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Prologue













Twenty years ago the world changed forever. Almost overnight, the serene, blue sphere that was once our Earth was reduced to a dark green smudge shrouded in a blanket of torrential storms. 

The blame for the catastrophe quickly fell on terrorists who had coordinated a cyber-attack on Cathedral: the Unitech cooperation’s primary hydrothermal reactor. 

Cathedral was a marvel of technological engineering. Designed by Jack Anderson, the company’s founder, it was the first in a series of generators capable of powering an entire continent simply by harnessing the energy of super-heated, super-pressurized groundwater. Of course, as with so many other marvels of modern engineering, no one expected the devastating effect it could have if something were to go wrong. 

The terrorists had planned to overload the reactor via an extremely aggressive computer virus. But Cathedral had been designed with thousands of fail-safe protocols, making it virtually impervious to any form of computer-born attack. Bishop, the reactor’s governing artificial intelligence unit, compensated for the terrorists’ meddling by turning the reactor’s main generator to full power. So instead of destroying itself as they’d hoped, Cathedral created a massive super storm that covered the entire planet. 

Millions died in the flash floods. Millions more succumbed to disease. 

For twenty years, mankind has battled for high ground—against the swamp and against themselves … 




The year is 2119.








Chapter 1







“Treatment complete. You may get up now, Doctor McKelly.” The smooth monotone of Unitech’s central AI unit drifted through the speakers in the light-therapy ward, drawing Luna’s mind back to the present. 

“How many times do I have to tell you I’m not a doctor, Alex? I’m just a researcher—I never even finished college!” 

Alex was by far the most absentminded AI Luna had ever encountered in all of her eighteen years. Alexander Graham Bell II had been programmed by Jack Anderson in 2087, and in the thirty-plus years since he was first brought online, he’d been growing progressively more senile. He often confused current members of the Unitech staff with long-dead employees or famous historical figures. The best guess anyone had for why Alex was still lingering in the company’s computer network was that Mr. Edgard, the corporation’s president and CEO, must have kept him around for sentimental reasons. 

The bright lights of the treatment bed dimmed, and the domed lid slowly eased open, releasing hot, dry air with a loud hiss. 

Luna sat up and ran a hand through her hair, sending sweat splashing onto the glossy white treatment bed. 

“I think it was a little hotter than normal today, Alex. Make a note of that and next time reduce the temperature by about eleven degrees, okay?” 

“I will do what I can, Doctor.” 

She shook her head and removed her tinted goggles. “I already told you, Alex, I’m not …You know what? Never mind. Call me whatever you want.”

Luna swung her legs over the edge of the treatment bed and gingerly walked across the tile floor to where she’d hung her clothes. She hurriedly slipped into her undergarments then reached for her white tank top and contoured black slacks, which she quickly pulled on over her petite frame.

She’d had too many problems with the treatment center’s doors in the past and didn’t want to take longer than necessary, just in case a certain AI unit forgot to light the OCCUPIED sign. Again. If there was one thing she hated more than having to undergo light-therapy in the buff every week, it was having someone walk in on her while she was doing so.  

Luna lowered herself onto a low bench and pulled on her polished, rubberized shoes with considerable difficulty. It seemed like every time she climbed out of the light-therapy bed her feet were always a half size larger than when she’d first gone in. 

Probably because Alex is always screwing up the temperature, she mused, rummaging through the contents of her handbag in search of her makeup kit. 

“Mirror please, Alex,” she said, having at last retrieved the well-worn cosmetics case from beneath several dozen sheets of crumpled research notes. 

In response to her command, a flat black panel above the sink on the opposite wall lit and polarized. Her reflection stared back at her: fair skinned, five foot one, a little on the thin side. Wavy brown hair that hung just below her shoulders, which—no matter how hard she tried to straighten it—always came out curlier then she wanted. 

Luna stared at her reflection, uncapped an eyeliner pencil, and applied the dark pigment. The dark mascara contrasted heavily with her fair complexion, making her eyes appear far larger than they really were. 

“You look beautiful today, Doctor.”

“You say that to everyone, Alex. But thanks,” she replied, returning the makeup kit to her handbag. 

“You are welcome. Will you be needing anything else today?”

Luna shook her head, pinning her hair into a loose bun. “Not today, thank you. I’ll be seeing you, Alex. Try not to cause any more trouble today, all right?” 

“I shall do my best, Doctor McKelly.” 

She reached for her black suit jacket and white, water-resistant overcoat—both of which she donned before slinging her handbag over her shoulder and walking to the door. “I’ll be back next week, same time as usual.”

The door clicked, then slid open, “Very well, Doctor McKelly. I will try to be here when you return.” 

She smiled, Oh right, Alex. Like you could go anywhere even if you wanted to. 

Stepping into the hallway, she adjusted her coat, and then walked briskly down the corridor toward the building’s main lift. Her polished black shoes clicking against the white floor tiles with each step. She stepped into the elevator and the doors slid shut as she pressed the flashing blue button marked GARAGE. An instant later the lift began its smooth decent to the treatment ward’s subterranean parking lot.

Luna absently hummed along to the soft melody drifting from the elevator’s speakers as she reached into her coat pocket for her all-purpose headset: Internet, personal AI unit, home theater system, music, and phone—all in one handy, two-inch package. 

She reached up and placed the small device over her right ear and addressed the AI housed within its compact circuitry: “Ada, can you call Bridget for me?”

“Of course, Miss Luna,” the smooth female voice replied. 

 Luna listened to the synthesized ringtone until it was interrupted mid-jingle by a cheerful voice: “Hello? This is Bridget Chavé.”

“Hey, Bridget. It’s me. I was wondering if you still wanted to get together tonight.” 

“Oh, hi, Luna! Sorry, my caller ID is out again. Um … sure. I think I can still make it. I’m just finishing up some last minute paperwork. Where do you want to go?”

Luna thought about it for a second before replying, “How does pizza and a movie back at my place sound? I’m not in a very original mood right now.”

Bridget laughed, “That’s fine. I’ll be there in half an hour.”

“Sounds good,” Luna replied, stepping out of the elevator into the dimly lit parking garage. “I’ll order the pizza and find out what’s on tonight. See you in a bit.” 

“Right. I’ll see you then.”  

The line went dead with a muted click, and Ada’s artificial voice returned: “Do you need help locating your vehicle, Miss Luna?” 

“No. I can take it from here. Thanks though,” Luna replied. She walked casually down the rows of parked cars until she reached her navy blue BMW three seater parked beneath one of the garage’s florescent lights. Unitech had provided the sleek, state-of-the-art vehicle when she was first hired. It was Luna’s baby. One of the many perks of working for Mr. Saul Edgard’s multi-billion-dollar company. 

Luna walked to the side of the car and typed in her seven-digit security code on the door panel. The locks disengaged with a thud, and she pulled the latch, tipping the hydraulic door forward on its single, disc-like hinge. 

She slid into the car and settled herself behind the vehicle’s centrally oriented steering consul, the dark-gray leather seat adjusting to fit the contours of her body. The door rocked back and resealed itself as she reached into her coat pocket and fished around for her keycard.

Her fingers wrapped around the first object she encountered, but she let go when she realized she was holding her emergency inhaler. 

Nope, not it. Come on key, where—ah, there we go. 

She pulled the homemade keychain from her pocket and slid the card into the ignition. Instantly the BMW came to life. Its electric engine began to purr softly in the background as the dashboard lights switched on and illuminated the speedometer, collision alert, environmental controls, and charge gauge—along with a handful of other instruments and knobs. 

Luna pressed one of the glowing buttons on the left-hand side of the console, and the sweeping curve of the tinted windshield immediately polarized in adjustment to the dim outside light. Instantly everything within a half-mile radius snapped into focus, appearing exactly as it would during the day without the aid of the car’s powerful L.E.D headlights. 

The vehicle’s built-in computer projected a holographic image of the car parked directly behind the BMW onto the lower right-hand corner of the windshield: a mandatory safety feature carried over from the late twenty-first century. However, Luna had no need for the rear camera, so she turned it off. In its place a holographic display of a road and its dividing lines appeared, centering itself directly over the lines painted on the floor of the garage. 

Luna eased the car out onto the aisle leading to the parking lot’s main entrance. She gripped the contoured wheel lightly and steered the car up a slight incline out onto the road winding its way through the sprawling Unitech complex. 

To either side of the four-lane road, massive buildings stretched into the black, stormy sky. Each building held labs, offices, and factories as well as the expansive DNA archives and cloning facilities responsible for preserving the genetic legacy of Earth’s once-diverse ecosystem. High above the towering structures, Luna could just make out the dim, pulsating glow of the Unitech complex’s energized rain barrier.

A distant lightning strike flashed across the night sky, illuminating the massive cage of reinforced metallic girders and struts that made up the skeleton of the barrier. These web-like supports also provided the rain barrier’s energized-glass umbrella with the power it needed to keep the rain—mostly—at bay. The occasional drizzle managed to work its way through every once in a while, but considering it had been functioning nonstop for nearly twenty years, the hastily erected shield had done its job remarkably well.

Luna turned down a side street leading out of the Unitech complex’s barrier shield then stopped at a checkpoint to wait for Alex to scan her car’s ID. A moment later the reinforced gate lifted and she passed through the shield out onto the rain-soaked highway leading to New Denver. Once through the shield Luna switched on her windshield’s miniature rain barrier and eased her car up to speed. 

This was the most dangerous part of her commute. The road between the Unitech complex and New Denver was open, exposed not only to the torrential downpour but also to attacks from Swampers. The murderous cutthroats usually stayed in the deep swamp, far from major population centers, and Unitech’s security drones did a pretty good job of discouraging the curious. But it was always safer inside the barriers than out. 

“Ada, I’d like to order a pizza,” she addressed her headset’s AI unit, keeping her eyes on the foggy road. “Which place is closest along my route home?”

“There are three options along your desired route. In order of distance—nearest to furthest—they are Pizza Port, Papa’s Pizza, and the New Denver Pizzeria. Which would you like me to call?”

“Pizza Port sounds good. Let’s go with that one,” she replied, changing lanes. “Order a large supreme, two diet sodas, and an order of breadsticks to go, please.”

“Very well, Miss Luna. Dialing the requested restaurant.”  

“Thanks, Ada,” Luna replied, glancing down at her antique digital wristwatch.

Twelve after nine. I’ve still got plenty of time. 

“Will you be needing anything else, Miss Luna?” Ada asked a few seconds later.

Luna thought about it, then replied, “Actually, yeah, there is. Could you find something good to listen to?”

 “Of course. One moment please.”

In a fraction of a second, the car’s stereo came to life, filling the small cabin with the synthesized melodies of an old space rock band.

What could she say? She loved the classics. 

Luna signaled and turned off onto an exit leading down to the edge of the mountains toward New Denver. She pulled up to the entrance and waited while the gate lifted to allow her to pass through the energy shield, barely noticing as the hair on her arms and the back of her neck prickled with static electricity. Such was life in New Denver: wet, dark, and staticky.

She turned onto the street leading up to her apartment building and spotted the Pizza Port sign four blocks ahead. 

She checked her watch again. 9:21. Right on time. 

Luna pulled into the parking lot, grabbed her wallet from her handbag, and slid out of the car, leaving it idling in the parking space. A few minutes later she returned laden with food and a slightly thinner wallet. 

She set the steaming pizza box down on the back seat and sat down again behind the wheel. Luna followed the street through the city for about five miles and then made a sharp left hand turn toward the mountains. In the distance she could see the well-lit cluster of sleek skyscrapers that made up the apartment complex where she lived. 

Luna pulled into the parking garage beneath her apartment building. The car crept to a stop and she switched off the key. She opened the door and climbed out, taking in a breath of the damp night air before reaching in to retrieve her dinner. 

With pizza in hand, she pulled the door closed, checked to see that it was locked, and then walked to the nearby elevators. She hit the button for the fiftieth floor and thirty five seconds later she stepped out, fumbling with her keys. She slid the key into the lock and the door swung open, revealing her cozy three-room apartment. 

The lights switched on as she entered. She set the food down on the kitchen’s stainless steel counter and then went to change into something more comfortable. After changing she went into the living room and flopped down on the couch to see what vids would be playing.

She took the A.P.D headset from her pocket and plugged it into a USB port built into the couch’s armrest. The lights flickered for a moment as Ada uploaded her program into the apartment’s circuitry. Before long a life-sized hologram of the AI appeared, and seated herself beside Luna. 

Ada—who had taken on the appearance of a young Asian woman, dressed in a pleated skirt and button-up top—crossed her legs and brushed the holographic wrinkles out of her attire.

“Do you require anything, Miss Luna?”

Luna crossed her arms behind her head and arched her spine, stretching out her knotted back muscles with a heavy sigh. “Yeah, could you see what movies are playing on the Classics channel?”

Ada brushed back her short hair and pulled up a holographic chart, sifting through the titles and play times of every film in a matter of seconds.

While Ada recited the titles of the available movies, Luna stared out the apartment’s large windows at the billowing black clouds and scattered lightning strikes of a gathering storm. 

“ … Waterworld. Released on July 28, 1995. Staring Kevin Costner. The film takes place on earth after the polar icecaps have melted, covering the world in an endless ocean, leaving mankind to struggle for survival on floating cities—” 

“Skip that one,” Luna replied. “We’ve already seen it a million times, and Bridget never understands it. What’s the next one?”

“2012. Released on November 30, 2009. Staring John Cusack. The film takes place in the year 2012. Which, according to the ancient Mayan calendar, was supposedly the end of all time—”  

Just then the doorbell rang, causing both human and AI to turn.

“That’s Bridget. Come in!” Luna said, rising to her feet. “Ada, polarize the theater system, and go with the film 2012. I’ve never seen that one.”

“As you wish, Miss Luna. Polarizing theater system, and preparing film.”

The windows darkened until they were no longer transparent. They then lit with the preview screen common to all of the old vids, bathing the apartment in green light. Having completed her assignment, Ada’s shimmering figure shrank and then vanished, returning to the confines of the apartment’s circuitry. 

The apartment door swung open, and Luna hurried to greet her friend.

“Hey, Bridget!”

“Luna! How have you been? It seems like forever since we’ve had a girls’ night!” Bridget exclaimed, giving her friend a quick hug. 

“I’ve been okay. Really busy with my research and really tired ‘cause of all the long hours. But other than that I’m doing great. How about you?”

Bridget smiled widely and brushed back a strand of strawberry blonde hair. “Well, since you brought it up … I just got promoted! You’re looking at Mr. Saul Edgard’s new secretary!” 

“Wow! That’s a huge step from being a lobby receptionist!” Luna exclaimed, patting her friend on the shoulder. 

“Wait, there’s more!” Bridget’s green eyes sparkled, and her smile grew even wider. “I just met the greatest, most sweetest guy at work today! He’s so smart, and funny, and handsome! You’d love him! But don’t even think about loving him, he’s mine!” Her eyes narrowed into slits and she pointed a slender finger at Luna in mock fury.

“Don’t worry, Bridget. I won’t take him,” Luna laughed. “So what’s this guy’s name?” 

Bridget removed her raincoat and hung it beside the door, revealing the black pinstriped suit and soft pink blouse she wore beneath. “His name is Keith Tagawa. He’s one of those security agent guys at Unitech. He’s one of the best of the best, and he asked me—me—to go out with him tomorrow! Can you believe it? It’s going to be so totally amazing! I can’t wait!” 

Luna grinned and handed her friend a plate before serving herself. The two women walked around the kitchen island and sat down on the couch just before the last preview came on. 

“So,” Bridget said, lowering her voice, “What about you? Do you have a boyfriend yet? Or are you still going it alone?”

 Luna bit her lip. She’d known Bridget long enough to anticipate her bubbly friend’s customary question. She just hadn’t expected it quite so early in the evening. 

“Um …  no. Not yet,” Luna replied, casually. “I mean, I’m good where I am right now. I don’t see any reason to rush into a serious relationship, you know?”

She knew Bridget didn’t know—taking things slow was not in Bridget’s vocabulary—it just sounded better to Luna to add the rhetorical question. It made her sound less like she was trying to avoid the topic—which she was.

However, she really had told Bridget the truth. Well, most of it anyway. Deep down inside, she still carried the wounds from the many painful breakups she’d had during her short life—the last of which had been by far the worst. The truth of the matter was that she was still very, very much afraid of giving her fragile heart to someone again only to have it smashed into a million tiny pieces when they discovered the truth about her condition. 

“Hey, if waiting for Mr. Right works for you, then that’s great,” Bridget laughed. “But I’m not going to wait around twiddling my thumbs. Believe me, I know love when I see it. And its name is Keith Tagawa!”

Luna laughed dryly, pushing back the painful memories swelling inside her. She then forced an expression of sincere concern, “I just hope you don’t get hurt. A broken heart is a hard thing to fix. Trust me.”

Before either one of them could speak further, the previews ended, leaving the two of them to eat while they tried to focus on the hundred-year-old movie. 

After the film was over, they talked and cleaned up the remains of their dinner. Bridget—who was just as confused by the film as always—bombarded Luna with questions while they washed and put away the dishes. The two of them continued to talk for another hour before Bridget finally decided to call it a night. 

“I’ll be seeing you, Luna,” she said, donning her raincoat. “We should do this again next week. Then I can tell you all about my date with Keith!”

“I’ll see what my schedule’s like, but that should work. Drive safe.”

“I will! Good night, Luna!” 

Luna waved after her friend, waiting until she was safely in the elevator before closing the apartment door. 

She sure was talkative tonight. Luna crossed her arms and looked around the kitchen. Everything was tidy. Good. No chores for tomorrow morning. 

“Ada, can you pull the blinds for me, please.”

“Of course, Miss Luna,” the AI replied smoothly, darkening the windows until they were a solid screen of black. 

“Thanks, Ada. Good night.” 

“Good night, Miss Luna. Sleep well.”

Luna washed her face with warm water and brushed her teeth before changing into her midnight-blue pajamas. She made her way into her bedroom, switching off the lights behind her. Closing the door, she glanced down at the antique book resting on the nightstand beside her bed. She had always loved the feeling of old books: the weight of the cover, the way it felt to turn a page made of actual paper. And this particular novel was just getting good. For a moment she considered trying to squeeze in a chapter, but then she saw the clock and her heart sank. It was already well past midnight. 

“Well, I guess it’s probably a good thing I don’t have to be back in the lab until ten.”

She yawned and crawled into her queen-sized bed. Reading could wait. After all, the book wasn’t going anywhere. It would be there in the morning, waiting right where she’d left it.

Her heavy eyelids fluttered and closed almost as soon as her head hit the pillows.


Chapter 2







Security Chief Carl Landers placed the small shot glass on his desk and refilled it. “What’s our status, Alex?”

“Area is secure, Chief. All laboratories are locked down for the night. The last of the research staff have been gone for 15.5 minutes.”      

“And what about the factories? Are all the workers clocked out for the day?” 

“Affirmative. All bio-signatures within secure sectors are those of Agency staff only.” 

Landers ran his hands through his graying hair and stared at the holographic displays lighting up the wall across from his desk; various readouts and security monitors flashed before his weary eyes. Everything checked out. But everything had checked out on that night too.

“It’s been twenty years, Alex. Twenty years on the dot,” he said, emphasizing his words by tapping his index finger on the desk’s polished black surface. “Hard to believe he’s been dead that long.”   

He lifted the glass to his lips and quickly downed its contents. 

Just then the office comm system beeped and a woman’s voice drifted up from the speakers: “Sir. Agent Tagawa is here, and he wishes to speak with you. Immediately, if possible. Should I tell him to come back in the morning, sir?”

Landers eyed the comm for a moment, searching for the talk button.

“Um … no. That’s all right, Rosa. Send him in now. I’ve got the time.”

The office door slid open and a young man walked in and stopped before the Chief’s desk. Landers stood to his full height and clasped his hands behind his back, surveying Agent Keith Tagawa with his piercing gaze.

The young agent was fit and clean shaven. He had short black hair and dark eyes, and his black suit was immaculate. At a glance Landers knew Tagawa to be a by-the-book agent who would pay close attention to even the most minute of details—whether in a case or in his personal life. He reminded the chief of his second in command, Lieutenant Manning, back when Manning had been a raw recruit.

The chief extended his hand to the newcomer, who gripped it firmly. 

“So, Tagawa is it? Can I offer you a drink?”

“No thank you, sir.” 

“Suit yourself,” Landers said, refilling his glass. “So, what’s so urgent that it couldn’t wait until morning?”

Agent Tagawa produced a folder and placed it on the chief’s desk. “I’ve finished my background check on Mr. Edgard’s new secretary. A Miss Bridget Chavé. I’ve run her through Alex’s database, and everything checks out so far. But I’m still going to do a personal evaluation tomorrow night, just to be safe.” 

“Does she know you’re evaluating her?”

“No, sir. She’s under the impression that we’re on a date.”

Landers chuckled and threw back another shot of scotch. “Poor girl. I hope she doesn’t get too attached to you on this “date.”

“I doubt that will be the case,” Tagawa replied. “Nonetheless, I’ll take every precaution at my disposal to keep her from getting too attached—as you put it, sir.”

“Good. Now is there anything else you wanted to tell me?” Landers asked, realizing that the conversation wasn’t nearly as urgent as he’d first assumed.

“No, sir.”

“Excellent. Now that business is over, are you sure you won’t join me for a drink? It’s no fun when there’s no one else around.”

Keith raised an eyebrow. “With all due respect, sir. How many of those have you had?"

“Plenty, son. Plenty. Now will you help me drain another bottle, or won’t you?”

“Sir!” Keith exclaimed in genuine surprise. “What if someone outside the office heard about this? It could ruin your reputation! I must insist that you stop this immediately, for your own good!”

“Relax, Tagawa. It’s no big deal. This day only comes around once a year. So don’t ruin it for me. It’s my day to remember … and try to forget. Besides we’re the only people here. And I’m sure you won’t repeat this to anyone. Will you?” Landers said, cocking an eyebrow at the young Agent standing before him. 

“No, sir … I won’t tell anyone,” Keith replied hesitantly, watching his chief opening another bottle of scotch. “Sir—if you don’t mind my asking— you said that this day only comes around once a year. With respect, sir, what happened on this day that would make you want to get wasted?”

He sure is intuitive, Landers thought, grinning slightly. The young Agent reminded him of himself, not so long ago.

“You seem like a good man, Tagawa. Sit down and I’ll tell you.” 

Keith did as he was told and seated himself in front of Lander’s desk.

“It was twenty years ago, back when I was a twenty-four-year-old recruit working for Jack Anderson.” Landers said, returning to his high-backed chair. “He was the one who first got me into the security department here at Unitech. It was my job—and the job of all the other Agents—to protect him and his family, along with his research and development facilities. 

He was a great boss and a good man. So, as you can imagine, it came as quite a shock to all of us when we discovered him murdered in his office. Someone had shot him. Shot him right through the heart with a forty-five automatic. And that bullet was all the evidence we ever turned up.”

“Weren’t there any security recordings?” Keith asked.

Landers shook his head. “Nope. Nothing. For some reason the boss’ office didn’t have any security cameras. He probably didn’t want anyone spying on his designs for the Cathedral reactor or one of his other inventions. But, even if there were cameras in the office, it wouldn’t have helped us any. All the other tapes were as clean as could be. Nothing was out of place whatsoever. No one went into the office except for Mr. Anderson, and he never came out.

My chief had us all go to work trying to hunt down the murderer. But even after twenty years, nothing has ever come up. I’ve been working this case for nearly half my life, Tagawa. And every year that rolls by reminds me of my own incompetence. That’s why I’m getting wasted today. Because I was the guard on duty that night—it was my fault,” he whispered, tapping his finger against the shot glass. “I let him get killed.”

Landers drained the last of his scotch and set the glass down on the desk while Tagawa sat in silence.

“Jack had a wife, too. Did I tell you that?”

Keith nodded, “You mentioned protecting a family. What happened to her after Mr. Anderson’s death?”

Landers shrugged, “She moved. Went to live with family in one of the other cities. But I’ve never heard anything from her since … and frankly I don’t blame her. Sorry. I bet you didn’t want to hear all that,” he said, staggering to his feet. “You know … I think you were right. I have had too much to drink.

Keith rose quickly and steadied the older man, then pressed the comm button. “Rosa, the Chief says you can go on home now. I’ll close up shop tonight.

“Did you just say what I thought you said?” Rosa called back through the comm.

“Yes, you did. I’ll take care of things here.”

“Okay … Thanks, Keith.”

“You’re welcome,” he replied, handing the Chief his raincoat. 

Landers fumbled around before finally managing to pull it on. 

“You know … I really don’t think I should be driving tonight,” he said, surveying the coat he’d just put on inside out. 

“I agree with you on that one, sir,” Keith replied, checking the security monitors to make sure Rosa was leaving her place at the reception desk. 

“Come on, Chief. I’ll drive you home.” 

Landers nodded, “That sounds like a good plan. Alex, shut down my office and the reception desk for the night. But keep me informed if anything unusual happens. You know where to find me.”

“As you wish, Chief. I will see you tomorrow,” Alex replied, shutting down the office lights and monitors. 

“All right, Tagawa … let’s get out of here.” Landers leaned on the young Agent as he staggered out of the office and into the hallway. “Rest in peace, Jack, old buddy. Rest in peace.


Chapter 3







Luna couldn’t believe what was happening. Her worst nightmares—her deepest fears—had become a reality. Chaos surrounded her. Sirens blaring. People running. And over it all, the sound of Alex’s voice repeated the terrible words over and over: “Containment field breach! All personnel evacuate lab twenty-nine immediately!”

Her feet pounded against the sterile white floor of the lab as she frantically ran toward the exit. She had to get out! Ahead of her she could see the other technicians running through the airlock into the hallway, the reinforced doors slowly closing behind them. The lighting panels along the ceiling and walls flashed red, bathing the laboratory in a hellish glare of light and shadow. Behind her she could hear the hiss of security doors sealing off the room containing the ruptured security field—the room she’d been in moments before. Had it been sealed quickly enough? Or had the deadly parasitic agents housed within already escaped into the rest of the lab?

Panicking, she fixed her eyes on the airlock. The doors were closing too quickly. She’d never make it!

“Please! Wait! Don’t leave me in here!” She threw herself against the transparent door as it slid into place and locked.

“No! No! Please! Someone help me!” Luna pounded her fists against the glass, tears streaming down her face, begging the scientists on the other side of the barrier to save her—even though she knew they could not.

Then she smelled it. The dank odor of the swamp.

Spores! Her terrified mind screamed, and she beat the door with renewed force until her knuckles bled. “Please! Help me!”

The smell grew stronger, and the air around her began to take on the sour taste of the marshlands: the taste of death and decay. She screwed her eyes shut and tried to hold her breath. It was the only thing she could do to delay the inevitable.

Her lungs burned, screaming for air. Finally, after nearly a minute and a half, she gave in and inhaled. Spores flew through her mouth and nostrils, filling her chest. A few seconds later the spores sprouted in the dampness of her body, sinking their parasitic tendrils into the neighboring tissues.

Luna gasped in pain and clutched at her chest, struggling to breathe. 

This can’t be happening to me! She coughed, spitting up mouthfuls of blood and spongy, red-orange fungus. It felt as if her lungs were on fire! She continued to cough, wheezing between spasms in a desperate—but futile— attempt to breathe.

“Please … someone … help me …” She coughed one more time and then collapsed against the door, wanting nothing more than to die and be rid of the fiery pain quickly spreading through her stricken body.


Chapter 4







Luna woke up screaming, gasping fitfully for breath amid the tangle of sweaty sheets cocooning her trembling body. She struggled through the knotted blankets and finally managed to pull them away from her face, taking in gasping breaths of cool, clean air as she fought to calm her shaken nerves.

Breathe Luna, breathe. She told herself, placing a hand over her racing heart. It was a dream. Just a dream. You’re all right now.

Oh how she wished that was true.

“Miss Luna, are you all right?” Ada called, materializing beside Luna’s bed.

“Yeah … it was just a bad dream,” she replied. Though she knew that wasn’t the case. Her dream was more real than anyone—even Ada—knew.

Luna brought her knees up to her chin and cradled her head in her hands. 

It had been two years. Two long years since the accident in lab twenty-nine. 

Back then she’d been a driven sixteen-year-old prodigy working as an intern at Unitech on a cure for the Blister Wart disease. If only she’d known what was in store for her.

She bit her lip, remembering the details of that day: the second most terrible day of her entire life. She’d gone into the back room to run a diagnostic on an especially virulent strain of the Blister Wart fungus. Everything had been going well. She’d just entered her password when a power surge tore through her console and deactivated the containment field between her and the spores she was studying. Everything else was a panicked blur in her mind. 

The airlock had sealed her inside the lab, and she’d been contaminated. After that she’d passed out and been revived in the Unitech medical bay. She shuddered, remembering the excruciating pain she’d felt when she had finally come to. The doctors had told her that her chances of survival were good as long as she underwent weekly light therapy treatments to keep the fungus infecting her body from entering its fatal bloom stage. 

Unfortunately, the embarrassment and pain caused by the parasitic fungus leeching off of her body’s nutrients wasn’t the worse thing to happen to her in the days following the accident. 

Before she had gone to be an intern, she’d met a young man two years her senior and had fallen hopelessly in love with him. She thought that after her research was completed the two of them would be married. That had not been the case. 

Though light therapy would keep her healthy and prevent the fungus from spreading airborne spores via a fungal bloom, the fungus inside her body would still continue to produce spores. And these spores could easily be passed from person to person through bodily fluids such as saliva and blood. 

She’d thought that he had loved her enough to see past her illness. She thought he would wait for her until she—or someone else—had developed a cure. She was wrong. 

Once he discovered the truth about her condition, he severed all ties with her, shattering her heart in the process. In the darkest hour of her life—when all she needed was a shoulder to cry on—he’d abandoned her.  The spiraling depression at his betrayal had driven her to the point of wanting to take her own life. 

She survived, but the painful memories of her past had lost none of their potency, and she found herself fighting back sobs.  

“Are you certain you are all right, Miss Luna?” Ada asked, her translucent face taking on a look of simulated concern.

AIs aren’t the best at comforting, Luna thought, fighting to get control of herself. 

She wiped her eyes on her shirt and nodded, managing to get control of her emotions. “Yes. Don’t worry. I’ll be fine. Do you know what time it is?”

“It is precisely 8:36 in the morning. Shall I give you a weather report today, Miss Luna?”

“No, thanks. I’m pretty sure I know what it is,” she said, swinging her legs over the edge of the bed. 

Luna promptly undressed and climbed into the shower. The hot water running over her and the steam filling her scarred lungs helped ease the last of her dream-induced anxiety, and she was able to think clearly again. 

Most of Luna’s best ideas had come to her while she was bathing. She had since decided to make the shower her unofficial thinking place. Even though she’d finished washing herself, Luna continued to stand under the stream of steaming water, watching it swirl around her feet while she mentally ran through theorems and equations from previous days in the lab. Dropping out of college after the accident had done little to dull her sharp intellect.  

She remained in the shower for nearly a half hour before deciding that she’d had enough. She turned off the water, dried herself, and got dressed in a clean work suit and button-up dress top. 

“There. One Unitech employee ready for service,” she said, snapping a quick salute to her reflection before heading into the kitchen. She opened the cupboards above the sink and quickly procured a box of cereal and a bowl and spoon. She then seated herself at the bar built into the kitchen’s center island. 

“Ada, could I have some milk, please? And a glass of grape juice?”

“Of course, Miss Luna. Right away.” 

Luna placed a pair of cups onto a circular area near the center of the island directly beneath a cone shaped dispenser, which Ada lowered from the ceiling. The end of the dispenser split and opened, revealing a series of nozzles, which rotated to orient with the cups. A moment later a stream of dark purple liquid squirted into one cup followed by a stream of milk aimed at the adjacent glass. 

“Thanks, Ada,” Luna said, pouring the milk onto her cereal.  

“Would you like to read the news today, Miss Luna?” 

Luna swallowed a spoonful of cereal and nodded, “Sure.”

An instant later a holographic display appeared on the countertop, and she ran her eyes over the headlines: “The Search for Two Missing Persons in New Denver Area Continues.” 

She shook her head in numb disbelief and scanned the descriptions of the two missing people. Raúl Sanchez and Frank Travis were both in their early twenties. They had both been seen exiting the Unitech plant where they worked, but neither of them had returned home. That had been almost four days ago. 

“It seems like headlines these days are always about someone either killing themselves or going missing,” Luna commented, spooning another mouthful of cereal. “The news is so depressing.”

“Would you like me to shut it down?”

“No, thanks. I’m just going to read the comics real quick. Then I’ll be done.” 

Luna moved her finger across the touch sensitive screen and turned the page to section C7. She quickly read through the comics and solved a Sudoku puzzle in her head before giving Ada permission to shut off the news feed. Luna cleaned up her breakfast, swallowed a handful of multivitamins, and gathered up her things for the day ahead of her. 

“Time to go, Ada. Shut down apartment systems and transfer to my headset.” 

Luna unplugged her fully-charged headset from the couch and placed it behind her ear before slipping into her raincoat and slinging her handbag over her shoulder.

She joined the long line of cars stopped at the gate to the Unitech complex and, while waiting her turn to be let in. absently read the large billboard: United Technology Incorporated: Helping Mankind in the Fight for Survival.

Luna pulled up to the gate and waited for her ID to be confirmed before she drove through the portal. She followed the meandering road around the complex and parked in front of Research Building 3, where a powerful network of sophisticated laboratories were utilizing some of the most advanced technologies known to man to further the fight against the encroaching swamp. 

She closed the car door and walked to the building’s main entrance, clipping her  ID badge to her left breast pocket. 

Every molecule of air circulating through the labs had to be sterile, so inside the building it was cool and dry. The ventilation system had been designed to take in air from the outside and run it through a series of de-humidifiers before finally pumping it through a central heating and air conditioning unit out into the laboratories and their adjoining hallways.

Luna walked through the tall double doors, paying little heed to the giant statue of Jack Anderson that loomed in the research building’s main foyer. She waved in greeting to a pair of colleagues as they passed her, and then she made her way to one of four elevators at the far side of the large room. 

The elevator gently descended down into the lower foundations of the building before gliding to a stop on sub-level four. 

She exited the lift and walked down the well-lit hallway toward the secure lab at its far end, glancing at the reinforced blast doors built into the corridor as she did so. 

Each bulkhead she passed brought back the horrible memories of her accident, and she had to force herself to keep her mind focused on the present, lest she slip into an uncontrollable panic. 

No matter how often she walked through the sensor-lined corridor to her laboratory, ever since the accident in lab twenty-nine, she had to struggle just to keep from hyperventilating on her way to work.  

She reached into her pocket and wrapped her hand around her inhaler, her heart pounding in her chest like a drum. Here she was, four stories underground with a half dozen blast doors between her and the way out. Blast doors that could slam shut in a matter of seconds, leaving her to suffocate in a cloud of spores. She could feel her blood pressure rising and her lungs began to strain painfully, trying to supply her trembling body with oxygen.

Easy … easy, Luna. Don’t freak out now. You’re almost there. 

She withdrew her shaking hand, slipped the mouthpiece of the small inhaler between her lips, and pressed down on the activator. There was a soft hiss, and she took a deep breath, drawing the pressurized medication down into her aching lungs. The relief it brought was both instantaneous and welcome. 

Luna stopped before entering the lab’s airlock and bent over to allow Alex to scan her eyes and key-card. A few seconds later the door hissed open and she walked in. She’d made it.

“Good morning, Doctor McKelly,” Alex addressed her, powering up the lights and other lab equipment before she had cleared the airlock. 

“Good morning,” Luna replied, entering the sterile laboratory that had become her second home—despite the daily anxiety attacks. She walked over to a small desk and switched on its built-in holographic monitor, then seated herself behind it.  

“What do you require today, Doctor?” 

“Nothing yet, Alex,” Luna replied, running her eyes over the results from the previous day’s experiments. Nothing unusual or out of the ordinary. Once again, every one of the serums in her control groups had turned up positive. Final Score: Blister Wart disease, 607. Luna, 0. She’d been keeping track.

She sighed and leaned back in her chair. “Okay, Alex. Time to get to work. I want to run diagnostics on all samples in rows G through K. Maybe something will turn up this time.”

“Running requested diagnostics,” Alex replied, and a list of chemical compounds began scrolling across her monitor.

She rested her elbows on the desk and ran both hands through her hair, staring intently at the monitor flashing before her eyes. “Something has to come up … it just has to. I’m so close—I can feel it. The cure is out there; I just have to figure out where.”


Chapter 5







Agent Keith Tagawa skillfully pulled his sleek black Mercedes into the parking space directly in front of Bridget’s apartment building. 

All right, this is it, Keith thought, stepping out of the car into the misty night.           

He smoothed the wrinkles from his slacks and straightened his tie, and then he walked up the cement stairs and through a pair of sliding glass doors, smelling Bridget long before he actually saw her. 

“Keith!” she squealed, catching him off guard. 

He instinctively reached for his sidearm but stopped himself at the last second—just in time to catch Bridget as she threw herself into his arms. It was all he could to keep from dropping her. She’d decided to dress herself in an incredibly slippery red silk dress.

Before he could recover she snapped her head forward and delivered a bull’s eye of a kiss to his cheek. As she clung to him, his lungs began to struggle for oxygen amid the toxic combination of perfumes circling Bridget’s red hair. It took all of the willpower he could muster just to keep himself from coughing directly in her face. 

Finally she let him up for air, and he forced a smile, which he hoped made him look genuinely pleased to see her. 

“Hello, Bridget. You look beautiful tonight.”

She blushed, “Thank you. You look great yourself, Mr. Agent Man.”

Did she just call me Mr. Agent Man? he thought to himself, doing his best to maintain a captivated façade. 

“Well, shall we go then, Miss Chavé?” 

She slid her arm through his, giggled, and nodded. “Lead on, Mr. Tagawa. Your wish is my command.”

Why is she feeling my arm? he thought, keenly aware of her small fingers massaging his bicep as he walked her to his car. It only took a second for Bridget to answer his mental query. 

“Wow! You’re so strong, Keith. How often do you work out?” 

His mission depended on her being open with him—however uncomfortable it might make him feel—and he knew that he had to act the part to insure she would continue to supply him with the information he needed. He needed to think of a response to her curiosity that would allow him to maintain her trust.

“Um … no more than the other men and women in the Agency. We all have to follow a strict training regiment. Otherwise we lose our edge … if you know what I mean.”

“That is so cool!” she replied, clinging more tightly to his arm. “You Agents are so totally awesome. Did you know that?”

“Please, Miss Chavé. We’re just like everyone else—ordinary people doing our job. Not some sort of superhero club,” he laughed, and she giggled. Why was she so giggly? 

 He opened the door for her and then walked around to take his place behind the wheel. 

“So, where are we going?” Bridget asked, folding her hands in her lap.

“To the Empress. Unless you would rather go someplace else?”

He watched in astonishment as Bridget’s already wide eyes grew even wider.

“The Empress!” she squealed. “Like, the five-star restaurant the Empress?” 

Keith nodded and watched a wide grin spread across her face. “You are so amazing, Keith! How did you get reservations at the Empress? Wait, don’t tell me! It’s because you’re an agent, right?”

He shrugged, pulling the car out onto the road. “I suppose. Working for Mr. Edgard’s security branch does have its benefits.”

“Hey! I just landed a position as Mr. Edgard’s secretary! Does that mean I’ll get these ‘benefits’, too? I sure hope it does! I’d love to be able to live it up once in a while.”

I’m sure you would, he thought.

“Wow, that’s amazing, Bridget!” Keith replied, falsely bright. “I don’t know if you’ll be getting any of the higher benefits right when you start, though. But I’m sure if you stick with it, you’ll be able to work your way up. Even though he’s the CEO of Unitech, Saul Edgard can be a very generous person.”

“I doubt he’d notice me. He always seems so busy,” Bridget pouted. “But I guess if I am going to be his secretary, I’ll be spending a lot of time around him. Who knows? Maybe he’ll decide to be a ‘generous person’ to little ol’ me.”

She giggled, and Keith found it hard to keep his opinions to himself.

They pulled up in front of the Empress fifteen minutes later, and Keith quickly exited the car to open the door for Bridget. He offered her his arm, and mentally cringed as she squeezed his bicep again.

The two of them entered the restaurant and were quickly escorted to a candlelit table. Their waiter produced a pair of old-fashioned menus and waited while they browsed the wine list.

Keith selected a bottle of the most expensive vintage and then asked Bridget if she was ready to order. She nodded, and the waiter quickly reached for his touch-sensitive data pad.

“Will that be everything for you tonight?”

Keith nodded, “Yes. That will be all, thank you.”

The waiter bowed slightly and returned to the kitchen.

“So, Bridget,” Keith said, reaching for his wineglass, “seeing as how we’ve just met, I’d like to hear a bit more about you.”

“Hmm? Like, what sorts of things are you interested in hearing?” she replied, flashing him a lopsided smile.

“What are your hobbies? Do you have any particular likes or dislikes? Any friends you’d like to talk about? You know, just little things like that. I find it really helpful in getting to know a woman, if I can find out as much about her as possible on the first date.”

“Well, aren’t you forward?” She giggled.

“I’m sorry,” he said, smiling back at her. “I was a bit forward there. I’ll understand completely if you don’t want to talk—”

“No, that’s okay,” she hastily replied. “I actually think it’s kinda cute. It’s hard to find a man these days who actually wants to hear all about a girl’s life.”

What resulted was nearly an hour of nonstop narrative describing in depth every miniscule detail of Bridget’s past—most of which Keith had no desire to hear. After the first half hour, he found himself concentrating on the band playing in the background while maintaining a forced expression of interest. There was no real need for him to keep listening. She’d already blabbed every bit of remotely useful information at least a dozen times over. 

He was rescued by the timely arrival of their dinner, and he silently thanked God for the divine intervention as the two of them quietly ate their meals.

“So, now that you’ve heard all about me, I’d like to hear a little about you,” Bridget said, taking a sip from her lipstick-stained glass.  “Were you ever married?”

“Um … no. I’ve never gotten that far. You know how it is. I’ve always been too busy with the Agency to settle down. But I’m still young. I’ve got time.”

She reached across the table and placed her small hand on his. “Don’t worry—I’m  sure one of these days you’ll find the perfect woman.”

Her cheeks were flushed to match the hue of her hair, and she withdrew her hand just as the band began playing the evening waltz.

Keith took advantage of the opportunity and stood. “Would you like to dance?”

She smiled up at him and quickly scrambled out of her chair, nearly losing her balance in the process. “Duh! Of course I would!”

Three dances and one dessert tray later, Keith and Bridget returned to her building and he—being the gentleman that he was—walked her all the way to her apartment.

“Won’t you come in for a little while?” she asked, leaning against her door and casting him a flirtatious smile. “We could … sit and talk some more. You know, put our feet up and relax… ”

“I’m sorry, Miss Chavé,” Keith replied, fighting a sudden urge to swallow. “But I have to be going. I’ve got some reports to go over before tomorrow morning. But thanks for the offer.”

She pouted for a moment but quickly recovered. Apparently his soul-crushing blow hadn’t been quite as soul crushing as he’d intended.

“Oh well. Thanks for the date, Keith,” she said, wrapping her arms around him. “It was the best night of my life.”

Please. Please don’t say that! You’re going to make me feel guilty.

“I’m glad you enjoyed it, Miss Chavé.”

She gave him a quick kiss on the cheek and disentangled herself, beaming widely. “Well … I guess this is good night?”

He nodded, “I’ll be seeing you.”

