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Chapter One

Andy is Dandy

Despite the neighborhood’s tight security, Michael climbed over the fence an hour before dawn and slipped next to the house with no one being the wiser.

He hadn’t seen his son in two months and missed him deeply. The last time he’d seen Andy, Michael was living in Virginia Beach with him and Michael’s wife, Muriel. Michael was devastated when a rich lawyer she had slept with had carried her and his son off to a gated community in Florida.

Michael crouched behind some rosebushes, waiting for Andy to emerge from the mansion and go to the curb in front to wait for the school bus. He hoped to speak to Andy and win him over, then rescue Andy from Michael’s cheating wife and her shyster lawyer. He might have only a few seconds to reassure Andy he was still alive and convince him they should leave together. If so, Michael would need to be sharp and on his game.

Muriel might accompany Andy to the bus. And the lawyer could be with them, too. In either case, Michael would probably wait and try again.

He remained hidden in the dark, waiting for Andy to emerge. Occasionally, with his vastly improved night vision, he scanned the luxurious homes and lawns of this privileged, sequestered community. The lush grass was manicured so carefully it looked artificial, making him wonder about the people who inhabited those storybook homes.

Thanks to Mac, Michael had learned that his stolen family was there, a thousand miles from home. Mac, a scientifically enhanced sleep apnea machine, had not only boosted Andy’s abilities, he had transferred all of his own to Michael as Mac died. By so doing, he had enabled Michael to closely track Andy’s movements.

If only the Feds would stop hounding him! Time and again, despite all of Michael’s new powers, they had almost caught him. They didn’t know Mac had died and wanted only to use Michael to find the machine so they could use Mac for military purposes.

Perhaps the Feds were watching Andy and Muriel at that very moment, hoping he would try to make contact. The last thing Michael wanted was to get close to them and get caught, maybe get them hurt or even killed. For the moment, it looked like he had evaded Big Brother.

A dog barked a few houses away. Michael rapidly sorted through the vast files in his enhanced memory, searching for a match. Ah, German shepherd. An effective and loyal guard dog.

The dog was probably fenced in, but if not, he might sniff him out and decide to investigate. That was not what Michael needed. Fortunately, after a few more barks, the dog went silent.

Deep inside, Michael feared he had made a mistake somewhere, that all the new data stored in his mind was insufficient for coping with his mission.

Nonsense. Only God knows more about this place.

Michael knew the weather, the neighbors, the history. Thanks to Mac, he should be ready for anything. If there was a surprise, he must believe he could handle it.

The minutes crawled by—an hour, then more. Michael did not need to check his watch. Mac’s built-in timekeeper ticked away in his head, aware down to the microsecond of time anywhere in the world.

Shortly after dawn, the front door opened, and Andy came out.

Michael held his breath. Andy seemed to have grown remarkably in the two months since they’d parted. As never before, Michael experienced a painful realization that his seven-year-old son would grow up without him and that he had already missed some of the best moments of Andy’s childhood.

Andy stood for a moment, adjusting his backpack, then left the door and headed toward the street in the early morning light.

“Andy!” Muriel called.

To Michael, Muriel’s voice was like a knife, bringing back painful memories. He saw Andy stop and spin around. “What?” he called back.

“You forgot to hug me!”

Andy stomped the walk, then returned grumpily to the house.

Michael waited, imagining Muriel planting kisses on Andy’s face. After a minute, Andy appeared again and headed toward the street.

The door closed.

Knowing he might never get another chance, Michael left the rosebushes and stepped into plain view. Sometimes, before Muriel had taken his son away from him, Michael liked to sneak up on his kid from behind and grab him. He remembered Andy’s squeals of laughter as he’d lifted him high in the air and whirled him about. It was a game they’d both liked to play, and he’d come to suspect that Andy knew when he was about to be grabbed and was, in fact, always the winner. Michael’s chest swelled with pride. What a bright boy Andy was, so darned clever. Even before Andy had touched Mac and been enhanced, his son had excelled at school and in his ability to understand adult problems, as in his parents’ crumbling marriage.

They were almost to the front curb now, and Michael quickened his pace, planning to tap Andy on the shoulder. As he drew close, he saw that one of his son’s shoelaces was untied and bounced off the walk as he went. How odd. This wasn’t like Andy at all. He was a neat kid and unlikely to overlook such a detail. His shoes were always tied, and Michael never had to tell him to brush his teeth. Perhaps Andy was demoralized by his homelife and didn’t care.

