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      NEW YORK CITY, NOW

      Ok, so first… the rules.

      Or the basic rules, anyway. There’s a lot to this, and I’m still kind of learning new things as I go.

      But the basics…

      The first rule is that one touch, skin-to-skin, is all it takes. It’s instant. And for the next 30 minutes, I have a copy of every memory, every skill, every thought you had at the moment I touched you.

      One touch, and I know all you know. It’s kind of my tagline.

      I don’t do it on purpose. It’s just something that happens, like a natural reflex. Like breathing or blinking. Or at a more basic instinct level, it’s like my heart beating. I have a little bit of control over when it happens, but I can’t choose not to do it. That touch—it just drags a copy of you into me, and it does it without you ever even knowing it happened.

      You don’t feel a thing. You just go about your life, grab your coffee or take your seat in the movie theater, whatever it was you were doing when my skin touched your skin. You’re oblivious, but you are known.

      Yeah… even the intimate stuff. Sorry about that.

      But the good news for you is that 30 minutes later, every bit of it’s gone from my head. I can’t remember anything that was yours. Only what’s mine. Just my own memories, my skills, my ideas. That’s more than enough, believe me. Borrowing all those things from someone else can have its advantages, but it also comes with baggage. So thank God it’s only temporary.

      Of course, there are exceptions.

      If I touch you for too long, things get sticky. As in permanent.

      All those memories and thoughts, those skills and ideas, even a copy of your personality, it all gets stuck in my head as a permanent resident. If we’re in skin-to-skin contact for too long, we’re mental roommates for life.

      So, holding hands without gloves on is kind of a no-no. Especially since I’m not entirely sure how long is “too long,” and I’m in no hurry to test it and find out. I got enough guests in my head as it is.

      Things can also go permanent if I touch someone too many times. And again, I don’t actually have a number—it’s not the kind of thing you want to experiment with (though Henry did… I’ll get to him in a minute). But I limit the whole thing to 30 touches, just to be safe. Any more than that and I consider it “red line.” I don’t like going red line. Red lining is bad.

      There’s also one more way that this can go permanent, and I kind of hesitate even to mention it. It’s a little icky. Dark. Morbid.

      If someone has just recently died—like, within just a few minutes—if I touch them, it’s instantly permanent.

      I found this out the hard way. And it’s tough to deal with. The recently dead aren’t just confused and freaked out, they’re terrified. Because, well… they just died. And instead of heaven (or hell… some people aren’t good people), their afterlife is being a voice in my head. Think about the implications of that. And let’s both pray you never have to experience it.

      I can’t explain why any of this happens. But one of my permanent “guests” has some theories.

      Henry is… was… a scientist who found me living on the streets, after I’d ditched from the last foster home I’d ever lived in. They were good people—all of my foster families were good people. But like everyone who comes into my life, they had a really hard time dealing with who I am. And the fact that I might know literally everything in their head, every private thought and personal secret, because we happened to brush up against each other, that was a big part of who I am. A part I can’t always control.

      This thing that I can do… it kind of unnerves people. Even if they don’t fully know or understand what’s happening, it’s hard to miss the kid who is yelling your personal thoughts back at you like you said them out loud.

      When you unnerve people, you don’t end up with warm and fuzzy relationships. You end up not really wanting to spend much time with anyone. And if you’re a kid who doesn’t have any frame of reference for understanding either what’s happening to you—or you don’t trust even good people because you’re afraid they might take advantage of you—basically, you end up connecting with jerks who definitely want to take advantage of you.

      Jerks like Henry.

      [Hey! I resent that, young man.]

      That’s a shoe that fits, pal.

      I’ll give Henry respect where it’s due: Since he died, he’s a changed man. He’s become a little less pompous and a little more helpful. Though the truth is, he’s always been a self-preservationist. So since my head is now the only place he exists, he’s at least gotten onboard with keeping me alive and away from being strapped to tables in off-the-books labs, or locked into government facilities to have my brain dissected.

      That is a real switch from when he was alive.