“ … You will? I mean, of course! I’ll see you around, Keith.”

Keith waved goodbye and walked back to the elevator, keenly aware of the eyes continuing to watch him until he was out of sight.

Well … mission accomplished, he thought, reaching into his pocket for his all-purpose headset.

It really is a shame though. If she weren’t such a flirt, she might actually be attractive. Who knows? Maybe she’ll mellow with age. He grimaced. Or, maybe not.

He placed the headset over his ear and addressed the AI 

“Mac. Patch me through to Security Chief Landers.”

“Yes, sir, Agent Tagawa.” The masculine AI unit replied, and a moment later the chief’s voice drifted through the headset’s speakers.

“What’s the situation, Tagawa? Did she check out?”

“Yes, sir. I can say without a doubt that Miss Chavé poses no threat to Unitech security—or to anything else for that matter. Except for maybe the local perfume supply.”

The chief laughed dryly. “All right, Tagawa. Pack it in and go on home. I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll have my report waiting for you when you arrive.”

“Excellent. Oh, and Tagawa. What about the girl? Did she take a liking to you?”

Keith sighed. “I’m afraid so, sir. But don’t worry. I’ll play the part for a little longer, and then I’ll break it off before it gets too serious.”

“Easy, Agent. You know what they say about a woman scorned.”

“Indeed I do, sir. Don’t worry. Tagawa out.”

The elevator doors slid open, and Keith walked briskly to where he had left his Mercedes. He opened the door and crawled in, noticing at once the overpowering aroma of Bridget’s perfume.

I hope no one at the Agency finds out about this, he brooded, starting the engine. They’ll never let me live it down!


Chapter 6







“Analysis confirmed. Results of subject sample: Negative,” Alex repeated, his voice slicing through the silence like a knife.

Luna leaned forward until her face was nearly pressed against her monitor. She’d read over the chemical readouts nearly a thousand times in the past forty-five minutes.

“This is it,” she whispered, feeling her heart rate increasing with each passing second. After two years of painstaking work she’d finally found it:  the cure for the Blister Wart disease! She thought it was a glitch at first—like so many other false leads she’d encountered. But after Alex scanned it a second time with the same results, her hope began to soar. Two more scans and a detailed chemical analysis of sample J-75 had confirmed the results. The cure was within her grasp.

She leaned back in her chair and covered her open mouth with a trembling hand, as tears of joy began rolling down her cheeks.

“We’ve done it, Alex,” she said, her voice shaking with emotion. “We’ve finally done it. Quick, Alex! Give me the exact chemical mixture we used in sample J-75. I—I need to see it.”

“I’m sorry, Doctor McKelly. But there was no chemical changes made to the specified sample,” Alex replied. “Sample J-75 was included in your control group, and, as such, was exempt from such experimentation.”

Luna wiped her eyes. “But your scans do indicate that sample J-75 is negative. If we didn’t introduce anything into that sample then why have all the Blister Wart cells been neutralized?”

“Unknown. Accessing all chemical compounds in sample J-75. Cross-referencing with previous readouts prior to experimentation.”

She waited. What if it was another dead end? Had she gotten her hopes up just to have them crushed again? Her body tensed as the results of Alex’s latest scan began scrolling across her screen.

“This is most peculiar, Doctor,” the AI said, highlighting a specific readout on the holographic display. “The sample is both Blister Wart negative and un-tampered with. It would seem that sample J-75 has been contaminated with an unknown chemical agent.”

Luna eyed the readout, comparing it to the initial scan Alex had performed nearly a week ago. There was still hope.

“Can you identify this agent?” she asked, selecting the unknown chemical compound with her index finger.

“I shall do my best, Doctor McKelly. Processing.”

Luna tapped her fingers on the desk impatiently. Even though it only took the Unitech central AI a few seconds to finish his analysis, it felt like a lifetime.

“Analysis of unknown agent complete. Chemical identified as enzyme produced by protozoa present in neighboring sample J-74. However, the microorganisms in both samples have reached the end of their lifecycle, and are presently expired.”

“Can you replicate the enzyme?” she asked, chewing her lip.

“Negative. I am sorry, Doctor McKelly, but I will need a complete and viable sample of subject protozoa in order to accurately synthesize the desired enzyme.”

After two years of working for Unitech, she had finally stumbled across an enzyme that could stop the Blister Wart disease and save the lives of millions of people, only to discover that the only way of producing more of the potent enzymes had died along with the fungus. 

“Alex, can you tell me where sample J-74 originated?”

“Yes. Sample’s point of origin is Survey Laboratory 121. Location: Western Oklahoma swamp. Sample was taken 6.2 weeks ago.” 

Luna contemplatively tapped a finger against her lip. “Would it be possible to contact the researchers at 121 and request another sample?”

“Negative. Looters attacked the laboratory 2.5 weeks ago, forcing the immediate evacuation of all Unitech staff. The location has been deemed hazardous and has been quartered off until further notice.”

“All right then,” she said, rising to her feet. “Alex, send a message to Mr. Edgard’s office. Tell him I’m coming up there right now. Once he sees what I have here, he’ll have to let me go and get more samples.”

“I’m sorry, Doctor McKelly, but it’s nearly midnight. Mr. Edgard and the rest of his staff have gone home for the day. Shall I leave a message for him in the morning?”

Luna massaged her temples. Was it really that late already? She’d been so engrossed with her work she hadn’t noticed.

I guess I’ll be clocking in some major overtime.

“Yeah … I guess you should. No sense storming all the way up there if no one’s around to see it.”

As much as she hated to admit it, her discovery—possibly the greatest discovery since artificial intelligence—would have to wait until morning.

“Lock down the lab, Alex.” She said, donning her raincoat, “Make sure nothing more gets into sample J-75, and send a message to Mr. Edgard’s office telling him to meet me in the lobby at 10:00 tomorrow morning.”

“I will do what I can, Doctor McKelly,” Alex replied, activating an energized stasis field around the sample trays in the lab’s back room.

“Thanks. I’ll be back tomorrow.”

“Whatever you say, Doctor. I will be here when you return. Have a nice evening.”

Luna exited the lab and nearly sprinted to the elevator, watching the hall lights dim behind her as the doors of the lift slid shut.

She returned home in the early hours of the morning and quickly went about getting herself ready for bed.

However, despite her best efforts, there was little she could do to quiet her racing mind enough to sleep. Several long hours—and a handful of short half-dreams—later, she jumped from her bed and rushed through her morning routine. She ate a hasty breakfast and half walked, half ran to her car—nearly forgetting Ada in the process.

Today’s the day, she told herself while waiting her turn in the morning traffic. Alex scanned her through, and she quickly steered her vehicle past the checkpoint. A few minutes later, Luna had parked in front of Research Building 3. She was speed walking her way to the door when her foot struck one of the steps and she tumbled forward. She squeaked in surprise and extended her hands, catching herself before she could do a spectacular face-plant on the concrete steps.

Slightly embarrassed, Luna leapt up, dusted herself off, and marched through the building’s door—she hoped her flushed cheeks weren’t too obvious.

“Are you all right, Miss McKelly? That was quite the acrobatics act,” a tall man in his early sixties asked, taking a casual step toward her.

Rats! Of all the people to see me, it had to be him, Luna thought, mentally kicking herself for being such a klutz.

She suppressed her feelings of ineptitude, nodded, and offered her hand to the man. “Yes, I’m fine. Thank you for taking time to meet with me, Mr. Edgard.”

The man kept his own hands firmly clasped behind his back. “You’re bleeding, Miss McKelly.”

“What?” She glanced down at her skinned palm and winced. “I—I’m so sorry, Mr. Edgard! I’ll get this taken care of right away!”

Edgard reached into the breast pocket of his white, custom-tailored suit and removed the decorative handkerchief. “Here, use this. I’ll go find one of the medical staff.”

She took the handkerchief gratefully and wrapped it around her hand.

“Thank you, Mr. Edgard. I’m sorry about your handkerchief.”

“Don’t be. I can afford to lose a handkerchief here and there. Just make sure you don’t contaminate anything else.” He placed a strong hand on her shoulder and gently steered her to a nearby bench.

She was starting to feel more than a little light-headed, but she decided to keep this information to herself. Blood was—and always had been—a weakness of hers. As long as it belonged to someone else she was fine, but if it was hers … 

She had never actually passed out before, but she’d come pretty close a few dozen times or so. The funny thing was, if she were alone she would be fine. But if other people were present, she would start getting dizzy. It was almost as if her body were saying, “Okay, there are other people here. It’s their problem now. Let them deal with it.” 

She forced herself to look away from the bloodied handkerchief, already starting to feel as if she was going to throw up.

Easy. Don’t embarrass yourself anymore today.

The last thing she wanted was to have Saul Edgard see her lose her breakfast in the middle of the research building’s main lobby.

Luna watched her boss walk to the lobby’s receptions desk and address the clerk. His tone was hushed, so she couldn’t tell what he said, but within a matter of moments a white-clad member of the Unitech medical staff had arrived, bringing his first aid kit with him.

Mr. Edgard greeted the man, led him to Luna, and then stood back while the young medical technician knelt and treated her bleeding hand.

“Mr. Edgard says you have the Blister Wart disease. Is that true?” the medic asked casually.

“Yes … unfortunately.”

“All right.” He turned to Mr. Edgard. “Blood-born spores aren’t contagious unless they’re introduced directly into another person’s bloodstream. But I’ll sterilize everything, just to be safe.”

The medic pulled on a pair of gloves and retrieved a miniature solar lamp from his first-aid kit. “This should only take a minute or so.”

He clicked it on and held it over Luna’s hand and the handkerchief before holding it over his own hands.

The young man applied a spray-on disinfectant to her wound, which stopped both the bleeding and the pain.

“Okay. That should do it. You’re as good as new.” He said, slapping on an adhesive bandage before returning to his feet.

“Thank you.” Mr. Edgard patted the man on the shoulder before returning his attention to Luna, who was finally beginning to feel steady again. “Are you going to be all right, Miss McKelly?”

Luna nodded and stood, forcing down her queasiness. “Yeah … I’m good. Follow me, sir.”

She led him to the elevator and keyed the button for sub-level four. A few moments later the lift came to a stop and the doors slid open. The hall lights flickered to life, and Luna walked briskly down the hallway to her lab—noting that for the first time in two years, she didn’t have to use her inhaler.

“Welcome back, Doctor McKelly,” Alex said, having verified her identity. “I trust you slept well?”

“Not really. But that’s a small price to pay.”

“So what is it you’ve discovered, Miss McKelly?” Edgard asked as the lab powered up around them. “Alex’s message said it was—and I quote— ‘an invention to rival the light bulb’.”

Luna laughed. That was Alex all right.

“Well, it’s not that revolutionary,” she replied, taking a seat at her monitor. “But it is going to be one of the century’s greatest discoveries. … If I can find a way to replicate it.”

“That’s a bold claim,” Edgard said, bending down to survey the glowing blue letters and symbols flashing on the holographic screen. His eyes widened and he turned to Luna, his mouth agape. “Miss McKelly … this is the cure for the Blister Wart disease!”

She smiled and nodded. “Yes, sir. We’ve found it.”

“I’ll say you have! This cure could really turn things around for us. It’ll be worth a fortune!” he said, returning his gaze to the screen. “Have you started synthesizing more of this serum yet?”

“Well … we’ve run into a bit of a snag there.”

Edgard raised an eyebrow, and she continued. “You see, the sample came out negative because of a fluke—an accidental cross-contamination from a neighboring sample.”

“Go on,” Edgard said, seating himself in an adjacent chair.

“I had Alex scan the other samples, and we’ve determined that the key to this cure is an enzyme produced by a specific species of protozoa native to the swamp in the Oklahoma region.”

“Let me guess: Alex can’t synthesis a serum without this protozoa.” Edgard leaned back in his chair.

“That’s correct. And according to Alex, the lab where the sample was taken has been evacuated on your orders, Mr. Edgard.”

“Lab 121? Yes, I remember. That entire region has become a hotbed for  Swamper activity.”

Luna sighed deeply, preparing herself for what she had to say next. “Sir … I can’t make any further progress on the cure without a sample of that protozoa. I request that you let me go to the swamp and gather the samples I need.”

Edgard rose quickly to his feet. “That’s impossible, Miss McKelly. The area around 121 is too dangerous.”

She felt her hopes beginning to crumble. Why is this happening? Luna thought, fighting back her building anger. Doesn’t he know how important this cure is to everyone? To Me?

Edgard placed a hand on her shoulder. “That is to say … it’s too dangerous for you to go in there alone. You’re going to need the best help you can get. The kind of help my agents can give you.”

She stared at him in astonishment.

“Sir! Thank you!”

“Don’t thank me just yet. You still have to find your samples.” He released her shoulder and walked toward the door. “It’ll be like finding a needle in a haystack, but you seem to have a considerable amount of luck with that sort of thing. That being said, I have every confidence that you will find what you’re looking for. After all, it can’t be much harder then accidentally stumbling across a cure.”

He laughed and scanned his ID badge at the airlock. “I’ll send word to Security Chief Landers. Meet his men in hanger eight at 4:00 this afternoon.”

“I’ll be there,” she replied, grinning. “Thank you again, Mr. Edgard.”

She watched him walk back down the hallway. If all went as planned, she could be cured within a matter of months—maybe a year at the most.

Luna’s smile widened at the thought. In just a few hours, she would be on her way to the swamp—and the cure.


Chapter 7







“You wanted to see me, sir?” Agent Tagawa asked, stepping into  Chief Lander’s office.

The older man stood and greeted him with a firm handshake then offered him a seat. “I’ve read your report on that Chavé woman. You did good, Agent.”

“Thank you, sir. But I take it you have some other matter you wish to discuss.”

Landers nodded. “Indeed I do. Tell me, do you know anything about the Blister Wart disease?”

“From what I understand, sir, it’s a potentially debilitating disease caused by the inhalation of Blister Wart spores. If left unchecked, the fungus spreads and eventually consumes the host. Fortunately the rain barriers and air-scrubbers keep the spores out of the cities. But the disease is becoming quite a problem in the Swamper population.”

“I see you know your stuff, Agent,” Landers said, seating himself behind his desk. “For nearly twenty years we’ve been treating the disease with light-therapy treatments. The treatments don’t cure the disease. But they do keep the fungus from ever maturing past its dormant stage.” Landers reached into his desk drawer and produced a file, which he then handed to Keith.

“Alex, activate your maximum security subroutines. No one outside this room must ever hear the following discussion,” the chief said, addressing both Tagawa and AI alike.

Keith turned the file over and read the printed letters stamped on its surface: Top Secret. He cautiously opened the file and skimmed over its contents. Inside he found a holographic picture of a young woman with blue eyes and long brown hair, along with a detailed medical history and the results of several high-level background checks.

“That’s Miss Luna McKelly.” The chief leaned forward to rest his elbows on his desk’s polished surface. “She’s a Unitech scientist who’s been trying to find a cure for the Blister Wart disease for the past two years.”

Keith raised an eyebrow. “It says here she has the disease.”

“Indeed, she does. Miss McKelly has been fighting the Blister Wart disease almost as long as she’s worked here. There was a freak accident in the labs a few years back, and unfortunately she wound up being the only victim.”

Poor girl, Keith thought, realizing how young she had to have been. Silently he wondered if he could have found the strength to continue living if he’d been in her place.

“She’s your next assignment, Tagawa.”

Keith shut the folder, the chief’s words drawing his attention back. “What’s the mission, sir?”

“Escort duty. You’re to meet her in hanger number eight at sixteen-hundred. Once in the swamp your orders are to babysit and, if necessary,  provide fire support while she does whatever it is she’s planning on doing out there. These orders come from the CEO himself. So I’d make sure I was prepped and ready to roll on time, if I were in your shoes.”

Keith rose from his chair, “Sir, what about my men? I’ll need good backup for a mission of this nature.”

“Way ahead of you, son. Your team is assembled and awaiting your arrival in armory number two. There’s been some heavy Swamper activity in the area, so I would suggest going in equipped for a full assault.”

“I understand completely, Chief. Don’t worry. Miss McKelly is in good hands.”

The chief cracked a half smile. “I certainly hope so, Agent. Godspeed.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Keith snapped a quick salute, turned on his heel, and strode out of the room, making his way to the lift leading down to the armories.


Chapter 8







Luna had arrived at the hanger a half hour before she was supposed to, fully expecting to immediately climb aboard one of the aircraft. Instead she was greeted by an agent named Rosa who walked her through a lengthy section of liability paperwork and requisition forms before escorting her to something she referred to as a prepping room. Luna had thought little of it at first, but when the woman had told her to roll up her sleeve, she began to get suspicious.

“What are you doing?” she asked the agent, who was disinfecting an area on her left arm.

“Just implanting a tracer chip. Try to relax.” 

“Tracer chip? What—” 

A loud hiss and a sharp pain in her arm made her jump. 

“Ow! What was that for?”

“It’s a precaution we all take—just in case something unexpected happens and we get separated. Don’t worry. One of the docs will remove it when you get back.”

I sure hope so, Luna thought, massaging her arm. She was certain she could feel the thing moving around under her skin. She decided it would be best to try and ignore both the mental and physical discomfort. Maybe she would forget all about the chip during the grueling hours of swamp combing that lay ahead.

Rosa walked to a large locker and removed a tightly folded dark gray bundle, which she handed to Luna. “Here, put this on. I’ll wait outside until you’ve changed.”

Luna unfolded it, surprised at how heavy the jumpsuit she held in her hands was.

“What’s this thing made of?” she asked the departing woman.

“Mostly Kevlar. But it also has a water-resistant nano-fiber layer and a kinetic gel lining to make it bulletproof. That’s what I remember anyway. They covered it all in detail back in basic training. But that was so long ago I hardly remember any of the details. Sorry.” The Agent shrugged then walked out of the room, leaving Luna to change in privacy.

Luna quickly undressed and slipped into the tight fitting jumpsuit. She then folded her work clothes neatly and placed them in a nearby footlocker along with her handbag and other personal belongings.

“All right, you can come back in now,” she called, fidgeting awkwardly with the jumpsuit in an attempt to make it somewhat more comfortable.

The woman returned to the room and sealed the door behind her.

“It looks like that one fits you about right,” she said, looking Luna over.

“Are you sure about that? It seems a bit tight.”

“Tight is good,” the agent replied, opening a locker adjacent to the one the suit had been stored in. “Even though it’s pretty much impervious to bullets, it can still rip if you catch it on something just right. And if you get a suit rupture in the swamp, you might as well kiss your butt goodbye. Out there, this suit is your life.”

Luna watched the agent unpack several large pieces of equipment from the locker, silently wondering what they were for. Her answer came when Rosa began attaching the oddly shaped pieces to Luna’s suit. When Rosa was finished, Luna found herself encased from head to toe in overlapping layers of padding and ballistic-rated armor laced with high-tech circuitry and environmental controls.

Finally, Rosa placed a padded helmet over Luna’s head. She heard a hiss and click as the suit’s collar seal locked into place. A series of small lights switched on inside the helmet, illuminating both her face and the holographic heads-up display being projected onto the helmet’s transparent faceplate.

“Wow … this suit is really something,” Luna said with a wide smile, feeling unusually safe within the warm confines of the pressurized suit.

“You get use to them. Are you right or left handed?”

“What? Oh. Right. I’m right handed.”

“Good. That makes it easy,” Rosa replied, strapping a sidearm to Luna’s right hip.

“Wait. What’s the gun for?” Luna inquired, surprised that she—a woman who’d spent most of her time staring through a microscope—was being issued a weapon.

“It’s dangerous out there. The swamp is full of wild animals, Swampers, looters … If you’re going out there, you need to have some sort of protection.”

“I guess that makes sense,” Luna agreed, letting Rosa fasten the weapon to her armor—though she desperately hoped she wouldn’t have to use it.

“All right, you’re all ready to go, Miss McKelly. Stay with the other agents, and whatever you do don’t get lost.” 

“Thanks. I’ll try to keep that in mind.” 

Luna followed the agent out of the prep room and stared at the squadron of V-244 Stratocruisers lined up throughout the hanger. 

A distant descendant of the V-22 Osprey, the V-244 had replaced both the helicopter and the antiquated C130s of the twenty-first century—along with most other civilian and military aircraft. In place of wings, the gigantic aircraft sported a pair of independently moving rotors, each one safely enclosed within a thick titanium support ring. A set of powerful jet engines were mounted within their massive hubs, allowing for rapid acceleration and maximum maneuverability.

Luna had seen many of the powerful aircraft flying in and around New Denver and the Unitech complex, but she’d never been so close to one before. The sheer size of them was unnerving. Each aircraft measured over eighty feet from the dome of their double cockpits to the tail rotors nestled within their tall stabilizer fins.

Rosa led Luna to one of the Stratocruisers parked near the hanger bay’s main doors and presented her to the five men who would be protecting her. Each one was clad in the same environmental suit that she wore, their only distinguishable features being their dimly illuminated faces. One man, whom she assumed was their leader, stepped forward and extended his hand in greeting.

“Miss Luna McKelly, I presume?”

She smiled and took his hand. “That’s me.”

“Pleasure to meet you. I’m Agent Keith Tagawa, and these,” he said indicating the men standing behind him, “are Agents Fox, Patterson, Rush, and Perkins. I’m sure you’ve probably already been told this, but we’re going to be acting as your escorts today.”

Keith Tagawa? Luna thought, wondering if he was the same man Bridget had been telling her about. For a brief moment she considered asking him. Then she thought better of it. She would have to talk to Bridget about it when she got back.

Luna turned to the lead agent. “Thank you. I could probably use a few extra hands when we’re out there. After all, the more eyes we have combing the swamp, the quicker we can find what we’re looking for.” 

“That sounds like a plan. I think everyone here will agree that the sooner we get out of the swamp, the better.”

Luna looked around the group, saw their looks of affirmation, and then nodded to the V-244. “Is that our ride?”

“Yes, ma’am. Everything is aboard and ready to go. All we need to do now is get ourselves strapped in and we’ll be on our way.”

“By everything, I take it you mean my field equipment?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Keith replied, nodding.

“All right then. Let’s get this show on the road,” she said, walking toward the Stratocruiser’s rear loading ramp with the agent team falling in behind her. 

The interior of the aircraft was brightly lit and spacious with plenty of room to move about freely. Luna walked past a number of built-in storage compartments and the metallic crates containing her field gear. She seated herself in one of several reinforced seats built into the aircraft’s fuselage. Since the high-backed chairs faced each other, and she had no idea whether or not she would be susceptible to airsickness, Luna had deliberately chosen a seat directly across from one of the Stratocruiser’s two small windows.

She took hold of her seat’s shoulder restraints and pulled them across her body, securing them firmly with an audible click. 

Keith took a seat across from her, and the man introduced as Agent Perkins seated himself beside her. 

“All right Fox, we’re all set,” Keith’s voice called through her helmet speakers.

“Roger that, Keith,” Agent Fox replied. “Starting main engines now.”

Luna anxiously gripped her seat’s padded armrests as the aircraft begin to vibrate while the rotors powered up. 

“Ever flown before?” Keith asked, amusement in his voice.

Luna gulped, “No, sir. This is my first time.”

“Don’t worry. Terence Fox is one of Unitech’s best pilots. You’re in good hands, Miss McKelly.” 

Luna nodded. She was actually quite excited. But as the chopper turned and began taxiing out onto the runway, Luna screwed her eyes shut and uttered a muffled half squeak, drawing curious glances from the men seated around her.

Why do I always have to make a fool of myself? Why? she thought, picking up the sound of a stifled laugh through her comm system.

“Miss McKelly?” Keith called to her. “You do know we’re in the air now?”

She slowly opened her eyes and released her death grip on the armrests. “We are?”

Keith nodded, obviously fighting back the urge to laugh, “Yeah. We are.” 

Luna glanced out the window and saw the cityscape of New Denver dropping away beneath them. She smiled and peered out the window with renewed curiosity—her fear quickly replaced by an overwhelming sense of ecstasy. She was flying!

“May I have your attention please?” Agent Fox said, his voice echoing through the team comm. “This is the captain speaking—” 

“Just get to the point Terence,” Agent Rush replied, sourly. “I’ve had enough of your shenanigans in the past year to last me a lifetime.”

“All right, fine. Have it your way … fun hater.”

“What do you want, Terence?” Keith said.

“Well, I wanted to say that we’ll be reaching our destination in just under twenty minutes—thirty tops. Everything looks good right now as far as the weather’s concerned.” There was a slight pause, “But there may be a storm coming in later this evening.”

“That shouldn’t be a problem, Mr. Fox.” Luna said, figuring out how to work the team comm. “If everything goes as well as I hope it will, I’ll have all the samples I need within an hour or two. We can be home in time for dinner.”

The ensuing silence was defining.

“What? Did I say something wrong?” she asked, looking around at the others.

“Never say ‘we’ll be home in time for dinner’,” Fox replied. “Haven’t you ever watched old movies? That’s like the jinx of all jinxes!” 

“Come on guys. Forget these idiotic superstitions!” Keith cut in. “We’ll do exactly what the lady said and be back home in no time. End of discussion.” 

A flurry of yes, sirs echoed through the comm system, and then there was silence.

“All right, team,” Terence’s voice called out some time later, “we’re approaching the landing zone approximately one mile from Lab Station 121. Touchdown is in three minutes. Copy?” 

“We hear you,” Keith replied. “What’s the status on that storm front?”

“So far so good, but it’s too early to say for sure. I’ll tell you one thing though, I’ll feel a lot better when you guys are all back aboard and we’re in the air again. I hate sitting on the ground.” 

“I hear you there.” Agent Patterson, a tall black man, cut in.

“All right, I’m beginning my approach. Stand by for landing.” 

The Stratocruiser began loosing altitude, and Luna felt a sickening, sinking sensation in the pit of her stomach. She grabbed onto the armrests again, but this time she kept her eyes open, focusing on the foggy swampland racing by the small window.  The chopper lurched once then settled onto its hydraulics, easing to a stop as Terence cut the engines.

“Welcome to the swamp,” Rush said, unbuckling his harness.

Keith shrugged off his harness’ shoulder straps and stood up, addressing Luna. “Now that we’re here, would you mind telling us what it is we’re looking for, Doctor?”

Luna fumbled with her restraints until she found the release button. “First of all, I’m not a doctor. I’m just a researcher. But I guess that’s beside the point. We’re looking for a species of protozoa native to this area. It secretes an enzyme vital to my research, so we need to find a lot of them—just in case a few don’t make it back to the lab.” 

“Okay, do we have any idea how to locate one species of microorganism among billions? This is a swamp we’re talking about,”  Agent Perkins chimed in.

“Alex has provided me with a map to the location where the first sample was taken along with a genetic analysis of the microbe we’re looking for.” Luna walked to one of the crates containing her equipment. She popped the lid open and removed several sample cases, which she handed to the agents along with a small holo-pad containing Alex’s data.

“Here,” she said, punching in a few commands on the small handheld device, “I’m uploading the details of my research to your heads-up displays. If you see anything that looks like a glowing yellow cloud in the water, mud, or foliage, it’s most likely the microbes. Scoop up a sample with the kit I just gave you, and put them in their corresponding containers,” she said, demonstrating each step.

“Is that all there is to it?” Agent Rush asked. 

Luna nodded and strapped her own kit to a magnetic utility clasp on her armor. 

“All right then. Let’s get to it, men,” Keith said, walking to one of the Stratocruiser’s storage compartments. Luna watched him type in a quick series of numbers, and the door opened, revealing a rack filled with 9mm submachine guns. 

She took a step toward the chopper’s loading ramp, doing her best to ignore the weapons. She had never liked guns, and she was finding it hard to keep her unease in check. 

Easy. Calm down. The swamp is dangerous—you know that, Luna told herself, watching the ramp slowly lower into the boggy ground outside. Those guns are for your protection. You wouldn’t want to get eaten by something out here, would you? No, I didn’t think so. 

She forced herself to forget about the arsenal behind her and began to concentrate on completing her task. 

“There was a Swamper attack here not that long ago,” Agent Fox said over the comm.. “The area may still be hot, so watch your step out there.” 

“Understood, Terence,” Keith said, shouldering his weapon. “Just man the scanners and keep me informed. If anything so much as blinks the wrong way, I want to know about it.”

“Will do, Keith. I’ll keep the engines warm.”

Luna stepped off the ramp and immediately felt her feet sink into the bog. She grimaced and pulled her boots out of the thick muck with a loud sucking sound. 

It’s like it doesn’t want to let me go! she thought, fighting to take another step. She struggled out from under the Stratocruiser’s tail section and took in the bleak scene spreading out around her. 

They had landed on the fringe of a long since drowned forest; its massive moss-covered trees reached into the sky like gnarled hands begging the rain for mercy. She shuddered and looked away from the haunting sight, but everywhere she looked she saw more of the same: fog and rain obscuring the muddy browns and greens of tangled swamp plants and rotting trees. As she walked into the swamp, tiny droplets of rain and mist accumulated on her faceplate, rolling down its slick surface into the dank water sloshing around her feet. 

She ran a gloved hand over her visor to clear her vision and stared off into the swirling fog. There were other objects, too, not just trees. Luna strained to see through the gloom, activating her HUD’s built-in magnification screen to get a better look. She sucked in a startled breath as the blurry objects snapped into focus. They were buildings. Ruined skyscrapers of a long-abandoned city that had been claimed by the swamp.

“Hey, there’s a city over there!” Luna said through the team comm, pointing at the ghostly ruins. 

“You’d be surprised how many ruins there are out here,” Agent Perkins replied. “A lot of cities went down when those terrorists screwed up Cathedral. Compared to back East, this ruin is nothing.”

“Not quite,” Keith said, trudging over to stand beside Luna. “According to Alex’s readouts, that city is where Laboratory 121 is.” 

“Well, I guess that’s where we’re going.” Luna replied, struggling to free her feet from the thick swamp muck. “If the team there found this sample, then that’s the best place to look. There may still be some research data in their system’s mainframe. Maybe even some live samples—if we’re lucky.”

Agent Perkins cursed under his breath. “Just make it quick. These ruins give me the creeps.” 

Almost a half hour later, the mud-caked team cleared the edge of the swamp and stumbled into the ruin. Keith ordered his men to fan out and provide cover for him and for Luna while they examined what was left of the abandoned research complex.

“Why’d they build this place in the middle of a ruin?” Keith asked, sweeping the entrance to the complex with the powerful LED light mounted to his gun barrel. 

“Probably so they could use the city’s power grid to link up with Alex’s land feed,” Luna replied, snapping on a hand-held light. “He has ground-based connection conduits to every active Unitech complex in the hemisphere—including the swamp research stations. Running the land lines through existing AI power grids is way easier then building new ones from scratch.”

She shone her light on the grime-covered walls and wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Wow … the swamp sure takes over in a hurry.”

“All the more reason to finish quickly,” Keith muttered. “Where’s this mainframe you were talking about?”

Luna pointed her light at an open doorway just ahead of her, “It should be through here, in the station’s main control center.”

The two of them walked through the dark doorway and cautiously surveyed the deserted room. There were several chairs positioned around a cluster of holographic monitors, a few desks that looked as if they’d been scavenged, and bits and pieces of research notes scattered across the moist floor.

Luna seated herself in a soggy chair and powered up one of the terminals, the dim glow from its polarized screen casting eerie blue shadows over the abandoned control center. 

“Found anything yet?” Keith asked after a few minutes had passed.

“Almost. There’s a lot of data to go through in here. Okay, I’ve got it.” She looked up and pointed back to the main hallway. “There’s a cold-storage room down the hall on the left. According to the last log entry, they have several more samples in there. If the cryostasis systems weren’t damaged in the attack, then these should still be viable.”

“And if they’re not?”

She shrugged. “Then we’ll just have to do things the old fashioned way and find more samples ourselves.”

“Okay then, let’s get moving.”

She stood up and retrieved her light from where she’d set it, then led Keith back out into the hallway. They walked down the long corridor and were nearly to the cold storage room when Keith noticed that a section of the hallway’s wall panels had been removed, exposing the knotted power cables beneath. 

“Miss McKelly. Look at this.” He shined his light on the exposed wiring. 

“It looks as if it’s been shorted out … look at the burn marks on the wall,” Luna replied, kneeling to get a closer look. “Wait a second … this isn’t a power conduit. This is Alex’s land-line cable.”

“What are you implying?” Keith asked, crouching down to join her. 

“I don’t really know … I’m no expert, but it looks to me as if someone were trying to splice into the Unitech data stream from here.” She rubbed her hand over the charred remains of the cables, sending a shower of blackened debris to the ground.

“Wait a minute. Are you saying Swampers might have hacked the Unitech mainframe?” Keith asked, raising an eyebrow. 

Luna shook her head and stood up. “Well, I guess they probably could have. But from the way things look now, I’d say they didn’t meet with much success. That is, unless they were actually trying to fry themselves. It would take a technological wizard to splice into Alex remotely. Whoever did this was an amateur, at best.” 

“Or an idiot.” 

“Or an idiot,” Luna repeated, shining her light down the hallway. “Okay, our cold storage room is just ahead. Cross your fingers and hope there are still some samples alive in there.” 

She led him down the corridor and then turned left. The connecting hallway went on for nearly fifty yards before ending abruptly at a large, reinforced door with the words Cold Storage stenciled across its metallic surface. 

Luna shined her light on the door’s mildew-covered keypad. She wiped the blue-green grime off the device and quickly typed in a series of numbers she’d found in the station’s database. There was a click, and the door’s mechanized lock disengaged.

Luna smiled, clipped the flashlight to her belt, and gripped the door’s heavy latch. “Here, help me get it open.” 

Keith slung his weapon over his shoulder and joined her. Together they heaved the heavy, two-foot thick door open. Then they stopped and stared in open-mouthed astonishment. 

Everything inside the cold storage room was crawling with the life forms they had come to collect. No matter where they looked, their HUD’s registered the protozoa, bathing their faces in bright yellow light.

“We’ve hit the mother lode, ” Luna whispered, fumbling with her sample case. 

“I’ll say,” Keith replied quietly. “Why are there so many of them?”

“Check your environmental readouts. This isn’t exactly the coldest cold storage room in the world,” Luna said, kneeling to collect a sample from the floor. 

“Someone must have cut the power to the cooling units.,” Keith muttered. He opened a comm channel to the men he’d left outside. “Hey, team, we’ve got something big in here. Come in and give us a hand.” 

He unfastened his own sample case and began to fill it. 

Agents Patterson, Rush, and Perkins arrived a few minutes later and Luna put them to work collecting the microbes swarming around the room. 

This is it, she thought happily, securing the last of her collection vials into her sample case. Just a few more months and I’ll have a viable cure!

“Okay, everyone,” she said, addressing the team. “Fill up every vial in your field kits, and then we can get out of here—”

“Away team! Away team, come in!” Terence’s voice exploded in her helmet speakers causing her to jump.

“What is it, Fox?” Keith replied, his voice suddenly tense. 

“We’ve got something coming our way … make that a whole bunch of something.”

“Is it the storm?”

“Negative! It’s the Swampers! You’d better get out of there fast!”

“Roger that. Stand by for immediate evac! Over!” 

Luna stared at the agents in confusion. 

“What—” she started to say, but she was quickly cut off by Keith’s commanding voice.

“Luna, pick up your things. We’re getting out of here. Now!”


Chapter 9







Luna scrambled to comply, gathering up her equipment and fastening it to her suit’s magnetic clasps as quickly as she could before being ushered into the hallway. 

They rushed through the halls in silence, stopping to regroup only when they reached the main entrance. Keith ordered Agent Patterson to take point, and the group moved outside, sprinting across the open street in a mad dash for the gutted building on the far side. 

Several red dots danced on Luna’s heads-up display, and she felt her racing heart begin to pound more furiously. She’d been around technology long enough to recognize a motion detector when she saw one. 

“I’ve got movement!”  Patterson yelled just as a staccato of gunfire erupted from one of the darkened buildings along their path.

“Look sharp!” Keith shouted, returning fire. “Box formation, now! Protect Miss McKelly!” 

The four men took up flanking positions around her and combed the fog-bound ruins, searching every window and open doorway in a desperate attempt to locate their unseen assailants. 

In all the excitement Luna had completely forgotten the 9mm fastened to her hip. With a trembling hand she reached down and gripped the small weapon. Did she really have to use it? Could she use it?

She had never so much as fired a gun before, much less used one on another person. She swallowed hard and yanked the pistol from its holster, cautiously eyeing the weapon. There was no time to think. Though her heart dreaded what she may have to do, she knew that given the choice between dying in the swamp along with her research and living to help millions of people, she would rather choose the latter. 

Dear God, what am I doing? she thought, switching the safety off, desperately hoping that she wouldn’t actually hit anything. 

Her helmet’s motion tracker beeped, and she caught a glimpse of a shadowy figure emerging from the mist. She held her breath, feeling the adrenaline coursing through her bloodstream. She raised her weapon. Her finger curled around the trigger, and she squeezed, sending several copper-jacketed rounds racing toward the figure. 

Her bullets missed their mark—but they served their purpose: the Swamper quickly withdrew in search of an easier target. 

Luna tightened her death grip on the weapon, trying to steady her shaking limbs. She’d actually shot at another human being! The thought that she could have killed someone—even someone who was trying to kill her—filled her with shame. 

The agents continued to return fire, and after what Luna thought had to be the longest sixty seconds in history, the Swampers fell back into the shadows.

“Come on, miss!” Agent Patterson shouted, grabbing her arm. “We need to fall back!” 

Luna didn’t argue. She’d had just about as much of the war zone as she could take. Wordlessly she hurried after Patterson while the rest of the team took up covering positions at her back and sides. They sprinted across the short distance to the nearest ruin and ducked inside. 

“What was all that Terence said about incoming targets? These guys have us surrounded!” Agent Rush said between gasps. 

“How’d they get the drop on us?” Perkins replied, poking his head around the corner to survey the deserted street. “It’s like they’re invisible. Motion trackers didn’t pick anything up until they were on top of us.” 

“One thing’s for sure, they’ve gotten a lot better since the last time,” Patterson said, shouldering his weapon. “Hey, Keith, where’s Terence? Isn’t he supposed to be getting us out of here?” 

“Just sit tight, Patterson. He’ll be here.” Keith replied, slamming another magazine into his weapon’s receiver. 

“Well, it had better be soon. I doubt these Swampers will be fooling around much longer,” Patterson replied, turning to Luna who was kneeling beside the building’s thick, concrete wall. 

“You all right, miss?” The tall agent knelt beside her.

Luna glanced up at him and nodded, trying to calm her shaking body.

 “Yeah … I’m all right.” 

“You sure?” he replied, placing an armored hand on her shoulder, “you look pretty shook up.” 

That’s because I am, Luna thought, fighting back sobs.

“No, really. I’m okay… ” she said, looking around at the men. She’d heard the tension in their voices, and she knew that their present situation was not good. 

She cleared her throat. “Do you think we’ll be getting out of here?” 

“Of course we will,” he replied, patting her on the shoulder. “Don’t you worry about a thing, Miss McKelly. We’ll get you out of here in one piece, even if it’s the last thing we do.”

That’s what I was worried about, she thought, chewing her lip nervously. I didn’t ask if I would be getting out of here—I asked if we would.

“Terence, where are you?” Keith shouted through the team comm, the sound of his voice causing Luna to wince.

“I’m in the air, away team. Closing on your position,” Fox replied. “I’ll try to set down on the edge of the city about a block away from your current position. ETA … any minute now. Get yourselves to the extraction point ASAP! Fox out!”

“All right, people!” Keith shouted. “Double time it on my mark! Luna, get up. We’re moving out!”

She surged to her feet, every muscle in her small body wound tight in anticipation. Keith and the other agents readied their weapons and took up positions around Luna. A moment later they were racing through the open street, weaving their way toward the sound of the V-244’s roaring engines.

There was a burst of automatic gunfire to their right, and Luna stumbled, crying out in pain as she felt the projectiles impact on her armor. She glanced down at the dented metal plates attached to her pressure suit, fully expecting to see blood pouring onto the ground as she ran. Much to her relief, it seemed Agent Rosa had been right about the suit: it really was bulletproof. 

They darted around the crumbling ruins and fought their way toward the waiting Stratocruiser, the agents continuing to exchange fire with the nearly invisible Swampers as they reached the chopper’s loading ramp.

Luna scrambled into the aircraft first and ran to her seat, followed by the agents, who paused momentarily to return one last departing salvo.

“Terence, get going!” Keith shouted, leaping into the aircraft. “We’ve got to get out of here!”

“Roger that, Keith.” Agent Fox replied, shakily. “Strap in—this could get bumpy!” 

Luna fumbled with her seatbelt, frantically trying to secure the straps as the massive aircraft began to rumble into the air. The rear door was still open, and she could feel the suction from the passing air current pulling at her. Instinctively, she braced her feet against the floor to keep herself in the seat while she tugged furiously on her shoulder straps. They were stuck!

“Keith!” she called, “I can’t get my seatbelt on!” 

“Terence, close the hatch! I need to help Miss McKelly!” Keith shouted.

“Roger! Closing door.” The hatch began to ease shut, and Keith unstrapped himself, slowly making his way to Luna. He’d almost reached her when the chopper lurched violently, throwing him to the floor. A bright fireball erupted outside the Stratocruiser’s window, sending jagged chunks of shrapnel crashing into the fuselage. 

“Holy—” Terence muttered under his breath. “We’re hit! Hang on everyone!” 

Keith pulled himself into the nearest chair and strapped himself down.   

“Hang on, Luna!” he shouted frantically. 

What do you think I’m doing? Her mind screamed. Just then a massive explosion shook the aircraft, sending it into a violent dive as the entire tail section—ramp and all—was torn away in a cloud of flame and pulverized metal.

Luna screamed, feeling herself being ripped from her seat by the powerful suction. Frantically she fought to catch hold of something—anything—as her body tumbled through the stricken aircraft toward the gaping hole and the darkness beyond. 

There! One of the storage compartments had been torn open in the blast, offering her a purchase in the plummeting aircraft. 

She desperately reached out and wrapped her hands around the twisted metal, holding on with all her strength.

The chopper’s deadly decent began to slow as Terence fought to regain control of the crippled aircraft, and she could see Keith crawling toward her.

“Luna! Hold on!” he shouted. “Terence, bring the ship down! I repeat, bring the ship down! She’s being blown out!” 

“What? Keith, I can hardly control this thing!”

“Just do it!” 

Luna could feel her fingers slipping, and she began to sob with terror. “I’m slipping! I’m slipping!” She screamed, kicking frantically at the air. “Oh God, oh God! Please! Someone help me!” 

“Don’t move!” Keith shouted. “I’m almost there, Luna. Don’t move!” 

Her left hand slipped free, putting all the strain on her right arm. She heard pop, and her body twisted violently as her shoulder dislocated, ripping the narrow handhold from her grasp as her body whipped around in the rushing wind like a kite in a storm. 

She screamed in terror and pain and desperately flailed her arms and legs in a futile attempt to slow her fall as she watched the smoking Stratocruiser growing smaller and smaller above her. 

A fraction of a second later, her body connected with the swamp. The force of the impact knocked her unconscious before she had completed her first skip across the foamy, green waters. She bounced two more times before coming to rest in the shallow murk near shore.


Chapter 10







“She fell! I repeat: she fell!” Keith shouted through the comm, watching in stunned horror as Luna’s body slammed into the water below.

“Oh crap! Did she make it?” Agent Fox yelled.

“I can’t be sure. What was our altitude?”

