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JANUARY 5, 2066

The beautiful, brightly lit ocean vista beyond the window went unnoticed as Hale Cooke, Chief Administrator of Tritonus Atoll, braced himself for the forthcoming news. He hoped—for himself, as well as for the sake of those he had charged with completing the task—that the report would be positive. If not, it would be a shitty day for someone, and perhaps their last.

It was bad enough that Kay Hammond, the woman he had put in charge of security for the floating home of Tritonus Industries, had betrayed him. But now it seemed she had somehow managed to get an encrypted message out to unknown recipients. This would not do.

Hale stared blankly into the computer screen before him. He wasn't looking at its contents but rather postulating about possible courses of action that might remedy the situation. Once his personal assistant Ben arrived with the latest update, he would be better able to discern which contingency would yield the highest probability of success.

A wave of his hand caused the terminal to lower itself into the desktop. Once it was completely beneath the surface, a flawless piece of marble slid into the opening and rose to become perfectly flush with the top. The middle-aged businessman turned in his large black chair to face the window and ran the fingers of one hand through his salt-and-pepper hair. He rarely noticed the magnificent scenery outside—the clear blue sky, the pristine and thoughtfully planned landscape—but when he did, Hale felt proud of what he had built.

Tritonus Atoll was a feat unto itself, situated almost halfway between the east coast of Australia and the northernmost tip of New Zealand. At 13km across its widest point and 10km from side to side, the structure was a marvel of modern engineering. It made use of all the latest practices and materials technologies, some developed specifically for its construction. Its interlocking design added to its integral elegance.

Each of its 120 individual hexagonal pods were linked into a large circle to withstand the movements of the ocean. With only a minor amount of rocking, the artificial atoll afforded Tritonus roughly 1040 square kilometers of usable space. The ample area was not only home to Tritonus Industries but also to over 10,000 permanent residents, three resorts, and an abundance of other recreational and research facilities. It was a shining example of what could be done in the best interest of all humanity now that money was a thing of the past.

The atoll had already been under construction before the Global Commerce War, but once the conflict ended, development continued.  Following the war, there had been a global shift toward a Resource-Based Economy that replaced the monetary system. Money was no longer used for commerce, as available resources became allocated to ensure that everyone would have all they required, including homes, food, conveyance, and entertainment.

As such, Tritonus Atoll was no longer an expense to the company. Instead, it had been assembled from resources apportioned to the project because of the facade that presented the industry as the new world leader in oceanic stewardship. It provided the best possible options for restoration of the world's oceans and reefs.

Tritonus Industries took up the most space on the atoll by far, occupying five full hexagons in the center. There was only one entry to the facilities through the northwest pod. Once workers and others who were allowed admittance had cleared security, access to the other four pods could be had from within.

Security at Tritonus was tight for many reasons, but the one closest to Hale Cooke's icy heart was the most insidious.

In the public eye, Tritonus was a beacon of hope for a world that had been brought to the brink of collapse. New technologies were being developed there that protected oceanic ecosystems, cleaned polluted areas, and enhanced the human condition. It was important to Hale that the facade he had built around Tritonus Industries be preserved. It made life much easier. But the truth was that aside from maintaining his image, none of those benevolent activities meant much to him.

Before the Commerce War, Hale Cooke had risen from his simple southwestern U.S. roots to make his way among the most wealthy and influential men on the planet. The negation of currency had swiftly changed all of that. He was now, officially, equal to all others. But in the deepest recesses of his mind, he knew that to be untrue. He was superior and had proved it.

Despite starting from an underprivileged position, he had earned his place at the peak of the global hierarchy. Through his ingenious solutions to problems and his willingness to do what must be done in any given situation, he had shown his exceptionality, even when it wasn't easy. Especially when it wasn't easy. He deserved the status he had secured, but that had all been taken away from him.

Sure, Hale was still held in high esteem because of his leadership and the innovations that came from his company. But he was no longer at the top of the food chain, as it were. He hated that. The true purpose of Tritonus Atoll would help him remedy the injustice that had been perpetrated upon him.

The door chimed and Hale spun again to face it, hoping for the best but prepared for anything. "Come on in," he drawled, revealing his southern U.S. roots, and the door to his chamber slid open. "I hope you've got some good news for me. Given the circumstances, I mean."

