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Their escape was timely. The authorities arrived at Justin’s home. Soldiers pounded through the front door as if the house were made of cardboard. A faceless enforcer, donned in tactical gear, grunted orders. Their boots stomped through the house, each step a countdown. They overturned everything in their frantic search. With instructions to execute Sally and those complicit in the underground base attack, they also targeted Natalie’s apartment. The team's congregation and escape was pure luck. Justin’s Toyota Camry roared toward safety, carrying only the essentials. With nothing extra, not even clothes or money, it was them and their will for survival. They were free, for now, racing to a place that promised safety. Sally felt disoriented, as if lost in the city she knew better than any taxi driver. Her life had spun into a relentless storm, with peace and harmony scattered too thinly. Justin focused on driving while jazz played over the radio. Etta James' voice poured out, singing Stormy Weather, the trumpets and drums echoing Sally’s unease as her eyes moistened. 

She remembered holding Hunter in her arms. His moist kiss and warm embrace gave her life and reason to carry on. He protected her. She had never felt more secure. The usurper took him from her, and now they were on the run. How was she to find him? Was he alive? Their life would never be the same. 

The car jolted, hitting a pothole, snapping Sally back into the present. Outside, the city lights blurred by as they sped through the streets. Her mind drifted again, to the dream of a wedding in an open field with large white tents, and all their friends and his family around. In the background, were a big red barn, horses, and the overseeing mountains of Montana. It was the perfect romantic reward for a life of pain and uncertainty. All she sought was the truth and to live in peace with a man who loved her and would give his life to protect her. Hunter had done so many times. They condemned her to misery, yet her few memories of Montana were a beacon of happiness. The place had its charm, undeniable to any who laid eyes on it. All it lacked was her and Hunter, living the life she dreamt, her happily ever after. But the reality of their situation clawed at her, the forces at play allowing no one to find happiness. Everyone she knew complained about their misery. Those who seemed happy were merely acting, hiding their true feelings. Was love another illusion, a fabrication to keep everyone distracted?

“Sally, where do we go before they triangulate the plates?” said Justin, his voice carrying a hint of urgency as if the clock was ticking faster than they could drive.

“I do not know. Don’t you have relatives to help us?”

“That’s not a good idea. My dad, mom, and sister have all called me. They told me the cops are looking for me.”

“Did you tell them not to call you? Wait, did you answer their call? Hand me the phone and keep driving. We need to ditch this vehicle."

“What? I haven’t paid for it. I won’t ditch my Camry.”

“Well, if they catch us, you won’t have to worry about paying a dime.”

“Oh, why is that?”

“They’d kill us all. They’d force your mom and dad to sell their house and everything to pay for all the damage they’d place on you.”

“Justin, I know where we could go. They won’t follow us there,” said Dwayne.

Justin drove to Chicago’s Lincoln Square neighborhood. He passed many charming two-flat buildings and vintage apartments. It pleasantly surprised Sally where they were headed. She was curious, thinking Dwayne lived in this neighborhood. This neighborhood offered a balance of walkable amenities with many local shops and restaurants, and a community feel, the right place to raise a family. They passed Welles Park, where a flickering streetlamp cast a dim glow on the surroundings, reflecting Sally’s own flaming hope. The park's indoor pool, fitness center, outdoor horseshoe pits, tennis courts, and accessible playgrounds seemed part of a world where dreams could be real.

“Is this where you live, Dwayne? We can’t go to your house,” said Sally. “But this is a fine place to live. I give you that.”

“It was where I lived until my ex kicked me out.”

“So what are we doing here?” said Sally.

“I intend to make my ex's blood pressure go sky high.”

“You are insane. She will call the cops, and you will get us all killed.”

“Justin, keep the engine running. In fact, let Sally drive. We may have to make a run for it if she does not agree.”

“Dwayne, for the record,” said Natalie. “I can tell you she will enjoy calling the cops.”

“No, I don’t think so. If they kill her goose, she’s not going to get anything.”

“Dwayne, do you have life insurance?” said Natalie.

“Yes, but it not to her benefit.”

“Whose benefit would it be?” said Sally.

“My daughter.”

“Ah-ha. And by any chance, for my information, who has custody?”

