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      Twenty years earlier… Slipping in through the side door off Fifth and Forty-Seventh Streets, Marshall McConnell peered around the corner into the darkness, giving his eyes time to adjust. Candles were lit on the tables in the tiny hurricane lamps. The miniature flames flickering shadows on the walls surrounding the diners who had stayed late at the popular restaurant. He unbuttoned his coat, shrugged out of it, and hung it up on the hook outside the booth, where fresh rainwater from the spring drizzle he’d been caught in puddled on the floor. Wearily, he slid into the booth, a mere shadow himself, to mix with those cast by passing cars, the opening of the door to the kitchen, and the subtle movements of the diners. Interlacing his long, thin fingers and setting them in front of him on the table, his blue eyes focused on the front door.

      A bus boy, on his way to the alley for a smoke break, walked towards the back booth. His tired smile faded when he realized who had come in. He stopped where he was, all excitement for a nicotine high disappearing. Inclining his head in a show of acknowledgment, he backtracked to the main part of the restaurant, glancing once over his shoulder as he went, as if he thought Marshall might move out of the booth and do some harm before he returned to the safety of the kitchen. Marshall smiled to himself, remembering the days when he was the bus boy’s age, living in the moment, concerned only about the next adventure.

      His gaze tracked to the front door and watched as the one he waited for entered. He always knew when his nemesis was close. The air seemed to take on an acrid stench as it thickened and swirled around the restaurant. A table of rather perceptive patrons felt it as they asked for their check mid-meal. Then, not waiting for the bill, threw a handful of cash on the table, donned their coats, and left. If Marshall knew of a better way, he would do the same.

      Giorgio, the owner, helped the newcomer out of his coat, shook off the drops of rain, and handed it to a waiting bus boy. Giorgio didn’t need to show the newcomer to the table as the two men had been meeting in this back booth for longer than either could remember. The newcomer smiled and thanked Giorgio, then turned his attention to the darkened booth in the corner where Marshall, who used to be his closest friend, waited.

      Damien Preston sauntered to the meeting place. With the new details he learned recently of the research conducted at Noble Laboratories, he finally had what he needed to push his plans forward. He gave himself credit for the idea of kidnapping the wife and young daughter of a newly hired chemist at Noble, and for their release in exchange for a full report from the chemist on everything being tested. Newspapers printed the tragic story of how the wife and daughter met with an unexpected accident when their car drove into the Hudson River on their return to the house they shared with the chemist. In agony over the loss of his wife and daughter, the chemist hung himself in his living room.

      Marshall kept his seat as Damien stood next to the table. In the darkness, he noticed his former friend had gained weight, stretching the buttons of his hand-tailored silk vest across his expanding middle. His gaze continued to travel up the cleanly shaved double chins, to the gold front tooth that winked with Damien’s smile, and finally to the black, beady eye surrounded by puffy flesh. The elastic holding the patch over his other eye sunk slightly into the bald scalp of the man who would help destroy the world.

      “Marshall, right on time,” Damien said as he slid his bulk into the booth. He noticed that Marshall’s athletic frame, straight black hair, and attractive face that had garnered him any female on their high school campus hadn’t changed much over the years. Not that Marshall would dabble in his own research, but still, Damien squashed the twinge of jealousy that began to unfurl in his chest.

      A waiter approached the table with two wine glasses and a bottle of Chianti. Setting a glass in front of each man, the waiter poured generously, trying to hide the shaking of his hands. He wiped the drop of wine clinging to the lip of the bottle with a linen napkin, bowed, and disappeared back into the main part of the restaurant.

      Marshall lifted his glass, waited for Damien to do the same, and then nodded his head in a silent toast. They both sipped, then replaced their glasses on the table in front of them.

      “Sorry to hear about the death of your newest chemist, Dr. John Weimer. I guess the loss of his family in that terrible accident was more than he could handle, as I’m sure would be the same with anyone,” Damien said, though a snicker nearly stuck in his throat.

      “A tragedy, yes,” Marshall agreed. “Too bad the police believe it to be suicide. We know differently, don’t we Damien.”

      Damien shrugged his rounded shoulders, then picked up his glass for another sip.

      Marshall refused to hide the decades-old hatred he held for Damien. The friend he once knew, the genius who sat in Advanced Chemistry and Physics with him in high school, was long gone. Marshall thought, not for the first time, if things would be different if he hadn’t saved Damien that night in the train yard.

      They’d been sixteen and drunk on their achievement of successfully creating a new polymer that mimicked human nerve cells, even though their professor didn’t think it was possible. The chemical bonds held together during lab experiments that included electrical conductivity. Preliminary results pointed to this material being used for nearly all diseases in which the nerves were affected, essentially allowing paraplegics to walk and stroke victims to regain all their faculties. They had tweaked parts of the formula to target diseases that caused atrophy. If they were successful, an alternate serum could be developed to enhance muscles, and, if Damien had his way, the natural abilities of those who were ‘treated’ with the cocktail. This invention had won them a write-up in the Journal of Science and a free ticket to any university they chose.

      They were screwing around in the train yard in celebration, each having taken a hit of Ace Damien had scored from one of the jocks in the locker room, when a train pulled in for repairs. Already feeling invincible, Damien proclaimed they could lie on the tracks and not be hurt by the two hundred ton locomotive engine chugging in on track three. Marshall argued, saying it was stupid to believe he wouldn’t be mangled, as the polymer wasn’t designed to protect the human form from impact, but to reconnect and build tissue inside the body. Damien was determined to show that not only would their invention work to heal the body, but also to stop a train. Literally.

