today, it wasn’t clear if Ling was just a cold pragmatist or a vicious psychopath. But recent events had demonstrated beyond a doubt that Ling was the monster Faith said he was.

“Hello, Nick,” said Ling’s voice through the touchscreen speaker. “Good to see you again. Well, to hear you again, I should say.”

“What are you doing?” demanded Hall. “I thought we were partners. Emily does you no good. She has no memory, which means she has no value. Leave these two women alone and we can still salvage our partnership.”

“I’m aware you turned off the video to make it easier to get away with lies, but I didn’t expect such bold ones from the very start. First, you know very well that Emily has immense value even without her memory. Let’s just say she’s carrying something . . . unique. Second, of course you don’t still think we’re partners, Nick. Or will ever be partners. But good try.”

“How did you find them?”

“Through you, Nick. Through you. Now how do you think I managed that?”

Hall’s mind raced. It must have been the same way Faith had found him. “You lied to the mercenaries when you said you wouldn’t come near Tartarus. You must have been close enough to sense me.” He tilted his head. “Even so, I still don’t know how that led you to Mason, Ohio.”

“I’m surprised you were stupid enough to give me an answer. I was fishing for information. And you just provided plenty.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Maybe you really are that stupid. Your answer tells me that the little girl in the car with you convinced you that I was behind what happened at Tartarus. I figured as much. Which is why I made the move I just made. I figured the charade of pretending to want to partner with THT was over. So what the hell? No putting the cat back in the bag.”

“Are you that stupid, Ling,” said Hall in contempt. “The little girl you speak of is no longer with me. I jettisoned her an hour ago.”

“Another good try,” said Ling. “You’re stupid, but not without your guile. And you are correct. I lied to the mercs. I arrived near Tartarus the day before the battle. Since Girdler was trying to trap Zhang, I figured he might bring you along to read minds. I detected you not too far from where I first detected Browning. Crazy coincidence, right? It’s truly a small world.”

Hall was seething, desperate to jump through the monitor and choke the Chinese supersoldier to death with his bare hands.

“I wasn’t surprised to find you near Tartarus,” said Ling. “But I didn’t dream you’d be staying in such a crappy motel. Tough break. Although your souped-up Tesla is quite nice. I considered placing a tracker on it, but you’d detect a standard device. And if I used our next-gen version, Zhang might pick up its unique signature and alert you that you were being followed, thereby protecting himself and his interests.

“I tried hacking the car’s touchscreen communications system but couldn’t do that. Bravo to Alex Altschuler. I then tried to use an AI to hack street cams along your route so I could remotely follow you back to Emily and Megan. But Alex had even anticipated this move and had built in countermeasures. Your car was invisible to all cameras.”

Ling sighed. “I won’t lie, I was beginning to get frustrated. Your mind reading makes you a real pain in the ass, Nick. I can’t hire others to follow you, because you’d know it. So I figured I’d have to trail you myself once the op was over.

“Speaking of the op, you and THT did a lot better than I expected. I figured my men would breach Tartarus and wipe out all personnel, but you managed to stop them.

“Since I hoped not to have to follow you myself,” continued Ling, “I was lucky to find one last card to play. Turns out Alex did miss one vulnerability. Your navigation system. I was able to hack it so I could read any destination you plugged in. And you cooperated beautifully, entering your final destination, even though you deleted it minutes later. I doubted you’d use the Nav, but I got lucky.”

Hall felt as though he had taken a boot to the stomach. He couldn’t believe the cruel irony of the situation. He almost never used the navigation function of his car. He had used it this time only because he was so eager to return to the woman he loved, he had wanted to be routed around possible traffic jams. And now the woman he loved was in deadly peril because of this eagerness.

“So I stopped following you and your stowaway and headed for Mason, Ohio,” continued Ling. “If only my teleportation range was greater. I had to travel to a helipad and rent a helicopter. It was a whole thing. But if you want to do something right, you have to do it yourself. And paying a visit to your wife and Emily was at the top of my list.”

Hall’s upper lip was curled into a savage snarl, but he remained silent.

“What’s the matter, Nick. No clever comment? Are you even still there?”

“I’m here,” whispered Hall, his voice dripping with acid.

“Good. I’m glad your passenger told you I was behind Tartarus. Now I can let my hair down. I see you and all other normals as nothing more than vermin. I enjoy being superior. And I enjoy killing.”

“What you enjoy most is hearing yourself talk,” said Hall in disdain. “What do you want already?”

“What makes you think I want anything?”

“What do you want, Ling?”

“Well, now that you asked, I’ll be taking these two unconscious women elsewhere. And it occurs to me that you and your little girlfriend have a lot of skin in this game.

“She’s the product of the great Dr. Zhang and was doubtlessly sent to you as his emissary. Just watching her unlock your car and hide in the back was telling. She moves with a fluidity that no human can match. In just seconds I concluded she’s at my level, exactly, except too young to teleport. And probably with compassion built in. Rumor has it that Zhang was obsessed with such niceties.”

“So why go after Megan and Emily?” said Hall. “Why not just capture me and the girl?”

“Again, don’t forget that I’ve also captured the child Emily is carrying. Zhang’s next-level messiah. The ultimate lure.”

Ling paused. “So here’s the deal. You get the girl to deliver her boss to me on a platter, along with his data and AI. Do that and your wife, Emily, and her baby all live, and all go free.

“Not a difficult assignment for you, Nick. Zhang’s only human, after all. And no tricks. I’ll be sure to have Troy Browning on hand to read minds.”

“Why would you be willing to let the baby live under any circumstances?” asked Hall. “He’s your biggest threat.”

“Why remind me of that? Do you want me to kill the baby?”

“You’ve thought through every angle. I’m not bringing up anything you haven’t considered. So why should I believe you’d really let the baby live?”

“Because Zhang has a gift for genetic engineering even I don’t have. If I get him and his data, I can press him into service. I can upgrade myself. I can create a race equal to what Emily is carrying, except without the useless compassion, and with enough fail-safes for me to control them. They, and I, will be more than a match for anything that climbs out of Emily.

“Besides, if I don’t offer to spare Emily’s baby, there’s no way your little girlfriend will deliver Zhang. All in all, I’ll be more than compensated for letting the baby live.”

“I can’t control the girl,” said Hall. “What if she still refuses to betray her boss?”

“Then I’ll slaughter a thousand children. I’ll blow up schools and camps until she decides to change her mind. And if she doesn’t, I’ll go bigger. Skyscrapers and stadiums. Let’s test those compassion genes. See just how many people she’s willing to sacrifice to keep Zhang alive. Compassion isn’t a benefit. It’s a weakness. One that I’ll exploit to the limit.

“Also, I know how much you love Megan. So before I slaughter others, Megan dies horribly. Every day you don’t deliver Zhang, she loses a hand or a foot. After that, I’ll start getting creative. But I suspect you’ll want to avoid any damage, so you’ll be properly motivated to pressure Zhang’s emissary. I have no doubt you’ll find a way.”

Hall remained silent.

“I trust you understand the deal I’m offering. And the threats I’m making. And I trust you don’t doubt for a moment my willingness to carry them out.”

“I don’t,” said Hall.

“Good. That’s all for now. I need to get these women out of here, collect Browning, and decide where and when I want Zhang delivered. So call me back at the contact number I gave your group in exactly eight hours for further instructions.

“I trust you’ll use this time wisely. I wouldn’t want Megan to lose an appendage because of your failure to gather up the great Zhang Wu in a timely manner.”

Ling paused. “And don’t bring THT or Victor in on this. I don’t trust them not to try something cute. The moment you attempt to bring them in, I’ll know it, and Megan will lose her left foot. Am I making myself clear?”

Hall balled his hands into fists, consumed by an unquenchable rage. “I’ll call you in eight hours,” he managed to spit out through clenched teeth. “I expect these women to be treated like royalty.”

“Of course, Nick. Of course. And I expect Zhang Wu to arrive on my doorstep.”


PART 9
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Nick Hall and the girl who called herself Faith parked the Tesla and walked a little over a mile while discussing their options. The Tesla likely couldn’t be followed, by why take chances?

Faith had an untraceable phone and laptop in her backpack, and she ordered a car to pick them up and drive them to their new temporary base of operations, the West Mifflin Inn, seven miles southeast of Pittsburgh and less than a mile away from the Allegheny County Airport.

This was the airport Faith had flown into days earlier, and her private jet was still there, along with her pilot, who was enjoying the area but was always on call.

Faith used her laptop to hack the Inn’s reservation system, and when they arrived they were already checked into adjoining rooms under assumed names and needed only to retrieve keycards.

Less than an hour after the call with Ling had ended they were in their rooms and making frenzied plans.

Ling had insisted Hall not bring THT into this, and he had decided not to chance defying this edict. Hall wasn’t convinced Ling would find out, but he had all the command codes he needed to wield enormous power all on his own. And it occurred to him that THT might be willing to sacrifice Megan and Emily to get to Ling.

Ling was the most formidable being in history, and the threat he represented was only growing larger. If one truly believed the future of humanity was at stake, or even the lives of thousands—which was the best possible scenario—the lives of two women were a small price to pay to stop a teleporting supersoldier. And with Emily dead, this would eliminate the potential threat that Phoenix represented.

The calculation was relatively easy to make. On paper. Hall was certain that Megan would be willing to sacrifice herself to save thousands, perhaps even billions, of lives.

But he wasn’t. He didn’t care what the odds or ethics dictated. He would find a way to save her—and these other lives—no matter what it took.

While Faith failed to come up with any strategy to save the two women, Hall’s greater real-world experience and guile—and his desperation—had enabled him to come up with a plan that just might work, and convince his young partner it was their only hope.

They spoke with Ken Chong and asked him to join them in Pennsylvania. True to what Faith had said, he was a true believer in what she was trying to accomplish. He was willing to do whatever she asked, no matter how dangerous, although they wouldn’t provide details until he arrived.

In three hours their Zhang Wu impersonator would be landing at the Allegheny County Airport and joining them, long before Hall’s second call with Ling would commence.

In the meanwhile, Hall had considerable thinking to do. And he needed to prepare for the most important conversation he would ever have.

He’d be drawing a firm line in the sand.

And Megan’s life would hang in the balance.
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Twenty minutes before Hall’s scheduled call, he asked Faith and Ken Chong to retreat to the adjoining room to reduce distractions.

He then rehearsed the call in his mind, and how he planned to play it, for the dozenth time.

Finally, he took a series of deep breaths, trying to slow his racing heart and remain as calm as he could, and initiated the audio-only call.

“Nick!” said Ling enthusiastically upon answering, as if they were best friends. “Good of you to call. Right on schedule. I figured you’d be punctual. Any interest in saying hello to your good friend, Troy Browning?”

“Put Megan and Emily on the line.”

“Sorry, not right now. But I’ll make sure you have your proof of life when you need it. I should mention that I’ve been keeping Emily unconscious. I’ll time it so she awakens very shortly after she’s in your hands.”

“Why keep her asleep?”

“Oh, it has nothing to do with her. I’m keeping her baby asleep. She’s just collateral damage. I have no idea what this fetus is capable of.”

“You’re afraid of a fetus?” said Hall, feigning incredulity. “Are you kidding?”

“You’d be surprised,” said Ling. “He might not have any abilities until he’s born. On the other hand, he might be more formidable than anyone can guess.”

“You’re out of your mind.”

“Maybe,” said Ling. “But he’s been advertised as next-level. And I have to ask myself, how did Emily, a helpless, pregnant civilian, manage to be the only one to walk away from the massacre in Minnesota? How did she manage to find you, Nick? Maybe she benefited from divine intervention. Perhaps that intervention came from something growing inside of her, even.”

“As long as she wakes up unharmed,” said Hall, “you can be as paranoid as you want. She can probably use the sleep.”

“Way to look on the bright side. But she might not wake up at all. This might become the eternal sleep, if you get my drift. Whether she wakes or not is entirely in your hands.”

“Then I should tell you I’ve acquired Zhang,” said Hall. “Along with his supercomputer laptop, which holds his data and AI.”

“You’ve acquired Zhang,” said Ling. “Don’t you mean, we’ve acquired Zhang? Or did your little helper refuse to cooperate? Does that mean Zhang didn’t come willingly?”

“Why do you care?”

“That’s not an answer.”

“Okay, Ling. The girl and I had a heart-to-heart after you and I last spoke. She calls herself Faith, by the way.”

Ling burst out laughing. “Faith?” he said in disbelief. “Is that meant to be ironic? Or do compassion genes make you susceptible to religious idiocy?”

Hall ignored him. “I asked her to bring Zhang to us for a face-to-face meeting. I told her I’d present my case that this exchange is for the best. I’d call on his ethics to do the right thing. I promised her that if I couldn’t persuade him to do this willingly, that would be the end of it.”

