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For those who seek the truth.
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“The greater our level of understanding, the harder the tests become.”

Muhammad Ali
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“Researchers are so ingrained in trying to cure mice that they forget that we’re trying to cure humans.”

Dr. Ronald W. Davis
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“Reality is merely a simulation of God, who himself is the simulation of humanity emulated through a brief history of time.”

Mit Bhatt

MORS (Military Operations Research Society) leads the national security analytics community by enhancing the quality of analysis to address real-world national security interests. It is supported by six U.S. Government Sponsors that provide financial support and thought leadership, among other activities.
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Mors is the Roman mythological personification of death.

In 2018, the John Hopkins Center for Health Security hosted the day-long Clade X pandemic tabletop exercise, to illustrate the high-level strategic decisions and policies the world needed to pursue in order to prevent a pandemic or diminish its consequences should prevention fail. 
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150 million simulated lives were lost.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


1


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


Year 2018

––––––––

[image: ]


The analyst, clad in a crisp blue uniform, strode down the sterile white corridor, the requested file clutched firmly in her hand. As she approached the frosted glass door at the end, her distorted reflection stared back at her. The door, like all the others in the building, bore the company’s logo: a gleaming tower of four interlocking circles encased in a ring.

She pushed her way into the room, into a cacophony of shuffling papers and side conversations that continued as she entered. High-ranking uniformed representatives of each arm of the defense forces filled one side of the boardroom table. Suits (the best a government paycheck could buy) worn by people from attached agencies joined them.

On the opposing side of the table were the doctors, scientists, mathematicians, and behavioral psychologists, to name a few. Between them, paper reports, charts, predictions littered the surface. Behind them, a series of screens showed facts and figures, along with a world map. The graphic would start with a single red dot, then rapidly expand, turning other countries red. When blood red covered the entire map, the graphic would wipe and start again, this time projecting slightly different routes with slightly different growth. Subtle variations. But the world map would always end the same. Red. Utter, apocalyptic destruction. 

The analyst made her way around the table, weaving past other analysts in their distinct uniforms, and stopped in front of her superior. She placed the folder deliberately in front of Colonel Lawrence Beacon. His eagle insignia gleamed above a chest crowded with commendations. His closely cropped salt-and-pepper hair framed a face etched with years of experience.

Beacon broke away from his conversation with a Navy Captain, placed on a pair of gold-rimmed spectacles, and opened the file. He scanned the sheet, soaking in the contents, then abruptly sealed the folder, resting his hands on top.

“I must say,” Beacon said, causing the room to fall silent, “your analysis of the situation leaves a lot to be desired. And to be frank, I’m a little disappointed. The spectrum is too wide, and the margins great. There is little redeeming or inspirational about what we’ve spoken about here today.”

“If I may,” Dr. McKenna replied, “we at Argent Laboratories are just as concerned about our discoveries, research, and findings as the government is. But the variables are just too great, almost incalculable, even with our intelligence, models, and systems.”

“That’s all very well, Dr. McKenna, but the impact of the virus is brutal. POTUS has no qualms about shutting this all down if we can’t generate stable results. There’s no way he’ll sign off on this without some assurances.”

A fresh voice broke from the end of the table. “Then we need to think about this entire situation a little differently.” 

Heads turned to the striking gentleman at the far end of the table. Donning a maroon pocket square and no tie, he was the odd person out in the room. 

“You know,” Beacon started, “I’ve been ignoring your presence this entire meeting.”

McKenna shifted in her seat. “This is—”

Beacon held up his hand. “I know who Baxter Parks is, Dr. McKenna.” He turned to Parks. “I’ve seen you speak several times and across the many programs you have engaged with the variety of military branches.”

Parks smiled. “Thank you, Col—”

“I’ve also heard the protestors outside the building being as loud as the supporters inside the room.”

“We all have our detract—”

“And so, I just don’t know why a philanthropist is here at this meeting.”

Parks made sure the Colonel had finished before smiling and throwing out his hands. “Because I own the place. Argent Labs is a subsidiary of a shell corporation. If you search long enough and hard enough, eventually you’ll find my name somewhere, but we try very hard to keep it secret. It’s a branding thing.”

“What about her?” Beacon said, pointing to the woman standing sentinel in the corner. “Is she part of Argent Labs as well?”

Parks smiled. “Heaven’s no! Halayna is my personal bodyguard. Someone like me can never be too careful.”

Halayna had the imperceptible skill of watching the room and not at the same time. Like the eyes of the Mona Lisa, she seemed to track everyone’s movements concurrently. And as such, no one knew if they were being watched, observed, judged, or recorded. Innocence gently dusted her features, yet there was a dullness in her eyes that suggested she had performed acts that would make a serial killer blush. Even though she casually held her hands in front of herself, she looked like she could extract a concealed weapon and execute a threat before they thought to act. 