      Damien turned and ran towards the tracks. It took Marshall a moment to realize his friend was serious. Perhaps that hit of Ace had pushed Damien over the line to insanity. He sprinted after him. By the time Marshall had rounded the corner of the repair shed, leaping across pieces of rusted rebar and slowing down only to scramble over the pile of railroad ties, Damien was flat out on track three with the train still coming.

      Damien had covered himself with a small piece of the material they developed. Marshall gauged the distance between the train and his friend. At a sprint, he headed towards his wicked smart, if sometimes crazy, science partner. He bent down, grabbed Damien’s shirt, leaped over the far rail, and sent them both sprawling into the gravel and dirt that surrounded discarded and rusted pieces of metal and train parts on the darkened side of track three. The engine blew past at thirty miles per hour. Its brakes hissed, and the smell of diesel exhaust filled Marshall’s nostrils. He pushed himself up on all fours, looked around for Damien, and found him lying in an unnatural position. Marshall scrambled over to him on his hands and knees, ignoring the pain in his elbow and shoulder. In the shadows, it was difficult to tell, but something wasn’t right about Damien. Marshall rolled him over onto his back and saw the railroad nail protruding from his friend’s left eye.

      The genius Damien had been as a young man became overshadowed by his twisted disgust that, without Marshall’s interference, he might have survived his stunt with the train only to lose his eye. An outcome that was unacceptable to Damien, believing he was less of a human with the missing body part. He didn’t speak to Marshall for years after that night. Marshall had sat outside his hospital room, even though Damien refused to allow Marshall in to see him. The time in the hospital sent Damien further into the world of demented self-hatred. Damien never graduated from high school. He didn’t take that free ticket to the university of his choice. Instead, he went underground.

      His parents gave up the search for him after ten years. His father died at an early age, reportedly from a heart attack. A broken heart, family and friends believed, for having failed to protect his son from his own arrogance, and his own brilliance. His mother was placed in Cressica Asylum after losing her child and her husband, only to die in an explosion brought on by a leaking gas line. Damien was the sole beneficiary named in the will. He inherited his father’s estate, which included a mansion, three imported Italian sports cars, and the bank accounts and investments totaling close to seventeen million dollars. The prodigal son came out of hiding, claimed his inheritance, and put on the facade of an upstanding citizen of Boston.

      That upstanding citizen hadn’t been hanging around on the streets during the ten years he waited for his parents to die. He lived off what he picked out of other’s pockets. Once he was good enough at that, he started running rackets. Pharmaceuticals, street gambling, and extortion were the means by which he earned his alternative education. He took his genius, and instead of using it to help people who were crippled in accidents and suffering from diseases, began experimenting on those who worked for him, creating his own private army in order to operate his considerable illegal entertainments. Damien built a one-of-kind lab in the basement of the estate he inherited and conducted experiments no legal research institution would consider. Certainly not Noble Laboratories, which Marshall owned. Unlike Damien, Noble’s prime purpose was to put back what was taken from people in previously incurable diseases and horrible accidents, pre- or post-birth.

      The side project Marshall had been spending an increasing amount of time and effort on was known by few people. Since the death of his newest employee, Marshall figured Damien was now aware of this research. The gleam in Damien’s eye brought Marshall back to the present, and to the trouble he had tried to avoid.

      “For years, we’ve been meeting here. We have made contracts, many of which you have broken,” Marshall accused.

      “They were not in my best interest as they were, so I simply chose to interpret them how they should’ve been written. Up to now, it has been a stalemate between you and me. That will change. Very soon.”

      Marshall picked up his wine and gulped, hoping Damien didn’t recognize he was taking a moment in order to keep his emotions under control. He thumped his glass a little too hard on the table. The wine sloshed over the rim and stained the white tablecloth, much like the blood he knew would stain the streets. Marshall glanced at the spilled wine and couldn’t stop the chill of foreboding that trickled down his spine.

      With a narrowed eye at his one-time friend and the unexpected display of upset, Damien gave the truth of how he would use the research. He didn’t believe Marshall posed any threat to his plans. “The information that was so graciously shared with me by our late Dr. Weimer is being applied in a new direction. Not to help some poor bastard who lost the ability to walk due to a construction accident, but what the research was meant for. To make people stronger. Invincible.”

      “Damien, you don’t understand what you’re dealing with. Whatever information you ripped from Dr. Weimer can’t just be applied to any patient. There is the psychological factor to consider. Please, if you consider yourself a scientist, you’ll do your own tests. You’ll see that I’m right,” Marshall pleaded.

      “What I see is a man who is weary of the battle. A man who is near the end of his reign. This research, all of what you do at Noble Labs, is now mine. Both the private sector and the government will pay well for what we started, and what I will continue to do.”

      “I won’t let you ruin this country. You can’t kill hundreds of people and not be punished. You think we’ve been engaged in a battle? If you follow through on this threat, Damien, you will see a war!” Marshall emphasized his anger by pounding his fist onto the table. In that moment, he didn’t realize how his prediction would come true.

      Damien smiled, then chuckled, then threw his head back and laughed. The sound echoed of the evil that surrounded and permeated its maker. Damien looked again at Marshall, picked up a napkin, and blotted the sweat from his forehead, the tears from his eyes as his laughter died away. He heaved himself out of the booth, put both hands on the table, and leaned over Marshall, who was forced to back away in order to keep eye contact.

      “So it begins,” Damien whispered. He turned and strode down the dark red carpet to the now empty main dining room.

      Marshall sighed, took out his phone, and pressed one button. “Yes, it’s me. No more contracts.” He closed the phone as he watched Damien put on his coat and stride through the front door, turning right to walk down the street.

