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The Truth Could Haunt You

This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.
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For those who sacrifice.

“Beware: For I am fearless, and therefore powerful.”

Mary Shelley
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“The short-term pain of accepting the truth is much better than the long-term pain of believing the illusion.”

Unknown
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“Every breath you take, you are getting closer to the grave. But every breath you take, you can also get closer to your liberation.”

Sadhguru

The presence of crows has long been imbued with symbolism across various cultures, often invoking a sense of foreboding or mystery. Rooted in their scavenging nature, these birds have woven themselves into the tapestry of human perception, embodying both fear and fascination.

In folklore and mythologies worldwide, crows are depicted as harbingers of both death and wisdom. Their association with scavenging on battlefields and near corpses has led many to see them as omens of impending doom. This belief stems from their tendency to gather in large numbers at sites where death is imminent, their dark silhouettes circling ominously overhead.

The collective noun for a group of crows is a ‘murder’.

In militaristic terms, the acronym CROW stands for Common Remotely Operated Weapon, allowing soldiers to engage targets from the safety of their vehicles, protected by its armor.
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2034

Attu Island (Bordering the Bering Sea and the Pacific Ocean)
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Haven. Soldiers. Carnage. Conspiracy. Escape. Realization. 

It all played on Halayna’s mind as she padded across the space of the room underneath the harsh overhead lights. The three sides were unbreakable plexiglass. The final wall boasted an array of panels and inputs for idle machines that beeped and buzzed and provided electric shocks should the heart stop pumping. It had its own filtered oxygen system, ensuring nothing foreign got in or out. At that moment, that second point was the most important. The enclosure sealed Halayna off from the world, and that pissed her off to no end. On top of all that, she had lost track of time, and that annoyed her even more. It was a critical factor.

She wore the same garb she had on when she woke. As Doctor Jett Mecca attended to her wounds, General Gavin Morgan sat across from her. Between them, they reconstructed what had happened, of how the traitorous Sergeant Ace Gatlin took her boss, Baxter Parks, onboard the aircraft at gunpoint, and Halayna had no choice but to follow them on. With the help of Master Sergeant Baine, she overcame Gatlin, leading to the three of them plummeting into the ocean. 

She had miraculously survived, but the other two men were never recovered. Reports indicated that Parks remained on the Osprey, which had been tracked all the way to Russia. Then, the videos appeared. In them, he pleaded for her to save him, though he seemed unaware of his own identity. Regardless of whether Morgan approved, she was ready to grab some guns and hitch a ride to Mother Russia to bring him home.

But once she started coughing, Mecca instantly isolated her. It was the virus's calling card, and given where she had spent the better part of a decade, that singular act made everyone nervous. But it couldn’t be anything, could it? She was inoculated. They all were. 

Regardless, nurses in full chemical protection garb collected blood samples, although there were no explanations forthcoming. Through the pain from the injuries obtained from her fight and subsequent ejection from the back of the Osprey, she folded her arms over her chest and kept walking, wall to wall, coming to terms with the situation. Parks was in Russia, held by the Russian mafia, and she wanted, nay needed, to rescue him, but that involved complications that kept Morgan at bay. 

It gave her time to reconcile all the memories, both real and fake. The life she knew of Dr. Osher Ashguard, the role she played in Haven, slowly dissolved as Morgan suggested they would, although there was always a faint murmur of a memory that she had to critically assess whether it was hers or belonged to some implant. Ashguard—the original Ashguard—had an extensive array of knowledge and expertise when it came to virology and immunology.

As she reached the wall, she formed a fist and thumped on the plexiglass, the dull thuds echoing around her.

“Hey!” she called out. “We haven’t got time for this shit!”

She banged on the door again. She knew it was futile, but what else could she do besides dwelling on what Morgan had told her? Parks was the key to the knowledge he had locked in her mind, transforming her into a human vault. She had a fairly good idea all the files about the virus he created were in there, but Parks was the only one who knew to what extent. Yet, without a way to access it, the knowledge was useless.

And access it, she tried. She attempted meditation, silently breathing, and tried to reach some mental plane, but it was no use. On the one hand, she found it ludicrous that there was something within her she couldn’t access, and on the other knew that’s what people did with trauma all the time. They opened little boxes and shoved in the bad shit, then stored it away on a shelf, in a vault, in a house, on an island, protected by sharks, a treacherous reef, surface-to-air missiles and a small army of mindless grunts.