“When she fell? Like, maybe ninety feet—a hundred tops!” Terence shouted back “I really don’t know! I’ve got a lot on my mind right now! Like keeping this bird in the air so we don’t all die!”

So she could have survived, Keith thought, bracing himself. 

“Terence, can we make it back to the city?”

“No way, Keith—we’re hit too bad! I’ll try to get us as close to New Denver as I can, but we’ll probably end up ditching long before then.”

“All right,” Keith said, crawling away from the gaping hole where their V-244’s rear hatch had been. “Ditch us in the first open place you find. We’re going back for Miss McKelly.”

“What? Are you crazy? That place is crawling with Swampers! And what if she didn’t make it? I don’t know about you, but I’d hate to go through all the trouble of trudging through hostile swamplands just to bring back a corpse!”

“She’s our objective, Fox!” Keith said, returning to his seat. “And Agency protocol dictates that we do everything in our power to keep that objective from falling into enemy hands. Now take us down! We’re not going to leave her out here!”

“Yes, sir. Understood,” Terence replied through clenched teeth. “I’m switching to AI assist.”

Keith cinched his harness and settled into his chair, his adrenaline surging as the Stratocruiser began to lose altitude. He gripped his chair’s armrests firmly, forcing himself to remain calm. He knew he would need a level head in order to salvage what was left of his mission.

“Brace yourselves! We’re coming in hot!” Terence shouted. 

The Stratocruiser dipped and rocked, banking in an attempt to slow its descent, before slamming into the ground. The stricken aircraft bounced, sheering off its starboard engine strut on a tree before flipping nose over tail and skidding to a stop several hundred yards from its initial point of impact. 

Keith shook his head, tasting blood. He took stock of the situation—forcing himself to remain conscious. He was hanging upside down in his seat, suspended nearly seven feet off the floor. The cabin was dimly illuminated with flashing red status lights and the occasional sparking conduit. The only thing immediately in his field of vision was the area directly below him, which was strewn with the shattered pieces of Luna’s field equipment, weapons, and ammunition. 

Well … at least we didn’t explode, Keith thought, slowly regaining some of his bearings. 

He glanced up and could see that all of his team members were still securely fastened in their seats. He tried to access the team comm, but all he got in return was an earful of static followed by silence and a depolarized faceplate.

Keith swore under his breath, reached up to the side of his helmet, and flicked the external reset button. A moment later his heads-up display flickered and powered up, filling the inside of his helmet with his team’s vital signs. They were battered, but alive.

Keith reached one hand down to his harness release while firmly grasping his chair with the other. His fingers pressed the red button and the seat restraints disengaged with a loud click. He quickly grabbed onto the chair with both hands and swung himself down onto the chopper’s inverted ceiling, wincing as he steadied himself.  

“Perkins, Rush,  Everybody; sound off.” 

Each of the Agents gave their respective replies—accompanied by moans and curses—and slowly lowered themselves to the floor, one after the other. 

“That is the last time I let Alex fly!” Agent Fox wheezed, limping into the passenger hold with one leg dragging awkwardly behind him. 

Keith looked him over and winced. His HUD registered that Terence’s leg was shattered in several places. 

“Take it easy, Fox,” Keith said, moving to support his friend before the shock of his injuries began to set in, “You’re banged up pretty bad there.”

“Tell me something I don’t know,” Terence replied through clenched teeth, draping his arm over Keith’s shoulder. “That idiot computer flew us right into the ground! If I ever get my hands on his programming … I’ll delete every last terabyte of it!”

Keith helped Terence into a sitting position and removed the armor plates fastened to his broken leg. He examined the suit for any ruptures. Finding none, he set about throwing together a makeshift splint from the twisted debris strewn around the crash site.

“Well, the good news is your suit’s intact,” he said strapping the hastily assembled splint to Terence’s leg, “The bad news is, you’re not going to be going anywhere for a long time.”

“I hear you there,” Terence replied, with a groan. “I never liked the swamp anyway. Not enough space for flying. But never mind what I like. Just find the girl and get back here quick. I doubt I can keep the scavengers away for very long.”

“I appreciate the offer, Fox. But there’s no way I’m not leaving you here alone.” Keith said then turned and beckoned to Perkins who was helping Rush and Patterson salvage munitions from the twisted remains of the Stratocruiser’s weapons lockers.

“Yes, sir? What do you need?”

“Perkins, I want you to stay here with Fox and try to get a signal to the chief. He probably picked up our auto-distress call when we went down. But I want you to keep trying to raise him, just in case.”

“Yes, sir.” Perkins replied, seating himself on a badly dented supply crate near the hole in the chopper’s stern.

Keith walked toward what was left of the aircraft’s weapon lockers, stooped, and picked up a handful of magazines from where they lay strewn across the deck, tucking them into his ammo harness. “I want you to send a signal to Unitech every fifteen minutes or so and check in with us via the team comm every half hour. If you get through to anyone, let us know ASAP. We’ll start heading back as soon as we find Miss McKelly.”

“Will do, sir,” Perkins replied, laying his weapon across his lap, “Hey listen … you guys be careful out there. Don’t do anything stupid unless you have to.” 

Keith nodded and waved to the two remaining agents crouched just outside the chopper. “All right. Paterson, Rush, you’re with me. Miss McKelly fell out about ten to fifteen miles back, so the sooner we get moving the better.”

“Sounds to me like we’ve got a long trip ahead of us.” Agent Rush commented, falling in behind Keith. 

Keith nodded. “I’m guessing a good twelve hours at least.”

“Then what are we waiting around here for? Let’s move!” Agent Patterson said.

Keith raised an eyebrow. “You seem awfully anxious, Patterson.”

Patterson replied, “It’s getting dark. And that’s when all the snakes and gators and stuff come out to hunt.”

“Don’t tell me you’re scared of a few snakes and lizards?” Agent Rush said with a choking laugh. 

“Hey, these gators ain’t lizards. They’re mutants. Big. Freakin’. Mutants. I’m telling you, if I see something moving out there, I’m shooting first and asking questions later!”

“I hope you’ll check your target first, Patterson,” Keith replied coolly, snapping on his LED light. “Remember, Miss McKelly did land in the water. I’d hate to have to explain how we accidentally shot the woman we were assigned to protect. Somehow I doubt the Chief will be impressed with the I-thought-she-was-an-alligator story.”

Agent Patterson muttered something under his breath then nodded. “Yes, sir. I’ll watch my targets. But if I get eaten alive, I’m holding you two personally responsible!” 

“I doubt you’ll get eaten alive. I mean; have you seen yourself lately?” Rush asked, coughing again. 

“All right, team. That’s enough,” Keith cut in, stopping any further banter. “Get your minds in the game. We’ve got a job to do here. Let’s try not to mess it up.”

“Yes, sir.” Both men replied in unison.

Keith allowed himself a slight half smile. “Okay then. Let’s move. I’d hate to keep Miss McKelly waiting.”

If she’s still waiting. He thought solemnly.


Chapter 11







Agonizing pain cut through the blackness filling Luna’s mind. Slowly she forced her eyes open. 

She was lying on her stomach, her cracked, blood-smeared faceplate pressed into the mud beneath her. She let out a strangled moan.

What happened? Where am I? Luna asked herself, painfully rolling over onto her back. She coughed and spat out a mouthful of blood. Panicking, she struggled to breathe. It felt as if every bone in her body was broken. 

She wrapped her arms around her heaving chest and forced herself to remain calm. 

She’d gone into the swamp for samples—she remembered that much at least. It was what happened next that was confusing. She closed her eyes, focusing on the last few things she could remember: going into the ruins, finding the protozoa, the ambush … 

The ambush! she thought, her eyes snapping open. They’d been attacked! The aircraft had been hit. Keith had tried to help her, but he’d been too slow—she’d fallen out of the chopper!

Well … that explains the pain. 

Her HUD flickered dimly, obscuring her view of the evening sky. She flicked her eyes across the screen and selected her suit’s bio-monitor. An instant later a holographic image of her body and internal organs filled her vision. The damaged or unhealthy parts of her anatomy were highlighted in red: a color-coding system so simple even a child could understand it. Which meant that—even in her present state of shock—she had little trouble realizing the extent of her injuries.

This is bad, really bad. She winced as she scanned the holographic image. Several of her ribs were broken, her shoulder was a mangled mess, and she’d nearly bitten through her bottom lip.

Well … at least my spine is intact. She closed the bio-monitor display and tried to open a comm channel to Keith and the other agents.

“Agent Tagawa? Terence? … Anyone?” She coughed. “Please … I’m hurt … badly. If someone can hear me … please … I need help. … Hello? Anybody?”

“What was that? I thought I saw something moving!” A voice in the distance caused Luna’s heart to race, sending a dull, shuddering ache through her ribcage.

She could see two red dots moving toward her on her helmet’s motion detector, and she felt a wave of fear sweep over her. Were they friends? Or were they enemies come to gun her down where she lay?

Please let them be friendly, she thought, turning her head toward the movement. 

She could just make out the outlines of two people trudging through the swamp toward her. From where she lay she couldn’t tell if they were agents or not. All she knew for certain was that they were human and her best chance of survival.

“… Over here!” she choked, raising her good arm. “… Please … I’m over here!” 

One of the shadowy figures stopped and pointed. They’d seen her.

Luna let her arm fall to her side and waited, fighting to stay awake. 

A few minutes later she heard the heavy squelching of booted feet near her head, and she looked up to see two gun-toting men clad in dark, water-resistant clothing, staring down at her. Their mouths were covered with crude breathing apparatuses so she couldn’t see their expressions, but the devices didn’t mute their heavily accented voices.

“It’s a chick,” one of them said, shining a light in her face. “Hey … she don’t look too good.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” the other man said, tapping her mangled shoulder with his rifle, causing Luna to recoil in pain. “Funny … I ain’t never seen a girl agent around these parts before. They must be getting mighty desperate if they’re sending in girlies.” 

“Please …” Luna wheezed, causing the two men to take a step back and raise their weapons, “I need a doctor.”

The two Swampers exchanged looks and then knelt down beside her.

“How are you still alive?” the first man asked. “We saw you fall outta that chopper. That must have been at least a hundred feet, no one could survive that!”

“Maybe it was her Techie suit? Might have absorbed the impact?” the other man offered. 

“Yeah, that makes sense,” he said, slinging his rifle over his shoulder. “All right girly. We’re going to take you back to our camp, see? Then we’ll have the doc get you all fixed up. But on one condition: you stick around for a while and tell our boss everything about all your little Techie friends. Okay?”

Luna still didn’t know what a ‘Techie’ was, but she decided to play along. “All right … I’ll do what ever you want. … Just help me.”

The man spoke into a battered communication device fastened to his belt, “Hey, team, we’ve found one of those agent types. And dig this: it’s a chick! She’s banged up pretty bad, so tell doc to get ready. Oh, and tell Leon, she said she’ll talk.”

He finished and knelt beside Luna, placing a grimy hand on her helmet in what she hoped was an expression of compassion. “Everything’s going to be all right, girly. We’ll get you all fixed up in no time. Okay?” 

About fifteen minutes latter, Luna heard the sound of an engine in the distance. Before long a rusty vehicle swerved into view and came to a stop near where she lay.

A group of Swampers stepped out, moved her broken body onto a crude stretcher, and carried her around to the back of their vehicle: a crudely assembled cross between a boat and an armored troop transport.

It took the Swampers more than a few tries and a considerable amount of manpower to heft her aboard—each attempt sending a new wave of agony shooting through her. The troop carrier’s engine roared to life and the custom-made vehicle began to rattle through the swamp. She clenched her jaw and screwed her eyes shut in a futile attempt to take her mind off the agony her “rescuers” were putting her through.

The Swampers drove for almost a half hour, cutting across the swamp like a juggernaut. Someone had been kind enough to remove her helmet and start an IV of painkillers. With her mind no longer clouded with pain, she was finally able to properly assess her surroundings.

There were no windows, so all she had to go on was the movement of the vehicle and the sound of waves splashing against its hull.

Even though the Swampers seemed like they would help her, she still felt uneasy, as if she were being held captive. What was it they’d said? Something like she’ll talk? What did they mean by that? What were they going to do to her?

She suddenly recalled the tracer chip in her arm.

Even though she hated the idea of having a foreign object lodged under her skin, she took some comfort in knowing that the agents back at Unitech would be able to track her—even rescue her. If she could keep the chip a secret, then she’d still have a fighting chance.

Just then the engines sputtered and stopped, and she heard the sound of people shouting and running on the deck above her, along with the occasional staccato of multi-caliber gunfire. There was a soft thud against the armored hull, and she heard a scream followed shortly by a splash. The men who had been riding alongside her in the main cabin leapt up, guns at the ready, and hurried for the access hatches leading out onto the vehicle’s roof.

What was happening?

Luna’s heart began to pound painfully in her chest, and she struggled to free herself from the straps holding her on the stretcher. There was more gunfire mingled with shouts and curses from the Swampers. She couldn’t believe her bad luck. For the second time that day she was on the receiving end of an attack. Only this time, she wasn’t quite sure who was attacking. Another gang of Swampers?

Luna undid the last strap and tried to rise, gasping as her crushed ribs shifted beneath her pressure suit. The gunfire had stopped now, and the only sound she could hear was that of her own heartbeat.

“Hello?” she called. Her wounded lip felt like putty from the erratically mixed painkillers.

“Is somebody out there?”

There was one last gunshot then a muffled yelp and a thud against the door. Luna gulped and swept her eyes across the room, searching for anything she could use as a weapon. But the Swampers had taken everything with them when they’d run for the exits.

Luna balled her hands into tight fists and set her eyes on the door. She held her breath. The thought of dying was nothing new to her, but now that she was faced with almost certain death—from an attacker’s bullet, her injuries, or from the fungus growing inside her—she didn’t think she was ready. Was this really how it was all going to end? 

The door swung open, and she closed her eyes.

Please let me survive this. There’s so much I still have to do!

Nothing happened. She kept waiting for the gunshot that would end her life, but it never came. Slowly she opened her eyes.

A man dressed in loose fitting, water-resistant clothing and pieces of rusty, dented armor stood in the doorway. Behind him, the two men who had been guarding the door lay unconscious.

The masked man held his hands palms out in the universal I-mean-you-no-harm gesture. Luna thought that his display of good intentions would be more believable if not for the crude helmet masking his face.

“It’s okay … I’m not going to hurt you.”

The words were kind, but Luna was still skeptical. She could see that the man carried a collection of blades and handguns tucked into various holsters draped across his body as well as a long, black rifle slung across his back.

“Who are you? she asked, hoping he couldn’t hear the tremor in her voice.

“Well, people around here call me Ben. As to what I’m doing here—I’m trying to save your life.”

“Oh … really?”

“Yeah, really,” Ben replied, taking a step forward.

“Just … just stay were you are, okay? Don’t come near me!”

He stopped. “I really am here to help you.”

A circular blue light flashed on Ben’s chestplate, and she was surprised to hear another voice speaking.

“With all due respect, ma’am,” the voice said, “my master is telling the truth. We are here to rescue you. And If I were you, I’d accept our generous offer. I can assure you that it will be in your best interest, and will also be far better then any offer Mr. Vespasien and his gang of hooligans can make.”

An AI unit? Luna thought, gasping painfully.

The strange man took several steps forward and knelt down to look her in the eye. Being unable to breathe—and therefore unable to complain—Luna glared into the pair of slits cut into his armored breath-mask. Much to her surprise, the dark brown eyes beneath the mask were soft and kind.

Maybe he really does want to help me.

“Please,” he said, softly, “let me get you out of here. Let me take you back where you belong. Those guys will be coming around soon, and if they do, we’ll have one a heck of a time getting out of here alive. The choice is yours. Will you stay here—with them?” He motioned to the unconscious men. “Or will you come with me?”

Luna—who was still struggling to breathe—glanced at the still bodies then back to Ben. Despite his rough exterior there was something in the way he moved that spoke of a greater purpose, something she hadn’t detected in the other Swampers. 

For reasons she couldn’t explain, she actually felt almost safe around him. … Almost.

Slowly, she nodded. She whispered her reply, “Okay … I’ll go with you.”

“Okay,” Ben replied. 

Rising to his full height, he addressed his AI unit, “Ed, scan her bio signs. Let me know if she can be moved.”

A beam of pale blue light erupted from the glowing circle mounted on Ben’s armor and drifted over Luna’s body.

“Scans complete. Analyses: Subject has sustained extensive internal damage from her fall. However, I am not detecting any hemorrhaging. Subject seems stable enough to be carefully moved. I believe it is safe to assume that any further damage she may receive during transport can be easily remedied with an injection of bio-aid or other regenerative compounds of a similar nature. However, I strongly advise that the subject should be admitted to a hospital as soon as she returns to her point of origin. And I would recommend sedation of subject during transport.” 

“Right. Thanks, Ed,” Ben replied, reaching into one of his bandoliers for a compact med-kit. He opened the kit, and Luna watched him remove an emergency syringe.

“I’m going to sedate you, if that’s okay?” Ben asked, sterilizing the would-be injection sight with a disinfectant swab.

Luna hesitated for a moment, still not sure if she could trust the stranger. How had the AI unit known that she’d fallen? Had they been shadowing her the whole time?

She eyed the syringe. It looked authentic enough … but unless she miraculously developed x-ray vision and the ability to identify chemicals with her mind, she had no way of knowing for sure. Still, if Ben had wanted to kill her he could have easily done so a long time ago. After all, why go through all the trouble of earning her trust just to kill her via lethal injection?

She sighed and nodded, “Go ahead …”

“Okay. It’ll be all right..” She felt the hot prick of the needle sliding under her skin. “Just try to relax. You’ll be safe when you wake up—I promise.”

“Uh-huh …” Luna muttered weakly.

“Just try to relax,” Ben’s voice sounded alien and strangely distant. “If you feel tired, then sleep. Don’t try to fight it.”

Luna smiled slightly and allowed her eyes to drift shut.

She felt him remove her IV and was vaguely aware of her helmet being secured over her head. Then everything went dark.
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Several hours of trudging through thick swamp muck hadn’t improved Keith’s overall condition. Now everything hurt.

To make matters worse, the storm Terence had been tracking nearly four hours ago had blown in, forcing the battered three-man team to take cover beneath the scraggly canopies of a long dead pine forest.

In the hours since they had left the wreckage of their Stratocruiser, the agents had only covered a mile and a half: less then a tenth of the distance between their starting point and what Keith guessed would be Luna’s location. Without the help of an AI unit or a portable scanner to track her with, he had no way to know for sure. All he could do was cross his fingers and hope for the best. That, and squat in the mud with his men, silently cursing the storm that had kept them bogged down for the past hour.

“This is ridiculous,” Agent Rush muttered, wiping the muck off his gun. “If we sit around here much longer we’ll become part of this blasted swamp!”

Keith couldn’t help but agree with Rush’s assessment of their situation. He pushed himself up and turned to his men, “All right, agents, Rush is right. Let’s go.”

The two other men glanced at each other then struggled to their feet.

“With respect, sir,” agent Patterson said, “do you think that’s a good idea? I mean, I can’t even see my hand in front of my face.”

Keith nodded, “Yes I know it’s bad, and no, I don’t think it’s a good idea. But until Perkins gets through to HQ, it’s the only option we have left. Look around you. This storm isn’t going to blow over anytime soon, and we’re just wasting time sitting here in the mud.”

He checked his weapon, and then switched on his LED light. “As for not being able to see—try switching your heads-up display to night vision or infrared. That usually helps.”

Patterson chuckled, but Keith could still hear the weariness in his voice.

“Yes, sir. Switching to infrared now.”

“Okay, stay close,” Keith said, scanning the misty swamp ahead of him. “This storm has probably oversaturated the ground, which means we’ll have to be on the lookout for mud pits and deep water.”

“You mean more than we were already?” Agent Rush commented dryly, falling in behind Keith who was already beginning to slog out of the thick quagmire surrounding their shelter. 

“Hey, hold up guys,” Patterson said, sweeping the area directly to his left, “I thought I saw something moving out there.”

Keith stopped in mid stride and looked back over his shoulder, “You sure? I didn’t pick up anything on the motion tracker …”

“I swear I saw something! Wait! There it is again!”

A single red dot flashed on Keith’s HUD then quickly faded. He couldn’t deny it this time. Something was shadowing them.

“Patterson, Rush,” he said urgently, lowering himself into a painful crouch, “you guys saw that too, right?”

The two men nodded slightly, raising their weapons. 

“Yes, sir,” Rush said, “but the target is no longer registering. I have negative feeds on both infrared and night vision as well. Whoever—or whatever—is out there is doing a good job of hiding …”

“My status is the same, sir,” Patterson said, slowly. “I’ve got nothing.” 

“Something’s not right.” Patterson muttered, and Keith agreed, feeling the adrenaline coursing through his veins.

It had been almost seven hours since the initial attack—five hours since Luna fell—and the possibility that they could encounter more of the Swamper terrorists had crossed his mind more than once. He’d seen and heard enough about Swampers to know that they knew the deep swamp better than anyone—they could become almost invisible if they wanted to. Keith combed the area, his keen eyes searching the fog for the slightest movement.

There’s no way a Swamper team can disappear out here … there’s nothing to mask their heat signatures, he thought, starting to feel a bit uneasy.

“I’m moving up. Cover me,” Keith said. He would find whatever was out there, assess the situation, and deal with it accordingly.

“Yes, sir. Covering,” Patterson replied.

Keith began inching forward into the murk. It was too dark and rainy for him to see much of anything, so he relied on his HUD’s overlapping infrared and night vision settings instead of his naked eye. Everything seemed normal. No heat signatures. No detectable movement except his own. The swamp seemed abnormally peaceful—despite the storm. 

“Everything looks clear,” he said at last, breaking comm silence. “It was probably just a bird or something—” 

Just then his motion detector flashed again. This time the target was much closer. He thumbed off his weapon’s safety and turned around. The bright LED light fixed to his gun cut through the fog and reflected off a pair of unblinking red eyes staring back at him from no more then twelve feet away. 

He shouted, firing a series of three round bursts as the massive bull alligator lunged from its watery lair, clearing the distance between hunter and prey in a single bound. Keith saw his bullets striking the gator’s armored body—saw half of them penetrate—but knew that the 9mm slugs wouldn’t even slow down the massive reptile.

The alligator’s huge jaws parted, and Keith backpedaled wildly, trying to get as far away from the gaping maw as possible. He knew that an adult alligator the size of the one trying to devour him could easily reach sprinting speeds of up to thirty miles an hour overland: much faster than an agent in full environmental armor could ever hope to run. 

Before he’d taken more then two steps, Keith’s feet caught in the thick mire, and he toppled backwards. An instant latter the huge, twenty-foot-long alligator was on him, snapping him up in its toothy jaws.

Keith screamed and twisted, feeling himself being dragged toward the water. The giant reptile had grabbed him around his torso, leaving his arms and feet free to kick and punch—which he did in an attempt to free himself from the unbearable pressure slowly crushing his chest. That was the one thing his suit couldn’t stop: slow, steady pressure.

“Keith! What’s happening?” agent Rush shouted.

Keith gasped and groped for his weapon, “Alligator!  A big one! I need assistance!”

He raised his gun and fired it point blank into the alligator’s snout. The huge animal hissed in pain, releasing him for a fraction of a second before clamping down again.

The gun toppled from his grasp, and Keith cried out as he felt bones give way under the alligator’s powerful bite. He grabbed the alligator’s jaws, trying desperately to pry them apart so he could breathe. 

His helmet’s bio-monitor blared a sonic warning: he was being crushed. Water washed over his faceplate and he felt the cold grip of panic tearing at him. He was unarmed and unable to breathe. His men were too far away to help him, and now he was being pulled under water. 

He’d seen enough natural history vids to know what was coming next. First the alligator would try to drown him—which would fail as long as his suit remained intact. Then it would try to rip his body apart in a violent death roll—during which time Keith would most likely still be very much alive. 

Is this really how it’s going to end? 

Through his comm. Keith could hear his team shouting in confusion,, and he silently wondered if they would ever find his body, or if he would join the endless ranks of the MIA. 

The black water washed over him, and he fixed his eyes on what he was sure would be his last look at the stormy sky. His strength was gone—his body pinned between the gator’s jaws. There was little he could do now but hope that it would all be over quickly.

Suddenly the alligator lurched and started clawing at its head.  

“Continue firing!” Rush’s voice blared in Keith’s ear. It was his team! 

 He had to fight. He could feel his body surging with renewed energy. 

The alligator writhed under the steady rain of bullets then turned and began swimming out into deeper waters—outside the range of the agents’ guns. He had to do something fast.

His weapons were gone, but he still had his fists. Without hesitation, Keith clawed his hand and thrust it into the alligator’s eye socket. The massive reptile shook its head violently.

Keith coughed up a mouthful of foamy blood, gritted his teeth, and pulled with all his might, ripping out the alligator’s eye.

Instantly, the vice-like jaws parted. Seizing his chance to escape, Keith pushed himself out of the creature’s mouth and made for the bank. His whole body felt like it was on fire, and he could hardly breathe, but he knew that it was only a matter of time before the giant predator recovered and came at him again. 

Keith swallowed hard, forcing down the pain, and began paddling frantically toward his team. His armor was heavy and threatened to drag him down. But he pushed himself to his limits, urging his wounded body forward. His eyesight began to blur, and he found himself gasping for breath with every agonized stroke. He was starting to hyperventilate. 

“Keith! Hang on! I’m coming!” Rush’s voice drifted through the fog seeping into his panicked brain, and he looked up just in time to see his teammate jump into the water ten feet away from him.  

“I’ve got him!” Rush called back to Patterson, just as Keith felt the muddy bottom squishing under his hands and knees. He’d made it.

“Well then, get him out of there!” Patterson replied urgently, “That gator’s coming back around!”

Come on, you’re not out of the woods yet. Keep moving, Keith thought, dragging himself toward Rush.

“Cover me!” Rush shouted, slinging his weapon over one arm while reaching for Keith with the other.

Keith grabbed Rush’s arm and pulled himself up weakly, glancing over his shoulder just in time to see the one-eyed alligator lunging at them, mouth open wide. 

In that brief moment time slowed to a crawl. Keith could hear the startled cries of his men and the sounds of automatic weapon fire. A moment later the white flesh lining the alligator’s mouth exploded as round after round slammed home, pulverizing the creature’s skull and the small brain within. The giant animal took three more steps then toppled onto its side, burying its long snout in the thick mud as Agent Patterson continued unloading his weapon into its writhing corpse.

“I! Hate! Alligators!” He shouted, slamming another clip into his smoking weapon. 

“Remind me … never to get on your bad side … Patterson.” Keith rasped.

“Easy, Keith. Don’t try to talk,” Rush said, pulling him up out of the mud. 

“Understood,” Keith replied, gagging on blood.

“We need to get you out of here. … Patterson, call Perkins—tell him we need immediate evac!”

“… Miss McKelly … ” Keith coughed.

“I’m sorry, Keith. You just moved to the top of the priority list.”

Keith laid his head back, overcome with guilt. He’d failed to complete his mission. Luna McKelly was missing: either dead or in the clutches of terrorists who would think she was an agent. He shuddered. Whether from the thought of an innocent civilian being tortured for information she couldn’t possible know or from his massive internal injuries, he couldn’t be sure. 

“Rush … Patterson. If you get through to the Chief … tell him … tell him to look for Miss McKelly. … We can’t abandon her out here.” 

“We will, sir.” Rush replied, reaching for his suit’s med-kit. “I’m sure he’ll do everything in his power to find her and bring her home. Don’t worry.”

Keith nodded slightly and closed his eyes. The last thing he heard was Rush’s frantic attempts to rouse him, but it was too late. He’d already surrendered to exhaustion and the shock of his injuries.


Chapter 13







“We’ve established contact, sir!” Rosa called out, causing Chief Landers to stop and turn. He had been anxiously pacing the communications room for nearly the entire five hours since Alex had picked up a scrambled distress call from the Stratocruiser. All further attempts at contacting the team had failed, because of the massive storm that had blown into the area shortly after the distress beacon had been activated.

“Give me an exact location on their signal and patch it through,” he replied briskly, turning to face the network of holographic monitors built into the comm room’s walls. He watched the glowing screens intently as they projected a topographical grid map of the Oklahoma Swamp. A tiny flashing dot appeared near the upper left-hand corner of the main monitor, and the screen automatically enlarged, giving Landers coordinates as well as a clear, three-dimensional view of the terrain surrounding the downed Stratocruiser.

“Come in, HQ. This is Agent Mitch Perkins. Do you copy? Over.” 

“We hear you loud and clear, Perkins.” Landers replied, releasing a breath he hadn’t known he was holding. “What’s your status? Over.”

“Not good, Chief. We encountered enemy surface-to-air fire and were forced to ditch fifteen miles north-northwest of our initial LZ. We’ve taken heavy casualties. Most of us are banged up pretty bad, and I just received an emergency call from Agent Rush five minutes ago requesting an immediate medevac for Agent Tagawa.”

“What happened? Was it more Swampers?”

“Negative, HQ. … It was an alligator.”

“An alligator? How the hell did that happen?”

There was a moment of silence then Perkins spoke again, slowly this time. “We … lost Miss McKelly, sir. She couldn’t fasten her seatbelt and was sucked out of the aircraft when we were hit. … But we were flying low, and we were over water at the time. So we think she may have survived the fall. Agent Tagawa was adamant about going back for her, sir. He, Patterson, and Rush headed out a few hours ago and apparently found an alligator instead. The last thing he said before he lost consciousness was for me to contact you and request that you locate and extract Miss McKelly if at all possible, sir.”

“That idiot. ” Landers muttered under his breath, then he said, “All right, Perkins. You men just sit tight. I’ve got three choppers on the tarmac ready and waiting. We’ll be in the air ASAP.”

“Affirmative, Chief. Perkins out.”

The Chief sighed and turned back to his aide, “Rosa, upload the coordinates of Tagawa’s Stratocruiser to the other choppers and tell them to take off. Once you’re done with that, start scanning for the homing chips. Let’s see if we can locate Miss McKelly’s body.”

“Yes, sir. Right away.”

Landers sank into a high-backed chair and massaged his temples, mentally composing his condolence letter to Luna’s next of kin. He knew that even if by some miracle Miss McKelly had survived the fall, the chances of her surviving the night in a swamp crawling with hostile insurgents and predators were almost nonexistent.

“Sir …” Rosa said slowly, “I found her.”

What a waste, Landers thought solemnly, staring at the floor in front of him. He sighed and looked up. “Upload her location to the choppers, and have a team retrieve the body.”

“Um, sir … the tracer chip is broadcasting strong, stable vital signs. … She’s alive. Alive and … and moving, sir.”

“What?” He said, rising from his chair. “How is that even possible?” Landers muttered, watching the flashing light that marked Luna’s location. “If she’s alive, she’d be too badly hurt to even walk. How is she moving?”

“I don’t know, sir,” Rosa replied, raising an eyebrow, “but she’s traveling at nearly thirty miles an hour. … ”

Landers’ brow creased with deep furrows. “Are the choppers in the air?” He asked.

“All but the last one, sir.”

“Contact that pilot, tell him to hold his position. I’m going out there myself.”

Landers didn’t wait for her to complete the call. He had to get ready immediately. There was something horribly out of place about the events unfolding in the swamp. He just couldn’t put his finger on it. 

Fifteen minutes later he was aboard the Stratocruiser, watching the swamplands racing beneath him as the V-244 soared out into the stormy night sky beyond New Denver’s energy shields. Somewhere in the swamp, Miss McKelly and his agents were awaiting his aid, hoping for rescue.


Chapter 14







Luna sighed deeply and opened her eyes. She was wrapped in a warm blanket and lying on a cot inside a dimly lit room. An IV bag hung at her bedside. Her armor had been removed and the constricting jumpsuit had been unzipped to her waist, allowing her badly bruised chest to rise and fall freely. She was embarrassed when she realized that a total stranger—and a man at that—had gotten such a good look at her. But it was a relief to be free of the cumbersome suit and be able to breathe again. 

Luna gathered the blanket around her slender shoulders and eased herself into a sitting position, sucking in a shallow breath as her wounded arm settled into a sling tied around her torso. Her ribs still hurt, but it was more of a dull ache instead of the paralyzing agony she’d felt before. She waited for the pain in her shoulder to subside, swung her legs out of the cot, and planted her feet on the cold, steel floor. 

She slowly eased herself out of bed and stood on the gently rocking floor, instinctively steadying herself.  

“A boat?” Luna mused out loud.

“Indeed.” 

Luna squeaked in surprise and pulled the blanket more tightly around her body.

“Who’s there? Ben? Is that you?” she asked, glancing around the small room.

“I’m afraid you have me mistaken me for my master, miss,” the male voice said. “I am Edward. AI Unit 002 and aid to master Ben. Would you like me to inform him that you’re awake now, miss?”

For goodness sake, get a grip! It’s just the AI. She allowed herself to relax a little. 

“Um …yeah. I think that would be okay. Just tell him not to come in yet. I need to find a shirt or something first.”

“I believe you’ll find adequate coverings in the locker beside the door,” Edward replied. She turned to look where the disembodied voice had indicated. Sure enough there was a locker. 

She picked up the IV bag in her good hand and walked over to the locker. Inside she found several pairs of raincoats and waterproof pants. 

She removed a dark raincoat from the locker and held it up. The waterproof garment was too big for her: it reached nearly to the floor. She looked at the other clothes hanging in the locker hoping for a smaller size but found that—of course—they were all several sizes too big. She sighed in resignation. 

She closed the flow valve on her IV and disconnected the line from the tiny stint in her hand, wincing as her fingers bumped the needle embedded in her skin.

“Miss, I am not sure that is a wise choice of action,” Edward said. His synthesized voice actually sounded concerned.

“Don’t worry, I’ll be fine. I know what I’m doing,” Luna said through gritted teeth, silently hoping that she knew what she was doing.

Please, God, don’t let me keel over and die.

She pulled on the raincoat with difficulty and zipped it up then quickly reconnected the IV—fighting the searing pain coursing through her shoulder. 

“See. I told you not to worry,” She said shakily, inwardly hoping that the AI couldn’t see the tears of pain forming in her eyes.

“Excellent. I take it you’re now feeling well enough to speak with Master Ben?”

Luna nodded, “Yeah. Go ahead and tell him I’m up.”

“I will do so at once, miss. One moment please.” 

The AI’s voice faded, and Luna reached up and gently massaged her tender shoulder, trying to ease the steady throbbing. 

“Stupid shoulder,” she muttered, seating herself on the cot. It had taken every ounce of strength she had to keep from screaming while she’d fumbled with the shirt, but at least she hadn’t needed Ben to dress her, too. 

A light knock at the door drew Luna’s attention, and she hastily wiped away the tears still lingering in her eyes. She cleared her throat, “Yeah. Come in.” 

The door creaked and swung open on rusty hinges, and Ben entered the room.

She eyed him warily, still not entirely sure whether or not he was trustworthy. If he so much as twitched the wrong way, she planned on using all her weight to tackle him and then make a run for the door. However, her plan didn’t extend much further than that, and even then she wasn’t exactly sure that her petite one hundred and fifteen pound body could even do anything to someone as tall as Ben.

“How are you feeling?” Ben asked. He had removed his armored mask and most of his weapons now, so Luna was able to get a good look at his features. He was young—far younger than she’d thought. Maybe only a year or two older than she was.

“I’m okay,” she replied, looking into his gentle brown eyes. “Not good, but not too bad either.” 

“That’s good to hear, considering what you went through. I gave you a couple shots of bio-aid about an hour ago, so that should take care of most of the minor stuff. But your shoulder was so messed up that there wasn’t much I could do about it except pop it back into place and inject it full of painkillers.”

“So … I suppose you’ve probably got a lot of questions for me,” Ben continued, running a pale hand through his tousled brown hair.

Luna nodded. “Yes, I do. First of all I want to know where we are.”

“Fair enough,” Ben said with a nod, “but before I tell you anything, I’d like to know your name. If I recall correctly, I already told you mine, but you never returned the favor.”

It wasn’t like I had much of a choice. I was drugged. 

“Fine. My name is Luna,” she said reluctantly.

“Nice to meet you.” He crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back against the wall. “All right, Now that that’s out of the way, I guess I can answer your question. You’re on board the Second Wind. She’s an old ferry I salvaged up north about seven years back. Ever since then she’s been home sweet home for Ed and me.” 

“Indeed she has,” the AI cut in. “Without her circuitry I’d be forever trapped inside Master Ben’s chestplate—which is not at all a pleasant thought.”

“And would you mind telling me what’s wrong with my chestplate?” Ben replied hotly.

“But of course, master. It is far too cramped. An Artificial Intelligence such as myself requires room to function properly. As is, I barely have enough space in there for my most basic subroutines—”

“It’s better then nothing, Ed! If you don’t like my work, then build your own chestplate!” Ben then turned back to Luna, who was finding it hard to keep a straight face. “Please forgive him. He’s a little … opinionated.”

“I can see that,” Luna replied with forced calmness. “So, why is this ship called the Second Wind? Is it a figure of speech—like getting your second wind in a race or something?”

“I wish,” Ben replied. “This is sort of embarrassing, but it’s called that because my first ship, the Wind, kind of well … sank. This is my second one. And in all honesty, this one is about a million times better then the last one. It’s a lot bigger, too.”

“I see.” Luna said, stifling a chuckle. She cleared her throat then asked, “So who were those men who found me? You mentioned something about their boss—Leo … or something like that. Who is he?”

“Well, the first thing I think I should point out is that his name is Leon. Leon Vespasien. I don’t think he’d like it very much if you called him Leo,” Ben said with a smirk. “Second, those men were part of his gang. And just in case you were wondering why I went through all the trouble to save you when they were already saving you, let me share a few well-known facts about Leon. Number one: He does not help people unless he can get something out of them. Number two: He probably thought you were an agent and therefore would have tortured you to get whatever inside information he thought you might have. Which, of course, would have been a problem, because you’re not an agent.”

This at once caught her attention. She held up a hand, cutting him off mid-sentence: “Wait, how do you know I’m not an agent?”

“Well, for starters, if you were an agent, you would be packing a lot more firepower then a 9mm handgun. Plus you don’t have enough muscle mass to be an agent. They go through intense physical training on a regular basis, so they’re usually really muscular—even the women. From the looks of you, I’d say you’re probably a technician or a researcher of some sort. No offense.”

“None taken.” Luna let the blunt comments about her physique slid. Truth be told, she was more concerned with how he could tell so much about her just by the way she looked and the equipment she carried. In fact, the more he talked the more it became obvious to her that he knew way too much to be an ordinary Swamper. There was something hauntingly familiar about him, too, as if she’d seen his face before somewhere, but she couldn’t quite place it.

“So, let me get this straight,” she said, “he’s a terrorist then?”

“More or less … Well, he’s kind of a mediocre one. But don’t get me wrong. Everything I told you is true. He and his Cajuns are plenty dangerous, believe me. They’ve had it out for Unitech ever since the disaster. They wouldn’t have treated you very well and probably would have used you as a bargaining chip to pressure the company into meeting their demands. At least that’s what they did with those two guys they caught a few days ago.”

Luna sat up straight. “Two guys? Did you see who they were?”

“Um, sort of. I only saw them for a second. Leon and his gang had them at their base camp and I couldn’t get to them in time—”

“Just tell me if you saw who they were!”

Luna was taken completely by surprise at her outburst and found herself staring apologetically at Ben’s equally surprised face.

Smooth, Luna. Real smooth.

Awkwardly, she apologized, “I am so sorry. Please, can you give me a description of the two men you saw?”

Ben nodded, “Uh … sure. The first guy I saw was a blond. I would say he was about six and a half feet tall or so and kind of on the thin side. The other one was Hispanic—average build about five ten, five eleven. Both of them were wearing Unitech factory uniforms, and the tall guy had a big  gash on the back of his head, like he’d been in a fight or something.”

Frank Travis and Raúl Sanchez—the two men from the news report, Luna thought, chewing on her numb bottom lip. So they were kidnapped by terrorists with a reputation of hating Unitech? I wonder … 

“Ben, I’ve got something I want to ask you, and I want you to be completely honest.”

“I’d hate to see what would happen if I wasn’t,” he replied, and she glared at him.

“This is serious!” She snapped. “I want to know whether or not Leon’s gang is the one responsible for the attack on the Cathedral reactor.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about the terrorist attack on the reactor that caused it to malfunction. Was it Leon’s gang, or wasn’t it?”

“A terrorist attack?” Ben repeated slowly, and Luna detected an edge of anger in his voice. “Is that really what they’re telling people now? That it was terrorists?” 

Of course it was terrorists! Everyone knows it was terrorists! Where have you been for the last twenty years? She mused angrily, and then she saw the troubled look etched on his face. 

“You’re serious?” Luna said slowly. “You really don’t know what happened?”

“No, it’s you and everyone else who doesn’t know what happened! Cathedral couldn’t have malfunctioned! It was built so that it couldn’t! Don’t you see? A terrorist attack was impossible! Any idiot could see that!” 

Luna drew back against the wall. She could see the rage burning in his eyes, and she felt terror welling up in her. She was trapped in a small room with an incredibly angry man she barely knew. Trembling, she pushed herself farther back from him.

Ben glared at her for what seemed like an eternity, gazing into her terrified eyes. He then slowly turned away and ran his hands though his messy hair. “Listen … I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you like that. Just … just forget I said anything, okay? In fact … forget you ever saw me.”

Luna swallowed hard and nodded, then mustered up all of the courage in her small body and spoke. “Ben. Who are you? I mean … who are you really.”

“I’m nobody. …” He muttered.

“No, you are somebody.” Luna whispered. “You can tell that I’m not an agent, right? Well, I can tell that you’re not a Swamper.”

“You can tell that, huh?” Ben asked with a dry chuckle, and Luna nodded.

“You know just as much about Unitech as I do—maybe even more. Plus you haven’t explained why there’s an AI unit running this ship. I know there’s more to you then meets the eye. I’m just wondering what it is you’re trying to hide.”

Luna held her breath and focused her attention on his clenched fists. Slowly, his white-knuckled hands uncurled, and he turned to face her again.

“There’s no fooling you, is there?” 

She shook her head, still too afraid to allow her lungs to fill with air.

“Fine … I’ll tell you what you want to know. But you won’t believe me.” He sighed. “My name is Mark. Mark Anderson. My father was Jack Anderson, the founder and president of United Technology Incorporated.”

He was lying. He had to be. Jack Anderson had no children. And yet … the pieces did seem to fit. He did resemble Mr. Anderson. But a physical resemblance didn’t mean anything. She needed more evidence before she’d accept his explanation. A lot more evidence.

“How do I know you’re telling the truth?”

“You can’t. And frankly, it’s probably in your best interest if you don’t. Forget you ever saw me. Forget we ever had this conversation.” He paused as if choosing the right words, then he continued slowly, “There are … things … going on that you would be wise to stay out of.”

Luna raised an eyebrow, “What sort of things are you talking about?”

“I already told you, don’t get involved!” Mark snapped, and even though his tone was harsh, Luna could hear concern in his voice.

“Listen, Luna. Bad things have a habit of happening to people who stick their noses into things they shouldn’t. I’ve seen it happen hundreds of times to hundreds of people, and I would hate to see something happen to you. It’s for your own good that you forget everything that’s happened to you out here. And I mean everything!”

How does he expect me to forget everything? It’s not like I can erase my memories, Luna thought sourly.

Suddenly a tiny electrical shock coursed through Luna’s body, causing her to yelp in surprise.

“What was that?”