      Pushing to his feet, Marshall pulled on his coat and followed his enemy out of the restaurant. He turned to look down the deserted street in the direction Damien had taken. He heard the snick of the lock as Giorgio secured the door behind him. A glance over his shoulder showed the red and white ‘closed’ sign swinging on the inside of the glass of Giorgio’s Restaurant.

      The streetlights flickered, then went out, one by one, as Damien walked underneath them. Marshall pulled up the collar of his coat against the chill that was left behind by the rain. It didn’t help. He was afraid the cold would be with him for some time.

      With another sigh, he followed Damien down the street, his shoes nearly silent on the concrete. Steam rose from the underground tunnels through the rusted metal of the grates. Looking ahead of him, Marshall saw Damien come to a stop. He did as well, stepping quickly into the alcove of a storefront. Several blocks down the street, a pair of headlights aimed in their direction. He watched as the vehicle made a U-turn in the middle of the road, then stopped so Damien could climb into the back passenger seat. When the vehicle again turned around, Marshall pressed himself against the front door of the shop, hoping the shadows would hide him. As the black SUV drove slowly past, he stared at the driver. The man was enormous, as if he were a linebacker for a professional football team. Something seemed wrong with the man’s face, as if he’d been in a fight and lost, which didn’t seem possible based on the size and the ability with which he could still maneuver the SUV. Marshall frowned as he tried to comprehend what Damien had done.

      He retrieved his phone from his coat pocket when it vibrated. “Yes. I know. If he has gone this far, we will have to finish it this time. Enough lives have been lost.” Ending the call, he tucked his hands and the phone in his pockets.

      As he walked down the street, he didn’t bother to wipe the stray tear that dripped down his cheek. It wasn’t for the imminent death of his oldest friend, because at this point, there was no other option. It wasn’t for the full-scale war that was now inevitable. It was for the loss of what had been an incredible promise of using such genius for the greater good.

      The ground shook as the black van pulled up alongside him. The door slid open, and Marshall stepped inside.
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      Present Day… “Next time, I’ll tell you about the War,” said the old man as he leaned back in the antique wooden rocking chair.

      The children, ranging in age from six to eighteen, scattered around him on the only relatively flat piece of ground in this part of the City. He looked into their bright eyes, ensuring each of them understood the background of the two men who brought on the War. It was important that these young ones not forget, or take for granted, the cost of the lives they lived. Many of their parents died in the War, fathers not witnessing the birth of their children, and mothers perishing from disease, violence, or starvation.

      In groups of two to four, the young ones picked themselves up and headed off in various directions. The old man watched them go, noticing Leah took the hand of Alejandro on one side, and her youngest brother, Joshua, on the other. Sara and Tristan shuffled off in another direction, debating what eventually happened to the two friends who turned enemies. Lauren and Eve, the twins, walked away, their heads tilted towards one another in their own silent conversation. The O’Ryan brothers ran and jumped down the street, lightly punching each other, as boys are wont to do. He watched the children return to their guardians, or wherever they slept at night, until he could no longer see any of them in the gathering darkness.

      Placing his hands on the arms of the chair, he hoisted himself up onto legs that had fallen asleep. Not used to sitting so much, he thought. He turned in the direction of one part of the City that had sporadic electricity and tugged up his collar against the autumn breeze. Sighing, he tucked his hands in his pockets and picked his way over the remains of the once grand New York Public Library, now in ruin as a result of the War. Those who survived hoped never to witness again the fire that rained from the sky. He understood the fighting wasn’t over. Oh, this next battle would be very different, but their survival, and any quality of life, depended on the right people playing their part. He walked towards the buildings whose periodically lit windows glowed like beacons, picking his way over twisted, rusted steel and jumbled piles of cement.

      A half a block behind him, he was aware of a dusty black trench coat that billowed in the breeze, as a young man stood on the remains of the fire escape on an ancient building, watching him walk away. After dropping to the street below, adjusting weapons and ensuring he wasn’t being observed, he followed the old man as he wound his way through the rubble. It was likely that the younger man wasn’t sure where the old man went after these meetings with the children, and the old man wondered if perhaps Leo had sent this soldier to find out.

      The old man paused and glanced up at the quickly darkening sky. Curfew approached. It could be dangerous for some to be out on the streets, but not if one had weapons and enhancements. He was aware of who followed him and felt the introduction was past due. One side of his mouth curved up in a half-smile. Yes, those involved would play their part, as a future of freedom was at a tipping point.
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      Sebastian McConnell vaulted over the railing of the second-story fire escape and landed easily among the debris on what used to be a side street in Manhattan. Dusk lengthened the shadows. Most of the buildings still standing in this area were unsafe for habitation. Anything of value had been looted in the months following what survivors had termed as The End, which later became divided into the Before, the During, and the After.

      For years, countries played Chicken with their red buttons and secret launch codes. Five generations had existed under the threat of a Third Global War. The last generation had pleaded on live broadcasts for leaders to cease the actions of their warring countries even while troops were deployed, fighter planes were launched, and explosions observed from space lit up the world. They attempted to gain the attention of those whose fingers hovered above the horrifically forbidden, believing there was a better way to deal with the kidnappings and abuses that had occurred to those who had been treated in secret facilities. A population of over eight billion had been reduced to four billion before the clouds of radiation spread and a nuclear autumn—rather than a winter since the warheads had been destroyed higher in the atmosphere—gripped the earth. Over the next twenty years, the population on the planet dropped another two billion due to starvation, localized violence, and radiation sickness. Some say those who died in the first days were the lucky ones.