      Henry is the one who worked out pretty much everything we know about how my ability works. He figured out the “rules.” Mostly so he could exploit them. He even gave me my “street name,” calling me “Evergreen” because the jaggy lines on my brain scans were in green ink, and reminded him of a pine forest. It’s kind of poetic, I guess.

      It’s also pure crap. Because now that he’s a permanent resident, I’ve picked up on a few things he had always kept off the record—as in he had them in his head, but never shared them with me out loud.

      Because the whole green ink thing is true, but it was kind of an afterthought. Just a nice, fuzzy bit of mythology to explain to me why he insisted on giving me that name.

      The truth was, “Evergreen” was the codename for his research.

      Henry was studying me, running experiments on me to find out how I do what I do. He was trying to unlock how my DNA works, to decode this… whatever it is. A mutation. A quirk. These days he thinks it might even be some kind of branch evolution thing. Though he also thinks I could be the result of a lab experiment, so take all of this with an evergreen feather.

      But Project: Evergreen was Henry’s research into figuring out how I do what I do, so that he could replicate it and use it to… well, to basically live forever.

      The thing about evergreens is they’re around all the time. They never really fade from season to season. And that’s kind of the way these permanently absorbed personalities work—they’re what Henry calls “memory engrams.” They’re copies of a pattern that was once alive and thriving in someone else’s head, but now they’re in my head—living their own lives, having their own thoughts, sometimes coming out to demand my attention or even taking over, if I allow it. But they’re bodiless, stuck as echoes or shadows of themselves, living in a virtual world made from memories and concentration.

      But they’re not imaginary. All my voices are very real. They’re individuals, with their own thoughts. They just have a really tiny bedroom they share with me and four other people.

      Henry wanted to learn how I do this, how I make a perfect copy of the memory engrams of someone else and store it “locally,” with full access to it, in my own mind. And he wanted to learn all of that so he could perfect the technology to copy someone’s mind and transfer it into a new body. And I do mean “new.”

      Years ago, without me having any clue about it, Henry had gotten mixed up with an aging billionaire named Emil Lyon.

      Emil was someone who had conquered every challenge in his life. He’d risen to the top by sheer willpower. And he wasn’t going to let a little thing like old age and death stop his run.

      He was determined to be immortal. And to achieve that goal, he had invested heavily in illegal cloning.

      He’d gotten pretty far with it, too. He owned labs all over the world, especially in places where sanctions on unethical or immoral science were considered more “guidelines” than rules. One of those places, surprise, is China. It was there that Emil had a huge stake in an illegal cloning facility.

      Though is it really illegal if it operates right out in the open, and has the kind of money that lets you hire Yakuza as a security team?

      It’s a fuzzy line.

      The facility had done a lot to advance the science of making genetic duplicates of people. But creating a living, breathing human from a clump of cells, while miraculous and all, isn’t really the entire point. It does no good to have a duplicate of your body, younger and stronger and healthier and perfect in every way, if you don’t also have a way to get into that body.

      The missing piece was… well, basically, me. My ability to duplicate engrams and store them in the little bio-computer at the top of my neck was the mystery that everyone wanted to solve, as the key to eternal life.

      Henry had cracked it, too. Sort of.

      Enough, at least, that I was able to get that old billionaire bastard out of my head, along with one of his cronies, after having touched them both just after their deaths.

      Long story. It would probably make a nice action-adventure novel, on sale now at your favorite digital book retailer. Evergreen: One Touch and He Knows All You KnowTM.

      Having an evil billionaire and his lackey removed from my chorus of mental guests came as a tremendous relief. But it wasn’t like it wiped my slate clean.

      Right now I have five personalities in my head, besides my own. Five ghosts—though, really, only four of them are actually dead. The fifth one—she’s still out there, in the real world. And she’s the only one I wish I could spend more time with. Having a bunch of hitchhikers sharing space with you in your mind is exactly as unfunny and chaotic as you would think.

      It can get noisy in my head. Especially when they’re arguing.

      They were arguing now.

      [This is a terrible idea], Kirsten said. She’s my ex. She’s still alive, out in the real world, and though she’s aware of the virtual clone I carry with me, she has no idea what “inner Kirsten” is thinking or saying or doing right now, and vice versa. I know it’s confusing, but stick with me. It stays confusing forever.