“Still,” Beacon soothed, blinking away the intoxication, “why are you part of this meeting?”

Baxter smiled. “I’m here because I help people see beyond their problems.”

“And what do you think the problem is?”

“I think you’ve summed up the challenge quite nicely, Colonel. You need certainty, and I wish to propose an idea that can get you closer to the mark.”

“With all due respect, Mr. Parks, this society has the intellectual might of all branches of the military working alongside operations research professionals.”

“As well you might, I’m just proposing an alternate way of thinking about the challenge. We have created a devastating virus for you. That is a fact.”

Beacon flinched at the comment. 

“You can predict what it does to people,” Parks continued, “on a biomechanical and molecular level. This is also true. But you can’t predict how people will respond once the virus is released.”

“First of all, no one mentioned releasing the virus. We’re purely modeling the impacts if it happens to find a way out of the test tube. Second, I know the work you’ve been involved in. I don’t intend to go down the rabbit hole with this one. We can’t afford to get lost in the labyrinth.”  

“I don’t take people down the rabbit hole, as you call it, Colonel. I help them see beyond their own limitations, extending outside their burrow.”

Beacon chewed over the statement for some time as eyes darted around the room. He made eye contact with a few of his trusted allies, then glanced down at the desk. In the end, he said, “What did you have in mind?”

“Before we talk about the solution, I think we should fall in love with the problem.”

“We’ve been talking about it for the past hour. I think we’re all aware of what the problem is.”

Parks cocked his head to the side. “No. I don’t think you do. I’ve spent this ridiculously elongated gathering listening to you all pore over the data and how you can’t trust it. You lost sight of the problem a long time ago.”

Beacon scoffed and shifted in his seat as he exchanged glances with the other uniformed officers in the room. He returned his glare to Parks. “You’re very close to being ejected from this meeting, Mr. Parks. And all further meetings, regardless of your connections.”

“I apologize for the harshness of my comment, Colonel. But sometimes people need a shakeup.”

“Just get to it.”

“The problem is you are holding onto something, and it’s not like you don’t know what it can do. You just don’t know how it will impact the bigger picture. Not one person, but a community. A town. A country. The world. Our enemies. Us. All the models in the world are numbers and bits and bytes, nothing more than tools that do what they’re told.”

“We use simulation models to predict performance in a safe and efficient way.”

Baxter leaned forward on the table. “Aha. And there it is. Safe. Efficient. But look at what you have. Uncertainty. A spectrum. A percentage of probability. There is one thing you can’t predict, Colonel.”

“Do enlighten me, Mr. Parks.”

“Human behavior,” he mused as he waved his hands.

“And you’ve got something better than what the best minds and unlimited budget can create?”

Parks leaned back. “Of course.”

“You said that without hesitation.”

“Because I know what I’m talking about.”

“And what are you talking about? Exactly?”

Parks stood, buttoning his coat as he did. He strode the length of the room as he spoke. “You create a model and hope to hell people behave in a way that aligns with your input parameters.”

“And?”

Parks stopped in his tracks. “And? And it’s backward.” 

“Elaborate, Mr. Parks. And make it quick because my patience is wearing thin.”

Baxter Parks smiled a toothy grin. 

“I have a wonderful idea,” he started.
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Year 2020
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Amos stood on the side of the road as military trucks bustled past in both directions. The queue was long, but the dome of the green zone loomed in the distance. Ever so slowly, the train of desperate people shuffled toward safety. He dropped the suitcase at his side with a thud, looked up, and scratched his beard with a tattooed hand. Dark eyes surveyed the gray clouds circling overhead. Rain wouldn’t be the worst thing to happen to him that day.

He picked up his suitcase, shambled forward, and dropped it again. He now waited in line with every other survivor, hoping to escape the chaos and be saved by the very people no one trusted. Villain to hero, or last resort? When you had nowhere else to go, it was better than the devil you knew. The alternative was downright deadly.

He had the stature of someone who could step into a bar fight and define the outcome. But he had never raised a hand to anyone... until earlier that day. He looked at the back of his hand and rubbed it on his pants. Blood was hard to get off, and he needed to leave home in a hurry. No time to tidy up. No point in hiding the evidence. Just like everyone else. He had left people behind. Much like everyone. He had done horrible things, and he hated himself for them. 

No amount of self-loathing was going to change the situation. 

Everyone had lost someone.

***
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Just a week earlier, an announcement on the local news warned residents of Belford that a nasty flu virus was on the loose. The advice was to stay away from crowded areas, wear masks, wash hands, and avoid contact with everyone. This was hard to do when you own a business, and the thought of closing the hardware store indefinitely over a cold didn’t appeal to him. He had a family and mouths to feed. He was careful and sanitized his hands and the store religiously. And everything seemed to be okay. Business was slow, but that was to be expected. It would all be over soon... or so they said.