There was something else, too. Andy should have heard him and turned. After all, this time, it was not a game. Why hadn’t he turned?

He had to speak, had to act. “Andy,” he said.

At once, Andy stopped walking. Michael did, too, and waited for Andy to turn.

He didn’t.

Pinpricks of fear traveled up and down Michael’s spine. Something was wrong.

He cleared his throat and tried again. “Andy is dandy,” he half-sang, trying to capture a jest they’d often shared.

But even their old joke failed to produce the desired effect. Andy’s shoulders slumped as if in depression.

Michael took a step closer. “Andy,” he said, his voice cracking with tension.

Andy slowly turned, confirming Michael’s worst fear. His son did not look at all glad to see him.

“I wish you hadn’t come,” Andy said.

His son’s words landed like bricks. “Andy,” he said, “I’ve missed you.”

For a moment, Andy’s composure held, his face blank, as if he were looking at a stranger. Michael saw none of the precocious brilliance his son had displayed so often. “Andy, are you all right?” he asked.

Andy groaned. Then he slowly held out his arms. “Daddy,” he said, his eyes moist. “Where have you been?”

To hell with caution. Michael rushed forward and embraced his son. To his relief, Andy’s reserve broke, and he hugged him back.

“I’ve missed you so much,” Andy said, his voice smothered against Michael’s chest.

Michael sighed in relief. So Muriel and her new boyfriend hadn’t alienated his son’s affection after all. His son still loved him!

Sooner than he wanted to, Michael released his son and glanced back at the house and surrounding neighborhood. In his obsessive quest to find Andy and reunite with him, he had forgotten to be cautious in the final stretch and keep his guard up.

He turned back to his son. “I want to take you away, Andy,” he said. “Is that okay?”

“It’s what I’ve dreamed about,” Andy said. “But you can’t.”

“I can’t? Why not?”

Andy bit his lower lip. “You shouldn’t have come here.”

“Why not? What aren’t you telling me, Andy?” He studied his son. “Do you prefer being here, living with your mother and—”

“Hell, no.”

Hell. His son never used that word. “Then why can’t you leave with me, Andy?”

Andy glanced nervously about. “They told me I had to do it, had to keep acting this way. They said they’d hurt Mom if I didn’t.” He touched Michael’s hand. “I’m sorry, Daddy.”

Finally, Michael got it. A trap. He had walked right into it, and Andy was the bait.

“That’s all right, Andy,” he managed to say.

Reaching out, he stroked Andy’s unruly hair. As he did, he heard the sounds of approaching sirens.

It happened fast, then. Four agents appeared around the corner of the house and ran toward him with drawn guns. At the same time, cars turned onto the street and raced toward them. Michael turned in both directions only to find himself boxed in, any possibility of escape blocked.

“Don’t move, or we’ll shoot. Lie face-down,” one of the agents ordered through a loudspeaker.

The man nodded at another agent, a man with bright red hair. “Search him, but be careful. Remember he shot down six helos with their crews, killed every agent.”

Michael glanced at Andy’s stricken face and the men who held him. “I don’t want any trouble,” he said, and lay down as they moved Andy back to a safe location on the lawn.

The red-haired agent holstered his weapon and moved toward him. “Place your hands on your back and interlace your fingers,” he said.

Straining, Michael obeyed.

He felt the man grip his interlaced fingers like a vise and lift. His shoulders pulled back, and his upper chest tilted off the ground.

The agent tightly handcuffed him and asked if he had any weapons. “No,” Michael said.

A knee slammed into his back. Despite Michael’s assurance that he was unarmed, the agent searched him thoroughly for weapons, rolling him from his left side to his right. Michael grunted as pain shot through the muscles in his shoulders and his cuffed hands were wrenched even farther back. Finally, the agent returned him to a face-down position.

“He’s clear,” the man said.

More agents approached, hurriedly surrounding Michael. Some of them cursed him, and he heard the sound of neighbors, drawn by the disturbance.

Actually, I didn’t shoot the choppers down. Mac did the shooting. Mac the machine who poured air into my lungs and helped me sleep every night. Mac who gave me everything and finally died, dissolving into nothing in the cave. Mac who still lives in my heart.

Michael wanted to tell them that, wanted to scream how he missed his dead friend, but he doubted they would listen or cut him any slack.

What a shame that none of the agents had survived. Such a damn waste.

