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Escape!


“The north end is clean!” shouted one of the soldiers.


“Divide the remainder” Braddock replied.


“Someone get a scanner down here. The device she’s carrying will give her away.”


A soldier passed within a dozen feet of Harley’s hiding place. She ducked down quickly, then slowly raised her head again. She saw something different on the far wall—something that might be her only chance.


One of the windows of the building had been removed. In its place was the mouth of a huge yellow plastic pipe.


Harley looked at the open mouth of the pipe for the space of two heartbeats. Either it was going to lead her to safety, or to death. After what she had experienced, there was no way she was going to let herself be captured by Unit 17.


Harley rose to her feet.


“There!” shouted a soldier. “She’s over there.”


A scream came boiling from Harley’s mouth. It wasn’t a cry of fear, it was a shout of anger and frustration and defiance. It started in her stomach, gained force in her chest, and roared through her throat in a raw banshee wail.


Still screaming, Harley ran across the room and dived headfirst into the pipe.
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PROLOGUE
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Cold wind whistled through the alley, carrying off sheets of yellowed newspaper and forming miniature cyclones between the rows of trash cans. An old man pushed his shopping out slowly through the chill breeze. He wore a threadbare army coat that had faded to the color of dust and a shapeless gray hat. His fingers, black with grime, stuck out of his tattered cloth gloves. The wheels of his cart squeaked with every grinding turn.


As the man reached the mouth of the alley, two women dressed in heavy winter coats passed along the sidewalk. The older of the pair glared at the man with disgust, but the younger woman’s face showed more compassion. She reached into the pocket of her coat and came out with a crumpled dollar.


“Here,” she said, thrusting out the bill as she passed the man.


The old man took the dollar and nodded. “Thanks, miss,” he said in a rough voice. “Bless you.” As the women walked on, the old man chuckled to himself and tossed the dollar away. The swirling wind carried it over parked cars and lifted the green bill up into the gray winter sky


After a quick glance in either direction, the man stuck his hand into the pocket of his worn coat to find a small, flat black cellular phone. He flipped it open to reveal an array of buttons and dials of incredible complexity. After quickly pressing a series of buttons, he held the small device up to his ear. The man heard a high trilling noise, then a loud click.


“Yes?” answered a buzzing voice from the tiny phone.


“Any sign of them up north?” asked the man in the filthy coat. His words steamed in the cold air.


“Negative, Commander,” replied the voice. “We’ve got men in place all around the perimeter, but there’s nothing to report so far.”


“South?”


“No,” said a different voice. “I don’t …” There was a moment of silence. “Wait a minute. Commander, take a look at sector A-sixteen. There’s something going on down there.”


The man quickly wheeled his cart back into the alley. He fished among the rags and empty soda cans in the basket and pulled out a glossy metal device the same size and shape as a paperback book. With a quick tap of one dirty finger, the front of the gadget began to glow. The metal surface turned milky, then clear. Pale blue lines appeared in the air above the device. They wove around each other, snaking over and under, until they had formed a cube of glowing light. Within the cube, small forms took shape.


“SATELLITE 238C,” read the glowing white text at the corner of the screen. “Sector A.” With a second tap of the man’s finger, the image within the cube grew in size. Gray squares turned into city blocks as the detail became clearer. Miniature buildings rose within the lines of light, separated by moving streaks of minute vehicles. A finer mesh appeared, dividing the cube again into three dozen smaller sectors. One of the blocks pulsed with crimson light.


The man frowned, his salt-and-pepper eyebrows knitting together above his slate gray eyes. He snatched up the tiny phone and held it close to his mouth. “What the devil is that?” he snarled.


“It looks like theta band activity,” replied the crackly voice over the phone.


“Theta band? At a level you can detect over the satellite?”’ The man shook his head “Impossible. It takes our best instruments to pick up theta radiation.”


“That’s what I’m reading from here.”


The man put his hand into the glowing cube and touched the blinking spot. The image swelled again, until he could see distinct cars on the streets and space between the buildings. The spot of color moved along with one of the tiny vehicles. It was surrounded by a swarm of flickering, constantly shifting red numbers.


“It does appear to be theta activity,” the man admitted. He rubbed one grimy finger along his iron gray mustache and grumbled under his breath, “And at a very high level.”


“Do you think the energy is coming from the girl?” asked the voice over the phone.


