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

INCH

Third edition. March 2025.

Copyright © 2025 Kenneth James Allen.

Written by Kenneth James Allen.

For those who wonder about the trees

“A government big enough to give you everything you want is a government big enough to take from you everything you have.”

Gerald R Ford, 38th President of the United States
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“To keep a person ignorant is to place them in a cage.”

Julian Assange, Activist

Preppers believe that when the time comes and a natural or manmade disaster occurs, such as nuclear release invasion or zombies, they may need to evacuate. In the event of such circumstances, besides an escape or survival plan, an INCH bag is an essential resource for survival. It is a survival kit containing critical items to sustain life indefinitely. 

INCH stands for: I’m Never Coming Home.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Official Guidelines for Citizens of Haven


[image: image]


	All Citizens are to report to their assigned posts at the commencement of their assigned shift unless given specific direction by a member of the Circle.

	Citizens are not to engage with others outside of being able to accomplish tasks assigned by their post, unless given specific direction by a member of the Circle.

	Citizens are only permitted to travel between their home and post unless given specific direction by a member of the Circle.

	█████████████████████████████████████████ [redacted Circle gathering 16 June]

	Citizens will comply with all instructions from all Haven Authoritarians and the Haven Guard.

	Any behavior or actions outside of the above or placing the safety and security of any citizen or the community at risk will result in prosecution.
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The nurse carefully pushed the hypodermic needle into the IV line and paused. She peered through her visor at the man standing on the other side of the plexiglass and waited for his response. The man nodded, giving his authorization one more time. Not that it was required. Captain Hayback had already signed a mountain of authorization and indemnity forms in triplicate days ago. Still, the nurse felt it important enough to check one last time before plunging the liquid into someone’s veins and past the point of no return. 

Hayback had no such qualms. The medication was the latest thing off the unofficial production line, a collaboration between the expertise and skill of private enterprise and the bottomless funding of defense budgets. The scientific name was Reguravixumbrusibine. In his world of military briefing rooms, armed forces boardroom tables, and detail-rich reports, they called it Rejuvenate. It was the number one priority for the mighty military machine he was part of.  

After pushing the plunger and expelling the viscous liquid, the nurse pulled the syringe from the intravenous line and reassuringly rubbed the patient’s shoulder. The patient nodded, glanced at the plexiglass, and managed a weak smile—the only one she could muster in her condition. She slowly raised her hand as if to say, ‘thank you’ and ‘it will be alright’. He hoped so.

He returned the wave as he took in her bald head and sunken features. Seeing her like that tore him up from the inside. All the power in the free world seemed worthless against her particular form of aggressive cancer. 

The patient grimaced as she sunk back into the bed, the ordeal taking its toll as the meds started to kick in. He held a hand up to the glass and willed the synthetic antibodies to do their job. To cure his wife. To save their family.

He watched as the nurse made her rounds of the other patients in the room. Twelve beds in total, each with a patient in different stages of human decay, all receiving a different variation of Rejuvenate. 

From a Petri dish to human trial testing in a matter of years. It was unheard of. But when Defense wanted something badly enough, due process was sidestepped. He leaned on his relationships. Flexed the mighty bounds of his authority. Signed the numerous documents, policies, and reports. Gave the orders. Hayback accepted the lack of propriety because the military was impatient, because they had troops dying on the front line. 

He nominated his wife for the trial because the alternative was not a possibility. She was slowly dying before his eyes, and he had already lost so much. He couldn’t bear to lose her as well.

The nurse continued her rounds, running basic medical diagnostics and recording the information on the patient’s chart before moving onto the next. When she had finished her assigned tasks, she stood at the end of his wife’s bed and watched. She cupped her hands to her chest as if in silent prayer, then made her way to the airlock.

Although Hayback couldn’t hear any sounds through the glass, he watched as his wife’s ECG displayed peaks and troughs before disappearing in a haze, then replaced by a replicate pattern. He wondered what he would do when all of it was over. The rollercoaster ride from a perfect family, to diagnosis, to untested miracle cure, was an emotional toll he was never built for.

Moments later, the external airlock door hissed open, and the nurse appeared from around the corner. Freshly sprayed and washed, she wrung her hands together as if they were still wet. 

“Why don’t you go home?” she said. “We can call you if there are any sudden changes to her condition.”

“Ellie’s with my parents,” Hayback said, rubbing his own hands together. “There’s nothing for me at home.”

“Well, I can set up a cot for you in the bunks. That way you can stay here.”

“It’s okay, really. If she’s going to tough this one out, then so am I.”

She gave a weak smile. “At least let me get you a cup of coffee?”

He stared at her, and eventually nodded curtly, reluctantly accepting the offer. Accepting charity wasn’t his strong suit, never was. His wife tried to change him, but he refused to change.

As the nurse walked away, he reached up and stroked his beard. He couldn’t remember the last time he shaved, or showered, or ate. He was either too panicked that the end would come the moment he took his eyes off her, or too excited when they prescribed a new treatment. Make it this one, let it be the one, make it the last one. 