It didn’t have to be that way. Michael studied the ground inches from his nose as the Feds’ hatred washed over him.

Shit, what a messy situation. He was surrounded, and they all had their guns drawn. Despite his powers, he knew they could still kill him.

That stricken look on Andy’s face. What must his son think about all this?

Bad as the situation was, it grew even worse when the front door of Andy’s house opened. Michael turned his face against the grass and saw his wife run out, only to be restrained by a fat man with a white goatee—Muriel’s lawyer, who doubled as her lover. Or perhaps it was the other way around. His stomach twisted in anger when he thought of how his wife had betrayed him and what an unfit mother she was. How wrong it was that Andy had to live with her.

Several agents stood near Muriel and her lawyer to provide protection, ensuring nothing went wrong.

Only something was about to go wrong, something the Feds hadn’t anticipated.

The agent had ordered him to lie down, but he had obeyed only because he didn’t want to fight back and risk hurting his son. At the moment, though, with his son moved well out of range, he was angry and tired of being weak and submissive. Under Major Hammer’s command, those choppers had chased him and Mac and forced the fight. He was sorry all those crews were dead, but it was their fault.

Straining, ignoring the pain in his torn skin, he snapped the steel handcuffs that bound his wrists. Then, twisting his torso, he threw off the agent on his back.

“Hey!” the man cried.

Cold with fury, Michael placed his hands on the ground and shoved himself up. Then he rose to his feet. They could blow him to bits, but he doubted they would. The Feds wouldn’t go to all this trouble just to waste him because he showed a little resistance. No, they wanted something from him very badly, and he was of no use to them at all if he was dead.

Michael swore and looked about. No matter what happened, he wouldn’t let them take him alive.


Chapter Two

A Voice in his Head

Michael dashed forward and smashed an agent to the ground. He started toward another one.

“Use your stunners!” yelled their commanding officer. “He has valuable information!”

In other words, Michael knew where the miraculous machine was, and they wanted to get it. Two agents aimed their guns at Michael’s legs and pulled the triggers.

Michael froze, expecting stun darts to pierce his skin. Only the guns didn’t fire.

His breath whooshed out, and he felt grateful to his dead friend. Thanks for giving me the ability, Mac, he thought. You are real. I’m sorry I ever doubted you survived inside me.

You still doubt my existence at times, Mac said. You go back and forth.

The agents mumbled in amazement and looked at their commanding officer.

“Stand down,” the man said. After the agents obeyed, he turned to Michael. “Mr. Windsor,” he said, “I’m Captain Jackson, and—”

Michael didn’t give a rat’s ass what the man’s name and rank were. He was more concerned about the two agents who were now taking Andy the rest of the way to the house.

The sight filled Michael with rage, for it drove home how thoroughly he had been duped. The Government, or more likely, a rogue unit inside it, had knowingly used his son as bait and put him in jeopardy.

“Take your hands off my son!” he shouted. Or I’ll come and make you.

The agents who were holding Andy stopped. Looks like I got your attention!

“My son is not a pawn,” Michael angrily shouted. “He’s my child!” He glanced at the front door where Muriel still stood. “Do you know what Andy did?” he shouted to her. “Do you have any idea? He…”

Michael came within a whisker of spilling the beans and stopped. Did the Feds know or even suspect? Action in the sewer had been hot and heavy that day, and there’d been a lot of confusion to go with the milling bodies. But Michael had clearly seen Andy reach out and touch Mac’s Dark Opposite to tap out the code that destroyed the evil sleep apnea machine. Somehow, when Andy had touched Mac in Michael’s apartment, the knowledge had been passed to him. It had been only a second, but it was enough for him to do what no one else in the world could. Andy may have saved everyone’s ass in that sewer, the whole damned world. Not bad for a seven-year-old kid, was it?

Halfway to the door, Andy struggled against his escorts’ grip. Michael saw his son’s anguished look as the agents started marching him toward the house again.

At the door, Muriel smiled with pleasure. She held her hands out to Andy, eager to gather him in. Michael saw her glance at the lawyer. With Mac’s internal assistance, he was able to catch her words.

See, Warren? I told you there’d be no problems.

Michael saw agents cautiously approach him. He held his hand up.

“Don’t come any closer,” he ordered.

When they disobeyed and touched him, he wrenched away. Turning, he called out to Andy’s escorts.

“Bring Andy back to me!”

