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Chapter 1

Michelle lifts her head out of her hands. Police? Her salty tears dry as fierce determination fills her face. Rick and she stand tall, sizing each other up, poised for what is to come.

Tony, frozen in place, looks at the monitor dumbfounded. What now?

The answer comes quickly as his cell phone rings.

“Hello?”

Durand’s voice snarls at him. “Grab the girl and the bag and put the plan in effect. I’ll catch up with you later.”

Tony stares at his phone a moment, still in shock as Michelle charges forward. Her right foot hurtles through the air on a collision course with the soft cartilage of Rick’s windpipe.

§

Michelle’s clone, controlled by the nanometer sized devices that course through her, acts, thinks, and feels like the real Michelle. She stares at the TV monitors, her mouth agape as she tries to process what is happening. The call from Durand comes in. “Everyone get out here on the double and kill the intruders, now!” Guards grab guns off the rack behind “Michelle” and spring past her on each side, the last one locking the door from the outside as he exits.

The scene unfolds on the monitors before her. The police and FBI have the place surrounded. They’ll be inside in no time, she hopes.

“Durand! You’re surrounded, give it up!” King’s amplified voice booms through the ground floor rooms.

§

Rick throws his hands up, absorbing the brunt of Michelle’s kick as she topples him backward, her bound hands slamming his head back onto the floor as she lands on top of him. She moves quickly, interlacing her fingers and swinging her hands above her head. A crunching sound rings out from Rick’s nose as Michelle’s fists crash into his face. Blood spurts across it.  Rick throws his hands and arms into the posture of a battered fighter as Michelle’s hands slam into him again and again.

Tony’s eyes dart toward the bag across the room—too far away. Reaching for his gun, he charges toward her, taking aim as he’s almost on top of her.

§

“We’re not coming out without a fight, RJ,” yells Chris as he peels off two shots. The bullets ricochet off the police cars in front of King.

“What the—? Have you gone loco, Ravello? We’re on the same side, boy, remember?”

“Not anymore, RJ. I’m not wasting my time with the NYPD or the Bureau anymore. You guys are the reason Michelle was kidnapped and killed. You never let me go after Durand the right way after the attack on her. I could have nailed him before this all spiraled out of control,” the detective yells as he rips off another shot in King’s direction.

§

Caught up in the adrenaline rush and tunnel vision of combat, Michelle doesn’t see Tony until he’s a step away, gun drawn, aimed at her skull. In the midst of pummeling Rick, her arms swing down toward his face, then change course, using his chest as a gymnastics horse. She folds her chest, neck, and head forward, lifting and pivoting her legs, sending them flying into a surprised Tony’s outstretched hand. The gun flies across the room, sliding on the smooth hardwood floor and under a large, brown ottoman.

Michelle’s momentum lands her awkwardly on the floor in between her assailants. Rick, blood covering his face, gathers himself and slowly rises. Tony, enraged about the gun, pounces on her, his large frame pinning her back to the ground, driving the air out of her lungs as Michelle flops about, trying to break free.

Michelle stares at the scene unfolding on the monitor as she struggles under Tony’s weight. So hard to breathe. Tony grabs her arms and pins them over her head, then straddles her legs with his. Her eyes lock in on the battle Chris is waging elsewhere in the compound as she tries to get loose:

“Chris! It’s me,” Kennedy bellows. “You can’t do this. I know you’re out of your mind with grief over Michelle, but this isn’t the answer. You’re gonna get yourself killed…. Think about the kids. What are Christine and James gonna do without you?”

“Traitor! I figured out it’s been you all along, Kev. You’re Durand’s cop on the inside! No wonder he’s been able to keep a couple of steps ahead of us. None of this would have happened without you.”

“Chris, you’re not thinking straight. Come on out so we can talk this over. How could I be in with Durand,” Kennedy says as he steps forward from behind the squad car. His hands are raised near his chest. He’s completely vulnerable. “How do you explain Durand almost killing me if we’re in cahoots?” Kennedy pleads.

Ravello’s 9 mm semiautomatic answers for him. He lights into Kennedy, two shots ripping through his chest. Blood splatters everywhere. Kennedy flies back over the car. Hands lunge at him, pulling him behind cover.

Tony leers down at Michelle, oblivious to the action on the monitor. Michelle’s eyes are wide with disbelief, her mouth agape as Tony leans his face forward and taunts her. “Got you right where I want you, toots.”

§

Chris jumps back from the window, then ducks down low as bullets riddle the wall behind him. Durand stumbles alongside him, out of breath. The spray of bullets stops.

Arms and legs immobilized by Tony, brain starved of oxygen, Michelle slams her head into Tony’s. The concussive blow knocks the degenerate back as Michelle wiggles free, delivering a solid kick to his head that sends him reeling. Michelle smiles with delight, unaware Rick looms right behind her.

§

“Impressive, Doctor Ravello. But let’s grab your wife and get the hell out of here while we can. We’ll take the tunnel and live to fight another day.” Durand leaps up, then runs full tilt. Chris races behind him, through the labyrinth’s many twists and turns, wondering where the hell they are.

Footsteps come crashing toward them—closer, closer.

Durand flicks a few wall switches along the way. Walls shift, barriers appearing from nowhere. What the hell? This is not to be believed! Navigating this place by himself would have been impossible for Ravello.

“We’re almost to your beloved. A few steps more and we’re home free.” Despite the barriers the footsteps pound just behind them now.

“Is it really Michelle or just another Durand sleight of hand? I’ve got to know before I see her.”

Durand pauses and looks at the detective—with concern and empathy. The floor is trembling under the barrage heading toward them. “I too have known loss, Chris. Far more than you could ever imagine. My work will bring a new, better order to life on planet earth. It is what I live for. But that will have to wait. Right now I present to you your dearly beloved.”

Durand springs them through a door as the wall behind them comes crashing down. Chris’ wife’s clone is recoiled at the far end of the room, arms behind her back, eyes locked on a monitor above her.

“Michelle!” he races toward her.

§

Michelle’s eyes dart to the monitor, catching Chris as he’s reunited with the clone. Got to get out before these bozos—Rick’s thick arms encircle her, lifting her from the ground. Her legs flail about. “What the hell?” she says as Tony shakes his head and gets up from the floor.

Rick: “Grab her legs, Tone.”

He eyes the bag as a smile emerges. “I’ve got a better idea.”

§

“You killed your best friend in cold blood, and you’re helping this madman carve up innocent people? Chris, how could you?” Tears stream down the clone’s crimson face. Her words stop Chris in his tracks. “Michelle” stares at Durand now. The detective has never seen that look of pure anger and hatred before on her face. A gun appears from behind her back as she screams at Durand. “You made him do these things to save me! You bastard!”

The FBI is bearing down on them. The door flies open behind Chris as he yells, “Michelle, put the gun down. Don’t shoot!”

§

Tony rifles through the bag as Michelle’s legs kick wildly at the air.

Rick grimaces as Michelle’s right foot strikes his kneecap, but he holds her tight. “For God’s sake, Tone, hurry the fuck up.”

Tony throws open a small case in the bag that holds a single, labeled syringe. Oughtta do the trick.

Michelle’s teeth sink into Rick’s left shoulder, “Aaarrgh!” But he holds her like a vise. She shakes from side to side as Tony approaches her with the uncapped syringe, a few drops dripping from its needle.

§

Shots ring
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