Minutes turned into hours, and they turned into days. The people, the conversations, his surroundings: they all became a blur. From time to time, he would feel pats on his shoulder. Some would stay while others would solemnly saunter down the halls without stopping for a word or a glimpse, purposely avoiding eye contact. Every one of them knew the toll it was taking. 

A few of his visitors were civilians, but the majority wore either battle fatigues or dress uniforms. Despite the decoration on the chest of some of those people, he just couldn’t look them in the eye, let alone muster any sort of salute. He felt broken, which is an odd feeling when your wife is the one battling the invisible disease. 

The checks by the nurses became startling more regular and he couldn’t tell whether it was a good thing or a bad thing. Then the doctors arrived and talked to the nurses. More and more hazmat-garbed people gathered at his wife’s bedside to take every possible sample and rush it away into an adjoining lab. 

The medical leadership ignored Hayback’s requests for status updates as they fed him one standard response after another. A bullshit throwaway. His heart sunk each time, and he could feel his large shoulders hunch with every interaction. They mentioned terms like ‘liposomes’ and ‘polypeptide nanoparticles’, however, he knew enough to know they were talking about the delivery methods of the treatment, not the actual drug being administered, and certainly fuck all to do with what was happening to his wife. He was medically trained for the battlefield, but certainly not a scientist, not a biologist, not a geneticist. It seemed his rank, his connection to the project, government funding, carried no weight within the hospital’s walls.

When he looked upon his wife, he could see that she was fighting it. Whatever muscles she had in her body were tensed, the grimace on her face permanent, even while she slept. She had always been a fighter. That was one thing that gave him faith that she could pull through. She would be a survivor.

It was late on a Thursday when the medical team induced a coma to ease her pain, while they continued their discussions and considered their options. He didn’t remember signing anything, and whatever conversation he might have had with a white-coated doctor seemed like a haze. 

He gazed upon his resting wife when, unexpectedly, one of the patients crashed, their ECG displaying a sharp flat line. A mass of bodies rushed to the bedside as a patient on the other side of the room also went into cardiac arrest. The sudden crises had the hospital staff stretched across the room as they competed for valuable resources. Equipment moved around the room as much as the medical professionals. Each attempt to restore a life was countered by another patient’s needs.

He watched the circus implode through the glass. He couldn’t hear what was going on, but if he could, the cacophony of alarms would be brain splitting. His eyes darted back to his wife, and he watched as her ECG peak flattened out, her head falling limply to her shoulder.

An influx of hazard-suited reserves flooded the room, several attending to her bedside. They commenced the preliminaries, checking her eyes and trying to rouse a response. One of them wheeled a crash cart over as it charged. Everyone stepped back as the nurse placed the paddles on her chest.

The first shock sent her lifeless body flying upwards, and it bounced down on the bed unceremoniously. 

Several orderlies attempted to center her as they prepared for another round. Hayback put a hand on the glass. Willed for her heart to restart. Knowing it wasn’t over, that she had more to give.

The second attempt rattled her brittle body so violently blood flew out of her mouth and covered the physician’s visors, specks of black and red covering their pristinely white uniforms. 

Hayback watched in horror as the carnage unfolded before him—blood-soaked medical staff rushing past, the shadow of his wife drenched in her own blood. He was powerless to help her.

He closed his eyes, turned and sank to the floor. 

Put his head between his knees and howled. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

2


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


Year ████
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If I had to explain it, it would be as if I was floating in a cloud. I know that sounds stupid, but I haven’t told you the weirdest part yet. Then the haze lifted, and I was standing amongst trees. Not like the trees that line the streets or even the ones on the edge of the city. These were different. They looked younger, fresher, almost brand new somehow. The leaves were greener than any I had ever seen, and the branches looked strong. As I stood there staring at them, they uprooted themselves and floated towards me. The movement turned into a flash, and they passed right through me as if I wasn’t even there. Then there was a house. Not like our Cans here. It was different. It was made of red bricks, and it was massive, the size of my Stack, not in height but in surface area. Like if you took off the top of my Stack and put it beside the lower half, that’s how big it was. I don’t know why, but I felt strangely connected to it, as if I had seen it every day of my life. I don’t know, it’s hard to explain. Maybe it was waiting for something, I’m not sure. Anyway, I remember staring at it, waiting for something. Then, suddenly, the ground rumbled and yawned open under me, and tall buildings grew from the pavement and thundered into the sky like colossal concrete and steel oak trees. They were old and broken. The sky was different, too. I mean, it was like the sky I look at every day while walking to work, but it was clearer. A dazzling blue that turned red. It looked like blood was running across the sky, dark and thick. I remember standing in the middle of the street and spinning amongst weeds that had pushed their way up through the asphalt. Empty shells of concrete, glass, and overgrowth surrounded me. A weird mix of nature and evolution, I guess. I was staring down the street between rows of buildings as the wind kicked up around me, picking up loose objects and swirling them around me. Somehow, I was anchored, like the nucleus of it all. I stood in the storm’s eye and watched as pieces of concrete broke off the buildings and flung into the churning wind. It was cold, terribly cold. I remember seeing each hair on my arm standing on end as if charged by electricity. And then, as quickly as the storm started, it was finished, and everything was gone. It was all gone. And I stood in the middle of nothing, of empty black space.
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“And then what happened?” Doctor Teller Ibsen finished a handwritten note and looked at his patient. 