Would it work? He was not sure making them obey was in his dead friend’s arsenal, but Mac had definitely enhanced Michael’s abilities by dying. In a way, it was as if Mac were still alive inside him, something he struggled to believe.

The agents were almost to the door now, and Michael saw Muriel laugh as she reached out for Andy. Before she could touch him, though, Andy’s escorts swung smartly around and started to return. Michael smiled, wanting to make them goosestep all the way back like Nazi soldiers, but the two agents stopped after a few steps. Disappointed, Michael realized his new strength went only so far.

Captain Jackson was on his cell, talking to his superior.

Uh-oh, Mac said. We’re in real trouble now.

I know, Michael answered. He gazed at Andy and sighed. He had reproduced Mac’s voice so accurately in his mind, that at times he actually believed it was his friend rather than wish-fulfillment. God, it sounded just like Mac, down to Mac’s distinctive strain of irony and rough love. But he suspected it was only mimicry. His friend was dead, goddamn it. He had seen him dissolve in Mammoth Cave and had buried him there. The memory brought such a bitter pang of loss that he moaned. Mac, or what remained of him, nudged him hard in the side.

You’re doing it again, Mac said.

Doing what?

Talking yourself out of believing in me, telling yourself I’m just a voice in your head. Why is it so hard to believe, Mike? After all, you hear me speak, you see what I can do, not to mention all your new powers.

The pain and hurt in Mac’s voice was so real, it brought tears to Michael’s eyes. I saw you die, he replied. I saw you dissolve into nothing. There was not even one atom left.

Yes, there was. I was already starting the next stage in my existence, beginning a new life…in you.

Captain Jackson was still gabbing on his phone. Though his voice was soft and low, Michael could tell there was a hitch in their plan, just as there was a hitch in himself.

Mac continued. If I could just find a suitable sleep apnea machine that could house me like before, we’d both be happier. And perhaps it would be easier for you to believe in me then.

Michael nodded. We could be partners again.

We’re partners now, chum. You just don’t see it.

We looked at sleep apnea machines, Michael said. Over a hundred different ones in stores and on the internet. There were even some of your old model, the one you used to inhabit. You turned your nose up at all of them.

I’ve never had a nose, Mac reminded him. Even now I have to share yours, which is a bit too big for my tastes. Anyway, none of those models was right for me.

How do you know?

Because I felt it. I just knew that none would be a suitable host and fulfill my needs. Mac paused. Even the right one won’t last long, you know. My boy, whether I’m inside you or a machine, I can’t live forever. In just a few months, I’ll…

Die, Michael said, saddened by the revelation.

Why hadn’t Michael even suspected that Mac, though reborn, would have such a brief second stage to his existence? His middle-aged body was just a convenience for Mac, and like a battery, it would soon wear out.

Now, don’t get weepy, Mac said. We’ll just have to keep looking, amigo, until I find the right machine.

Michael watched Jackson put his cell away. It doesn’t look like we’ll have the chance to search, he said.

You might be right.

Michael glanced at Andy. “Hey, Captain,” he said. “Do you mind if I have a few words with my wife and son?”

Jackson shook his head. “I’m afraid not.” He motioned to two of his men. “Arrest Windsor and—”

Michael raised his hand. “Please, sir, just for a moment.”

He suddenly felt certain that if the men put their hands on him, there’d be a bloodbath, and he’d never see Andy again.

Captain Jackson wasn’t sympathetic. Michael knew his request went against long-established, common-sense police policy. Arrest the prisoner and lock him up. Never let him stall or socialize. He could tell at a glance that ramrod-straight Captain Jackson was a by-the-book kind of guy, one who wanted to control the situation and not take any chances.

A blonde associate slipped close and spoke to Jackson.

Thanks to Mac, Michael caught most of it.

A unique opportunity…unguarded, unscripted words. We might learn something we couldn’t otherwise.

Jackson rubbed his chin, still reluctant, but the woman whispered, This approach has worked before.

“All right,” Jackson said. “I’ll give you five minutes, Mr. Windsor. But I’ll shut it down at once if you do anything cute.”

Anything cute, Mac said. Did he really say that?

Led by guards, Michael went to his son.

“Andy, I’m sorry, but I have to go.”

Michael glanced at the escorts, regretting his stupidity. He had known he shouldn’t come here to see Andy. Mac had told him so. And Mac, he finally realized, wasn’t just a phantom in his head, a reconstruction of his dead friend.