      Those who survived fell into three categories, plus the Claimless who denounced any group membership and clung to their previous life, law-abiding or criminal. Having witnessed the horrors of human-generated evil, some had retreated into isolation, physically and mentally. Living in shelters, made or found, usually far from others, they existed as Fringers, their trust in humankind, shattered. The educated ones who witnessed the hell of their own creation worked tirelessly to reestablish law and community. They devised ways to hasten the end of the results others of their kind had unleashed on the only habitable place in the solar system. Doctors, scientists, engineers, teachers, and others who had skills to contribute to the survival of those who remained, worked to improve the quality of life by providing clean running water, a sewage system, and converting manufacturing plants once used for textiles and vehicles to packaged food factories. Those who declared themselves part of the quasi-government once again drew lines of separation between land and beliefs and class. The Heads, they were called. In what had been the United States, this new government claimed D.C. as its seat. To gain control over all the populace, not just those who looted, destroyed, and murdered, they turned the military against the citizens. Curfews were put in place. Drones, commanded by those in uniforms, searched for lawbreakers. And those in uniforms, referred to with the derogatory term ‘the Heads’s dogs’, had the authority to mete out punishments upon the people as they chose. Courts of law no longer existed. But it was the third group to which Sebastian belonged.

      He was eight when everything changed forever. His mother died months after all that everyone knew—cities, government, agriculture, factories, transportation, religion, currency, home and family, and a known future—disappeared. He had heard stories from his mother about his father, but didn’t remember the brilliant scientist who planned to save the world and yet had a part in its destruction.

      Carefully picking his way around and over chunks of concrete, skeletons of vehicles, and the macabre sculpture of twisted steel, Sebastian easily kept pace with the old man his leader and friend, Leo Novak, told him to find. Every afternoon, the old man arrived at the slab, which was all that remained of the Manhattan District Library. And each day children attended, taking seats around him. From somewhere, the old man had procured a rocking chair. He sat and rocked, and whatever he told the children, they listened with quiet attention. With instructions from Leo to not interfere with the children, only to gather information about what the old man did, where he went before curfew, and discover his identity, Sebastian admitted his own interest in those answers.

      Sebastian didn’t remember much of what occurred in the Before. He thought this was partly due to his young age before the world blew to hell, and mostly because all that had occurred in the time marked the During and the After. As if his brain had a finite capacity for memories, and the During and the After contained so many more that were significant to his survival, the memories of the years in the Before were just shoved aside. A respectable scientist who studied in the field of the human psyche might say trauma forced his mind to separate from the Before. He supposed that could be true. Everyone alive had experienced trauma of some sort. Each dealt with it by numbing out and living on the fringe, resorting to crime, or keeping the company of others who wanted to save what was left of this human race.

      Keeping to the shadows of the buildings, he considered that perhaps the psych scientists might be interested in how and why each faction of survivors chose to deal with the personal and societal fallout as they did. Sebastian had many interests, especially in ways to survive. Rumors abounded regarding the remaining government militaries worldwide that had captured some who had been changed. Some like him. More than a few times, he would have been caught or killed had it not been for his enhancements. He used them now to keep track of the old man and ignore the Fringer who watched from the belfry of the Gothic church.

      Glancing at the sky, Sebastian knew the sun had set, and dusk would quickly fade. In the time called the During, when ash filled the atmosphere and darkened most of the sun’s rays, it was difficult to determine the rise and set of the star that allowed life to exist on earth. But since the geoengineering scientists and those who worked on HAARP tweaked the layers of the atmosphere to reverse the climate change that had already altered weather patterns, and therefore the geo-economics of the world, they were able to wash the debris from the sky. Creating clean water provided a challenge for a couple of years until those same scientists designed filters large enough and strong enough to contain the ash and radioactive particles. With the sky clear now, and the atmosphere resetting the weather, seasons returned, as did the ability to observe the rise and set of the sun.

      Nights in the City were dangerous. Sections that hadn’t been safe in the Before continued to be unpredictable in the After. But he wasn’t concerned. The weapons strapped to various parts of his body, his enhancements, and his training could be called up before an enemy got close enough to cause damage.

      Pausing at an alley opening, he watched as the old man stepped into an alcove. Sebastian knew the building used to house journalists who reported for The New York Times. Some buildings in particular parts of the City that hadn’t been demolished, either during the bombing or burned and looted soon after, remained pristine, as if all the people who once inhabited the structures disappeared in a single moment in time, the actions of their lives permanently interrupted. The upper floors of this building still held the equipment of the journalists and their trade—computers, maps, furniture, office supplies, cameras—like they stepped out to cover a story and never returned. He knew, as he’d investigated each floor and every office. In the first days of the After, the lower floors, barren of anything that once had value, became a temporary home to displaced survivors. Now, faded graffiti and trash covered the walls and floors, and broken windows allowed the elements to further rot the wood and plaster interior.

      Few buildings in this section had electricity, so elevators didn’t work. And even if the building had power, the lifts became death cars if hydraulic fluids weren’t added to certain motors or if the cables had been damaged or stolen. One would have to be extremely determined to climb the stairs to the fifty-second floor of this particular structure. Rushing forward to not lose his prey, Sebastian peered into the alcove and through the open doorway. The old man disappeared around a corner on the second floor landing. Sebastian crossed the marble-floored lobby. It was littered with glass, dirt, leaves, and trash brought in with the storms and pushed up against the walls and the bank of elevators. He tipped his head, listened for the old man’s footsteps to fade, to tell him which floor the man was on, or to echo down the stairwell if he traversed a particular hallway.

      Silence. Sebastian wondered if the old man felt he was being followed and decided to wait out his pursuer. To his left, behind the closed metal elevator doors, there was a clunk, then a whirl of gears. Shifting quickly to the side in case something emerged from the elevator, he removed his stunner and waited. Nothing. He strode to the doors and leaned an ear close. Had the old man saved himself the exertion of climbing flights of stairs and devised a way to use the lift?