“No,” the man replied immediately. “This level of activity is well beyond anything we’ve seen. It’s far too high to be generated by any individual.” He slid his finger across the gadget, and the image zoomed in again until the numbers 10,000:1 appeared at the top of the screen. The picture was no longer as crisp as it had been. Details were lost in block of black and gray. But at this setting, the man could see that the vehicle was a large truck—and that it wasn’t the truck that generated the red glow. The pulses of energy came from something so small that even at maximum magnification it was nothing but a single point in the three-dimensional display. And that point blazed with a silent crimson fury.


“A device,” the man whispered under his breath. “She’s got some kind of device.”


“Are you sure it’s Davisidaro?” asked a new voice over the phone.


The man snorted a cloud of steam into the cold air. The cloud drifted through the glowing cube, making the image waver. “Of course it’s the girl.” He stared at the miniature scene for a moment, then nodded to himself. “All right, here’s what we’re going to do. Pull in all the men on the north side. Have them set up a moving perimeter and follow. No contact at this time.”


“But wouldn’t it be better to apprehend them now?” asked the deep voice.


“No. I want to see where they’re going.”


“What if they get away?”


The man’s lips turned up in a snarl. “If they get away, every man in the detail will meet a swift and painful end. Is that clear enough?”


“Yes, Commander,” the voice on the phone replied quickly.


“Good.” The man watched the truck move slowly through the cube, and the sneer on his face gradually turned into a smile. He reached through the hovering hologram and touched the flat screen underneath. Immediately the image dissolved in a flurry of multicolored sparks.


The man shoved the device that had produced the display back into the battered shopping cart. “It appears that Ms. Davisidaro has found an instrument that may be strong enough to power her father’s little experiment,” he said into the phone. “We’ll follow until we’re sure we have all her companions. Then we’ll move in.”


“Yes, Commander.”


“Then get on it. This is a priority-one situation. Get as many additional men as you need.”


The old man slapped the phone closed and dropped it into the basket of rags. He reached deep under the pile of trash and came up with another device. This one was larger than the phone, with a contoured handgrip on one end and narrow muzzle projecting from the other. The man raised it slowly, smiling as his fingers closed around the grip.


He heard a rattling from down the alley. A pointed snout peeked out from among a stack of trash bags, followed by glistening eyes and a sleek gray body. The rat stepped out of the garbage and started across the alley.


The man whirled around and sighted down the barrel of his new device. The rat seemed to sense sudden danger. It scurried away quickly, its feet scratching against the cold ground. But it wasn’t fast enough.


There was a high, whistling noise and a brief squeal. Then silence. The rat fell still. Fresh blood steamed in the cold.


“We’ll catch them,” the man breathed into the frosty air. He lowered his weapon and looked at the dead rat with satisfaction. “And once we complete the experiment, there will be no more need for Ms. Davisidaro.”


The man smiled.





ONE
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Noah Templer fell backward as a huge boulder tore free from the ceiling of the cave and came plummeting toward the earth.


The rock struck the cave floor with a noise like a thousand peals of thunder crushed into one bone-rattling roar. Splinters of shattered stone slashed against Noah’s face, drawing thin streams of blood from his forehead, cheeks, and neck. He whirled around, looking for some way to escape, but all he saw was chaos.


The air was filled with dust, the roar of falling stone, and a chorus of unearthly howls and inhuman screams. Fire boiled up from a yawning pit in the center of the cavern, and clouds of bats screeched through the cavern. A crack suddenly split the wall at one side of the cave. Slowly, a slab of stone far larger than a house ripped free, tilted to the side, and toppled to the cave floor. Noah stumbled to his left to avoid a boulder as big as small car, but as he turned around, a lump of limestone the size of a basketball struck him hard in the chest. Something deep inside Noah snapped with a crack. Blinding agony flared, drowning his vision in a red mist of pain. He cried out in agony and fear.


“Noah!”


The vision of the cave shattered like broken glass. Noah blinked and found himself looking up into Kathleen “Harley” Davisidaro’s deep chocolate brown eyes. Chestnut hair spilled down to frame her heart-shaped face, and her lips were pressed into a tight line. He saw a smear of dried blood on her forehead and a series of red scratches along her cheek.


“Noah, are you okay?” she asked.


Noah started to laugh, but the sharp pain in his ribs brought his laughter to a rapid stop. “No,” he choked out. “I don’t think so.” Liquid ran across his forehead. Noah brushed it away, and then glanced at his hand. It was damp with a pale pink mixture of sweat and blood.