“My ex.”

“We are all gonna die,” said Natalie.

Dwayne ran up the steps and pressed the doorbell. Sally, Natalie, and Justin called for him to come back, worried he was taking too big a risk. But Dwayne thrived on the danger. It was late, and they shouldn’t have been there. He could have been shot for showing up like this. The porch light came on, and Sally and Natalie kept urging him to hurry back. Sally knew this night would be long and full of trouble. A shadow appeared behind the door. They waited, tense. Dwayne spoke, but Sally couldn’t hear what he said. He leaned his head against the door, clenching his fist and glancing over his shoulder. He wouldn’t look at them. His lips trembled, and he waved, almost clawing at the door, desperate to be let in. The shadow left. Dwayne turned away, head down, and walked back, staggered. He gritted his teeth and wiped his face, trying to look brave even though Sally could tell he was close to tears.

“What happened?” said Justin as Dwayne came closer.

“I guess I hoped there was something left. But I fooled myself. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

The front door opened, and a young lady stood at the entrance.

“Daddy, where are you going?” Dwayne turned. He smiled and wiped his eyes and adjusted his shirt, checking that all was in its proper place. “Mom said to come in.”

A dark-skinned girl with curly hair in her pajamas stood with outstretched arms. He jogged to the front door. Dwayne knelt and hugged her, kissing her on the cheek, not wanting to let go.

“Aren’t your friends coming in?” said his ex-wife.

Dwayne nodded and signaled for them to come in. He instructed Justin to drive the Toyota Camry to the side. After quick introductions and settling down in the living room, they all let Dwayne speak on their behalf.

“Dwayne, you'd better explain to me why you are wanted by the authorities. I had to disconnect the television and deactivate the internet so our daughter did not see you were a wanted terrorist. I took away her telephone as well. It has been a long day.”

Sally was not sure telling his ex-wife the truth was such a great idea. But given that her life was now in danger as well, they had to tell her the trouble they brought to her home. For the next hour, and it was a long one, they explained they had uncovered a terrorist plot to kill US citizens and had been framed. It was the story Dwayne gave his ex-wife. It was the best story to make. If authorities interrogated her, which they would if they suspected Dwayne showed his face here, she’d tell them about a terrorist attack and not know about aliens or hybrids or any fancy ideas they didn’t want anyone to know about. She would hold to that narrative, as that was what he claimed with a calm voice. Sally hated lies. But here, he told an innocent lie, if there was ever one. It was similar to telling a girl her dress was pretty, when in truth, it was hideously out of style and an embarrassment, merely to keep the peace.

Sally kept admiring Dwayne’s home. Well, the law said it was no longer his. His wife got everything. So he said. That he didn’t burn it down, or blow it up, was on account of Aaliyah living there. But Sally wondered what went wrong. Dwayne hardly spoke about his personal life. The only person he mentioned was his daughter in his excitement to meet with her. He avoided talking about his ex. They had been divorced for two years, and neither had returned to the dating game. Well, truth be told, he did not want to think about what she did, for he was holding to a thin thread. The idea of her finding comfort in another’s embrace would make him lose his mind. He said so when Sally asked if she had moved on. Dwayne would buy a six-pack and head home when not at work. He knew he could not afford another incident and stayed out of trouble. He was now in Sally’s boat. Misfortune was its name.

No one could sleep. Dwayne and his ex-wife, Clarice, went to the kitchen to talk privately. Their voices alternated between whispers to raised voices, short of shouting or screaming. Justin, Natalie, and Sally were having their strained conversation as well. Everyone was on edge, debating what they were about to do. That Dwayne’s ex-wife agreed to let them stay at her home was an act of bravery and gratitude. She did it for her daughter. There was no other explanation Sally could think of.

“Natalie, we have to find a lab to do our experiments.”

“That will not be easy now that both Justin and I are wanted.”

“So, is there nothing we can do?”

“Of course there is. But finding the help and the equipment I need to do the things you require will not be easy.”

“How about the doctor, Dr. Steve Porter, who discovered my healing properties? Can’t we have him help us?”

“That’s too risky. By now, he must have seen the news report and would turn us in. No, it’s not a good idea.”