      The sound continued and Sebastian raised his gaze as if he could watch the car rise up the shaft to one of the top floors. It took nearly two minutes before the noise stopped. He climbed the stairs to the second floor. The elevator doors were open, the shaft empty except for the cables. Stepping closer, he looked up. Way up, he could see a faint light and the bottom of the car. He dropped his gaze and smiled. The old man had attached a massive chunk of metal to one of the cables to act as a counterweight. An antiquated idea that served well in these current times.

      Taking the stairs by twos, Sebastian kept his weapon ready. He hadn’t been through this building in months. Then, there appeared to be no one using the structure for shelter. But people moved frequently. He wouldn’t be surprised to find a Fringer making his home in the stairwell, or an Enhancer who had no place to go and hadn’t sought refuge in the tunnels. The Heads didn’t stay in this part of the City. Sebastian knew all of those who resided in the tunnels and most who lived in small apartments in functioning sections of the City. Only pieces of the infrastructure of previously developed nations remained intact. Utilities, food production, commerce, and community provided for basic survival and hygiene. One couldn’t guarantee anything regarding safety, even from functioning governments.

      Sebastian, relieved to have the stairwell to himself, slowed his pace as he neared the fifty-second floor. Easing open the heavy door, he listened. Voices and music drifted in the corridor. Had the old man led him to a party? An ambush? How many people would he find inside? What faction did the old man belong to? Carefully opening the door wide enough to peer inside, he squeezed through when the hallway and office space appeared empty.

      Lights were on. Computer monitors flashed data in the shape of charts and graphs and tables, replaying whatever existed on their hard drives since the Internet vanished with the electromagnetic pulse from the warheads. The source of the sound, the voices, came from videos, not real people. Sebastian scanned the office area, noting the half-walls that grouped desks and chairs, computers and phones. On the solid wall opposite the widows hung maps of the world and pictures of those who had worked here or gained fame because of the reporters. Wandering the space, he paused by a desk. A video played on a screen while a bottle of liquor, sans cap, and two mugs sat in the center. He turned at the disturbance of air behind him, raised his weapon, and held his gaze on the old man.

      “Hello, Sebastian,” Marshall said as he stepped out from behind the corner that jutted into the former journalists’ office space.

      Careful to keep his hands relaxed at his sides, Marshall observed his visitor. Standing twenty feet away, he wondered if the younger man noticed the resemblance. The same square jaw, the same intelligent dark blue eyes, the same shape of the nose. Black shoulder-length hair, while his had gone gray, a stature of six-four compared to his own now six-one, mirrored his curiosity. When he was Sebastian’s age, he carried a similar build with wide shoulders and narrow hips. But the man in front of him was a little bigger, more athletic. The enhancements, Marshall thought.

      Sebastian glanced around. The old man appeared to be alone. He didn’t lower his weapon or ease his guard. “How do you know my name?”

      Marshall hid his pained expression and studied the up-close details he’d missed in recent months. The long black leather trench coat hid a powerful body, even without the enhancements. Wearing a thick sweater and cargo pants tucked into combat boots, Marshall didn’t clearly see the rest of the weapons Sebastian carried, but he knew they were there.

      “I know many things,” Marshall answered as he stepped to the desk between them where the bottle sat. He poured some liquor into each mug, then traded the bottle for one mug and held the other out to Sebastian.

      “Who are you?” Sebastian asked.

      “Marshall.” It wouldn’t do to give away too much information and have the younger man leave before he had a chance to explain. “There’s no one else present besides the two of us. Here,” he said, still holding out the mug of liquor.

      Sebastian eased closer, lowered his weapon to his side, and accepted the mug. He sniffed the contents. Not detecting anything beyond the alcohol, he swallowed half the liquid, enjoying the heat of it.

      “I knew you watched the past few days from the second-story fire escape. Why did you decide tonight to follow me?”

      “I was given orders to discover your identity and where you waited out curfew.”

      “Ah, Leo.”

      Sebastian arched a brow. “How do you know Leo?”

      Marshall took a swallow from his mug. “There is much that I know. But you’re wondering what I’m doing in the old Times Building and how I got these computers to work. You have questions, and I’ll do what I can to answer them. But first, I need you to do something for me.”

      “Why are you here?”

      Marshall glanced around. “It has electricity, protection from the weather, a working bathroom, and an extensive view,” he said and gestured to the windows behind and to the side of him. He turned back to his visitor. “Without the World Wide Web, these devices are basically storage lockers. I learn from the information on their drives, and the voices offer small company to an old man living alone.”

      Sebastian came here to gather information. He shifted his weight, realizing Leo had set him up. He didn’t relax as Marshall spoke. Something seemed familiar about the man, like he’d seen him before but couldn’t place where. The sensation felt longer and deeper than observing and following him at a distance the past few days.

      “Can I see?” Marshall asked, gesturing to the younger man’s left arm.

      Sebastian hesitated, the mug halfway to his lips, unconcerned how Marshall guessed he was enhanced. “Can you read it?”

      Marshall gave the faintest of smiles.

      “It’s private. Asking about an Enhancer’s ink is invasive.”

      “You came here for answers, Leo’s and your own. You’re curious about me. This is as close as you’ve gotten since you started your surveillance. You want to know my connection to Leo, why I gather the children at the old library foundation, where I found the rocking chair.” When Sebastian narrowed his gaze, Marshall added, “You’re stronger, faster, well trained, armed, and half my age. What are you afraid of?”

      “Not you. But I’m also not stupid.”