Grunts. Soldiers. The events of escaping Haven were still fresh in her memory, and as such, would continue to stay that way unless there was some sort of psychological intervention. The fights, and associated marks, cuts, and bruises from her encounters were fresh on her skin, as much as they were in her mind. In particular, the final moments of Gatlin’s demise before disappearing under the wash of the ocean below them, and the blood streaming out of Baine’s mouth as they flew from the Osprey and hit the ocean and everything went black, like turning off the television, her life plummeting into darkness.

But through all of that, she had accomplished her mission, one she didn’t understand at the time, one that still rang true through every element of her body, one that she was once again connected to. She had to protect the man who saved her life many years before Haven, for that was the deal they struck, the code she lived by. And she would do it, in a heartbeat, life on the line, give her life for his, if only they would let her out of her goddamn glass cage. 

Just then, through the glass, she saw Morgan and Mecca walk in. The General wore his combat utility uniform, while Mecca donned her white lab coat. She held a file and while she spoke, Morgan nodded along ad nauseum, to the point where Halayna thought his head would fall off his shoulders. 

Halayna rushed to the glass. “When are you two going to fucking let me out of here?”

“There are some... complications,” Morgan said. 

“I don’t give a fuck about complications. I have a mission to fulfill. We’ve already wasted too much time already.”

“It’s not safe,” Mecca said.

“I don’t give a fuck about my personal safety! I know where I’m going and what I’m going to encounter. I’ve fought in conflicts around the world and been involved with espionage, not to mention Parks’ personal bodyguard. I’m not scared by a few thugs with machine guns.”

“That’s not what I mean,” Mecca said. “I mean, it’s not safe for anyone else.”

“I know!” Halayna said as she thumped the glass. “I will tear those Russian bastards’ heads off. And God help me if I’m too late, because then I’ll be coming for both of you.”

“You’re infected!” Mecca shouted.

Halayna stepped back, almost faltering. “What? What do you mean? Infected with what?”

Morgan stepped forward. “There’s some history we need to bring you up to speed on.”

“Well, you better start talking, General.”

Morgan cleared his throat. “After you and Parks went inside the simulation and Beacon went missing, they released the virus.”

“Baine mentioned this,” Halayna said, tapping the side of her head as if trying to jog a distant memory. “He said they released the virus, but it was never supposed to happen.”

Morgan ran his tongue over his teeth, a slow, deliberate gesture. “When the time came to act, with both Parks and Beacon out of the picture, I guess no one had the spine to stand up against it.”

Halayna began to rear up. “What happened after they released it?”

“Despite all projections, the virus did little to impact the intended target.”

“Who was that?”

“Russia.” He stretched his neck. “They were ready for it, and given what happened with Sergeant Gatlin and Colonel Barsky, now we know why. But then things changed. Dramatically changed.”

“What does this have to do with me?” Halayna asked. “I had my shots before I went in.”

“Strategically speaking,” Mecca began, “the first documented case was in Tuvua, Fiji, which is where the virus got its name. But then something changed. No one knows how or why. It mutated into a more aggressive strain, which they labeled Tuvua-X, or TX. The worst part? Our vaccines are completely ineffective against it.”

Mecca paused, letting the gravity of the situation sink in. “And that’s what’s in your body now,” she added, her voice quieter but firm. “I don’t know how you were exposed, but you’ve contracted it.”

Halayna stepped back from the glass. A memory crossed her vision she couldn’t shake away, the last moments with Baine as they plummeted towards the ocean. He had coughed violently, blood ejecting from his mouth. Did he infect her? So who infected him?

“What’s going to happen to me?” she asked. “How long have I got?”

“TX provides the patient with a long road to death,” Mecca informed.

Halayna looked up. “How long a road?”

“Between five and seven days, depending.”

Halayna dropped her head once more and turned from the glass. Swore to herself, then turned back. “This is all the more reason to send me over there.”

Morgan took a deep breath. “As soon as we found out you were infected, I ordered what was left of Sel Team Five to commence a search and rescue mission to bring Parks home. The fact is that the world is in chaos at the moment. We are one step away from utter annihilation, and nuclear power leaders are inching their fingers towards that big red button. If we stand any chance of fixing this, any chance at all, we need what’s in your head. And we can’t do that without Parks. I thought we had time to figure things out, to do things on our terms, but given you’re a ticking time bomb, we had little choice.”