      [I agree with the broad,] Jacob said.

      [I’m sorry, the broad?] Kirsten asked. [What are you, a 1940s gumshoe?]

      [I’m saying, I agree that this is nuts. Isn’t the point to stay away from the people who might want to slice and dice the kid’s brain to find out how we tick?]

      I should probably say that while this argument was happening, I was taking a charter bus to Los Lunas, New Mexico. A long trip from New York, and so there was plenty of time for arguments to break out. And my reason for going there was reason enough to keep everyone yelling.

      I’ve gotten pretty good at ignoring the entourage in my head when I need to concentrate on other tasks. Most of the time things are quiet—everyone sort of does their own thing, thinks their own thoughts, lives a kind of Matrix-style virtual existence in their little pocket of my headspace. I barely notice them.

      But when they get active, it can be hard to concentrate. One of the more useful things Henry ever did for me was teach me how to tune it all out and not bump into glass doors or step into open manholes while everyone was chattering. But that didn’t make it any less exhausting to have them there all the time.

      In a way, it’s kind of like having a song stuck in your head. You can ignore it, most of the time. It just pops up at random, you find yourself humming it or something, and then you go back to using the ATM or eating your sandwich. But sometimes it’s just like having a bit of grit in your brain, irritating you, wearing you out and exhausting you because it just won’t stop.

      This was one of those times.

      Having all my voices disagreeing loudly with each other made it difficult to rest. Add to that the fact that I was using fairly crowded public transportation, which meant I had to be extra careful to stay covered up and avoid accidental contact—and my stress level was kind of high.

      [I don’t get it,] Caleb said. He was “the kid.” But he’d been around long enough that he’d finally overcome being shy or freaked out, and was getting bolder about speaking up. [Aren’t we a billionaire now? Why are we on a bus?]

      He was right about being a billionaire. The whole thing that went down with Emil Lyon had left me with access to some of his hidden offshore funds. So yeah… basically, I’m loaded. Not that I can just throw money around.

      [The idea is stealth, young man,] Henry replied. [Jaylin is keeping a low profile. His pilfered billions are an excellent resource for us, but if he lives too lavishly, he will be noticed.]

      [I don’t see what would be so lavish about owning a car,] Jacob replied. [Even just a beater, for getting around. Nobody’s going to suspect the guy driving a used Honda Civic of being a billionaire superhero.]

      Superhero, I thought. Right.

      [Gotta call ya somethin’, kid,] Jacob replied.

      [Automobile ownership requires registration,] Henry pointed out. [Jaylin has no up-to-date official records, and certainly no driver’s license. He couldn’t legally purchase a car.]

      [Who said anything about legal?] Jacob replied.

      [Can we stay on topic, please?] Kirsten asked.

      Kirsten. My ex. The girl of my dreams. The love of my life. And the source of my greatest shame.

      The real Kirsten was out there, forced to live in hiding because of me. The last time I’d seen her, I touched her and all her memories were synced up, so this echo of her in my head was as up to date as it could be. Which meant she was feeling some of that resentment that the real Kirsten had felt toward me. She felt the distrust that IRL Kirsten had started feeling over the years.

      [What is “IRL?”] Henry asked.

      [It means “in real life,” grandpa,] Caleb replied.

      He was really starting to mature. I felt so proud.

      For a long time, the Kirsten in my head wasn’t much more than the echo of the woman I loved, before she learned that I could know everything she knew, every time we touched, or kissed, or… other. Now, though, she was the girl who knew all about my “gift,” and had become distrustful and resentful toward me.

      But we had worked that out the last time we saw each other. To a degree, anyway. And when we had touched, when Inner Kirsten had synced up with the memories of Outer Kirsten, she not only came through with a bit of resentment, she also felt the forgiveness.

      She still seemed to care about me, at least. She wanted me to be a better person, to do something good with these abilities.

      I wanted that, too.

      Which is why I’m on my way to the lab, I said to them all. This is the first lead we’ve had that might give us some insight into my… um…

      [Origin story?] Caleb supplied.

      Right, I responded. Though I wasn’t all that comfortable with the recurring superhero theme.