Blaike blinked, still trying to shake the dream and return to reality. He looked at the young doctor. Ibsen was in his mid-thirties and so damn enthusiastic. He always seemed eager to hear the continual droning during their sessions. 

Ibsen pushed his round-framed glasses back up his nose before they fell from his face, and repeated the question, keen to understand the effects of the phenomena. He waited, pen poised above the tablet’s surface, his body slightly forward. 

Blaike ran his hands through his crafted beard that clung to his oval face, the hair not daring to grow to any length for fear of being beheaded and discarded in the trash like the remnants of the previous night’s meal. He pulled at his chin hair as he stared off through his deep brown eyes that matched an emptiness within him that he couldn’t explain to anyone, let alone the doctor sitting opposite. It wasn’t because he didn’t have the vocabulary, it was because he couldn’t use it effectively enough to convey the appropriate emotion. Emotion was not something that sat well with Blaike, or anyone he knew of, for that matter.

“Then nothing happened,” Blaike replied. His voice was empty, almost fearful. He looked up. “I don’t want this. You’ve got to help me, Doc. What am I saying? Of course, you can help me. I mean, if you can’t, who can, right?” He desperately wanted answers and feared that he would not be able to get any.

Ibsen wrote furiously on his tablet, ending his sentence with a poignant stab of his stylus on the screen. As he did so, he glimpsed momentarily over the rims of his glasses at the blank wall to his right before returning his gaze to his notes.

Blaike noticed the sudden shift in eyes from the doctor and attempted to follow the gaze. “What was that?”

The doctor coughed and gently placed the tablet on his desk. He cupped his hands together on his lap. “What was what, Blaike?”

Blaike looked around the sterile room. The floor, walls, and ceiling were white, arctic white. He could not tell if the color most resembled the white of his bed sheets or the white of the eyeballs that stared at him at that instant. In fact, the only things in the room that weren’t a shade of white were the chairs that he and the doctor were sitting in. They were a deep red, and along with an empty chair beside him, appeared to be identical. They popped against the stark background and at times, he felt like he was stranded in a white space. 

There was nothing else around him, no pictures on the wall. No bookshelves, nor books. No qualifications, no family photos. Just walls. Blaike stood to inspect them closer. 

“Why does it have to be so damn stale in here?”

The doctor watched his patient with an uncomfortable interest. 

“I mean,” Blaike continued, “you couldn’t put a picture up or something? Couldn’t you get a window installed? There’s an entire world out there that I feel I’m missing out on from being cooped up in here.”

Ibsen clicked his fingers several times in rapid succession. “Blaike... Blaike. I need you to focus now.”

Blaike shook his head as if he was fighting a trance. “Of course, yes, sorry, Doctor. I just don’t know what’s happening to me.” He shuffled back to his chair and eased down into the leather. Locked eyes with Ibsen. 

“My brain. It just won’t stop, you know? I’m noticing the cracks in the footpath, the patterns in the bricks, the shapes of the clouds.” Silence enveloped him, and he was sure it wasn’t a good sign. “So, what does all this mean?”

“Oh, I’m sure it’s nothing,” Ibsen said playfully. Then he reset his demeanor, less uncertain, more controlling. “It’s just a dream, after all. Sometimes with stress, the brain manifests elements of reality and mixes them with falsities to create images, thoughts, and sensations that we call ‘dreams’. They are completely harmless and meaningless. I certainly wouldn’t read anything into it. As for your other behavior, I feel it’s a flow-on reaction to the misfired neurons, an over-stimulated mind acting out.” 

Ibsen reached for his desk, where the glass tabletop jutted out from the wall—a detail Blaike often forgot. The doctor picked up his tablet and tapped through a few screens as he spoke. 

“I see there is no other medication assigned to you. But I have to ask, are you taking any other medication?”

Blaike debated whether to tell the doctor the truth, but how could he? The doctor would be obligated to report him, and the authorities would take action against him, no matter what his circumstances.

There was no secret about how the Haven Authoritarians behaved, no movement by invisible warriors under the cloak of darkness. Those that spoke out too much or questioned too much or simply hung out in the wrong areas were removed from society, apprehended by black-clad operatives in broad daylight. A few days later, the prisoners would return and act as if nothing had happened. No one ever questioned it. 

But Blaike knew they were different when they came back. They looked the same outside, that’s for sure, but many didn’t return to work. They would sit at their window and stare into the sky or across the city or down on the street. Caregivers would come once a week to check on them and those who couldn’t make it, willingly or otherwise, were taken away in body bags.