Ben—Hale's tall, thin, and immaculately dressed assistant—glided into the room as the door slid shut behind him. "As good as can be expected. Given the circumstances." He stopped in the center of the room until Hale gestured, indicating that he should take a seat. He moved to one of two low-backed chairs in front of the desk and lowered himself into it. "It's not all good, though, of course. As you know, some damage has already been done."

"You don't have to pander to me, son. Just let me have it straight. I'm a big boy. I can take it." Hale leaned forward and put his elbows on the marble desktop, smiling a crooked grin.

"Well, sir, we have Miss Hammond in custody."

"Good. 'Bout time."

"But her messages did get out, and the best the computer techs have been able to do is say that one went to the UK, and the other was sent internally."

"Well, we must know where the internal one went. Right?"

Ben shook his head. "I'm afraid not, sir. It was bounced off pretty much every device on the island, and there's no telling exactly where it ended up."

Hale's face became stern as he reclined. "Damn that woman! Where is she now?"

"She's here, but in the substructure, in a holding cell. Would you like to see her?"

"Damned straight I would." Hale rose from his chair and straightened his suit over his intimidatingly large form. "Lead the way, Ben."

Hale and Ben were quiet as they traversed the corridors, except when Hale bid some ladies they passed to have a good afternoon and gave a tip of an imaginary hat. Once they arrived at the lift that would take them into the substructure under the platform on which the buildings were constructed, Hale placed his hand on a scanner inside the door. Ben waved and shook his hand at a man who tried to step in with them. They both smiled at the worker as the doors slid together, and then both grins melted away simultaneously.

Upon reaching the restricted underbelly of Tritonus' main building, Hale and Ben stepped out onto a catwalk and clanged along until they arrived at a perpendicular walkway that led to a door. They turned right. After Hale's hand was scanned once more, the door dutifully slid out of the way to allow them entry.

Inside, a large area of about 200 square meters was outlined with cages set far enough apart that the occupant of one would never be able to reach the captive in the next. A couple of disheveled men were sleeping in tiny cells along the left-hand side. On the right, a solitary female occupant sat defiantly behind bars. A guard stood at the far end of the room with his hands clasped at his waist, near enough to his gun on one side and baton on the other to retrieve either in a moment if the need arose. He nodded to Hale, who did not return the gesture.

"Good afternoon, Kay," Hale said to the newest prisoner.

"What the hell do you want?" she spat back.

Ben placed a folding steel chair in the center of the open area, and Hale sat in it. "The same thing I always want, Miss Hammond. To win. And I quite assure you that I will, indeed."

"I'm not going to tell you a goddamned thing."

"Oh, my!" Hale looked up at Ben and laughed. Ben gave a chuckle in response before his boss' gaze returned to the confined woman.

"I didn't expect that you would," Hale continued. "I've got this new experiment I've been just dyin' to try. Ironic, ain't it, that you ratted me out for my little side projects and now you're going to be the subject of one?" He chortled, then regained his serious demeanor before continuing, leaning forward to punctuate his words. "You see, Miss Hammond, here's how I win. I had to fight tooth and nail to get this island built in the exact location it's in. I'm sure you know about what's under us, down on the ocean floor. Even with the tech I've been able to derive from that spacecraft, it's still taken me a decade and more to put this beautiful machine together, and you're about to be the first person we try it on. So either the machine works and I win, or the experiment fails miserably and you die. And I still win. And I can guarantee you, it's gonna be awfully painful. So you can tell me who you sent the messages to and I'll have my techs do what they can to minimize your hardship, or you can not tell me and I'll let you experience the whole procedure to its fullest extent." He straightened, and the chair creaked against the concrete floor. "And guess what? I still win."

Kay stood and grabbed the bars, shaking against them as she screamed, "I'll kill you, you fucking piece of shit!"

"Oh, now, now," Hale said calmly as he adjusted his crimson tie. "There's no need for that. And you know what? There's good news for you, too. You'll have the rare occasion to meet yourself a real live alien. Not many people can say that, now, can they?"

"Fuck you!" Kay growled through her clenched teeth.

Hale stood and Ben removed the chair, passing it to the guard, who folded it and leaned it against a wall, away from the cells. The Chief Administrator of Tritonus Atoll smoothed the front of his suit, then addressed the guard. "Have her sedated and brought to Laboratory Alpha. I want her there within the hour."

"Yes, sir."

The door slid open as he approached, and Hale left the room while Ben followed silently. He was oblivious to the howls and flurries of verbal abuse that issued from Kay as the door closed behind him.