“If we tell him the truth, he may be willing to help us.” said Sally. “Can you come up with an alternative?”

“Sally, I can’t get the equipment at the local electronics store. You are right. Dr. Steve Porter has access to what we need. If not in his medical lab, he might know or have access to another facility where he could do experiments. I don’t see any other option unless we barge into Dr. Mansfield’s lab to perform our tests. But that won’t work. These experiments take time. You should know that.”

“You made your point. What about the item we discovered in Kansas? Where is it?”

“In my lab.”

“How are we to get it?” said Sally.

“I do not know. I bet they have raided the place and took everything to ensure we keep nothing dangerous there.”

“But Ned would not allow that, for it’s the FBI’s lab. They would have arrested him as well.”

“Why is he is singing like a cockatoo? He must be under pressure and has thrown all of us under the bus to save his ass.”

“He will pay for it. He assigns us the peripheral files, and when it gets rough, he runs yelling, pointing fingers at us. How come they believe his lies?”

“Sally, they used him.”

“Nothing makes sense. Why give us the peripheral files to investigate if they knew what we’d discover? What games do they play?”

“All this is irrelevant. We must reveal the truth and stop them from unleashing a dangerous virus and taking over our planet,” said Natalie.

“In that case, we will pay Dr. Steve Porter an unexpected visit. I hope he did not tell anyone what he discovered.”

“You'd better hope he did not fall off a building.”

“Justin, can you help us?”

“I don’t have access to the FBI surveillance system. I won’t risk trying to get in. They’d pinpoint my location in seconds.”

“But you must have listening devices or gadgets we can use.”

“I did at home. Now I wonder if that was wise.”

“Why is that?” said Sally.

“Well, there are forbidden things there. Oh, my...I am dead. They have evidence they can use to convict me as a terrorist.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I have equipment to listen to people. And I have recordings of the conversations of important people in Chicago.”

“You spied on people as part of your job. How can they use that against you?” said Sally.

He grinned. “I may have done things I was not supposed to.”

“Tell me you listened to the conversation of a young woman you are attracted to,” said Sally.

“Tell me you did not listen to my conversations,” said Natalie.

“Wait, what’s going on? Are you two a thing?”

“We are not a thing, no...I wouldn’t,” said Natalie.

Justin breathed out and looked away.

“You two are lying. Can’t you be grownups and admit you are doing things to each other?”

“Hey, that is rude. He is not doing anything to me that I don’t like. I mean, he is doing nothing to me.”

“It is forbidden. You will get fired.”

“Look who’s talking,” said Natalie.
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No one likes unexpected visitors. The metallic click of Sally's hair clip was barely audible in the stillness of the night as, in detective movies or thrillers, she expertly fidgeted with the lock, and in they went. Dr. Steve Porter almost had a stroke when he entered his medical lab. Dwayne, Sally, Natalie, and Justin were all inside. They had entered in like common criminals. Busting through doors was easy. They took longer than usual, given that Sally did not want Dwayne to break in. She had to pick the lock, and he frowned at her, as he had nothing but brute force to get them through. Dr. Steve Porter’s eyes bulged, and he held his chest. Seeing Dwayne first would have frightened anyone. But Dwayne forgot that, being a black man in Chicago, busting and entering was not a good thing. Dr. Steve Porter collapsed on the floor when Dwayne approached; explaining he was not there to rob him, much less ill-treat him. Sally and Natalie rushed to Dr. Steve and did everything to restore him to consciousness. That went as well as expected. Death stared Dr. Steve Porter in the face. No, that was Dwayne laughing his ass off. Sally snapped at him, telling him to grow up. After calming Dr. Steve Porter and ensuring he would not die prematurely on account of Dwayne’s childish play, they sat him down on a stool.