“Blaike?” Ibsen’s voice cut through the air like a knife.

Blaike blinked and shook his head. “No, nothing.”

“Are you sure? It’s important for me to know everything so I can prescribe the right medication for you.”

“I just want the dreams to stop, Doc.”

Ibsen smiled and selected a few more options on the screen, completing the request. “We all do,” he said, and then he paused, awkwardly looking about himself. Finally, he returned a smile to his face. “I’ll enter this into the system, and you can collect the medication from the dispensary. Just follow the directions. Take one tablet three times a day. Complete the dose. You’ll be back to your old self in no time.” 

Blaike listened intently and repeated the instruction. “Three times a day. Got it.” He stood up.

“And Blaike, I’m going to arrange some more time next week to see how the medication works out for you. I’ll clear it with your supervisor, so don’t worry about that. If there are any issues in the meantime, don’t hesitate to make contact. I’m on call twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. You know where I am.”

Blaike nodded and turned to the blank wall on his right, fumbling for the handle until he found it. He pulled the door open, offering the doctor an awkward smile before leaving, dragging the door shut behind him.

As soon as the door closed, Ibsen dropped his smile, looked down at his notes, and frowned. “It’s the third one this week, Commander,” he called out. 

The white wall, the one Blaike caught him gazing at during the session, faded into a transparent film. A man seated at a desk spoke evenly. “Do you think he knows?”

Ibsen took a deep breath as he turned and chose his words carefully.

“I sure as hell hope not.”
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“There are others, but not like him,” Doctor Ibsen continued. “I’m more than a little concerned.” 

Commander Stock Grayson mirrored the doctor’s troubled look, but not for the same reason. He sat in his office that existed somewhere else in the building and had been listening to the supposed private conversation with great interest. He combed his salt and pepper hair neatly and it appropriately matched his crisp white shirt and gray slacks. Despite his position of power, he only wore a uniform when addressing his subordinates, and as such, looked more like a bureaucrat rather than the head of the Haven Guard.

“I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t disturbed by all of this,” Grayson said. However, he knew that lying was the new norm, had been since the dawn of Haven. “What do you make of the patient’s state of mind and mental capability?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, does he pose a threat?” 

“Everything poses a threat.” 

It pointed to a single fact, and one that both scared the shit out of Grayson and excited him at the same time: It appeared the veil was slowly rising. However, it was the doctor’s first comment that worried him the most. He knew very well that it was the third for the week. Little happened in Haven that he did not know about. It was his job to know, after all.

“What do you suggest, Doctor?” Grayson’s deep voice etched through the invisible communication system.

Ibsen sighed. “Can we at least have this conversation face to face, Commander?”

Grayson contemplated the request, then just as quickly rejected the notion. 

“How many times have you asked me that same question?”

Ibsen shrugged. “More than I care to admit.”

“And what’s been my answer every time?”

The doctor sighed. “That you would rather keep people at arm’s reach in case you had to put a bullet in them one day.”

“Precisely. I know you’ve lost someone. So did I. So did everyone. That seemed to be the price for transitioning into Haven. It’s almost unfortunate that we, the special few, have to remember it. We may be part of the same privileged group, Doctor, but I’m not your friend. We’ve all got a job to do. We all answer to someone.”

“I understand that—.”

Grayson cleared his throat. “The Circle will want to know your thoughts, Doctor. I’d prefer to know before they do. We’re all invested in this. I’m invested in this.”

Ibsen stood. “I didn’t ask for this, Commander. I didn’t want any of this.”

“None of us wanted this, Doctor,” Grayson yelled. Strands of hair fought against their mold. The secrets and the plotting, and more secrets to cover the old secrets, overshadowed their stark reality of circumstance. First came the deaths, then came the segregation, then came the lies.

He took a moment to smooth down his hair, taking long, deep breaths to slow his rapidly beating heart. “But we are where we are.” It was a cop-out, and he knew it.

Ibsen followed the Commander’s lead and slowly retreated to his chair. He slumped down and leaned forward, resting his head in his hands. He thought for a moment before slowly raising his head. 

“We should raise the levels again,” he said. “However, this is only a short-term solution. History shows they will adjust, and then they will all start to remember... eventually.”

“And then what?” The question was rational and delivered in an even tone, such that there was no emotion or bias in it. Either it would happen, or it wouldn’t, and in either case, he needed to make preparations for battle. Grayson had little control over it, however, he knew he would have to deal with it. Or use it to his advantage.

“I ask myself that question every morning, Commander. Will today be the day? And if it is, what the hell could I possibly do about it?”

“And what response did you come up with, doctor?”

“We wouldn’t be able to contain them. They would all know, they would all remember, and their entire civilization as they know it would be in jeopardy. Nothing we did at that stage would matter.” 

“Then what?”

“Then,” Ibsen repeated as he stared through the screen into the eyes of Grayson and told him the words he had been telling the Circle from the beginning. 