The recipients of the messages would be dealt with soon enough. In the meantime, it was enough that Kay Hammond would suffer beyond all anguish, as had all those who had ever crossed him. It would have to do for now.

The sacrifice of Kay's life would advance his designs nicely. He may have to do some damage control, depending on who those messages had been sent to and how seriously they took the allegations made against him. But he excelled at that. As far as Hale was concerned, it was just a matter of time and allocating his resources effectively so that things continued to go his way.

The bottom line was that, in the end, his plans would remain clandestine and he would use the tools at his disposal to bring the world back to the way it had once been—a world in which the people who deserved to, such as himself, rose above the mundane collective to wield their accumulated power and influence as they saw fit.

The way it should be.
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PART 1:

ALAN AND QUINN

Chapter 1
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JANUARY 6, 2066

Alan Burns sat bolt upright in his bed and threw his hands to his temples, furrowing his brow and gritting his teeth. The visions that filled his head were vague in their content, but unrelenting in their intensity.

He pushed himself back to lean against the headboard, leaving the sweaty sheets a tousled mess at his bare feet. Closing his eyes and drawing a deep breath into his barrel chest, Alan reminded himself that these episodes only lasted short periods. Relaxing into the cerebral intrusions was much more comfortable than fighting them.

It was difficult to let go, and he told himself once more that this would abate soon enough. Exhaling slowly, Alan's attention went to the images that flashed across the screen of his mind's eye.

Water never ending. Something large and round, like two dinner plates, one upside down on the other, submerged in it. His point of attention rising until he was floating above it somehow. Pain. Isolation. Fear. Begging for release.

He squinted hard and gave his head a shake, trying to dispel the foreign thoughts—thoughts that were not his own.

Then the impressions waned as they always did. Alan didn't notice his body relaxing, his back slumping into the crushed pillows.

He rubbed his still-shut eyes, remembering what he had been shown. The images were often the same, but none of them seemed related to the others. High-tech machines with tubes and wires reaching out like tendrils. Water. Sometimes he was under it and at other times floating upon it.

Buildings and geometric shapes. Men and women covered from head to toe in white garments, sometimes bringing their featureless faces eerily close, denying any personal space.

Alan had seen and even done a lot of horrible things during his tours of duty fighting for the resistance in the Commerce Wars. He wondered if everyone who returned from the intense and merciless combat experienced things like this. Did everyone feel like they were going mad? They probably did.

Kicking the blankets out of the way, Alan spun to sit on the edge of the bed and put his feet on the mat at his bedside. A pair of pajama bottoms lay in a ball on the floor. He grabbed them with one foot, kicked them upward, and caught them. Then he stood and pulled them on while taking his first steps toward the large open area beyond the bedroom.

Crossing through the apartment, he picked up half a glass of water from the kitchen table, finished it, and set the empty glass on a bookshelf before entering the washroom. He relieved himself, washed his hands, and then returned to the kitchen table. He asked his home computer to start a pot of coffee as he sat.

On the wooden surface where the glass had been were a notebook and a sketchpad. Taking the latter and flipping it open to the first empty page, he rummaged through a pile of pens, markers, erasers and coloured pencils until he found an HB pencil. He checked the tip and, seeing that it was adequately sharp, started drawing some of the things he had seen in his reverie.

When he was done, he propped the pad against a two-litre bottle of soda and backed a step away from the table to take in his creation.

Everything was as he had envisioned, as much as his middle-of-the-road artistic talent could capture, at any rate. In the center of the page he had drawn a disc-like object, only partially visible as it hung within a crevice in some jagged rocks. Around that, he had drawn a machine hooked to a thin man with no eyes and a pointed head. He'd also drawn another person wearing a suit that completely covered him, with a window in the headpiece and tight gloves that contrasted the loose-fitting garment.

There was a close-up of the thin man's face with its wide jaw housing exposed teeth. There were no nostrils or eyes above it. As odd as Alan knew that was, it remained an accurate representation of the impression he had received from his garbled visions.

Satisfied, he snatched up the pad, tore the drawing from it, and headed toward the small guest bedroom opposite the one he used regularly. Inside, the room was a minor catastrophe. Boxes were piled haphazardly in one corner. An easel stood near a small folding table with some paints strewn over its surface, and brushes soaking in a paint-spattered plastic glass.