Dr. Steve Porter listened attentively. Sally gave him the long story, and her desperation was palpable. A loved one, already battling the silent enemy they were fighting against, weighed heavily on her conscience. She had no choice. They urgently required his collaboration. Dwayne had insinuated they could do what their foes did and threatened to throw him off a building. She was not about to use such tactics; she hoped she wouldn't have to for Dr. Porter’s sake. Dr. Steve Porter was silent, his eyes blinking rapidly, and he alternated between smiling, frowning, and smirking, his hands crossed, and he paced in a confusing mixture of emotions. In the end, he hesitated. The risk of being on the wrong side of the law, abetting dangerous terrorists, was too great. Sally reassured him she'd let him study her meticulously. She knew he'd give in. Any man in his right mind would jump at the opportunity. She promised he'd be able to look and touch. Dwayne gasped and eyed Justin, who had outstretched arms. Natalie knocked Justin on the back of the head and shook her head. Dwayne smiled at them. He frowned at Sally, likely thinking she was a sleazy player. But having a man dangling around her finger was easy. If the clone could do it, she could do it better. Dr. Steve Porter fell like a chump.

“Are you going to help us, Doctor?” said Sally.

“Do I have a choice?”

“Yeah, but I can assure you,” said Dwayne sardonically, “if you make the wrong choice unpleasant consequences will follow.” Applying pressure came naturally to Dwayne. And the dear doctor was not a man made for such things. He caved.

“I will help you. But what do you want me to do?”

“Doctor, we suspect those hybrids are emerging from the underground. Reports are that people have gotten ill and may have died. They blame us. We want to find a cure for those people. It is the least we can do. Perhaps by using my blood, you can work on a cure.”

“That is a noble thing. I have no problem doing that. How are we to get a sample of the alleged virus?”

“Well, that’s where you come in. You must have contacts that can give us access to a sample of the infected blood,” said Sally.

“Or if you require it, we can steal from a sick patient,” said Dwayne.

“You intend to enter a hospital to kidnap someone on their deathbed?”

“Well, give us ideas of the best way to go about investigating what’s going on?” said Sally.

“Getting a sick patient would be ideal,” said Natalie. “But it is too risky. Not everyone has self-healing properties. We must be careful.”

“She is right. We don’t know what we are dealing with. Snatching someone may not be a good idea. No, it’s a foolish idea if you ask me. But I want us to do it.”

“What?” said Natalie. “Didn’t you just say...?”

“I like him. He is a lot braver than I thought,” said Dwayne.

“Have you played doctor?” said Dr. Steve Porter.

“I played with one in bed,” said Dwayne.

“No wonder your ex divorced you,” said Sally.

“She was the doctor, or was she my night nurse? I forgot what role she played. But I was banging her hard on the floor, the shower, the bed, the balcony of the hotel—”

“Stop!” said Sally. “No one wants to hear nasty things.”

“Actually, it’s a good thing between married people. It’s good for the heart,” said the Doctor.

Natalie was red as Justin winked at her. Sally pushed Natalie away from Justin, who was imagining indecent things he’d like to do to her.

“You two stay apart. I can’t believe I have to babysit you two.”

“Hey, I am old enough to do it,” said Natalie.

“Justin, you'd better stay away, or I will unleash my fist on your jaw. Natalie, behave. You act like a stupid college kid.”

“For the record, students in college are adults.”

“Mindless children, if you ask me.”

“Huh-hmm,” said the Doctor. “Are you guys always like this?”

“Pretty much,” said Sally.

“Doctor, I like you,” said Dwayne. “You understand me better than they do. I must apologize for the fright I gave you. It was her idea.”

“My idea? We were to enter to meet and speak with the illustrious doctor, not give him the fright of his life.”

“Everyone, let’s focus,” said Natalie. “Doctor, have you heard anything?”

“Yeah, the government will give anyone who hands you over a million bucks. You guys are lucky you came to me. Everyone is eager to hand you in. The less scrupulous are packing guns, wanting to get the two million. You guys are in big trouble.”

“We know that already,” said Dwayne. “My entire life is one big trouble. My ex, the one I banged long and hard, took everything from me and left me broke. I keep falling to new lows. What could be worse?”

“They grab you and torture you,” said Sally. “That would be worse.”

“All this talk is fun and all, but not helpful,” said Natalie. “How are we to get someone sick to run tests on?”

“How about the item in your lab?” said Sally.

“Oh, I forgot about that. I am not going there. No way.”

“But we need it. Where did you leave it?”

“It was in a drawer. If they took everything out, we will never find it.”