Then people disappeared. Rumors circulated that the missing residents had been infected with the virus, and the military had taken them to study the effects and create a cure. Those left behind plastered missing person flyers on the town information boards and over the building, praying someone had seen their loved one. No one had. The number of posters grew until they covered the walls, and it looked more like a papier mâché house than a solid structure, as if the slightest gust would fold in the walls like a house of cards.

Amos and his wife, Olivia, would sit by the radio holding each other’s hands, waiting for the next broadcast.

“The virus starts like the common cold,” a representative would dictate through the radio. “Runny nose, sore throat, cough. If you or any of your family members display these symptoms, please immediately isolate yourselves from the rest of the family. We urge you to seek medical treatment immediately, even if you have mild symptoms.”

He wrapped his large limbs around her to help her sleep, with a hand on her pregnant belly. Many times, he thought he would crush her under his weight. But he stayed awake, thinking through the options, praying the virus would disappear of its own accord. That he would wake up from the nightmare, and the news report would announce everything was back to normal, the world was back to normal.

But it wasn’t, and it never would be.

It was when people died on the street, in their cars, and in their homes that the shit hit the fan. And it wasn’t people dying of asthma or heart attacks. Nothing so wholesome as that. Gruesome liquefaction of internal organs reduced residents to pulpy, unrecognizable messes. There was no coming back from it. No bartering or negotiation. The deal was done.

Military personnel hit the streets in droves. It was a presence never seen by Belford, regardless of the base nearby and its facilities in the center of town. It wasn’t long before store owners boarded their windows, and the military introduced harsh curfews. They granted safe passage to those with exemptions and enacted harsh penalties for those who broke the rules. 

Amos and Olivia watched from behind the front window curtains as soldiers in hazmat suits surveyed the streets, escorted by more soldiers in gas masks. There was no use complaining; there was no one to complain to. Emergency service phone lines were constantly engaged or left unanswered. Statements by local officials became increasingly regular, introduced by arresting whooping alerts. They spoke about how deadly the virus was, what it could do to you, and what the warning signs were. 

“A military spokesman is requesting people showing the following symptoms to isolate in their homes immediately and avoid contact with others. The symptoms are coughing, dizziness, sudden lack of energy, and lesions. If you or any family member displays one or more of these symptoms, we encourage you to hang a sheet or pillowcase outside your home so the appropriate personnel can make contact.”

Even with militaristic intervention, resources, and deep pockets, the strain on the town was immense. For each of the messages, Amos and Olivia would stare at each other, waiting for a sniffle, a clearing of the throat, anything that might indicate there was something wrong. Despite that, the couple showed no signs of anything. They scrutinized from behind curtains as, house after house on the street, hung something outside. 

Large woodland-patterned vehicles arrived on the scene, and soldiers in hazmat suits would venture onto the premises, one at a time. Sometimes they led people into the back of a truck. Other times, they carried out body bags. 

They watched their neighbor, Errol, being escorted out of his house. As he reached the transport, he stopped short, threw his head back, and coughed up blood onto the front lawn. Military personnel stepped back and observed the portly gent convulse and spasm on the grass, plasma spurting from every orifice. It felt like minutes before Amos turned away from the scene, Olivia having given up on the horrific affair almost immediately. 

Amos remembered the event as if it were yesterday, because for him it was. He stood at the sink, thinking of ways to turn pantry remnants into something edible for his sleeping wife, when the final emergency message aired.

“This is an emergency broadcast. Belford is being evacuated. Any survivors should make their way to the transition center at the military installation south of the city. Any person displaying symptoms is ordered to remain in isolation at home. Any unauthorized access will be met with an extreme response. This broadcast will repeat every hour.”

Amos stared at the radio, waiting for the words to sink in. Evacuate? Terminated? They couldn’t fix this? He rushed to their bedroom to wake his wife.

“Olivia!” he called out. “Olivia! We’ve got to go! We’re being evac—!”

He stopped dead in the doorway and peered into sunken eyes. She had been fine when he had left her twenty minutes before. He pulled his shirt over his nose. Olivia coughed, and a trickle of blood spilled from the corner of her thin lips. Sweat-soaked bedsheets stuck to her body.

“Oh my God,” he breathed. “No.”

“Kill me,” she whispered. She gripped her belly. “For us.”

He took a step back against the open door, shaking his head. “No.”

“Yes,” she mouthed, nodding her head ever so slightly.

He stepped forward but froze as if his legs had stopped working. 

“I can’t do this to you,” he said through his shirt. “I can’t do this.”

“Please,” she silently pleaded. 