Halayna shuffled back to the medical gurney and eased down on the edge, her movements slow and deliberate. She nodded slowly, her eyes dropping to the floor. “Well, that’s that, then,” she murmured, her voice barely above a whisper. “They’ll bring him home. He can crack my head open, and hopefully pull together some kind of miracle.”

Just then, Morgan’s aide, clad in his flight suit, pushed through the door. He stopped short when he saw Halayna, his eyes locking onto the general. His face was pale and slick with sweat, his chest heaving.

Morgan noted his entry and marched over. They engaged in a brief, tense conversation, after which Morgan’s head fell. The aide left, leaving Morgan standing there for a moment. He eventually elongated his spine and returned to the glass window. 

“What is it?” Halayna asked. “Mission update?”

Morgan nodded. “We’ve lost all communication with Seal Team Five.”

Halayna’s breath caught in her throat, and any hope she had for the future seemed to shrink substantially. “Send me,” she whispered. 

Morgan bowed his head once more.

Determined, Halayna pushed herself off the bed and stepped closer to the glass. “General,” she said, moving even closer. No response. “General,” she repeated, placing her hand on the glass. “Morgan, you know this is the only option. The risk of keeping me here is far worse than sending me.”

He looked up, their eyes meeting, contemplation etched into his features. He bared his teeth. “Alright,” he relented.

“General,” Dr. Mecca jumped in. “Halayna is in no condition—”

“It’s the only way,” Morgan interrupted. “Or there won’t be anyone left to save. Rescuing Parks is non-negotiable, but if things go to shit, we might be able to accomplish something else.”

To Halayna, it sounded like the world wasn’t too far from going to shit already.
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A young Baxter Parks and Zoe Argent stood in front of a whiteboard, their eyes scanning the chaotic array of drawings, equations, arrows, thought bubbles, question marks, and images of brain scans. To anyone else, it might have looked like the work of a madman, something one might find in a serial killer’s basement. 

But they weren’t in a basement. They were in one of the many rooms of Parks’s New York estate. And what they were looking at was not the musings of a restless mind. It was something that held paramount significance for humanity.

Parks stepped back from the board and retreated to a desk, where he leaned against it, ankles crossed. He wore a deep blue sweater and chinos. His posture was casual, but his gaze was intent.

Zoe remained at the board, her eyes darting across the elements, her long hair tied back. She wore a loose, oversized cardigan over a tucked-in blouse and skinny jeans, finished with ballet flats. Her focus was unwavering, absorbing every detail as if the answer to their unspoken question lay hidden among the chaos. 

“So, you think it’s possible?” Parks asked.

“Theoretically, yes,” Zoe replied. “But it’s going to take time, money, and whispering the right things in the right ears.”

“Well, we can’t do anything about the first one, and I can handle the last one. How much are we talking?”

“More than we can leverage. Even if you put in everything you’ve got.”

Parks sighed. “This is too good to go to waste.”

“Oh, I agree. This isn’t just life-changing. It’s world-changing. It’s evolution. It will push us beyond anything we can imagine now.” 

“And I haven’t even told you about the endgame.”

She looked at him, a quizzical expression on her face. “What end game?”

“It’s just a kernel of an idea at the moment.” He waved a hand in front of the whiteboard. “But it will dwarf all of this.” 

“Well, don’t hold out on me. Give me something.”

He waved it away. “Another conversation for another time. We need something else.”

“Yeah, I just don’t know whether people are willing to part with an investment for this dream, regardless of whether they will benefit from it or not.”

“I know someone who would,” Zoe said.

“Who?”

“The great military machine. Think about it, they’ve been the test bed for inventions since an army existed.”

“That’s great, but last time I floated an idea like this, I got laughed out of the room, and that was from some serious fuckers who wore more commendations than uniform.” Parks pushed himself from the desk and stood in front of the board. Gazed over the images. “No, not yet. They aren’t ready for this yet.”

“So we give them something else?”

Parks turned and snapped his fingers. “Exactly.”

Zoe shrugged. “Like what?”

Parks took a breath in preparation to deliver the inspiration, and Zoe braced herself for the onslaught. He opened his mouth, eyes wide open, but then his shoulders dropped. “I’ve got no damn idea.”

Zoe stretched her neck. “Well, we’ll think of something.”