“Then there is no hope for any of us.”
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Blaike hurried down the footpath towards home, his head down, his hands deep in his jacket pockets. He gripped the pill bottle like it was the Holy Grail, the cure for his ills. At the end of his shift, he had visited the dispensary in the foyer of the doctor’s building. A straight-faced man sat at the window and stared out across the expanse of the space. Apart from a few Haven citizens making their way homes after their shifts, it was empty. Blaike tried to follow the man’s gaze and identify the object that was holding the man’s attention but could see nothing but the polished concrete floor and curved white walls.

Blaike looked down at the operator’s security tags and read his name out. “Christian?” No reply. He stepped closer to the glass and waved his hand in an effort to conjure a reaction. None came. He edged closer still, could just about count each individual black hair in the man’s goatee, could smell Christian’s lunch emanating through the grill. Then, unexpectantly, Christian blinked, his body coming to life like an activated machine.

The dispenser shook his head several times as if unsure of his surroundings, until, slowly, Christian wiped a hand over the counter and looked at Blaike.

“Identification?” he requested. 

Blaike held up his security tags and pressed them against the glass as Christian slowly read the name and tapped the details into his computer.

“So, what was it?” Blaike asked.

“What was what?” Christian asked as he clicked away on the keyboard.

“What had you in such a daze before? It must have been good because I couldn’t get your attention.”

Christian looked sharply at his customer and then quickly back to the screen. A bead of sweat appeared on his forehead. “I honestly don’t know what you are talking about,” he said gruffly. “I was doing my tasks like I do every day.”

Blaike spun around to inspect the emptiness in case he had missed something obvious and turned back empty-handed. “No, you were staring off into the distance. You were thinking about something. It’s okay, I just want to know what it was, that’s all.”

Christian folded his arms and puffed his chest out. “Blaike, Haven citizen number 189452B, I was not staring off into the distance, as you put it, because it is not a task that is on my list. And I complete the tasks on my list because that is what I’m supposed to do.”

Blaike held up his hands. “Hey, I didn’t mean...” 

“Do you want to get the authorities involved, citizen? Because I’m sure it would interest them in your curiosity about my actions. Very strange indeed. Are you aware of the penalties associated with such an act?”

Blaike blinked. “Well, no, I suppose not, but I could guess.”

“Well... me neither,” Christian fired back. “But you can bet it wouldn’t be good. They would place a bag over your head and drag you away quicker than you could wet your pants.”

“No, no. No need to involve the authorities. I’m just here to pick up my medication as prescribed and authorized by the doctor. Nothing more, nothing less. I apologize for any insinuation of your actions and regret any inconvenience my question has caused you.”

Both men stood in silence and stared at each other.

Finally, Christian said, “Alright then. I’m glad we could reach an understanding. Let me just get your prescription and you can be on your way.” He turned to locate the required bottle on the racks behind him.

Blaike breathed a sigh of relief and watched Christian search the rows of shelving containing seemingly identical-looking pill bottles. He supposed that one who works in such an establishment would know how to find the proverbial needle in the haystack. Much like in his job, how he can read the numbers on the screen and determine if they are in the appropriate range. He was sure that Christian couldn’t do his job any better than he could do Christian’s. 

After a few moments, Christian returned to his workstation with a bottle in hand and entered the barcode into the system. With one last stroke of a key, he tapped the bottle down at the window opening and stared at his customer.

Blaike slowly retrieved the bottle and shook it. The pills rattled freely inside. 

“Yep,” Christian said, “they’ll do that. Trust me, they all make noises, but some of them make different noises than others. Unfamiliar noises. It can be quite intriguing sometimes. I’ve even remembered the contents based on the sound the shaking of a bottle makes.” And then he looked away like he had forgotten himself.

Blaike grasped the bottle tightly, smiled, and drove it deep into his jacket pocket. He turned to leave as evenly toned words escorted him out of the building.

“Have a nice day.”

––––––––
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Blaike reached his intersection and looked up at the gray clouds that circled overhead. It was not just that time of year; it was always that time of year. It was more of that time of day. The sun always shone, but the days were cool, and when the sun went down, the temperature also plummeted. It was nothing to moan about. That’s just the way it was.

There were only three places Blaike ventured in Haven: His home, his job and the place he was headed to. He was not allowed to go there, and if an Authoritarian caught him, there would be steep consequences. But he needed to go there. He needed to see him. 

Turning left then right, he inspected the lengths of road that peeled away into the distance. In both directions, identical two-story apartment blocks lined the streets, called Stacks. He knew all the Stacks were like his and therefore assumed that all the apartments, or Cans, contained within were just like his. Seven Cans to a Stack, they would say. An engineer’s half dozen.

His Stack, and thereby all Stacks, held seven citizens: three on the first floor and four on the second. There was an enclosed space on the first floor near the stairs, but he didn’t know what for. He did not know the other residents’ names but was sure he had seen seven different faces over time. He recalled the odd head nod or brief eye contact. Once he even received a smile, but that was from Sturn. Before they took him away.