      [Well, I think this is an excellent idea,] Henry said, and I could just feel him smiling.

      [You would,] Kirsten replied. [You’ve never seen Jaylin as anything more than a lab rat.]

      [I may have crossed a line or two, in my experiments,] Henry replied. [But I think we can all agree that now that I am a permanent resident in here, with nowhere else to escape to, it is in my best interest to ensure that Jaylin survives and remains free and autonomous. And the best way to ensure that happens is to know as much as we can possibly know.]

      No one could argue with that. If Henry could be counted on for anything, it was self preservation. And he was right. Knowing gave us more resources. Not knowing just kept us all in danger. So, for once, all of us were in agreement.

      That agreement—such a rare thing—was enough to quell the discussion, and send everyone in my head to their own separate corners. And finally, I had a chance to just sit and enjoy the ride in silence.

      Though, I mean, it was a charter bus, bouncing along in New York traffic on its way to New Mexico. There’s only so much enjoyment a guy’s going to get.

      THREE DAYS EARLIER

      The one thing I never considered when I decided to retire from working with New York’s criminal underworld was that I had no idea how to find new clients.

      Not that I needed clients, per se. I mean, it wasn’t like I needed money. The offshore accounts I’d lifted off of Emil Lyon—billionaire business man, now deceased, and thankfully not currently living in my head—all of that money could keep me in safe houses and breakfast cereal for a hundred lifetimes. Maybe more, depending on interest and inflation. Cereal has gotten pricey.

      So I didn’t need money. I didn’t need anything. I no longer had to shill for crime families or shady dealers in order to get by. I didn’t want or need for anything at all—except this one thing…

      I needed a purpose.

      A reason to get out of bed in the morning.

      A reason to justify the air I breathed and the space I took up.

      [You’re wallowing,] Henry said in my head.

      [Are you going to do anything productive today?] Kirsten piped in.

      Correction: What I needed was a way to shut up the extra personalities I carried in my head. No one nags you like the absorbed engram of an ex-girlfriend and a former mentor living vicariously through you.

      Sometimes, having the ability to absorb the memories and skills of other people could be a real drag. But that ability was the whole reason I wasn’t currently hiding in a beach house on some remote private island—where, let’s face it, I would be a lot safer. No, I had recently realized that my ability came with a certain amount of responsibility. I had determined, thanks in part to coaching from Kirsten and some of the others, that it was my moral duty to use my “gift” to help people. To set things right when they go wrong.

      Spider-man and Dr. Sam Beckett would be so proud.

      “I have no idea where to start,” I said finally, miserably. “No one is responding to the stuff on the dark web anymore. No one I want to work for, anyway. Every time I get a ping, it’s someone wanting me to do the same old bad stuff.”

      [Kid,] Jacob said, [you rely too much on the fancy tech. It’s too passive. You gotta go out and find a few contacts. Start sniffing the wind. Make the rounds and chat with people in the know.]

      “How do I do that?” I asked.

      [I can give you some names,] Jacob said.

      [Any names you give him will probably have been dead for years,] Henry said.

      [I got contacts that are still alive,] Jacob groused.

      [Maybe in an old folks’ home!] Caleb chimed in.

      I sighed and shook my head. This was, as usual, getting me nowhere.

      Since taking down Emil Lyon, saving Kirsten (the real-world one), and taking out that illegal cloning facility in China, I’d done a great job of laying low and staying off the radar, but a terrible job of getting on with my life.

      For one thing, I’d more or less become a hermit. Or as much of a hermit as one can be, when one has the voices of five people in his head at all times. I was shuttered into an apartment in Flatbush, something relatively cheap by New York real estate standards. Nothing flashy to get anyone’s attention, and the landlord was happy enough to take payments in cash, no questions asked. And, of course, no background check.

      It had been a very long time since I’d stayed in one place long enough to get bored with it. But after the China thing, and with footage of me floating around on the news for the next several months, I decided it was a greater risk to try to stay mobile than for me to hunker down and stay in one spot.

      Still… I did have an exist strategy in place. Just in case.