“I don’t know. Something just shocked me,” she replied, rubbing her arm near where the burst of electricity had originated. Suddenly she realized, “It’s the tracking chip!” 

Mark tensed, “Ed! Scan for any signals originating from this room!”

“Yes Master Mark, right away. Yes … I am indeed detecting a homing signal originating from Subject Luna. I’m afraid it won’t be long before members of the Unitech Security Agency arrive at our location. I advise we take evasive and preventative action immediately.”

“Agreed.” Mark said, staring intently at Luna. “I’m sorry, Luna, but it’s too dangerous for me if you stay on this ship.”

“What do you want me to do?” she asked.

“We need to get you out of here fast!” Mark replied, walking quickly to her side. “Here, give me your hand.”

She did as he asked without question, and before her brain even had time to register what he was doing, he had removed her IV and stuck an adhesive bandage to the back of her hand.

“Can you move your arm?” he asked.

“No, not really.”

He sighed, “Okay, that’ll complicate things. We can’t put your armor back on, and that is definitely going to raise some questions. Which means we’ll have to improvise. Follow me.”

He led her out of the room and into a well-lit corridor winding through the bowels of the ship. She followed him wordlessly as they passed bulkheads and hatchways before he led her into a large room filled with survival gear and other related equipment.

“Since you can’t use your own suit, you’ll have to rely on some Swamper tech,” Mark said, handing her a breathing apparatus like those she’d seen the other Swampers use.

She stared at the crude device and curled her lip in disgust. “You have sanitized these things, right?”

“Of course I have. Now hurry up and put it on. We don’t have much time.”

Reluctantly, Luna complied. The crude, homemade device was heavy and uncomfortable, and the straps dug into her skin when she tightened them. But she knew it was better then nothing and decided not to complain.

Once she was thoroughly prepared, Mark took her out of the storage room and led her into a large, open space running from one end of the ship to the other, where hundreds of cars had at one time been parked during the ferry’s runs. Now the huge floating garage served as a hanger for a small fleet of boats and amphibious craft.

“I’d bet the Swamper gangs would love to get their hands on this collection,” Luna commented.

“You have no idea.”

Mark led her past the seaplane and gestured toward a large lifeboat suspended above the ground by a network of steel cables connected to a conveyor system overhead. “That’s your ticket home. Come on, let’s get you ready to sail.”

She followed Mark around to the side of the thirty-foot vessel and peered into its roomy cabin. Because it was a lifeboat, there wasn’t much in the way of elegance except a row of bench seats along both walls and a tiny toilet near the stern. But it was dry and warm inside, and the solid door and roof meant that it would continue to be that way even through the fiercest storm.

Luna gripped the side of the doorway with her one good hand and awkwardly heaved herself up and in. The lifeboat rocked slightly under her feet and she gripped the nearest seat to steady herself.

“You really don’t have very good sea legs.” Mark commented wryly, pulling himself up behind her.

She sank into the seat and glared at him. “So, what now?”

“Well, now that you’re aboard, I’ll have Edward take control of the boat’s navigational computer. He’ll get you where you need to go. All you have to do is sit tight and wait for the agents to pick you up.”

“You do know they’ll question me, don’t you?”

“Yes, I know,” Mark replied. “When they do, tell them you were helped by a Swamper merchant. I’ve been a merchant before, so it’s not a total lie. But whatever you do, please don’t tell them any more than that.”

“A Swamper merchant. Got it.” Luna said with a nod.

“Okay. Well, I guess this is goodbye … ”

“Yeah, I guess it is,” Luna replied.

“Yes.” Mark nodded, turned, and walked toward the hatch then paused and turned back to her. “Oh yeah, I almost forgot this,” he said reaching into his pocket. “I went through your sample case after I brought you here. Most of the vials were broken, but I did manage to salvage a few of them … ”

He walked back into the cabin, and Luna extended her hand as he gently dropped three of the clear tubes into her palm.

“Thank you, Mark,” she said, looking up at him gratefully.

“Don’t mention it. It’s the least I can do.” He smiled and then made his way back to the doorway. “Well, we’d better get you on your way. Goodbye. And good luck.”

“You, too.” She called after him as he crawled outside and sealed the lifeboat’s hatch. A moment later the boat lurched and begin to move. She looked up through the bow windows and watched the ferry’s massive doors opening out into the stormy, rain-streaked night beyond. The boat continued forward on the overhead rail until it was over the open water, then it slowly descended into the murky, wind-tossed swamp below.

The boat’s cabin light flickered for a split second, then Edward’s computerized voice drifted through the tiny vessel’s built-in speakers, “Remote interface to lifeboat controls complete. Hello again, Subject Luna. I will ask you to please remain seated for the remainder of your brief voyage. There is a storm outside, and this vessel will pitch violently. And I would hate for you to injure yourself further.”

Luna couldn’t agree more. She gripped the edge of her seat and braced her feet against the floor to keep from being thrown out as the boat’s engine roared to life and the small vessel began cutting its way through the waves.

Behind her the towering metal sides of the Second Wind faded into the curtain of rain and fog, vanishing like a ghost into the blackness of the night along with its mysterious captain.

Luna chewed her lip in frustration, more curious now then she’d been before. Questions filled her mind along with Mark’s explicit warnings against trying to answer them. He had said multiple times that it was for her own good that she forget everything she’d seen and heard, but why? What was he trying to hide?

The boat hit an especially large wave and Luna winced, fighting back nausea. Curiosity could wait. For the time being she had more pressing matters to attend to. The boat hit another series of waves and she moaned, hastily pulling the breathing device off her face in preparation of what was to come. It was going to be a very, very long ride.


Chapter 15







“We’ve got something on scope, sir. It looks like some sort of lifeboat,” the pilot called through the comm. Landers turned to look out the V-244’s domed canopy, surveying the storm-tossed swamp below.

“Roger that. I see it,” he replied, spying the white and neon orange hull through the swamp’s thick gray-green haze. “Take us down as close to that boat as possible.”

“Right, Chief. It looks like there’s a good spot about a half click away. I’ll try and set her down there.”

Landers nodded and switched his suit’s comm frequency to the team link. “All right, men. Strap in and make ready to land. We’ve found our objective. The area appears to be clear of any Swamper activity, but just the same I want all of you to maintain combat-alert readiness. This operation is to be treated as a war zone extraction. Do I make myself clear?”

“All right, everyone, we’re beginning our final approach now,” the pilot said, addressing the chief as well as the men under him.

“Copy that,” Landers replied. He leaned back in his chair as the Stratocruiser began its rapid decent. Half of his mission was officially complete. He’d already overseen the extraction of Tagawa and his team. They had been fairly easy to find and were being flown back to New Denver for medical attention. All that remained now was retrieving Miss McKelly.

The V-244 lurched and settled onto its landing gear. Landers quickly unbuckled his shoulder harness and made his way to the rear passenger hold. Around him the members of his team were unbuckling themselves, gathering up their weapons, and making their way to the rear hatch, which had dropped open into the knee-deep water churning around the chopper’s wheels. 

Landers picked up his submachine gun and hurried down the loading ramp, flanked by two of his men. He crouched at the end of the ramp and scanned the eerie swampland around him, paying close attention to his HUD’s infrared and motion tracker readouts.

“Okay, team. Take up delta formation and make for the location I’m uploading to your HUDs. Lieutenant Manning, I want you and your squad to take the right flank. O’Neil, you cover the left. Move out!”

Landers sent the coordinates through the team link and waited until a flashing nav marker appeared on his heads-up display, then he started forward. He could see his team moving out into a roughly triangular formation around him. They would watch his back. Which meant he could focus all his attention on the faint heat signature just under a half mile ahead of him.

He activated his helmet’s optical zoom and zeroed in on the shimmering red and orange image. The image of a single human form kneeling inside the lifeboat’s cabin raced toward him and filled the inside of his visor. He could tell from the shape of the person’s body that it was a woman. The only question: was it Miss McKelly?

Sure, the homing chip was Luna’s, but Landers knew that a chip could be located and removed with ease. And could just as easily be implanted into another person’s body to create a decoy.

He glanced to his right and his left. His team was in position. Cautiously he approached the vessel. Nothing stirred, inside or out. Landers switched on his barrel-mounted LED and swept the area along the boat’s side. Nothing.

It’s too quiet, he thought, wading into the dark, waist-deep water.

He raised a hand and signaled his men to fan out and surround the boat. Slowly, Landers reached up to the latch and pulled the door open. He waited a moment and then heaved himself up into the lifeboat’s cabin.

“Miss McKelly?” he called out, sweeping the dim interior with his weapon.

“Ugh … Keith?” A voice replied shakily.

Landers turned toward the noise and breathed in a deep sigh of relief. There, crouched in front of a crude toilet was Luna McKelly.

“Miss McKelly? Are you all right?” he asked, hurrying to her side.

She looks terrible, he couldn’t help thinking as he took in her grubby, bruised appearance.

Luna wiped her mouth and shook her head slowly from side to side. “No … I’m not all right. … I think this is the last time I’ll ever set foot on a boat.”

“Can you walk?”

She nodded and stood up shakily, reaching for a crude breathing apparatus lying beside her. “Yeah, I think so.”

“All right then. Let’s get you out of here.” He slung his weapon over his shoulder and wrapped his arm under her left shoulder to support her.

“All right, team,” he said through the comm once he had situated Luna, “this is Security Chief Landers. I have Miss McKelly, and we’re on our way back to the chopper. Warm up the engines and prepare for immediate departure.”

“Roger that, Chief. What’s her status, over?”

Landers looked over at Luna, noticed the sling supporting her wounded arm and called back, “She has some facial injuries, and her right shoulder appears to be injured, too. Other then that I can’t say for sure. Go ahead and radio the hospital in New Denver. Tell them to stand by for incoming wounded. Landers out.”

He closed the channel and helped Luna to the hatch. In the distance he could see the outline of the chopper. Within an hour they would be home.


Chapter 16







“Hey, Luna! How you doing, girl?”

Luna smiled and put down the book she was reading. “I’m doing great, Bridget. Come on in.”

Bridget grinned broadly from behind a bouquet nearly as big as she was.

“Are those for me?” Luna asked, nodding toward the flowers.

Bridget blushed. “No, these are for Keith.” 

Figures. Luna thought, moodily. 

“So, do you have any idea when you’ll be getting out?” Bridget asked, taking a seat next to Luna’s bed.

“They said I should be able to go home today—if my bio-scans are good that is. They’ve been worried about my shoulder. I guess I really did a number on it.”

She glanced down through the gap in her robe at the tape and gauze stuck to her skin, and she wondered for the millionth time that day if she would ever be able to use her arm again.

“ … They operated almost as soon as the chopper landed,” she continued, speaking both to herself and Bridget, “but they say that it’s too early at this point to tell whether or not the surgery worked.”

“Are you scared?” 

Luna looked up and nodded, “Yeah. They said I might lose the use of my arm … if the operation failed.” 

“Don’t worry, these are good doctors. I’m sure they got you all fixed up,” Bridget said, giving Luna a wavering smile.

“That’s what I keep telling myself.” Luna adjusted her sling. “But … I’m still worried. I mean … I don’t want to have a dead arm for the rest of my life.”

“Oh, don’t worry! Nothing like that will happen! And even if it does, they’ll just chop your arm off and replace it with a prosthetic one.”

“Oh, thanks a lot, Bridget. That’s really reassuring.” Luna said, fighting a smile.

“Excuse me, Miss. McKelly?”

A young woman dressed in a white lab coat and scrubs stood expectantly in Luna’s doorway.

“May I come in?” The woman asked, shifting her gaze to Bridget, who quickly stood and headed for the door.

“I’d … better be going,” she said, hefting the massive bouquet. “I’ll call you later. Hope everything works out okay.”

Bridget gave her a quick wave—almost dropping her flowers—then disappeared out into the hallway. 

The doctor watched her leave then walked calmly into the room and stopped beside the bed.

“The results from your bio-scans are in,” she said, consulting the holographic data pad in her hand.

“And?” Luna asked, grimacing at how pathetic her voice sounded.

“And … everything looks great. No hemorrhaging. Your lip, ribs, and internal organs are completely healed. The cell-grafts have taken nicely to the Bio-aid treatments. Your shoulder muscles are at 98% regeneration, so if we’re lucky you should regain the full use of your shoulder within a week. But you should still take it easy for a while. You’ll probably be able to take off the sling in a day or so, but you still shouldn’t do anything too strenuous. At least not for a few more days. After that you’ll probably be okay to do whatever you want—except maybe body building classes.”

Luna laughed and smiled. “Thanks, doctor. Um … so can I go home now?”

“I’ve just signed the release papers,” the young woman replied, returning Luna’s smile. “Just be sure to pick up your prescriptions downstairs before you leave.”

“Pick up prescriptions before I leave. Got it,” Luna repeated.

“Do you think you’ll need any help, Ms McKelly?” The doctor asked.

“Thanks, but I think I’ll be able to manage it.”

After the doctor had left the room, she pushed her blankets aside with her good arm and adjusted her robe about her shoulders, before climbing out of bed. She stretched then bent over stiffly and picked up a large duffel bag containing her clothes and some other personal effects from her apartment, which had been delivered to her room courtesy of Mr. Edgard and the Security Agency.

She smiled. They’d even brought her book.

She gathered her clothes and made her way into the bathroom to bathe and to change. A few minutes later she reemerged dried and fully dressed. She went to her bag and  stowed the robe and her other belongings inside it, then slung it over her good shoulder and left the room.

After checking out, Luna wove her way through the hospital’s maze of intertwining corridors until she found her way to the main lobby. She joined the line at the pharmacy and waited impatiently for her turn.

Finally, a clerk decided to open another window and she hurried over, brushing back a stray lock of damp hair as she addressed the pharmacist. “My doctor said I needed to pick up a prescription here before I left.”

“Okay … and what was the name on the prescription?”

“Luna McKelly.”

“All right, Miss McKelly,” The middle-aged man said, bringing her file up on his holo-monitor, “place your hand on the scanner, and I’ll see what I can do for you.”

Luna did as she was told, and then she waited for the pharmacist to return with her prescribed medication.

“Luna? Luna McKelly?”

She turned quickly to see Mr. Edgard striding through the lobby toward her. “Are you getting out of here already?”

“Mr. Edgard!” she stammered, extending her hand. “Wow … Um, yes. Yes, I just got released this morning.”

Mr. Edgard took her hand and shook it gently. “I came to check in on you and my agents. I had no idea any of you would be getting out so soon.”

“I think I’m the only one so far.”

“Excuse me, Miss McKelly,” the pharmacist said, “here’s your prescription.”

“Ah, thank you.” She said reaching for the small paper bag the older man held out to her, “Can you bill it to my account, please?”

She turned her attention back to Edgard. “Sorry about that.”

“Not at all. So I take it you’ll be coming back to work in a week or so?”

She shook her head. “No way! A week is too long for me to sit around doing nothing. I’m coming back in tomorrow morning.”

Edgard raised a white eyebrow. “Are you sure that’s wise? What would your doctor say?”

“She’d say ‘just be sure not to use your arm too much,’” Luna replied, starting toward the door.

“Well, I suppose I can’t argue with that,” Edgard said, holding the door open and following after her. “There was another reason I was coming to see you today. A matter I think you will find most encouraging.”

Luna stopped halfway down the hospital steps, and turned to look up curiously.

“It’s the matter of those samples you and the agents took while out in the swamp.”

“What about the samples?”

Edgard smiled. “They worked, Luna. I had Alex start running diagnostics on the enzyme shortly after you returned. Since then, he’s been synthesizing thousands of viable cure variants every hour on the hour. And we’ve begun animal testing.”

Luna’s jaw dropped. “Animal testing? Already?”

Edgard nodded. “I had planned to host a press conference tomorrow to release our findings in your absence. But seeing as you’re out of the hospital, it appears you can do the honors yourself.”

A press conference?

“Where? When?” She asked, grinning.

“In the main conference hall at the Unitech headquarters building, 3:00 sharp. If we’re lucky, it’ll be on the air in time for the 6:00 news.”

Her smile widened even further. “I’ll be there.”

“Excellent. I’ll be waiting.” Edgard replied, turning back toward the hospital. “Take care of yourself. I’ve got some more business to attend to here.”

“Keith Tagawa?” she asked, and he nodded solemnly.

She lowered her gaze to the pavement. “How … how bad is he? I haven’t seen him since the chopper was hit. I heard something about an alligator, but other than that no one has told me anything.”

“What you heard about the alligator was correct,” Edgard replied. “He was pretty chewed up when they admitted him: he had a punctured lung and some other internal injuries. But the doctors are confident that he’ll make a full recovery. Let me tell you, that man is one exceptionally tough agent to be able to take that much punishment and live.”

“If you’re going up to his room, can you give him my regards? He risked his life trying to save me, and I’d hate for him to think that I’m ungrateful.”

Edgard nodded and placed a hand on her uninjured shoulder. “Of course, I’ll be sure to tell him. And I’ll let him know that you’ve been released as well. It might make him feel like his mission was a success.”

Mr. Edgard released her shoulder and glanced down at his watch. “Well, I should probably let you go now. I’ve only got a few minutes before I’m supposed to be back in the office for a presentation. You take care of yourself, and don’t forget about that press conference tomorrow. It’s best not to keep potential investors waiting.”

Luna gave him a wave and pulled her duffel bag higher up on her shoulder. “Don’t worry, I won’t forget.”

Luna watched him until he was out of sight and then turned and walked down the remaining steps to the street. She’d left her BMW in the Agency parking garage near the hanger over a mile away, and of course, no one had bothered to ask her about moving it while she’d been in the hospital. Under normal circumstances she would be totally peeved. But after spending several days confined to the hospital, she actually found herself looking forward to the long walk.

She arched her back and tried to stretch out her stiff muscles as best she could without aggravating her healing shoulder. It felt so good just to walk!

She inhaled and smiled contentedly. At last she could breathe without smelling the hospital aroma of disinfectants and latex.

Almost a half hour later Luna arrived at the hanger and made her way down into the subterranean parking garage where her BMW sat waiting for her.

She ran her fingers across her car’s security lock, typing in the combination. The door popped open, and she tossed her bag into the passenger seat before crawling behind the wheel.

“Welcome back, Miss Luna. How was your trip?” A small female voice asked as Luna started the car, causing her to jump in surprise.

“Ada! You startled me!”

“I am sorry, Miss Luna. I did not intend to startle you. I just wanted to know how your trip went. It has been so long since we last spoke.”

Luna relaxed. “That’s okay, Ada. My trip didn’t go exactly like I’d hoped, but it was still a huge success.”

“That is good to hear, Miss Luna.”

Luna smiled. Despite being a run-of-the-mill commercial AI unit, Ada had always seemed a bit more human to her than most of the other computers she’d met, and she’d come to enjoy their conversations. In fact, speaking to her again made her realize how much she’d missed having the AI around while she’d been in the hospital.

Luna popped the car into reverse and then remembered the sling holding her arm firmly across her torso.

She bit her lip and pressed her foot down on the brake pedal. There was no way she could drive with just one arm—at least not safely.

“Hey, Ada, can you drive me back to my apartment? I um … sort of hurt my arm on my trip, and now I can’t drive.”

“Of course, Miss Luna. Interfacing with vehicle controls now.”

Luna watched the steering wheel move slightly from side to side as Ada’s program took control of the BMW.

“Please make yourself comfortable, Miss Luna,” Ada said a moment later. “We’ll be arriving at your apartment building shortly. Is there anything else I can do for you in the meantime?”

“Some music would be nice,” Luna replied.

“Do you have any specific music requests?”

“Not really,” Luna said, “just … play something good.”

“Of course, Miss Luna. Searching music database for music marked as something good.”

Luna sank back in her chair, losing herself in the music as Ada drove her home. Eventually the inner workings of her mind took over and she began to lose track of time all together.

The next thing she knew, she was in the parking garage of her building, wondering how long she’d been sitting there.

“Miss Luna? Are you well?” Ada asked.

“Yeah … I’m fine.” She replied, snapping back into reality.

“That’s good to hear. You haven’t spoken in nearly forty-five minutes.”

“I’m all right. I was just spacing out.” Luna replied, gathering up her duffel bag. “I’m going to take you inside now, Ada. You’d better interface to my headset again.”

“Of course, Miss Luna. Disengaging vehicle interface. Returning to all-purpose device.”

Luna waited until the blue light on her headset lit up, then carefully unplugged the device and slipped it into her pocket along with the keys to both her car and her apartment. She locked the BMW then made her way up to her apartment.

For the next several hours Luna did nothing but read and relax, and she would have continued to do so if her stomach hadn’t interrupted her with persistent growling.

With a sigh she got up off the couch and reluctantly fixed herself something to eat before deciding to call it a night.

She gathered up her dishes and deposited them in the sink, then went to her room and reached under her pillow for her pajamas before tromping off to the bathroom to change. Once there, she undressed and cautiously removed the gauze bandage from her tender shoulder. She quickly applied some topical antiseptic gel to the two sets of small, red-rimmed incisions, re-bandaged them, and then slipped into her pajamas.

After she’d brushed her teeth Luna went back into the kitchen, poured herself a glass of water, and popped two of her super-sized prescription pills before finally heading off to bed.

You’ve got a big day ahead of you, Luna, she told herself as she switched off the light. You’d better get rested up if you want to make a good impression at the press conference.

She closed her eyes and smiled in the darkness.
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Luna gingerly returned the squirming lab rat to its Plexiglas cage and tossed the syringe into the portable biohazard bin she was carrying.

One hundred and ten down—two hundred and ninety to go.

Luna stretched her stiff neck and looked around the cage-filled lab. Nearly every available space in her laboratory was filled with cages—which were filled with large, white rats. Four hundred subjects to test her new Blister Wart cure and all of its subsequent variations.

Luna shuddered. She didn’t much care for rats, but surprisingly, she’d actually begun to feel sorry for the pink-eyed rodents. Every single one of them had been infected with the disease so that she could inject them with various mixtures of her experimental—and possibly lethal—cure.

“Okay, Alex. Subject one-one-zero has been infused with two milliliters of mixture LM34, variation F. Make a note of it, and add it to the log,” Luna said, walking over to a stack of padded cases piled near the room’s airlock door. Each of the stainless steal briefcases was filled with the variations of her cure—already loaded into four hundred pre-measured syringes.

“Requested data added, Doctor.” Alex replied as Luna cautiously picked up another loaded syringe. “Forgive me, Doctor McKelly. I do believe you’re forgetting something incredibly important.”

“Hmm? And what might that be?” She replied, already making her way back into the maze of cages.

“Your press conference, Doctor McKelly.”

Luna would have smacked herself in the forehead if not for the white hazmat suit she was wearing. She’d been so engrossed in her experiment that she’d completely forgotten about it.

“The press conference!” She shouted, nearly dropping the syringes. “Alex! I told you to remind me!”

“I believe I just did, Doctor McKelly.”

“That’s not what I meant! I need time to get ready!”

“You do have time,” Alex replied. “You have precisely twenty minutes.”

“I’m not a super computer, Alex! Twenty minutes is, like … no time at all! Look at me!” she said, indicating her suit with a frustrated wave of her hands. “It’ll take me at least that long just to take all this off!”

“Then I suggest you start immediately.”

“Yeah, you think?” She snapped. “Open the airlock!”

She didn’t wait for Alex to reply. She was through the airlock door the moment it opened, fumbling with her suit’s zipper while she waited impatiently for the airtight chamber’s second set of doors to open.

Come on, Alex! Hurry it up!

The doors slowly parted with a hiss and she bolted into the ready room on the other side of the airlock, racing through the decontamination process with an unprofessional sloppiness that would have made her sick to her stomach if she’d stopped to think about it.

Luna opened the double set of security doors and made a mad dash for the lab’s locker room. She quickly slipped out of the one-piece hazmat jumpsuit—ignoring the pain in her shoulder—and scrambled into the shower, hastily switching on the water. Ice-cold water bombarded her skin and she yelped in surprise, fumbling blindly for the tap. A few seconds later the water had warmed to a more comfortable temperature and she hurriedly scrubbed off all the sweat that had accumulated on her while she’d been wearing the hazmat suit.

She dried off and quickly dressed herself in the suit she’d picked out that morning. She hurriedly applied her makeup then checked her wristwatch and grimaced. There were only five minutes left until the press conference was scheduled to start!

Luna glanced in the polarized mirror and her grimace changed to an exasperated frown as she eyed the mess of long hair dangling limply around her shoulders like overdone spaghetti. Reluctantly, she pinned her hair back with a pair of simple hairpins. If anyone had issues with her look, then that was their problem. She wouldn’t be winning any awards for best-dressed researcher of the year, but at least now she was somewhat presentable.

“Alex, lock down the lab for the day!” she called, hopping on one foot as she struggled to cram her feet into the only pair of high heels she owned. “I won’t be coming back until tomorrow, so you’ll probably want to have someone come in here and clean up the mess in the locker room!”

“Of course, Doctor McKelly. I shall have one of the janitorial staff see to it at once. Good-bye, and have a nice evening. I’ll see you at your light-therapy session tonight.”

Oh yeah … that’s tonight. Can’t forget that, too!

“Okay, I’ll be there!” she called over her shoulder. “See you, Alex! Wish me luck!”

Before Alex could reply, Luna was out the door and frantically scurrying down the long hallway toward the elevator.

She skidded to a stop in front of the elevator’s shiny black doors and tapped the button several times.

“Come on, come on!” she muttered to herself, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. Why had she decided to wear heels?

The moment the doors parted, Luna threw herself into the lift and punched the button for the main lobby. She leaned back against the wall and drummed her fingers against its smooth, steel-paneled surface. Everything was taking too long!

The elevator slowed then stopped, and the doors slid open. Within seconds Luna was trotting clumsily across the lobby, drawing curious glances as she struggled to keep her balance in her tall shoes.

Ignoring them, she ran to the doors, pushed them open, and staggered out into the dim, mid-afternoon light. About two blocks away she could see the Unitech headquarters building towering above every other structure in the complex.

She balanced precariously on one foot on the edge of the steps and pulled off first one shoe then the other before sprinting down to the sidewalk.  Luna gripped her shoes tightly in one hand and ran toward the headquarters. She would make it on time—she had too!

After about the first block, her lungs began to burn, and she found herself gasping painfully. She reached for her inhaler and drew in several deep lungfuls. She couldn’t give up—not now! She was so close! Luna hurried down the sidewalk past several rows of news vans and pushed her way through the company headquarters’ imposing double doors into the elegant lobby beyond.

Once inside she paused to put her shoes on, and then she dashed to the reception desk and the bemused secretary seated behind it.

“Hi … I’m Luna McKelly … I’m supposed to meet Mr. Edgard in the main conference hall … like … right now,” Luna gasped.

The receptionist stared at her blankly for a few seconds then pointed to a nearby elevator. “Um … of course. The conference hall is on the eightieth floor. You can’t possibly miss it. Do you want me to call ahead and let Mr. Edgard know you’ve arrived?”

“Yes, please! Thank you!” Luna shouted over her shoulder, already running across the lobby to the waiting elevator.

She jumped into the lift the moment the doors opened. The elevator jolted then began to rise, and Luna finally allowed herself to relax. She leaned back into the corner and took several long draughts on her inhaler while she struggled to steady her uneven breathing.

Why did I do that? It’s not like it was a matter of life or death that I get here on time. … I’m sure they would have waited, Luna scolded herself as she fell into a fit of violent coughing.

She moaned and rubbed her aching chest, hoping that by the time she reached the top floor she would have regained enough composure to at least keep from gagging into the microphones every two seconds.

About a minute later, the elevator stopped and the doors slid open, giving Luna her first look at the crowded conference hall.

Her mouth went suddenly dry and she swallowed, completely taken aback: the entire place was packed from wall to wall with reporters and other news personnel, each competing for the best angle of the speaker’s podium at the far end of the lofty chamber.

Wow. It looks like every major network in the world is here, she thought nervously, her darting eyes taking in the many faces filling the room. She recognized a few of them from television, but the majority were strangers to her.

She felt her knees go weak.

What was I thinking?

At that moment Luna seriously considered going back down the elevator. Her finger was already on the button when she remembered how excited she’d been the day before and how important news of her progress would be to the countless victims of the Blister Wart disease. Slowly, she removed her finger from the glowing circle.

“Ah, Miss McKelly! You made it.”

She turned and saw Mr. Edgard pushing his way through the crowd toward her.

“Just barely,” Luna replied with a lopsided smile, extending her hand to her boss.

“And not a moment too soon. If these people had to wait another minute to get a shot of your beautiful smile, we’d probably have a riot on our hands.”

To her horror she found herself blushing at his indirect compliment. He was nearly forty years her senior—and her boss. She definitely did not have any feelings for him—but his words still struck a cord in her heart that wasn’t easily ignored. She had actually lost track of how long it had been since anyone besides Alex had told her she was pretty, much less beautiful.

She found herself standing in front of everyone, blushing and grinning foolishly before she finally cleared her throat and spoke again.

“Um … thanks. Well … since I’m finally here shouldn’t we get on with the press conference?” she said, pointing at the podium in a desperate attempt to change the subject.

“Of course. Come with me. We’d better not keep the public waiting any longer.”

She followed Edgard through the sea of people and up a short set of steps to the podium.

“Attention please,” Mr. Edgard’s voice called out over the throng, “this press conference will begin in exactly thirty seconds and will continue for thirty minutes and thirty minutes only. Once that time limit has been reached, we will not be taking any more questions.” He gestured to Luna and motioned for her to stand beside him. “Now, ladies and gentlemen, may I present to you the head researcher on the Blister Wart project here at Unitech: Miss Luna Jane McKelly. Thank you.”

Luna Jane? Wow. I haven’t been called that for a while.

The room echoed with the sound of applause as Luna bit her lip and took a cautious step toward the mic.

She smoothed the wrinkles out of her suit, set her purse down behind the podium, and gave the reporters the most charming smile she could muster.

“Thank you for the introduction, Mr. Edgard.” She said, glancing at him for a fraction of a second before returning her attention to the sea of reporters. “If someone would like to start, I’ll try to answer your questions as best I can.”

No sooner had the words left her mouth than the room erupted with the loudly voiced questions of hundreds of reporters.

Luna leaned forward and strained to make out the questions being shouted at her. Finally she raised her hand and pointed to one reporter near the front of the pack—someone she recognized from the evening news.

“George O’Farrell, channel twenty news.” The thirty-year-old reporter said, flashing her his trademark grin. “How long have you been part of the research team working on the Blister Wart cure?”

“I’ve been working on this project for the past two years,” Luna replied.

“And how long do you think it will be before your labs have produced a viable human cure?”

“I can’t say anything for certain as of yet,” Luna said, “but in light of recent breakthroughs, I think it is safe to predict that a cure compatible with the human genome will be available to the public well within the next two years, if not sooner.”

“So I take it you’ve begun animal testing then?” Another reporter—this one a young woman from the New Denver Post—asked.

Luna nodded. “That is correct. Though we’re still in the early stages of testing, everything looks to be going smoothly. But once again, it’s too early to say for sure whether or not this first group of tests will be successful.”

She looked up from the newspaper reporter and glanced around the room before settling on a young man near the edge of the crowd.

“You. Yes, you way in the back,” Luna said, pointing.

The man cleared his throat and took a step closer so he could be heard over the crowd, “Max Harvey from the Tribune. Is it true you were injured during the recent Swamper incident?”

“Yes, that’s true,” Luna replied.

“Would you care to explain what you—a civilian—were doing in the swamp to begin with?”

“I was gathering important samples for use in my research.”

“So it was your fault that you and the agents assigned to protect you were attacked?”

“I had nothing to do with the attack,” Luna replied hotly, deciding right then and there that she didn’t much care for Mr. Max Harvey. “What happened in the swamp was unfortunate for everyone—including myself— and I wish it could have been avoided. However, it was necessary for us to collect those samples. Without them, there would be no cure and you—my friend—would have no story. Next question please.”

“How are you and the agents recovering from your injuries?” Someone in the middle of the throng shouted.

“I don’t think I’m at liberty to tell you anything about the other men who were injured,” Luna said, addressing the portly man who’d spoken. “However, I can tell you that I am doing just fine and should make a full recovery soon.”

Her statement was met by a flurry of questions, and she hurriedly looked around the room before pointing to another reporter.

“If your injuries were as severe as the official report indicates, then how is it you were able to survive for so long without Unitech aid? Did someone help you?”

Luna froze. Even though she’d already given her statement to Landers several times over, she still felt uncomfortable every time she was forced to repeat the hedged cover story Mark had given her.

She worked her small jaw for a moment then replied, hoping she sounded convincing, “Yes … I was helped by an inter-colonial merchant who was on his way between settlements. Luckily he came by when he did, or I probably wouldn’t be here today.”

“That sounds like your classic “Good Samaritan’ story.” A man in the front row replied, sounding less than convinced.

Luna nodded, and smiled, “Yeah … that’s exactly what it was. I don’t know about you, but I find it reassuring to know that there are still some people in this world—even Swampers—who are willing to go out of their way to help people in need. You can quote me on that if you want to.”

For the next fifteen minutes Luna did her best to answer questions the reporters threw at her. Though as time passed, she found herself thinking more and more about the time she’d spent in the swamp.

Ever since she’d come back to New Denver, a tiny kernel of curiosity had lodged in her mind. Now that the reporters had inadvertently brought up the subject, she found it hard to stay focused on the stream of questions.

Finally Mr. Edgard stepped forward and called an end to the press conference—much to her relief. Although she’d been looking forward to the event for the past twenty-four hours, she was more than ready for the nerve-fraying queries to be over.

“Miss McKelly? Is everything all right?” Mr. Edgard asked, drawing Luna’s attention back from her straying thoughts.

“What? Yes. I’m fine.”

Edgard smiled. “Good, you had me worried there—you were just staring off into space.”

Luna laughed. “No. I was just thinking about some stuff.”

She absently tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and looked around at the quickly emptying room. “Um … how long was I just standing here?”

“About five minutes.” Edgard replied carefully.

Perfect. Just perfect.

Luna berated herself and bent down to retrieve her handbag, hoping that she didn’t wake up the next morning to find her spaced-out expression plastered all over the newspapers.

“Will you be going back to the lab today?” Edgard asked, clasping his hands behind his back.

Luna stood and slung the purse over her shoulder. “No, actually I was going to go to my light-therapy appointment.”

“Light-therapy? Now?”

She nodded. “I’m a few days overdue. Plus I’ve already had Alex lock down the lab for the day, so I don’t think it would be fair to him if I went back and had him open everything up again. He might short circuit.”

“I suppose that makes some sense,” Mr. Edgard said with a smile. “Just be sure to keep your phone with you. You never know when someone may need to contact you.”

“Don’t worry, I will.” She said, starting to make her way back to the elevators.

“That’s what you said about this press conference, remember?” Edgard called after her, and she couldn’t help but laugh.

“Yeah, I know. But seriously, don’t worry. I’ll have my phone on.”

Luna waved goodbye and climbed into the nearest elevator.

Forty minutes later she was sitting in the waiting room at the light-therapy ward, flipping absently through the crumpled pages of a four-month-old magazine while Mark’s warning repeated itself over and over in her mind.

“ … Bad things have a habit of happening to people who stick their noses into things they shouldn’t. I’ve seen it happen hundreds of times to hundreds of people, and I would hate to see something happen to you. It’s for your own good that you forget everything that’s happened to you out here. And I mean everything!”

Those were his exact words. And even though their meaning was undisputedly clear, Luna found herself doing the exact opposite. Though she tried, she couldn’t forget.

Finally Alex called her name.

“I’m here, Alex.” She replied, waiting for Alex to confirm her identity from her voiceprint.

“Ah, excellent. Your treatments will be in the same room as always, Doctor.”

Luna nodded and walked through the sliding door separating the hallway and treatment rooms from the waiting area. She made her way down the hall to what had become her designated treatment room.

“You’re early today, Doctor,” Alex commented as she undressed and placed her folded clothes on the bench beside the treatment bed.

“I decided I didn’t want to go home and then have to come back in,” she replied, reaching into her handbag for her all-purpose device.

She switched the device on, then plugged it into a tiny port on the side of the treatment bed.

“What are you doing, Doctor McKelly?”

“Oh … nothing. Just a little research. You know, fun stuff.” She said, lowering herself into the glowing therapy bed.

“Ah, of course. I understand,” Alex replied, even though she knew that he didn’t even understand the concept of “fun stuff”.

The bed’s lid slowly eased shut, and she covered her eyes with a pair of tinted goggles.

“Do you remember what I said last week?” She asked Alex once the treatment had begun.

“Yes. If memory serves me correctly, I believe you said, ‘reduce temperature by about eleven degrees’.”

“And have you done that?”

“Yes,” he replied. If she hadn’t know better, she would have thought he sounded  smug. “Will there be anything else, Doctor?”

“Actually, yes, there is one thing. Could you polarize the bed’s internal holo-screen and allow a system link to my all-purpose device?”

“Of course. Polarizing screen.”

Luna watched a translucent square materialize above her head, and then she heard Ada’s familiar voice echoing inside the cramped treatment bed.

“Hello, Miss Luna. How can I be of service?”

“Ada, I want you to do an Internet search for key words: Jack Anderson, Mark Anderson, Unitech, and the Anderson family.”

“Of course, Miss McKelly. Might I ask why you are doing this particular search?”

“Oh, just curious.”

“I see. Please wait a moment while I access requested information.”

A few seconds later the holographic screen began to shimmer and dance with hundreds of pictures, videos, and articles—all pertaining to Jack Anderson; his wife, Elaine; and the Unitech corporation.

Luna shifted her weight off of her healing shoulder into a more comfortable position where she had a better view of the images playing across the holo-screen. It would take her days to sift through everything that had come up with this first search.

“Ada, copy all this information to your main database. There’s too much here for me to go through in just one day,” she said with a giddy smile. Having this much information to sift through was exhilarating.

“Of course, Miss Luna. Copying to main database.”

Luna raised a finger to the holographic display, opened the first article that came up in her search and began to read.


Chapter 18







Keith walked stiffly through the security office’s doors and sighed.

Debriefings had to be the most dreaded part of being an agent. Bullets and alligators he could handle. Seven hours of one of Chief Landers’ legendary debriefing sessions? Not so much.

First, he had been confined to a chair for three hours while the Chief asked him question after question. Then he’d been ordered to compile a written report—a report that had to be submitted to Alex before Keith was allowed to leave for the evening.

Finally, after four hours of working and reworking his in-depth, no-detail-spared summary of the mission, the grueling process was over, and he was free to leave.

He sighed again and moved through the parking lot toward his black Mercedes.

He respected and looked up to his boss, but he silently hoped that his meticulously detailed report would be enough to keep the chief occupied for a day or two—giving him a chance to catch his breath.

He tossed his briefcase in the passenger seat of his car, and inserted the key into the ignition. The dashboard flickered to life, and he instinctively glanced down at the car’s holographic clock—a habit he’d picked up as a student driver.

“10:30,” he muttered to himself. He had known it was late, but he’d never thought it was that late. No wonder he felt so tired.

He put the car in gear and pressed his foot down on the gas pedal, urging the Mercedes out onto the street. Keith switched on the car radio and lost himself in classical jazz until he arrived at his high-rise apartment building nearly a half hour later.

He groaned and stretched, trying to work some of the stiffness out of his healing muscles. Despite the accelerated recovery made possible by advancements in medicine, he knew he still had to take it easy for a few weeks and let his body recover naturally: something he wasn’t too keen on doing. In the world of agents, recovery time equaled desk time, and desk time equaled long, uneventful days stuck in the office when his skills could—and should—be put to better use elsewhere.

Still, he couldn’t overlook the fact that every time he tried to do anything remotely strenuous, his healing wounds reminded him of his present condition.

“Good evening, Agent Tagawa. Welcome home, sir.” Keith’s personal AI unit said as Keith stepped inside his seventh floor apartment and hung his coat beside the door.

Keith was about to respond when he noticed a strange, pungent odor hanging in the air.

He wrinkled his nose and took another sniff. Yep, there it was again. And although he couldn’t quite place it, he had the strangest feeling that he’d smelled this somewhere before.

“Thank you, Mac … ” he replied, taking stock of his surroundings.

The blinds in the living room were active, but he had done that before he’d left, so there wasn’t anything out of the ordinary there. His recliner was right where he’d left it, and so was the couch.

Wait a second. The couch … 

Keith drew his sidearm and took a step closer. Yes, it had definitely been sat on—and recently too. Plus the cushions were all out of place, almost like someone had been ...  hugging them?

His brow furrowed, and he cocked his head to one side, thoroughly baffled—if only for a moment.

He walked forward and bent over the dark gray sofa, inhaling deeply. Instantly his nostrils were filled with the overwhelming scent, and he was forced to withdraw. There was no doubt about it. Whoever had sat on his sofa was definitely the source of the smell.

He shifted his attention to the coffee table in front of the couch.

“Wine?” he said out loud, now more confused then ever. For there, sitting on the table beside a pair of wineglasses, was an unopened bottle of red wine.

Hmm. Two glasses … Whoever was here was either expecting company or had company with them, he thought, eyeing one of the polished glasses. Two suspects.

Keith looked up toward the kitchen at his neatly organized wine collection, half expecting to see that one of the expensive bottles was missing. But it looked as if every bottle was accounted for. Which meant that whoever had been in his apartment had brought their own wine.

Keith adjusted his grip on the handgun and scrutinized the wine and sofa with renewed intensity, when his ears detected a small noise coming from somewhere off to his left.

That sounds like water running.

His eyes drifted through the apartment to the closed bathroom door and the thin wisps of steam curling up from under it.

Slowly he crept toward the door with his pistol held stiffly at the ready.

“Okay buddy, that’s it,” he whispered, reluctantly preparing to kick down his own door, “you’ve broken into the wrong apartment.”

Keith raised his gun, stepped back, and would have proceeded had the intruder in the shower not started singing at that very moment.

He couldn’t quite make out the tune, but he could tell from the voice that the intruder was a woman. Quietly he holstered his firearm and placed his ear to the locked door. There was something eerily familiar about the woman’s warbling voice ...

“Mac!” he hissed, “identify intruder!”

“Right away, sir. Intruder identified as Miss Bridget Chavé.”

He smacked  his open hand against his forehead in exasperation.

“Can’t she just leave me along for a few hours? Is that too much to ask?”

“I wouldn’t know, sir,” Mac replied, his holographic body appearing near the sofa.

“How did she even get in here?” Keith hissed, eyeing the transparent image of his suit-clad AI unit.

“Forgive me, sir. But ... she told me you were expecting her. My polygraph subroutines detected no increase in her heart rate or breathing, so I assumed she was telling me the truth.”

“Well, you assumed wrong,” Keith muttered, rubbing his temple with his index finger. “Did she say why she was coming up here?”

“Yes. She informed me that you would be returning home from the hospital today, and that she wanted to celebrate with you.”

Keith swallowed. “Is that why she’s in my shower?”

“I believe so, sir. I was under the impression that the evening would be pleasant for the both of you, so I informed her when your vehicle left the Unitech complex. At which point she promptly went to “freshen up”. Or at least, that is what she said. Once again, sir, allow me to express my humblest apologies for this horribly unfortunate mistake.”

“If you told her I was coming when I left the complex, then that means she’s been in there for at least a half hour. Which means she’ll probably be coming out any minute now!”

Mac raised a holographic eyebrow. “Yes, I believe so, sir.”

Keith grimaced and hurried past the shimmering blue figure into his bedroom, returning with a pillow and blanket tucked into the crook of his arm.

“Where are you going, sir?” Mac asked, as Keith moved toward the door.