Blaike looked left down the road where his home was located. At the end of the street, there was another intersection, and then another. The image repeated until it disappeared into the distance. He knew that at some stage, the streets would stop and that’s where the trees began, the place where no one bothered to venture. He didn’t know why, didn’t want to know why. Those things were never an interest to him, and nor should they be. It was certainly not a topic of conversation anyone broached. Ever. To anyone.

He checked over his shoulder, ever vigilant, viewed the empty Stack-lined street. Satisfied there were no vehicles or Authoritarians present, he skipped over the street and continued walking into the Eastern quadrant.

At every intersection, he would repeat the action, surreptitiously checking his surroundings. As it always did, his paranoia levels increased the farther from home he ventured. He had his excuse lined up in his mind, in case anyone stopped him. He repeated it like a mantra. Every time he had visited his destination, not once had he ever so much as spoken to another person, aside from, of course, the person who he wanted to talk to.

The longer he walked, the darker it got, and the deeper Blaike buried his hands in his jacket. As the sun finally set, it passed the task of lighting the streets to the solar-powered lamps. The buildings with entry LED lights he passed were different. One Can per level, two to a Stack. Homes for families. But these too quickly gave way to empty concrete shells, Stacks with no Cans. The installed streetlights that lined the footpath were off, creating a lifeless atmosphere. The moonlight led the way, shining through whatever clouds scattered the sky, and created an eerie glow about him.

The shells he passed had doorways and window frames, but no doors or windows. Through the yawning openings, he saw the concrete staircase that worked upward, joining the upper level. He never understood why there were so many empty Stacks but guessed it was part of town planning, having additional units on standby for influxes of new residents. Much like the streetlights; infrastructure ready to use.

Moving down the street, he tapped each building with his knuckle as he counted them off in his mind. This was his second most favorite part of the journey. He continued counting as he marched through the gray. When he reached number twenty-seven, he stopped, took one last look around and ducked in through the doorway, out of the crisp night air and into a cavern.
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“Did you take them?” Osher Ashguard stood at the far wall of the compact meeting room with her arms crossed. A few strands had escaped her ponytail, but she was tired of having to arrange her hair, so she left them. Besides, it was well beyond the end of her shift, so she didn’t really give a shit. She tapped her foot as if hurrying for an answer. A square table hosting four chairs separated her from her guest.

Grayson stood with his back to the doctor and stared at the frosted glass as if he could see right through it, into the central void, through more frosted glass, and into the lab beyond. On the other side of the building, a skeleton crew was busily working away. He could barely make out their blurry figures as he contemplated his answer to her question. 

When Doctor Ashguard’s call came through, her tone was enough to warrant immediate action; at least, he wanted her to feel like it did. The persistent foot-tapping would have pulled a response from most people, but Commander Stock Grayson, Head of the Haven Guard, wasn’t like most people. He would answer in his own damn time when he deemed it necessary.

He took a deep breath, turned from the glass and saw her defiant pose. “Geez,” he scoffed. “I feel like I’m being interrogated.” He had every right to make the comment, given how many interrogations he had conducted. He knew a thing or two about applying pressure to detainees, whether it be handing out threats of physical or mental violence, or actual physical or mental violence. It was a messy business and sometimes you needed to take drastic action to get a result. 

Ashguard didn’t react. Instead, she repeated the question and followed it with, “I just need to know that it was you. That’s all.” The last two words were poignant. “I can handle the secrets and the plans, being told things and not being told other things. But I can’t handle the lying, Commander.”

He stood there. Silence. People hated it. By virtue, people felt they needed to fill it. That was one of his greatest weapons. Once, he had propped himself on a bed next to a detainee and spoke in agonizing detail of the operation they were to perform on them, how they would prod certain points of his gray matter until they found the right connection, and slowly slice it out. He would talk about the excruciating pain they would have to endure pre, during and post the operation, and how they would be locked forever in a body that refused to work, a fully active mind with no capacity to communicate with the rest of the body. The detainee’s eyes would widen before they would sink into the bed in utter disbelief. “You would be conscious for all of it, mind you,” Grayson reminded them. “Unless you tell me...” Grayson’s voice would trail off softly, leaving an opening for the detainee to continue. Seven seconds; that’s how long it would take. Seven seconds of blissful silence, where the detainee’s heartbeat sounded like bombs detonating.

Grayson stood and stared at her, counting the seconds off in his mind. As if on cue, when he reached seven, Ashguard spoke.

“I don’t want to have to report an infringement to the Commissioner,” she said softly. It was amazing how she could combine the firmness and softness into a single delivery. He was jealous. 

“I’m sure that wouldn’t do either of us any good,” she continued. “I don’t think either of us would benefit from any additional attention to our work.”

Check.

Grayson crossed his arms to mirror his opponent and bit his lip. “It’s better if you don’t know, Doctor.”

Ashguard threw her arms down and leaned onto the table. “Christ, Commander, we use the term ‘experimental’ for a reason. We have no solid data on the effects of these meds. The meds, mind you, I had no authorization to manufacture in the first place. You can’t just come and help yourself whenever you feel like it. There’s protocol. Something you should know all about.”