      All the hunkering down and alone time, though, was starting to make me lapse into a funk. And now that it seemed like the heat had died down, I was becoming comfortable with the idea of getting out more.

      It had occurred to all of us that I could benefit from a job. Just like in the old days, when someone would reach out to me via a network of secret contacts and websites. I needed a client who knew nothing about what I could do, and who had a problem only I could solve.

      The trouble was, the “old days” were all about survival for me. I took on any jobs that came my way so that I could have money for food and other needs. I stole when I needed to, and my abilities gave me certain advantages, but things were always smoother and safer when I had some cash on hand.

      But all those old clients tended to be not-nice-people, as Kirsten put it. Crooks, criminals, thieves, swindlers, gangsters, and the worst of them all, politicians. People who wanted something they couldn’t get through normal channels, and they weren’t particularly worried about who might get hurt in the process of them getting what they wanted.

      Cash wasn’t a problem for me anymore. Might never be a problem ever again. All those offshore, unlisted accounts that only Emil Lyons had access to were all mine now. There were other resources, too—more tangible assets that, thanks to Emil, I knew how to find and access, if I ever needed them.

      Absorbing a corrupt billionaire who had a slim sense of morals and ethics had its advantages. And, by the way, I was still pretty glad to be rid of him.

      The funny thing about having all your worldly needs met—turns out there’s more to life than survival, or even creature comforts. And after months of laying low, followed by even more months of laying low, I was starting to have an existential crisis.

      Kirsten had been the first of my entourage to point out that I needed some kind of purpose for my life. Because survival isn’t a path, it’s just a reaction.

      I could hole up in seclusion, isolated from all humanity save for the voices in my head, and effectively just legitimately become schizophrenic beyond even the clinical sense. Or I could step up, take some initiative and some responsibility, and start using my “powers” for good.

      That’s where the whole superhero motif started. I’m not a fan.

      “How does Batman do it?” I asked, slumping into the sofa, pitiful. “He’s a billionaire crime fighter.”

      Ok, I’m not a fan, but it was the framework for our conversation.

      [Why does everything come back to pop culture references with you?] Jacob asked.

      [If we are examining this fictional character as a template for your very real-world endeavors,] Henry said, [doesn’t Bruce Wayne have a secret lair with an advanced super computer? If I remember correctly, he “scours the night,” seeking out petty criminals. And when one of his rogue’s gallery comes around, he uses his advanced resources to research and track down leads. Then pursues those leads, and deals with the criminal.]

      [How do you make even Batman seem uncool?] Caleb asked.

      [He’s not wrong, though,] Jacob said. [I mean, you have all those safe houses, with all the fancy computers and stuff. Maybe you could turn one of those into your Bat Cave and start looking for bad guys to take out. There are plenty of them out there.]

      I sat there in silence, waiting. It was the kind of idea I expected someone to make a joke about. To contradict, maybe. To call stupid, or to point out all the flaws, or to just confuse me with some kind of vague metaphor.

      But no one was objecting.

      And then, most startling of all, the one voice that always sends me into a state of dread spoke up.

      [I know a place that would have a better system than anything Jaylin has access to,] Julia replied.

      I took a quick breath, letting it out slowly, trying to let myself get past being startled. Julia scared the hell out of me, even as a disembodied voice. She had been a deep cover agent for the CIA, and she’d been exposed to an experimental psychotropic drug, which had fractured her personality. And drove her insane, if we’re being honest here.

      Henry had been fascinated by her. Enough that he’d tricked me into touching her, just after she’d committed suicide. And so now, she and all those fractures of personality were in my head, and they came out in unexpected ways, at unexpected times.

      Like now.

      “Where is it?” I asked.

      [A government facility. Secret lab. It’s called “the Pit.” Last time I was there it had been shut down since the 90s, but the whole place was still ready for use. And it has a super computer, still tied to various government databases.]

      I listened, and surprisingly, so did everyone else. When Julia talked, that tended to be the outcome. Everyone listened, trying to determine if she was going to be rational and sane, or if she was going to spin into a Legion-like babble.

      Right now, she seemed calm.

      [Where is this facility?] Henry asked.

      [Los Lunas, New Mexico,] Julia replied.