“We have two jobs at hand. One is snatching someone from a hospital and the other is getting to Natalie’s lab to get that item,” said Sally. “Who will get the item with me?”

“I am not going,” said Natalie.

“You have no choice. It’s your lab.”

“I can tell you where to find it.”

“You and Justin are coming with me. We are all going, Dwayne included.”

Dwayne cracked his knuckles and grinned. Natalie trembled and shook her head. Justin wanted to rush to her side, and Sally gave him the stop sign. She hated them being together. She was playing Grinch. If she was not happy, no one deserved it. It was in poor taste for them to swoon at each other in her presence. Eating in front of starving people who would get none was mean.

“Doctor, you are coming with us.”

“I can’t leave my lab. There are many things I must do.”

“Hmm...nope, you're coming with us. You'd better let everyone know you will be busy for the day.”

“Where will we go?”

“To the hospital they are taking the sick people affected by the toxin.”

“In that case, let me prepare my gear. Natalie, come, you are going with me.”

“Sally, you and Dwayne better come. I am not good at such things.”

“You know what? Dwayne and I will go alone. It won’t work with you two. Give us the gear we will have to wear.”

“What about communication devices?” said Dwayne. “Justin has to go with us. He has to be our eyes and ears.”

“Justin, you'd better tell us where we can get the equipment,” said Sally.

“The FBI headquarters. If you have money, we can buy something at the electronics shop, which might be the best idea. All we need is earpieces to speak with each other, cameras, and a miniature radio transmitter with a microphone. There are many other things we could get there. But I am not entering the store. They will capture us the moment we enter. There are cameras everywhere.”

“Doctor Steve, can you do us the favor and buy stuff for us?” said Sally.

“Sure, and the money?”

“About that? Anyone has money?” said Sally.

“My ex took all my money.”

“I haven’t gotten my pay,” said Justin.

“And you won’t be getting any,” said Sally. 

Natalie grinned. “I have a hundred bucks. Will that do?”

“I can lend you money,” said the doctor.

“You can? You are such a charm,” said Sally, kissing him on the cheek.

“Women are so easy,” said Dwayne.

“Hey, he is a gentleman. Besides, he has promised to help us.”

“I never got a kiss, and they have shot me many times.”

“Fine, turn your face so I can kiss you.” Both he and Justin turned their face for their kiss.

Natalie grabbed Justin’s arm and bickered with him at the side. Sally kissed Dwayne on the cheek. “Don’t tell Clarice I kissed you.”

“She doesn’t care.”

“Trust me. She will not be amused that I kissed you on the cheek. I don’t want to fight with her. It won’t go well for me. I can tell she will break my arm and pull out all my hair.”

“She is not violent.”

“You expect me to believe that after all you said she did to you?”

“That’s because I deserved it.”

“Dwayne, you are a great guy. I don’t get it. How did you let things fall apart?”

“I have issues. I have gone to counselling. The war left me broken. It’s not an excuse.”

“No, Dwayne. I get it. People don’t appreciate what you and other veterans have suffered. They think coming back will make the nightmares go away. It never does. Unfortunately, it gets worse if you don’t get the help.”

“I have improved. I failed myself and did not reach out for help early enough. I thought I was strong. I destroyed everything I cared for.”

“She still cares for you. Maybe there is hope.”

“I don’t think we will get back together. But for my daughter, I want to fix myself. Will I get better, Sally?”

“I am not the best person to answer that question. I am struggling to keep the pieces together. But for what it’s worth, there is a light at the end of the tunnel. That you realize you are not well and seek professional help is a step in the right direction.”

“When all this is said and done, we will all need a shrink to put us back together.”

“I hope we survive to see the end. Dwayne, if we fail, this may be the end of the world as we know it.”

“No, Sally. We will succeed. Failure is not an option. We have made it this far. With Doctor Steve’s help and our determination to get to the truth, we will succeed. We face a daunting challenge, but together we can find a solution.”

“I am terrified, Dwayne. I fear what I discover. I am so close to the answers I have sought all my life. I dread that there will not be a happy ever after for me.”

“Hunter is out there, Sally. Had they killed him, we’d have discovered him by now. They have him. That clone must like your man.”