On the only wall in the room that had nothing piled in front of it, several more pages from the sketchpad were pinned to the gyprock. Each showed a mishmash of images. There were several drawings of the machine, some with more details than others. Sketches of a shoreline made of perfectly straight lines. Buildings and other disjointed images that had no connection to one another that Alan could discern, except for their shared point of origin in his disturbing visions.

After adding his latest creation to the collection, Alan backed away to look at them all together. Searching for a pattern, or something they all had in common, or any link between them he could fathom had become a ritual. It had occupied many hours since this had all started about a month earlier.

As he regarded a full page drawing of the thin man's disfigured face, the alarm in his bedroom went off. It broke him from his internal dialogue and yanked him back into reality. He crossed to his bedroom slowly, annoyed at the persistent chirping. He was still too far away for voice recognition to deactivate the alarm.

Once he stuck his head through the open doorway and shouted for the cessation of the chiming, the device stopped calling for him to do what he had already done nearly an hour before.

Alan turned, regarded his apartment and its contents, and decided that nothing within the dwelling would make him stop thinking about the visions that had been presented to him. He returned to the bedside, turned his back to the unmade mess, and flopped backwards, sprawling over the sheets and blankets.

"Jesus Christ," he said to the room. "Maybe I should get hold of Andy."

Visualizing his old army buddy, who had joined Alan on several missions, he could see the confident smile under a blonde crew cut. He could hear the macho banter that had entertained the other men in the unit. Unfortunately, however, it had also grossly irritated the women, especially Quinn—Captain Shepherd.

No, Andy was not a good choice. If Alan wanted a party, Andy would be his go-to. But as someone to talk to seriously about what could possibly be a mental health issue, not so much. And he sure as hell wasn't going to talk to a shrink. Fuck that.

It didn't take long to discern that Andy definitely wasn't the best choice for someone to confide in. Alan could picture the cajoling and the barrage of jokes about the effeminate nature of his issues that were sure to follow.

Now, Captain Shepherd, on the other hand, had seen just as much battle as any other soldier he knew. She would probably be much more amenable to talking about it. A sounding board that would not belittle or judge him—that was what he needed right now.

"Huh," Alan said aloud as he clasped his fingers behind his neck. "Quinn's a pretty good sport—except for when Andy went too far and pissed her off—and she's easy enough to talk to. She was pretty easy on the eyes, too, if I recall."

He sat back up and surveyed the room again, then called for the blinds to open. They obeyed his verbal command. Then he stood once more, walking with purpose toward the main area. "I wonder where the hell I put her number..."

***
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JANUARY 6, 2066

Quinn Shepherd sat by the window with her elbow on the sill and her chin resting on her fist, watching quietly as the rain pattered against the glass.

It occurred to her that nature was reflecting her inner state. It was as though she had infected all around her with her emptiness and separation. When she searched inside herself, there wasn't sadness or melancholy or any other feeling that she could affix a label to. Only an infinite and black void that reached out in all directions, pressing back at her, disconnecting her from all she saw.

It was like looking at a hologram, but from her own perspective. There were things around her, but they were not connected to her or a part of her in any way. Everything was detached and disassociated. She even felt separated from her own body as it sat motionless while her consciousness pondered her isolation.

Even though she could feel the light brown hair around her slim, bare shoulders, and sense her weight pinning down the chair beneath her, it took a moment to reestablish her link to her body. She could feel the coolness from the window, and the pinching sensation developing in her elbow. But she could not interact with it directly.

Then, willing herself to reunite with the world around her, she lifted her head and removed her arm from the cracked paint of the sill. She rubbed her elbow as she rose from the wooden kitchen chair where she had been languishing.

How long was I parked there? she thought as she moved through the space. The gloomy half-light emanated from the windows along the outside wall of the small one-room apartment. I guess it doesn't really matter.

Despite the slightness of her form, the floorboards creaked beneath Quinn as she crossed the room. She brushed her hair and adjusted her bra straps, looking around for a t-shirt to pull on over her underwear.

Finding a long, oversized Pink Floyd shirt on the coffee table, she picked it up and gave it a quick sniff. Deeming it acceptable, she pulled it over herself as she grabbed the remote and snapped on the TV. She needed the distraction. She shook her slender hips, allowing the shirt to fall to her thighs, and continued to the kitchen counter.