The vision of the cave was only a dream, but the place and the injuries he had suffered there were very real. Only a few hours ago, Harley and Noah had struggled to escape from the underground headquarters of the clandestine organization known as Umbra. The chaos surrounding their escape had destroyed the caverns and almost cost them their lives.


“What about you?” Noah asked. “Are you all right?”


Harley shrugged. “I’m one big bruise from head to toe, but I don’t think I’m really hurt.”


The floor under Noah’s back jiggled, and he heard a faint rattling sound. He turned his head and looked around him. They were in a small, dimly lit space, surrounded by stacks of folded cloth. Beyond the stacks he could see walls of what looked like corrugated metal. The last thing Noah remembered was stumbling out of the cave after hours of picking their way through darkness. Nothing around him looked the least bit familiar.


“Where are we?” he asked.


“In a truck,” Harley replied. She bent down, picked up a dark piece of cloth from the floor, and unfolded it to reveal a T-shirt showing a picture of the Washington Monument. “The driver’s on his way to a souvenir stand in D.C.,” Harley explained. “He says he’ll take us to a hospital.”


“Hospital!” Noah sat up in alarm. He coughed and fought back a wave of dizziness. “We can’t go to a hospital. Umbra, or Unit 17, or one of the other organizations could be watching for us. If we go to a hospital, we could … we could—” He was seized by a coughing fit. Pain lanced through his chest and sparks of light danced in front of his eyes.


Harley knelt down beside him and took his right hand in both of hers. “I know they could be waiting,” she said. “But we have to risk it. You’re really hurt, Noah. I think you might have broken ribs.”


Noah found it difficult to argue when he couldn’t even draw a deep breath. He nodded and let his head fell back onto a pillow of stacked T-shirts as Harley released his hand. For a moment, he closed his eyes.


As soon as he did, a new world appeared in front of him. An ancient witch from Umbra had tampered with Noah’s mind, freeing a host of paranormal powers that had been planted in him by another of the secret groups called Legion. Behind his closed eyelids, Noah saw a warm, sky blue glow radiating from Harley’s body. Further away was another glowing spot—feint lime green—chat had to be the driver. The cars passing beside the truck were invisible to his inner vision, but their passengers left behind streaks of yellow and orange and a dozen shades of green.


After a moment, Noah noticed another nearby object visible to this strange inner vision. It was so faint he had missed it at first, but the longer he looked, the brighter this new object became.


Noah opened his eyes, and found Harley still peering down at him. In her hands was a golden orb about the size of a tennis ball. Noah stared at the metallic sphere in surprise. “You still have that thing? I thought it went into the pit.”


Harley shook her head. “I found it during the cave-in. I thought it might be worth saving.”


“Maybe,” Noah admitted.


The golden orb had demonstrated great power. Umbra had used it when they had opened up the new talents in Noah’s mind. Later, Noah had hurled the orb at a monstrous thing living in the heart of Umbra’s caverns. The orb had driven the creature away, and the resulting explosion had started the cave-in. He had no doubt the orb had power. All the same, Noah found himself wishing it had been buried under tons of black stone.


“Should I keep it?” Harley asked.


Noah started to tell her no, but as he looked up at Harley’s face, the word died on his lips.


Besides the dried blood above her eyes, more blood had seeped from some wound hidden under her hair. She had been wearing a woman’s business suit when they were captured by Umbra. Now that suit was split open at the seams and torn in a dozen places. The white blouse underneath was also ripped, revealing glimpses of Harley’s smooth olive skin—and dark purple bruises. Harley and Noah had both suffered while escaping the caverns, but against all odds, they had both survived. He wondered if the golden orb might have something to do with their miraculous escape.


“Keep it,” he said at last. “And you’re right. We need to go to a hospital.”


Harley smiled in obvious relief. “Good,” she said. “After all the work I put into finding you, it would be a teal pain if you died on me now.”


Noah laughed, then winced. “Don’t say anything funny,” he begged, raising one hand to his aching chest. “I might be the first person who really does die laughing.”


“Sorry,” Harley replied. “I promise to be dull.” She lay the golden sphere gently on the floor of the truck and reached out to Noah. Her fingers brushed lightly over his torn and bloodstained shirt. “Hang on. We should be there in just a couple of minutes.”


A thought struck Noah. “What did you tell the truck driver?”


“I said we were in a car accident.”


“Didn’t he wonder where the car was?” asked Noah.