Though Mac had seemed to dissolve into nothing, he had actually been reborn. It was a miracle. Despite Michael’s doubts, Mac had come back to life inside him. He was real.

When Andy greeted him, his son seemed to recognize that point and deliberately emphasize it. “Hi, Mac. I wish I could go with you guys.”

What a perceptive and sensitive son! “So do I,” Michael said.

He stroked Andy’s long, beautiful hair, hoping no one realized that Andy had just revealed Mac’s location, inside his father’s body.

Andy gave him a sad smile. “I want to help you find what you’re looking for. But it wouldn’t work out, would it?”

Michael started to protest but stopped. Andy was right. His seven-year-old son was wise beyond his years, and he knew that running from the law was no life for a boy. Andy belonged in school and in a warm bed. He should not be a fellow fugitive on a bumpy and dangerous road. The question was, why hadn’t Michael realized his folly before? Why had he come blundering in here, disrupting Andy’s life again and perhaps risking his son’s life?

But Michael knew the answer. Part of it was he was selfish and reckless and didn’t want Andy raised by another man, by some rich shyster who had stolen his wife and son from him. Andy belonged with him, his biological father. Michael also couldn’t bear the thought of his son forgetting him. He had yearned to see Andy again, to know he was all right.

“You’re right,” he said. “A life on the lam is no life for a kid.”

Michael tried to embrace his son, which was difficult because the guards held Andy tight. Knowing he only had a few minutes left, Michael moved on to where Muriel and her white-haired lawyer stood waiting outside the house.

Yes, damn it. Michael knew he had wandered foolishly into a trap, but he still had a thing or two to say to the woman he had once so deeply loved.

The guards stopped him six feet from the door.

Michael stared at Muriel, wishing she were Laura Kurick, Andy’s former English teacher. How he longed to hold her again.

“Hello, Muriel,” he said.

Sadness crossed her face. “It didn’t have to be this way, Michael,” she said.

As so often happened in the last months of their marriage, her words stopped him in his tracks. What did she mean, it didn’t have to be this way? Was she referring to all the Government gunmen on her front lawn and their hunger to arrest him and seize his machine?

Of course, in her eyes, he should have turned himself in to the authorities and given them what they wanted, spared her this embarrassing scene so she and her advocate could continue to screw in peace.

“I agree, Muriel,” Michael finally said. “It didn’t have to be this way. You didn’t have to cheat on me and run off with another man who’s old enough to be your father. Have you even thought of the effect your behavior will have on our son?”

He knew it was beneath him and felt Mac’s disapproval surge throughout his body.

Muriel gasped in shock. “My God, how can you say such things in front of Andy? Haven’t you put me through enough misery with your laziness and lack of ambition?”

Her old criticism didn’t excuse her conduct. Michael started to point this out, but the lawyer interrupted.

“This has gone on long enough,” the man said. He placed his arm protectively around Muriel’s shoulders. “Mr. Windsor,” he said. “I’m Warren Moore, and my guest doesn’t have to tolerate such cruel and low-class abuse.” He looked at Muriel. “You were right to leave him, my dear.”

Did this worm just say cruel and low-class abuse? Damn it, Muriel was the one who had cheated and left him, taking his son with her. Wasn’t that abuse?

Michael opened his mouth to reply, then realized the five minutes Jackson had given him must have run out. Even worse, the Feds had drawn close and were recording their conversation, searching for clues to Mac’s location.

“Don’t you have anything to say, Mr. Windsor?” Moore asked. “Have you gone mute?”

Michael tried to refocus. He had fared badly in such debates all his life, and he was struggling now. The lawyer’s rapier voice and phrasing inevitably scored the sharper hits. It was so damn unfair. This cockroach had no right to act superior when he, the husband, was the one who had been sinned against.

He tried to say that but found himself tongue-tied.

Mr. Warren Moore smirked and was about to deliver another clever and cutting remark. Before he could, though, Michael felt his friend’s fury gather inside him like a small storm.

Michael opened his mouth.

Their shared wrath struck Warren’s mouth in a blast of air. It drove whatever Moore had intended to say right back down his throat. The man sputtered and clutched his mouth in terror.

Muriel, usually so composed, wailed.

“Warren, what’s wrong?” she cried.

Michael laughed. “Nothing’s wrong. I just made him eat his own words.”

“Watch out!” Andy cried.

Michael swung to see Andy pointing at the sky. Looking up, he saw helicopters approaching.