He had seen the devastation the virus caused and what lay in wait for his wife. It’s just that he wasn’t sure if he could actually do what Olivia asked of him, as humane as the act would be. 

Another cough, more blood. A matter of time before it would be too late to do anything. He shuffled to the bed and reached for a pillow. 

***
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Amos hoisted his suitcase, shuffled a few steps forward, and let it drop again with a heavy thud. He wiped the sweat from his brow. Almost there. More trucks, more soldiers. He glanced over his shoulder; the line of desperate faces stretched endlessly into the horizon, beyond what he could see. So many had died. So many more were still trying to escape.

A cough cut through the line. Heads lifted and turned, scanning for the source. Everyone was on edge, listening for any sign, any symptom. No one wanted to be there when the security force made a rash decision and burned them all.

The sun had passed its high point when Amos reached the spray-painted marker. Another resident stood in front of him, currently with the green zone gatekeeper, an eight-foot monster who looked even more intimidating in his gas mask and fatigues, flanked by twin escorts with their machine guns.

There was a beep, and the gatekeeper waved the resident through. They shouldered their worn rucksacks and disappeared through a door. The two flanking guards closed ranks to seal off the portal.

Eyes stared at him from twin transparent lenses. The gatekeeper waved him forward, and Amos stepped up. 

“Any symptoms?”

Amos shook his head.

“Fever? Coughing? Fatigue?”

“No,” Amos replied.

The gatekeeper raised his temperature reader and pointed it at Amos’ forehead. A beep. A look. A point.

“Over there,” he ordered.

“The tent?”

“Over there,” he repeated.

“Not through the door?” Amos asked, throwing a shaky finger to the steel doorway the previous resident had vanished through.

The gatekeeper just pointed. The flanking guards shifted and gripped their weapons tighter. 

“Test me again,” Amos said. “It’s the sun. We’ve been standing out here all day.”

The gatekeeper stepped forward. Grabbed him by the collar with his free hand. 

“I told you to get in the tent.”

A commotion broke out in the line, some twenty people deep. The gatekeeper looked over at the residents. Someone had collapsed.

The gatekeeper turned to his flanks. 

“For fuck’s sake. Take some water over to them.”

The soldiers broke off to complete the task.

Then a scream, solitary and menacing. The collapsed body convulsed. More shrieks followed as residents scattered in all directions. Anywhere but where they were. The gatekeeper relinquished his grip on Amos to secure his weapon and prepare for the oncoming hordes of people. 

“Stand back!” Gatekeeper yelled.

Soldiers materialized to fortify their position. In the clamor, Amos silently skipped toward the doorway. Just as he made it to the portal, a rough hand pushed him forward. Amos stumbled until he could no longer keep his footing, and he fell into a pile of sticks and leaves.

The sound of the steel door clunking shut behind him boomed around him, followed by steel-on-steel grinding. He rolled onto his back and propped himself up on his elbows. A muffled roar sounded from the other side of the door. Then a gunshot. Then another. Then, there was a non-stop barrage. 

Amos pushed himself off the ground and found his footing. He watched the door intently. Then, all at once, it stopped. Silence. No one dared make a noise. Then a thump. And another one. Muffled cries. He backed up into something. Turned slowly. The area was full of residents standing between six-foot tall saplings. He exchanged glances with a few and nodded glumly when a voice broke through the area. 

Amos looked through the crowd and spotted a man in a woolen jacket and jeans. He had hauled himself onto the scuff plate of a black vehicle, bracing against the passenger door to stay upright. His dark hair was slicked back, and even from the back of the pack his eyes looked like deep, dark pools.

He lifted a megaphone to his mouth. “Welcome everyone. Welcome to Haven. I’m glad you are all here, safe and sound.”

The noises outside slowly dissolved into murmurs and chatter of the surrounding people. He was one of the lucky ones, having made it through the door before they were sealed for good, or he was either killed by the virus or shot by a soldier with a termination order. He couldn’t stop thinking about the people on the outside. Those who had died. Those who were desperate to get in. Innocent people. Collateral damage. 

“My name is Miles Coman,” the man with the megaphone continued. “I am the civilian liaison with this military installation under the direct control of Captain Colt Hayback. When we get settled, he’ll formally address and welcome you. In the meantime, follow us and we’ll get you sorted. If you have any questions, please let me know.”

Wavering voices erupted from the crowd, thoughtless questions, as everyone dealt with the situation at hand.

“How long are we going to be here?”

“Are we really safe from the virus?”

“What about my friends and family?”

They came thick and fast, and Coman couldn’t keep up. In the end, it was like the mosh pit of a rock concert. Overwhelmed, Coman dropped the megaphone and gave everyone the hand signal to lower their voices.

“I know you have a lot of questions about many things. When we get to the central tower, I’ll answer each of them in turn, I promise you.”