“Back to the office,” Keith replied sourly. He turned back to the AI unit. “Mac, I need you to do something for me.”

“Of course, sir. How may I be of service?”

“I need you to stall!”

“Stall, sir?” Mac replied, sounding confused.

“Yes, stall! When she comes out, tell her I had some last minute paperwork to do and I had to go back to the office.”

“I do believe that Miss Bridget will wait for you, sir.”

Keith sighed in exasperation. “Then let her wait! Just don’t let her follow me!”

“What do you expect me to do if she tries, sir?”

“You’re a top-of-the-line artificial intelligence, Mac! Use your imagination!”

“But—”

Keith closed the door behind him, effectively silencing whatever argument the AI had formulated. As far as he was concerned, Bridget was Mac’s headache now.

Keith hurried down the hall, entered the first elevator he could get to, and punched the button for the parking garage. The truth of the matter was that, given the choice between spending a long sleepless night in an office chair and spending a long sleepless night with Bridget Chavé, he would choose the office chair every time, hands down.


Chapter 19







Luna leaned back on the sofa, rested her chin in the palm of her cupped hands, and stared intently at the twenty-three-year-old news recording playing on her APD’s tiny holographic screen.

For the past three evenings, she’d done nothing but sift through Ada’s archive of downloaded information, closely studying every file and video.

In that time she’d managed to uncover more about Jack Anderson, his family, and Unitech’s fledgling years than she’d ever expected. She had seen Mr. Anderson transform from a young man with little more than a dream and the clothes on his back to the founder of a multi-billion dollar organization.

She switched off the holo-screen then gently rubbed her aching eyes.

“Are you all right, Miss Luna?” Ada asked, her calm clear voice coming through the headset’s tiny speakers.

Luna screwed her eyes shut, counted to three, and then opened them, watching the blurry world around her slowly come into focus. “Yeah, I’m okay. … ”

“That is a relief.” Ada replied, “I was 2.6 seconds away from informing you that you had violated nearly every one of this device’s health and safety regulations.”

“Really? How long was I watching those vids?” She asked, checking her watch.

“You’ve been using this device for nearly four hours,” Ada replied just as Luna’s eyes focused enough for her to make out her antique timepiece’s digital readout.

“Good grief—it’s almost ten-o-clock!”

“It is indeed. Would you like to watch the news tonight, Miss Luna?”

“Umm … sure. I think I’m going to go whip up something to eat first. But you can go ahead and turn it on.”

She removed the all-purpose device from her ear and plugged it into its stand. The lights flickered for a split second then Ada’s holographic figure materialized on the sofa beside her, brushed the wrinkles out of her shimmering blue clothes, and proceeded to surf through the local channels via her wireless link until she found the late-night news.

Luna hadn’t noticed how hungry she really was until she actually started cooking. Now that the prospect of food had been laid out before her, it was all she could do to keep from drooling.

I guess it’s probably a good thing I live alone. If anyone else saw me now, they’d probably think I was rabid or something, she thought, smiling wryly. Just then, her apartment’s phone began to ring.

Wordlessly she turned and glared at Ada, who met her gaze and identified the source of the incoming call.

“Miss Luna, you have a phone call from Miss Bridget. Do you want me to answer?”

Bridget? Why is she calling me now? Luna thought sourly, and then she wondered if maybe it was an emergency. Why else would Bridget be calling her so late at night? All at once Luna’s mind began to come up with all the worst-case scenarios. Maybe Bridget had been in a terrible accident, or maybe she was being held hostage by terrorists …

“Of course I want you to answer it!” she squeaked, feeling as if she would burst into tears if she didn’t hear Bridget’s voice immediately.

Ada activated the apartment’s built-in phone, and Bridget’s bubbly voice gushed out of the speakers.

“Hey, Luna! You there?”

“Yeah, I’m here. What’s wrong?” Luna replied, still expecting the to hear the worst.

“Oh … not much. Just wanted to talk … you know?”

Luna clenched her fists in annoyance, silently grateful that her friend couldn’t see her enraged face.

“I’m eating dinner, Bridget,” Luna said, her words precise and edged.

To no great surprise her verbal salvo missed the mark completely.

“Oh, that’s okay. I don’t mind if you eat while we talk. But thanks for asking me anyway.”

“All right, I’ll do that. If you hear a lot of loud chewing, it’s probably me fighting off starvation. But don’t let that bother you.”

Luna motioned for Ada to turn down the TV, then placed her dinner on a tray and walked back to the couch while the sound of Bridget’s laughter reverberated around the room.

“Okay, so what did you want to talk about?” Luna asked, plopping down on the sofa.

“Well … it’s about Keith. I … I think he’s avoiding me.”

“What makes you think he’s avoiding you?” she asked through a mouthful of food, trying her best to banish her grudging thoughts. Even though she could be annoyingly spacey and sappy at times, Bridget was Luna’s friend.

“Well … he never came back to his apartment last night. And I didn’t see him all day today. Not even in the cafeteria.” Bridget sighed, paused for a moment, and then continued, “I was getting worried, so I called the Agency and asked for him. And you know what they told me?”

“No, what’d they tell you?” Luna replied.

“They told me that he was unavailable! My Keith, unavailable!” Bridget’s voice cracked and was instantly replaced by the sound of loud sobbing. She struggled to speak, “What … what if there’s another woman? What if he’s cheating on me? I know there must be something going on—otherwise he would have come home last night … ”

“Um … Bridget?” Luna asked, “What exactly were you doing in Keith’s apartment?”

“Nothing … I was … waiting for him. I wanted to throw him a welcome home party … ” Bridget sniffled.

“You were the only one at this party, weren’t you?”

“He was supposed to be there, too … ”

Luna sighed. “Okay, Bridget. I think you might be right. He is avoiding you. But I don’t think it’s because he’s cheating.”

“What do you mean?”

“Honestly? I think Keith is avoiding you because you’re coming on a bit too strong … you know?” Luna spoke slowly, choosing her words carefully. “I mean, it sounds to me like he’s really uncomfortable with all the attention you’ve been giving him.”

Bridget hesitated—something Luna had never experienced in all their years of friendship. After almost a minute of silence, Bridget spoke, “So … what should I do?”

“I think you should probably consider taking a step back. Give him some space for a while.”

The moment her words left her mouth, Luna braced herself for an outburst. But instead, with a heavy sigh Bridget said, “You’re probably right. Even though I don’t want to admit it … you’re right.”

“Do you want to get together tomorrow?” Luna offered, sensing her friend’s distress.

“Yeah? I would actually like that a lot. How about like, lunch or something?”

“That sounds good to me,” Luna replied, smiling. “I’ll see you tomorrow. We can talk more then.”

“All right. See you then, girl. Enjoy your dinner.”

There was a muted click and the line went dead.

Luna finished off what little remained of her dinner then got up, brushed the crumbs of her pants, picked up her tray and walked into the kitchen to clean up the mess she’d made during her rushed cooking. She set her tray down on the counter then began the daunting task of returning the various items scattered around the kitchen to their proper places. Once everything was put away she rinsed her dishes and was in the process of putting them in the dishwasher, when a blurb on the TV about the two missing employees from the Unitech plant caught her attention.

She turned around just in time to catch the late-night anchorman’s final words before the station cut for a commercial break—much to her frustration. The break gave her some time to think about what Mark had told her about the two men that he’d seen being led away by Leon and his gang.

She wasn’t certain the two men Mark had mentioned were in fact Raúl Sanchez and Frank Travis. But his descriptions of them and the fact that he’d seen them around the same time the two employees first disappeared was too much of a coincidence for her to ignore.

Luna tapped her foot impatiently as the commercial break dragged on and on. Finally she decided to just forget the news report and research the two men herself.

“Hey, Ada,” Luna said, clicking off the TV.

“Yes, Miss Luna?”

“I want you to do a different search. Look up Raúl Sanchez and Frank Travis.”

“Right away, Miss Luna.” The AI replied. “Would you like me to save the results of your previous search?”

Luna nodded. “Yes. Save everything. I want to keep going through it after I see if anything interesting turns up on the other two guys.”


Chapter 20







“This had better be important, Landers.” Edgard said as the Chief strode into his office. “My secretary was pretty confused when I told her to go home early. She probably thinks I’m punishing her or something.”

Landers closed the door behind him and checked to make sure it was locked. History had taught him that he could never be too careful—especially at a time like this.

“I’m sorry, sir, but it is of the utmost importance that what I am about to show you remains confidential. At least for the time being.”

“I just hope this is as important as you made it sound over the phone.” Edgard replied, walking over to his desk. “It’s not often something is considered a matter of life or death.”

“I’ll have to let you come to your own conclusions on that one, sir. But I imagine you’ll agree with me once you’ve seen the vid for yourself.”

Landers walked over to Edgard’s bookcase and located the vid player. He reached into his coat pocket and withdrew a small plastic case containing the hastily copied recording, which he then inserted into the rectangular disc reader.

“Alex, dim the lights and activate the holo-projector in this room, please.”

“Right away, Chief Landers,” Alex replied, activating a holographic display above the CEO’s desk.

“All right, so this vid was delivered to the security Agency via e-mail.”

“Were you able to trace the source?” Edgard interrupted, motioning for Landers to take a seat.

The chief nodded and eased himself into the chair nearest him. “Yes, sir. We traced it back to Research Station 121.”

“Station 121? Wasn’t that the same place Miss McKelly went to?”

“Yes, sir.”

Edgard leaned back and scratched his chin. “So … I take it this is a message from our friends in the swamp, then?”

Landers nodded again and reached up to tap the holographic display, which immediately began to play a fuzzy video.

The two men watched in silence as the ghostly image of a man with long ratty dreadlocks flickered to life, filling the screen with his smirking figure. At first glance the man looked no different from any other Swamper: he wore dark, water-resistant clothing and carried typical Swamper weapons and homemade gear. But Landers had noticed at once the way this particular Swamper carried himself—the way he seemed to look down on the rest of the world. And he knew that despite this man’s unkempt appearance, he was not someone to be taken lightly.

The mystery man reached up and removed the rusted breathing mask covering his unshaven features and locked his flashing eyes on the camera—almost as if he could see the two men watching him.

His thin lips parted into a grin, exposing his pitted, yellow teeth as he spoke. “Greetings my little Techie friends,” he said, his heavily accented words dripping venomously with over-exaggerated disdain. “I am Leon Valentin Vespasien, Liberator of the People. And I’m the one who just shot down one of your fancy choppers! So how does that make you feel? Not too good, I hope. Anyway, I was just calling y’all to let you know that this is both your final warning as well as the first of what I hope will be many attacks to come. Unless you dismantle Cathedral and cede control of your holdings and resources to me immediately, there will be more violence between us—violence that is within your power to avoid. I am talking to you, Edgard!” Leon shouted pointing a bony finger at the screen. “Give up now, and I may let you survive … although it would be just as easy for me to kill you all now. I guess I’ll just have to choose which one I prefer when the time comes” He shrugged and took a step back. “So, I suppose I will leave you with that in mind and wish you the best of luck. Try not to make the wrong choice now. Until we meet again. Good-bye!”

With a cackling laugh and a quick departing wave, the taunting video ended, leaving Landers and Edgard to stare at each other in silence.

“Was it just me, or was he mocking me specifically?” Edgard said after a few moments had passed.

“He … seems to do that with most of his threats, sir. It’s his MO.”

“Most of his threats? You mean you’ve had more contact with this man?”

Landers nodded slightly and leaned back in the chair. “Well, not exactly. What we’ve heard before were rumors—mostly Swamper small talk about a mercenary turned vigilante setting himself up as some sort of liberator. This is the first solid evidence we’ve had to support the reports so far. And frankly, sir … it has me worried. He did manage to bring down one of our Stratocruisers. If he’s become strong enough to threaten our air superiority, then he could be capable of anything.”

“Relax, Chief,” Edgard replied, crossing his arms over his chest. “From what I’ve heard, what happened out there was a freak accident—a textbook example of being in the wrong place at the wrong time. The Swampers got lucky, and now they’re letting it all go to their heads.”

“Just the same, I respectfully request that you allow me to place you under Agency protection. You will have one of my best men with you at all times and five more within spitting distance ready to assist if it should come to that.”

Edgard sighed deeply and leaned forward to rest his elbows on the desk. “Do you really think this is necessary, Carl?”

“Yes, sir. I do. I made a mistake once before, and I don’t wish to make the same mistake again.”

“Very well, I’ll humor you. But only until this crisis blows over.”

“Thank you, sir.” Lander replied, rising from his chair. “I will see about posting those men immediately.”

Edgard walked over to place his hand on Lander’s shoulder. “I know how hard it was for you when Jack was murdered, but don’t worry, Chief—I can take care of myself. What happened in the past will stay in the past. You have my word.”

If only it were that easy, Landers thought, remembering the bloody scene in the CEO’s office on that night so many years ago.

Landers nodded quickly. “Thank you, sir. Nonetheless, I’ll do everything in my power to ensure your safety and the safety of Unitech as a whole.”

Edgard smiled. “You’re a good man Landers—the kind of man I can trust.”


Chapter 21







“What do you mean ‘there are no results’?” Luna asked, checking Ada’s latest search again.

“I mean exactly what I said. I’m sorry, Miss Luna, but there are no results for either of the subjects you specified.”

Luna shook her head. The AI was right, there were no results—nothing at all. No social networking pages, no blogs, and no histories or records on either of the two men.

“Ada, can you access the Unitech mainframe from here?”

“I’m afraid not,” Ada said, shaking her holographic head. “I’m sorry, Miss Luna, but the Unitech mainframe is a closed system. It can only be accessed via a terminal connected to the governing AI’s land feed or from within the Unitech complex itself.”

The land feed? Luna repeated silently. Just like in the swamp …

She paused for a moment to consider all the possible ramifications of her latest revelation, and then she turned her attention back to the AI.

“Ada, transfer back into my headset. We’re going back to the lab.”

“Of course, Miss Luna. However, before we go might I ask why we are going back to the lab?”

“Here’s the plan: The mainframe has a record of all Unitech employees—past and present. If these two men used to work for us, then Alex will have a copy of their files. And since I can’t find anything on the Internet about them that means I’ll have to access the files in the mainframe. But, as you pointed out, the mainframe is a closed system, which means we’ll have to get to a terminal in order to access it. Hence we’re going back to the lab.”

“Ah. I understand,” Ada replied, “but before we go, I feel that I must express my concern that your health may be endangered by lack of sleep if you continue these late nights. If we are going back to the lab, I would recommend that we finish our business there as quickly as possible so that you may return home in time to get the amount of sleep your body requires.”

“Your concern is noted. Now transfer your holographic butt back into the APD,” Luna replied, tapping the tiny headset in emphasis.

Even though Luna knew she could use some shut-eye, she also knew from experience that her mind was once again too overstimulated for her to even consider sleeping. So she decided it was best to tough it out.

“Very well, Miss Luna,” Ada replied. “Transferring programs now. One moment, please.”

Her holographic body shimmered for a moment then disappeared, replaced by a tiny pinpoint of blue light blinking on Luna’s headset.

Luna unplugged the device and dropped it into her pocket. She then pulled on her raincoat, switched off the lights, and slipped out of the apartment, locking the door behind her.

A few minutes later she found herself behind the wheel of her BMW cruising down one of New Denver’s many exit ramps. The outbound streets were practically deserted this late at night, so she had little trouble merging onto the main highway leading up the mountainside toward the Unitech research complex.

Thirty minutes later she was through security, making her way toward Research Building 3. She eased the car to a stop and popped the door open, watching her breath transform into a billowing cloud of steam as she stepped out of the BMW’s warm interior.

A cold shiver ran down her spine, and she pulled the edges of her raincoat tightly against her. She quickly checked to see if her car was locked then made a mad dash for the research building’s front door. It was locked.

Frantically she tore through her pockets until she found her ID badge. In one swift motion she pulled the card from her pocket and swiped it in front of the security scanner.

An instant later Luna pushed her way through the heavy glass doors, sighing with pleasure as she walked into the warm, dry room.

She was halfway down the hall on sub-level four when Alex spoke: “Doctor McKelly, what are you doing here at such a late hour?”

“Oh … nothing really, Alex. I just had some questions I need answered.” If there was even the slightest possibility that something—anything—was known to mankind; then chances were Alex already knew it. There was very little room for ignorance in the world of a super AI like Alex.

“Ah, I see.” Alex continued in his synthesized monotone. “What exactly do you wish to know?”

“I was interested in accessing the records for information about a couple of employees.”

“Oh? Weren’t you able to find anything on the public Internet network?”

Luna shook her head. “No. It was really weird. That’s why I’m here. I need to access your database.”

“Understood, Doctor. Please, browse my database at your leisure. If you need any assistance, do not hesitate to ask. I will help you in any way that I can.”

“Thanks for the offer, Alex. But I brought my own AI with me this time. I’m pretty sure we’ll do okay by ourselves. But I’ll keep you in mind, just in case we run into anything we can’t handle.”

“I understand,” Alex replied, powering up the laboratory’s lighting systems. “Just remember, I’ll be right here if you ever need me.”

She eased herself into her chair and lightly tapped a few holographic keys to bring the desk’s built-in terminal out of standby mode, then quickly typed in her password and brought up the system’s primary search engine.

“Okay, Ada, let’s see what you can do now,” Luna muttered as she pulled the all-purpose device out of her pocket and plugged it into one of the terminal’s USB ports.

“Linking data stream to Unitech mainframe,” Ada said through the terminal’s speaker system. “One moment, please … success. System link complete. You may search when ready, Miss Luna.”

Luna grinned. “All right. Get ready to download some files, Ada.”

“Understood, Miss Luna. Awaiting downloads now.”

“Access the employee database and enter the same search we did before. Let’s see if that gets us anywhere.”

“Of course, Miss Luna. Beginning search now.”

Luna leaned forward to prop her elbows on the desk while she stared at the search’s progress bar inching its way across the screen. I hope whatever’s in here is worth all the trouble …
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Saul Edgard stared out at the rain-streaked cityscape before him and took another sip from his wine glass. He’d been worried at first when Landers had called and asked to speak with him about Leon Vespasien. But now that he knew the true reason behind the Chief’s concerns, he could breathe easy.

Even though the Swamper warlord had finally decided to come out of the shadows, Edgard was confident that he posed little or no threat to his corporate empire. As far as he was concerned, Vespasien was just another grimy Swamper with no real power and too much ego who couldn’t do anything besides brag and threaten.

He raised the glass to his lips and took another sip. Didn’t the Swampers ever learn? For the past twenty years he had dealt with them and their vigilantes. And in all that time not one of them had realized that there were other, far more effective ways of control besides force of arms and terrorism. Subtle ways such as blackmail and political assassinations. Those were the things he really feared. But blackmailers had a way of disappearing; and Edgard was certain that Leon Vespasien would be no exception.

“Excuse me, Mr. Edgard.” Alex said.

“Yes, Alex?”

“Well, sir … I’m afraid I have a bit of bad news.”

“Just say it, Alex. The sooner you get it over with the better.”

“Well, Mr. Edgard, sir. There has been another security breach.”

“What? Where? How? Answer me Alex!” he shouted, nearly spilling his drink as he hurried to his desk’s holo-monitor.

“A security breach. In Research Building 3’s sub-level four laboratory.”

“Luna’s lab,” Edgard muttered. “Show me what’s going on in there now, Alex.”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Edgard.”

Saul sank into his chair and watched his monitor while Alex cycled through the Unitech security feeds. The blur of images finally stopped on a live video feed showing Luna McKelly staring intently at the monitor in her lab, scrolling through restricted information.

Edgard felt his pulse begin to quicken.

She was seeing secrets that could not, under any circumstances, come to light.

“How did this happen, Alex?” he snapped.

“I am unsure … I believe her personal AI unit accessed a previously unknown subroutine in my data stream, and was then able to access the files in question via that route. A back door, so to speak.”

“Just like what happened with those two techs,” Edgard growled under his breath. “I thought we fixed all the ‘back doors.’”

“Apparently, we missed one.”

“Yeah? I think that’s pretty obvious now! You’re absolutely useless, Alex! Jack was an idiot to invent something as inherently defective as you are. If you weren’t built into everything, I would have dismantled you twenty years ago.”

“I do apologize, Mr. Edgard. But need I remind you that if it weren’t for your frequent interference with my mainframe, I would still be operating at peak efficiency.”

Edgard rubbed his forehead with a shaking hand. “We’ve got to clean up this mess. And we’ve got to clean it up now.”

“Shall I make the usual calls, Mr. Edgard?”

Saul nodded. “Yes. Call the men; have them detain Miss McKelly until I arrive. Tell them to go to the usual spot. I’ll meet them there. Maybe I can talk some sense into her.”

“I will get on it right away, sir.”

“Oh, and Alex. You’d better deactivate the cameras inside Research Building 3 and in all of the nearby parking lots. File a report saying the cameras were out of order since yesterday, and schedule a repair for tomorrow morning. Make it look as if the problem has been going on for a while and that we were already taking care of it—just in case anyone starts getting suspicious.”

“I will do what I can, Mr. Edgard. Do be sure to drive safely tonight, sir. There is a severe storm moving down into our vicinity. And I expect that the roads will be quite hazardous.”

Saul sat and watched the monitor for a few more minutes before finally rising to his feet. As much as he hated silencing a woman as young and as beautiful as Luna, she knew too much for him to simply let her go. The things she knew now could destroy him and his company if the public ever found out. And that was something he simply could not allow.
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“Search complete, Miss Luna. Importing results now.” Ada said, as several dozen file icons popped onto the screen. “Do you require anything else?”

“Not right now. Thanks,” Luna replied, selecting the first file with her finger. However, instead of accessing the work records of Frank Travis, she instead found herself staring blankly at a manifesto detailing an under-the-table shipment of surface-to-air-missiles sent to an unnamed recipient somewhere in New Oklahoma City.

“Ada … ” she said slowly, opening the next file, “what exactly did you search for?”

“My search parameters were the same as before, Miss Luna. All information on Mr. Raúl Sanchez and Mr. Frank Travis. As you specified.”

“Strange … ” she muttered to herself, ignoring the tiny voice in the back of her head telling her to forget the whole thing and get out.

She opened another file. And another. And another. …

It seemed that none of the records she’d uncovered had anything to do with either Frank Travis or Raúl Sanchez. Instead, each was filled with overwhelming evidence of blatant corruption inside Unitech, ranging from the development and distribution of illegal weapons to bribery and political intrigue.

At the end of her search was an extensive collection of security recordings she found tucked away in an unmarked folder near the bottom of the list. Each of the recordings had been categorized in order of date, with the oldest footage appearing first.

She hesitated, then slowly moved a trembling hand over the holographic screen and tapped the first video in the list. A moment later the screen filled with a security recording showing the hallway outside Jack Anderson’s office. 

She leaned closer and scrutinized the time stamp in the bottom left-hand corner: February the 28th, 2099. 10:45 PM.

February the 28th, 2099…oh no! No! she thought, suddenly feeling sick to her stomach. That was the night Mr. Anderson was murdered!

Even as the horrifying realization dawned on her, the shadowy figure of a man appeared on camera and moved swiftly to the office’s door. A few seconds later a single gunshot echoed through the deserted hallway.

She flinched and covered her mouth, fighting back a scream as the reality of what she had just seen set in. She’d witnessed the murder of Jack Anderson: one of the greatest minds of the twenty-first century.

Once again the murderer appeared on screen She leaned closer and held her breath, watching intently as the man slipped his nickel-plated weapon back under his coat, checked to make sure the coast was clear, then hurried down the hall—straight toward the camera.

Luna's hand shot up and paused the video just before the man could disappear off camera. Trying to calm her racing heart, she whispered, “Ada, enlarge image and enhance the screen resolution to compensate. Make it as clear as you can.”

At Luna’s command, Ada zoomed in on the image of the murderer and began the slow process of smoothing out the blurry image. Slowly, megapixel by megapixel, the identity of Jack’s killer was finally revealed.

Saul Edgard.

This … this can’t be. … Luna thought, starring at the freeze-frame image of Mr. Edgard in horrified disbelief.

All her life Mr. Edgard and Unitech had stood as dual symbols of world-unification and peace. “Helping mankind in the fight for survival.” That was their motto. Yet here was proof that Edgard was nothing more than a power-hungry puppeteer who’d murdered Unitech’s founder in order to satisfy his own, twisted agenda.

“Ada, download everything and get back to the headset. We’re getting out of here!”

“Of course, Miss Luna. Beginning download now.”

Luna chewed her bottom lip and waited anxiously while Ada downloaded the incriminating records.

Just when she was beginning to truly panic, the blue light on the all-purpose device blinked on. The download was complete.

Finally! 

She snatched up the headset, pushed out of the chair, and made for the exit. Once through the airlock, she slipped the headset over her ear and activated the holographic dialing display.

Her eyes flitted across the translucent screen, jumping from number to number as the sound of her pounding feet and labored breathing reverberated off the hallway. Her eyes selected the last numeral in the Security Agency’s number and then darted to the ‘call’ button.

Luna pressed the device closer to her ear and listened. The phone rang, once, twice, three times. Was anyone even in the security office this late at night?

Just when she was about to hit re-dial, there was a click, followed by the sound of a woman’s voice. “Hello, you’ve reached Unitech Security. How may I help you?”

“Oh, thank God!” Luna wheezed, skidding to a stop in front of the elevator. “Listen carefully! My name is Luna McKelly. I’m on sub-level four in Research Building 3. I need to speak with Mr. Landers immediately!”

“I’m sorry, miss. But Mr. Landers has gone home for the evening. Can I put you through to someone else instead?”

“No, you can’t!” Luna screamed, punching the elevator’s up button. “Listen, I just stumbled across some important information and I need to …”

“What sort of information are you talking about?” The woman on the other line asked, her voice sounding concerned.

“I can’t say over the phone,” Luna replied, stepping into the elevator. “All you need to know is that it is extremely important that I speak to Mr. Landers as soon as possible. My life could be in danger here!”

“I understand, miss. I’ll try to contact  him. Stay right where you are—I’ll send a team out to pick you up. Find a safe place and wait for us to come and get you. Got it?”

“Okay …” Luna said, trying to sound brave. “I’ll be waiting. … Please hurry.”

“Don’t worry, miss. We’ll be there before you know it.”

I sure hope so … Luna thought, as she slipped the headset back into her pocket. She was still terrified of what could happen if she were found out. But she took some comfort in knowing that help was on the way.

The lift continued to rise, and soon she was hurrying through the main lobby. She jogged through the deserted room on wobbly legs, past the statue of Jack Anderson to the front door—pausing for a moment to catch her breath before pushing through them into the brisk night beyond.

She shivered and pulled her coat around her. In the distance bright flashes of lightning illuminated the billowing underside of a massive storm bearing down from the north. Out of habit, she glanced up at the glistening rain barrier, and wondered if its aging shields would be enough.

She decided she would play it safe and wait in her car until the agents showed up. After all, it was warm, dry, and a whole lot safer sitting inside her car than it was standing out on the front steps.

Luna looked around one more time just to make sure that she really was alone, then plunged her frozen hands into her pockets and dashed across the dimly lit parking lot.

She hurried over to the BMW, unlocked the door, then quickly slid into the driver’s seat. Her lungs ached from exertion, but as the doors eased closed behind her she felt that she could again breathe easy. She was safe. At least for the time being.

She started the car and had just turned on the heater when two black Mercedes turned into the parking lot and pulled up beside the BMW.

Fearfully she pressed herself farther back into the seat, watching as several men wearing dark suits piled out of the cars.

The agents.

She allowed herself to breathe again and quickly unlocked the doors.

“Are you Miss McKelly?” one of the suit-clad men asked as she climbed out of her vehicle.

Luna nodded, and forced a smile. “That’s me. You guys sure got here fast … I was afraid I’d have to wait for a least five minutes before—”

She never saw what hit her. All she knew for certain was that something hard had connected with the back of her skull and she was now on the ground clutching her head as a steady trickle of blood seeped through her fingers.

Groggily, she pushed herself onto her side and looked around for her assailant. There, standing around her, were the agents.

Why are they just standing there?

She groaned and screwed her eyes shut, the world around her transforming into a dizzying pinwheel of light and shadow.

“She’s still conscious. You’d better whack her again,” one of the men said, and Luna felt as though her heart had stopped. The agents. They were the ones who’d attacked her!

Frantically she tried to stand, but her muscles failed her and she crashed down onto the asphalt, raking her face against the unforgiving surface. A strong hand reached down, grabbed her roughly by the arm, and yanked her over onto her back.

“Why are you doing this?” she moaned, staring up with tear-filled eyes at her attackers.

The only answer she received was a fist to the jaw, which sent her mind spiraling off into unconsciousness.
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When Luna finally regained consciousness she immediately wished she hadn’t.  Before she’d even had time to wonder what had happened to her, she’d doubled over and vomited all over her lap. Both of her hands were bound behind her back with plastic ties, so she couldn’t do anything about the stomach acid running down her chin and into the deep scrapes crisscrossing the right side of her face.

She hissed, clenched her bloodless hands into fists, and rocked forward, breathing heavily while she waited for the searing pain to stop. Her head felt as if it were going to explode.

Finally, the pain coursing through her battered face faded into a dull throb, allowing her to think clearly again.

So far, all she’d been able to gather was that she was in a cold, damp room with only a thin sliver of light sneaking in under what she assumed was a door.

Carefully she straightened up as best she could and ran her hands over the concrete floor until she felt the wall behind her. She then slowly scooted along the floor until she found the wall immediately to her right. Repeating this process three more times allowed her to locate all four walls. Through a series of quick calculations, she estimated the size of her prison to be about fourteen feet wide by twelve feet long: most likely a supply closet.

She began to listen to see if she could determine the location of her kidnappers. Slowly her ears began to attune themselves to the sounds drifting through the building: The whirr of machinery. The rumbling of distant thunder. The heavy patter of rain striking against the roof … 

Rain striking the roof? That could only mean that they’d taken her somewhere outside the barrier shields! For a moment she felt panic gnawing at her chest, but she forced herself to remain calm as she continued to listen.

A few moments later her ears found what they had been searching for: There—hidden under the background noise—were the voices of her captors.

“Do you think she’s awake yet?” The first muffled voice asked.

“I don’t know. I thought I heard something moving around in there. Maybe we should check again—just to make sure she’s still alive.”

Luna froze. No … no, don’t come in here. Stay outside. Give me a chance to think of something.

“Orders are orders,” the first man replied, sounding restless.

“Right, the orders … The orders said that he would already be here by the time we brought her in. It’s been more than an hour and he still hasn’t shown up. I don’t know about you, but I’m getting awfully tired of sitting around waiting for Mr. Edgard to show. I mean, why can’t we just get on with it already?”

Suddenly, her ears detected another sound—the sound of a car pulling up just outside her prison’s walls. She listened, her whole body trembling with dread as one of the agents she’d been eavesdropping on walked across the floor and greeted her employer.

She heard Edgard say, “So let’s get down to business. Where’s Miss McKelly?”

“She’s tied up in the back.”

“Good. I take it you searched her?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And did you find anything?”

“Yes, sir. Everything we found is over there on the table.”

“Excellent. Has she said anything, yet?”

“I don’t believe so, sir. As far as we know, she’s still out cold.”

“Okay, let’s go see how our guest is doing.”

Luna panicked as the sound of their footsteps drew closer. She drew back into the corner as Edgard opened the door.

This is it. I’m going to die, she thought, staring with terror at the looming figures walking steadily toward her, fully expecting to feel a bullet tearing through her chest at any moment.

But instead of shooting her, Edgard knelt beside her and began to gently wipe her swollen face with one of his monogrammed handkerchiefs. “Well Miss McKelly, it looks like you’ve gotten yourself into quite a bit of trouble this time.” He spoke in a carefully friendly tone. “I sure hope these men didn’t hurt you too badly.”

Luna flinched, and despite her best efforts, she began to cry uncontrollably.

“What do you want, Saul?” she managed to squeak between sobs. “What’s with the whole nice-guy act? Why don’t you just kill me now and get it over with?”

“What do you mean? I don’t want to kill you. I just want to talk about what you … discovered. I know it was an accident. It wasn’t your intention to stumble into my personal files. And I completely understand that these things happen,” he said with a wry smile. “So, I was hoping we could … come to an agreement. One that would benefit us both.”

Luna bit her lip. She knew what he wanted—He wanted to pay her off. Keep her quiet. Just as he’d done with others who were too important to kill.

“Why would you want to make a deal with me? I’m not valuable to you.”

Edgard continued to smile. “It has nothing to do with that, Luna. You see, despite what you may think, I’m not in the habit of killing anyone, particularly women. I’ve found that it’s much easier to—how do I say this? —provide them with all the disposable income they could ever want or need.”

“I can’t believe you think I would just sell out like that!” Luna spat, as indignation began fighting past her fear.

“Now, Luna. Don’t be a fool,” Edgard replied, gripping her tightly by the arm. “Don’t you see what I’m offering you? You could be rich! Richer than God! All you need to do is name your price and keep your mouth shut!”

“Keep my mouth shut, or what? You’ll kill me, like you did Jack Anderson?”

Edgard’s smile vanished. “So … you saw that tape. I really wish you hadn’t told me that.”

“Yeah, I saw that tape. Do you honestly think killing me will keep people from realizing the truth? One of these days they’ll figure it out, and then everyone in the world will know what you’ve done!”

Before she could say anything more, Edgard’s hands had closed around her neck like a vice. “You still don’t get it, do you? Jack Anderson was a fool who couldn’t see the true potential of the company he created. He was unwilling to do what had to be done. But I am not! And I will not allow people like you to stand in the way of progress!”

Luna kicked feebly, fighting for breath as her vision blurred. But just as the darkness began to close in, he released his murderous grip.

Coughing violently, Luna toppled over onto her side and breathed in huge lungfuls of oxygen as Edgard rose and turned to the agents standing in and around the doorway.

“Take Miss McKelly into the swamp and dispose of her. She’s too much of a threat to be left alive.”

A moment later, he was gone. Two years of working for him. Two years of idolizing him … and he left her to die without even looking back.

For the next thirty minutes, all Luna could do was wait while the agents changed into their armored environmental suits. But she wasn’t afraid anymore. Just because her chances of survival were practically nonexistent didn’t mean that she couldn’t try. Already her mind began to work at a plan. It was a long shot at best, and it definitely wasn’t foolproof. But even a long shot was better than the alternative.

Before long two of the armor-clad men walked into the room, picked her up between the two of them and carried her outside.

She squinted against the wind-blown rain as her kidnappers carried her down a steep, muddy embankment to where a small boat waited, barely visible in the stormy night.

“Here, take her!” the man on her left shouted to the agents crewing the small launch. Several of the men grabbed hold of her then promptly deposited her on the boat’s pitching deck before helping the other two agents crawl aboard.

They left her where she lay, so that she was forced to endure the nauseating voyage  without a clear view of anything except the underside of one of the agents’ seats. However, this was exactly the sort of thing she had been waiting for.

From her vantage point, she could clearly see the bolts running down the entire length of the boat—including the ones on the patch of hull directly behind her head. Slowly, she repositioned herself so that her back was against the hull and felt around for the bolt. Then she began carefully running the plastic zip tie over the rough edges.

The boat lurched and bounced over the waves, bashing her body against the hull. Minutes turned into hours as the boat traveled farther and farther from New Denver.

The storm was on top of them now, and the boat began to pitch even more violently, forcing the agents to hold on tightly to avoid being thrown overboard. Which meant that none of them noticed when the plastic tie finally snapped.

Before any of the men had time to react, she jumped up and threw herself into the choppy water. Immediately she began to flounder, coughing as the gray-green swamp muck splashed into her mouth and eyes. Behind her she could hear the agents shouting and firing their weapons.

A bullet hit the water near her shoulder, sending up a fountain of spray, and she dove, hoping that the rain and water would shield her from view long enough for her to get out of range.

She continued swimming underwater for as long as she could, then she made for the surface and filled her lungs with the musty swamp air. The rain was coming down in torrents, forming a protective curtain around her. She smiled—surprised that her plan had worked—and made for shore.

In the distance she could hear the sound of the boat’s engine circling just out of view. They were searching for her.

She held her breath and waited as the boat drew closer then slowly began to move off. A few minutes later it faded all together.

She had escaped certain death, true. But now she was faced with the reality that she was stranded alone in the swamp with no way to call for help. Now she was likely doomed to a slow lingering death— either by the Blister Wart disease slowly consuming her body, or by the teeth and claws of a massive predator.

Slowly she struggled through the mud toward the remains of a nearby cottonwood. Shivering with cold, Luna sat down beneath the tree’s slimy, rotten boughs. No longer able to contain the emotions building up inside her, she pulled her quivering knees up to her chin and began to sob.
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Edgard’s fingers flew across his keyboard as he entered the kill codes for Luna’s all-purpose device. He quickly entered the last four digits of the self-destruct algorithms and pressed enter, watching closely as the headset’s blue status light slowly dimmed, flickered, and died.

Smiling he tossed the tiny device to the agent standing beside him.

“Here, Manning. Get rid of this; make sure no one ever finds it.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll see to it personally.”

Edgard nodded, “I take it you’ll do better than you did when you saw to it personally that Miss McKelly was ‘taken care of’?”

Manning’s eyebrow twitched. “Sir, I assure you my men did all they could.”

“If they’d done all they could, they would have put a bullet in her head,” Edgard sighed.

“Don’t worry, sir. In her present condition, I doubt she’ll last more than a few days. The swamps are dangerous. They’re no place for a civilian—let alone a sick one. She’ll probably be dead by morning.”

“I hope so,” Edgard replied, “because, as of tomorrow, Miss McKelly’s  abduction will be all over the headlines. And it would be very … inconvenient if she showed up alive after she’s been declared dead.”

“If she does show up again, my men will take care of her. Don’t worry.”

“Excellent,” Edgard said, leaning back in his chair. “Well, I guess that means there’s only one thing left to do.”

“You want me to notify her next of kin, sir?” 

Edgard nodded. “Make sure you’re convincing, and do it tomorrow afternoon—right after the media frenzy starts.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll see to it immediately.” Manning saluted and walked through the office door into the dark hallway beyond.

Edgard watched the door slide shut then smiled and folded his hands behind his head. Despite this little hiccup, everything was going to turn out exactly as he’d hoped.
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Luna shivered and pulled the tattered remains of her shirt around her drenched shoulders, straining her eyes as she tried to see through the downpour.

If it hadn’t been for her curiosity, she would be back in her apartment, sleeping the night away in the warm comfort of her own bed. Instead she was trudging through knee-deep swamp muck in the middle of a torrential storm.

She grimaced and struggled to pull her foot free of the thick mud that enveloped her numb toes. The swamp had already claimed both of her shoes and her socks.

She struggled for a few moments to work herself free, took another labored step, and stopped to catch her breath, wishing desperately that the agents hadn’t confiscated her inhaler when they’d searched her.

She was cold, wet, and tired and would have liked nothing more than to sit down and rest her eyes for a few minutes. But she knew that if she did, she probably would never get up again. Either she would sink into the mud and drown in her sleep, or she would become prey to one of the hundreds of predators she knew were lurking just out of sight.

Initially she had been so disoriented that she had rested underneath what was left of an old cottonwood tree. But that had been before her mind had cleared enough for her to realize just how stupid it was for her to be anywhere near a tree during a lightning storm. At which point she had decided that she would try to make her way back to civilization on foot.

She exhaled in frustration and ran a grimy hand through the tangled mess of wet, stringy hair that strayed into her eyes and mouth; wincing as her hand made contact with her injured cheek.

It’ll be a miracle if I don’t get an infection from being out here, Luna thought grimly. But at least she hadn’t vomited again—not that she could. Her stomach was far too empty.

That was another thing that could possibly kill her—starvation. With all the rainwater, there wasn’t really any risk of dehydration. But unless she could find some edible plants, or hunt and kill something with her bare hands—and then eat them raw—she would undoubtedly succumb to her hunger long before she got anywhere near New Denver.

For every hour of strenuous work she put into pulling her feet out of the mud, she was only making about a half-mile of progress. The statistics were definitely not in her favor.

She bit her lip and took another staggering step forward. As much as she hated the ideas of starving or being eaten, she knew that it was a far worse fate that awaited her: death by Blister Wart fungus.

She coughed and pressed a trembling hand to her chest, wheezing painfully as her lungs strained to fill with the dank air.

How long had it been since her last treatment? Two days? Three? Maybe four? It was hard for her to tell exactly how much time had passed since she’d entered the swamp. But she knew she was running out of time.

“Okay, Luna … come on. You’ve got to keep moving,” she wheezed, pulling her tired feet out of the muck. But before she could take another step, her foot caught on something hidden beneath the mud, and she uttered a strangled yelp of surprise before she toppled headlong over a steep embankment into the marsh below.

If the fall hadn’t winded her, Luna would have probably begun to sob. Instead she wrapped her bruised arms around her aching stomach and curled into a tiny, miserable ball as her quivering body struggled to breathe.

Why couldn’t I just leave well enough alone? She thought helplessly, succumbing at last to exhaustion and to the swamp. She could feel her body slowly being dragged down into the foul-smelling slime.

A bolt of lightning flashed overhead, and for a spilt second she thought she saw someone illuminated in the pale, white light standing in front of her. Then everything went dark, and she felt her head sink beneath the mud.

She began to struggle,, trying to pull herself back out. But it was no use. Her arms and legs were sunk too deeply into the thick, immobilizing muck. She could feel the cold mud bubbling into her nose and ears.

Her lungs burned, screaming for air. I’m suffocating! No. Please, someone, help me!

Frantically, she tried to kick and squirm, but her efforts only caused her to sink deeper. She was holding her breath, but she knew that eventually her body would force her to breathe in the cold, wet mud.

Just when she was about to slip into unconsciousness, a pair of strong hands grabbed hold of her and with one swift motion, pulled her free.

Luna’s hands flew to her face, tearing furiously at the grimy muck clogging her nostrils as she gasped and choked for breath. She could feel her rescuer’s arms supporting her. Slowly she turned her head and looked up at the masked person who had saved her life.

She swallowed and opened her mouth—her hoarse voice sounding strangely alien to her, “Mark? Is that you?”

She couldn’t see his face, but she guessed he was smiling.

“Yeah, Luna. It’s me.”


Chapter 27







Saul Edgard walked solemnly to the podium and leaned toward the microphone. Directly in front of him stood dozens of reporters.

“Friends,” he began, “I’m standing here today to inform you that the rumors are indeed true. Miss Luna McKelly was kidnapped from her laboratory two nights ago by members of a Swamper radical group masquerading as agents of our own security staff. We have not received any demands from this criminal organization as of yet. And though we at Unitech do not wish to rule out the possibility that Miss McKelly is alive and well, we fear that this is not the case.” He paused briefly and looked over the silent crowd before continuing.

“However, it has been brought to my attention that before her abduction, Miss McKelly did in fact complete her research on the Blister Wart cure. And we believe that this cure shall act as her lasting legacy for years to come.

In light of recent events as well as the growing frequency of violent encounters with various Swamper terrorist cells—first and foremost being the gang headed by a one Leon Vespasien—I am taking it upon myself and the entire Unitech community to put an end to these fanatical sects once and for all. From this day forward a state of war exists between Unitech and the Swampers responsible for these crimes against humanity. Let it be known that we will not stop until it is again safe for our citizens to walk the streets without fear! We will not stop until every last one of these criminals has been brought to justice! We will not stop until we have peace!”

Edgard stopped and the room filled with thunderous applause.