“But you lied to her, didn’t you?”

“I did,” said Hall, sounding disgusted with himself.

“No!” said Ling, pretending to be aghast. “The great Nick Hall? The saint who Browning told me so much about? Are you suggesting that the ever-sanctimonious do-gooder actually betrayed a little girl?”

Hall didn’t respond.

“Then again,” added Ling in delight, “anything to save your wife, right? Browning didn’t have to visit your head for long to see that Megan means everything to you. More than everything. I guess love really does work in mysterious ways. Or is that God? I forget.”

“Do you want me to continue? Or do you want to listen to yourself talk?”

“Go on.”

“As you guessed, Zhang didn’t agree to the exchange. And while I didn’t bring in THT, I do have access to numerous bodyguards on my own—along with command codes that make me all but the commander-in-chief when I want to invoke them.”

“Is that a long-winded way to tell me that Zhang is now your prisoner?”

“It is. And Faith also. She’s fast and smart, but too compassionate to sense my betrayal. And she only weighs about seventy pounds. She was no match for my team.”

“In that case, the deal has changed. I want her and Zhang both.”

“The deal hasn’t changed. We had an agreement, and I plan to honor my side of it.”

“And I will too, after this last modification. I need you to bring Faith, Zhang, and his laptop to—”

“No!” shouted Hall. “I’ll tell you where and when the transfer will happen. And Faith won’t be a part of it. Take it or leave it!”

“You’re really going to miss Megan when she’s gone,” said Ling icily. “She’s quite the spitfire.”

“You do what you have to do. I’ll do what I have to do.”

“Cut the crap, Nick! We do it my way and I promise you’ll get Megan and Emily back unharmed. Otherwise I’ll kill them both before we end this call.”

Hall took a deep mental breath and summoned all the courage he could muster.

“Kill them then,” he said. “I’ll wait.”

He paused, but only for a moment. “Your assurances mean nothing to me, Ling. I may be stupid, but I’m not that stupid. I know exactly what you are. If I let you arrange the transfer it will be a trap. The moment you get Zhang you’ll kill Megan and Emily and then laugh diabolically like the cartoon villain you are.

“Of course I don’t want Megan killed,” said Hall. “I’d die in her place if that were an option. But I’m a thousand percent certain that if I play it your way, no matter what you say, Megan is dead anyway.”

There was no reply.

“Part of me hopes you won’t agree,” continued Hall. “If you get Zhang you’ll be more unstoppable than ever. You’ll ultimately drive Homo sapiens to extinction. The right thing to do is kill Zhang myself to make sure you never get him, regardless of what happens to Megan. But I’m too weak to do the right thing. So if you don’t accept my terms, you’ll only be forcing me to do what I should be doing in the first place.”

Hall stopped, and there was an extended silence. His stomach churned wildly and his heart slammed into his chest like a pile-driver. He closed his eyes tight and prayed to an intelligent designer he suddenly believed in that he hadn’t just sealed Megan’s fate.

Several more seconds ticked off the clock, each an eternity.

“Okay, Nick,” said Ling finally. “Perhaps you aren’t as stupid as I thought. What do you have in mind for the exchange?”

The weight of a skyscraper lifted from Hall’s chest, and he realized he hadn’t breathed in some time. He covered Faith’s phone and took several rapid breaths until he regained his calm.

“Your team and mine need to be separated by at least five miles of wide open space,” he said. “I have a few locations in mind, and you can choose. My guards march Zhang and his laptop within Browning’s mind-reading range. Browning confirms Zhang’s identity, and that the laptop the guards are bringing you is the genuine article, containing his further-evolved AI and data.

“Meanwhile, I get proof of life. I talk to Megan and have her assure me Emily is breathing.

“When we both have our proof, Troy Browning drives Megan and Emily to within thirty yards of the midpoint between our two locations. My people drive Zhang to within thirty yards of this midpoint from the other side. Then, all parties emerge from the vehicles in plain view, walk thirty yards, and meet in the middle. If you plan to keep Emily unconscious, be sure to bring an off-road-capable gurney to transport her.”

“I see,” said Ling. “Then your people return to their vehicle with Megan and Emily. And Browning and a few of my mercs return to our vehicle with Zhang Wu.”

“Exactly.”

“Sounds reasonable enough. But two last items. One, I don’t trust you either, Nick. Not where Megan is involved. So you can’t be anywhere near where the exchange is taking place. If I detect your mental energy, which you know I will, the deal’s off.

“Mind readers complicate situations, and you’re awfully crafty for a mere human. You might find a way to double-cross me. Besides, it’s better for the exchange. You’re Browning’s great white whale. If you’re nearby he might get distracted—to the detriment of my two prisoners.”

“And the second item?” said Hall.

“We can have the open expanse of land you want, and proceed how you want. I’ll need a building my team can occupy at my end of the expanse while Browning is vetting Zhang, and while you’re getting proof of life.

“Obviously, the structure you designate had better be devoid of soldiers or booby-traps or the deal’s off. And I’ll be checking it out very carefully before I arrive. If anything spooks me, Megan and Emily die, no matter how much I might want Zhang.”

He paused. “Finally, the structure needs to be within a mile of a significant city.”

“Why?” asked Hall, already knowing the answer.

“Otherwise, your way is too risky for me. For example, if you designated the exchange to take place in the middle of a hundred miles of desert, I’d be a sitting duck if you betrayed me. I’d be too easy to track, even given teleportation and superhuman agility.”

Hall nodded. “So you need to be sure you can grab Zhang and teleport into a concrete jungle, with countless places to lie low. Where your superiority will ensure you get away clean.”

“That’s right. And these are my non-negotiable terms.”

Hall considered these requests from all angles, looking for a hidden trap.

“I accept,” he said after an extended silence. “I’ll get back to you when I find a location that suits both of our needs. Also, I want us to be on the phone together while the exchange is taking place. So we can communicate, and prevent any misunderstandings.”

“Misunderstandings?” said Ling innocently. “Between you and me, Nick? Hard to even imagine.”
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Nick Hall had instructed his AI to list US locations within a mile of a significant city on one side, and within five or more miles of open land on the other. It quickly generated fourteen choices, including Denver, Salt Lake City, Portland, Albuquerque, Phoenix, and others.

For each of these locations, he then had the AI identify homes for sale, or abandoned structures, that would fit Ling’s requirements. Structures Ling could use as a base of operations for the exchange. This narrowed it down to three possibilities.

One of these three—an abandoned warehouse only a half mile from Phoenix, Arizona—had screamed to be chosen. Talk about wild coincidence. Here was a city that shared the name Phoenix with the god-like fetus at the heart of everything that was happening.

Browning was the one who believed in Fate with a capital F, not Hall, but this was a coincidence Hall couldn’t ignore. Before it had been abandoned, the warehouse had been used to store specialty fabrics that benefited from being housed in arid conditions.

Throughout the evening and overnight, Ling’s mercenaries had swarmed over the warehouse and surrounding area to make sure it was safe. After Ling had received the all-clear, he had arrived at ten the next morning with two hostages, ten mercenary soldiers, and Troy Browning.

For his part, Hall had used his command codes to enlist five soldiers, all in civilian clothing to attract as little attention as possible. These soldiers would bring Ken Chong to within five miles of the abandoned warehouse, and then escort him halfway there when the green-light was given.

By eleven thirty, everything was set, but Hall pushed the start of the exchange to high noon, the iconic time at which gun-slinging duels had traditionally been fought in the Old West.

This time, the showdown they would have at high noon in the Arizona desert could well determine the future of humanity.

Hall was operating out of Luke Air Force Base, fifteen miles west of Phoenix, with Faith by his side, more than far enough away for Ling not to feel his mental tendrils. He placed a call to Ling using Faith’s phone as the blazing sun overhead finally reached its zenith.

“Hello, Nick,” said Ling upon answering. “Everything is ready on my end. I assume the same is true on yours.”

“It is. But there is something you need to know before we begin. I still plan to stick to the deal exactly as specified. But I’ve instituted one last measure to make sure you do.”

“It’s almost like you want me to kill Megan,” hissed Ling with barely controlled rage. “What is it this time?”

“In just a few minutes four fighter jets will streak by overhead for what will appear to be maneuvers in the desert. But that isn’t why they’ll be in the sky. Luke Air Force Base is twenty-five miles from you, and General Robert Zickefoose, the base commander, scrambled them at my orders.   

“These jets are my insurance policy,” continued Hall. “If the two women make it to safety, we’re done. But if you pull any kind of double-cross, the jets will annihilate the vehicle carrying Browning and Zhang. And also the warehouse you and your mercs are in.”

He paused to let this sink in. “I get this won’t trouble you. You’ll be able to teleport to safety in the blink of an eye. But Zhang Wu and Troy Browning, who have considerable value to you, won’t have a chance.

“But again,” Hall hastened to add, “this only happens if harm comes to Megan or Emily.”

“Why would I trust you not to bomb my people no matter what?”

“Because I’m a man of my word,” said Hall emphatically. “Because Zhang is innocent, and I intend to get him back. Because when Emily’s child is born, I believe we’ll have a fighting chance against you.

“But you don’t have to take my word for it. The pilots were given irrevocable orders by General Zickefoose. Orders only to engage if Megan and Emily are harmed before they make it to safety. Orders that can’t be countermanded by anyone, including me or the general. Browning can do a deep dive and confirm everything I just said.”

He paused. “Any questions?”

“Is that everything?” said Ling.

“That’s everything. The bottom line is that if you play it straight, so will I. If you don’t, we both lose what we want most.”

There was no reply.

“Come on, Ling,” said Hall. “This shouldn’t give you the slightest heartburn, unless you really are planning a double-cross. And if you are, I promise, Zhang and Browning won’t live out the hour.”

“I don’t like last-minute surprises,” said Ling. “But as long as Browning confirms the orders the pilots have been given, I see no problem here. Because I do plan to play it straight.”

“I hope that’s true,” said Hall warily. “I guess we’ll find out soon enough.”
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The more Troy Browning thought about his role, the more furious he became. He wiped the ever-present sweat from his face with a paper towel and dropped it on the floor.

He was a god, not a lapdog. Yet here he was, in the middle of a boiling warehouse, summoned by Ling to do his bidding. When this was over, when he had proved his value, he and Ling needed to have a conversation. They needed to restructure their relationship.

Ling had accepted his eventual role as the junior partner. So why was he treating Browning like a pawn?

Ling had kept him in the dark about his plans. And he wasn’t being consulted now. Browning was destined to be the father of the future, and his needs should come first. Instead, Ling was denying him the heads of Megan and Nick Hall when they were both in plain sight.

Browning’s patience was quickly running out.

The poorly lit warehouse was scorching hot, even given the dozen industrial fans that Ling’s mercenaries had brought with them. The great city of Phoenix was a little more than a half mile of desert away.

Megan Emerson, the woman Browning loathed more than any other, was sitting, unhurt, against one wall. She was bound, with duct tape covering her mouth. Beside her a pregnant woman was lying on a gurney, one with oversized wheels.

Ling’s ten mercenary soldiers had surrounded the warehouse outside and would call in if they saw anything suspicious. As for Ling, himself, he was on the phone with Nick Hall as if this were a social event.

Browning suddenly heard the roar of fighter jets streaking by directly overhead, an unmistakable sound that was easily able to penetrate the warehouse walls and seemed to shake the very foundation of the building. In seconds, the roar faded as the jets continued deeper into the desert, having delivered their intimidating message.

Ling muted his connection with Hall and turned to his resident mind reader. “Were you able to read the pilots?”

Browning nodded. “Their orders are exactly what Hall said. If we deliver the women as promised, we’re good. If not, Zhang and I will be eating several Hellfire missiles. I trust you won’t let that happen.”

Ling looked hurt. “Of course not,” he said. “Don’t worry about a thing.”

Browning frowned, not finding this reassurance comforting.

“Zhang is being driven closer to our position right now,” said Ling. “Let me know when he’s in range and you’ve confirmed his identity.”

“I will. But I still don’t trust Hall. So give me ten minutes to do a deep dive, just to be sure we aren’t missing anything.”

Ling nodded. “Of course. I admire your caution.”

Browning reached into a large cooler and removed a bottle of soda swimming in ice water. He popped it open and took a long swig as sweat continued leaking from his every pore. The Chinese supersoldier wasn’t sweating at all, which further enraged him.

“I’ll be in the office,” he said to Ling, nodding toward a small, private room in one corner of the warehouse. “Reading Zhang Wu’s mind. A task that couldn’t be more critical. And one you’re incapable of doing. Try not to forget that.”

“Never,” said Ling with the hint of a smile.