“Mr. Windsor,” Captain Jackson said. “You will come with us now.”

Michael spat on the ground. “The hell I will.”

The helicopters began to descend, their blades going Whick! Whick! Whick! in the air.

“I’ll never submit,” Michael said, even though he realized he faced overwhelming odds. Even with all his new powers, he didn’t stand a chance.

Oddly, though, Captain Jackson seemed to have forgotten Michael. Jackson had turned away and focused on something else. Michael followed the man’s gaze.

Captain Jackson stared at Andy, who stared right back up at him. But that was not the strangest thing. What surprised Michael—and Mac as well—was that the two agents guarding Andy were no longer standing. Instead, they kneeled before Andy, gazing at him in reverence.

Andy left them and came to Jackson.

“Maybe my father has to kiss your boots,” he said. “But I don’t.”


Chapter Three

White Magic

Flanked by several agents, Jackson leaned down toward Michael’s son. “What do you mean by that remark, boy?” he asked.

“I mean, I’m not going to do what you want.”

Jackson stiffened. “Son, you have no choice.”

Andy sneered. “Stop calling me son.”

Michael saw Andy’s brown eyes turn to him.

“Daddy, I love my mother, and I’ve stayed with her because she needs me. I’ve tried to protect her from that old man. I don’t understand why she’s with him.”

You mean you don’t understand why she left me for him, Michael thought. But he knew that Andy was too polite to say that.

He opened his mouth to speak, but Jackson cut him off.

“Never mind your mother, Andy,” he said. His eyes flicked to Andy’s bodyguards. “Why are you men kneeling on the ground instead of doing your job? Get up.”

Andy giggled and wiggled his fingers. “I used a little white magic,” he said.

“White magic?”

Andy said something, but the sound of helicopters landing drowned him out.

As they waited impatiently for silence, Michael felt his heart pound.

White magic!

Footsteps approached, and soldiers parted like the Red Sea. Several new officers appeared, but the tall, glowering one with three silver stars on his shoulders caught Michael’s attention. Somehow, he remembered the three stars represented a lieutenant general.

The man stopped before Jackson, and they shared salutes. “What’s going on here, Captain?”

Jackson stiffened. “General Harmon, the area’s secured. We’ve captured the boy’s father.”

Harmon looked at Michael. “So I see. Has he given you any trouble?”

To Michael’s surprise, Andy laughed and walked to him. “General, it’s not my father you should worry about. It’s me.”

Harmon’s tiny mustache twitched. He nodded at Andy’s two guards. “Captain Jackson, why are these soldiers kneeling?”

Jackson opened his mouth to answer, but Andy preempted him. “General, why don’t you ask me? I’ll be glad to tell you.”

It was such astounding insolence for such a little boy. Why, Andy barely came up to this general’s belt! He half-expected General Harmon to lose his patience and turn Andy over his knee for a painful lesson. Judging from some of the soldiers’ outraged expressions, they felt the same way.

But then Michael remembered something his son had told him in Virginia Beach. Andy’s vocabulary had not only expanded after touching the sleep apnea machine in Michael’s apartment, but he also had felt “different” in his head. Andy’s comment hadn’t bothered Michael so much then, but perhaps he should take it more seriously now. He knew that Mac—the sleep apnea machine—had changed Andy. Perhaps the more important question was how much it had changed him.

General Harmon had had enough of Andy’s backtalk. “Captain Jackson, have Andrew Windsor returned to the house at once. Put him in restraints if necessary.”

“Yes, sir!” Jackson replied. He turned to his men. “Wyatt, Sloan, take this boy to the house immediately.”

“Yes, General,” they chorused and marched toward Andy.

After a few steps, they stopped. Straining, they looked at each other in amazement.

The men’s incredulous expressions, especially Harmon’s, were worth the price of admission. At the same time, Michael was aware of a faint buzzing sound. It seemed to emanate from all the agents and officers present.

“You’re a silly man, General,” Andy said. “If these two goons can’t control me”—he waved at the kneeling guards—”what makes you think these bozos can? And please don’t call me Andrew. I hate that name.”

Michael knew his son preferred to be called Andy, but he’d never expressed his dislike that way, and certainly not to a three-star general.

Harmon’s chest swelled in anger, and Michael could tell he would take care of the impudent brat. The odd thing was that after the man’s chest inflated, it stayed that way.