      “New Mexico! Like the desert? As in, a thousand miles from here?”

      [More like two thousand,] Jacob said.

      “Two thousand miles from here?” I asked, incredulous.

      [If you want to find more like you, that’s where you’ll find them,] Julia replied.

      Again, we all paused.

      [We’re trying to find bad guys for Jaylin to beat up,] Caleb said.

      [Wait,] Kirsten started. [Julia… are you saying that this facility… it has something to do with Jaylin? With what he can do?]

      Julia was silent. And we all knew from experience once she’d gone quiet, there was no dragging her back. I have some influence over whether my “guests” can speak, though I’ve always made it a rule to let them have their say. They didn’t ask to be in my head.

      But with Julia, I’ve never had even the slightest ability to summon her or to send her back to wherever she was hiding. She came and went as she pleased. She said what she meant to say, and she didn’t stick around to see if any of us understood a word of it.

      She was crazy. Let me make that clear. But not always crazy. Sometimes she was as lucid as I am. And she might speak in cryptic statements and riddles, but if she was interfering at all, it was because she sensed some important mission, something she could contribute to. Something triggered the super spy in her, brought her up from the sea of babble, and prompted her to speak.

      And when that happened, I had learned it was best to roll with it.

      “So,” I said. “Who’s up for a trip to New Mexico?”
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      LOS LUNAS, NEW MEXICO

      The town of Los Lunas isn’t a town. It’s a village.

      What’s the difference? I don’t know, but when you’re looking it up on Wikipedia to find out anything about the place, that’s the first fact you learn. You also learn that the population is just under 15,000 people. There are more people living on my block, back in Flatbush.

      I’ve been to small towns before. When I was a kid, bouncing around in the foster system, a lot of the people willing to foster anyone over the age of 10 lived in towns—sorry, villages—kind of like this one. Small. Rural. A Walmart and a Home Depot, but not a lot else. You were an outdoorsy person in a place like this, or you had very little else to do.

      None of the foster families I lived with had ever lived in New Mexico, though. Most of the small towns I’d lived in were in New York, where there are actual seasons, and the color green. Los Lunas, by very stark contrast, was an all-engulfing shade of brown. Brown grass, brown dirt, brown hills.

      It sounds kind of bleak, I know. But there was some beauty here. You just had to be in the right frame of mind to see it. And I basically wasn’t. Not after a 40-hour bus ride, crammed into a seat and covered head to toe in hoodie, gloves, and jeans. Blocking any possibility of accidental skin-to-skin contact is an absolute must, but it can also be uncomfortable as hell.

      I stepped off of the bus, stretching and cracking, feeling the knots that the knots in my muscles had. My last meal was six hours ago and was one of the finer frozen burrito offerings that a gas station had to offer. I was feeling that as a burning blaze in my guts right now.

      First order of business was to visit the little superhero’s room. And after that, it was all about finding a room to make our HQ while we were here. And food. I needed food to live.

      There were a handful of hotels and motels within walking distance of the bus stop. I made my way to one that looked cleaner than the others, and I used a very fake ID and a prepaid credit card to book myself in.

      Gauging from the complete lack of scrutiny from the clerk, this probably wasn’t the first time this had happened, and probably wouldn’t raise any actual red flags if they even suspected it.

      [Told you no one would blink over that ID,] Jacob said.

      [Jaylin, could you perhaps find us something to eat that didn’t start its day in a vending machine?] Henry asked.

      First, I found my new room, and got settled in. I hadn’t brought much—just a weekender’s bag with a couple of changes of clothes and some toiletries. I’d brought along a couple of air-gapped laptops I’d had on hand. One to use while I was here, and a spare in case I needed to burn the first one.

      Old habits die hard, and the habit of being hyper paranoid and overly vigilant was one that had served me pretty well for most of my life. In fact, I was already thinking about renting rooms at three or four other hotels across Los Lunas. If there were any other hotels.

      I was feeling out of my element.

      New York City had been my home for the larger chunk of my life. And I know what you’re thinking… why would someone with my particular abilities, and the drawbacks that come with them, want to live in the world’s largest and busiest city? A city where there were literally people everywhere, and in very close quarters.