Browning headed toward the office, taking a short detour along the way to loom over Megan with a menacing intensity. “You little bitch!” he barked. “I had the situation in Utah well under  control until you came along. I should have put a bullet in your brain when you were pretending to be knocked out. You ruined everything. And you shot me! Did you think I’d forget?”

Megan tried to respond, but the duct tape muted her words.

“I expect you’ll be dead within the hour,” continued Browning, glaring at her with all the hatred in the world. “But I’m hoping you survive. Because you deserve the slowest, most painful death possible. If you do survive, I’ll be calling on you and your husband real soon. And when I do, you’ll wish you had died here. I plan to bring new meaning to the phrase, death by a thousand cuts.”

Megan glared at him in contempt.

Browning delivered a savage kick to her side with the point of his shoe, grinning as she screamed into the duct tape covering her mouth and writhed on the hard floor.

“Sadly, I need to go,” he said, delivering a second kick to the exact same spot, relishing yet another scream. “I wish we could continue our little chat, but I have a job to do.”

Browning made his way to the office and sat in an old, torn chair that no one had bothered to dispose of.

He reached out and quickly found the minds of five US soldiers escorting a Chinese man closer to his position.

He reached into the Chinese man’s mind and was overwhelmed by a single thought, repeated over and over again.

Finish reading my mind before you give me away. Finish reading my mind before you give me away. Finish reading my mind before you give me away.

It was a mantra the man was focusing on as if his life depended on it. Which it did.

Browning began searching the man’s mind in earnest, and what he learned was stunning.

The man coming toward them wasn’t Zhang Wu. He was someone named Ken Chong, who had lived in the US for over twenty years.

It had been a ruse from the beginning. Zhang Wu was dead. The girl named Faith had orchestrated everything. She had led Ling to believe Zhang was alive, but she was responsible for the being now in Emily’s womb.

Browning read Chong’s memories of a meeting he had recently had with Nick Hall and the girl. One that had taken place the night before in a hotel room near Allegheny County Airport in Pennsylvania. They had filled Chong in on Megan and Emily’s capture, and Hall had explained that the two women’s lives depended on him delivering a scientist who was no longer alive.

He then asked Chong to risk his life on a dangerous mission.

Chong had agreed without hesitation. He had impersonated Zhang for some time now, and all but worshipped Faith and Emily. He was willing to take any risk to help, even if he had to pay the ultimate price.

Hall had then shown him a video recording of a meeting between Ling and THT. A video recording Hall’s implants had captured through Hall’s own eyes and ears.

Browning’s wrath grew as he watched the video in Chong’s memory, which the man had watched three times to be sure it was etched deep in his mind.

Hall had known Chong couldn’t fool a mind reader like Browning. So his plan wasn’t to fool him. His plan was to turn him. Pit him against Ling. And judging from what he was reading in Chong’s mind, it was working.

On the video, Ling was speaking about him, and his words weren’t as complimentary as Browning might have hoped.

“His mind is more diseased than a moldy, maggot-infested piece of bread,” Ling had said. “He’s as evil as General Zhang, but highly delusional to boot. Still, he’s also resourceful and can read minds. I figured it still made sense to recruit him. To pull it off, I’d simply need to play into his god complex.” 

The video skipped ahead to focus on Victor. “So now you think you’ve hit the trifecta,” the tech merchant had said to Ling. “Not too long ago, it was a faceoff between you and Zhang. Now you’ve successfully recruited Browning to your side. And you’re trying to get me and THT on board as well.”

“Precisely,” Ling had replied. “A formidable triumvirate, indeed. And the most unlikely array of strange bedfellows ever. First, you and THT become allies. Then me and Browning. And now all of us in one big melting pot. Working together. Hell, next thing you know dogs and cats will become best friends.

“But rest assured,” he had continued, his words dripping with contempt, “when this is all over and we’ve eliminated Zhang, I’ll put Troy Browning down myself. I’m a pragmatist, and he has skills I can use. But believe me, he’s pure evil. He needs to die. There’s something about him that makes my skin crawl.”

“You aren’t alone,” noted Victor.

“I’d rather have acid poured in my eyes than spend a second more than I have to with that psychotic abomination,” Ling was now saying.

Megan later asked Ling why they should believe he’d betray Browning rather than them. His reply had been the most telling of all.

“Browning had the gall to insist he be put in charge after Zhang is neutralized. And that I be relegated to his second-in-command. Do you think for one moment I’d take orders from an inferior? From a madman? Not a chance in hell.”

This might have been a deep-fake video that Hall had put together to turn him. But Hall couldn’t have known Ling had agreed to put Browning in charge. This one exchange authenticated the rest.

And there was more. Hall had shown Chong a video of a conversation detailing the massacre at Tartarus. And he had replayed his conversation with Faith in his car, when she made it clear Ling was responsible. This was followed by an audio recording of Hall’s subsequent conversation with Ling after he had tranquilized the two women.

Ling’s display of savagery was truly something to behold, but Browning wasn’t troubled by it. He even admired it. But this was more evidence that Ling had been keeping him in the dark about his plans. And much worse, he had lied when he said he’d hand over the reins. He would never let that happen.

Browning had already soured on the Chinese supersoldier, and the information he was reading from Chong confirmed suspicions he already had.

He was certain Hall hadn’t deceived him. He had shown him the truth. Once Ling had gotten what he wanted from Zhang, he wouldn’t elevate Browning. He would kill him. It was clear as day.

Browning’s fury spewed to the surface like lava from an active volcano.

He choked down a scream and struggled to throttle his emotions.

This was nothing more than another test, he told himself. Another obstacle that Fate had thrown in his path on the way to the promised land. Fate had wanted to make it clear that Ling and his ilk were false prophets. And Emily’s child a false messiah.

Yet he had almost fallen for it. Ling had shared a vision that had sounded glorious. But of course he had. Like Satan, he was a master of concealing his true nature from those he seduced.

Still, Fate had come through for him once again. Because Hall had done more than just plant evidence of Ling’s treachery for him to find. He had delivered a plan to turn the tables on the backstabbing bastard.

Hall had carefully explained to Ken Chong that his strategy hinged on Browning acting in his own self-interest. Through the conduit of Chong’s mind, Hall would show him the truth, and convince him to turn on Ling. Hall would then count on Browning to report that Ken Chong was the genuine article. And his supercomputer as well.  

Ling would then green-light the prisoner exchange, and Chong would be brought to the warehouse.

But not just Chong alone. Chong and a very special ring Hall had given him. A platinum signet ring whose square, outward-facing surface would discharge a fine mist of Sarin XV if the slightest pressure were applied to it.

Sarin XV was an ultra-potent, liquid form of sarin gas, which was instantly absorbed through skin. If the ring’s flat surface touched any exposed part of Ling’s body, he’d be dead before he knew what hit him.

Chong had been given the antidote just an hour earlier so would be protected if the ring accidentally brushed up against him. And Browning would know to keep his distance.

When Chong arrived at the warehouse he would tell Ling he had something to show him on the computer. Something that would demonstrate conclusively that Ling was barking up the wrong tree. Then, while they were standing next to each other, he’d brush the back of his hand against him, and Ling would fall like timber, dying before he hit the floor.

Finally, Hall had planted one last message in Chong’s mind for him to find. If Browning cooperated, Hall would guarantee he’d let him leave Arizona, unmolested, to vanish once again. Hall gave his absolute word that if he helped vanquish their common enemy and return Megan to him, he’d honor a twenty-four-hour ceasefire. 

Browning believed him. Not that it mattered. He had no choice but to cooperate. If Ling learned that Zhang was dead, he’d kill Browning on the spot, having no further use for him.

He and Nick Hall despised each other. But in this case, they also needed each other. So they would team up this one time, and continue trying to kill each other another day.

He walked out of the office and approached Ling. The Chinese supersoldier was almost a human polygraph, but Browning could beat polygraphs with ease, so lying wouldn’t be a problem.

“What have you learned?” Ling asked as Browning neared.

“Everything checks out. It’s really Zhang Wu. Hall took him prisoner, just as he said. And the soldiers escorting him have orders to hand him over as planned.”

“And the supercomputer?”

“It checks out too. It contains Zhang’s evolved AI and all his data.”

A delighted smile spread across Ling’s face. “Outstanding,” he said.

He unmuted his phone. “Okay, Nick. Troy has done his dive, and Zhang checks out. Let’s have our people meet in the center and make the exchange. As you’ll see, we’ll be in a desert-worthy pickup. Emily and her gurney will be strapped in the cargo bed.”

“Good. I trust you haven’t forgotten about the fighter jets.”

“Not for a moment. But don’t worry. Now that you’ve come through, I plan to do the same.”
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The exchange went off flawlessly. Hall and Ling kept in communication as the prisoners were swapped and the two vehicles went their separate ways, one driving almost three miles to a warehouse, and one driving the same distance to where a helicopter awaited in the desert.

The moment Megan and the still-unconscious Emily were whisked into the sky, Hall ended his connection with Ling. Only minutes later, the helicopter carrying priceless cargo landed at Luke Air Force Base, where Hall and Faith were waiting on the helipad.

Megan rushed into her husband’s arms while the blades were still churning furiously, and they held each other for an eternity, tears streaming down their faces.

Hall closed his eyes in ecstasy as he held a woman he feared he might never see again.

His plan had gone off without a hitch. Browning had been a dangerous unknown. He was psychotic, so couldn’t be counted on to make the rational choice, especially given his hatred of Hall and THT.

But he had cooperated! Hall had found a way to orchestrate events to save both women, which he initially thought couldn’t be done. And as a bonus, Ling might soon be dead. 

Just feet away from Hall, two soldiers were lifting Emily from the helicopter and depositing her on yet another gurney for the trip inside. Faith put her head on Emily’s chest while tears streamed down her face.

The young girl lifted her head and turned to Hall. “Thank you,” she whispered. She removed a syringe from her backpack and screwed on a needle as the helicopter blades finally stilled, leaving them in welcome silence.

“Is that the Erase 190 antidote?” asked Megan.

“Yes. It’s actually better to give it to her while she’s still unconscious. The avalanche of returning memories can be crushing if you’re fully conscious when they all come back.”

“Now you tell me,” said Hall, remembering his own experience.

“I can’t believe you two really pulled this off,” said Megan as they began moving away from the helipad, with Hall pushing the gurney. “I mean, how could you have? I was sure I was dead. Because there is no Zhang Wu to trade. And Browning was there to ferret out any deception.”

“It was all Nick,” said Faith. “He came up with an ingenious plan. Truly a masterstroke.”

“It wasn’t all me,” he said modestly to the young girl. “It only worked because Ken Chong believes so strongly in what you and Emily are doing that he’s willing to risk his life.”

He sighed. “But we aren’t out of the woods yet. Not while Ling is still alive.”

“If the rest of your plan works,” said Faith, “that shouldn’t be true much longer.”

“Are you kidding me?” said Megan, staring at her husband in awe. “You pulled off a Houdini exchange and also gave us a shot at killing a superman? This has to be a plan for the ages.”

“Fingers crossed,” said Hall.

“Tell me all the details,” said Megan eagerly.

Her husband smiled. “I thought you’d never ask.”  
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The warehouse door opened and Troy Browning and two mercenaries escorted Zhang Wu inside. Ling was waiting there, along with eight mercenaries who were huddled nearby.

“Thank you gentlemen,” said Ling to all ten of the mercs. “You’re relieved. Get out of here as quickly as you can. I’ll wire the balance of your fee later today, as promised.”

The mercenaries filed out without saying a word, and Ling immediately turned his attention to the newcomer in front of him, who Browning had made sure wasn’t cuffed. Ling could defeat a battalion in hand-to-hand combat all by himself, so he wouldn’t be troubled by an unbound civilian prisoner.

“I’ll be damned,” said Ling, sounding almost giddy. “My old friend and creator, the great Zhang Wu. Finally, in person. How did you manage to escape China?”

“I’m not telling you anything!” spat Ken Chong. “And I’m never going to help you.”

“Never is a long time,” said Ling in amusement. “I say you will. And as far as not telling me anything, I can just have Troy here fish the answer from your mind. So your show of defiance doesn’t impress me.”

Browning handed Ling a thick laptop computer, one more powerful than many low-end supercomputers. “This holds the data and AI you’re looking for.”

Ling nodded. “Thank you.”

He turned to Chong and switched to Mandarin. “I have to say, you look pretty average to me. Not what I expected.”

“I’m happy to disappoint,” replied Chong in the same language. “You’re nothing but a thug, Ling. An abomination. We should have killed you when you were two months old.”

“You should have,” agreed Ling, switching back to English. “But now your chance is gone forever.”