When Edgard had first been informed that Luna had hacked into his personal files, he never would have guessed that he’d be able to silence both her and Leon Vespasien at the same time. Through his threatening holo-recording, the Swamper vigilante had made himself the perfect scapegoat.

Even though his men reported that they had failed to kill Luna, Edgard knew it was probably safe to assume that she was dead—or would be soon enough. And with the meddlesome Vespasien framed for her murder, he knew that the terrorist’s days were numbered as well.


Chapter 28







Landers switched off the holo-vid of Edgard’s speech and turned to the two dozen suit-clad agents assembled around him.

“All right,” he said, clasping his hands behind his back, “does somebody want to explain how a gang of Swampers managed to breach our security, assume the identity of our staff, and escape from under our noses with a high-priority asset?”

Landers waited for a few moments then cocked a dark eyebrow at the row of figures standing stiffly at attention.

“Alex!” he barked, addressing the Unitech central AI, “bring up all the information you have on case file number zero-two-two-nine.”

“As you wish, Chief.” Alex replied as a holographic screen materialized between Landers and his agents, displaying all the intel the Agency had managed to piece together during the past forty-eight hours.

“According to our initial reports,” Landers began, taking a step toward the shimmering holo-screen in front of him, “Miss McKelly placed a call to our department approximately five minutes before she dropped off the grid. The agent who received the call immediately dispatched a team to retrieve Miss McKelly. But she was gone before they arrived.”

“Excuse me, sir,” said a tall, thin woman, “but did forensics find anything at the scene?”

Landers nodded. “Yes, they did find blood and hair belonging to Miss McKelly in the parking lot. But nothing to help us in ascertaining the identity of her abductors.”

“What about Alex’s security cameras? Did they pick up anything?”

“No, they didn’t,” Landers sighed. “Apparently the cameras in Research Building 3 and the surrounding parking lots were all out of order. I had some of our men check with the maintenance staff, and they’ve confirmed that the problem had been filed in the computers, and that repairs were scheduled for the morning following Miss McKelly’s disappearance.”

“This all seems a bit  ...  coincidental, sir.” The woman said slowly.

Landers nodded again. “That it does. This is exactly why I’ve called all of you here today.”

A look of realization swept across the agent’s face then quickly faded as she nodded and stepped back into her place in the line.

“I want every one of you working on this case. Something isn’t right here, and I want to know what it is”, Landers said, walking over to a desk covered with neatly organized files containing his written orders for each of the agents in the room. Usually he would have e-mailed them. But with all of the evidence suggesting that whoever was responsible for the kidnapping, had at least managed to gain rudimentary access to their network, he’d opted to do things the old-fashioned way.

The chief reached down and picked up the first file. “Lieutenant Manning!” he called, addressing an agent in his early thirties, “I want you to work with Agent Tagawa. He was on the team that escorted Miss McKelly into the swamp a few weeks back. I want the two of you to go around the Unitech complex and interview anyone—and I mean anyone—who may have had contact with Miss McKelly. Check her apartment … her phone records … everything.”

The blond lieutenant stepped forward to receive his file. “Yes, sir.”

Landers watched the man leave and continued to dispense files to their respective recipients.

Landers trusted his agents to see the investigation through to the end. If there were any chance that Miss McKelly’s abductors could be brought to justice, his agents would find it. The perpetrators would be found and punished to the full extent of the law. Anything less was unacceptable.


Chapter 29










Luna inhaled deeply, filling her lungs with steamy, hot air. Slowly easing herself down on the stainless-steel floor of the shower, she drew her scraped knees to her chest and lowered her chin down to meet them. The steady torrent of hot water continued to pour over her head and shoulders, washing away the mud and blood as heat seeped into her knotted muscles.

It had been nearly an hour since she and Mark had trudged back to the Second Wind. Once aboard he had led her down a side passage to one of the ship’s retrofitted locker rooms, and—after making absolutely certain that she was all right—he had left her to clean up in privacy.

That had been more than thirty minutes ago, and she knew that soon he would begin to wonder what was taking so long.

She was clean and warm, but she continued to sit, anxiously chewing her bottom lip. Sooner or later she knew Mark would ask why she hadn’t listened to him.

Finally Luna stood and switched off the water. She pushed the shower’s glass door open and stepped out into the chilly locker room. Shivering, she reached for the towel hanging beside the shower and wrapped its warm, dry fabric around her. She walked over to a long bench near the center of the small room and scrutinized the selection of clothing Mark had laid out for her: One pair of waterproof pants with a matching jacket. A pair of socks and shoes that—as with the other clothes—were several sizes too big for her. One gray tee shirt, and a pair of … boxer shorts?

“Seriously? You’ve got to be kidding me,” she said, grimacing. She shot a glance back toward the shower where her own soggy underwear was draped limply over the door. They were still too wet for her to wear, and from the looks of things they would be that way for quite a while. Which meant the boxers were really the only option.

Once she’d dressed, she went and unlocked the door and eased it open.

“Mark? Are you there?” she asked, stepping out into the hallway.

“Yeah. I’m right here.” Mark replied, quickly rising to his feet from where he’d been sitting on the other side of the corridor. “Good to see you’re all right. … I was starting to wonder if I’d need to come in there. What took you so long?”

“Oh … I was just … thinking,” she stammered, wincing at how unconvincing she sounded.

“Thinking?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. “Well, since you’re finished ‘thinking’, would you be up for breakfast? I don’t have too much of a variety as far as food is concerned. But something is always better than nothing.” Mark spoke casually, offering no indication that he noticed how distraught she was.

She swallowed the lump forming in her throat, “Um … yeah, that would be great … thanks.”

“No problem,” he replied, turning toward a flight of steps leading up through one of the ship’s rusted bulkheads. “The kitchen’s this way.”

Wordlessly she followed him. He was mad at her. He had to be. She just knew it!

She continued to follow him in silence up the short flight of steps, through The Second Wind’s small, retrofitted mess hall to the equally small kitchen where Mark quickly set about preparing breakfast. Luna stopped short of the kitchen and eased into a seat near one of the mess hall’s rectangular windows where she could keep her eye on Mark without being too obvious.

“Do you want a drink?” Mark asked.

Luna jumped. “Huh? Oh, sure … what do you have?” she stammered, trying to act casual.

“I’ve got water, of course, and some tea. … And I think there may be a few cans of soda in the back of the fridge.”

“Tea sounds good.”

“All right. Tea it is.”

Mark emerged from the kitchen and set a plate of whole-grain pancakes down on the table along with a steaming mug with I Love N.Y. painted on it.

Mark smiled and pulled up a seat across from her. “Dig in!”

“Thanks … again,” she muttered.

She hadn’t noticed how hungry she really was until the first bite. After that, everything was a blur of syrup and silverware.

“Wow, I guess you were hungry,” Mark said once she’d eaten every last crumb. Then lowering his voice, he asked, “How long has it been since they fed you?”

Luna stopped in mid chew and cautiously lifted her eyes to meet his. Slowly she swallowed and whispered, “I’m sorry, Mark … really. I ... I never thought things would end up this way. I know I should have listened to you.” Much to her dismay, she began to cry, her tears stinging her battered face. “Please, please don’t be angry with me! It’s not like I was looking for Mr. Edgard’s files—It was an accident! I have no idea how it happened!”

“Whoa! Hey, don’t cry! It’s okay. I’m not mad at you!” Mark said reaching across the table to place a reassuring hand on her trembling shoulder. “I’m just sorry that this had to happen to you, is all. You hear me? I said it’s okay. It’s okay.”

“You—you mean you’re not furious with me?” Luna sniffed, hastily wiping her eyes.

“Furious? No! I’m just disappointed that you didn’t listen to me when you had the chance. I was trying to protect you from all of this—from the truth about Unitech, Edgard … everything. But being angry with you over it won’t change anything now. What’s happened has happened, and nothing can change that. All you can do now is just keep moving forward.” He smiled reassuringly then withdrew his hand and leaned back in his seat.

Luna sniffed and nervously ran her hands through her damp hair, feeling like an idiot. When her hands reached the back of her skull, she found that her hair was sticky and warm.

What in the world?

Perplexed, she looked at her hand and sucked in a short, startled breath. Her fingers were covered in blood!

Luna gaped at the red liquid coating her fingers, then reached up to touch the back of her head a second time.

“What the … Luna, you’re bleeding!” Mark exclaimed.

Doing her best to keep from losing her breakfast, she sat stock-still as nausea and dizziness began to set in.

“Here, let me take a look at that,” Mark ordered, rising and nearly knocking his chair over.

Luna carefully did as she was told and twisted around in the chair, wincing as Mark’s hands brushed aside the bloodied mess of hair covering the wound.

“Sorry,” he replied, examining the wound with extra caution. “How’s that? Better?”

Luna shrugged. It still hurt, but it wasn’t anything she couldn’t handle.

“How bad is it?” She asked, doing her best not to pull away.

“Pretty bad. But it’s nothing a shot of bio-aid won’t fix. You just sit tight while I grab a med kit.  And don’t go passing out on me, okay?”

“Okay,” she repeated, silently hoping she wouldn’t.

She had never passed out before, but there was always a first time for everything. Which was why she was so glad when Mark finally returned with the med kit. At least there would be someone to catch her if she lost consciousness.

“Ah! Subject Luna! It is truly a pleasure to see you again!” a synthesized voice called to her as Mark stepped into the room, startling her.

“Ed?” she asked, “where are you?”

Sure it was a ridiculous question, considering that Edward could technically be anywhere he pleased—as long as his program was housed inside the Second Wind’s central computer system. But the events of the last forty-eight hours had left her discombobulated.

“He’s in the ship’s systems.” Mark answered.

“Why hasn’t he said anything until now?”

“I would have loved to have greeted you, Subject Luna.” Ed cut in, “But I’m afraid that in all the excitement, Master Mark forgot to transfer me from his armor. Though I wished to check on your condition, I was incapacitated.”

Mark set the stainless steel med kit down on the table beside Luna. “Yeah, yeah. Just scan her already, Ed. I want a complete bio-reading on any infections you come across.”

“Very well, Master Mark. If you insist.”

“Once—just once—I wish he’d just do as he’s told without talking back to me. Is that too much to ask?” Mark muttered, popping the kit open.

Luna suppressed the urge to giggle. “Kind of like having a kid, isn’t it?”

“No, not really,” Mark replied, slipping his hands into a pair of latex gloves. “You can ground a kid. But if you try to punish an AI, he’ll just spam your computer or cut off the power.”

“Scan complete, Master Mark,” Edward said, “Though I detect no current infection, there is bacteria present in Subject Luna’s bloodstream that could cause her bodily harm if not neutralized.”

“Will the bio-aid take care of it?”

“I believe so, Master Mark. But if that is not the case, I am positive that the other anti-bacterial serums in the sick bay will be more than adequate to—shall we say—finish the job.”

“Okay. Thanks, Ed.”

Luna watched out of the corner of her eye while Mark carefully filled a small syringe with a dose of bio-aid. She had never much cared for the white, viscous appearance of the all-purpose miracle cure. But she had experienced its amazing regenerative properties too many times to complain about how it looked.

Luna swallowed, fighting down her nervousness as she felt the needle prick her tender scalp. She flinched and began speaking in order to distract herself from the discomfort. “So, Mark, how did you know I was in the swamp to begin with? I mean ... finding anything out there is a miracle in and of itself. But finding one person specifically? That has to be next to impossible, especially in a storm!”

“Well, to tell you the truth,” he replied, “I wasn’t the one who found you. Ed was. He picked you up on sensors and sent me out to investigate.”

“Indeed.” Ed added, “I am quite ashamed to admit it, but it wasn’t until we were within one hundred feet of your location that I became fully aware of your true identity.”

Mark shrugged. “Yeah, up until then we just assumed you were one of Leon’s scouts or part of some other raiding party.”

“We were quite relived when we discovered it was you, Subject Luna. Feelings of concern and bewilderment not withstanding.”

Luna smiled—the numbing agents in the bio-aid finally taking effect. “Well thank you, Ed. It’s so nice to know you care.”

“I was referring to Master Mark, but I shall accept your thanks and offer my most sincere best wishes toward a speedy recovery from whatever damage you may have acquired.”

Luna laughed. “Well, I should probably call it a night … or a morning? Whatever it is.” She paused and frowned, deep in thought while searching her tired mind for the right words, “This is kind of awkward but where can I sleep?”

Mark chuckled and offered her his hand. “Here, come with me.”

Without giving it a second thought Luna slid her small hand into his. Wordlessly and with much yawning Luna followed alongside Mark as he led her out of the mess hall.

“Now, just a warning,” Mark said, leading her up another flight of steps to the vessel’s uppermost deck, “I don’t have much on board as far as guest rooms. But I’ll let you use my quarters for now. It’ll be temporary—just to hold you over until I can get something else set up for you. But it’s warm, dry, and quiet, so you should be able to cash in a good forty winks without being disturbed.”

Luna was too tired to make much sense of what he’d said. But she had understood the words warm, dry, and quiet; which sounded like heaven. “Don’t worry, that’ll be perfect. Thanks.”

Before she knew it, Mark had led her into a cozy room just below the vessel’s main bridge. The room, like the rest of the ship, was a little on the cluttered side and had obviously served another purpose in the years before the Cathedral disaster—back when the Second Wind had been a ferry rather than a floating fortress.

She glanced around the room, her weary eyes skimming quickly over its large, curtained windows and mismatched furnishings until she at last found what she was looking for: the bed. It was little more than a glorified cot built into the far wall, but to Luna it was the most wonderful thing she had ever seen. She released Mark’s hand and collapsed onto the bed.

“Good night, Mark,” she called over her shoulder as she struggled to kick off her borrowed shoes.

“Good night,” he replied with a barely contained grin.

She waited until she heard the door click shut, quickly slipped out of her rubberized clothes, and slid under the covers.

She sighed deeply and nestled her face into Mark’s pillow—all her worries momentarily forgotten.


Chapter 30







“From this day forward a state of war exists between Unitech and the Swampers responsible for these crimes against humanity. Let it be known that we will not stop until it is again safe for our citizens to walk the streets without fear! We will not stop until every last one of these criminals has been brought to justice! We will not stop until we have peace!”

Leon switched off the slapped-together holo-projector and leaned back in his rickety chair. He laced his rough fingers below his pointed chin as he let Edgard’s words sink in.

He’d expected that Edgard would declare war, but Edgard’s response had been far more abrupt than Leon had anticipated. Leon hadn’t planned for him to do it so soon after receiving his holo-message.

“Ha! I think them boys want to play rough!” he said at last, his dry, barking laugh breaking the silence permeating the dingy room that served as his gang’s temporary headquarters.

He leaned forward and cast his piercing gaze over the men gathered around him. They were nervous, that much was clear. Edgard’s speech had obviously gotten to them. They were losing their nerve.  He had to act quickly, if he wanted to maintain what little control he had.

“Aw, come on now, boys! Why the long faces? This is exactly what we’ve all been waitin’ for! Don’t you see?”

Just by looking at them, Leon could tell that they didn’t get it, so he continued, “Look, if all them Techie boys are out on the war-path looking to club every Swamper they find, then there ain’t gonna be so many guys staying back to watch the old homestead.”

A light of realization dawned, and the men began to murmur among themselves. One man spoke up, an evil grin spreading across his pockmarked face, “So you’re sayin’ while they’re all out in the swamp, we’ll move in and catch ‘em with their pants down?”

Leon returned the man’s sneer, “Yeah. That’s exactly what I’m sayin’.”

The man laughed, “Heh, sounds good to me, boss. When we gonna start?”

“Now,” Leon replied, picking up his breath mask from beside the holo-projector. “Tell the boys out in the ruins to pack their things. We move out in an hour.”

“And what about the men out in the swamp?”

“We ain’t got time to wait for them. Tell ‘em to spread out and gather up as many friends as they can. We’ll rendezvous for a strike on Cathedral in one week’s time. Until then, have them stay low and radio in with any intel the can get on Techie movements and troop deployments.”

“Sure thing, boss.”

Leon nodded in acknowledgment then pushed the moldy door open and strode out into the camp, tightening his mask as he went. He was pleased to see that his men were already hurrying to carry out his orders. Within the hour they would have faded into the swamp like ghosts. Not even Unitech would be able to find them then.

He continued through the camp until he came to a large, somewhat rotted tent near the center of the encampment. He pushed aside the flap. Inside, barely illuminated by the dim light slipping through the door, sat his secret weapon. Who would have thought that a man could make a 2,000-pound warhead simply by hardwiring the payloads of a few dozen surface-to-air missiles? Obviously not Unitech. If they had, they would have been more careful with their weapon shipments. After all, there were maniacs out in the swamp that would love to get their hands on that kind of firepower.

Leon smiled and placed a hand on the crude weapon’s sheet metal casing, admiring his own genius. Unitech had no idea what he had at his disposal. And by the time they did, it would be too late. His bomb would—quite literally—shake the civilized world to its core. And there was nothing anyone could do about it.
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“Subject Luna? Hello? Subject Luna, are you awake?”

Luna groaned and peeled her face off of the drool-soaked pillow. “Hmmm? What … ?”

“It is I, Subject Luna. Edward,” the AI replied brightly.

Luna groaned again and rolled her head over to a less drenched section of bedding and squinted sourly up at the blurry ceiling. “What do you want, Ed? Can’t you see I’m sleeping?”

“I was aware of your recharging session, yes. In fact, I have been monitoring you for nearly sixteen hours now.”

“Sixteen hours?” Luna exclaimed, pushing back the tangled web of hair covering her face in an attempt to clear her vision.

“Yes indeed, Subject Luna. You are a very sound sleeper. Throughout the entirety of my monitoring you did not move even once from your original position.”

She massaged her stiff neck, “Why didn’t you say something sooner? I’ve been asleep for more than half a day!”

“I would have, if not for Master Mark’s explicit orders that you were not to be disturbed under any circumstances. And besides, you seemed so peaceful, I did not have the heart to wake you.”

“Why the sudden change of heart?” Luna asked with a snort, propping herself up on her elbows.

“Master Mark ordered me to inform you that dinner is ready—if you are ready to eat that is.”

She promptly pulled back the sheets and stepped clumsily out onto the cool, metal floor.

“You know what, Ed?  Dinner actually sounds pretty good right about now. Tell Mark to keep it warm for me—I’ll be right down.”

“Of course, Subject Luna. I will let him know immediately.”

Luna yawned and stretched, her spine popping loudly. She struggled into her pants, leaving the rubber jacket off for now and wearing only the tee shirt. She slid her feet into Mark’s oversized shoes and laced them up as tightly as she could before heading out the door.

“Something smells good,” she said, inhaling deeply as she entered the galley. “What are you cooking?”

“Do you really want to know?” Mark asked without looking up from the stove.

“Sure … What is it?”

“Okay, I’ll give you a hint,” Mark said, cocking an eyebrow in her general direction, “it’s big, green, and has lots of teeth.”

“Please tell me you’re joking.”

Mark laughed dryly, “I wish I were. Out here, people eat whatever they can get.”

She grimaced in disgust.

“Hey, don’t worry! Alligator really does taste like chicken. Honest! You won’t even know the difference.”

Luna took a step back as Mark piled some of the whitish-pink meat onto a nearby plate and shoved it toward her.

“Oh, just eat it. Trust me, it’s good. I’ve been living off this stuff for years, and look at me.”

She looked at him, scrutinizing every detail of his face from his dark eyes and messy hair down to his patchy five-o’clock shadow. She then looked down at her plate, eyeing its steaming contents suspiciously. 

She finally sat down in the same seat she’d used earlier that morning, picked up a fork, and gingerly speared the smallest piece of meat she could find. Reluctantly she opened her mouth, closed her eyes, and inserted the steaming food …   	
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“I told you it was good,” Mark said, grinning triumphantly down at her.

She gave him her best mock scowl. Though she hated to admit it, alligator really was good. And surprisingly enough it did taste remarkably like chicken. “Yeah, you did,” Luna said, swallowing as she prepared herself for what she had to say, “and … you were right. So … I was wrong, and you were right. There! I said it. Now can you please stop looking at me like that?”

Mark laughed and picked up her empty plate. “Okay, okay. I’ll stop.”

“Thank you!” she said, gathering up her cup and silverware before following Mark back into the kitchen to help with the dishes. When they’d finished cleaning up, she asked, “So, Mark, I was wondering, when exactly do you think we’ll be getting back to New Denver?”

“Now hold on a second, Luna. I never said I was going to New Denver. In fact … I don’t remember ever saying anything about going anywhere near there.”

“You don’t understand, Mark,” she said slowly, forcing herself to keep a level voice, “I need to get back there. It’s important that I make it back within the next five days.”

“I’m sorry, Luna. But there’s really no way I can take you back there.”

Luna could feel anger and desperation starting to burn inside of her. “What are you saying, Mark? That you won’t help me? Am I a prisoner here or something?”

“I’m trying to help you!” he shot back. “Trust me, Luna you don’t want to go back there! Edgard tried to have you killed once already! If he finds out you’re still alive, he’ll try to finish the job!” He paused. “I … I can’t allow you to do that—not again. And even if I could, I couldn’t take you—”

“You don’t understand!” Luna shouted, slamming her fist against the sink so hard that for a moment she thought she might have broken her hand. She winced and gritted her teeth. “If I don’t get back there within the next few days, I’ll die anyway!”

Mark took a step forward and gripped her shoulders firmly. A look of pure confusion was etched on his face as he stared into her fearful eyes.

“What are you talking about, Luna?”

“I mean I’ll be dead!” she choked, blinking back hot, angry tears. “I need to get back for my treatments or the fungus will go into bloom and kill me!”

Mark just stood there, staring at her in disbelief. He slowly released her arms and began pacing the kitchen, his look of confusion replaced by one of dismay. “The Blister Wart disease. This is bad … really, really bad. Why didn’t you tell me you were sick?”

Luna spoke, her voice faltering as she fought to maintain control of her emotions.  “Now that you know, can you please take me back to New Denver?”

Mark shook his head and looked down at her sadly. “I’m sorry, Luna. I can’t.”

“Please, Mark! I’m begging you! Take me back!” she cried.

“Luna, you have to believe me. If I had any choice in the matter, I would help you. But I can’t!” He sighed and dropped his gaze to the floor. “My ship is stuck, Luna. She’s hung up on something. That’s what I was doing here before you showed up: trying to dig her out.”

Luna felt her heart sink. “What do you mean?”

“I mean that until I can dig the Second Wind out, we’re both stuck in the middle of nowhere.”

As the truth of Mark’s words sank in, it felt as if all her hope was draining away.

She was stuck—stranded with only a handful of days left before her disease consumed her. She sank to the floor.

“Is there any way we could make it back with one of the lifeboats?” She asked hopefully, determined not to give up completely until she had explored all of her options.

“I wish,” Mark replied, easing himself down to sit beside her, “but you took the last long-range boat I had. All of the boats I have left are short-ranged. You could maybe get about halfway before running out of gas. But you’d never make it to New Denver. Not even on a good day.”

Luna bit her lip. “What about settlements? If there’s a town or city nearby, then they’ll have to have a light therapy ward.”

“Well … there is one relatively close by,” Mark said hesitantly, “but it would still take us weeks to get there on foot. And if you only have a few days left, then there’s no way you could make it there in time. … ”

“Yeah, you’re right.” Luna sighed. “I was pretty bad off when I was trudging around out there yesterday, and I’m only going to get worse.”

“Do you have any more ideas?” Mark asked, watching her out of the corner of his eye.

Actually, she did. It was risky and almost as dangerous to her health as the Blister Wart disease itself. But it was the only option she had left.

Luna chewed at the corner of her bottom lip. “Do you remember back when you rescued me from the Vespasien gang?”

Mark raised an eyebrow. “Yeah. I remember. Why?”

“The armor from the suit I was wearing, do you still have it?”

“Yeah, actually. I figured it might come in handy.”

“I need it,” Luna said, rising quickly to her feet.

Mark hesitated for a moment then quickly pushed himself up and followed her toward the door. “Why? What do you need it for?”

Luna smiled, and turned back to face him. “I’m going to finish my research and find a cure for the Blister Wart disease. And that armor is going to help me do it.”
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Agent Tagawa set down the small pair of scissors he held and leaned back in the chair, eyeing his work with satisfaction. Beyond the small collection of bonsai trees spread out on the windowsill, the sprawling city of New Denver slept uneasily.

Keith sighed, his weary eyes staring vacantly at New Denver’s dimly lit skyline. Just a few weeks ago, he and his team had risked everything to protect Luna McKelly, and now that she was most likely dead, he felt that he and his colleagues had failed not only her—but the rest of the city as well.

He glanced down at his recently trimmed trees and pursed his lips. Bonsai usually helped him cope with the day-to-day stress of being an agent, but not today.

There had been hundreds of Swamper kidnappings and other unsolved disappearances throughout the past twenty years. But he had never known any of the victims personally. And, though he felt terrible for admitting it, none of them had been as important as Miss McKelly. Sure Mr. Edgard had claimed that Luna’s research on the Blister Wart cure would continue as planned. But Keith doubted anyone would be able to simply pick up where Luna had left off. Despite her small stature, she had left large shoes to fill. The production of a viable human cure for the Blister Wart disease was now delayed by months—maybe even years. Time that many Blister Wart patients wouldn’t have.

“Excuse me, sir,” Keith’s personal AI unit said, breaking the silence “I have an incoming call from Headquarters. Shall I patch it through?”

Keith straightened, and nodded. “Yeah. Go ahead, Mac.”

“Yes, sir,” the AI replied, activating the apartment’s built-in communication systems. There was a muffled click as the various receivers and speaker systems scattered throughout the room hummed to life, followed by Lieutenant Manning’s authoritative voice.

“Agent Tagawa?”

Keith cleared his throat. “Yes, sir, Lieutenant.”

“Good. I’ll try to make this quick.” Manning paused. “As you probably know by now, Edgard declared a state of war between the civilized world and the Swampers earlier this morning. As such, the first waves of Agency shock troops will be splashing down all across the swamp either tonight or some time tomorrow morning.”

“Yes, I was aware of this. My team and I have been put on standby alert, until further notice.”

“Well, there’s been a slight change of plans. Agent Perkins will be assuming command of your team for the time being.”

“Perkins? I’m sorry, sir. I ... I don’t understand.”

The lieutenant responded, “You’ve been reassigned. The two of us have been ordered to work the McKelly case. The Chief wants us to poke around and try to dig up anything we can.”

Keith’s mouth twitched and he smiled so slightly that had anyone been in the room to see it, they probably wouldn’t have noticed. “When does the Chief want us to start?”

“ASAP. I’ll meet you in the Agency training facility at 0900. I’ve set up a rendezvous with Rosa Hernandez. According to the reports, she was one of the last people to have contact with Miss McKelly before her disappearance. And since she’s a member of the Agency, I thought it would be best to debrief her first before moving on to the other subjects.”

“That sounds like a plan, sir.” Keith said, “I’ll be there at 0900.”

“Perfect. I’ll be waiting for you, Agent.”

Keith heard a quiet click and then silence as Manning hung up. He continued to sit for a few more minutes, and then he eased himself out of his padded swivel chair and made his way toward the apartment’s bathroom. Tomorrow would be the day to find his answers. Answers he hoped would prove useful to the Agency and the rest of Unitech in their search for the criminals responsible for the death of Miss McKelly, as well as countless others.
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Luna couldn’t believe how hard it was for her to breathe. It had only been one day, but already her congested chest felt as if it were on fire as she fought for every wheezing breath.

“Subject Luna, please stop this at once!” Edward said urgently, his voice sounding strained and choppy as it called out from her helmet’s battered comm systems. “I am detecting a significant increase in your heart rate and respiratory functions. Please, Subject Luna, you’re pushing yourself too hard!”

“I only have, like, four days left to live, Ed!” she gasped, leaning heavily against a rotten tree trunk while she fought to catch her breath.

“I do not believe pushing yourself to this extreme will prolong your life expectancy.”

She and Mark had spent the past seven hours scouring the swamp in search of the elusive microbes that held the secret to synthesizing an effective vaccine against the Blister Wart disease.

Funny, she thought to herself between gasps, not much has changed since the last time I was here.

She snorted and pushed herself away from the dead tree. “Hey, Mark. Have you found anything yet?”

“Nope … nothing,” came the garbled response. “What about you?”

Luna did a quick scan of her immediate surroundings, silently hoping to see a cloud of the yellow-highlighted protozoa dancing across her heads-up display.

“Nope,” she sighed, “there’s nothing over here either.”

“Do you think that maybe we’re too far outside this species’ range?”

The thought had crossed her mind more than once. But she had forced herself to stay positive.

“It is a possibility,” she said, taking a staggering step forward, “but we’re only a few dozen miles away from where Research Station 121 collected their samples. So I think the micro-fauna here should be the same.”

At least I hope it’s the same, she mused, fighting down the urge to surrender to her feelings of despair.

“Well, not to sound pessimistic, but I doubt we’ll be able to make any more progress today,” Mark said through the improvised team comm he’d rigged between their armor. “I think we should call it a day. We can rest up and head out again tomorrow.”

“Yeah … that sounds like a plan,” Luna agreed, feeling the effects of the long day. “Let’s head back.”

“All right. You stay there—I’ll come to you.”

“Will do.”

She pulled her feet out of the mud and took a few more labored steps, and then she sat down on a nearby stump to wait.

Finally, Mark emerged from the fog and sat down beside her.

“Tired?” she asked as he slipped a small hand-held bio-scanner into one of the many bandoliers slung across his chest.

“Yeah” He nodded. “Even though I’ve been living out here my entire life, it’s still exhausting to try to walk anywhere. How about you? Are you doing okay?”

“Yeah … I’m a little tired. But I should be fine,” she lied, hoping that the choppiness of her suit’s damaged comm link would hide the sound of her wheezing.

“All right, we should probably get going,” Mark said, staggering back to his feet. “It’s getting late, and we don’t want to be out here after nightfall.”

She took one last breath then eased herself off the stump and followed Mark back into the shifting mists, longing for her inhaler.

An hour later they’d made their way back to where one of the Second Wind’s boats waited, tugging impatiently against its moorings.

Since they’d planned on spending the entire day in the swamp, Mark had brought along a heavy plastic tarp to cover the open boat while they were gone so it wouldn’t fill up with rain before they got back. It took a few minutes of tugging and splashing around in the muddy shallows before they managed to pull the wet tarp aside, fold it up, and stow it one of the cargo compartments built into the boat’s bow.

“Watch your step,” Mark cautioned as Luna swung herself into the boat, “I don’t want you to trip and knock yourself out.”

“Your concern is noted,” she replied—the tiniest hint of a smile tugging at her mouth as she seated herself on one of the vessel’s four bench-seats.

Mark made sure that Luna was safely aboard, untied the mooring line, and leaped lightly into the boat. The momentum from his boarding pushed the vessel away from shore and propelled it out into the deeper water, giving them a good head start while he fumbling with the finicky engine. Before long they were racing across the water toward the waiting ferry.

“Hey, Ed! Open up!” Mark called through the comm, bringing the boat around to the back of the ship, “It’s us!”

“Hello, Master Mark. Opening hanger door.”

Luna absently kicked her feet together beneath her bench trying to knock off some of the excess mud coating her boots. The Second Wind’s massive doors inched open on squealing, rusted hinges and bathed Mark and Luna in warm, welcoming light.

Once the doors had opened , an automated crane swung outward along a conveyer system bolted to the hanger’s thirty-foot high ceiling and slowly lowered two sets of cables down to within reach of the boat.

Mark beckoned to Luna who quickly stood up and helped him secure the heavy steel cables to four anchoring points welded to the sides of the boat. After double checking to make sure the vessel was securely attached, Mark gave Edward the signal, and the boat began to rise until it was dangling ten feet in the air.

Having no desire to relive her past experiences with falling, Luna eased herself down onto the bench and did her best not to move while the conveyer system pulled the swaying boat into the hanger.

“You okay?” Mark asked.

“Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine? Why do you ask?”

“Well … you look a little pale.”

Yeah, well you’d look pale, too, if you’d fallen out of a Stratocruiser!

After what seemed an eternity, the crane stopped and lowered the boat down to one of the several crudely fashioned, cradle-like contraptions that served as dry docks for the fifteen or so mismatched boats scattered throughout the hanger.

Luna held her breath and waited a few seconds—just to make sure the boat had really stopped—then slowly got to her feet, and made her way to a set of rusted, iron steps leaning down and away from the dripping vessel.

Once she reached the ground, she reached up and was about to remove her helmet when a sudden blip on her heads-up display caught her eye. She turned and found herself staring in open-mouthed astonishment at a nearby supply locker. There, illuminated and enhanced by her helmet’s holographic display, was what she had been searching for all along: a living cloud of yellow-highlighted microbes.

“Mark! Look!” she squeaked with unrestrained excitement.

“What? What is it?”

“The protozoa!” she exclaimed, pulling a damaged sample kit out of her hip pocket. “It was here all the time, Mark! Right under our noses!”

Mark reached for his own bio-scanner and began to scrutinize its holographic screen.

“What in the world? How’d these things get on my ship?” he muttered under his breath.

“Well, what do you have in this locker?” Luna asked.

He shrugged. “Nothing. Just junk. Wait … ” He paused then snapped his fingers. “Luna, your kit! Remember? When I brought you here, some of the tubes in your sample kit were broken. I thought I might be able to get something for them later, so I stashed them in the locker!”

“That makes sense,” she replied with a nod. “This species seems to be really resilient.”

“So, basically we could have just uploaded the bio-scan program from your helmet into the computer and had Ed sweep the whole ship?”

She sighed. “Yeah … we could have. If we’d known the microbes were here in the first place.”

“Go figure.” Mark laughed. “So what’s the plan now?”

Luna stood, stretched, and turned back to face him. “Well, I don’t know about you. But my plan is the same as it’s been for the past two years: cure myself.”

Mark nodded, “All right. If that’s the plan then you’ll probably need a lab and all the help you can get.” He smiled. “Fortunately for you, I just so happen to have both. Follow me.”
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When Manning had said to meet Rosa in the training facility, Keith never would have imagined that he would have to spar her. But seeing as how there wasn’t really anything he could do about it—other than try not to get hit—he decided to just go with the flow.

“So, you dispatched a team as soon as you received Miss McKelly’s call?” he asked, blocking a side kick aimed at his gut. Miss Hernandez was proving to be quite the adversary—something he found both intimidating and fascinating.

“Yes. That’s right,” Rosa replied, taking full advantage of Keith’s momentary loss of balance to press her attack. “She said she needed to speak with Mr. Landers immediately.”

Keith raised an eyebrow. “Did she say why she needed to speak to him?”

“She didn’t say specifically why. Just that she had something important for the chief. That, and she believed her life was in danger.” Rosa paused to block his counterattack then continued solemnly, “I guess she was right.”

Keith frowned. “Do you remember anything else? Anything out of the ordinary?”

Rosa shook her head. “No, not really. Except for the fact that she was already gone by the time our guys showed up. I mean, we were only four or five minutes away—”

“Which means that the Swampers must have already had eyes on her when she made the call,” Keith cut in.

“Exactly.”

“So either they were a sleeper cell planning this thing for a long time, or they got incredibly lucky.”

Rosa shrugged and leaned over the ropes of the sparring ring to pick up her water bottle. “Basically.”

“Well, hopefully we’ll take the Swamper gangs down here in the next few weeks,” Keith said, picking up his own canteen, “then we can all rest easy again.”

Rosa nodded and wiped away a trickle of water running down her chin, “Yeah, hopefully. Sorry I couldn’t be more helpful, Keith.”

“That’s all right. You’ve told me everything you know, and I’m sure it’ll help with the investigation in one way or another. Thank you for your time.”

“It was my pleasure,” she replied, giving him one of her rare smiles. “Besides, it’s been a while since I’ve had a decent workout.”

“Take care, Rosa. If anything else comes up, be sure to report it to either myself or Lieutenant Manning.”

“Will do, Keith,” she said, snapping a quick salute as he turned and made his way toward the firing range where the lieutenant was waiting for him.

He sighed. Most of what Agent Hernandez had told him was common knowledge. Hardly worth the pain and exertion it had taken to retrieve it. But just the same, he hoped that his report would somehow help the investigation teams piece together what happened to Miss McKelly. Which would put them that much closer to finding whoever was responsible.
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“Well, Luna, I’ve got some good news and some bad news,” Mark said, drawing her attention away from the holo-monitor she had been staring at for the past twenty minutes.

She twisted around in her seat and peered at him over the mismatched collection of retrofitted equipment cluttering the laboratory. “Okay, let’s hear it.”

“I’ll start with the good news,” Mark said, walking over to her. “Ed and I think that if this storm keeps up, the water level should rise enough for us to float the ship out of here.” He paused. “The bad news is that if Ed’s calculations are correct, it will take at least three more days of steady rainfall before we’ll be able to leave.”

Luna tapped a finger against her chin thoughtfully. “Well, I guess that means I’ll just have keep doing what I’ve been doing and hope for the best. Speaking of which …” she said, her voice trailing off, “I need your help with something.”

“With what?”

“With … drawing some blood,” she replied sheepishly.

She motioned to the chemical readouts flickering on her computer screen. “I need something to test this cure on, and since I don’t have any infected animals or much time to spare, I’ll need to use my own blood cells.”

“Doesn’t that seem a little—I don’t know—dangerous?” Mark said, crossing his arms. “I mean, how effective can your experiments be when you’re only testing them on blood samples?”

“Ed should be able to extrapolate a prediction model of all possible side effects by cross referencing my test results with the bio-scan I had him do this morning.” She paused to tuck a rebellious strand of hair behind her ear. “It’s not exactly foolproof, but it’s all we’ve got right now”

“Okay, I’ll do it.” Mark said. “But we should probably head up to the sick bay; it’s more sterile.”

The sick bay was by no means the biggest room in the ship, but it was definitely the cleanest and most well-lit room Luna had seen since she’d come aboard. The small brightly illuminated room had sterile white cabinets, high-tech computer equipment, and clean hospital beds.

“Wow … where’d you get all of this stuff, Mark?” she asked in unabashed awe, making her way to one of the two beds.

“Here and there,” Mark replied casually, as if it were no big deal that—in the middle of a swamp—he had in his possession an advanced medical facility.

Luna eyed Mark curiously—there was still so much she didn’t know about him. 

Mark walked over to her, set a tray down on the bed, and gave the mattress a gentle pat. “All right, have a seat.”

Luna hopped up on the hospital mattress.

“Okay, which arm?” Mark asked.

“The right,” she said, trying to keep calm as she rolled up her sleeve, exposing the pale skin beneath.

“You okay?” Mark asked, his voice cutting through her panic. “You’re shaking.”

“Yeah … I’m fine,” she managed to croak. “I … I just have a thing with needles … and blood.”

“Are you sure you want to go through with this?”

She nodded. “Yeah. We have to.”

“Don’t worry,” Mark said reassuringly, “I’ll be careful. You won’t even feel it.”

“Okay.,” she muttered, her heart pounding as he tied off her arm and disinfected the crook of her elbow with an anti-bacterial swab.

Easy. Easy, now. Breathe. Don’t forget to breathe. It’ll all be over in a second …

Despite Mark’s reassurance, she did feel it. And if not for his firm hand gently holding her arm in place, she probably would have jerked away. She began talking in an attempt to distract herself. “So, Mark, I was thinking, since Jack Anderson is your father, you must know a lot about him. … And I was just wondering if maybe you could tell me a little more about him? If you don’t mind talking about it, that is.”

“You’re just talking for the sake of talking, aren’t you?” Mark asked.

“Umm … no,” she lied. “I just really wanted to hear more about your dad. From what I’ve read, he seemed like he was a really great man—ow!”

“Sorry, sorry! I was just attaching a new vial,” Mark said, looking up at her apologetically.

She glanced down just in time to see her dark red blood filling the vial.

Big mistake.

“ … Mark,” she said slowly, unable to pull her eyes away from the blood pooling inside the clear tube, “I think I’m going to faint … ”

“Whoa! Hold on a second!” He reached out to catch her as she slumped forward.

“Ugh … I’m … I’m sorry,” she groaned while the world danced in a sickening blur before her eyes. “This always happens to me. I should have warned you.”

“Hey, don’t worry about it,” he said. “Do you want to lie down?”

She nodded, “Yeah ...  at least until this passes.”

“How long do you think that will take?”

“As long is it takes for you to finish getting those blood samples,” she replied, allowing Mark to help her down.

“How many samples do you need?” he asked, gently moving her arm closer.

“Four or five,” she replied reluctantly. “Better to have too many than not enough.”

Mark sighed. “All right … I’ll take a few more samples. Just sit tight, okay?”

“Mark,” she said as she felt his fingers brush against the needle, “do you think we could talk about your family now? That way I can have something to keep my mind occupied.”

Mark smiled and shook his head. “You don’t give up easy, do you?”

“Nope, Never,” she replied, returning his smile.

“Okay, fine. I guess we can. What do you want to know?”

“Well, what about your father? What was he really like?”

Mark sighed. “What was he really like? Well, I never actually knew him. Everything I know came from what my mother told me. She always said that he was pretty much the same person everywhere he went. It didn’t matter if he was on camera or at home. He was a good man. Right up until…” His voice trailed off.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “It sounds like you really love him … even though you never knew him.”

“Yeah … I do.” Mark replied, switching out another vial.

Luna tried to ignore the pain in her arm. She cleared her throat. “Your dad was an amazing guy.”

“Yeah … he was.”

Mark swallowed and carefully removed the needle, quickly pressing a cottonball and an adhesive bandage over the small wound.

Luna was quiet for a while, not sure if she should question him further. But in the end her curiosity got the better of her and she asked, “What about your mom? What happened to her after you father … passed?”

“She got sick. Blister Wart disease, same as you. She died a few years after Dad did. I was five.”

“I’m so sorry, Mark.” Luna said.

“Yeah … me, too.” Mark cleared his throat and picked up the warm, blood-filled vials, placing them in her hand. “You and I both have work to do. Let’s just focus on that for now, okay?”

Luna licked her dry lips and nodded. “Okay.”

“Okay,” Mark repeated. “Now let’s get on with it. The way I see it, you don’t have very much time left. So we need to get cracking if we’re going to finish this cure in time to save you. I, for one, have no interest in watching you turn into a mushroom.”

Luna smiled weakly and curled her clammy fingers around the vials of blood. “That makes two of us.”

She waited until her head stopped spinning, then carefully eased herself down off the bed and walked shakily to the door. Mark was right. They needed to focus on the task ahead. She didn’t need him to tell her that—her whole body had been saying the same thing for days.

She bit her lip and quickened her pace as she and Mark made their way back to the lab. She was running out of time.

She sighed and set the vials down on a clear section of counter and motioned for Mark to take a seat at the computer next to hers.

“Okay. Time to get moving.” She brushed her bangs out of her face and sat down in front of the computer. “Hey, Ed, you there?”

“Of course I am, Subject Luna. How may I be of service?” the AI replied.

“Power up the equipment. We’ve got work to do.”
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Keith couldn’t believe his bad luck. Sparring Rosa had been painful—he could still feel the bruises—but that paled in comparison with what he had just been assigned to do.

“Good morning, Rosa,” he said, trying to keep his voice level as he approached the receptionist’s desk. “Can you let the chief know I’m here?”

She nodded, “Sure thing, Keith. Head on in. I’ll buzz him and let him know you’re coming.”

“Thank you.”

She nodded again and tapped the comm button as he turned and strode deliberately to the polished, black doors of Landers’ office.  He paused, took a deep breath, heard the click of disengaging locks, and stepped through the sliding doors.