Just then, Anje padded into the room, carrying a large Lego model. Parks immediately turned, an instinctive smile appearing on his face, as if all the troubles they were facing dissolved into the ether. 

“Good evening, young Anje,” Zoe said.

Zoe curtseyed like it was a royal court. “Good evening to you, Queen Zoe.” Tired innocence coated her words.

Parks dropped to a knee as she approached.

“What are you still doing up, young lady?” he said. He reached out and placed a hand on her head before tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear.

“I couldn’t sleep,” she replied. 

“So I see.” Parks leaned back to take in the model. “And so you built this?”

Anje nodded. 

“It’s marvelous,” he said. “What is it?”

“I bet Zoe knows what it is.”

They turned together to raise their gazes on Zoe. She gently took it from the five-year-old’s hands and stepped back, gently turning it over in her hands, inspecting it from every direction. “Based on my preliminary investigation, I would suggest this is a strand of DNA.”

Zoe looked at her father. “See, I told you Zoe would know.”

“Well, yes, of course, I see it now. Did you copy this from something you found on the internet?”

“No,” she said whimsically.

Zoe perched on her father’s knee and placed an arm around his shoulder. “What are you drawing on the whiteboard?”

“We’re trying to solve a problem,” Zoe said.

“It looks like a fun problem.”

“You are a special girl, Anje.” Parks glanced at Zoe and then quickly snapped his head back. “But tell me, why is part of your model made from yellow blocks?” Parks asked, pointing, “Did you run out of black ones?”

“No, silly. I had to replace part of the genome.”

Parks looked at Anje, and then back to Zoe for an explanation. “The genome holds all the information that makes up the building blocks of life.”

Parks turned back to Anje. “Have you been hanging around Zoe’s workstation?”

“Maybe,” she said with a mischievous smile. 

“I see. Although now I must ask, why did you need to replace the genome?”

“It was ineffective.”

“Ineffective?”

“Broken. I think it was cancer.”

“O-kay,” Parks said, standing, bringing Anje for the ride. “I think it’s time for bed. To sleep this time.”

Zoe held out the model. “Do you want to take this with you?”

“I think it’s time for the virus,” Anje said as she yawned.

“Virus?” Zoe asked.

“Do you want to see something cool?” Anje asked.

“Okay,” Parks said. “One cool thing before bed. What have you got?”

“Drop it,” she said.

A worried expression flickered across Zoe’s face. “Oh, I don’t think I could possibly destroy something so magnificent.”

“It’s time,” Anje said. “It was going to happen anyway.”

Zoe looked at Parks, who shrugged. 

“You heard the lady,” he said.

Zoe held the model above her head with one last look at Anje to see if there was a last-minute change of mind. Nothing but a blank stare. Zoe dropped the model. It fell straight down and hit the polished floor, exploding into its raw components, sending plastic bricks scattering over the floor.

“See?” Anje said, pointing to a set of blocks still intact. “The yellow bricks are still connected together. I made them stronger, and now I can make the rest stronger, too.”

“And how did you make it stronger?” Zoe asked.

“It’s a secret,” Anje whispered.

“Oh,” Zoe said, coming in closer. “I’m sure you can whisper it to me.” 

She turned her head and Anje whispered into her ear. When she finished, Zoe turned around and smiled. “Very clever.”

“Thank you, Anje, for your delightful presentation.”

“Spasibo, Otets,” Anje replied.

“What is that?” Parks asked.

“Russian.” The tone was a blend of innocence and a hint of ‘you should know this.’

“Of course,” Parks said with a smile. With that, Parks carried Anje to her bedroom. As Parks strode down the hallway, Anje’s limbs became heavier with every step. As they commenced the ascent, the grip loosened, and she whispered. “I know you’re not my real dad, but you are, in a way.”

“I feel like I am, Anje. I feel like you are my daughter.”

Shortly after commenced the passionately requested bedtime story, Anje was fast asleep, and Parks returned to the office where he found Zoe scribbling on a new whiteboard, the markers squeaking over the surface as she wrote haphazardly and drew lines from one side to the other as a new thought dawned on her.

“I didn’t know we had another whiteboard,” Parks said.

“Archie is resourceful,” Zoe replied, continuing to scribble. “How was Little Red Riding Hood?”

“Hansel and Gretel, actually.”

“How far did you get?”

“Three sentences.”

“Just when it starts to get good.” She turned to face him. “You’re a good father, Baxter.”