Andy nudged Michael’s elbow. “You have to go now, Daddy. I can’t keep them this way for long.”

“What are you talking about, Andy?” Michael asked. “Can’t keep them—” He broke off.

For the first time, he saw that all the other people were frozen, too. Jackson had his mouth wide open as if searching for flies. Others stared at Andy glassy-eyed, and Michael could tell they didn’t really see him. At least fifty agents and soldiers had gathered on the grass. They all shared the same purpose, but the only movement he could detect was the wind rippling their clothes.

“When I touched that other machine,” Andy whispered, “something happened to me.”

“The Dark Opposite?” Michael asked. “Do you mean the one in the tunnel, Delgata’s machine?”

“Yes, the one that’s the opposite of Mac. It changed me inside. I never told you about it, but it means I can do things. But it’s power I can use only one time. After that, I’ll be completely drained, at least for a while.”

Michael glanced at the frozen soldiers. “My God, how did it do this to you?”

Andy tugged Michael’s hand. “There’s no time to talk. I don’t know how long this will last exactly.”

“Come with me, Andy,” Michael said. “We have to stick together. When they come out of it, they’ll remember what you did and will never let you go. They’ll study you like a lab animal, seeking to duplicate your powers.”

Andy pushed him. “No, Daddy. If I leave, these men will snap out of it, and they will quickly recapture us. I have to stay here, and you have to go. You’re wasting time, Daddy. I think you only have about twenty minutes to escape.”

Twenty minutes. Michael knew he couldn’t escape in such a short time. Even if nobody moved for twenty minutes, they’d quickly pick up his scent and come after him.

He remembered something. “You gave me a different reason before as to why you couldn’t leave. You said even if they let you, you’d only be in my way.”

“Yes,” Andy replied. “But I’ve started to see things and know they would happen.” He tapped his forehead. “Somehow, I know they will catch you if I try to go with you. I see it in my head clear as day.” His eyes widened. “And I just saw something else, Daddy. Whatever you do…”

“Yes?”

“Whatever you do, avoid the Red Dragon.”

“The Red Dragon? What’s that, an animal?” He felt Mac wonder the same thing inside him.

“I don’t know,” Andy said. “That’s all I see, at least for now.”

Michael started to speak, but Andy pushed him. “Please, Daddy,” he said with tears streaming down his cheeks. “You’ve got to go. Now.”

Michael didn’t want to leave. Christ, he thought, I’ve finally found my son, and now he’s sending me away. I missed him so much for so long, and this is all I get: a few minutes with him on a stranger’s lawn with half an army for company.

But he was as sure as Andy was that he must leave. Every second he tarried here put them both in danger, and Mac, too.

Gasping in frustration, he hugged his son and took off, heading back the way he had come.

Passing a tree, he dodged around people. One soldier, a stunning brunette with her pistol half drawn, looked like she would order him to stop. But she remained mute, and he darted past her, wanting only to get as far away as possible.

Fewer personnel waited ahead, but three helicopters had set down on the ground. Approaching the first, Michael had a mad idea. Maybe he should climb aboard and fly away. Yeah, why not?

Thanks to Mac, he had gained some training in piloting a copter. But the idea was impractical for several reasons. What if he ran into resistance or couldn’t even get the thing started?

Still, did he have a better plan?

Reaching the second copter, he stopped and looked it over. The cockpit door was wide open, and he didn’t see anybody. The copter looked empty!

He rushed forward to climb in, only to find history repeating itself. As with the copter he’d tried to climb into when he’d been high above the Earth, a muscular obstacle awaited him. The guy looked like he weighed two hundred and fifty pounds.

Michael froze and stared up at the soldier.

The soldier stared down at him.

“Hey,” the man finally said, his voice a harsh growl.

Stunned, Michael realized Andy’s “White Magic” hadn’t reached that far. He swallowed.

“Hey,” he said.

And that ended their conversation because the man promptly leaped down, crushing him to the ground. Stunned, Michael struggled to breathe, feeling like a bug that had been mashed flat. This guy must weigh a ton. Michael had to get out of there!

He strained, trying to move out from under the man. No luck, and his chest hurt where the bastard had landed on him. It made it difficult to move, and his discomfort was increased by the man’s aftershave, which smelled sweet and rancid, like an animal that had been left to die. Still, the man wasn’t doing anything. He was just lying on top of him.