      Sebastian listened to the timber of the man’s voice, the videos and music, and the creaks and groans of the building that wasn’t as undamaged as it appeared from outside or the lobby. No other people were on this floor, none whom he could hear or smell or sense. Yes, he had questions, gnawing unknowns about the Before, the details of the War, and this man’s position in the City. Marshall’s voice and presence tickled some memory of long ago.

      “No, Sebastian, that you are not. Think of it as an offer of trust.”

      “I don’t trust those I don’t know.” Did a flash of regret and pain just cross Marshall’s face? Sebastian wondered.

      The old man was correct in his assessment. If Marshall read the ink, and then attempted to betray him, Sebastian would end the man’s life. He downed the rest of the liquor, then set the cup next to the bottle. Remaining on the opposite side of the desk from Marshall, he pushed up the sleeve of his coat and sweater on his left arm to reveal the intricate tattoo design that described his enhancements. He watched Marshall’s face, his gray brows lifting on a lined forehead.

      Marshall leaned closer, taking in every detail. The numbers and symbols read like a list of ingredients for one fluent in the understanding of enhancements. Feeling satisfied and proud, Marshall raised his gaze to Sebastian’s. He wondered if the younger man recognized their physical similarities.

      A smile curved Marshall’s lips. “Thank you,” he said, realizing not all the marks he knew should be there were visible, and that gave him needed information.

      Sebastian dropped his sleeve and asked, “How do you know Leo?”

      “We have a shared history. I’ve known Leo for several years, but we’ve been out of touch lately.”

      The response fueled the low hum of anger in Sebastian that began when he realized Leo set him up. So, if Leo knew Marshall, why did the Enhancer leader send his second-in-command to follow the old man?

      “Are you enhanced?” Sebastian asked.

      He didn’t think so, as Marshall was too old. Only children were taken to the facilities for treatment. Through research conducted at the centers, scientists discovered that if the prospect was older than eighteen, they had less of a chance of surviving the treatments. Again, a pained expression flashed over Marshall’s features.

      “No, I’m not an Enhancer.”

      “So how can you predict what information I might ask?”

      “You’ve persisted in following me. It reasons that you want to know more than just my name and where I sleep at night.”

      “Where did you find the rocking chair?”

      “In the nursery at the abandoned clinic on 49th.”

      “You spend time with the Enhancer children. Why?”

      “I teach them. There are many things they need to know, not only how to survive in the After. Life won’t always be this way. Humans have a remarkable ability to ignore history, regardless of how many times it repeats itself. I’m attempting to ensure the children understand the past so they can change their future.”

      Sebastian thought of Leo’s plan. If it worked, the future for everyone would change. If it failed, the children, if they survived, were doomed to a life of slavery. He opened his mouth to ask another question when green light bathed the interior of the office space.

      “Get down!” Marshall yelled, even as Sebastian dove behind a desk.

      From outside the window, the drone began its recorded request. “Stay where you are. You are in violation of the codes.”

      “What the fuck, Marshall? Is this a trap?” Sebastian glared at the old man, angry with himself for trusting a stranger.

      “I didn’t alert them! Why would I endanger your life? I’m not aligned with the Heads!” Marshall replied loudly to be heard over the demands of the mechanical security operated by the military. “Take the stairwell to the ninth floor, the service elevator to the garage level, then the alley to the west.”

      “Why, is that where the ambush is set up?”

      “No. You can trust me or not. But please, get out of the building. You can’t be captured. Go!”

      Sebastian stared a moment longer at the old man as they both crouched on the floor, the eerie green light flashing throughout the office space, the drone’s computerized voice too loud in the quiet building. Turning, Sebastian rolled, then ducked behind another desk before scrambling out into the hallway where he stood and headed for the stairwell.

      He found the staircase as empty on his way down as it was on the way up. In the first thirty-second scramble down the stairwell, where he jogged half the flight then leaped over the rail to the next landing, he considered the old man’s suggestion for escaping the drone and the military personnel who would follow the electronic alarm. If Marshall tipped off the Heads to Sebastian’s location, why would he do it and when, since Marshall couldn’t predict their introduction would happen tonight? Could he trust that a trap wasn’t set? The old man wasn’t a Fringer and denied allegiance with the Heads. Enhancers often tolerated the first and despised the second. But Marshall wasn’t enhanced. If the drones happened upon the building, perhaps drawn there by the frequency emitted from the computers, he could at least trust there wasn’t a squadron of uniforms waiting to capture him on the route the old man suggested, or if one existed, Marshall had nothing to do with it.

      Glancing up at the three-foot tall number nine painted on the wall, he jerked open the door and sprinted down the hallway. It was dark, except for sporadic pale light that fell in from outside through holes in the wall and windows. No green light. Either the drones didn’t realize there were two of them or they hadn’t sensed him leave. Using a hand on the corner, he swung himself down the back hall, then skidded to a stop at the open doors of the service elevator. Stepping inside, he took a moment to figure out the pulley system before he sent the car to the garage level.

      No light from outside reached this far in, but even with his enhancements, he couldn’t discern his hand from the surrounding darkness. He smelled fresh air, but didn’t want to run into one of the many concrete columns holding up the building. Though his enhanced senses would alert him to moving objects, he should proceed slowly to keep from connecting with anything stationary. Feeling the urgency to move far from the building, he pulled a glow stick from his pocket. Shaking it, a soft blue light emanated from his hand. Holding it in front of him, he followed the scent of the ocean air, dodging the large pillars. Stepping out onto a landing, then hoisting himself out of the concrete ramp that had been used as a loading dock, he tucked the glow stick back in his pocket. Looking up, he searched for the green light of the drone and listened for the metallic command to remain where he was and wait to be apprehended. At the sound of a truck engine moments later, Sebastian turned and jogged in the opposite direction.