“Sometimes I don’t feel that way.”

“I’m sure, like most parents. Although I never understood why you went the adoption route instead of the usual traditional methods.”

“It’s just so messy,” Parks replied. “This was simpler.”

“Surely, a 25-year-old Young Entrepreneur of the Year, whose face has graced the cover of Time Magazine, would have no trouble finding a suitable suitor.” 

Parks made a noise, and Zoe replaced the lid on the marker. “I know that sound. What are you thinking?”

“What Anje said.”

“In Russian?”

“No,” Parks said. “A virus.”

She put the marker down and folded her arms. “I’m intrigued. Tell me more.”

“I want it to be the deadliest on the planet.”

“Okay, my intrigue is now concern.” She picked the marker back up and returned to the board. “I think you might need to take a day off.”

“Hear me out,” he pleaded. “Within it, we build an impenetrable black box with our own sequencing. That way we own the IP and control how it works.”

“How it works?”

“Yeah. We build in a half-life, where the original virus eventually breaks down to nothing more than a common cold. That’s the safety mechanism.”

“But no one will know that.”

“Precisely.”

She sighed. “What’s the point? For what end?”

He gestured over the whiteboards. “For this end!”

Zoe stopped again. “I’m not sure about this. What if it all goes wrong? Something deadlier than Ebola would have catastrophic ramifications, and the world wouldn’t be prepared for it.”

“It would never get out. Ever. This is why that little black box is crucial. It would remain in R&D for the rest of its life. I bet the DoD would open their wallets up for this in a heartbeat.”

She shook her head. “I still don’t know about this, Baxter.”

He stepped toward her. “This is a means to an end. A steppingstone to something bigger and better. Critical funding for our next big thing. How long will it take you to have something ready for me to take to the Pentagon?”

Zoe expelled a long breath. 

“Humor me,” Parks instructed.

“We’ve got plenty of base viruses to start with, Ebola and Marburg, so it wouldn’t take long to create something you can talk to people about.”

“Perfect.”

“I just hope you’re right about it.”

“I’m right like ninety-nine-point two percent of the time,” Parks said, clapping. “Besides, what could possibly go wrong?”

“Point eight percent?”

She glared at him.

He held up his hands. “Fine. We’ll be careful. In the end, we only regret the decisions we don’t take.” 

“Plato?”

Parks shrugged. “I read it on a coffee cup.”
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“Again,” Morgan instructed.

“Do I really have to?” Halayna replied.

“Just one more time.”

She sighed, then repeated back the information Morgan had taken her through over the previous half hour. “Primary mission is to locate and rescue Baxter Parks. The secondary mission is to ascertain Russia’s nuclear capabilities. Tertiary mission is to eliminate The Czar. Keystone is mission control. I am Orpheus. Baxter is Typhoon. The Czar is Eclipse. Success is Landfall. Failure is Blackout.”

She sat in her glass enclosure, clad in a camouflaged suit and sporting a modified black gas mask. The mask’s panel eyepieces were symmetrically positioned on either side, through which she keenly observed her surroundings. Below them, a larger round opening featured a one-way valve, though its function was now inconsequential. After all, one couldn’t conceive twice.

Tubes extended from the mask, disappearing into a sleek backpack equipped with a filtration system and a carbon dioxide scrubber. This device wasn’t meant to shield her from external toxins; rather, it ensured that her own hazardous emissions remained contained.

Across from her, on the opposite side of the glass, sat General Morgan. Halayna glanced at the LCD display on her forearm, checking it with focused intensity. 

“How is the monitoring?” Morgan asked.

“All the sensors are green,” she replied. “Everything is in the window.” She dropped her arm and looked at the General. “How much longer do I need to keep doing this?” she asked.

“Until Dr. Mecca is satisfied that the device is working as it should.”

“We’re wasting time.”

“Slow is smooth, and smooth is fast.”

“It just needs to get me on the aircraft, right?”

“That’s right,” Morgan responded. “To keep this facility as secure as possible. It’s easier to contain one person than everyone else.”

She eventually nodded in agreement. 

“How much do we know about The Czar and Pakhan?”

“Not too much, unfortunately. In recent times, intelligence has become a scarce resource. What we do know is that in the TX chaos, he led Pakhan to storm their capital and murdered thousands of people loyal to that administration. He’s a complete lunatic who should not be in charge of nuclear weapons. He will stop at nothing to get what he wants. Do not underestimate him.”