“I guess we looked bad enough to scare him,” Harley replied. “He wanted to call an ambulance, but I was afraid they would start looking around for the car, so I talked him into giving us a ride.”


Noah breathed a sign of relief. Harley was probably the most capable person he had ever met. No matter what the problem, she seemed to come up with a solution. “It sounds like you made the right decision,” he said. Moving carefully, he eased himself into a sitting position, then gave Harley the best smile he could muster. “Thanks. You saved my life.”


Harley shrugged. “You saved mine back there in the cave.”


“Yeah, but only after you rescued me from Umbra in the first place.”


“But you saved me back by the lake and—”


Noah gave up trying to hold back his laughter. “Okay,” he said, chuckling and holding a hand over his aching chest. “We saved each other. Let’s hope neither one of us has to do it again.”


The truck suddenly swayed, and Noah slid to the side as they went through a sharp turn. Seconds later there was a squeal of brakes, and the vehicle came to a halt.


Noah had a momentary flash of fear. “Are you sure about the truck driver?” he asked.


Harley frowned. “What do you mean?”


“This guy was awfully handy. How do we know he’s not another agent?”


“We don’t,” Harley replied with a shrug. She scooped up the golden orb and held it tightly. “Half the people in Washington seem to be working for one of the secret groups. But it was either go with this guy or wait out there until we both froze to death.”


A click from the back of the truck caught Noah’s attention, followed by the whine of an electric motor. He blinked against the pale winter sunlight as the rear door began to slide slowly upward.


A figure of a man was silhouetted against the light. He was a big man, with broad shoulders, a thick neck, and arms as wide as smoked hams. In his hand was an odd, jagged shaped object that might be some kind of exotic weapon.


For a moment, Noah thought his fears were confirmed—that the man was an agent who had come to finish the job the falling stones had started. Then the man stepped up into the truck. Noah’s image of an muscle-bound killer was replaced by a round-bellied man with pale skin and wind-reddened cheeks. The duck neck was topped with a plump, worried face that was half hidden behind a stiff black beard. The truck driver looked like nothing so much as a young Santa Claus. The strange object in his hand was only a ring of keys.


“Boy, I’m glad to see you sitting up,” said the man. He gave a weak grin. “I was afraid you was going to die in my truck.”


Noah stretched up his hands, and with Harley’s help he struggled to his feet, The effort left him dizzy and fighting back nausea, but he managed to take a step toward the truck driver. “I’m fine,” Noah lied. He held out his right hand. “I want to thank you for helping us.”


The driver shrugged his vast shoulders. “Nothing to it,” he said. “I was heading past this place anyway.” He reached out to wrap Noah’s hand in a thickfingered shake.


The moment their fingers touched, Noah let out a gasp of surprise. Umbra’s tampering with Noah’s mind had left him with more than an ability to see the secret word of psychic eneigy—he also picked up flashes of things that had happened in the past and things that were going to happen in the future.


The moment that he touched the truck driver’s fingers, Noah received a flash that seemed to run all the way through the man’s life. The driver’s name was Bill Howe. He lived in Columbus, Ohio, where he had a wife, three kids, and a pair of Labrador retrievers. He had taken the job hauling T-shirts to help out a cousin named Terry.


And he was going to die that afternoon.


As clearly as if he were watching a wide-screen movie, Noah could see the big truck moving down the ramp onto the Reston Parkway He saw a scrap of metal—part of a discarded muffler—slash through the right front tire, and he saw the truck first skid, then jackknife, then tumble over in the middle of the wide highway. He saw smiling Bill Howe, with his chubby round face, slashed by shattered glass and pinned inside crushed metal.


Noah pulled away from the man and gasped for breath. Touching someone had never produced such a flood of images before. Noah wasn’t sure if his new abilities were still growing, or if the drivers fast approaching death had brought on the visions.


“Hey,” said the truck driver. “Are you okay?”


“Yeah, sure.” Noah stared up at the man’s pudgy face and thought of how he’d seen it in the vision—cut and bleeding.


The driver back smiled uncertainly. “I’m glad to hear it For a second there, you looked like you’d seen a ghost.”


“I think maybe I did,” Noah said softly. He wasn’t sure if the things he saw had to come true, or if they just might come true. So far, everything he had seen in a vision had happened, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t try to change things.


“What?” asked the driver.


“Nothing.” Noah tightened his grip on the man’s hand. “Listen, I want you to promise me you’ll stay away from the Reston Parkway today”


“Reston Parkway?” the driver’s face clouded with confusion. “How did you know I had a delivery out there?”