He shrugged his shoulders. “Consider it a live test.”

“And whose lives are you playing with? First, you get me to make a drug to counteract our own drugs, when I should be looking for a combination to increase sex drive or, better yet, finding a goddamn cure. I then have to bury everything under a fake project of all things, and then... and then you want me to enhance it twenty-fold. Some fucking super-pill that, in all probability, will cause the kidneys to shut down and the brain to melt in its skull.” She straightened and held her hands up to her temples to stop another flash of pain streak across her brain. “And to top it all off, the big cherry on top, you steal the fucking thing. Like a common thief, without due process, without any safety nets. Who the hell do you think you are? You may have some grand plan, some covert strategy, but you aren’t God.”

Silence engulfed them, and Grayson let it hang. When he spoke, it was calm and soothing.

“For starters, Doctor, ‘stealing’ is such a harsh word.” He used air quotes to make his point. “I prefer the term ‘liberating’.”

She scoffed in reply. 

“Hear me out, Doctor. Why waste time testing a potential miracle on lab rats when we have thousands of people out there who are more than capable. You need to stop thinking of our citizens as people. Not yet anyway. And if some need to pay the ultimate sacrifice for the greater good, then as unfortunate as that is, it needs to be done.”

“And how many people must be sacrificed?” she attacked. “How many people must pay the ultimate price? Do you remember Sturn? He was completely normal one day, and a complete raving lunatic the next. Then there is poor old Harris. He was left stumbling the streets wondering about his existence when the authorities turned up, threw him in the back of their car and... well, we both know what happened then, don’t we, Commander?”

“What’s your point, Doctor?” he said, cutting through her.

“My point is, when do we run out of chips? When do we say enough is enough and let nature take its course?”

“And what if nature’s course is marred, or worse, struck a dead end? We are dying here. The human race is dying here. Excruciatingly slowly. Surely, the sacrifices of the few outweigh the deaths of thousands, if not millions.”

She rolled her neck with each crack providing small amounts of alleviation from the tightness and chewed the last comment over in her brain. “I am a doctor, and that comes with certain ideals and ethics which I am sure is beyond your level of understanding. I believe in utilitarianism. If I didn’t, I would have put a bullet in my brain long ago.”

She walked around the table and up to the Commander. “This little plan of yours is a long shot.”

“Oh, Doctor, if everyone thought like that, we’d still think the world was flat.”

“Yeah, well now our world is the size of Haven. Christ, the entire universe might as well be the size of a grape.”

He held up his hands. “You need to open your eyes to the bigger picture here.”

“Please don’t say the greater good again,” she whispered.

“Yes, the greater good,” he countered. “Generals don’t go into battle; they sit on the sidelines and strategically move the pieces until they’ve won the war. And in battle, some people die. They die for others to continue the push. They die for those that don’t or can’t or won’t fight.”

Ashguard’s voice picked up. “This is not a war!”

“Where have you been, Doctor?” He held his arms out. “This is a war. Perhaps not against man or machine, but it is a war, nonetheless. We are the generals; we are on the sidelines deciding what is best. Sometimes those decisions will be wrong and that is unfortunate. We will live with that. We will deal with it or push it deep down inside and move on. But I refuse to deal with doing nothing.” 

She sighed. “This is a needle threading exercise that has such little chance of success.”

“Actually, Doctor,” he said as a smile brushed over his face. “It’s our only chance of success.”
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“Jaye?” Blaike’s voice echoed in the empty space before petering out to a whisper and then to nothing. The soft moonlight flowing through the doorways and window bays allowed him to investigate the rooms on the ground floor to find nothing, just open areas. 

He was about to call out again when a hand erupted out of the shadows and over his mouth. Blaike, startled by the sudden contact, spun quickly to face his attacker. 

Jaye stood staring at him with his finger to his lips. Confident his guest understood the situation; he closed his eyes and strained his hearing, on desperately searching for any unfamiliar noise—a whir of an engine, the shuffling of boots on concrete, a short, sharp intake of breath. 

Blaike held his breath until Jaye opened his eyes and winked. 

“Fuck, Jaye,” Blaike whispered loudly. “What are you doing scaring the shit out of me?”

“What the fuck are you doing traipsing in here and shouting out my name?” Jaye retorted. He backed himself into a corner shrouded in shadow and dropped to his haunches. 

“I’m looking for you! Why else would I be here? I didn’t risk my ass trekking across Haven for a damn heart attack. Shit!” He walked to the other side of the room to give his heart the chance to calm down.

Jaye looked around at his sinister surroundings as if the authorities were crouching in the shadows ready to pounce. “Yeah, well, keep that shit up and the guards will find and displace both of us, and you can find another source for your pills.”

Blaike didn’t know what would be worse. He imagined being taken away by a swarm of Authoritarians and bundled into a van with blacked-out windows. Anything else from that point would be his imagination or rumor that’s shared by inaudible voices in dark corners. A shiver ran up his spine.