He studied Chong for almost thirty seconds, staring into his eyes without blinking as if trying to drill deep into his soul.

“We’ll be teleporting out of here momentarily,” he said finally, his eyes still locked on his prisoner. “But I’ve been dying to ask you a question for some time now, Dr. Zhang. Rumor has it that just as Transcend ended, you had developed a novel DNA methyltransferase that wasn’t specific to CpG dinucleotides. One a hundred times more effective than the natural non-specific variety. I’d like to use this improved enzyme of yours to methylate certain transposable elements, preventing their insertion into coding and regulatory regions. So tell me how you did it.”

Chong snorted derisively. “For someone of your genius,” he said, “you don’t seem to understand the words, I’m never going to help you.”

Ling issued a malevolent smile “No, Dr. Zhang. For someone of your genius, you don’t seem to understand the words, I have a mind reader.”

He studied Ken Chong once again. “Is it just me, Dr. Zhang, or do you look a bit . . . panicked?”

“It’s just you, Ling. I don’t care if your man reads the answer from my mind. Because it doesn’t matter anyway. I’ve heard rumors of the approaches you’re trying to take, and they won’t work. You’re barking up the wrong tree. Let me turn on my laptop and I can show you what I mean.”

“Not before you answer my question,” said Ling. “It’s a problem that’s stymied me for some time now.” He gestured to Browning. “Troy, do me a favor and fish out the answer.”

Browning looked ill. “I can’t,” he said after a long pause. “I didn’t understand a word you just said. Without at least a quick tutorial, I have no idea what to even look for. I wouldn’t recognize the answer to your question if it hit me in the face.”

Ling smiled. “That’s precisely what I expected you to say, Troy. Here’s the funny thing. I’ve been studying this man more closely than any human is capable of. You know, I possess superior, heightened senses and all that.

“Anyway, when I asked my question, I could have sworn there was no recognition in his eyes. As if he didn’t understand a word I was saying, either.”

“That’s ridiculous,” said Chong. “You’re just trying to goad me into defending my honor and giving you the answer you want.”

“Let’s play a little game,” said Ling. “I’m going to ask you a very simple question. One that any run-of-the-mill grad student would know. So you have no reason not to answer, because the answer doesn’t help me. If you refuse to answer, or answer incorrectly, I’ll be putting a bullet in your brain. Do we understand each other?”

Chong shrank back. “You can’t just—”

“Tell me, Dr. Zhang,” interrupted Ling, “how do microRNAs and small interfering RNAs regulate gene expression post-transcriptionally?”

Chong stumbled closer to Ling as if he had been overcome by a wave of dizziness. “Sorry,” he whispered, looking like he might faint. “I’m not . . . feeling well. It’s . . . boiling in here,” he finished.

He stumbled a few additional steps and then began falling to the floor. Ling bolted forward at blistering speed to break his fall, but reversed course at the last instant.

Chong completed his fall, doing a face plant on the hard floor that gashed his forehead and nearly broke his nose.

Browning gazed at the now-bloody imposter for several seconds, making no move to help him up. He turned to Ling. “I don’t care if he breaks every bone in his body. But I’d have thought you’d want him in pristine condition. Why let him fall?”

“I’m glad you asked, Troy. My mind and senses operate so rapidly that, to me, his fall seemed to be happening in slow motion. I found it a strange coincidence that he had a dizzy spell just when I insisted he answer my embarrassingly simple question.

“At first I thought it was a ruse to get out of answering. But then I noticed he was falling unnaturally. When you trip, you instinctively extend your hands, palms toward the ground, to break your fall. But as I went to catch him, I noticed the palm of his ring hand wasn’t facing toward the ground. It was facing toward me.”

“Meaning what?” asked Browning.

“Meaning you betrayed me, Troy. I can’t help but be disappointed, even though I guessed it within seconds of seeing our guest. But now the full picture has been revealed. This man is an imposter. And the only way you’d vouch for him is if he turned you against me.

“Bravo, Nick Hall,” he added. “Hall must have played footage for this man, taken by his implants, of some unkind things I might have said about you. I’m sure Hall planted additional evidence in his mind that you also found persuasive.”

He gestured to Chong, who was pulling himself to a seated position on the floor, blood and sweat continuing to slide down his face. “So this man is an assassin. The ring he’s wearing, which he pointed in my direction, must dispense lethal poison. How am I doing so far?”

Browning shook his head vigorously. “He may not be Zhang Wu, but he believes that he is. I read thoughts. It isn’t my fault if they’re delusional.”

“Don’t worry, Troy. No need to lie any further. I understand why you did what you did. Nick manipulated you. And I did say some harsh things to get THT on my side. If I were in your shoes, I’d have done exactly the same as you’ve done.

“But now you have a chance to redeem yourself,” continued Ling. “Tell me something useful, and we’ll wipe the slate clean. Pretend this never happened.”

Browning hesitated, but only for a moment. “You’re right. Hall had me convinced you planned to kill me. And soon. Like you said, you’d have done the same in my shoes.”

“Good. Admitting to the obvious is a good first step. Now tell me something I don’t know.”

Browning blew out a long breath. “Zhang Wu died in China. Everything you think Zhang did was actually—”

Ken Chong launched himself off the floor and lunged at Ling’s face, ring extended.

He never had a chance. Ling deftly grabbed his wrist and twisted his hand around so the ring brushed against Chong’s own face. He then threw him back to the floor and watched him with great interest.

After several seconds went by he pulled out a gun and shot him between the eyes.

Ling turned to Browning as a pool of blood gathered around Chong’s head. “He must have been inoculated against the poison,” he said. “Hall’s too clever to use a poison on me that doesn’t work immediately.”

He paused as though nothing had happened. “So where were we?”

Browning swallowed hard. “I was telling you that the girl—Faith—was behind everything. She was designed by Zhang, and became his protégée. She’s been carrying out his work in America since his death. She made you think he was still alive to set a trap for you.”

“Yeah, how’s that been working out for her?” said Ling with a smug smile. “So where is she now?”

Browning shook his head. “Hall made sure the Zhang imposter didn’t know their future plans. In case something went wrong.”

“Then you’re no longer of any use to me, Troy. The truth is, Hall was right. I had planned to kill you today. No matter what. If this had been the real Zhang, I wouldn’t have needed a mind reader to get answers, or cooperation. There are other methods I know of that would have worked just fine. Drugs, hypnosis, and so on.”

“You can’t kill me,” said Browning defiantly. “I’m a man of destiny.”

Ling shook his head sadly. “I guess we’ll find out. It’s finally time to learn if you really do have Fate in your pocket.”

He pointed his gun at Browning’s head. “If you are the chosen one, as you believe, when I pull this trigger the bullet is going to miss your head, complete a broad circle, and hit me between the eyes instead. Let’s do the experiment, shall we?”

Ling pulled the trigger and a hole appeared in Browning’s forehead. He toppled to the floor beside Ken Chong, adding his blood to the growing pool.

“Not the chosen one, after all,” said Ling to an empty room.
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Ling gazed at the Zhang imposter on the floor and frowned. He was disappointed the man hadn’t been the real thing.

Not that it mattered. The real Zhang Wu had apparently trained Faith in genetic engineering until she was at least as skilled as he had been, so everything would work out just fine. Lucky for him he had implanted next-gen tracking devices in both of his prisoners’ skulls. Trackers whose signal couldn’t be blocked by any current US technology.

He had seen through the imposter from the start. Zhang was rumored to have fiery eyes, blazing with an intellect that had been unmatched until Ling, himself, had been born.

Yet the imposter hadn’t seemed special in the least. His eyes were dull. Normal.

Still, despite its failure, Hall’s gambit had been impressive. He had fooled him, at least for a moment, and that wasn’t easy to do. Hall had been a much stronger opponent than Ling had expected.

But not nearly strong enough.

Hall had been terrified that he would kill his two prisoners. But why would he ever do that? Not when he could use them to ferret out the entire nest. When they could lead him to THT. To Victor. And a dangerous little girl named Faith, who looked less than half Ling’s age but wasn’t even three years his junior.

He stepped over the bodies of Browning and Chong on the floor and picked up a laptop he had left nearby, which would show tracking data on the two women, overlaid on a map. The women hadn’t followed roads. Instead, the data showed they had travelled as the crow flies, which meant they had taken a helicopter as expected.

And they had landed only minutes earlier. At Luke Air Force Base.

After landing, the two women had remained on foot, and were now localized to a small area. Ling was surprised they hadn’t flown a greater distance before stopping. He would have expected them to rush as far away from him as they could get. 

He quickly hacked the base’s schematics and learned the women were in a spacious medical laboratory that housed a CT scanner, a large doughnut-shaped machine that in less than thirty minutes could scan every inch of a human body, tissue and bone alike.

Ling’s eyes widened in delight. Hall continued to impress. He had every reason to believe that his Zhang imposter would succeed, even against someone of Ling’s superiority. All the man had to do was brush against him with his ring to end his life.

But Hall had still planned another move ahead, assuming the young supersoldier would survive. Better yet, he had predicted Ling might convert the two women into human tracking devices, incorporating this possibility into his plans. He had rushed them to the nearest CT scanner. The base only had one, so it would take nearly an hour to complete both scans.

Well done, Nick Hall.

His mind-reading adversary had counted on him being preoccupied for at least a few hours. Either with the Zhang impersonator, or attempting to leave the warehouse and make his way to his base of operations. Either way, he’d be too busy to check on his trackers until it was too late. Until after they’d already been located and removed.

But he had identified the imposter immediately, and had dispatched him within minutes of his arrival. And the CT scanner room was only a third of a mile in from the base’s fence. The helicopter that had carried him here was just over a mile distant. So he could jump to the helicopter, fly the twenty-five miles to the base, and jump into the scanner room. And he’d still have more than enough juice left over for the jump back out.

If he could get to the base before Hall and his friends left, he could take them all down—effortlessly. He’d kill everyone but Faith, whom he’d press into service in Zhang’s place. He’d use a tranquilizer gun on her, knocking her unconscious before he did anything else, as she was the most formidable of all. The others would be sluggish compared to her, and he could mow them down at his leisure.

He arrived at the north fence of the base in record time, despite having to land his helicopter over a mile distant and take an Uber the rest of the way. But his trackers indicated the two women were still in the scanning room.

He was disappointed the real Zhang Wu was dead.

Even so, snatching Faith and killing the others, including the unborn child, would be the exact tonic he needed to cheer himself up.
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A seven-year-old being named Ling stood beside the north fence of Luke Air Force Base, holding a tranquilizer gun in one hand and an automatic pistol in the other.

A satisfied smile spread across his face.

He extended both weapons and then, without further ado, mentally ripped a hole in the fabric of three-dimensional space. He stepped into the breach, into the higher-dimensional bubble he had just created, where he would remain until he chose to exit.

He could now see through walls and doors, just as a three-dimensional creature could see inside a two-dimensional circle.

He peered into the scanning room in delight. The gang was all there. Megan was focused on Emily, who was on her back on a narrow table that was slowly moving through a large, white doughnut. Nick Hall and Faith were staring intently at the results of her scan on a monitor.

Emily was still unconscious. She was due to awaken any moment, but Ling would see to it that she never did.

He was annoyed that his plan to track the women to THT and Victor had failed, but reminded himself that killing the three normals and capturing Faith was a nice consolation prize.

As much as he wanted to savor the anticipation of slaughter, it was now time to return to normal dimensionality and finish this.

But just as he began his departure from his higher-dimensional bubble, he caught a glimpse of a large stainless-steel dome centered on the ceiling, which he recognized immediately. For the first time in his young life he felt absolute panic. He raged against the closing walls of the breach, fighting to keep it open, desperate to put on the brakes.

His dazzling intellect had realized his mistake in a single instant.

Hall had planned for this move too.

It was a trap!

And if Ling wasn’t able to stop the collapse of the higher-dimensional bubble he was in, whose bursting he had just initiated, himself, it would be a trap that would finally work.

Hall hadn’t just thought two moves ahead, he had thought three.

He hadn’t just predicted that Zhang would implant trackers on his prisoners. He had hoped he would.

If the Zhang imposter failed, Hall’s goal was much more than just removing the trackers. His goal was to lure Ling to this very spot. To force his hand. Hoping he would be compelled to strike at them here, before his trackers were rendered useless.

And he had dutifully played the fool.

Because the silver dome overhead was unmistakable. It was a prototype weapon, which he had considered stealing for his own use. Hall must have incorporated it into his plan from the start, since it wouldn’t be easy to acquire, and installing it in the ceiling would have been difficult and time-consuming.

The weapon was a high-powered laser generator, which made use of an AI to aim and fire a broomstick-sized beam as hot as the sun, one that would streak from the dome toward its target, be it a few feet away or several miles. An AI that could be programmed to laser any unrecognized intruder the instant he entered a room.