      What can I say? I <heart> New York.

      But seriously, there’s a more practical reason, too.

      Big cities are good hiding places because they’re so full of people. And true, there’s a growing surveillance movement in this country. I don’t like that at all. Keeping my face off of cameras has always seemed like a good idea.

      Long before Henry found me on the streets, I had started using my abilities in creative ways to keep myself fed and sheltered and out of jail. You’d be surprised what you can pull off when you know someone’s secrets. Or when you could touch someone and know they were going to be out of town for the next week, and they keep a key hidden on the top of their door frame. Or when you could brush the hand of a hotel clerk and know how to access the hotel’s computer system, so you could book a room and charge it to some jerk who shoved you on the subway.

      When one touch is all it takes to know everything someone else knows, you learn pretty quick how to use that to your advantage. And though I have certainly done things I’m not entirely proud of, I’m pretty ok with surviving. And eating.

      The hotel had free wifi for guests, and I used one of the laptops to get online. No more air gap, but that was fine. That’s why I’d brought this thing along.

      Which reminded me, I needed to stop by and get a prepaid smartphone to use while I was here. I had a couple of burner phones already, but it’s always good to get something local and disposable.

      First, I looked up hotels in Los Lunas. And… that didn’t take long. Going by Google Maps, there were only a handful, and all pretty centrally located. No good for my “emergency escape plan.”

      “I miss New York,” I said.

      [I miss having a body,] Jacob replied.

      [I miss privacy,] Kirsten piped in.

      My usual plan wasn’t going to cut it, but I went ahead and booked rooms at all the local hotels, paying for them in advance with my prepaid cards. I’d make the rounds to check in to each of them a little later. It really wasn’t going to take long.

      Speaking of making the rounds, I had another problem to deal with. While Uber was a thing here, it wasn’t like I could use ride share for just everything I needed to do. I had no idea where “the Pit” was, but it was a pretty fair bet that the super secret defunct government research facility would neither be on Google Maps nor be the sort of place one Ubers to.

      After discussing this with “the team,” we came to one inescapable conclusion: I was going to have to to follow Jacob’s suggestion and get a car after all.

      [You brought plenty of cash,] Jacob said. [Find some crappy dealership locally and offer to make a sales guy’s year.]

      [That seems risky,] Kirsten said. [If no one around here is willing to sell a car without all the documentation, it might get around that someone is looking. It will seem suspicious.]

      [Honey,] Jacob said, [towns like this, there is going to be someone who is willing to sell, cash on the barrel]

      [Honey…] Kirsten started.

      [What about Craigslist?] Caleb interjected. [People sell cars for cash all the time there.]

      He had a good point, and even Jacob was willing got admit it. I spent the next half hour combing through local Craigslist ads for used vehicles. I narrowed my search to only those listings that had photos and the feel of “cash offers welcome.” I also focused on things that could go off road. Because I had a feeling that was going to come up.

      Eventually I found the prize—or at least, Jacob and Caleb both announced that this was it.

      Among the listings for trucks and off-road vehicles was a Jeep CJ7, circa 1986. The listing assured me it was 6 cylinders and four-wheel-drive. Good condition, “but no title.” And they were asking $5000.

      [That’s the one,] Jacob repeated.

      [It’s poo brown,] Kirsten said. I could almost feel her wrinkling her virtual nose.

      [It’s not the family station wagon,] Jacob replied. [It’s built for off-road, and it has a hard top. Look at that winch on the front! This bad boy is getting out of anything.]

      [So cool!] Caleb added.

      [The fact that they do not have a title bodes well for us,] Henry observed. [They are likely to take cash, and ask no questions.]

      They were right. At least everything they were saying sounded right. “But there’s a problem,” I said. “It’s a manual transmission.”

      [You don’t know how to drive stick?] Jacob asked.

      [No, because it’s not 1985,] Kirsten replied.

      “I barely know how to drive at all,” I added. “I live in New York.”

      [The shame this generation brings down on us,] Jacob replied. Then, [No worries. I can drive. Just give me the wheel.]

      He meant that both figuratively and literally. He was asking me to give him control. As in control of my body.