With no further interaction, he jumped down and slipped into the passenger seat. The car rumbled to life and drove away, leaving the masses to follow. 

“Welcome to Haven,” Amos mumbled. He looked back at the door, then up to the gray roof. He hadn’t noticed it before, assuming the sky was hidden by menacing clouds, until he realized there was no sky at all.

“Shit,” he breathed, and jogged to catch up to the rest of the pack, shuffling after Coman like a horde of zombies.
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Year ████
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Brag Hinders sat in the back of Commissioner Coman’s office and wished he could be anywhere else. He will for the couch to swallow him, to sink into its fibers and disappear from humanity. That was before Coman revealed the gun.

He wondered why the Commissioner had called him to his office, especially when the doctors were also present. Ibsen sat across the desk from Coman, and Ashguard leaned against a wall. He wanted to attempt to read the faces of the others but couldn’t bring himself to lift his gaze from his shoes. Coman’s feelings toward him were no secret to anyone. He didn’t know what he was doing there, but knew he was out of place. Like a juggler at a funeral. Or pineapple on a pizza. Pizza. He could go for some right now. Anything, in fact. 

When Coman displayed the firearm and announced it as the world defender, it had his attention. Not in a good way. If he had to be honest, he hadn’t really been listening to Coman until that point. According to Coman, there were three bullets in the gun, two in the magazine and one in the chamber. Hinders wondered which one had his name on it. 

Breathing was difficult most of the time, but then, it was nearly impossible. He wished he had never met with Commander Grayson, never gotten caught up in his little game. 

“I’m going to give you a choice I never had,” Coman said.

Hinders felt the same. He never had a choice. Who could say no to Grayson? The cigars, the promises, the unspoken fear of Coman. It all felt like the Commander had led him straight down the garden path. He’d probably done the same to the other two in the room. They were all in this now. Together. Until death do us part. 

“Of course, if you decide to stay, listen, and not accept the role that comes with it, then I’m afraid to say I can’t let you leave. And now I ask you, I ask all of you, are you going to accept this encumbrance?”

Hinders had heard enough. He recognized the get-out-of-jail-free card and was only too willing to take it. He heaved his bulk off the couch, seemingly closer to the floor than when he first sat down, and moved to the door. Whoever came out on top, whatever the revelation was, he would flex with the outcome. We’re going home? Great! We’re staying here? Oh, well! He was done caring about other people’s wants, needs, and desires. It was self-preservation time.

With a hand on the handle, he turned back. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. Even then, he couldn’t get the gush of air out of his lungs. “I... I just can’t... do this.”

He pushed his way through the doorway, quietly closing the door behind him. He had survived another meeting with the Commissioner. But how long could that last? As he stood there, Coman’s voice seeped through the door. 

“That’s okay. I think we all know he didn’t have the stamina to continue this conversation. I invited him here out of pity, and because of his involvement with your plan. And to be brutally honest with you, if Brag had stayed, I would have shot him, anyway.”

And there it was. That’s what the Commissioner thought of him, how little he thought of him. It was one thing to cop a barrage in the Circle meetings, or receive a hard, disapproving star, or even the visceral reaction to his general appearance. That was one thing. But to hear the words, for Coman to say it out loud the way he did. And did Ibsen or Ashguard race to defend him? No, they just wanted to talk about themselves. Through everything they had been through together, he was tossed aside.

With a bowed head, he shuffled off. As he walked down corridors and rode elevators in a daze, he replayed the interaction in his head. The gun. The ultimatum. The threat of death. He played out different interactions, statements, phrases. Stronger declarations. But each time, he felt worse about the whole thing. His future diminished before his eyes.

As he walked through the hallways of the laboratory, he wondered why the desks, benches, and workstations were empty. Everything in Haven revolved around finding a cure, and as such, the scarcity of resources was disconcerting. 

Coming across magnetically sealed double doors, he scanned his identification to release the locks. The upsides and downsides of being a member of the Circle were plentiful on both sides of the ledger. Sometimes he rationalized them as he lay in bed. It was what allowed him to sleep at night, even though in recent days sleep had been almost nonexistent. Still, it gave him access to parts of Haven most could not reach.

He pushed his way inside the doors and stood in front of rows of glass cages. He bent down and peered through the dried blood smears. From what he could tell, the test subjects had exploded, painting the internal surfaces with gooey pulp. The scientists, wherever they were, had failed. Again. 

How much longer? But then again, why should he care? He wanted to teach Coman a lesson, to teach them all a lesson. None of them thought much of him. He needed to show he was capable of so much more than they gave him credit for. And just looking at the disgusting mess in front of him, he knew exactly what he wanted to do. He wouldn’t just bring Coman to his knees; he’d bring down the entire city.