“And what does he want?”

“He wants to destroy the world.”

“If he wants it so badly, why doesn’t he just push the button?”

Morgan leaned forward. “The fact that we don’t know that, Halayna, makes everyone in the White House and Pentagon a little too damn nervous.”

Halayna flicked through the file again. “It says here from the analysis of the videos that Parks is being held at Black Dolphin prison.”

“Yes, and based on the fact that the last ping from the Osprey’s black box recorder came from an air base that’s a few hours north, it’s the best bet. Given where we are in the Bering Sea, the Osprey will take you to Yokota Air Base in Japan, where you’ll transition to a larger aircraft for that journey.”

“And given Russian air defenses,” Halayna said, taking over, “they’ll drop me over the border from Kazakhstan where I’ll glide over enemy fire and hopefully, if I survive that, rendezvous with a Spetsnaz operative codenamed Ten.” 

She hoped a single person was easier to hide than a squad of frogmen.

Morgan nodded. “You’ll have a few hours before sunrise to make your way to Black Dolphin prison, infiltrate the facility, locate Parks, and get back over the border to Kazakhstan.”

“Sounds like a walk in the park,” she said, sarcasm oozing from her words.

“If it was easy, we would have Parks back on home soil by now. If you want to get Parks? These are the realities.”

“And if I somehow get an invitation with The Czar?”

“Find out as much as you can, then infect them all, especially The Czar. The sooner he is out of the picture, the sooner the world can take a breath.”

“And Ten is comfortable with me being infected.”

Morgan pursed his lips. “He doesn’t, and will not, know. Clear?”

Halayna nodded. 

“Parks above all else, Halayna. He is the priority over everyone else . Just make sure you come home with him.” Morgan chewed the inside of his cheek and then carried on. “This is a communications blackout mission. Which means once you jump out of the back of the aircraft, you are on your own.”

The seemingly straightforward mission of reaching Russia to rescue Baxter had ballooned into a formidable challenge before her eyes. Considering the vast expanse of the target country and their current location, time loomed as a dominating factor, ticking away relentlessly while she remained confined in that room. 

Dr. Mecca entered the room holding her tablet and approached the glass, standing beside the seated Morgan. 

“Well, doc,” Halayna said. “What’s the verdict?”

Mecca held the tablet in front of herself. “All the readings are holding steady, which means the suit and mask are doing everything they should be doing.”

Halayna stood. “Let’s go then.”

“I wish you luck,” Morgan said, standing. “Because you’re going to need it.”
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Time, the very ally she desperately needed, seemed to slip away all too quickly. Before long, she found herself in the rear of the Osprey, securing her harness while the pilot and co-pilot, with respirators firmly attached to their faces, completed their final checks. The ramp door gradually closed, dimming the multitude of flashing lights.

Her M4 carbine, equipped with a night vision sight, sound suppressor kit, and forward handgrip, was stowed in its designated rack. Halayna double-checked her Sig Sauer 9mm pistol, a ritual she had repeated upon receiving the weapon and would likely perform again closer to the drop site, more a matter of ingrained habit than necessity. Confirming the safety was engaged, she ensured the pistol held a full magazine with a round chambered before returning it to its holster.

As the loading ramp locked into place, she pulled off her breathing apparatus, letting it rest on her lap. She would need it again for the transfer to the larger aircraft once they reached Yokota Air Base.

Leaning back as the propellers roared to life, she ran her gloved hand over the handle of the five-inch blade secured in her tactical vest, tracing its familiar finger grooves. Mentally counting the additional ammunition magazines stored in their specialized pouches, she surveyed the dimly lit interior of the aircraft.

The last time she boarded an Osprey, it had nearly taken her life. After rescuing Parks, she had plunged from a height where survival seemed impossible. Yet, here she was again, poised to embark on a mission with odds so slim they might as well be negative. Not only was she headed into enemy territory, but her life was ticking down with every heartbeat.

Vibrations continued to pulse through the cabin until the aircraft’s wheels lifted from the base’s landing pad, thrusting Halayna back into her seat with the acceleration. As it climbed to altitude, the rotors swiveled forward, tilting the craft to accelerate rapidly toward cruising speed. 

With a long journey ahead, she settled in, closing her eyes to focus on the upcoming mission. Regardless of how difficult the mission seemed, she wasn’t going to go out like this, nor let Parks languish in a Russian gulag. 