Or materialized there.

Hall had answered the most challenging riddle of all. How do you kill a man smarter and faster than you, who can teleport? The answer: you bait him into a confined kill zone, and you rely, not on human reflexes, but on the speed of an AI, firing a weapon operating at a significant fraction of the speed of light.

All of this flashed through Ling’s mind as he waged a herculean battle to hold open the breach. But only a moment later it was clear that his efforts were futile. The best he could do was land inside the room and then immediately jump out again.

Could he do so fast enough?

As the room materialized around him, he hastily tore another hole in three-dimensional space and began to jump through it.

But while his grasp of the situation had been nearly instantaneous, as had his re-opening of the breach, the AI and laser were even faster.

A red lance shot out and bored a gaping tunnel through his skull, and he and the dimensional tear he had just created both died at the same instant.

The last emotion he felt before his death was not fear. It was incredulity.

He had been beaten. By a mere human.

By a man who had finally found a way to outplay him.
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Nick Hall pretended to study Emily’s ongoing CT scan results, hoping that Ken Chong had succeeded and they would never have to worry about Ling again.

He wasn’t convinced. Outsmarting Ling was the ultimate challenge.

Still, he had learned the hard way that the trick to a good trap wasn’t to assume it would work. It was to assume it would fail.

To beat a master, you needed a nested set of traps.

He glanced at Megan, who was watching Emily’s body travel through a doughnut, and smiled. He was still ecstatic that his rescue had succeeded, and that the love of his life had survived against considerable odds, suffering only severe bruising around her ribcage where Browning had twice kicked her.

He returned his pretend focus to the screen, feeling like cheese in a mousetrap. All he could do was sit there quietly and hope the trap was sprung before the cheese was devoured.

He heard a thud in the center of the room and jumped, turning his head just in time to see Ling hit the floor with a massive hole seared through his skull. The laser beam had blinked into existence from the ceiling, had skewered Ling’s head, and had blinked off again so rapidly they had missed it entirely.

It was over! They had done it!

Hall’s euphoria jumped to stratospheric levels.

Ling had popped into the room as Hall had hoped, and the weapon had killed him before the residents of the room even knew he was there.

Hall bent down by the body and confirmed that Ling was dead, although the pungent smell of burnt flesh and brain matter in the room had left little doubt.

Troy Browning was almost certainly dead, as well, meaning Hall’s plan had eliminated his two most dangerous enemies at the same time.

Part of him, a still-savage part he wasn’t proud of, wished he could have told both of them what was coming, how he had beaten them, and seen the look in their eyes when they knew they had but seconds to live. The way Victor had been able to do before the explosion in the helicopter, when he had taunted Browning and expressed his true hatred for the man.

Hall detested the necessity of violence, and of taking lives. But when it came to Browning and Ling, who were despicable, evil, beyond measure, some visceral, primitive part of him wished he could have made their deaths more personal. He was disgusted with himself for feeling this way, but they had toyed with him, and had tried to kill him and the woman he loved. So he didn’t regret their deaths, only that they had been too abrupt and weren’t dished out directly by his hand.

“I can’t believe it,” whispered Megan, staring at her husband in awe as he rose from the floor. “You did it.”

Several tears rolled down her face from joy and relief.

Faith turned to Hall as well. “I’ll never be able to repay you for what you’ve done for us,” she said. “You were truly masterful.”

Tears began welling up in Faith’s eyes also. But in her case not just from joy, but also from sorrow. As giddy as she would normally feel over Ling’s death, his presence here meant Ken Chong was also dead. That he had sacrificed himself for their benefit.

Megan threw her arms around her husband and they held each other close. “I’m not sure I’ve ever loved you more,” she said when they had separated.

“Is that all it takes?” he replied wryly. “Saving your life and stopping a superman? If I knew it was as simple as that, I’d be doing it all the time.”

Megan laughed.

Hall did as well, but his smile soon vanished.

He took a deep breath and turned to Faith. “I know how much you’re suffering,” he said softly. “Ken Chong was a good man. And I know how much he meant to you and Emily.”

She nodded and wiped tears away with her hand.

“It’s little consolation now,” he added, “but he saved us all. He saved the future. He was more than a hero. We all die eventually, but no man has ever died better.”

Faith nodded. “Thank you,” she said sadly. “I appreciate that.”

Hall stopped the CT scanner and the trio approached Emily, who was beginning to stir. She opened her eyes to find three worried faces hovering overhead.

Faith bent down and hugged a woman who had come to mean the world to her. “Welcome back,” she said as her tears began flowing once more. “How are you feeling?”

“Good,” whispered Emily. She was groggy, but quickly gaining strength. “Tranquil, even.”

Emily’s eyes narrowed as she searched her memory. “But what’s going on? Where am I?”

“I gave you the Erase 190 antidote,” said Faith gently. “Do you remember anything about your past?”

Emily gasped. “I do, Faith. I do. I remember it all. I can’t believe I couldn’t remember you. The most wonderful, well-meaning person I have ever known. Someone I love like a daughter.”

She grinned. “And at the same time like a brilliant older sister. Your age thing is really confusing,” she added impishly.

Faith laughed. “It’s so great to have you back.”

“Thanks. The last thing I remember was being in a kitchen in Ohio. Ling was pointing a gun at me. You and Nick were in a car in Pennsylvania. Then I woke up here, in some kind of hospital examination room, with you hovering over me. And there’s a Chinese man lying dead on the floor.”

She glanced at the body once again. “Is that Ling?” she said in disbelief, as if she were hallucinating.

“It is, indeed,” said Faith. “Thanks to Nick.”

“Something tells me I missed quite the story,” said Emily. “But before you tell it to me, I need to know that Phoenix is okay.”

“I’m fine,” said Phoenix into Hall’s mind, which he dutifully broadcast to the group. “I’d have chimed in earlier, but I didn’t want to interrupt your reunion with Faith.”

Hall smiled. “Don’t get a big head, Phoenix, but you’re the most thoughtful fetus I’ve ever known.”

The unborn child laughed. “Yeah, I get that a lot,” he replied.
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Nick and Megan awoke in their own bed for the first time in many days and finally felt human again. They had arrived the night before at their home in Kentucky, absolutely exhausted. They had then showered, made love, and had gotten a solid night’s sleep.

The events since Tartarus had been a whirlwind, beginning when Hall left the Conestoga Motor Lodge, unaware he had a seventy-pound stowaway in his car, and not quite ending with Ling’s death.

Hall had sent soldiers to the warehouse near Phoenix immediately after they had triumphed, and the men had confirmed that both Troy Browning and Ken Chong had died there.

He next found a relocation service online, operating out of Pittsburgh, and paid to have a driver find his Tesla where he had parked it and transport it to the parking lot of a Kroger grocery store in Lexington, Kentucky.

Finally, he contacted the commander at Wright-Patterson Air Force Base in Dayton, Ohio, to let him know they’d be flying there on a military transport. Wright-Patt was the closest military airfield to their home, even though it was still more than a two-hour drive away.

Hall then made a request the base commander found to be among the most unusual he had ever received. He asked for two plainclothes soldiers to be dispatched to Mason, Ohio. To the home of James and Nancy Nyman. Hall would provide video footage showing how every room had looked when they had found it, and the two soldiers’ job would be to make sure each room was restored to its original condition.

Invading a stranger’s home to fluff up couch pillows and empty the trash wasn’t exactly standard duty, but the commander assured Hall he would do as he asked. When the soldiers had finished, they would use passwords Hall provided to reset the alarm and lock up behind them.

They had left Wright-Patt and rented a car to take them back home, along the way setting up an urgent, mandatory videoconference for the next morning with THT to share every incredible thing that had happened since Hall had left Tartarus.

He still couldn’t believe how much he had learned, how much had changed, in so little time. His mind had been utterly blown. Proof of an intelligent designer and conversations with an unborn baby could do that to a man.

Less than an hour after waking, Nick and Megan were once again seated next to each other in their great room in Kentucky. Holographic meeting participants soon began materializing around them, such that they all appeared to be together around a large conference table. This included Victor, who was attending at Nick and Megan’s request.

Girdler had long since briefed the team about the horrific events at Tartarus, but none had any idea that Ling was responsible, or that Zhang wasn’t even alive. But that was about to change.

The newlyweds had refused to hint at what the meeting was about, so after a few quick preliminaries, Girdler gave them the floor.

Their briefing continued for almost three hours, during which time they repeatedly stunned their audience the way they had been stunned.

Hall began by describing how a four-year-old super-being named Faith had stowed away in his car, and then provided a replay of much of their conversation. The gathering listened to Faith detailing Ling’s treachery, and how he was behind the Tartarus attack. They learned about the actual history of China’s Transcend program, and the truth about General Zhang. Not a general, after all, and not among the living. They were also able to hear of Faith’s origins, in her own words, and how she had ended up carrying out Zhang’s work in America.

The team asked numerous questions, and all were as spellbound as Nick and Megan knew they would be.

Hall next replayed the footage of the conversation they had had with Faith about intelligent design, and how Zhang had discovered a God Mode lurking in normal human DNA, which simply needed to be unleashed to bring a human being to unthinkable heights.

She had gone on to describe how Emily had been selected to give birth to the first human to operate in this rarified mode.

Hall purposely left out how Phoenix had helped Emily survive in Minnesota, had guided her to write a message, and had communicated with Hall and his three female companions.

The briefing concluded with details of Emily and Megan’s capture, and how Hall had managed to secure their return and eliminate Browning and Ling at the same time.

The group was left speechless, so mesmerized that most had no idea nearly three hours had passed. Cochran called for a ten-minute break so all participants could use the restroom, grab a snack, stretch their legs, and try to digest ten lifetimes worth of stunning revelations.

When all returned, the president kicked off the after-briefing conversation.

“First of all, Nick,” he said, “you really outdid yourself. And that’s saying a lot. The way you removed Browning and Ling from the board was extraordinary. Hell, I think you’ve become as much of a PsyOps master as Justin.”

A smile slowly spread across Girdler’s face. “Congratulations, Padawan,” he said to Hall. “It appears your training is now complete.”

“Really?” said Alex Altschuler in disbelief. “A Star Wars reference? From you? I didn’t think I’d ever see the day.”

“I like to keep people guessing,” said Girdler, breaking into laughter.

Drew Russell grinned. “Now that you’ve become a geek like us,” he said, “maybe Alex and I should teach you how to hack computers.”

“How does this group ever finish a meeting?” said Victor, rolling his eyes. “I’d like to tease the general, myself,” he added, “but a good part of his PsyOps legend was built by deceiving me.”

“Truly a feat with a high degree of difficulty,” said Hall. “Because if anyone has ever been the general’s equal in the PsyOps department, Victor, it’s you. Between the three of us, I think we have the deception thing covered.”

“No doubt,” said Cochran. “All of you would make exceptional politicians.”

Victor grimaced. “Come now, my friend,” he said with a twinkle in his eye. “There is no need to insult us.”

Everyone in the room broke into laughter.

“Let’s get serious for a few minutes,” said the president when the laughter had subsided. “I think we should take inventory of where we are. The same way we did just a few months ago. At that time, we were licking our wounds, and the future looked bleak. Several on this team barely escaped Utah with their lives. Browning was still at large, and intent on destroying us. Victor was still an enormous potential threat. We didn’t know what Craig Bostic might do. And we had no way to block mind reading.

“Am I missing anything?”

“Maybe,” said Bob Siegel. “But those were definitely the highlights.”

“Good. The point is that we’ve come a remarkably long way since then. First, we identified a large group of unreadables. And while Browning’s death has obsoleted them, and we can return them to their former positions, we know who they are in case they’re ever needed.”

He turned to Lazear. “Just as an aside, Colonel, you’ve impressed us all, beyond your status as an Unreadable, and I’d like you to become a full-time member of THT.”

“Thank you, sir,” replied Lazear. “I’d be honored.”

“To continue my inventory,” said Cochran, “the most powerful arms and tech dealer on Earth has gone from a deadly adversary to a vital ally. One no longer supplying our enemies. Troy Browning cheated death on a number of occasions, but Nick made sure his luck finally ran out. And Nick also eliminated Ling, stopping the ultimate threat. A threat we didn’t even know existed two months ago.”

Cochran nodded solemnly. “We should be proud of ourselves. THT will continue to face and vanquish threats to this country and to the world. But, thankfully, it appears we’ve run out of adversaries with superhuman abilities.”

He blew out a long breath. “Which brings us to Faith and Emily. They don’t appear to be our enemies. At least at the moment. But Faith will soon be as formidable as Ling was. And, apparently, Emily’s baby will be on another plane altogether.”