      It wouldn’t be the first time I’d allowed one of my hitchhikers to “steer.” But it wasn’t exactly a comfortable experience.

      “How about we buy the thing first, then maybe you can give me lessons.”

      [Sure, that should go really great,] Jacob said.

      But I could tell… he did not believe it would go really great.

      

      “I used to go muddin’ in it,” the man said, spitting on the ground at our feet.

      His name was Kenny, and he seemed to be maybe sixty years old. He was wearing a pair of cargo shorts and nothing else, and his beer belly was impressive in both its girth and its baked-in tan.

      “But I don’t use it much no more. Boy’s gone on to the military, and I’m retired.”

      I had no idea why either of these facts would preclude him from going ‘muddin’,’ but I nodded like everything made sense. “So, you’re asking five-thousand.”

      “Firm,” the man said.

      [Offer him four,] Jacob said.

      [Shush!] Kirsten replied.

      [We have no need to bargain,] Henry said.

      [We’re paying cash for it, with no title, and no idea how it’s been treated,] Jacob said. [The guy’s gotta expect some bargaining. And besides, it’s the principle of the thing].

      I knew that if I did not at least try to bargain with Kenny, I would be in for days of Jacob grumbling about this.

      “Would you take four-thousand? I mean, I’m going to have to file for a title.”

      “That’s like five bucks,” Kenny scowled.

      “Plus, you know, I’m sure I’ll have to get a mechanic to check it out, make sure everything’s working the way it should. You know. The whole deal.”

      “You either want it or you don’t, but I ain’t gettin’ screwed on this. I know what I got. It’s 5K.”

      Satisfied? I asked internally.

      [What a scrooge,] Jacob replied.

      I nodded and took an envelope out of my back pocket. I had counted out five grand in hundreds before we’d even left the hotel. I’d brought plenty of cash, knowing I’d need to be able to operate without depending on the prepaid credit cards all the time. This was putting a modest dent in my supply, but not enough to worry over.

      Kenny took the envelope and counted the cash, right in front of me, which prompted more outrage from Jacob. Then, satisfied that he was not, in fact, gettin’ screwed on this, he reached into the pocket of his cargo shorts and pulled out the key. “Only key I got,” he said, handing it over.

      I nodded, took it, and waved him goodbye as he retreated back into the house, leaving me and my new Jeep out on the street.

      “Ok,” I said, rolling my neck to loosen up. “Let’s do some driver’s ed!”

      [Kid, couldn’t we at least let me drive until we’re out of here? We’ll find a nice, empty parking lot so you can practice. This is going to be embarrassing.]

      I slipped behind the wheel and put the key in the ignition. “It’s not like I’ve never driven before,” I said, rolling my eyes. “How hard can it be?”

      I pushed the brake and turned the key, and nothing happened.

      [You have to push the clutch at the same time,] Jacob said.

      I nodded and looked down at my feet. “Ok… the clutch…”

      [Now that I’m seeing it, you actually have to push the brake at the same time. Your foot is on the clutch already.]

      “Right,” I said.

      It took a little shuffling, and some snide prompting from Jacob, but eventually I figured out that my left foot had to go on the clutch while my right foot went on the brake.

      I started the Jeep and was satisfied with the roar and thrum of the engine. I smiled.

      [Ok,] Jacob said. [Now… shift into first gear. Good. And now, take your foot off of the brake and kind of lightly touch the gas pedal. Yep. Ok, now… slowly, in an even motion, push the gas pedal at the same time that you’re lifting your left foot from the…]

      The Jeep suddenly jerked forward, throwing me against the steering wheel—making me realize for the first time that there were no seatbelts in this thing.

      I also realized that we were now rolling forward, down the slight hill before us. I steered us out into the lane, but when I pressed the gas nothing happened. The engine was dead.

      [You stalled it,] Jacob said.

      I pressed the brake, bringing us to a stop, and tried the whole process over again. And got the same results.

      Only this time, a car came around behind me, honking to let me know exactly how in the way I was.

      I pressed the brake again, tried again, stalled again.

      [I hate to admit it,] Kirsten said, [but maybe you should let Jacob drive.]
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