Not after everything he had done for her.

Not after the pact they had forged years before.
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“Test Subject A completed the maze in four minutes and thirty-six seconds.” Parks paused as a video of a rat racing through a complex labyrinth played above him.. “When we took those memories, and placed them into Test Subject B, the new rat, who had never been in or seen the maze before, completed it in...” he paused for dramatic effect, “seven seconds!”

Gasps and whispered words floated through the crowd like a mist, their faces obscured by the room’s shadows. It was precisely the reaction he had anticipated, mirroring the acclaim he had received worldwide for presenting his research.

As the crowd quietened, Parks continued. “I’ve spoken about the militaristic purposes, how soldiers could be battle ready in hours, instead of months.” He clicked a button on his clicker, and the screen changed to a young girl sitting at a grand piano. “What about someone who wanted to be a pianist? Why spend years learning the craft when you could be given that knowledge and skill and experience in the blink of an eye, instead of years of trying and failing? What about doctors, architects, astronauts? The possibilities are only as far as the expectations we set.” He took a moment to look around the gloom. The spotlight created faceless silhouettes swallowed by darkness. “Thank you.” 

The men and women in their military uniforms, adorned in shades of green and blue, stood in unison. Each held a brochure with key points of the talk in their fingertips, their palms meeting in applause. Parks stepped aside, bowing graciously before exiting the stage. Backstage, with a glass of champagne in hand, he engaged with senior officials who queried him further about his research. He responded with grace, occasionally aided by an interpreter for more intricate questions. 

Afterward, he was escorted through the front entrance, where guards with rifles held back a growing crowd of protestors. They shouted and spat obscenities in a mix of Russian and English, their signs held high in protest. 

The lead escort opened the rear door of the waiting limousine, and Parks bowed his head as he entered. The second escort, dressed sharply in a suit, closed the door with a solid thud and exchanged a few words with the driver before the vehicle eased away.

Inside the limousine, Parks sighed deeply, closing his eyes, and resting his head back. The gentle hum of the tires rolling over the pavement almost lulled him to sleep. 

“Ven did yu arrife?” the escort said, his accent thick, yet easily understood.

“Yesterday,” Parks said.

“End ven du yu leef?”

“Tomorrow. But I’m sure you know all this, Mr....?” Parks waved his hands around, inviting an answer.

“Smith,” the man said, smiling. 

“Smith?” Parks said, cracking an eye open. “I’m sure.”

“The Kremlin thanks you for your visit and enlightening views. I’m aware of many interested parties in your research.”

“Wherever I go, there is just as much interest inside the room as outside, just at the other end of the spectrum.”

“I guess some people are too shortsighted. They can’t see the amazing potential in all of this.”

“This is true, Mr. Smith. So very true.”

The limousine glided to a stop outside the Four Seasons hotel, its elegant façade a beacon of luxury in the urban landscape.

Smith leaned forward in his seat, extending his hand. “We hope you enjoy your stay here in Moscow and have a safe journey home.”

The driver opened the door, and Parks stepped onto the sidewalk. The cool night air carried the city’s rich history and sophistication. In the distance, the glow of the Kremlin’s golden domes bathed the cityscape in an ethereal light.

The crisp clicks of Parks’ leather shoes on the cobblestones echoed softly in the night as he approached the entrance. The doorman, in his tailored uniform, nodded respectfully and opened the door. Parks returned the gesture and strode through the foyer, heading for the elevator to his floor. 

Navigating down the corridor, he pushed open the door to his room and froze. His suitcase lay open, its contents scattered and rifled through. The interior was slashed, as if someone had searched for a hidden compartment. Chairs were overturned, fabric torn, pillows emptied, and mattresses ripped apart, resembling vultures tearing at a desert carcass.

Parks didn’t bother checking the bathroom or gathering his belongings. He backed out of the room and let the door click shut behind him. At least the FSB was not subtle about their search. Unlike in Geneva, Stockholm, Paris, Brussels, and Sydney, where his room had looked untouched when he returned, even though everything had been meticulously searched.

The first time it happened had unsettled him, but now it seemed almost routine. Admittedly, the topics he discussed were niche and often unpopular outside of certain circles. Few cared about nurturing the potential of every child to become a piano or violin virtuoso; they overlooked the broader implications.