      The salt from the ocean hung heavy in the air. Suddenly, the ground shook, causing him to stumble. Glancing over his shoulder, he watched as smoke from an explosion blurred the top of the closest buildings. Did the Heads bring the boom to flush out an old man? He frowned and slowed his steps as concern for another human gripped his conscience. No, he told himself. If he returned now, with the military present, he would be taken. He resumed his speed, heading in the most direct route to the beach.

      Considering places he could hide to wait out the drones and uniforms, he decided on the pier. Later, he would return to verify Marshall was alright. His pace slowed when he reached the sand. He veered to the right, not stopping until he was under the pier. Leaning against a piling to catch his breath, which huffed out because of the adrenaline not the physical exertion, Sebastian scanned the paper-covered wood above him. The tide was out, so if he chose, he could move further under the pier and closer to the water. He turned, looking towards the row of buildings closest to the beach, and noticed an orange glow above them instead of the night sky.

      “Shit,” he breathed. Had the military really launched an assault against one man? Did Marshall warrant such an attack?

      Straightening from the pillar of wood, Sebastian watched as red and blue lights swirled atop military vehicles as they screamed down the street towards The Times Building. He waited, and when the air above the fire remained free of helicopters, he knew he had a way to discover what happened.

      Taking the glow stick from his pocket, he held it up and slowly moved toward the water. The drones could look out and down, but a design flaw prevented them from looking up. The underside of piers and bridges and expressways became message boards for those who were against the Heads. Not many Fringers came this far into the City or bothered to communicate with anyone, so it tended to be Enhancers or the Claimless who wrote, left, read, and took messages. He smiled a little at the nail pushed into the top of a piling. It held a scrap of paper, one with printed text on it that used to belong in a book. The characters scratched out in charcoal over the printed text held a message for Leo. One of the Enhancers in the City wanted to meet after dawn. Excellent. It meant more of his kind accepted Leo in the role he held in the City. Tucking the paper and the glow stick into his pocket, he left the shelter of the pier and headed straight for the closest fire escape. It was a good night to get a rooftop view of the havoc the Heads had caused.

      Enough structures still stood, built close enough together, that Sebastian, as an Enhancer, leaped from rooftop to rooftop until he landed on a gravel-covered one diagonally across from The Times Building. Crouching and peering over the parapet, he watched, his brows drawn together in concentration as he filed away details. He cocked his head to the side and used his enhanced hearing.

      “I didn’t see anything!” a boy of about sixteen denied as he tried to jerk free from the uniformed military man who held him by the upper arm.

      “A man. Late twenties. Black hair, black trench coat. Where did he go?”

      “Nobody around here has a coat like that!”

      The kid stumbled and fell as the uniform suddenly released him. In the During and the After, it became common practice for the military to pull people from their sleeping places in order to question them.

      Sebastian’s fingers closed into fists as the uniform kicked the boy before he could scramble away. He recognized the teen from the group of children who sat with the old man at the library. Impotent to intervene before the uniform landed another blow on the kid, he growled as two more kicks were delivered. Another uniform said something to the first, and the two men walked towards a vehicle. Sebastian watched as the kid rolled to his side, gained his feet, and limped as he hurried down the sidewalk, holding his left ribs.

      The front of The Times Building was burning, but it hadn’t collapsed. Whatever bomb the Heads had detonated, they hadn’t destroyed the old man’s home. And it didn’t appear they had captured him, either. Easing away from the edge of the roof, Sebastian circled around and watched as the military piled into their vehicles and left. There wasn’t much to burn with the stone and steel that remained in the lobby of The Times. The fire would be out before morning. He would first locate Marshall to ensure he was alive, then head to Leo’s lair. Since the Heads were looking for him, he couldn’t continue to remain topside during the day, at least without a disguise.

      Though the military vehicles took their time evacuating the two blocks in front of The Times Building, Sebastian waited. The drones had returned to their operator. Flames from the explosion were already dying. Smoke, carried away on the ocean breeze, revealed the dark and still, but not abandoned, surrounding buildings.
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      Using a fire escape to descend to a side street across from the old man’s home, Sebastian kept to the shadows. No one loitered outside the buildings, but then anyone who had seen or heard the Heads’s dogs, those who wore the uniform of the quasi-government’s military, wouldn’t bother to make an appearance. Nothing good came from being known. And now he was.

      Stepping around smoldering pieces of debris, he entered the building through the gaping hole that used to be a door. The smoke, still thick in the lobby, made him cough. Moving quickly to the ninth floor, then using the service elevator to reach the top, he cautiously stepped out. The voices from the videos continued to hum. Without the drones, the soft white and yellow light from the computers spread over desks and chairs. The bottle of whiskey remained.

      “Hello?” Sebastian called into the empty space.

      Metal screeched as a screen covering an air duct slid to the side. Sebastian turned and watched as the old man unfolded himself from his hiding place. Striding closer, he held out a hand to help Marshall up.

      Marshall glanced at the large, strong palm reaching toward him and grasped it. Once on his feet, he looked nearly eye-to-eye at his progeny. “Thank you. I didn’t expect you to return.”

      “I had to ensure the military left you unharmed.” Sebastian gestured to the vent. “Heating duct to mask your body signature?” The old man nodded, glancing back at the small vent he’d folded himself into. “Smart.”

      When Marshall refocused his attention on Sebastian, he gestured toward the bottle. “Do you have time for a drink?”

      “A few minutes. I have a meeting.”

      Marshall raised a brow in silent question, but when no other information was shared, he crossed to the whiskey and poured some into both mugs.

      “Please know that I had nothing to do with the drones.”

      Sebastian studied the old man’s expression, then remembered the suggestion for evacuating the building in order to evade capture. “Alright.”