At that moment, Michael felt Mac squirm inside him and realized that his buddy was trapped, too, by the man’s oppressive weight. In fact, for the first time, he felt Mac’s pain even though Mac didn’t have a body.

Get him off me, Mac cried. Oh, Mikey, baby, it hurts. This bastard’s as heavy as a truck!

Michael strained again, not so much for himself as for Mac. It made no difference, though, because his efforts had no success whatsoever but only added to their mutual misery. Dammit, ignore the pain! You have to get free and escape before Andy’s White Magic wears off, and Jackson’s soldiers come after you.

Suddenly, Michael remembered the powers Mac had given him. Why didn’t he use them now to throw this big bugger off? For that matter, why didn’t Mac?

Well, why don’t you? Mac countered in his mind. I just thought about that myself!

Okay! Michael shoved up against the man, but there was still no change. His chest continued to hurt, and he couldn’t even budge him.

Mac, though, was moving inside him like a savage avenger.

Michael felt sharp nails pierce the inside of his chest, trying to break through. This was odd since Mac didn’t even have a body.

Feeling Mac push up inside him, Michael gathered his strength and tried again. At first, the man on top didn’t move, then Michael found that with their combined strength, he and Mac could easily push the man aside.

Rising to his feet, Michael stared down at the offender who had crushed them half to death. The man lay there staring up at him with the same vacant look as the soldiers Michael had left behind.

Michael moved away and peered back at the house. At once, he saw his son.

Andy raised his hand and made urgent shooing motions to him. Michael had no trouble interpreting his son’s message.

Go! Run!

Michael raised his hand and waved, wondering who would rescue his son. Then he turned and took off as fast as he could. He ran past soldiers and agents who stood like statues, not even blinking.

When he reached the open gate, he thought he had detected movement at the guardhouse and wasted precious seconds deciding. Instead of risking getting captured, he moved down the fence to climb over it. The fence was over two meters high, and it had been difficult to climb when he had entered the community.

At the last moment, he had a terrible feeling he wouldn’t be successful this time and would be trapped with all those frozen statues that would soon come alive and seize him. But fear had its advantages.

To his relief, he cleared the barrier easily and descended to the other side.

Not only had he escaped the gated community, the pain in his chest was gone!

Inside Michael, Mac sighed with delight and even shook Michael’s fist triumphantly in the air. Yes, things are looking up.

Not really, though. Now that he thought of it, they had already lost time, making their task even more difficult. No matter how you cut it, he didn’t have to worry about the Red Dragon roasting his bones. The sun was up, and there was no place to hide, and therefore, no way in hell they could beat the odds and get away.


Chapter Four

Dig Deeper

Michael ran full tilt, feeling the sun warm his body. After a minute, he realized he had wandered into open country and was in plain sight.

Well, it was not exactly open country. There were a few dwellings scattered in the distance. However, the gated community where Andy now lived existed in virtual isolation and was intended as such by the rich people who lived there. They wanted to be alone and safe.

He ran on, not knowing where he should go. The way it looked, though, his only chance was to get as far away from General Harmon and his friends as possible before they snapped out of Andy’s spell and came after him. That meant he should cover as much of this flat grassland as he could, lickety-split.

Not that it would do any good.

Run, Run, Run! Mac shouted in his mind. Faster, Faster, Faster!

I’m going as fast as I can, Michael gasped mentally.

Michael was already halfway on the road to exhaustion, having covered the length of two football fields. Where, he wondered, had his energy gone? Where was the physical excellence he had acquired thanks to Mac’s influence?

Regrettably, and at the worst possible time, it seemed to have flown away, like the bird he glimpsed high up in the sky, sailing off into the distance. If only he could take wing himself and escape from this death trap he had blundered into.

Dig deeper, Mac counseled. You can do it!

Maybe you’d like to trade places? Michael shot back, stumbling over a ridge on the ground. He righted himself with difficulty. You can run, and I can run my mouth, he said.

I don’t have a mouth, Mac replied. Just thoughts.

Michael stopped and gazed back, gasping for air. Andy’s home or apartment lay far behind him, but it looked like people were about to come after him.

He turned and staggered on.

Soon, he found himself in a neatly plowed field. And what was this? He lurched across the rows and stopped before the object that had caught his attention. Damn, it was a shiny red pickup truck. What the hell is it doing in the middle of this field, and where is the driver?

Michael saw a big mound of dirt in the cargo bed. His nostrils twitched. Nope, it wasn’t dirt at all.
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