––––––––
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Metal screeches filled the enclosed space, and with one final grunt, Hinders unsealed the portal and pulled open the hatch. He stood in the subbasement, one that housed Haven’s water tanks. There were eight round steel tanks in total that worked in unison to receive, filter, and deliver consumable water to every outlet in the city, including the Stacks. 

Pipes crisscrossed the ceilings and walls like a patchwork quilt, interrupted only by the occasional dim glow of LED lights. Maintenance was rare, and access to the basement even rarer. That’s how they designed it. That’s how they built it. Now, he wanted it all to burn, to collapse into piles of concrete and twisted rebar.

From his coat pocket, he carefully withdrew a bundle of handkerchiefs, peeling back the layers to reveal bloodstained rat fur. This was the fork-in-the-road moment. Only he could set the wheels in motion for the beginning of the end. He stepped back, the gravity of his decision sinking in. How foolish was he to even consider something so reckless?

His shoulders sagged. The others were right. Useless. Worthless. A failure in everything he touched. Time and again, he proved them right. This would be no different. He sighed heavily, as though the weight of his breath was too much to bear. Then, with shaking hands, he wrapped the bundle back up. He could return it to the lab before they came back. No one would know.

But then, it hit. One second, he was standing there, lost in his thoughts. The next, he was doubled over, his body wracked with a violent cough. The force ripped through him, and before he could react, the bundle shot from his grasp, soaring through the air and vanishing into the hatch.

He stood frozen, disbelief washing over him as a thin line of blood trickled from his nose. Another cough rumbled up from his chest, exploding from his mouth. Flecks of blood sprayed across the polished metal surface, staining his reflection with a fine red mist. He clutched at his heart as his legs gave way, collapsing against the cold vat. His fingers scrambled for a handhold, but the smooth metal offered no grip. Slowly, he slid to the floor.

And there he stayed.
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Mayor Clara Pyne stood in a void. Darkness stretched out in every direction. She stumbled forward on shaky legs, arms outstretched, searching for a handhold. She feared the floor could fall away from her at any time. 

“Hello?” she called out. “Is anyone there?” Her voice echoed around her. 

Walls would have to be out there somewhere, and if that were true, then there would be a floor and a ceiling. It was that simple. Clean. Rational.

A spotlight clicked somewhere above her, and she shielded her eyes to find the source. 

“Hello?” she shouted again.

Footsteps clipped their way through the dark.

“Who’s there?” she demanded.

Silence. Then footsteps started up somewhere behind her, and she spun.

“What do you want?” she screamed.

Silence. This time from her left. Then her right, then all around her. She pressed palms into her ears.

“What do you want?” she cried.

“It’s not what I want,” a voice wafted through the abyss. “It’s what you want.”

She slowly lowered her hands. Thought she could see something in the gloom. Perhaps her eyes had adjusted. Maybe the voice wanted to be seen.

A face suddenly emerged from the darkness, inches from hers. She snapped her eyes shut and spun around, desperate to flee, only to slam into something solid. Bars. Cold steel bars. Her heart hammered against her chest as she opened her eyes, trembling hands frantically searching the metal poles, feeling their unforgiving presence close around her.

“Help,” she called out.

More footsteps, these on the other side of the prison bars. She pressed her face between the iron rods to see who it was. When she noted the slacks and leather shoes, she called out.

“Help,” she cried. “I shouldn’t be in here.”

The face came into view. 

“Commissioner Coman,” she whimpered as she reached out. “Please get me out of here. There’s something in here with me.”

Coman gave a wry smile. “There’s something in all of us,” he replied evenly.

“Why am I here?”

Coman leaned forward until he was almost on his toes. “Isn’t it obvious?” he asked.

––––––––
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Mayor Pyne woke with a start, sitting bolt upright in bed, clutching her chest. She scanned her room and stared at every corner, through every shadow. Nothing out of place... except for her sanity. She looked at her hands. Clammy. Odd. They had never done that before. And what were those images? They were new as well. 

“Damn it, Coman,” she breathed. “What have you done to me?”

The last conversation she had with the Commissioner had gotten her thinking, and she didn’t like that one bit. He had asked if she wanted to know the truth, and she rebutted, suggesting if she needed to know the truth, then he would have told her already. 

She had forgotten their interaction as soon as she left his office, yet in the past few hours, it had played on her mind. So much so, she took leave from her post, went back to her Can, drew the blinds, and attempted to sleep it off. But now it had manifested into something truly awful. She needed to nip it in the bud but loathed to see Doctor Ibsen. A stern dressing down from the Commissioner was called for. She threw back the covers and planted her feet in the gloom. Eyed the sliver of light burning the edges of the curtains. This just couldn’t wait for tomorrow.