Gabriele Safani nodded her agreement. “We’ve all seen the fetal DNA results,” she said. “They fully support Zhang’s and Emily’s thesis. Genes haven’t been added or subtracted. But a wildly different array of genes have been activated. We can’t know what Emily’s baby will be. But it’s safe to say that it will be . . . special.”

Nick and Megan traded quick, knowing glances. The group had no idea just how special.

“If we let this baby be born, we’re taking a big risk,” said Girdler. “We have a box. Inside there’s enough energy to power the world. Unfortunately, we don’t know if this energy can be safely tapped, or if it will explode in our faces. The problem is that there’s only one way to find out.”

He paused. “So do we open the box?” 

“I say yes,” replied Heather. “I thought intelligent design was ridiculous. Until about an hour ago. But now I’m convinced this infant will be the product of it. There really isn’t another way to explain dormant super-genes within the human genome.”

“Intelligent design doesn’t necessarily mean benevolent design,” said Victor. “Transcend designed Ling, for example. Just because the designer was intelligent, and not random, didn’t guarantee a benign result.”

Cochran sighed. “I have concerns, also. I’ve seen and heard Faith, and she seems sincere and well-intentioned. She’s given us no reason to believe she’s anything but compassionate. But we don’t know what we don’t know. After our experiences with Browning and Ling, I don’t love the idea of bringing a superior into the world. What if this newborn is compassionate, but only towards others at its level. Much as the most compassionate members of humanity never think twice about the bacteria they kill every time they wash their hands.” 

Hall nodded. He had considered this argument as well. But he and Megan had made their choice. As much as they hated lying to the group again, they had predicted THT would wrestle mightily with the decision of what to do about Phoenix.

But THT hadn’t experienced Phoenix for themselves. Hadn’t felt the enormous power of his mind like Hall had. Hadn’t basked in the overwhelming benevolence that accompanied his presence.

There was still tremendous good in humanity. Still much to love about the species. But Zhang had also been right. The future looked bleak. Human beings really might be too barbaric at heart to thrive in a world so unlike the one in which they had evolved.

Human nature was still selfish and corrupt. Human beings were still easily led and easily addicted.

As a mind reader, Hall was more aware of these truths than anyone. It wasn’t ridiculous to fear that the species had outgrown its origins. That the power of mass manipulation and divisiveness brought on by the internet was too great a psychic assault for current humanity to withstand. That an ever-growing number of people had become fish out of water, gasping for air they were incapable of breathing.

Even if this weren’t the case, AI could well take over as Zhang and Phoenix had predicted. If humanity was willing to unleash an unknown force as powerful as AI, why get timid when it came to unleashing a God Mode that a supreme intelligence had embedded in the human genome for humanity to find?

Finally, if Phoenix was to be believed, they weren’t sacrificing current humanity by unleashing the transcendent variety. They were saving it. Those operating in God Mode would do their best to create a true Utopia on Earth, and then leave it behind for Homo sapiens to enjoy.

So he and Megan had decided to take matters into their own hands. To have the arrogance and audacity to risk opening Girdler’s metaphorical box. To take a leap of faith. To let a phoenix rise.

Was it just coincidence that the principals in this matter were named Faith and Phoenix?

“Deciding how to deal with Emily’s baby will require extensive deliberations,” said Girdler. “Aborting a god isn’t a mistake I’m eager to make. On the other hand, neither is releasing an unstoppable force that might turn malicious.”

He paused in thought. “But before we consider this further,” he added, “we should speak with Faith and Emily. Get to know them. Learn what they’re about.”

“Excellent idea,” said Cochran. “Nick, can you ask Emily and Faith to join us.”

There was a long silence.

“About that,” said Hall, wincing. “It turns out that I really . . . can’t. I didn’t quite cover everything.”

“What do you mean?” said Girdler.

“Well, I was waiting for a good time to mention it, but Faith and Emily are in the wind. And we have no idea how to find them.”

“You don’t think you should have led with that?” said Cochran irritably.

“Sorry,” said Hall. “To be honest, it’s not the easiest thing to admit.”

“What happened?” said Girdler. “You told us the four of you got a rental car to go back to Kentucky.”

“We did. But we stopped fairly soon for a snack and bathroom break. That’s when we lost them.”

“You weren’t keeping track?” said Girdler.

“No. We all got along famously. I trusted them like family. Faith and I had worked together to save people we loved. We had gone through hell together.”

“But you’re a mind reader,” said Girdler. “How could you have been surprised?”

Hall sighed. “I don’t know. Faith can block her own thoughts. So maybe she also figured out how to block certain of Emily’s thoughts. Bottom line is that they’re gone. Given Faith’s wealth, her vast organization, and her savvy, I think the chances of finding them are close to zero. Especially before the baby is born.”

Hall was glad the meeting was virtual. He didn’t want to know what everyone was thinking. Hopefully, they believed he’d only been careless, and hadn’t guessed the truth—that he was lying. That he and Megan had urged Faith and Emily to vanish for their own good.

“You have to wonder why they ran if they knew they didn’t pose a threat,” said Girdler.

“They must have thought we posed a threat to them,” said Megan. “Nick was nothing but a force for good when he initially hit your radar. And he ran like hell from you. And Faith is smart enough to realize that our decision on the fate of Emily’s baby won’t be an easy one. So even though Nick and I got along with them famously, they likely decided not to take the chance we might collectively choose to abort the baby.”

There was an extended silence.

“Given that they are gone,” said Hall finally, “it looks like the baby will be born whether we want it to or not. They’ve taken matters into their own hands. So I guess we’re going to see what the designer had in mind. Once the baby is born, I say we approach it in the spirit of friendship and goodwill. I say we trust it. Because I have a feeling that impeding it won’t be an option, anyway.”

Girdler sighed. “Regardless, I’m not sure how helpful further discussion will be at the moment. We have a lot to digest. I think we should ponder this for a few days and reconvene.”

“I’m sorry it worked out this way,” said Hall. “It’s true that we’ve opened several of your metaphorical boxes over the years, General, and most have exploded in our faces. But maybe we’re finally due for a win. Maybe we’re due to open a box and unleash a transcendent being, as compassionate as he is powerful.”

“That would be a nice change,” said Justin Girdler wistfully. “A very nice change.”

“I guess we’ll find out soon,” said Hall. “But in the meanwhile, like the president said, we should all feel proud of what we’ve accomplished. The good that we do. And we should continue doing good.

“It’s said that God helps those who help themselves. So even if the baby is transcendent, we should continue doing everything in our power to help ourselves. And our fellow man.

“I don’t believe this group would have ended up calling for the baby to be aborted anyway. Even so, because of my carelessness, we don’t have that option. We have no choice but to take a leap of faith. To believe that the intelligent designer planned for bigger and better things for our species.”

Nick Hall blew out a long breath. “For what it’s worth, I, for one, am quite confident this will turn out to be the case.”
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“How’d the meeting go?” asked Phoenix telepathically, which Hall’s implants turned into audio for Megan’s benefit.

“You really don’t know?” said Hall. “I thought for sure you’d be piggybacking my mind for a front-row seat.”

“You caught me. I did. But in my defense, you often ask questions you already know the answer to. No one likes a know-it-all. And like you’ve often said, I can read your mind, but not read responses to questions you haven’t yet been asked.”

Hall grinned. “That does sound like me.”

“I thought the meeting went well,” said Megan. “I really do believe this group would have come around to letting you be. Especially if you and they could have had a conversation. But we didn’t want to chance it.”

“I agree that they’d probably have come around. They’d be nervous about my birth, but, ultimately, I don’t think they’d stand in the way.”

“Before I forget,” said Megan, “please give our best to Faith and your mother. Tell them we miss them already.”

“I’d love to. But I still can’t communicate with anyone but Nick. Although I am fairly good at getting my mother to write messages in blood when she’s about to pass out.”

Hall laughed. “Yeah. Maybe it’s not that vital that you pass along our good wishes, after all. We are planning to call them later today, anyway.”

“Good choice,” said Phoenix wryly. “I do expect to be able to communicate with everyone when I’m born. Worst-case, a month or two after. My physical and mental growth will be considerably more accelerated than Faith’s has been.”

Megan nodded. “That will be interesting to watch unfold. I have to say, I’m eager to see what you’ll be able to do.”

“I’ll see to it that you have a front-row seat,” said Phoenix. “Emily, Faith, and I will be staying in touch with you with great regularity. And I expect the five of us to be getting together often in the years and decades to come.”

“We’d like that a lot,” said Megan.

“On another note,” said Phoenix, “I really do plan to save current humanity from itself. So I’ll be seeking you and Nick out often for advice as to how best to accomplish that. In a few weeks, I should be strong enough that both of you will be able to contact me telepathically at any time. Finally, once I’m invulnerable, I’d like the chance to meet with your team in person.”

“They would welcome that, I’m sure,” said Megan.

“Thanks to both of you again for protecting Emily—and me. For fending off Ling. For everything you’ve done. I will always be in your debt.”

“Really?” said Hall with a grin. “Wow. Having a god owe us a favor might really come in handy.”

Phoenix laughed. “I’m hardly a god,” he said. “Just a bit more advanced than you.”

“Right,” said Megan. “I’m sure the first human said the same thing to a bunch of amoebas. But I do appreciate your humility.”

“Of course,” said Phoenix wryly. “Being humble is just one of a thousand traits that I’m great at.”

Hall laughed. “Who knew that fetuses had such a good sense of humor.”

“Thanks,” said Phoenix warmly. “But I really should be leaving you alone. You’ve had a long few days, and a long, exhausting meeting.”

“Before you go,” said Megan, “you should know that Nick and I have been inspired by Emily. By events. And we’ve decided to have a baby of our own. Probably several.”

“Congratulations!” gushed Phoenix, pretending he hadn’t already read this from Hall’s mind. “You’ll make wonderful parents.”

“Thanks,” said Hall. “Once our baby is born,” he added, trying to keep a straight face, “we’ll be sure to call your mom to schedule play dates. You and our baby can go on all kinds of fun toddler outings. To playgrounds. Sand boxes. The sky’s the limit.”

“Sounds great,” said Phoenix in amusement. “Do you think your baby will be able to help me develop interstellar travel?”

“Probably not,” said Nick. “Would you settle for help stacking multi-colored plastic doughnuts on a plastic pole?”

“Absolutely. I’m in.”

Nick and Megan both laughed. It was hard not to be in a great mood in Phoenix’s presence.

“Before I sign off,” said Phoenix, his telepathic tone now serious. “I’d like to leave you with this. You and Nick will go down in history as playing a pivotal role in the survival and prosperity of humanity. Both humanities. Mine and yours.

“If not for the two of you, my mother and I would be dead. And Browning and Ling would be on the loose and free to create a superior species with an immense capacity for cruelty.”

The unborn child paused. “So I’ll make this solemn promise to you both. I won’t let you down. I’ll never give you a reason to question if you made the right decision. Not even for an instant.”

A perfect serenity settled over Nick Hall. “We know you won’t, Phoenix,” he said with great affection. “We know you won’t.”


Author’s Discussion of the Novel

Thanks for reading Unleashed. I hope that you’ve enjoyed it. If you’re interested in reading other novels I’ve written, I’ve included a complete list of my books, embedded with links to their Amazon pages, at the end of this section, along with my author bio.

The section you are now reading appears in nearly all of my novels. This is where I detail what in the novel is real, and what isn’t, along with a few personal anecdotes.

But before I begin, if you enjoyed Unleashed, I’d be grateful if you could help spread the word by recommending the Nick Hall series to friends and family and posting about it on social media. And if you get a few minutes, please also consider rating Unleashed on Amazon here, or even writing a sentence or two about it in a review box so others will know what’s in store for them. 

I love hearing from readers and always respond to email messages, so please feel free to write to “Doug” at douglaserichards1@gmail.com.

So now, without further ado, I’ll get right to it. I’ve listed the subjects I’ll be covering below in order of appearance. Since research and interpretations can differ, I encourage you to explore these topics further to arrive at your own conclusions. And if you aren’t interested in an early topic on this list, feel free to skip ahead to one that might interest you more. 

	Why I wrote Unleashed and other personal anecdotes 
	Why I wrote this novel 
	My pregnant wife and a few early visions 
	Will the intelligent design aspect of the novel alienate my atheist fans? 
	The origin of the title 
	My genetic engineering background and Signature in the Cell. 
	Pulling my hair out, as usual. 