      Marshall handed him a cup, his eyes wide with surprise. “You believe me?”

      “Until you prove yourself a liar.” Sebastian took the cup and a long swallow. “What did you do before the After?”

      “I was a scientist.”

      “And now?”

      “I teach children how it used to be.”

      “You have connections in all the factions.”

      Marshall took his own swallow of alcohol. He wondered if Sebastian knew that as a fact or was fishing for confirmation. “You seem to know something about me.”

      “Not enough. The meeting I have soon regards you.”

      “And what do you plan to say?”

      Sebastian drained his cup and handed it back. “Not enough.”

      Marshall felt the tug of a smile at the corner of his lips.

      “There’s a boy, about sixteen, dark brown hair, thin, who was questioned by the military. I saw him with you at the slab. What’s his name?”

      Anger flashed inside Marshall, hot and bright. Damn them, he seethed. “Adam Devoux. Did they take him?” he asked, holding his breath.

      “No.” Sebastian read the expressions of concern and relief that crossed Marshall’s face. He obviously cared about the children he taught.

      Marshall relaxed. “Will you come back?”

      “Yes.” Sebastian turned and headed toward the hallway. At the door, he paused and looked over his shoulder. The old man, Marshall, hadn’t moved.

      Marshall said, “You’ll get those answers to your questions when you return. Tell Leo I said hello.”

      The shadows kept Marshall from reading the younger man’s expression. In the next moment, Sebastian was gone.

      Though dawn remained hidden, Sebastian’s gaze tracked over windows and doorways for movement as the night faded. Half a block from The Times Building, he jogged down steps that led to underground tunnels. They weaved a pattern beneath the City, and since they were larger, cleaner, and with fewer turns and forks than the City’s waste system, they provided safety from the dangers topside. None of the trains ran the tracks anymore, so the cars had become popular living places to claim. The tunnels were the only way to access Leo’s lair.

      Not wanting to be late, Sebastian increased his speed, sending whistles ahead to alert the guards. With one leap, he crossed the tracks and landed on the raised concrete platform outside the arch that marked the entrance to Leo’s lair. He nodded at the sentry.

      “Leo is expecting you,” Drew Marquet said. His short, dark hair and serious countenance matched his clothes, which were those of a soldier.

      “Thanks.”

      Electricity and running water had been brought to the tunnels, along with a connection to the sewer system. Though there were few lights in the tunnels themselves, a variety of illumination implements were used in the cars and rooms that housed Enhancers. He heard voices and paused at the archway. There no longer hung a door, so the arched opening served as a divider between the tunnel and the lair.

      When Leo spotted Sebastian, he stopped talking. “You have your orders. Return with the items by tomorrow night.” Leo waited for the nods of agreement from the men in front of him before he shifted his attention back to Sebastian. Neither he nor his second-in-command spoke until they were alone.

      Dark eyes set in an attractive face the color of strong tea, with hair braided and kept to an inch from his skull, along with the height and breadth of an Enhancer, made the leader an imposing figure. Leo Novak’s leadership skills and enhanced abilities limited, if not prevented, those who thought to take his power and control. His intelligence and kindness ensured those who followed him were as safe as he could keep them. Black cargo pants tucked into combat boots, a black T-shirt, and a lined hunting vest to stave off the ever-present chill of the tunnels presented the accurate impression of a protective friend and formidable foe.

      Leo gestured with a hand covered in half gloves toward an industrial refrigerator. “You want?”

      Sebastian strode across the large space, dodging the groupings of chairs, couches and tables that, now empty, were used for gatherings, the business of which varied. Pulling open the door, he took a bottle of the sugared water popular in the last few decades. It wouldn’t induce rest after his talk with Leo, but one benefit of enhancements was the diminished need to sleep and eat. He opened the top and drank half the cold liquid, grateful for the engineers and the cables that brought the electricity, which powered the lamps in the lair and the computers in Leo’s private chamber.

      Sebastian held up the bottle. “Thanks.”

      Leo moved to the closest grouping of chairs, sat, and waited for his friend and first soldier to join him.

      Sebastian took the chair to Leo’s left, leaned back on the cushions, stretched his legs in front of him, and sighed. “Fucking Heads are looking for me.” He watched as a flicker of annoyance crossed Leo’s face. “I followed Marshall, the old man, from the library to The Times Building. He rigged one of the elevators to run on weight/counterweight. He lives on the top floors where the journalists used to write their stories. With electricity and a working bathroom, I would say he is comfortable. We just started talking when the drones appeared. Marshall told me how to exit the building without being seen. I followed his directions to see if it was a trap.” He paused and drank more from the bottle.

      “And was it?” Leo asked.

      Sebastian shook his head. “I aimed for the beach, since it’s deserted at night. I checked out the pier and found a message for you.” He pulled the scrap of paper and his now dead glow stick from his pocket and tossed them on the low table in front of him. “I felt an explosion and saw the smoke and flames. So, I went back. I had to make sure Marshall was unharmed and verify who brought the boom.”

      “He is. And the military,” Leo guessed.

      Sebastian drained the liquid, then leaned forward to set the empty bottle on the table. When his gaze, flashing with anger, confusion, and accusation, met and held Leo’s, he said, “Marshall says hello.”
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      Marshall sat in one of the office chairs and swiveled back and forth as he contemplated the bottle of whiskey. He understood Sebastian’s orders to report back to Leo. As one of the older members of the City, he knew the leaders of each of the factions, though he wasn’t an official member of any of their clubs. Taking the bottle and pouring some whiskey into the cup, he considered how to tell Sebastian who he was. Holding the cup up, and looking at the empty chair next to him, he tried out a line.

      “You wouldn’t believe me
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