“That is not a reassuring thing to say.”

“Sally, you must be strong. I know you are. But we will unearth nothing good. You must prepare yourself mentally for what is coming. It will be painful for you. I don’t want you to break down again and end up in my boat.”

“This uncertainty is eating me alive. I hardly sleep. The drugs no longer help. I still take them fooling myself. I am a broken woman. Hunter had given me hope and made me smile.”

“Everyone said he was not a funny guy.”

“He is funny, unusually. He was awkward, but tried hard to make me laugh. I don’t know if it was the awkward attempts or his genuine concern for me that made it endearing.”

“You love him. We all see the good in the person we love.”

“You love your ex, Dwayne?”

“I have never stopped loving her. I hurt her. I did wrong and live with regret. It tears my heart every day. I don’t know how to repair the hurt I caused her and my daughter. And things haven’t gotten better. I keep bringing trouble every time. That she opened the door to let me in speaks more about her than me.”

“No, Dwayne. She knows you love her. It may take time, but you have a chance. We must fix this mess we are in so you can pursue your happiness with her and your daughter at your side.”

“I don’t want to wish for impossible things.”

“It’s the only thing I ever dream of.”
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A man is tested as when metal is forged under fire. The gray-haired man was accustomed to having absolute control. The rebellion had begun, and he was powerless to stop it. The hybrids exited. All across the world, they emerged. No one listened to his plea. His former contacts and those who financed his operations turned their backs on him. He never expected to fall so low that a shadow would undermine his life’s work. This was to be his moment of triumph, and he stood staring out at the gleaming landscape. His inner circle was much reduced. Gone were the days when he and those who did his bidding commanded. Desperation was a terrible advisor. People in such states do terrible things or make grave mistakes they later regret. He was sure of one thing. The usurper Vera Black crossed the wrong person. He would not go down without a fight. He had inside knowledge and could expose everything. That was his final card. Doing so would guarantee his death, most painfully. He, like Vera Black, was part of the reptilian race working to take over the planet. But he had a different view. He wants symbiosis, coexistence. He had reasons, plenty, none moral. He understood life was not black or white. The universe was vast, yet few planets, despite their being millions, had the perfect environment for life. He had witnessed many things, including endless destruction and the disappearance of creatures. In galactic terms, it was all irrelevant. And humans, of all creatures, had been around for an insignificant time. But was it age creeping in, or had he grown fond of them? There had to be a better way than the complete extermination of humanity. At first, he championed the same cause that Vera Black did. They were advanced creatures who believed in their virtuous nature. 

He loved ballads and melodic music and listened to Judy Garland sing Somewhere Over the Rainbow. Music was something that soothed him. Sure, they had their forms of entertainment. Here on earth, it took on a new meaning. There was good here, worthy of saving. The gray-haired man smoked. He flicked the cigarette and pressed it into the ashtray. He had given up smoking not because the doctor told him it was bad for his health, but because it had lost its charm. He smiled. He was going down with a bang. And bang meant men rushing up the stairs of the building he was in. Vera Black and her league wanted him and everyone connected to him dead. Men surrounded the building. Four trucks with heavily armed men had arrived, and the men fired at the security guards protecting the high-rise building. That they discovered his location did not surprise him. So many could have betrayed him. Something about failure made everyone eager to kick a man when he was down. They did not differ from humans that way. They all smelled the blood and were eager to take their revenge for all the wrongs, real or perceived, he committed. He had many enemies, too many to count. His empire crumbled, and he was reduced to hiding in a high-rise building. He had been at the top for far too long. The fall, precipitous and painful, is always traumatizing. But despite knowing the inevitability of his end, there was one final move he would make. He placed a call. A man named Alex Roberts answered. Below, gunfights and explosions rocked the interior of the building. His loyal followers fought valiantly. It was to no avail. The military sent an overwhelming force. They killed with wanton pleasure. They spared no one within the building. The gray-haired old man set the phone down. He had done what he had to do. They would kill him. But he’d have the last laugh. His greatest regret was not telling her the truth in person or saying goodbye. Keeping her alive was more important than his life. He hoped she could one day forgive him for what he did. He would never know. Everything he did was for her and to give her the world she deserved. 
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