Some viewed his work as advancing military capabilities, while others recognized the potential for profound social enhancement. Imagine landing your dream job without years of study or experience, simply selecting it from a menu and awakening to find it waiting. Yet, this convenience raised its own thorny questions, which haunted Parks wherever he traveled.

For every organization that supported him, there was another that opposed him vehemently. Major financial institutions were significant backers of his research, while leading educational systems funded organizations intent on discrediting his claims and casting doubt on his work.

Some argued that his innovations could bolster global defenses and prevent conflicts, while others accused him of escalating tensions in potential hotspots well before the technology was ready for the market. 

“When would it spill over?” a pundit asked a journalist on a news broadcast. “Without the necessary checks in place, when will a country decide they have enough people to attack a bordering nation? Throughout time, wars and conflicts were about ideology. If Parks has his way, it would be about who has the bigger number of recruits. That’s all it would be. A numbers game. And if someone is sitting there with a finger on the nuclear launch button, and they are outnumbered, it could spell the end.”

Dressed in nothing but the suit on his back, he checked out of the hotel, opting for a taxi rather than risking a potentially bugged room. As a yellow car glided to a stop, a doorman hurried over and opened the door. Parks nodded his thanks and settled into the backseat.

Navigating through the bustling streets of the capital toward the airport, Parks continued to ponder the social challenges and implications of his research. It had consumed his thoughts day and night for years; from the moment he woke until the early hours of sleep. He knew there was an answer buried within. It was just a matter of uncovering it.

Supply and demand. The words echoed in his mind incessantly, teasing him with their implications. Why choose to be a teacher when one could opt for a more lucrative career in law? Why should one person earn a pittance while another bills in six-minute increments, solely based on career choices made, whether by themselves or others?

Some individuals pursued these roles out of genuine passion, but if skills, knowledge, and experience could be acquired in a blink, why wouldn’t everyone opt for high-paying positions? Certainly, success required more than just knowledge; competence, charisma, motivation, and ethos were qualities inherent and not easily imparted.

Yet, with an oversupply of highly skilled individuals, many equally competent and charismatic, the value of their roles would diminish. Salaries would adjust accordingly, no longer justifying exorbitant pay packets.

In a scenario where pay was equalized, why would anyone choose a job demanding more effort and longer hours for the same compensation as a position requiring less effort over a shorter duration? Ah, the grand equilibrium. Over time, roles would fluctuate like the ebb and flow of tides. The beauty was in the ability to retrain rapidly, not over months and years, thanks to technological advancements.

This was why the educational establishment opposed him. They should have seen the writing on the wall. Technology was about to change everything, and resistance was pointless. The only real choice was to embrace it and harness its power. If not him, someone, or something else, would challenge the status quo.

And all that takes money, big investments from powerful organizations and people. Which is why he sold the virus blueprint to the US military years before. But the intention wasn’t to give them another weapon, although that was how they saw it. It was a means to an end, an opportunity to fund the work that really mattered, and now he was getting world-changing results.

As he gazed out the window to capture fleeting glimpses of grand facades of old buildings standing stoically beside sleek, modern skyscrapers, his phone buzzed. He retrieved it, viewed the caller ID, and promptly answered.

“Is this Zoe Argent of Argent Labs?”

A laugh came through the phone. “I knew I shouldn’t have let you call it after me.”

“You are the brains of the operation. Who else was I going to name it after?”

“How was the talk?”

“Superb.”

“And the hotel room?”

“As expected. I’ve given them just enough to keep them busy, but they will never get there. Half of it is gibberish, remember?”

“You and your games. I’m assuming you are on your way home?”

“Heading to the airport as we speak.”

“Excellent. I have a surprise for you.”

“Well,” Parks said. “I do love surprises. It’s not the Nobel Peace Prize nomination by any chance?”

“No, however, your presence has been requested at the Pentagon.”

“Is that right?” Parks mused. “Anyone in particular?”

“Some high-ranking brass. General Sinclair. Ever heard of him?”

“Can’t say I have.”

“From my research, he’s been involved in some supersecret military programs. Couldn’t get my hands on any specifics, but it sounds interesting.”

“Promising even.”

“Are you going to let me in on the next stage of your plans?”

“Eventually, Zoe.”

The call ended, and he gazed out the window as the airport came into view. Utopia was just within reach, so close he could almost touch it. Yet, reality reminded him that there were still countless small steps to take, and several hoops to jump through. The pieces
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