Once the modest,old-fashioned unit booted up and came to life, she couldn't see the screen, but listened as it gave her the latest news. Great. Not what she wanted to hear right now. But she left it as it was, her efforts were focused on allaying the groaning from her stomach rather than making the pilgrimage back across the room to change the channel.

Quinn had been this way since shortly after her arrival in Montville. It was the small hamlet in northwestern Australia she had called home from the time she was a child. Though she had lived in several other places after graduating high school, including Sydney, she had eventually returned to her hometown, just over an hour's drive outside Brisbane.

She had done so following her tenure in the war, believing it would make her transition back to civilian life easier. That, however, had not been the case.

The horrors she had seen, as well as those she had perpetrated herself, flooded her thoughts almost constantly. Even when she was genuinely distracted, they lay just beneath her awareness, ready to pounce when she allowed herself to relax.

Bombs and bullets, combat and assassination, had been her only companions through the entire three years the Commerce Wars had raged. Yet, amid the chaos and destruction, she had seen some amazing things as well. Battles won and successful escapes that should not have been. Somehow, she reminded herself, despite the seemingly insurmountable odds against it, she had always managed to keep herself alive.

She had even been there, right in the thick of it, on Merger Day. That was the day the Corporate and Government soldiers on the front lines had realized that they, themselves, as well as their families, were not included in their masters' vision for the future. And so they had surrendered and defected en masse to the cause of the Uprising.

That had been the day the tides were turned against the wealthy and powerful. The war had drawn quickly to a close shortly thereafter. No matter how much money the Corporate leaders had at their disposal, they soon discovered that they could not buy victory without the human resources necessary to operate the machinery of war.

The elites tried for a while to keep their struggle alive with autonomous, computer-controlled systems. But the intelligence information that came to the Uprising through the deserters allowed the former underdogs to turn the tide and keep it turned.

But none of that diminished Quinn's difficulties now. She was locked in a constant struggle against her own thoughts. She spent her days trying beyond all effort to recapture the state of mind she had once taken for granted. She was proud to have served, and to have contributed to the termination of an evil global empire that wanted nothing less than the subjugation of all humanity in the name of money.

But the cost had been high.

Now, the news told of the progress of the newly established Resource-Based Economy that had replaced the Monetary System in the wake of the war. Resources had been allocated first to those in the world most in need, while the rest of the world coasted on what they already possessed.

Automated factories had been established to produce goods using the best practices and materials modern technology had to offer. The resulting products would last as long as possible without wearing out or even needing maintenance. The disposable economy of profiteering was gone. Quinn had played a major role in the transition.

Then why, she wondered as she picked up a knife from the crumb-infested, sticky countertop, did she sometimes have to repress the urge to take her own life? 

***
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JANUARY 6, 2066

Laboratory Alpha, or Alpha Lab as it was more frequently called, was a marvel of modern science combined with technologies gleaned from an extraterrestrial source far beneath Tritonus Atoll. It was known to exist only by a select few.

Those who were fortunate enough to be involved with the most sophisticated and exotic piece of equipment on the planet were also unfortunate. It had been made abundantly clear to them that if they ever had a lapse of judgement which led to them sharing anything about the facility, they and those they loved would be in most terrible jeopardy.

That fact was being punctuated today.

Kay Hammond, who had until yesterday been the head of security at the Atoll, had committed an indiscretion against her employer. Now she found herself in a dire situation. She would assuredly advance medical and scientific knowledge through her presence here. But she would almost certainly forfeit her life in the process.

The scientists and technicians who manned their stations preparing for the experiment focused on the former. They repressed the latter as much as they were individually able to. The prospects for the outcome were exciting, indeed. Though the process itself was not going to be pretty. Not at all.

Alpha Lab inhabited a medium-sized space relative to some of the other labs. It was located under the center of the building farthest from the entrance of the Tritonus Industries Research and Development Facility. It would not show up in any of the schematics or blueprints for the 866 meter-squared hexagonal pod where it was situated.

It had to be accessed by an elevator that, when the proper security protocols were met, would take its occupants down into the underside of the pod rather than up into the offices and labs accessible to all the workers and scientists.

Tucked into the inner workings of the pod itself, hidden among the water mains and waste pipes, electrical systems, propulsion engines, and other systems that made the artificial island function, Alpha Lab was a singularity. There was nothing else like it on the entire planet. It was shielded from the outside world for a number of reasons. Not the least of which was the fact that, at the focal point of the machine housed within the clandestine lab, was a chamber connected by a myriad of snaking cables and tubes to the surrounding equipment, that held a live alien within it.