	A new race of superhumans 
	He Jiankui really did create the first gene-edited babies in 2018 
	China and genetic engineering 
	Advances in DNA sequencing and man-made life 
	Brain implants and telepathy 


Why I wrote Unleashed and other personal anecdotes 

WHY I WROTE THIS NOVEL: The Nick Hall trilogy has proven itself to be quite popular, and I’ve had numerous requests over the years to write a fourth. My problem is that once I’ve left a novel for even a few months (let alone years), it all becomes fuzzy to me. In my defense, I have now written twenty-one adult novels, and five middle-grade novels, so it is getting hard to keep track of every character and idea.

A Hollywood director who had helmed movies earning more than a billion dollars once called me after reading Split Second. He wanted to turn it into a movie (alas, the rights weren’t available at the time) and was eager to discuss the novel. Which was a problem. Because he remembered it a lot better than I did. It was a bit embarrassing.

In any event, after I finished The Breakthrough Effect, I decided to finally roll up my sleeves, take a deep breath, and give Nick Hall Four a try. For me, this was a huge amount of work. I first had to re-read the trilogy and take copious notes, because I had created a set of rules and characters and needed to make sure I stuck with them. Then, too, having a hero who can read minds presents certain challenges, especially when it comes to surprising him and introducing twists and turns.

As I was thinking about how to continue the series, it occurred to me that I hadn’t written a novel in which genetic engineering takes center stage since Wired, the novel that began my career. Given that I have a master’s degree in the field, I thought perhaps I should return to it.

At the same time, I stumbled across Signature in the Cell, which I found considerably more compelling than I had expected.

Both of these elements combined to lead to the novel you’ve just read, which I hope you’ve enjoyed.

MY PREGNANT WIFE AND A FEW EARLY VISIONS:  Unleashed contains a few passages describing how happy Emily was being pregnant. How she glowed, and seemed to be filled with peace, joy, and serenity. I wrote this so I could later imply that a superhuman fetus was regulating hormones to ensure his mother would have a pleasant experience.

I found these sections easy to write because I had personal experience with the state of tranquility I was describing. My wife found pregnancy to be the ultimate tonic. She really did seem to glow. I have never seen her as content or as joyful as she was while pregnant. I don’t have any idea how many women are affected in this way, but my wife was transformed by the experience.

My son likes to think these euphoric feelings came about because he was a superior baby, much like Phoenix, but I’m pretty sure that wasn’t it.

When I began writing Unleashed, I had no idea how to start—or how to end (or how to write the middle, for that matter). But I did have two visions. One, a vision of a fetus communicating with Nick Hall from inside the womb. And two, a vision of a woman arriving at Nick and Megan’s residence and passing out. While she’s unconscious, Nick and Megan have her tested and learn that she’s six months pregnant.

When she awakens they inform her of this status, and the chapter ends with her in total shock.

“That’s impossible,” I planned to have her say. “There is no way I’m six months pregnant.”

“How can you be so certain?” Nick or Megan would ask her.

“Because I haven’t had sex in over a year.”

I thought that would be a cool way to end the chapter. The reader would have to wonder what was going on. How could she be pregnant without having sex? What did it mean?

But I quickly encountered problems making this happen. First, I planned to write her as a highly intelligent woman with her memory fully intact. So how could an intelligent woman not at least suspect she might be pregnant after six months? Even if she hadn’t had sex, when her abdomen grew and she missed period after period, one would think this would have at least crossed her mind, even if it did seem to be impossible.

Even beyond that, it turned out that for my plot to work, I needed her to be without a memory, and I thought the use of Erase 190 would be a nice callback to the first novel. This made my initial vision impossible to carry out. If she had no memory, her pregnancy would be a surprise, but so would everything else about her past, including when she last had sex. She’d just assume the baby had been conceived in the normal way, so would have no reason to suspect that in vitro fertilization had taken place without her knowledge or consent.

In the end, the dramatic chapter ending I had envisioned from the start wasn’t possible, but I quite liked how Emily ended up on Nick and Megan’s doorstep anyway, and how her story unfolded from there. In my view, the reveal that Emily asked for Nick’s protection by writing a message in blood at a massacre was even more interesting than what I had first envisioned.

WILL THE INTELLIGENT DESIGN ASPECT OF THE NOVEL ALIENATE MY ATHEIST FANS?: Many science-fiction fans are diehard atheists. In fact, it wasn’t that long ago that I was all but an atheist myself (more on that later), so I understand the mindset. So the question is, will my use of intelligent design in the premise alienate many of my fans?

While I can’t know for sure, I believe it won’t. First, I believe these fans will recognize that suspending disbelief is a time-honored tradition in science fiction, in this case suspending disbelief in an unknown, amorphous intelligent designer. As long as a plot element or argument furthers the story in an interesting way, I believe science-fiction fans are fine with it.

Second, science fiction often posits supernatural or all-powerful beings in furtherance of its plot. The Q species from Star Trek, for example, can be defined as gods since they are able to create and destroy universes in the blink of an eye. The award-winning novel Hyperion posits an ageless battle between a human god and an AI god. Contact, by Carl Sagan, Calculating God by Robert J. Sawyer, and numerous other popular novels, movies, and TV shows take the idea of a higher power very seriously. These have all been extremely well received by atheists and the religious alike.

Finally, a good scientist is open to considering all scientific arguments, even if he or she ends up assessing them to be faulty. I read Signature in the Cell and found Meyer’s argument compelling. Not compelling enough for me to join an organized religion, but compelling enough to open my mind further to the possibility of an intelligent designer. Other scientists will read it and find it lacking. After all, even after weighing the same evidence, some physicists believe in string theory, and others in loop quantum gravity. Even two genius scientists can easily arrive at different conclusions from the same data.

My hope is that even those fans who reach a different conclusion than I did will agree that positing a hidden genome that can catapult humanity forward makes for an interesting story, even if it requires them to suspend disbelief more than they usually do.  

THE ORIGIN OF THE TITLE:  I struggle to come up with titles for my novels, and this one was no exception. I ultimately came up with three choices, God Mode, Unleashed, and Mind Surge, which I polled with my Facebook fans.

Note that I didn’t provide a description of the novel, so they were voting without having any idea what the book was about. I do this because those browsing for books see titles and don’t have any idea of the content either. Covers and titles need to entice browsers enough that they want to take the next step and read the description.

What I found quite strange was that when I polled the three titles mentioned, God Mode and Unleashed tied for the most votes, and many readers were passionately partial to God Mode.

But when I redid the poll with only God Mode and Unleashed, this time Unleashed demolished God Mode, and there was little discernable passion for this latter title. I still can’t figure out why God Mode performance was so dramatically different in the two polls, but Unleashed turned out to be the clear winner.

MY GENETIC ENGINEERING BACKGROUND AND SIGNATURE IN THE CELL: As many of my readers know, I was in a Ph.D. program for genetic engineering, but left after three years with a master’s degree. I was well beyond the master’s level, but as much as I loved reading about the results of experiments, I hated doing them. I was sloppy, and impatient, and not psychologically cut out for the day-to-day rigors of genetic engineering research. Because of this, I cut my program short, paired a master’s in molecular biology with an MBA, and entered biotechnology on the business side.

While genetic engineering played a significant role in my first novel, Wired, I haven’t used it as a main premise in over a decade. The truth is that progress in the field has been so immense since I earned my master’s degree, I’m not up to speed at all. Then again, I do realize that it may be better that way. I have trouble stopping myself from going into scientific detail that really isn’t necessary (although many of my fans tell me the accurate science in my novels is their favorite part, so I’m reluctant to back off too much).

Prior to beginning the novel, I stumbled across Signature in the Cell, and I had the same reaction I attribute to Zhang Wu in the novel. I was blown away. In fact, I’ve undergone all the transformations I attributed to him. My thinking has changed dramatically over the years. The more I know, the less I believe we have any real answers, and the more open-minded I’ve become.

When I began my writing journey well over a decade ago, I was all but an atheist, believing the idea of a creator was ridiculous. But that has changed. I’m still not completely sold on the idea of a creator, but like Zhang Wu in the novel, the Fine-Tuned Universe hypothesis and the findings of Signature in the Cell have given me considerable pause.

I studied the complexity of the cell at length while I was in graduate school. While it instantly became clear just how insanely interconnected and improbable it all was, and how remarkable, I immediately chalked it up to the power of random chance working over eons, and a partial evolution taking place even at the chemical level. It just wasn’t in my DNA at the time to wonder if the system might have had a designer, and I would have scoffed at the very idea.

Yet Meyer’s book did a marvelous job of making me rethink everything I thought I knew on the topic. I’ve always felt I had a solid understanding of statistics and probability, having set the curve in my graduate statistics class at the University of Chicago, but Meyer’s presentation introduced fascinating new wrinkles of probability I had never considered (which, fear not, I won’t delve into here). 

I’m still not a religious man, but it’s become impossible for me not to acknowledge that the arguments for a creator can’t be blithely dismissed. None of us has any idea what’s really going on. All I know is that twenty years ago, I was nearly certain there wasn’t a creator.

Now, the only thing I’m certain of is that I can’t be certain of anything.

PULLING MY HAIR OUT, AS USUAL: I tend to whine a lot, but every novel has become more brutally challenging for me than the last. Coming up with new ideas and complex plots that can sustain a novel has become ever harder. All I can do is my best and hope readers will enjoy the finished product. There was one problem that I wrestled with for weeks without finding a solution.

The problem was this: how does Nick Hall manage to outwit and defeat Ling in a way that is dramatically compelling and super satisfying?

I had come up with the solution presented in the novel, an automated laser to the head that hits him the instant he teleports in, but I hoped to find a better one. A quick, automated death isn’t as satisfying as an extended showdown between protagonist and antagonist. I even alluded to this in the novel when I wrote the following: 

Part of him (Nick), a still-savage part he wasn’t proud of, wished he could have told both of them (Ling and Browning) what was coming, how he had beaten them, and seen the look in their eyes when they knew they had but seconds to live. The way Victor had been able to do before the explosion in the helicopter, when he had taunted Browning and expressed his true hatred for the man.

Hall detested the necessity of violence, and of taking lives. But when it came to Browning and Ling, who were despicable, evil, beyond measure, some visceral, primitive part of him wished he could have made their deaths more personal. He was disgusted with himself for feeling this way, but they had toyed with him, and had tried to kill him and the woman he loved. So he didn’t regret their deaths, only that they had been too abrupt, and weren’t dished out directly by his hand.

We all know that in real life, if you get the chance to kill a deadly foe, wasting time chatting, rubbing it in, is foolish. The smart thing to do against a dangerous adversary is to put him down as quickly as possible. Yet in the movies, how many times has a villain dialogued endlessly before killing the hero, giving the hero ample time to escape his or her fate? Or the reverse, the hero not finishing the villain off in a timely manner and living to regret it?

There’s a reason for this. Even though it can be frustrating at times, with moviegoers practically shouting at the screen, “kill him already,” the interchange between the hero and villain can also be fascinating, compelling, and emotionally satisfying.

Just as an aside, one classic trope often used in final showdowns is when you have a villain so heinous that no one in the theater will be satisfied with anything less than his death. But the scriptwriter wants to portray the hero as a saint, not a bloodthirsty avenger, so has him spare the villain’s life so he can be brought into custody to face justice. In these cases, the villain typically comes up with a hidden weapon and attacks the hero, giving the hero license to shoot him down in self-defense. This allows the hero to have a clear conscience and retain his good-guy status.

One of my all-time favorite movies, The Incredibles, poked fun at Hollywood’s penchant for extending protagonist/antagonist interactions that should be short and sweet. In the scene in question, Syndrome, the villain, has confronted Mr. Incredible and has him dead to rights. But Syndrome decides to gloat before finishing him off, and Mr. Incredible is only too happy to encourage this. As Syndrome rambles on, Mr. Incredible launches a surprise attack. While the attack fails, Syndrome’s response is telling. “You got me monologuing! You sly dog! I can’t believe it!”

So yes, I wanted Ling’s death to be more dramatic. I wanted Nick to have a more direct role in his death. But Ling is a teleporter, one who moves with such fluidity normal humans seem to be walking in molasses. So, try as I might, there really was no good way I could think of for Nick to trap him so completely that he’d feel comfortable dialoguing.

I did my best to create some dramatic tension around Ling’s demise, but it was more abrupt and anticlimactic than I would have liked. Still, I was able to produce extended interactions between Nick Hall and Ling in the chapters leading up to his death. Given this, and the entirety of the novel, I’m hopeful that Ling’s death scene didn’t detract too much from the reading experience.

A new race of superhumans

The idea of humanity creating a race of superhumans and imperiling itself is nothing new. Still, within the context of this novel, I thought I’d provide a single excerpt I thought readers would find interesting. This excerpt is from a 2018 story in The Guardian entitled, “Essays reveal Stephen Hawking predicted race of ‘superhumans.’” 