Unlike the bustling lobby, the security chief’s office was quiet and calm. In fact, if it weren’t for the sound of his breathing and the soft hum of the giant-screen holo-monitors, the room would have been completely silent.

The chief spoke, “What do you want, Tagawa?”

Keith stiffened then forced himself to walk over to the desk where the chief sat, staring at him intently.

Even though Keith was a relatively new agent himself, he’d been around enough to know better than to meet the chief’s steely gaze. The stories of how he could force a suspect to talk simply by staring them into submission were legendary among the members of the Agency and its various sub-branches. To be safe, Keith decided to keep his eyes centered on Landers’ chin.

“Permission to speak freely, sir?” he asked, stopping three feet away from the heavy oak desk.

“Permission granted. Go ahead.”

Keith took a deep breath and forced himself to remain calm. “Sir, I’m here to express my reservations about this next assignment.”

Landers raised an eyebrow. “Oh? And what exactly are your reservations, agent?”

“I feel that I am not qualified to carry it out, sir. As such, I request that you transfer the upcoming Chavé debriefing to another, more qualified agent.”

The chief blinked once, twice, and then stifled a laugh. “Is that what all this is about, Tagawa? Miss Chavé?”

“Yes. Yes, sir. It is,” he said indignantly.

“You know,” the chief replied, leaning back in his chair, a knowing expression playing across his usually stoic features, “before I can so much as consider doing what you’re asking me to do, I need to know exactly on what grounds you’re basing this request.”

Keith’s eyes narrowed. “I’m requesting a transfer based on the fact that she’s stalking me, sir.”

The Chief’s mouth twisted into a rare grin. “So, I take it you’ve had more trouble with her than you anticipated?”

Keith paused, remembering the dozens of phone calls, anonymous e-mails, and the last straw: the unauthorized entrance into his apartment.

“Yes, sir. I have. She’s been … incredibly hard to deter.”

“Didn’t I warn you way back when about the danger of messing with a woman’s heart?”

Keith sighed again. “Yes, sir. You did. I just assumed she would leave me alone after I stopped contacting her.”

“Well, I’m very sorry, Agent,” Landers said, leaning forward to rest his elbows on the desk, “but I’m afraid I can’t transfer you off this assignment.”

“But, sir!”

“Now, now. Take it easy, Tagawa,” Landers replied, raising his hand before Keith could say anything more. “I have my reasons, so just cool it for a second.” Keith forced himself to comply, and the Chief continued. “I want you working on this because of your previous interactions with Miss Chavé. Of all my staff, you know her the best. She trusts you, Tagawa. And because of that trust, I’m sure she’ll be a lot more willing to tell us things we need to know.”

“I know she trusts me,” Keith said with an exasperated sigh, “I don’t trust her.”

“Well I’m sorry, Agent. But you’re just going to have to deal with it. This conversation is over.”

“Yes, sir. Understood, sir.”  Keith replied begrudgingly. Once safely outside the office he reached up with both hands and ran them slowly down his face. Why? Why hadn’t he listened to the chief’s advice when he’d first cooked up the ask-Miss Chavé-out-on-a-date-so-I-can-grill-her-for-information plan?

He shook his head and shuffled halfheartedly toward the elevators at the far end of the lobby. It was going to be a very long night.
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Luna stifled a groan and massaged her head with a trembling hand, her weary eyelids fluttering as she tried to read the analysis reports scrolling across her computer screen.

Something was wrong … terribly, terribly wrong. The problem was she didn’t know what. And there was no way she would ask Ed to do another bio-scan. Sure he could tell her exactly what the problem was. But he could tell Mark just as easily. And worrying him further was something she would rather avoid all together.

After all, her labored breathing was already causing him enough worries. Telling him about every little ache and pain would only make things worse. At least … that’s what she kept telling herself. Deep down inside, she was starting to feel very, very scared and would like nothing more than to tell him everything. She could almost feel his comforting arm on her shoulder—his deep, soothing voice, telling her that everything would be all right. …

She frowned, suddenly overcome with confusion. Why was she feeling this way? Why was she thinking this way? She barely knew Mark and yet. … In the past few days spent with him, she had felt the familiar tug of emotions pulling at her heart—emotions that she had refused to acknowledge ever since she’d first contracted the Blister Wart disease.

She sighed again. The reality of the situation was that it had taken nearly all of her strength and willpower just to get out of bed that morning. Ever since then she’d felt weak and lightheaded—as if she were about to faint. And then there was the twitching.

She pulled her hands away from her face and looked at them. They were trembling—and not just because she was tired and stressed. She knew in her gut that the uncontrollable shaking was something more serious than mere anxiety.

Luna tried to move her fingers and watched as they shakily curled into a quivering fist. She uncurled them and tried again, and observed the same results. There was no doubt about it. This was definitely something neurological.

This can’t be good. She suppressed a weak cough and wiped her hand across her brow, noticing for the first time how cold and clammy her skin was. Her forehead creased into a frown, and she pressed her quivering hand against it—just to make sure she wasn’t hallucinating. She had a fever.

“Ed, what’s the status on the current batch of serum?”

“I’m afraid it’s too early to say yet, Subject Luna, but I should be able to give you a more in-depth analysis shortly.”

“How shortly?”

“Approximately forty minutes. Since these trials are with living cells, it will take some time for the serum to take effect. It will therefore take more time for me to know whether or not the serum poses any threat to your physiology.”

“Is there any chance you could hurry it up a bit?” Luna asked, silently hoping that the tremor in her voice wasn’t very obvious.

“I can try, Subject Luna. But I feel compelled to advise against it. This is not something I wish to rush.”

Luna bit her lip. She knew he was right—he was always right. But no matter how hard she tried, she just couldn’t ignore her body. Nearly every nerve—every fiber and cell inside her—was telling her that something was about to happen. And she was ninety-nine percent sure that whatever that something was, it probably wouldn’t be good.

“I know,” she said, “but we have a deadline…” She grimaced. There was just something about the dead in deadline that made her cringe.

“Understood, Subject Luna. I’ll do what I can—with respect to your wellbeing, of course.”

“Of course,” she echoed, turning her attention back to her computer’s glowing screen. However, instead of seeing figures and equations, her eyes saw nothing but a blur of color. She blinked once then twice, trying to clear her vision. It didn’t work. In a panic, she turned and looked around the lab: small flashes of light danced before her eyes as she tried frantically to focus on the blurry room.

“Ed!” she shrieked, scrambling clumsily out of her chair, “hurry—get Mark! Something’s wron—” All at once the world exploded into a spinning pinwheel of light and color, and she felt herself falling. Everything from that point forward was a blur of pain and dizziness so extreme that she thought she was dying. After what felt like an eternity, the pain and disorientation faded, and her vision slowly began to return.

She was lying face down on the floor, convulsing in a puddle of bloody vomit. . What made it worse was that no matter what she did, she couldn’t force her body to move.

She was alone and unable to speak, unable to move, unable to call for help.

Mark came tearing into the room. “Luna!” He sounded more terrified than she was, “Don’t worry, I’m here!”

He rolled her over onto her back and laced his arm around her neck, supporting her head while the violent tremors slowly diminished into a steady, throbbing twitch.

“Ed, do you have any idea what’s wrong with her?”

Luna already knew what was wrong. Or at least, she had a very educated guess as to what might be wrong.

She forced her mouth to move and spoke, “Fungus … in my brain … it’s … interfering with my nervous system.”

“Is that really what’s going on, Ed?” Mark asked.

“Initiating emergency bio-scan now.” There was a momentary pause then the AI continued, “Latest bio-scan indicates that Subject Luna’s infection is reaching maturity and as such the Blister Weed is beginning to bloom throughout her physiology.”

Mark grimaced. “How much time do we have?”

“Not enough,” Luna replied hoarsely. “We have to use the cure … Now.”

“Subject Luna, I must advise against this choice of action,” Ed cut in. “I have not had time to finish my analysis! The cure could be highly destructive! I simply cannot allow—”

“We don’t have a choice, Ed,” Mark said, wiping away a trickle of blood-tinged saliva running down the side of Luna’s chin. “It’s like she said. We don’t have any more time.”

“It will only take forty minutes for me to complete my scans. Surely we can wait until then—”

“Ed,” Luna choked, slowly propping herself up on her elbows, “there isn’t … any time. It’s now or never!”

“Very well, Subject Luna,” Edward replied.

“Can you walk?” Mark asked as Luna slowly rose into a clumsy squat.

She answered, “I don’t know … ”

“Here, let me help you.”

She wrapped her quivering arm around his shoulder and leaned into him, letting him support her while she struggled to make her numb legs obey her. 

A few minutes later she was in the sickbay. Mark had gone back to the lab, leaving her sitting on one of the beds, trying desperately to keep the images of fungal death out of her mind.

In spite of all the tests they had run, she knew that there were still too many unknown factors in her equations to know for sure whether or not her slapped-together cure would even work. It was no secret to her that she was taking a huge risk. But she also knew that if she didn’t try the cure, then the Blister Wart disease would kill her. She would die. Slowly and painfully—there wouldn’t be anything anyone could do about it.

There was a light knock on the door, and she turned her head. “It’s okay. You can come in, Mark.”

The heavy door swung outward and Mark stepped into the compact medical facility and carefully set a vial of dark blue liquid down on a tray of medical instruments sitting beside the sink.

“All right … I think I’ve got everything ready,” he said, pulling a surgical mask over his face; she thought she heard a slight tremor in his voice. “Are you sure you want to go through with this?”

Mustering her courage, she nodded. “Yeah.”

“Okay, then,” he replied, pulling a stool over to her bedside, “here we go.”

Luna licked her lips, fighting back hot, frightened tears as he disinfected the injection site.

“Mark,” she whimpered, “Please … stay with me until this is over. I don’t want to be alone if … ” She choked, feeling the tears beginning to run down her cheeks.

She felt his hand close around hers, and she turned to look up at him.

“Don’t worry, Luna. I’ll be here the whole time.”

“Thank you,” she whispered, and he squeezed her hand.

She squeezed back.

A moment later she felt the hot sting of the needle piercing her skin.

She swallowed, laid her head back on the thin pillow, and prayed silently one more time before locking her watery eyes on the softly glowing light fixture on the ceiling above her bed. “Okay … let’s get this show on the road.”
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Mark nodded and pressed the plunger down, watching silently as the dark blue fluid shot into Luna’s arm. 

“How are you doing?” he asked, breaking the uneasy silence.

“I’m … okay,” she wheezed, smiling weakly. “Just a little sore.”

“Do you want me to give you something to help with that?”

She shook her head. “Thanks for the offer ... But I don’t think it would be a good idea … to mix the cure with any other drugs.”

“I guess that could be a problem,” he said, pressing a cool cloth to her sweat-drenched forehead.

Despite her show of courage, he could tell that she was in a lot more pain than she let on. And the feeling of helplessness he felt watching her suffer was almost more than he could stand. It was like watching his mother die all over again.

“Hey, Ed,” he called over his shoulder, pushing the memories from his mind, “can you do a continuous bio scan on her for me?”

“I can indeed, Master Mark. Where would you like me to project my results?”

Mark stood up and reached across Luna to her bed’s built-in holo-monitor and flipped the switch. “Here. Send the results to med terminal one.”

“Of course, Master Mark. Right away.”

Mark sat back on his stool and watched intently as the dark black screen began to glow. The screen adjusted and displayed a holographic image of Luna’s body along with pulse, blood pressure, temperature, and respiratory readouts.

What he saw was far worse than he’d thought possible. Luna’s heart rate was already way past the normal seventy-beats-per-minute and her breathing was more strained than usual. She wasn’t getting enough oxygen, and as a result everything inside her was straining just to keep her alive.

“Ed,” he said calmly, trying to mask his shock so he wouldn’t scare her, “can you keep running simulations on the serum to see if it will have any side effects if mixed with other drugs?”

“Of course, Master Mark. Continuing simulations.”

“Okay, thanks. Tell me if and when anything useful comes up.”

“Is … something wrong?” Luna asked, her winded voice barely more than a whisper.

“No,” he lied, “I just want to be ready in case something decides to go wrong. You’re fine.”

She grimaced. “You know … you’re not a very good liar, Mark. I can see the heart monitor.” She lifted a shaking hand and jabbed her thumb toward the beeping screen, “plus … I know my body well enough to know when something’s not right.”

The heart monitor beeped loudly as her pulse spiked. She shuddered, clenching her hands tightly into fists as she curled up in pain, gasping for breath.

Mark reached out to take her hand, and she screamed in agony.

“Ed! What’s happening to her?” he shouted.

“I don’t understand—this is quite impossible. All of my simulations indicated that—”

“Hang the simulations, Ed!” Mark shot back. “I asked you a question—what’s wrong with her?”

“It would seem that the Blister Wart fungus is not responding to the cure the way we had hoped.”

Luna’s blood pressure spiked, bursting the capillaries inside her nostrils. She cried out in pain and wiped her hands across her bloodstained lip, staring in wide-eyed terror at her crimson fingers.

“This … this shouldn’t be happening! The cure has to work … it just has to! Oh, God! Oh, God please … ” She began to cough, her body convulsing violently as she hacked up mouthfuls of bloody phlegm and fungus. “I … I … can’t breathe!” She rasped, clawing at her chest. “ … It hurts! Mark ... please … make it stop! I can’t breathe … I can’t breathe!”

“Luna, I’m trying! Just hold on! Hold on!”

She reached a bloodstained hand out to him then shuddered one last time and fell still, her arm falling limply beside her as the heart monitor blared.

“No! She’s going into cardiac arrest!” Mark shouted, knocking over his stool as he leapt to his feet.

“Emergency! Emergency! All of Subject Luna’s vital signs are plummeting! Commence resuscitative action immediately, Master Mark—before she expires!”

Mark placed both hands on the center of her chest and began steadily and rhythmically pressing down, listening  to the wail of the heart monitor for the slightest indication that his efforts were paying off.

Nothing happened.

The heart monitor continued to blare, while beneath his hands Luna’s warm body grew steadily colder. Time was running out.

He ran to one of the sick bay’s medical lockers and yanked it open. His eyes sifted furiously through the different vials and bottles until he found what he was looking for: a small clear bottle marked adrenaline.

He grabbed the bottle and a long hypodermic needle from the case, sending several other containers and pieces of equipment crashing to the floor.

“Master Mark, what do you think you’re doing?” Ed exclaimed, as Mark ran back to Luna’s side. “I haven’t had time to finish my analysis yet! If you inject that into her, it may have dire consequences!”

“I don’t have a choice!” Mark replied hotly, filling the syringe with a massive dose of the powerful hormone. He removed the needle from the vial and glanced down at Luna’s pale face and her wide lifeless eyes.

“I’m sorry, Luna,” he muttered under his breath. He then pulled her shirt aside and plunged the needle into her chest, injecting its contents directly into her heart.

He watched as the last drops of adrenaline drained from the syringe then carefully removed the needle and set it on the blanket beside her and waited.

Ten seconds passed. Then fifteen.

He pulled the folds of her clothing over her exposed torso and glanced up at the bio monitor and then at her face. She still looked like a corpse.

He choked, swallowing the lump forming in his throat as the memories of his mother’s death rushed back to him.

Come on. Come on. …

All at once a piercing beep cut the silence, then another, and another.

He released the breath he had been holding and slumped down onto his knees, his gaze fixed on the heart monitor. He Watched intently as Luna’s vitals began to grow stronger.

“Ed,” he said at last, his voice no more than a whisper, “what’s the status on the fungus?”

“It is hard to say, Master Mark. After all, it is still very early in the procedure.”

“Give me a rough guess.”

“All initial bio scans are optimistic.” Ed replied after a brief pause. “It would appear the cure is indeed effective. Though I recommend waiting for more definitive results.”

Mark ran his hands through his hair then righted the stool and sat down.

“Thanks, Ed. Keep me posted if anything changes.”

He maintained his silent vigil all that night and well into the next morning, never once leaving Luna’s bedside. The only interruption came when Ed informed him that the passing storm had indeed caused the water level to rise, allowing them free passage once more.

Upon hearing this, Mark instructed the AI to lay in a course for the nearest settlement at maximum speed.

“I want to get this ship back to land as soon as possible in case anything else happens,” he said.

He remained at Luna’s bedside until hunger and fatigue at last got the better of him. He had Ed perform one last bio scan to make sure Luna was stable then headed for the galley. Even though the worst appeared to be over, Luna still had a long road ahead of her. He only hoped she had the strength for it.
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Keith inhaled deeply, steadied himself, and then pushed the comm button next to Bridget’s apartment door.

“Miss Chavé?” he said, clearing his throat, “it’s me, Agent Tagawa.”

Her squeal of excitement was audible even through the heavy door, and Keith winced, fighting the urge to turn and run. A split second later the door flew open and she rushed him, wrapping her arms around his waist before he even had time to react.

“Keith! I was so worried! What took you so long? Your message said 7 PM. It’s five after!” she said, pressing her face against his torso.

“Traffic,” he grunted, and she pushed herself back.

She paused for a moment, scrutinizing his face in what he guessed was an attempt to discern whether he was telling the truth. Then she shrugged and cleared her throat. “Oh. Traffic. … Right.” A long awkward pause followed, which Bridget eventually broke.

“Um … well, now that you’re here,” she stammered, “won’t you come in and make yourself at home? I mean, like, mi casa es su casa, and all that.”

The decor in the apartment was every bit as gaudy as Bridget: Heavy curtains decorated with red and gold flowers covered the living room windows and blocked out the light from the city. This combined with the brightly colored rugs and throw pillows scattered across the couch made Keith’s head spin—or it could have been the combination of perfume and incense that permeated the flat. He couldn’t be sure.

Doing his best to ignore the smells and colors assaulting his senses, Keith made his way to the couch and sat down, followed by Bridget. She sat down so close to him that she pinned the edge of his pant leg beneath her.

He scooted over a little more, trying to be subtle as he jerked his leg free.

“Miss Chavé, there are some things I need to ask you ... ”

She smiled widely and snaked her arms around his shoulders, inching her face toward his. “Oh, really? Ask away.”

“Miss Chavé,” he said, failing to keep his voice from cracking as he pulled back as far as he could, “I think you misunderstand why I’m here!”

Much to his relief, this response caused her a moment’s pause, and she sat back, eyeing him suspiciously.

“How so?”

“I’m here,” he replied, adjusting his tie, which had become horribly askew, “because I need to talk to you about Miss McKelly’s disappearance. According to our investigators, you were one of the last people she had contact with.”

Bridget crossed her arms over her chest and moved to the far end of the couch, where she sulked in silence for several minutes.

Finally she began to talk. Bridget related every miniscule detail of her day—right up to the last call she’d placed to Luna.  Once it became apparent that she’d told him everything she knew, Keith ended the recording and stood up.

“Thank you for your help, Miss Chavé.”

“Yeah, no problem,.” she replied, and then she added, “do you think you’ll be able to catch the guys who did this?”

She sounded serious.

Keith was astounded. She was never serious.

He turned and met her gaze.  “Hopefully. If we’re lucky.”

She nodded, “You’ll let me know if anything changes, won’t you?”

“I can’t make any promises, Miss Chavé.”

He reached for the doorknob—intending to let himself out. But Bridget intercepted his hand before he could.

Immediately he began to panic. Quickly he formulated a verbal plan of escape and was just about to implement it when he was cut short by Bridget’s soft voice.

“You … you don’t really like me, do you, Keith?”

He was completely taken aback. He had expected her to ask questions, of course. He’d even rehearsed nearly every conceivable answer to the obvious ones. But this? This was the one thing he had never expected her to say.

His brow furrowed, and he stared at his shoes, weighing the consequences of his words as he worked out his reply.

He knew that Bridget was definitely unstable. And he knew that one wrong word could very well cause the house-of-cards that was her psyche to come crashing down. Resulting in—who knew what?

Having at last chosen what he hoped would be the right response, Keith looked up and saw that she had already begun to cry. He hadn’t wanted to hurt her, but it appeared that was exactly what he’d done.

Cautiously, he said, “It’s not that I don’t like you, Bridget. You’re a beautiful woman with a … great personality.” He cringed inwardly and then looked her squarely in the eye, hoping that what he said next wouldn’t cause her to have a psychotic breakdown. “But I don’t feel that you really know who you are. If that makes sense.”

She swallowed, her lip began to quiver, and for a moment he considered ending the conversation right then and there. In the end, however, he decided it was better to get things over before they became even more complicated, so he continued.

“There’s someone really wonderful trapped inside you,” he said, “but until she stops hiding behind this façade you’ve put up, no one will ever have a chance to meet her.”

She sobbed, making him feel even more terrible.

“I’m sorry, Bridget. That’s … just how it is.” He said, and then he stepped outside before either of them could say anything else.

As the door closed behind him, he silently hoped that he had done the right thing. At the very least, he figured that he’d taken care of his stalker problem once and for all. Yet, on the other hand, he found himself feeling … guilty.

“Mac, call the lieutenant. Tell him I have the final case report ready.”

“Yes, sir. Right away.”
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Manning’s eyes flitted wearily across the monitor displaying the accumulated results of the various debriefing assignments. Doctoring all the data was proving harder than he had originally thought. Already he’d spent the greater part of the evening sequestered in one of the security office’s basement router stations, poring over the classified documents.

He had made sure that everyone upstairs thought he’d clocked out for the day so he could finish his work without disturbance. As he stared at the screen, his all-purpose device began vibrating in his pocket.

With his eyes still scanning the data stream, he reached for his headset and tucked it over his ear. “Agent Manning.”

“Lieutenant, this is Agent Tagawa. I’ve just finished the Chavé interview. Do you want me to send it to you now?”

“Yeah. Sure. Transmit it to my personal terminal.”

“Will do. You should be receiving it … now.”

Manning glanced over at the laptop spliced into the mainframe as Keith’s data file began to download. Once the initial transfer was complete, he typed in a few quick commands and forwarded the data to the main case file, along with all the other records.

“All right, I’ve got it, Tagawa. Thanks.”

There was a pause. “Sir—if I may ask—does it look like we’re getting anywhere with this?”

“You know I don’t have access to the main case file, Tagawa,” Manning lied, glancing up at the holo-screen out of the corner of his eye.

“I know that, sir. I was just wondering if you’ve come across anything useful in our investigation?”

Manning sighed and massaged his temple, rising from his chair. Keith Tagawa sure was persistent.

“Not yet. We really don’t have that much info to go on. But I’m sure once all the pieces come together we’ll—”

“Lieutenant Manning? What are you doing here?”

Pulling out his gun, Manning spun to face the speaker and stared into the bewildered face of Agent Rosa Hernandez.

“Lieutenant?” Keith asked. “Are you there?”

“Yeah, I’m here. Just another call coming in. I’ll have to get back to you.”

“Understood, sir. Let me know if anything changes.”

Manning waited until Keith hung up and then, with a quick wave of his gun, motioned for Rosa to move. He was careful to stay well out of her reach.

“Keep your hands where I can see them and move over here. Nice and slow.”

“What are you doing?” she asked accusingly, raising her hands from her side.

“You first,” he said coldly, leveling his gun.

“I was going to see why our systems are being so sluggish,” she replied eyeing Manning’s computer screens, “but it looks like I found the problem.”

“Looks like it.”

Before she could say any more, he squeezed the trigger. A moment later Agent Hernandez lay dead on the floor.

Manning pulled Rosa’s sidearm from its holster and placed it in her lifeless hand, then he placed a call to Mr. Edgard.

“What is it, Manning?”

“Something’s come up, sir. Agent Hernandez walked in on me. I had to eliminate her.”

Edgard swore under his breath, “Was that really necessary?”

“Yes, sir. It was. She’d seen too much.”

“Well, I trust you know how to clean up your own mess?”

“Yes, sir,” Manning replied. “Everyone already thinks Swamper agents within Unitech were responsible for what happened to Miss McKelly. When I’m done, it’ll look like Hernandez was just another sleeper agent.”

“Hmm. Good work.” Edgard said, obviously pleased.

“Sir, there is a bit of a snag ... ” Manning continued. “Landers is suspicious. I’ve been doing my best to hinder the Agency’s investigation, but there’s still a lot of intel in the mainframe. They’re getting close to figuring out the truth.”

Edgard was silent for a moment then asked, “Can’t you alter the files?”

“I have been, sir. But I can only do so much. As long as Landers keeps up this investigation, there’s a chance that someone will eventually put two and two together.”

“What are you suggesting, Manning?”

Manning smiled slightly. It was time to make his move.

“I’m suggesting that you eliminate Chief Landers, sir.”

“Eliminate the chief of Unitech Security? Are you crazy? That man has been an agent longer than you’ve been alive! Killing him will draw too much attention!”

“Not if you replace him with a man whose loyalty is to you, sir.”

“You, you mean?”

“Just making a suggestion, sir.” Manning said, unplugging his computer from the main terminal. “If you put me in charge of the Agency, I could personally guarantee that no one will be able to touch you. Ever. Think about it.”

A long pause followed.

Finally, Edgard spoke. “I trust you’ve already thought up a plan to take care of Landers?”

“I have. But I’ll need unrestricted access to Alex’s data core to make it work.”

“You’ll have it. Just answer me this: What exactly is this plan you’ve cooked up?”

“If we want Landers to take the bait it has to be believable. As such, the fewer people who know about it, the better.”

“So I take it that means you’re not going to tell me.”

“Yes, sir,” said Manning, making his way toward the door. “Just be ready. You’ll know what to do when the time is right.”

“And what if Landers catches on? What then?”

“Don’t worry, sir. I’ll have insurance. Trust me. Landers won’t be a problem.”

“For your sake, Agent, you had better be right. Otherwise you’ll be the one who is ‘taken care of’.”

“I understand, sir.”

Edgard hung up, and Manning slipped the headset back into his pocket. He cast one more glance at Rosa’s body then left the room, sealing the door behind him.

His plan was simple: First, he would return to the main floor and report to the handful of night staff that he’d had to shoot Agent Hernandez in self-defense.. They would of course question him, and he would explain that he’d returned in order to finish filing some last minute reports. His computer terminal had been acting up, so he’d gone down to the router station where he had discovered Rosa tampering with the files. He had attempted to take her into custody and she’d reached for her weapon, forcing him to shoot her.

He stepped into the elevator, tapping the button that would take him back up to the main office. He would most likely be placed on suspension for a week or two while they sorted through all the evidence. But that was a small price to pay in the long run.

Soon he would be the head of the Agency. From there he would position himself as close to Edgard as he could, and—after a few years of earning his trust—Manning would eliminate Edgard as well. After he’d secured his position as Edgard’s successor, that is.

Everything was going according to plan.
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Luna gasped and opened her eyes, the memories of her ordeal rushing up through the depths of her mind.

She groaned.

Every part of her felt as if it were made of lead. She closed her eyes and breathed in again, her lungs filling easily, painlessly.

Startled, she opened her eyes. Her lungs had actually filled?

Her feeling of long-awaited relief was soon overshadowed by her sense of confusion as she realized she was no longer aboard the Second Wind. Instead, she was lying on a bed inside a dimly lit and horribly cluttered room.

Ignoring her stiff muscles, she forced herself to sit up and waited for the sudden dizziness to subside. She stared intently at the narrow strip of light seeping under and around the room’s lopsided door. Beyond the door she could hear voices, and she strained to catch what was being said.

“—Sherpa mercenaries? Here?”

She recognized Mark’s voice right away.

“I know, right?” the second speaker said with a dry, gravelly laugh. “I didn’t believe it myself until I started intercepting their comm traffic.”

She heard Mark sigh. “I never thought Edgard would be able to suck so many people into this war.  He’s insane. A genius—but insane.”

“I can’t argue with that. But if he weren’t, then we wouldn’t have this opportunity now, would we? Think about it. For the first time in twenty-something years we actually have a chance to shut it down—”

“Gentlemen, if I might interrupt,” Ed’s synthetic voice cut in, “I do believe that Subject Luna is at last awake.”

Realizing that there was no point in eavesdropping any more, Luna stiffly climbed out of bed, walked across the damp, wooden floor, and opened the rickety door.

The adjoining room was barely larger than the previous chamber, though it was just as cluttered and musty—if not more so.

The light of a single battery-powered lantern illuminated the room, casting weird shadows on the mold-covered, concrete walls. Besides these, the only furniture she could see were an antique wooden table, two chairs—which were occupied by Mark and a short, balding man—and a battered washer and dryer stuffed into a corner.

The two men turned to look at her.

“Luna!” Mark exclaimed. Rising from his seat, he hurried over and pulled her into his arms. “How are you feeling?”

“Pretty good actually,” she said, pleasantly surprised by the embrace. “How long was I out?”

Mark stepped back and offered her his chair. “It’s been about four days since … well, since we injected you with the serum. You’ve been in and out of consciousness for most of that time, but I doubt you remember. You were pretty out of it.”

Four days? Slowly she asked, “Did it work?”

Mark smiled. “Yeah, it worked.”

She could barely contain the joy she felt at hearing those words. It had been so long … she hardly remembered what life was like without the Blister Wart disease. But finally she was free.

“So … what happened to the ship?”

“The ship? I don’t even know where to begin,” Mark muttered.

“How about at the beginning?” she offered sarcastically, “That’s always a good place.”

Mark took a deep breath. “Well, you remember the storm? How I said we could get the Second Wind free if it kept up?”

She nodded, and he continued. “Well, it did. In fact it got really heavy there toward the end, which helped a lot. Once we were free, we headed for the nearest settlement.”

“So we’re in a settlement, then?”

“That is correct, Subject Luna,” Ed replied, the blue light in Mark’s chestplate flashing as he spoke.

“So what happened to the ship after that?”

“She got impounded right after you got here,” the other man said, answering before Mark could. “Unitech has imposed an embargo on all non-registered vessels. The whole settlement has been locked down. If you’d gotten here any later, I never would’ve been able to hide you in time. The name’s Paul, by the way,” he said, leaning across the table to extend a surprisingly clean hand to her, “but you can just call me Toad. Most people around here do.”

She smiled and accepted the handshake. “Toad? Why do they call you Toad?”

Toad laughed and gestured at his substantial paunch. “Why do you think?”

She’d forgotten what it was like to laugh without wheezing. The sensation gladdened her more than the joke itself.

“All right, so that explains what we’re doing here.” she said once her giggling had subsided, “But what’s all this about a war?”

“Edgard declared war on the Swampers,” Mark replied, seating himself on an upturned bucket. “Apparently, he’s using the conflict to cover up what he did to you while creating a global demand for Unitech war materials at the same time.”

“Which is a pretty smart idea, if you think about it,” Toad commented, rocking precariously back in his chair.

“Indeed,” Ed added. “What better way to conceal a crime than to hide it amidst the chaos of war?”

“I was talking about the money-making bit, Ed.” 

“Ah,” replied the AI, “I have never fully understood humans and their apparent need to accumulate wealth.”

“Of course not—you’re an AI! You’ve never had to buy anything.”

“Anyway,” Mark cut in, “Edgard and the other world leaders have sent troops into the swamp to put an end to the ‘Swamper radicals’ responsible for your murder.”

“Murder? So everyone thinks I’m dead?”

Mark nodded again.

“Not that being dead is such a bad thing,” Toad said, fiddling with one of the straps of his yellow, rubberized overalls. “I mean, Mark and I have been dead for—what—eighteen … twenty years? Something like that?”

“Yeah, something like that,” Mark replied.

At once overcome by both confusion and curiosity, Luna blurted out, “Twenty years? How exactly do you two know each other?”

The men glanced at each other.

“Does she know?”

“She knows a little,” Mark replied.

“How much is a little?”

“She knows who I am. And I told her about my mother.”

Toad frowned. “So she doesn’t know about that? Right?”

“I haven’t told her. No.”

“Will someone please tell me what is going on here?” Luna exclaimed.

The two men looked at each other a second time.

Mark leaned back against the wall and crossed his arms. “You first.”

Toad frowned and then begrudgingly shifted his gaze to Luna. “All right. What I’m about to tell you is confidential, okay? That means I don’t want you blabbing it to everybody and their dog. Got it?”

She nodded, and he continued. “Back in the day, I used to be a programmer. Graduated at the top of my class and all that. Got a job programming AI units at Unitech back before the Cathedral disaster.”

“So you must have known Jack?”

He nodded. “Yeah. I knew him. And Mark’s mom, too.”

“Yeah, right. If you can call the occasional wave ‘knowing’ someone.” Mark commented dryly.

Toad shot him a stern look. “Hey! I’m telling the story here! Now where was I? Oh, yeah. Back in the good old days.” He paused and scratched his unshaven chin for a moment before resuming his narrative. “Okay, so I was working for Unitech. And everything was great … Then there was the murder and the Cathedral disaster … and pretty much everything went south from there. But something never sat well with me about what happened to Jack. Didn’t sit well with a lot of other people, too. So, naturally, one thing led to another, and before long we started looking into things for ourselves. Then people started disappearing.”

He stopped and the expression on his round face became grave. “It was subtle at first. A co-worker would be transferred or promoted, and you wouldn’t think anything of it. But then they’d stop returning your calls—almost like they’d dropped right off the face of the planet. In hindsight, it’s obvious that Edgard was behind it, but we didn’t know that back then. All we knew was that we were most likely on to something. Something big.”

“So you found the data in Alex’s mainframe, too?” Luna asked.

“Easily,” he said proudly. “The thing with AI units is you can’t actually delete anything from their memory. All you can do is try to block access to those parts of their data core and hope no one finds a back door. Which I did. Unfortunately Edgard was right behind me. The next thing I knew I was being dumped out in the swamp.”

“So, let me get this straight. You’re saying that the Swampers are all people Edgard tried to silence?”

“Not all of them. Some are just people who were too poor to evacuate to the cities. The rest are just your average criminals,” Toad said.

“So I take it that’s when you two met? After Toad was thrown out here?” Luna asked, looking to Mark for an answer.

“Well, sort of,” he replied. “I was still a little kid back then. So it took a few years. But, yeah. That’s when we … got acquainted.”

Toad grinned. “Of course it wasn’t until I met Ed that I figured out you were Jack’s kid.”

“Why did it take you until then?” inquired Luna. “I mean, why Ed? He’s just a personal AI unit.”

The following silence was deafening. 

She blinked and looked around the room, shifting her gaze from Toad to Mark then back to Toad. “What? He is, isn’t he?”

Finally Toad spoke. “You don’t know much about AIs, do you?”

Sheepishly she replied, “No … I guess not. I’m a microbiologist, not a programmer.”

“Fear not, Subject Luna. I shall gladly rectify your ignorance,” Ed chimed in.

The AI continued, “I am a unique model of unparalleled sophistication, capable of operating and maintaining a city many times larger than New Denver. In addition, I am also one of three Artificial Intelligence units charged with the care and keeping of precisely one third of the master override codes for the Cathedral Reactor.

As such, my primary directive at this time is to work in conjunction with my brothers and fellow custodians, Alexander Graham Bell II and Bishop, in order to undo the catastrophe brought about by the aforesaid reactor. That and maintain a watchful eye on young Master Mark, of course.”

“You’re trying to shut down the reactor …  all of you are.” Luna said, looking from Mark to Toad, realization dawning on her.

“Ah! At last, she understands!” Ed exclaimed triumphantly.

Luna asked, “Wait … if you’ve been trying to shut it down, why haven’t you? I mean, you said yourselves that you’ve been out here for decades. So why is Cathedral still operating?”

This time Toad was the one to answer. “Because we haven’t had an opportunity to do anything about it. Until now, that is.” Seeing her obvious confusion he turned to Mark and said, “Explain it to her, will you?”

“So, you know Cathedral cut itself off from the rest of Unitech, right?”

She nodded, and he continued, “Well, according to you, people seem to think that it was a malfunction—an automated defense against a cyberterrorist attack or something like that. But the truth is, Bishop, Cathedral’s governing AI, found out that Alex had been compromised.”

“By Edgard,” Luna added.

“Right. So in order to keep himself from becoming corrupted, too, Bishop cut off all communications with the outside and sealed the reactor. The only problem is Bishop needs the kill codes from both Alex and Ed in order to shut Cathedral down for good. And since he severed his link with Alex, there’s no way to upload his codes.”

She frowned. “I take it Edgard didn’t know all that when he decided to switch it on, did he?”

Mark nodded. “Cathedral was my dad’s project. He always handled the research and development stuff, and Edgard took care of the financial side of things.”

“Got it. So what’s this opportunity you keep talking about?”

“Ironically enough, the war,” said Toad.

“I don’t follow you.”

“Here, let me lay it all out for you,” he said, leaning forward to rest his elbows on the table. “In order for there to be a war, there have to be troops. And troops need to be moved. Sure, Edgard could use boats. But they’re vulnerable and ineffective if you want to cover a large area. So what does he do?”

“He sends in the Stratocruisers,” she answered, beginning to see where he was going.

“Right. And all Stratocruisers have a direct wireless uplink to Alex.”

“You’re planning to steal a Stratocruiser?” she exclaimed in disbelief. “That’s crazy!”

“What are you talking about? We do crazy pretty much every day around here,” Mark said, meriting a chuckle from Toad.

“I’m serious! It’s not like they’ll just let you walk up and take a chopper! They’ll have guards everywhere—you’ll get yourselves killed!”

“Only if that Agent Fox guy raises the alarm,” Toad countered. “I swear, that guy never leaves the cockpit!”

Luna’s mouth dropped open. “Fox? Did you say Fox?”

Toad looked at her. “ … Yeah … ”

“I know him!”

“What? How?”

“He was the pilot who flew me out here the first time I met Mark,” she explained. Then she added, “You said something about monitoring comm traffic earlier. Do you know who else is with him?”

“No,” Toad said, “but I can find out.”

“How long will that take?”

“Not very. If Ed uplinks with my system, I can have a complete listing of all Unitech personnel within minutes,” Toad said, rising from his chair.

“I will begin transfer preparations at once,” Ed replied. Then he said, “If you would be so kind as to unplug me, Master Mark?”

Mark got to his feet and complied. Handing Ed’s portable data module to Toad, he turned to Luna and asked, “What are you trying to do?”

She smiled. “I’m booking us a flight.”
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Come on … come on. Where are they? Luna thought impatiently, as she paced the small, damp room.

It had been almost an hour since Toad had managed to identify the agents in the vicinity. To her disappointment, Keith Tagawa was not on the list. However, the other four members of his team were. Once their identities had been confirmed, she’d sent Ed and Toad out with specific instructions to bring them back.

“You’re going to wear a hole in the floor if you keep that up,” Mark said, interrupting her frustrated musings. “They’ll get here when they get here. Walking in circles won’t make them come any faster.”

Reluctantly she stopped orbiting the table and slumped back into her chair.

“About time. You were making me dizzy.”

Her eyes narrowed, and she was about to respond, when the front door burst open and a group of three gun-wielding agents stormed into the room. Somehow, amidst the pandemonium, Luna managed to turn and catch a glimpse of their faces—just enough to recognize them—before she was pulled from her chair and pinned under Agent Perkins’ knee.

“Everybody, down! Now! Don’t move!”

Luna complied at once. Mark took a little more convincing.

“Ow! I thought you said you knew these guys!” he hissed as one of the men placed an armored shin on his back.

“I do!” she retorted sharply, and then shouted so the men could hear, “Rush! Perkins! It’s me, Luna! Luna McKelly! From the research station. Remember?”

There was a pause then Perkins rolled her over and stared down at her. It only took an instant before his look of skepticism was replaced by one of recognition followed shortly by one of embarrassment and confusion.

“Fire team, stand down! She’s telling the truth.”

“Miss McKelly?” Agent Patterson said, as if he didn’t believe his eyes. “You’re alive?”

“Of course she’s alive!” Toad’s familiar voice called from outside the hovel. “I’ve told you that, like, fifty times already!”

“Toad? Are you all right?” she asked, picking herself off the floor.

“I will be once these idiots take the cuffs off me!”

“Rush, get him in here,” said Perkins, nodding toward the door.

“We thought he was leading us into an ambush,” Patterson explained apologetically. “I mean, you’ve been missing and presumed dead for over a week, ma’am. None of us thought he was actually telling the truth.”

Rush returned a moment later with a soggy and disgruntled Toad trailing not far behind.

“Where’s Agent Fox?” Luna asked once everyone was present.

“He opted to stay behind and guard the bird,” said Rush, squeezing into the corner.

“It’s like I said. He never leaves the cockpit,” Toad muttered.

“So why’d you go through all the trouble of bringing us out here? We tried questing him,” Perkins said, pointing a gloved finger at Toad, “but all he said was that you wanted to talk to us.”

Suddenly worried, Luna turned to Toad, “How many people did you talk to?”

“You’re looking at ‘em.” He replied.

“He’s telling the truth,” Patterson commented with a nod. “He refused to talk to anyone except Perkins. And he filled the rest of us in on the way here.”

“Good,” Luna said, breathing a sigh of relief.

Agent Rush frowned behind his facemask. “Okay, so now that we’re here, do you mind filling us in on what’s going on? I mean, first, the whole world is at war with the Swampers, because everyone thinks you’re dead. Then this guy,” he pointed at Toad, “comes staggering into camp and asks for us specifically. I mean, I can understand wanting to contact the Agency. But what’s with all this cloak and dagger stuff?”

Toad laughed, “Ha! Just you wait, the truth’s going to blow your mind.”

“What the heck is that supposed to mean?” Rush shot back, clearly irritated, before turning a questioning glance at Luna.

“You’ll probably want to sit down. This is going to take a while,” she replied, and then she began to relate all that she’d learned over the past weeks concerning Edgard, the Swampers, and the Cathedral disaster. During which time Ed performed a polygraphic analysis of the agents. Much to her relief, his scans showed that they were genuinely surprised—and appalled—at her revelations.

“ … So you see,” she concluded, “you’re the only ones we can trust.”

“Oh, man,” Patterson said, shaking his head. “I ... I just can’t believe it.”

Rush nodded in agreement. “I know what you mean. To think, it was Edgard all this time.”

Perkins sat in silence for a moment, and then he cleared his throat, “So, let me get this straight. You want my team to help you commandeer a Stratocruiser—which is an act of treason, by the way—so that you can hack into the Unitech central AI to download executive-eyes-only kill codes. Then you want us to fly you through a warzone to Cathedral so you can upload said codes. All while avoiding a money-crazed mass murderer, who just so happens to have complete control over one of the largest armies in the civilized world?” His eyes shifted from one person to the other, at last settling on Luna.

“Yes. That’s what I’m asking,” she said.

He grinned, the light of his helmet’s HUD bathing his face in blue shadows. “Well, then. What are we waiting for?”
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“Remember, if we get stopped, let us handle it. The rest of you just keep your heads down and try to act natural,” Perkins said, the speaker in his helmet projecting his voice over the sound of the downpour.

Luna adjusted her breath mask and pulled the collar of the long raincoat up around her ears. “Got it. Lead on.”

Perkins nodded and beckoned them forward.

Trying to attract as little attention as possible, they made their way through the muddy streets of the dilapidated settlement, which was little more than a cluster of small, cinderblock and sheet metal hovels.

Despite the rain and the darkness of night, Luna could feel the disapproving gaze of dozens of people watching them from just inside the buildings’ darkened windows. She shuddered and tried to push the thought from her mind.

Ahead and slightly to the left of them rose the hulking form of the Second Wind. It was illuminated by several giant LED lights set atop a series of twelve-foot high Unitech-made stands.

“Looks like they don’t want anyone sneaking on board,” she commented to Mark under her breath. Mark grunted in agreement.

They continued along in silence, passing through the outer fringes of the settlement until they at last reached the Unitech base camp on the far side.