“Never mind. Just promise me you’ll stay away from there today.”


Something in Noah’s expression must have convinced the driver that he was serious. The man’s smile slipped away and he nodded slowly. “Sure, buddy. Whatever you say.”


Noah released the man’s hand and sighed in relief. “Good,” he said. “That’s good.” He didn’t know if his quick words had really done anything to save the man’s life, but at least he had tried.


Harley came forward and put a gentle hand on the driver’s meaty arm. While she thanked the man for giving them a ride, Noah climbed slowly to the ground. A moment later, Harley joined Noah in the parking lot. The truck rolled out into the street. Noah only hoped it was safely on its way back to Ohio.


“What was that?” Harley asked, jerking her thumb toward the vanishing truck.


“Nothing,” said Noah. “I hope.”


The hospital was an older building made from solid yellowish brown stone. It didn’t look particularly encouraging, but he saw a large sign reading Emergency over the nearest door.


Noah took a painful breath and followed Harley across the parking lot.


Suddenly, a white-and-red ambulance screamed across the lot, its red and blue lights flashing. It screeched to a halt beside the building. Two paramedics jumped out, ran around to the back, and began to lift out a stretcher. Doctors and nurses appeared from the building wearing loose uniforms of green and blue.


For a moment, Noah thought the scene was just another vision. He walked slowly beside Harley, his chest hurting with every step. Then one of the nurses glanced toward Harley and Noah. Immediately her eyes grew wide. She grabbed a doctor by the arm and pointed across the parking lot.


The doctor sprinted toward them. Her shoulder-length blond hair flew back from her face and the sleeves of her loose surgical scrubs snapped in the cold wind. “What happened to you two?” she shouted as she grew closer.


“A car accident,” Harley replied. “We were in a car accident.”


The doctor came to a halt an arm’s length away. “Well, you certainly look like you were in an accident,” she said. Her blue eyes swept over both Noah and Harley. She seemed to immediately pick Noah as the more badly injured of the pair. She reached for the front of Noah’s shirt and gently eased open the bloodstained cloth.


Noah shivered as his bare skin was exposed to the cold winter air. He glanced down and saw a dark purple bruise and a crust of dried blood. Just looking at it made him feel queasy. “Is it bad?” he choked out.


The doctor pursed her lips. “We’re going to need a chest X ray.”


The nurse who had first spotted them jogged up behind the doctor. “What is it?”


“Vehicular accident,” the doctor said without looking away from Noah’s chest. Her fingers moved over his bruised skin, making Noah cringe. “Go bring out a stretcher and a wheelchair,” she instructed the nurse.


“Yes, doctor.” The nurse hurried off to follow her instructions.


“I don’t need a stretcher,” Noah protested. He winced as the doctor’s fingers found a particularly tender spot. “I made it this far.”


The doctor straightened and looked at Noah with a firm expression. “What’s your name?” she asked.


Noah glanced nervously at Harley, but Harley only shrugged. In their effort to get to the hospital, neither of them had planned what to do once they actually made it. If one of the secret groups was still looking for them, just giving a false name wasn’t likely to help. “Noah,” he said at last. “Noah Templer.”


The doctor looked around at Harley. “And you?”


“Kathleen Davisidaro,” said Harley.


The doctor looked at them both for a moment, then nodded. “Well, Mr. Templer, Ms. Davisidaro, the next time you have an accident, I suggest you stay with the vehicle. You both may have major internal injuries. Moving around in this condition can cause needless complications.”


Noah didn’t try to argue. Now that they had actually made it to the hospital, he felt suddenly and incredibly tired. He nodded, then closed his eyes for a moment, watching the pale glow of interns and nurses as they rushed out with the stretcher and wheelchair. He took Harley’s hand, gave it a momentary squeeze, then let go as the medical staff helped him onto the stretcher. He felt so exhausted he could barely move his legs.


The ten-second ride across the parking lot was almost enough time for Noah to fall asleep. But the moment he rolled through the doors of the emergency room, he sat bolt upright on the stretcher.


“Lay down,” shouted one of the nurses.


Noah barely heard her over the sea of voices bellowing in his mind. The emergency room was full of a million sharp, bitter memories, and each one of them had left behind a ghost. Crowds of ill and injured people clustered all around Noah, their pain so sharp that anguish washed over him like an acid bath. They howled and shrieked their pain—cries that only Noah could hear.
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