Hale Cooke had gone to great lengths to build Tritonus Atoll in the exact location it occupied. When the island's construction had begun, before the onset of the Commerce Wars, he had greased many palms and made many back-room deals. He wanted to ensure that he would be able to utilize that exact section of the ocean.

In a way, the initiation of the Resource-Based Economy had released him from some promises that would have been very difficult to actualize. But then, Hale always was a man who made the most of whatever situation he found himself in. While the optimist and the pessimist argued whether the glass was half full or half empty, Hale Cooke drank it, because he was an opportunist.

Tritonus Atoll, when it came to be, showed the public face of being located where it was in order to maximize its ability to have the greatest possible positive impact on the restoration of the world's oceans and reefs. Hale's benevolent offering, however, belied his true intentions. The fact was that his advanced facility was located above the crash site of an alien vessel that had been discovered in the peaks of an underwater mountain between Australia, New Zealand, and New Caledonia.

Several expeditions had been made to the submerged spacecraft. The artifacts they had returned to be reverse engineered had resulted in Hale and Tritonus Industries being able to give to the world some of the most advanced devices ever presented. All under the auspices of an altruistic interest in the betterment of society.

But, on this day, Kay Hammond would experience nothing akin to altruism. Rather, she would experience the full extent of Hale Cooke's utter lack of compassion and kindness. She would be collateral damage in the advancement of science. And, ultimately, in the relentless march toward the realization of her former employer's nefarious goals.

Kay awoke, not fully conscious, but aware that she was not in control of her extremities. "What the— Where am I?" Her vision adjusted slowly. The first thing she was able to see clearly was Hale's face regarding her through the plastic window in his head covering with detached scientific curiosity.

Hale ignored her questions, speaking instead to the woman behind him, who was also dressed in a complete hazmat suit. "Will her state of lucidity have any effect on the extraction process?" His voice was clear, but slightly muffled by his headgear. He already knew the answer to his query, but asked it for Kay's benefit. He wanted her to know exactly what position she was in.

"No," Vera Fischer, the chief technician answered in a German accent. "All of her synaptic connections and configurations are available to the systems, regardless of her current state of mind." Vera indicated a rotating three-dimensional holographic model of Kay's brain that hung in the air next to her station.

"She could be sleeping and we'd still be able to capture her engram. Actually, as long as she isn't brain-dead, we can get a complete picture of her cerebral connections. That includes memories, language, and whatever else is in there, no matter what else is happening."

"Very good," Hale said, smiling amusedly at Kay as he backed away from his subject.

For the first time, Kay was able to see the room. She gasped as she realized the extreme peril she was in. She writhed, pulling as hard as she could, and discovered that she had been shackled—to the point of overkill—to the table she was on. The table was cold and hard, and currently inclined so that she was nearly standing.

Craning her neck to look up, she saw a metal ring spewing wires and tubes from its circumference. Between them were a series of screws. She had to assume their purpose was to affix the monstrosity to her head.

Kay again struggled against the table. But between the restraints and her weakened state, she was unable to have any effect on her situation. She gave up quickly. Instead, she focused on a volley of profanity directed at Hale, who continued to pay her no mind.

She watched him continue in the quiet conversation he had engaged in with his team of five. All of them were completely encompassed in hazmat gear. But she stopped abruptly when she looked directly across the low light of the room to the opposite side of the chamber. Her mouth gaped opened in silence, and her eyes widened to match as she took in the horrific vision before her.

Between herself and the far wall, ranging from three to four meters high, the walls were lined with computers, pumps, and an array of futuristic-looking equipment whose functions she could not even begin to guess. There were numerous tubes and wires connecting the various apparatus to one another. Ultimately, they all led in the same direction.

In the corner of the lab most distant from her, suspended in a translucent blue fluid that bubbled within a transparent sphere on a pedestal that held it about a meter off the polished floor, was a creature the likes of which Kay had never imagined. It was turned sideways to her inside the chamber. She could clearly see its elongated head coming to a point about two feet behind its face.

She saw the row of horns protruding at intervals from its spine, and its thin, lanky limbs hanging limply as it drifted slightly up and down. The creature was held roughly in place by the writhing cables and tubes that seemed to snake from everywhere to connect to its body and head.