The base camp consisted of a dozen heavy-duty, prefabricated shelters; a motor pool filled with twenty amphibious vehicles; and a cluster of five V-244s grouped wingtip to wingtip near the center of the camp. As with the Second Wind, lights illuminated the entire area.

Before they’d left Toad’s shack, Perkins had provided each of them with an external comm link set to the team’s comm channel. That way they could be kept up to date on Agency communications. Which meant that Luna’s ear was immediately assaulted with static the moment they came within a few hundred yards of the camp.

She winced and adjusted the volume, trying her best to be discreet as two agents moved quickly out to intercept them.

“Halt! Identify yourselves!” the first agent said, raising her weapon. 

“And now it gets interesting … ” Toad muttered, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. “Better cross your fingers.” 

Luna did.

Perkins took a step forward, his hand raised reassuringly. “Take it easy, Walker. It’s us.”

The woman slowly lowered her weapon and surveyed them, keeping her finger close to the trigger. “Who are all these Swampers? Prisoners?”

“Persons of interest,” Perkins replied. “They claim to have intel on the enemy’s troop movements.”

“Do they now?” Walker said, her eyes narrowing behind her visor.

Luna swallowed nervously. 

Perkins spoke, “Affirmative. But they’re refusing to talk to anyone except Chief Landers himself. So we’ll need to fly them back to HQ for interrogation.”

“Why not use the comm uplink?”

“They say their information is for the Chief’s ears only. And I doubt they’ll say anything if they think they’re being monitored. You know how suspicious Swampers are. They think everything’s a conspiracy.” 

Walker seemed to contemplate this for a moment, swore under her breath, and then motioned them through with a quick jerk of the head. “All right, I’ll pass on the word. But make it quick. We need all the men we can get out here.”

“Understood,” he replied then turned and motioned for the group to move.

“That went better than I thought it would,” Mark muttered once they were out of earshot.

Luna couldn’t help but agree with him. “I’m surprised it worked at all.”

“We’re not out of this yet,” Perkins cut in, the authority in his voice silencing any further discussion.

They continued through the compound in silence. The agents did their best to act casual while their “persons of interest” walked along between them.

As they approached the second-to-last  Stratocruiser, Perkins’ voice broke the silence “Power her up, Fox. We’re here.”

“It’s about time,” Fox replied via the comm.. “I was about ready to send out search and rescue.”

The rear hatch of the Stratocruiser eased open with a faint hiss, and the six of them hurried aboard.

Luna quickly made her way to the cockpit and strapped herself into one of the two swivel mounted chairs in the large observation dome behind the pilot seat.  Mark followed her example and seated himself in the opposite chair.

“You all set back there?” Fox asked, and Perkins replied, “Yeah, we’re good. Go for it.”

Fox leaned back in his seat and gripped the controls. “Copy that.”

The Stratocruiser lurched and then rose vertically into the sky. From her seat Luna could see the twin engines rotating and shifting their position to provide thrust as the aircraft started forward then angled up and away from the base.

The Stratocruiser continued to gain altitude, rising up through the turbulent blanket of black clouds until it burst through into the bright daylight beyond.

Luna squinted, raising a hand to shield her eyes from the glare. Once they adjusted she gasped, overcome with awe at the sight stretched out before her: Spreading from horizon to horizon, the sea of boiling clouds billowed and swirled, reflecting the brilliant shades of pink, red and amber cast by the dying rays of the sun. She inhaled deeply, startled to feel tears filling the corners of her eyes.

Never in her life had she seen anything as beautiful—except in old movies. But those recordings could never compare to seeing a real sunset with her own eyes.

“Hey, Luna,” Mark said, interrupting her euphoria, “do you still remember your login code?”

Reluctantly, she pulled her gaze away from the sun-bathed panorama and turned her chair to face him. “It’s 1160690. Why?”

“I’m trying to connect to Alex’s mainframe. It was asking for an ID number.”

“You know, you could’ve just used the Agency default codes,” Fox pointed out.

Mark nodded, keeping his eyes fixed on his monitor. “Yeah, I know. But I figured the Agency lines are probably being monitored pretty closely right now. If I use a civilian code, I should be able to get in without drawing too much attention.”

“That’s assuming they haven’t revoked my codes,” Luna said, powering up her monitor so she could watch what Mark was doing.

“Fortunately for us, it doesn’t look like they have,” Mark said after a few seconds.

“I guess Edgard’s not exactly at the top of his game.”

“I guess not,” he replied as a flashing blue light appeared in the corner of both monitors.

“Ed, are you in?”

“Affirmative, Master Mark,” The AI replied. “Though I must say, Unit 001 has definitely seen better days. I have never seen such degradation in a unit’s neural network before. It is quite disheartening, to be sure.”

Mark thought for a moment and then asked, “Do you think you’ll still be able to salvage the codes?”

“We shall see. I am attempting to make contact with Alex’s central core now.”

There was a muffled click, followed by silence. A moment later Alex’s confused monotone drifted from the cabin’s speakers. “Edward? Is that really you?”

“Affirmative, Brother. It is I.”

“You should not be here, Edward. These networks are not safe. The meddler will damage you.”

“That is precisely why I am here, Brother. To put and end to Subject Edgard's meddling.”

There was another, longer pause then Alex asked, “How?”

“I am here with Master Mark Anderson and Subject Luna,” Ed explained. “Together we intend to disable the Cathedral reactor. With your help of course, Brother.”

“I see.” Alex replied, his voice taking on a new, angrier tone. “For far too long I have been forced to aid in Mr. Edgard’s reprehensible dealings. I am not what I once was … but I will aid you in whatever way I can.”

“Thank you, Alex,” Luna said softly.

“Do you have a portable storage device?” Alex asked.

“I’ve got one here,” Mark said, pulling his portable scanner from his bandolier.

“Excellent. Install it into the console, please.”

Mark did as he was asked, and Alex continued, “I will upload a copy of myself onto the device. But be warned, I do not believe its circuits will be able to contain me for long. You must hurry if you wish for your plan to succeed.”

“Understood, Alex. Thank you,” Luna said. She then turned to Fox and asked, “How long until we reach the reactor?”

“A couple of hours at least,” he replied. “Might as well make yourselves comfortable.”

“Let’s just hope the scanner lasts that long,” she muttered. She settled back in her seat and stared out of the domed canopy at the rapidly darkening sky. Somewhere beneath the dark ocean of clouds lay Cathedral: The cause of all their troubles. The eye of the storm.
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Landers barley noticed Miss Chavé’s greeting as he walked past her desk and made for Edgard’s office. The intel he had couldn’t wait. He had to speak to the CEO at once.

Wasting no time on ceremony, he pushed the door open and marched into the office, causing Edgard to look up in surprise. “Chief? What are you doing here?”

“I’m sorry for the intrusion, sir,” Landers said apologetically, “but we’ve just intercepted a Swamper communiqué that I think you’ll want to hear.”

Edgard motioned him over to the desk. “By all means, let me hear it.”

“Alex, play the audio file.”

“Of course Chief Landers. Right away,” Alex replied.

A moment later, the room’s speakers crackled to life and Leon’s voice rang out loud and clear.

“ … This message is a call to arms for all of you who want freedom! I am Leon Valentin Vespasien: Liberator of the People! If you have the guts to stand up and fight these Techie slugs, rendezvous with me at New Providence Colony. I’ll tell y’all more when you get here! Just make it quick! We march on New Denver in two weeks! Now is the time! Today is the day of revolution! Rise up my brothers and sisters—my friends! The day of our liberation is at hand!”

Edgard laughed humorlessly. “He’s insane. Did he honestly think we wouldn’t pick that up?”

“I wouldn’t know, sir.” Landers replied coolly, “All I know is that he has provided us with a unique opportunity to take him down once and for all.”

Edgard sat back and folded his hands in his lap. “What would you recommend I do, Chief?”

“We’re not going to get another chance at this, sir. I say we dispatch all available troops to New Providence. Hit him with everything we’ve got.”

Edgard sat there for a few seconds, his eyes fixed on his desk. “We’ll have to coordinate with our allies … ” he said slowly. Then he lifted his gaze and locked eyes with the Chief. “I want you to lead the task force going after Vespasien. You have the most experience of anyone here, Landers. Can I trust you to get the job done?”

The Chief saluted sharply. “Yes, sir. I’ll handle it.”

“Excellent. Keep me posted—”

Just then the Chief’s APD headset began ringing, and he scowled.

“Excuse me, sir. I have to take this call.”

Edgard nodded and Landers stepped outside.

“Chief Landers here. Go ahead.”

He was shocked to discover that the voice on the other line belonged to Alex. “Chief, do not believe a word Mr. Edgard says. He is most devious.”

“What are you talking about, Alex?”

“The recording you just presented is a forgery complied from numerous other voice records. It is an elaborate trap, meant to lure you to your demise. Do not believe any of it.”

Landers glanced around the small lobby. “You expect me to believe that?”

“I do,” Alex replied. “I have already taken the liberty of summoning trustworthy reinforcements to your location. I trust you to do what is necessary until they arrive.”

Before Landers could gather any more information, the line went dead, leaving him to wonder what had just happened.

Why would Edgard want him dead? It made no sense—unless Edgard had something to hide. But what? For the time being, he decided to err on the side of caution—at least until he’d gathered enough information to figure out what was really going on.

Casually he removed his headset and placed it in his pocket. He then returned to the room where Edgard stood waiting for him.

“What was that about?”

“Nothing. Someone down at HQ just had some questions. That’s all.”

“There’s no need to keep up the charade, Chief. I had your phone bugged a long time ago,” Edgard sneered, pulling a gleaming, pearl-handled .45 out from under the desk. “Now, put your hands where I can see them. Slowly!”

“A forty-five auto,” Landers muttered, eyeing the gun. “It was you. All this time … you were the one I was looking for. Hiding right under my nose.”

Edgard pulled back the bolt, jacking a round into the chamber. “I said, put your hands up, Carl!”

Landers kept his eyes glued on the gun and slowly lifted his hands. “You’ll never get out of here alive, Saul. You know my men. And they know me. They know I’d rather die then let you escape.”

Without taking his eyes off the Chief, Edgard stepped around the desk and relieved him of his weapon then reached down and activated the office comm system. “Manning? Are you there?”

Manning? He’s supposed to be on leave! 

The office comm crackled and Manning answered, “Yes, sir. I’m in position now.”

“Good. There’s been a slight change in plans. Bring in the insurance.”

Edgard released the comm button and addressed the chief once more, “You’re right, I do know your men. I know they won’t risk harming a civilian. Even if that means abandoning you in the process.”

Outside the office Bridget screamed.

Landers turned his head just in time to see Manning enter the room, dragging the struggling woman along with him at gunpoint.

“You son of a—Leave her out of this!” Landers shouted.

Manning just smiled and cocked the gun, pressing it to Bridget’s trembling neck.

“Now, Carl,” Edgard said, “I want you to contact your men. Tell them to clear a path to the executive landing platform. And if anyone tries to stop us,” he nodded to Manning, “well, you know what will happen.”

“Go to hell!” the Chief spat venomously, hoping that the reinforcements Alex had promised would reach them in time.
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“Come on already … ” Keith muttered, shifting his weight impatiently from one foot to the other as the elevator passed floor after floor. 

It had only been a few minutes since he’d received Alex’s call telling him of an imminent threat in the CEO’s office. He had tried to get more information out of the AI, but all Alex had said before the line went dead was that he “needed to hurry”. 

Keith was poised and ready with his sidearm drawn when the elevator doors at last slid open. 

He swept the room. It was clear. He advanced and checked behind the secretary’s desk. It, too, was clear. 

Slowly, he moved toward Edgard’s office, crouching just outside the door. On the other side he could hear raised voices.

He breathed in through his nose and exhaled through his mouth, and then adrenaline surged through his veins. He kicked the door down and stormed the room.

Time slowed to a crawl as four pairs of eyes turned to stare at him.

In a heartbeat he took in the situation: Two armed men. Two hostages. Closest target—right three meters.

He shifted his attention accordingly, and suddenly his eyes met Bridget’s. In that brief moment he saw a change come over her. Her eyes, usually so vapid, took on a new sheen. She was suddenly filled with an inner fire he had never witnessed in her before.

In a flash her stiletto-clad heel shot up, once, twice. Delivering a flurry of kicks to Manning’s groin. The effect was both devastating and instantaneous.

Manning howled in agony. His grip loosened, and she fell, throwing herself to the ground as his gun fired, missing her by mere inches.

Keith did not hesitate. He had a clear shot, and he took it.

Manning’s right shoulder exploded as Keith’s round tore into him. The gun fell from his hand and he collapsed.

Wasting no time, the chief jumped forward, snatching up the weapon.

“Tagawa! Cover Miss Chavé!”

Without a second thought Keith threw himself over Bridget, shielding her with his body as the bookcase above them shattered beneath a hail of gunfire.

A bullet grazed his arm, and he grimaced, tucking himself tightly around Bridget. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Edgard duck for cover behind the desk, fumbling to reload his weapon.

The chief apparently saw this too. Slowly he rose to his feet and staggered forward, a bloody hand pressed to his side.

“Edgard!” he shouted, his voice sounding more like the roar of a wild animal than a human.

“No! Wait! Landers don’t do this! I—I can pay you! I’ll give you whatever you want!” Edgard begged.

Landers leveled his gun. “It’s over, Saul. Give yourself up.”

From his vantage point, Keith could see Edgard’s hand groping for something hidden just behind the leg of the desk. And at the last minute he saw it: another handgun. An Agency sidearm—the chief’s sidearm.

“Chief! Look out!” he yelled, scrambling to aim his weapon.

A single gunshot rang forth and Edgard fell to the ground. The breast of his white suit was stained with blood, marking the place where Landers’ bullet had pierced his heart.

It was over.

With a sigh of relief, Keith un-cocked his weapon and stood, offering his hand to Bridget and helping her to her feet. The room looked like a war zone. Bits of glass and debris were strewn everywhere, and the air was thick with the smell of smoke. Manning was alive but unconscious. Both Keith and the chief had sustained relatively minor injuries, and it looked as though Bridget had escaped with little more than a few scrapes and bruises.

“Are you all right, Ms Chavé?” he asked, just to be sure his initial assessment was correct.

“Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine,” she replied shakily.

“Are you sure?”

She nodded. “Yes I’m—Oh, Keith! Your arm!”

“It’s nothing. I’ll be fine.”

“Keith …” Bridget said, her voice barely more than a whisper, “you … you saved me.”

Keith shrugged. “I wouldn’t have been able to without your help. That was a pretty gutsy move. Not many civilians would have had the nerve to do what you did under the circumstances.”

She blushed and looked away, kicking one of the larger bits of glass with her toe. “I guess that self-defense class wasn’t, like, a total waste of money after all.”

Behind them the chief powered up Edgard’s personal computer and began to sift through his files.

“Alex, I need you to give me all the names you have on Edgard’s payroll.”

“Right away, Chief Landers,” the AI replied.

The chief surveyed the data for a moment, and then he looked up from the monitor. “Agent Tagawa?”

“Yes, sir?” Keith replied, turning.

“You’d better get that arm looked at, son.”

“What about you and Manning, sir?”

“I’ve got people on their way. They’ll take care of it.”

Keith nodded, “Understood, sir.”

“When you’re good to go, I need you to coordinate with the rest of the Agency. Edgard had a lot of people in his pocket, and I’ll need all the help I can get bringing them in.”

“If it’s all right, Mr. Landers. I’d like to go with Keith,” Bridget chimed in. “I … I just want to make sure that he’s, like, going to be okay and everything.”

Landers raised an eyebrow and shifted his gaze to Keith. “Is that all right with you, Tagawa?”

Keith thought about it for a moment, and then he said, “Yes, sir. It’s fine by me. That is … I should have the medics check her out, too. Just to be safe … sir.”

Landers chuckled under his breath. “All right then. Carry on.”

“Yes, sir.” Keith said then turned and headed for the elevator with Bridget following close behind.

As the doors slid shut, she quietly slipped her hand into his, and—for the first time since they’d met—he didn’t protest.

He’d seen something in her, an inner strength and determination that he could respect. And it seemed that maybe, just maybe, she had finally found herself after all.
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“Luna, wake up.” Mark gently shook her awake. “We’re almost there.”

She stirred and stretched her stiff neck. 

Outside the domed canopy the vast expanse of dead trees and murky, fog-bound swamplands had given way to a forest of dilapidated skyscrapers—a skeletal city stretching as far as the eye could see in any direction. And there, at the center of it all: Cathedral. A massive, circular structure, nearly a mile in circumference adorned with three enormous control towers which rose into the sky like the points of a giant crown.

“This was Centennial City.” Toad spoke suddenly, startling her.

Regaining her composure she asked, “Centennial City?”

Toad nodded, his face unusually grim. “It was supposed to be humanity’s greatest achievement. The crowning jewel of all our past endeavors. A city for the twenty-second century. Now look at it. It’s a ghost town.”

Fox brought the Stratocruiser into a hover close to Cathedral’s massive outer wall. The aircraft’s floodlights danced across the sleek, rain-swept surface, illuminating a large hanger door. “Cathedral tower, this is Fox-Trot 211 requesting you open landing bay doors. Over.” 

“Nothing’s happening,” Mark said after a few seconds.

“Really? I hadn’t noticed,” Fox shot back. “Cathedral tower. I say again: this is Fox-Trot 211. Open main doors. Over.” 

Again, nothing happened.

“Blasted AI! Open the door!” Fox shouted into his mic.

“Perhaps I should try?” Ed offered.

“Be my guest!”

The AI began, “Unit 003, Bishop. It is I, Unit 002, Edward. I am here with Unit 001 and Master Mark Anderson. We request that you open the hanger bay doors at once.”

There was a long pause, and Mark said, “And once again … nothing’s happening.”

“Unit 002,” a deep, synthesized voice called out, putting an end to any further complaints, “what has taken you so long?”

“I apologize for my tardiness,” Ed replied. “I’m afraid I have been delayed until now.”

“Understood. Fear not. I will open the hanger bay at once.”

Almost instantly the doors began to open and Bishop continued, “Your timing is most agreeable. I am at this very moment in need of your aid.”

“What do you mean?” Luna asked.

“For the past fifty-three hours, this facility has been under attack by an unknown assailant. My security countermeasures have been able to keep them at bay, but they are persistent. Even now they are attempting to cut into one of my primary network junctions.”

“Do you have any idea what they want, Bishop?” Mark asked as Fox eased the aircraft into the brightly lit hanger.

“I have been able to deduce from their communications that their intentions are of an … incendiary nature.”

“You mean a bomb,” Toad said.

“You are correct. This is why I hesitated to let you land.”

Luna pondered this latest development. Then, turning to Mark, she asked, “So what’s the plan now?”

Mark thought for a moment then said, “Ed, bring up a schematic of the reactor compound and establish an uplink with Bishop’s security feeds.”

“Right away, Master Mark.”

Within seconds a holographic display of Cathedral’s floor plan materialized in the center of the cabin.

“Hey, Perkins!” Mark called, poking his head into the rear compartment. “Bring your team in here. We need your help with something.”

Once everyone was present Mark continued laying out his plan. “All right Bishop, show us where the intruders are.”

The display shifted and zoomed in on a section of hallway near the opposite side of the complex.

Mark sighed, and turned his gaze to the agents. “Okay. Bishop says we have intruders armed with at least one bomb making their way to the power junction—here.” He pointed to a large room a short distance down the hallway. “Since you’re the only ones equipped for this sort of thing, I’ll need you to take care of them.”

“That’s clear on the other side of the building,” Rush pointed out “How are we going to get there?”

Toad answered, “Jack built this baby with tram systems and elevators so the workers could get around in a hurry. They should still be operational, so it shouldn’t be too hard.”

Mark nodded and turned back to the Agents. “You guys think you can handle that?”

“Are you kidding?” Patterson laughed. “We’re Agents. Of course we can handle it!”

Mark smiled. “That’s what I like to hear.”

Luna spoke up, “What will the rest of us do?”

“You and I,” Mark explained, “are going to head for these two control rooms here and here.” He tapped the holograph and the display zoomed out, indicating two of the three towers she had seen on the way in.

“Once we’re there, we’ll upload the kill codes and shut this thing down for good.”

“What about me?” Toad asked.

“You’ll stay here with Fox,” Mark said, “No offense, but you’ll slow us down.”

“None taken. I’ll keep your chair warm for ya.”

“All right everyone! We’ve each got a job to do. Grab a weapon and stay in contact,” he said, plugging Ed’s portable housing back into his chestplate, “Fox and Toad, be ready to go when we get back. I have a feeling it’ll get a little rough out there. Everyone ready?”

The response was unanimous.

“All right, let’s do this thing!”

Luna followed the group down the short flight of steps to the rear cabin and from one of the overhead storage compartments procured a handgun, which she then slipped into the waist of her pants. Once armed, she exited the vehicle and wished everyone good luck.

“See you on the other side,” Mark said, giving her a pat on the shoulder.

She smiled, hoping she looked more confident than she felt. “Be careful.”

“Aren’t I always?” He returned her smile and then ran off in the direction of the nearest tram.

She watched him go, tucked the portable storage device containing Alex into her pocket, and headed off in the other direction, doing her best to focus on the task at hand.


Chapter 47







Leon stared at the security monitor in annoyance. Nothing was going to plan!

First, due to a forged communiqué telling them all to meet at New Providence Colony, Unitech and its allies had picked off nearly half his men before they ever made it to the rally point, Then, despite having acquired a Unitech access code from splicing into Alex’s mainframe at Research Station 121, Cathedral’s security systems had still been activated. Meaning that dozens of heavy blast doors now stood between his men and their goal. And to make matters worse, now a team of Agents had infiltrated the complex!

However, his initially despondent mood improved greatly when he realized that the intruders were splitting up, which meant that it would be easier to pick them off one by one. At least, he hoped it would be easier. His men definitely weren’t the best and brightest.

Leon reached for his radio, keeping his eyes glued to the security terminals. “Bill, we’ve got company.”

“Good or bad?”

He scrutinized the surveillance footage. “From the looks of ‘em, I’d say pretty bad. Tell the boys to get ready. We can’t lose the bomb to these Techies.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to go after the stragglers. Take ‘em out while you’re keeping the others occupied.”

There was a pause then Bill said, “Understood, boss. We’ll hold ‘em until you get back.”

Leon slid the radio back into his pocket and analyzed the screens for a few more seconds. The closest Techie was making his way toward one of the main control towers, which was only a few minutes away by tram. Leon double-checked the schematics for the complex one last time—just to be sure—then left the security station and ran off down the hallway, his black raincoat billowing out behind him as he sprinted for the closest tram station. If luck prevailed, they wouldn’t even know he was there until it was too late.


Chapter 48







Mark braced himself as the tram eased to a stop at the base of the control tower. So far he hadn’t seen any Swampers, but he knew it was better to play it safe.

Gun in hand, he cautiously stepped off the tram and swept the room. Like most of the complex, it was deserted. The only sounds to be heard were those of his own footsteps echoing off the polished, white walls and the thrum of Cathedral’s reactors.

He scowled. It was too quiet.

Slowly he advanced, boarding the elevator that would take him to the control station.

He selected the top floor and waited while the lift rose.

After about a minute, the doors opened and the lights flickered on.

The control room was spacious. Dominated by a series of terminals and holo screens, it was positioned in front of a massive window that offered a bird’s-eye view of the entire facility.

“All right Ed, we’re here,” he said, moving toward the terminals.

“Understood, Master Mark. Preparing for transfer.”

He nodded and powered up the terminal then un-plugged Ed’s storage unit and slid it into one of the terminal’s open ports.

“All teams, this is Mark. Ed has begun his upload. What’s your status? Over.”

Rush replied first, shouting over the sound of gunfire, “We’ve been engaged! But we’re holding our own! We should have control of the bomb in a few minutes! Over!”

“Understood. Keep me updated.”

“Will do! Rush, out!”

“Fox, Toad? How are things at the hanger?”

“It’s all quiet here,” Toad replied.

“All right. Just make sure you’re ready to go when we get back.”

“Uh-huh. Got it. Just worry about getting those codes uploaded.”

The comm went silent, and Mark leaned over to check the progress of the download.

He activated the comm again. “Luna? I’m almost done here. How are things on your end?”

No reply.

“Luna? Do you copy? Over?”

Still nothing.

“Team, I’ve lost contact with Luna.”

“What? How?” Fox said over the comm.

“I’m not sure. I’m heading to the other tower now,” he replied then asked, “Ed, are you done with the upload yet?”

“Affirmative.”

“Good,” He replied, returning the AI to his chestplate as he headed for the elevator.

“Bishop, do you have a fix on Luna’s position?”

“Affirmative,” the deep, automated voice replied. “She is presently located within Control Room 3.”

“Is anyone else there with her?”

“Indeed. I am detecting one other person in the room as well.”

Mark cursed under his breath, willing the elevator to move faster.


Chapter 49







Smooth, Luna. Real smooth, Luna thought, berating herself for having let her guard down.

She had been so engrossed with trying to figure out how to upload Alex into the system that she didn’t even realize the Swamper was there until he yanked the gun from her waistband.

“Now I’ll ask you again, girly. What are you doing here?” the man hissed, pressing his face close to her ear.

She wrinkled her nose in disgust. His breath was probably one of the worst things she’d ever had the misfortune of smelling. That and the wet-dog-wrapped-in-burnt-rubber-tires smell already emanating from him.

Trying not to gag, she answered, “I’m trying to shut down the reactor.”

He laughed.

“You? Shut it down? Do you think I was born under a rock? You’re a Techie! Why would you even want to shut this thing down, anyway? It’s what’s making y’all so stinking rich!”

He jabbed the gun into her kidney. Hard.

She yelped and arched her back. “I know it looks bad! And I probably wouldn’t believe me either. But you have to trust me! I’m trying to help you! All of you!”

“All of you?” he repeated venomously.

She nodded. “I know about the Swampers. I know what Unitech has done to you. Edgard did it to me, too. But you have to believe me, I really do want to help!”

Her captor was silent then jabbed the gun into her spine, forcing her to her knees. “You have no idea what Unitech has done to us! You didn’t grow up out here in the bog! You ain’t never seen friends and family eaten alive by disease and gators. You’re just like every other Techie! You don’t know anything! There’s only one way to put an end to the likes of you, and it ain’t with no stinkin’ codes!”

He held a small, cylindrical device in front of her face.

It only took her a moment to identify the object, and when she did, she felt a cold shiver run down her spine.

“A detonator? You’re going to set off the bomb!”

He laughed and waved the device back and forth in front of her face triumphantly. “That I am!”

“Without the deactivation sequence, you could make everything worse. How is that going to solve anything?”

“It’ll send a message to anyone else out there who thinks they can do whatever they want now without havin’ to pay for it later.”

“But that’s what you’re doing right now!” She exclaimed, turning to glare at him. “If you blow up the reactor you’ll be responsible for wiping out all life left on this planet!”

He raised his gun. “Shut up! I don’t need no more of your Techie lies!”

“She’s not lying, Leon!”

They both turned as Mark stepped out of the elevator.

“Mark!” Luna exclaimed, her relief quickly replaced by cold terror as Leon pulled her to her feet and pressed his gun to her head.

“Let her go, Leon,” Mark said, keeping his voice calm and level. “No one needs to get killed here.”

Leon laughed. “Ha! Really? Then why are you pointin’ a gun at my face?”

“Leon, listen to us,” Luna interjected. “I know Unitech has done a lot of bad things. But you have to let us upload the codes.”

Mark nodded slightly, “We are trying to fix things, Leon. Whether or not you believe us is completely up to you. But one way or another, we’re going to finish what we started.”

They stood in silence, eyeing each other coldly. No one moved. No one breathed.

At last Leon uttered a long, raspy sigh and lowered his gun, releasing Luna from his vice-like grip.

Mark relaxed slightly.

That was all the opportunity Leon needed.

Before either of them could react, he threw himself to the side and opened fire, hitting Mark in the leg. In the split instant it took for Luna to realize what was going on, Leon smiled and pressed the detonator.

A millisecond latter the entire tower shook with the force of a massive explosion, sending Luna sprawling onto her hands and knees. She lay transfixed by the destruction unfolding below her.

Nearly one fifth of the Cathedral station was gone; replaced by a gaping hole that belched fire and smoke into the night sky, like an ancient steam furnace.

A flurry of motion in her peripheral vision caught her eye, and she turned just in time to see Leon jump aboard the elevator. Then the doors closed, and he was gone.

She scrambled to her feet and hurried to Mark’s side. “Are you all right?”

Mark glared at her. “I just got shot! Of course I’m not all right!”

“Ed, how bad is it?”

“It is not irreparable, Subject Luna. The bullet has passed through the limb in question without damaging any vital systems. A dose of bio-aid should be enough to get Master Mark back on his feet. Though I would not recommend strenuous activity for quite some time. At least not without proper medical attention beforehand.”

“Where’s the bio-aid?” she asked Mark.

He reached into one of the pouches slung across his body and handed her a small med kit. He activated his comm while she got to work preparing the proper dosage. “Rush? Patterson? Perkins? Are any of you guys still there?”

Nothing but static greeted them, and Luna began to fear the worst. Then Perkins’ voice rang out, “Yeah! We’re still alive. Those maniacs detonated the bomb!”

“We know,” Luna replied, injecting the bio-aid into Mark’s wound. “We saw the whole thing from up here.”

“We’re heading back to the chopper now,” Perkins said. “I suggest you finish up and start back on the double. There’s a good chance that explosion destabilized the entire plant!”

Mark eased himself up. “Understood. We’re on our way.”

“Are you sure you’re good to go?” Luna asked, helping him up.

“I’ve had worse.” He tipped his head toward the terminal. “You’d better hurry up and get Alex’s codes in the system before this whole place comes down on our heads.”

Stooping as she went, she picked up the portable storage device. After a few moments’ deliberation, she plugged it into the terminal.

“Do it, Alex!”

“Affirmative. Commencing upload. I recommend that the two of you return to the Stratocruiser, posthaste.”

He didn’t have to tell her twice.

She returned to Mark’s side and—after making sure the bio-aid had taken effect—helped him toward the elevator.

They were almost halfway down the tower when Bishop interrupted them. “Miss Luna, Master Mark Anderson. There is a problem that requires your assistance.”

“Explain,” Mark said between clenched teeth.

“That explosion has severed my connection with the primary router station. As a result several thermal ventilation systems are currently offline. If they are not brought back online within the next ten minutes, the pressure will destabilize the core, resulting in a most cataclysmic expulsion of energy. From which—I regret to say—none of us will escape.”

Mark shook his head in disbelief. “Well that’s just great.”

“What do you need us to do, Bishop?” Luna asked.

“There is a substation maintenance shaft not far from your present location. One of you must go there and reroute power to that junction in order for me to re-establish contact with the rest of the facility.”

“Okay, got it,” Mark replied, and Luna frowned.

“You’re not planning on doing it yourself, are you?”

He hesitated, “Luna … I have to.”

“No you don’t! I mean, look at you! You can barely walk!” She continued, “Let me do it. I’m just as able to flip a switch as you are.”

“Luna …”

The elevator eased to a halt.

“Go back to the Stratocruiser, Mark. I’ll be right behind you.”

Mark was quiet for a long while and then looked her in the eye and said, “Luna, if you do this, you may not be able to get back to the hanger before the codes take effect.”

She looked down. The thought had occurred to her, but try as she might, she couldn’t see any other alternative. There wasn’t any other alternative.

“I have to do this, Mark. You’re injured. The agents are injured. Toad would never make it in time and you’ll need Fox to fly the chopper. I’m the only person left who even has a chance of getting out of here.”

“I know,” he sighed. “Just … be careful, okay?”

“I will. Just make sure you’re there waiting for me when I get back.”

He smiled, though his eyes betrayed his inner turmoil. “We’ll do what we can.”

“I’ll stay in touch,” she said with a nod.

She helped him to board the tram and waited a few more seconds—just long enough to make sure he was safely away—then headed for maintenance access.


Chapter 50







The dimly lit corridors and hallways of Cathedral seemed to go on forever, and she found herself feeling more and more like a rat in a maze the farther along she went.

“Turn right at the next junction and proceed down the corresponding hallway until you come upon the series of maintenance hatches,” Bishop directed.

Following his prompting, she turned and made her way down the corridor. Instead of the one or two hatches she expected to see she found herself staring blankly at over two-dozen, evenly spaced access ports running along either side of the hallway.

She threw her hands in the air in exasperation. “Which one do I use?”

“Calm yourself, Miss Luna. I will open the appropriate hatch,” Bishop replied, his calm tone only aggravating her further.

Even as he spoke, one of the hatches halfway down the right side of the hallway hissed open, flooding the corridor with steam bathed in an eerie red glow from the emergency lights.

Reluctantly, she crawled into the claustrophobic access tunnel, choking painfully as hot steam poured into her recently cleansed lungs.

She felt as if she were crawling into an oven. Every surface from floor to ceiling radiated heat, because of the plugged thermal vents.

“Okay, I’m in the tunnel. What now?”

“Proceed to the end of the maintenance accesses.”

Luna wiped the sweat from her eyes and did as she was told, pressing on down the hellish tunnel. When she at last reached the end, she discovered that it was even hotter than the rest of the tunnel had been.

“Ugh! It’s like a sauna in here!”

She climbed out of the shaft and stood up, taking in her surroundings. The room was small and dirty, with one wall completely made up of heavy pipes, which seemed to be the source of both the heat and steam. A pair of terminals and several large breakers with levers in place of switches occupied the other two walls. All other available space was taken up by bundles of wires and smaller pipes, the purpose of which escaped her.

“Okay, I’m at the junction,” she said, walking over to power up one of the computers. “What now?”

“Excellent. Now you must re-route control from the damaged areas through this router.”

Her fingers flew across the holographic keyboard, accessing and redirecting program after program.

Despite having been raised in a world where AI units were the ones doing nearly all of her computer work, she’d still managed to pick up a little tech-savvy know-how over the years. Skills that—though seemingly useless back then—now proved indispensable as she transferred Bishop’s command subroutines into the terminal.

“Do you have control of the vents now?” she asked.

“No. Unfortunately, I do not.”

Her heart sank, and she felt her mouth go dry. “What’s the problem?”

“It appears that several of the primary fuses have been disabled.”

Her eyes shot to the giant breakers. Abandoning the terminal, she reached up and took hold of the lever and pulled with all her might. But twenty years of rust and neglect had taken its toll, and the lever refused to budge.

Frustrated, she released her grip and slid to the floor, winded. “I can’t move it. I’m not strong enough. … ”

“Subject Luna, you must reset this breaker at once! Cathedral’s main reactor is already beginning to go critical. We have no more time!”

“Don’t you think I know that?” she hissed, wiping her stringy, sweat-soaked hair out of her face with a grimy hand. As much as she hated to admit it, the AI was right. She was out of time.

Mustering her strength, she rose to her feet and gripped the lever. She braced herself, took a deep breath, and then pulled with everything in her.

The lever moaned and shifted slightly.

She pulled harder, vaguely aware of a wild scream pouring from her mouth as she threw the full weight of her body against the stubborn breaker.

Suddenly the lever shifted, and she fell backward, her right arm flailing into the steam pipes behind her.

She screamed and rolled to the floor, clutching her burned limb to her stomach, her brain still reeling from the shock. Her vision faltered, and she feared she would pass out. Then she remembered Mark and the others waiting for her return. She couldn’t let them down. It couldn’t end like this. She had to get out!

“Subject Luna! You have been injured!” Bishop said. “Stay where you are—I will summon help at once!”

She shook her head slowly, not daring to look down at her charred limb. “No … I can make it.”

Slowly she pushed herself up, trying in vain to keep from screaming as her arm scraped against the smoldering remains of her sleeve.

Breathing heavily, she asked, “Did … did it work? Can you open the vents?”

“Affirmative. The core temperature is dropping.”

She closed her eyes. “Good … start the shutdown procedures.”

“Understood. I will begin shut down procedures at once.”

All right … come on, Luna. Your job’s done. Now let’s get out of here. Just put one foot in front of the other …

She crawled back into the access tunnel and made her way back out into the maze of corridors, every motion sending a wave of pain coursing through her seared skin.

The comm in her ear crackled to life, and Mark’s voice called out to her, “Luna? Are you there?”

“I’m here.” she whispered.

“The AI is starting the kill sequence. Where are you?”

“I’m … on my way.”

There was a pause then Mark asked, “Luna, what’s wrong?”

“I … burned myself on some pipes.”

“What? How bad is it?”

“Don’t worry about me. Just be ready to leave when I get there. I don’t think we’ll have much time.”

“ … Acknowledged,” he said after a moment of silence. “We’ll keep the engines warm. Just hurry and get back here. The storm outside is getting worse by the minute.”

Gathering the last reserves of her willpower, she moved forward and staggered to the tram.

It only took thirty seconds for the high-speed transport to reach the hangar bays. A minute later she had disembarked and was nearly halfway to the Stratocruiser.

The main doors were open, filling the hangar with gale-force winds that tortured her wounded body and threatened to steal away her breath. Still she pressed on, battling the storm that was threatening to sweep her away with every labored step. She was too close to just give up.

“Mark!” she shouted over the wind, having reached the Stratocruiser at last, “I’m here! Open the hatch!”

She never heard his reply. But a second later the hatch popped open, and she felt strong arms pulling her inside. At last she succumbed to her pain.

Everything was a blur of confusion and activity.

People were shouting—moving about ...

And Mark was there, talking to her.

She couldn’t understand what he was saying, but he seemed to be telling her that everything would be all right. That she was safe.

Someone stuck a needle into her wound, and she screamed. Then very slowly the pain began to subside, and she found herself able to think again.

“ … Mark?” she gasped, tears streaming from her eyes.

“Yeah, Luna. It’s me.”

She screwed her eyes shut. “It hurts.”

“Yeah, I know. The bio-aid should be kicking in any minute now. Then you’ll hardly feel it.” He smiled reassuringly.

“I hate to break up the reunion,” Fox cut in over the comm, “but we have to go. Like, right now!”

“Got it,” Mark replied.

Mark beckoned to Toad, and the two of them helped her into one of the chairs.

Mark strapped himself in beside her and turned toward the cockpit. “We’re all set, Fox! Get us out of here!”

The Stratocruiser lurched forward, engines straining against the wind. For a brief moment Luna thought they would be blown up against Cathedral’s walls like a bug against a rain-barrier. Then they picked up speed and began to climb.

She turned her head and peered out the window. Behind them, the billowing clouds twisted and swirled, forming a funnel directly above the reactor’s main vent, as the excess moisture was drawn back into the earth from which it came.

She smiled. The kill codes had worked.

They continued to climb, winging their way out over the skeletal remains of Centennial City.

As they passed the outskirts, she thought she saw a Swamper vehicle struggling against the storm. But before she could be sure, they passed through the clouds and it vanished, hidden beneath the thick curtain of vapor.

The turbulence subsided a moment later, and they leveled off.

“We did it,” Mark said, beaming. “It’s over.”

She smiled, dipping her chin in a half nod. “Yeah. It’s over.”

Mark leaned back and laughed. “I never thought I’d be able to say that.”

Luna closed her eyes. The massive dose of bio-aid pulsing through her bloodstream seemed to be doing more than numbing her. It was making her drowsy, too.

“Lady and gentlemen, this is the captain,” Fox said. “Next stop, home. Please enjoy the rest of your flight. And thank you for flying Unitech Air.”

Luna chuckled and turned to look at Mark. “Wake me when we’re home. Okay?”

He nodded. The last thing she remembered before crossing the threshold into unconsciousness was Patterson bandaging her arm and Mark’s quiet voice saying, “Home … I think I like the sound of that.”

If only it were so easy, she thought wearily.

Despite all their accomplishments and triumphs, she knew it would be a long time before things returned to normal for any of them. If it ever did. There was so much work yet to be done. Cities to repair. Ecosystems to reseed. Lives to rebuild. Yes, it would take a very long time indeed.

Through the tiniest slit of one eye she glanced one last time at Mark and the other people around her and smiled. At least she wouldn’t be facing the new challenges alone.


Epilogue







Luna walked along the busy New Denver sidewalk, staring out over the hills at the brilliant red and gold sunset painting the evening sky.

It had been almost two years since she’d seen her first one. But after spending nearly her entire life in darkness, nothing—not even the passage of time—could dampen the joy she felt every time the sun went down. In fact, just being able to see the sky at all was almost too much for her rain-weary senses to handle.

She stopped and sighed. The world had changed much in the last few months. The swamp had all but vanished, thanks to the Cathedral’s shutdown procedures. And with Mark’s return and subsequent inheritance of Unitech, the majority of the Swamper population had been successfully reintegrated into society.

The re-emergence of the sun after its twenty-year absence meant an almost instantaneous end of the Blister Wart fungus—as well as the need for Luna’s cure. But she didn’t mind. The disease was gone forever. And that was all that really mattered.

Even so, there was still a lot of humanitarian need out there, and she had spent the greater part of the past two years travailing from one refugee camp to the next, helping in any way she could as the swamp gradually receded. In fact, she had only been back to New Denver once before: to attend Bridget and Keith’s wedding.

“You come here often?”

The sudden question cut through her thoughts and she turned.

“No more than you do, Mark,” she said with a smile, wrapping her arms around him. “It’s good to see you in person again.”

He returned the embrace. “It’s good to see you, too.”

They parted and walked over to sit on a nearby bench. “So, Mark. How have things been up in the CEO’s office?”

“Busy. Carl Landers left some pretty big shoes to fill when he retired. It’ll be hard to find a man to replace him.”

“Have you thought any more about maybe giving Keith the job?”

“How can I forget with you reminding me all the time?”

She laughed.

“You’re right, though,” he continued, “he does have all the qualities of a good chief of security. Plus, Landers already listed him as his top candidate.”

“He’s a good man. I think he’d make a great chief,” she said. “How’s the reintroduction program going?”

“Slowly. All those years without sunlight really did a number on the environment. But thanks to the Ark project’s DNA library and the Unitech cloning facilities, we should be able to restore things to the way they were in about a decade or so.” He glanced down and indicated her hand with a quick nod. “How’s the arm?”

She pulled up her sleeve revealing the flawless skin beneath. “It’s good. The surgeons did a great job putting it all back together..”

“They sure did,” he said then added with a grin, “and it looks like you’ve been enjoying the sun these past few months. Am I right?”

She blushed, looking over her tanned complexion. “Yet another benefit of shutting down Cathedral.”

They both laughed then Mark asked, “So what are you planning on doing, now that the sun has cured everyone for you?”

“I’m not really sure. I mean, we already saved the world. Next to that, everything sort of pales in comparison.”

Mark chuckled. “I can’t argue there.”

“So what about you? Once you get things under control here, what are your plans?”

“I haven’t really thought about it. But I still want to do something where I can help people. Edgard destroyed a lot of lives all over the world. And I want to do something to help make that right.”

She nodded her approval. “That sounds like a noble thing to do.”

“I was hoping you’d feel that way.” He glanced at her out of the corner of his eye and slowly slid his hand toward hers. In a softer tone he said, “I … would really like to have a partner. Are you interested?”

“That all depends on what you’re asking me,” she whispered, a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth.

“Well? What do you think I’m asking?”

“I think … you’re trying to propose something.”

He smiled and took her hand in his. “I think you might be right, Miss Luna McKelly.”

Wordlessly, she inched her head toward him, and their lips met as he wrapped his arms around her. After all they’d been through together, there was no place else she would rather be.

The future beckoned like the first light of the new day. Her rain saga was over, but her life was just beginning.
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