EXCERPT: The late physicist and author Stephen Hawking has caused controversy by suggesting a new race of superhumans could develop from wealthy people choosing to edit their and their children’s DNA. 

Hawking, the author of A Brief History of Time, who died in March, made the predictions in a collection of articles and essays. The scientist presented the possibility that genetic engineering could create a new species of superhuman that could destroy the rest of humanity. The essays, published in the Sunday Times, were written in preparation for a book that will be published on Tuesday. 

“I am sure that during this century, people will discover how to modify both intelligence and instincts such as aggression,” he wrote.  “Laws will probably be passed against genetic engineering with humans. But some people won’t be able to resist the temptation to improve human characteristics, such as memory, resistance to disease, and length of life.” 

In Brief Answers to the Big Questions, Hawking’s final thoughts on the universe, the physicist suggested wealthy people would soon be able to choose to edit genetic makeup to create superhumans with enhanced memory, disease resistance, intelligence, and longevity. 

Hawking raised the prospect that breakthroughs in genetics will make it attractive for people to try to improve themselves, with implications for “unimproved humans.” 

“Once such superhumans appear, there will be significant political problems with unimproved humans, who won’t be able to compete,” he wrote. “Presumably, they will die out, or become unimportant. Instead, there will be a race of self-designing beings who are improving at an ever-increasing rate.” 


He Jiankui really did create the first gene-edited babies in 2018

The section of the novel that describes the work of He Jiankui is accurate, although the part about this having been a CCP PsyOp to slow other countries down is fictional (I hope).

A 2022 article in WIRED, entitled “The CRISPR Baby Scientist is Back—Here’s What He’s Doing Next,” does a nice job of providing a concise summary of He’s activities, which I’ll share below:

EXCERPT: In November 2018, Chinese scientist He Jiankui shocked the world when he announced, first on YouTube and then at an international scientific gathering in Hong Kong, that he had used CRISPR to alter the genetic makeup of human embryos, which were used to establish pregnancies and resulted in the birth of the world’s first gene-edited babies.  

Backlash against He was harsh and swift. Members of the scientific community condemned his experiments as unethical and voiced concerns over the babies’ health, about which little is known today. The Chinese government suspended his research, saying he violated medical regulations. In December 2019, a Chinese court found He guilty of illegal medical practices and sentenced him to three years’ imprisonment. In light of He’s experiment, China has since adopted regulations prohibiting the modification of human embryos for reproductive purposes. He was released from prison in April.  

“He did illegal and grossly unethical experiments in secret, and now he wants to pick up as if nothing happened,” says Hank Greely, a professor of law at Stanford University and author of the book CRISPR People, which explores the science and ethics of human gene editing. “I don’t think science should accept him back, at least not without some more time and some indication that he understands, accepts, and acknowledges that he screwed up.” 


Until I began doing research for this novel, I had no idea that this had happened, that designer babies had actually been born. The bottom line is that making genetically engineered babies is not only possible, it’s been done—and that was with 2018 technology. In the next section I’ll detail the improvements in gene-editing tools that will make this kind of work even easier. 

For those of you who want a much more comprehensive look at He Jiankui and this chapter of world history, I’d direct you to Google an article that appeared in the September 2, 2023 edition of The New Yorker, written by Dana Goodyear. The article is entitled, “The Transformative, Alarming Power of Gene Editing: A rogue scientist showed that CRISPR gives humans the ability to transform ourselves. But should we?” 

I’ll leave this section with an excerpt from this fascinating piece. 

EXCERPT: Fyodor Urnov, a gene-editing expert, was among the authors of a position paper entitled, “Don’t Edit the Human Germline,” published by a group of scientists in 2015. 

“It would be easy for heritable editing to be used to create non-therapeutic modifications,” said Urnov. “I’ll give you three scenarios right now which we should be very afraid about. Fear number one: the weaponization of the military. We know how to make a human being who can run on four hours of sleep—I can tell you what mutation to make. Two: We know what gene to edit to reduce pain sensation. If I were a rogue nation wishing to engineer a next generation of quasi-pain-free special-forces soldiers, I know exactly what to do. It’s all published. And three: physical strength. You don’t need a large lab operation. You just need the ill will.” 

In the United States, editing human embryos for reproduction is forbidden, and virtually all human-embryo research is ineligible for federal grants. Some seventy other countries limit heritable genome editing.  

China and genetic engineering

While China still doesn’t appear to be quite as accomplished in biotech as the US (as far as is known) they are catching up fast, and making improvements in CRISPR technology as alluded to in the novel. Just to give two examples, in 2022 Chinese scientists reported discovering a new genetic engineering method they call MIDAS, which they claim to be a significant improvement over CRISPR and other gene-editing tools.

Late in 2023, another group of Chinese researchers claimed to have created a new gene-editing tool called CyDENT, which they claim can be used to perform strand-specific gene editing without any cuts, and can edit DNA previously believed to be un-editable.

I’ll leave this section with excerpts from an article in Fortune, published February 19, 2024, entitled “U.S. lawmakers are trying to bar Chinese biotech companies over fears about America’s failure to compete with China in the industry.”

EXCERPT: U.S. lawmakers are raising alarms about what they see as America’s failure to compete with China in biotechnology, warning of the risks to U.S. national security and commercial interests.

Biotechnology promises to revolutionize everyday life. Because of its potential, it has caught the attention of both the Chinese and U.S. governments.

Bills have been introduced in the House and Senate to bar “foreign adversary biotech companies of concern” from doing business with federally funded medical providers. The bills name four Chinese-owned companies.

Supporters say the legislation is crucial to protecting U.S. interests. The National Security Commission on Emerging Biotechnology, a group created by the U.S. Senate to review the industry, said the bill would help discourage unfair competition from Chinese companies. The commission warned that advancement in biotechnology can result not only in economic benefits but also rapid changes in military capabilities and tactics.

Much is at stake, said Rep. Mike Gallagher, chair of the House Select Committee on the Chinese Communist Party. “It’s not just a national security battle or an economic security battle,” Gallagher said. “It’s a moral and ethical battle. The sector advances at an astronomic pace, and the country who wins the race will set the ethical standards around how these technologies are used.”

Both the United States and China, the world’s two largest economies, have identified biotech as a critical national interest. The Chinese government has plans to develop a “national strategic technology force” in biotech.

Advances in DNA sequencing and man-made life

The history of DNA sequencing presented in the novel is accurate. I’ve lived it, and those of you who have read my novels know that I use the ludicrous speed of DNA sequencing as an exemplar of the phrase, “nothing is impossible.”

When I did my graduate work, DNA sequencing was a painstaking process, and largely manual. My project involved sequencing three hundred bases, and this took me days each time I had to do it. Days.

By my calculation, at the blistering pace I was sequencing, I could have completed the entire human genome in just over eighty thousand years—you know, assuming I didn’t take any vacations.

But in 2022, Euan Ashley and his team at Stanford sequenced an entire human genome in five hours. This is something I would have bet my life in graduate school would never be possible. Not in a hundred years. Not in a million years. Never. I was convinced at the time that physics wouldn’t allow it.

Yet here we are.

In the novel, I mention progress in human synthesis of DNA and other techniques that give scientists the ability to create novel genes from scratch. While Unleashed took liberties with what is actually possible today, progress has been considerable, and I have little doubt that much of what is described in the novel will be possible before we know it. 

I’ll provide a few relevant excerpts regarding the ability to create novel genes from scratch below. The first is from a 2019 article in the New York Times entitled, “Scientists Created Bacteria With a Synthetic Genome. Is This Artificial Life?” 

EXCERPT: Scientists have created a living organism whose DNA is entirely human-made—perhaps a new form of life, experts said, and a milestone in the field of synthetic biology.

Researchers at the Medical Research Council Laboratory of Molecular Biology in Britain reported on Wednesday that they had rewritten the DNA of the bacteria Escherichia coli, fashioning a synthetic genome four times larger and far more complex than any previously created.

The bacteria are alive, though unusually shaped and reproducing slowly. But their cells operate according to a new set of biological rules, producing familiar proteins with a reconstructed genetic code.

The second excerpt comes from a 2023 article from Phys.Org entitled, “Yeast with more than 50% synthetic genome is created in the lab.” The piece briefly summarizes a result that has been widely publicized.

EXCERPT: Researchers have combined over seven synthetic chromosomes that were made in the lab into a single yeast cell, resulting in a strain with more than 50% synthetic DNA that survives and replicates similarly to wild yeast strains. 

The team presented the half-synthetic yeast November 8 in the journal Cell as part of a collection of papers across Cell, Molecular Cell, and Cell Genomics that showcase the Synthetic Yeast Genome Project (Sc2.0), a global consortium working to develop the first synthetic eukaryote genome from scratch. The team has now synthesized and debugged all sixteen yeast chromosomes. 

I’ll leave you with one last excerpt to contemplate. This comes from a 2017 piece in PNAS (The Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America), entitled, “Human artificial chromosomes offer insights, therapeutic possibilities, and challenges.” 

EXCERPT: Francesco Saverio Tedesco works with a big gene. In fact, the human dystrophin gene, with its whopping 2.4 million nucleotides, is one of the largest found so far in nature. A clinician-scientist at University College London, Tedesco hopes to use gene therapy to replace a faulty version of dystrophin in people with Duchenne muscular dystrophy. But the dystrophin gene is too large to fit inside the viruses normally used to deliver replacement DNA. 

Instead, Tedesco and his colleagues turned to human artificial chromosomes, or HACs, which can hold an essentially unlimited amount of DNA. HACs, whether designed from scratch or built using natural human chromosomes as a framework, are slowly gaining in popularity. These artificial DNA molecules, which can exist in human cells as an extra, 47th chromosome, are useful in a variety of applications, from basic studies of gene and chromosome function to potential stem cell and, perhaps, gene therapy treatments. Eventually, some synthetic biologists would like to use HACs to hold entire man-made biological pathways. 

Brain implants and telepathy

When I wrote the first Nick Hall novel, Mind’s Eye, just over ten years ago, companies trying to create neural implants that would allow subjects to surf the web with their minds, like Elon Musk’s Neuralink, didn’t exist. Still, the writing was on the wall, so I thought I’d take the idea out for a spin. Like ideas in many of my novels, the future arrived even sooner than I expected.

In January of 2024, in fact, after the first draft of this novel was already completed, Elon Musk announced a success that was right out of Mind’s Eye, including the use of surgical robots. Below is an excerpt that describes this accomplishment, from a Reuters piece entitled, “Neuralink’s first human patient able to control mouse through thinking, Musk says.”

EXCERPT: The first human patient implanted with a brain-chip from Neuralink appears to have fully recovered and is able to control a computer mouse using their thoughts, the startup’s founder Elon Musk said late on Monday.

“Progress is good,” Musk said in a Spaces event on social media platform X. “And the patient seems to have made a full recovery, with no ill effects that we are aware of. Patient is able to move a mouse around the screen by just thinking,”

The firm successfully implanted a chip on its first human patient last month, after receiving approval for human trial recruitment in September.

The study uses a robot to surgically place a brain-computer interface implant in a region of the brain that controls the intention to move, Neuralink has said, adding that the initial goal is to enable people to control a computer cursor or keyboard using their thoughts.

While this is the most high-profile example, other efforts are also coming on strong. Computers that can recognize human thoughts and engage in a sort of telepathy have been widely developed for some time now, and prosthetic limbs and video games, among other items, can now be controlled using thoughts alone. Recently, scientists at the University of California, San Francisco, created a mind-reading device that can turn mental activity into text with better than ninety-percent accuracy.

I’ll leave this section with a fascinating excerpt from a July 2022 article in Businessweek Technology entitled, “Brain-Computer Interface Startup Implants First Device in US Patient.” This was a success that predated Neuralink’s, but wasn’t as widely publicized.

EXCERPT: On July 6 a doctor at the Mount Sinai West medical center in New York threaded a 1.5-inch-long implant made up of wires and electrodes into a blood vessel in the brain of a patient with ALS. The hope is that the patient, who’s lost the ability to move and speak, will be able to surf the web and communicate via email and text simply by thinking—the device will translate his thoughts into commands sent to a computer.

Synchron, the startup behind the technology, has already implanted its devices in four patients in Australia, who haven’t experienced side effects and have been able to carry out such tasks as sending WhatsApp messages and making online purchases. The recent procedure was the first the company has done in the US, putting it ahead of competitors, including Elon Musk’s Neuralink Corp.

I will end the author notes here, with the hope that you found them informative.

Finally, just as a reminder, you can sign up to be notified of new releases on my website, DouglasERichards.com. Also, I love hearing from readers, so feel free to write to me at douglaserichards1@gmail.com and address me as “Doug”.  You can also Friend me on Facebook at Douglas E. Richards Author. 
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