The abomination encapsulated in the sphere seemed to recognize Kay's observation of it. It turned slowly to regard her with its dark and eyeless face. Kay pulled against her restraints once again to no avail.

"Okay, then," Hale said, rubbing his gauntleted hands together as the group dispersed to man their stations around the room. "Let's get started, shall we?" He strode triumphantly toward Kay. "So, Miss Hammond, this is your last chance, my dear. Tell me who you sent the messages to, and I'll give you a little something to make this easier on you. It's happening one way or the other, so why don't you give yourself a break, hmm? What do you say?"

Hale's eyebrows raised as he awaited Kay's response. But when she did not speak, he glanced down and got his answer. From below the buckle that held her wrist to the metal slab on which she lay, Kay's fist was twisted around with its middle finger extended upward.

"Oh, well that's just not nice," Hale said in his muffled voice. "Okay. Have it your way." He leaned in close, smiling a sinister grin into Kay's face. "But I want you to remember in a few minutes, though, that things didn't have to be this way." He turned and looped his arm in the air like he was twirling a lasso. "Alright! Let's get this show on the road!"

The workers all turned to their stations, poking and swiping the air between them and their terminals. The halo above her head moved down with a mechanical whirring until it enveloped her skull. Vera came over and tightened the screws against Kay's head as she grimaced in pain. Then, the chief technician returned to the terminal next to the table and joined her colleagues in their insidious pantomimes.

The computers and machinery came to life. Fluid could be seen moving through the tubes as the sphere across the room began to glow with the same surreal colour that filled its interior.

"This would all be a lot easier with neural headsets to control our computers," one of the technicians complained.

"We can't do that," Vera replied. "Thought control of the computers would introduce random variables to the process. That's why this room is magnetically shielded and has its own internal power source. I don't want to hear of this again."

"Wait," Kay said weakly, her watery eyes pleading. But no one listened. They just kept working, ignoring her completely. "Wait!" she called again. One of the techs Kay could see out of the corner of her eye glanced back toward her. For a moment she had a pang of hope that she may be given a reprieve. But then the man poked at another holographic screen before turning his attention back to the main terminal at his station.

A low din rose until it filled the room. As the glowing orb across from her bathed the entire room in a sickly blue light, casting sharp, angular shadows throughout the space, Kay lost all ability to think or act. A blinding pain shot through her cranium. She arched, straining at the straps that held her in place while the next phase initiated.

Then, suddenly, her body relaxed, still twitching slightly. She looked straight ahead, staring blankly at nothing as the process continued.

The technicians became more frantic as they coordinated their efforts. It was an immoral concert of activity resulting in a most sinful symphony. And then—as abruptly as it had begun—the noise subsided along with the eerie illumination until the room returned to its original state. With one heinous difference.

Kay Hammond's eyes were still open. But any sign of humanity that once inhabited them had been evacuated, leaving them vacant and empty. No one around her limp form noticed as the final aspects of the experiment were carried out.

The poking and waving at holoscreens slowed. Hale turned from his station to await the results of the operation. "Well?" he called across the room. "Did we get it?"

A man across from the Chief Administrator spun in his chair to face his employer. "The engram extraction was incomplete, I'm afraid."

"Shit!" Hale exclaimed, pounding his fist against the arm of his chair.

"However," the man continued, "we were able to gather a large amount of data during the process. It will take a while to sort through it. I believe that what we have done here today will directly result in success in future attempts."

"Goddamn it. Okay. Fine, I guess. Collect all the data and start examining it right away." Hale turned to his left to face the woman next to the inclined table holding Kay's limp form. "What about her? She of any further use to us?"

The woman turned from her monitor, shaking her head inside its covering. "No, sir. She's gone. Her autonomic nervous system is still regulating her body functions, but all cerebral activity has ceased. There's no one in there anymore."

Hale got up, spun on his heel, and started toward the decontamination chamber between Alpha Lab and the elevator. "Whatever. Get whatever information you can from her. I want a full bloodwork, tissue samples and anything else that might be useful."

"And then?" the woman asked.

"And then get rid of her. Flush her the hell outta here!" He pulled at his gloves as he entered the airlock that led to the decontamination area. "Useless bitch," he muttered as the inner door began to close.

The woman returned to her screen to follow up on her directives. She wasn't completely sure whether her boss' last comment had been directed at the comatose form on the table or at her.
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