Cool air surrounded her as she marched along the sidewalk. Heating was an expensive and resource-intensive activity, and while residual warmth still exuded from the Stacks, it wouldn’t be long before temperatures would plummet. It was practical to have heating mechanisms in the Cans, but difficult to maintain temperate twenty-four hours a day over the expanse of the entirety of Haven. Hands deep in pockets. She tried to think about something else, but the only other thing on her mind was the dream. And it was distracting, to the point she couldn’t walk in a straight line. Her mind was all over the place, as were her footsteps, as she progressed to the building, and she prayed Coman could straighten her out. 

The day was fast ending as she clipped up onto the paved walkway. The artificial sun rose and fell like clockwork. No elongated or shortened days to align with the seasons, no weather or temperature extremes. Consistency drove discipline. Citizens knew when to wake up and when to go to sleep. Personal alarms aligned to shift times worked everything else out. 

The Circle building rose ahead of her, a central monolith looming as she approached. At the entrance, several citizens stood in a quiet line, waiting their turn at the public water fountain before heading home from their shifts. The scene drew a smile from her. The initiative had been hers, proposed months earlier. Commander Grayson had rolled his eyes and objected, but the rest of the table had backed it, and now it was simply part of the rhythm of the place.

And then her smile faded. A citizen who had started their journey home waddled to the edge of the street, scratched his bushy white beard... and coughed. He took another step, then stopped. Coughed again, and then once more. Hands on knees as he bent over, his body heaving with each expulsion. At first, they sounded raspy, like an Authoritarian’s vehicle backfiring. He turned to face her, his eyes searching for a source of the pain, and then he exploded in a fit once more, wet coughs as globs of blood flew from his lips and splattered over the pristine walkway. 

Pyne shielded her eyes and turned to see another citizen. A black woman leaned against a pole and struggled to maintain her balance. Her usually drab gray clothes were awash with black and red. Another citizen was on their knees, fighting for breath against the rising tide.

Amongst a sea of sick citizens, she held a hand over her mouth and navigated through them. Commissioner Coman would know what to do, and how to assemble the troops to restore order to the mess she witnessed downstairs. She likened it to a call in the market for someone to clean up aisle four. 

She pushed her way inside the foyer of the building and made a beeline to the bank of elevators.

***
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Jaye sat at his monitoring station and stared at the numbers streaming across his screen in ordered rows. Something about them concerned him, though he couldn’t quite place why. They were healthy, within the ranges outlined in the manuals, and should not have bothered him at all. Yet in the back of his mind, a thought was whirring, fighting its way to the surface.

He remembered he had a trainee once that asked about what the numbers meant. The nerve! They were long gone, most likely had their mind reset by the authorities and redistributed to another section in Haven. That was then, this is now.

At last, he snapped his fingers. The resulting click drew the eyes of his colleague, and he quickly composed himself. Watching. Always watching. The numbers were in range, sure enough, but they were rising at a steady pace. He predicted they would grow outside the upper and lower bounds within the hour, and that just wouldn’t do.

He raised his arm and looked expectantly around the room. It was a matter of seconds before Mikel was by his side.

“What is it, Jaye?” he huffed in a distressed tone. 

“The numbers,” Jaye announced, pointing at the screen.

Mikel sighed. “What about the numbers?”

“Well, the numbers are—”

“Are they inside the pre-specified range?”

“Well, yes.”

“Is the mechanism faulty or reading zero?”

“No.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

“The numbers,” Jay said, “are different.”

“Different to what, exactly?” Mikel replied. “Why should different matter? Numbers go up and down because the world goes up and down, and that is why there is a range for the numbers to be inside. You said neither the equipment is faulty, nor are the numbers outside the range. So, I’m sure you can understand, I am here asking myself why you disrupted my workday and call me over to look at your screen that contains perfectly reasonable numbers.”

“Reasonable is a relative term.”

Mikel shook his head as he clutched the clipboard to his chest. “I... I don’t even know what that means. If the numbers are in range, they are reasonable.”

“Just look at them.”

Mikel adjusted his glasses and leaned forward, perusing the screen. The numbers blurred past and melded into one. In the end, he shrugged. “They look just fine to me.”

A chirp echoed out from the control panel, and both men turned in unison to the screen.

“There,” Jaye pointed. “Is that reasonable?”

Mikel’s lip quivered. “No, that is most definitely not reasonable. Quick, what do you do?”

Jay instinctively jumped to his feet, yanked a binder off the shelf above the control panels and flipped open the pages, all the while mumbling to himself. “I’ve done this before; I’ve read this before. Blaike showed me what to do.”

Another shrill chirp, followed by another. Other operators had left their posts and zeroed in on the commotion. 

“Jaye,” Mikel said, looking around nervously, “you really should do something.”

“I am doing something.”

“That is a matter of debate.”

Then Jaye saw it and a neuron fired in his brain. “There,” he pointed. 

All eyes in the room followed his finger to the big red button covered with a transparent plastic lid. Jaye flicked open the cover.

“Wait!” Mikel called out. “What will happen when you press that? It doesn’t look like something you should press.”

“The manual outlines all the instructions, ipso facto, I must press the button. As for what happens when we do, unfortunately, is not delineated in the manual.”

Another alarm sounded, pursued by another, and another. They had no choice but to follow the instructions. 

Mikel nodded, and Jaye slammed a palm down on the button. The sirens immediately ceased, coating the environment in ominous silence. Eyes looked at the ceiling, and then at each other, as they held their collective breaths. Then, all at once, they released them.

Mikel rocked back on his heels. “See,” he said. “I told you there was nothing to worry about.”

And then they heard it. A low rumble that shuddered through the building’s foundations. Wonder gave way to confusion, then to shock. It felt as though they were standing at the epicenter of an earthquake. Some clutched their desks while others clung to each other. 

“My God!” Mikel screamed. “What button did you press?!”

***
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Amos dug his hands deeper into his pockets as he marched toward the center of Haven to begin his shift. It was the third week of the cycle, and as per his allocation on the roster, was working the evening shift. He didn’t enjoy it all that much, given it disrupted his sleep pattern, but he knew it was for the greater good... regardless of the weird images he saw when he closed his eyes.

The surrounding streets held other citizens in identical garb, each on their way to their allocated posts to add their assigned value. Each focused on their footsteps, everyone keen to get out of the brisk dusk air and into the warmth of their assigned building. A car rolled past, and he watched it, before pulling his beanie a little lower over his ears and sniffing. He was sure the Authoritarians sitting inside gazed at him. In his head, they knew what was happening to him. He had considered seeing the doctor at the end of his shift but feared what might happen. 

He had seen people do crazy shit at one time or another. In fact, the image of Sturn standing at the broken window in his underwear, shouting incessant ramblings about a place called “home”, was burned into his memory. The specific moment of agents dragging the crazed man into one of their vehicles would sometimes fall from his recollection, only for it to reappear unprovoked. It had played out quite a bit recently, however. 

The sun set as he walked down the street, the last rays encasing the Stacks in a warm glow. A few more blocks and he would be at the building, and then a few minutes after that, at his desk. 

In the distance, a helicopter floated above the city, then suddenly pitched downwards, and plummeted. Amos stopped mid-stride as the mechanical beast hurtled toward a building. Around him, others also stopped in their tracks to witness the rare cataclysmic event. A few seconds later, the top of the tallest building ignited in a fireball. The ground rumbled shortly after, as a cloud of concrete and dust and smoke flowed from the building and between the Stacks, filling the arteries like a bursting dam.

Amos and the others watched as the cloud approached. 

Then he closed his eyes as it engulfed him.
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Colonel Lewis Barsky tore his attention away from his monitor and eyed the extension on the phone. When a call like that came in, it was answered, regardless of whatever else was happening. 

“Yes?” he answered. 

“Sir, we’ve lost contact with Seventeen,” the Operator said. 

“What? Are you sure?” It was his unconscious response. Shock wrapped up in disbelief. It wasn’t something he thought he would ever hear from anyone, let alone an Operator.

“Yes.” The reply came through barely audible. It was as if the person on the other end of the phone whispered it. “What do we do?”

The line crackled, forcing Barsky to hold it away from his ear for a moment. 

“Leave it with me,” he said.

He slipped the phone back into the cradle as he stared at his monitor once more. His brown eyes narrowed on the red alert messages popping up and flashing over his displays. His world was going to shit. It was a situation rarely mentioned and never trained for, even though he knew it had to happen, eventually. But there were protocols in place for such an event, and they started with a phone call. Chain of command. Simple and effective means of communication. Requests move up the chain, and orders pushed down. Barsky sat in the middle of it all.

He picked up the receiver and dialed the extension. The wait for the call to answer felt like minutes. He counted the precious seconds. He knew failure was always just a few moments away from success and given the alerts continuing to explode over his computer screens, they would soon be in the thick of it. He looked at the concrete walls of his bunker and wondered how long he could last before the structure, or his will faltered. 

Finally, the call Connected. “Strat Command.”

“This is Colonel Barsky of Base Command. We have numerous alerts being generated. Awaiting orders.”

“Please hold.”

Silence as the operator transferred the call. No on-hold music to either soothe or aggravate his nerves, just the white noise and distant crackle of the communication infrastructure. He didn’t know if it made things better or worse. 

“This is Major General Reginald Berryman. What the hell is going on up there?”

“Seems to be a catastrophic failure, sir. Several sites are down.”

“How many, Colonel?”

“Five, sir. Who knows how long the others will hold out.”
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