Jaye woke him from his vision. “So, what did you want? More of the same?”

“Not this time. That last batch worked a treat. I think I can safely say that my anxiety is well and truly under control.”

“You don’t say,” said Jaye, half sarcastically. “I couldn’t tell, you know, with the way you sauntered in here and started demanding my presence.”

“Yeah, alright smartarse.”

Jaye put his head back against the wall. “What do you need then?”

Blaike pushed his hands together like he was about to pray. “Well, Doctor Jaye, I’ve been having these dreams lately and they’ve been keeping me up. I need something to help me sleep through.”

“Really?” Jaye raised an eyebrow in concert with his voice, his face showing renewed energy. “What type of dreams?”

“Dreams, you know, dreams. Freaky as hell, I mean, who the hell has dreams, right? Someone ready for a lobotomy, that’s who!” Blaike fished the container out of his pocket and shook it. “The doc gave me these.”

Jaye eyed the container. “You can keep that shit away from me, and to be honest, you should keep away from it as well. I’d rather hear about the dream you had.”

Blaike held the pill bottle in front of his eyes, angled it to catch the moonlight, and attempted to understand the source of the fear. “Well, the doctor suggested I should take it so... I mean, I haven’t decided yet.”

Jaye launched from the corner, grabbed Blaike by his shoulders, and shook him. “The dream! Tell me about the dream!”

The two danced across the room until Blaike hit a wall. The impact aligned with a seriousness that had developed in Jaye’s tone. 

Blaike blinked. “I don’t know... A river, trees... a house, tall buildings, and then nothing.”

Jaye soaked in the words. Gazed at him, eyeing every part of his guest’s face. 

His friend’s behavior gave Blaike pause for concern.

“First one?”

“Wait, what? Yes. No?” Blaike stammered. 

“Well, which is it? Yes or no?” Jaye demanded.

Blaike took a deep breath and shook free of Jaye’s hands. Paced to the other side of the room. 

“Never that vivid before,” he said. “Never so ingrained when I woke up. Some mornings I would wake and just know that I had been dreaming, remembering none of it. But recently it’s gotten worse. It’s really scaring the shit out of me.”

“Yes, yes, I can imagine.” Jaye waved away the words. He then edged closer. “The house. Did the house look familiar?” The words were very direct, very purposeful.

Blaike stepped back. Jaye was searching for something; he just didn’t know what. “Geez man, you sound like the doc.”

“You told the doc?” Jaye retracted like he was about to catch a deadly disease. “Like, you told him the dream?”

Blaike held up the pills as if to remind Jaye where the medication came from.

“Of course,” Jaye continued. “Of course you told the doc. Good, that’s good, that’s exactly what you should be doing.” He gently laid a hand on Blaike’s chest. “Don’t tell anyone else, okay? This is very important. Now, listen to me very carefully. The house you saw in the dream, did you know it?”

“What does it matter?”

“Just answer the question!” The echo tore through the structure, and Jaye slowly blinked away his mistake.

Blaike stared at the wanting eyes opposite. What was he getting at?

“Sure, no, yes, maybe... It’s hard to explain. I don’t know it, but I feel like I should. Why? Why the interest in the house?”

Jaye stepped back. “What do you think is out there?”

“Out where?”

Jaye stepped up again and whispered gently. “Beyond the trees.”

Blaike stood in silence as he tried to comprehend the question.

Just then, a faint whisper flew by. Jaye ducked as if something was about to fall on him. As the sound disintegrated into the silence of the night, Jaye made for the front entrance before stopping and coming back to Blaike.

“I haven’t got anything with me,” Jaye hurried. “Come back again tomorrow night.”

“What? Two nights in a row? Do you realize how dangerous that is?”

“Yes, two nights in a row. Just do it.”

Blaike sighed. He didn’t have any other choice. “No pills, huh? What sort of dealer are you?”

Jaye looked at him squarely. “The only one you keep coming back to.”

Blaike couldn’t argue.

Jaye said, “Have you got any left from last time?”

“No. I’m out.

Jaye chewed the response over. “You’re just going to have to make do until tomorrow night. But whatever you do, don’t take those pills the doctor gave you.”

“Why not? Why won’t you tell me?”

Jaye neared a window in the back room. “Just trust me.”

“You know, you’re pushing this friendship,” Blaike said.

Jaye paused. “Blaike, how long have we been friends?”

Blaike thought back as far as he could. “I’m not sure, maybe a year?”

“Maybe a year,” Jaye repeated with a smile. Then his face dropped, and he cocked his head to the side. “Or maybe ten.”

Blaike didn’t know how to react.

“And remember,” Jaye said as he pointed at the pills. “Don’t take that.”

Jaye worked a leg through the hole where the window should have been and stopped. “Hey, Blaike.”

Blaike shuffled into the room. “Yeah?”

“I don’t know where this is going, but if it goes where I hope it does, when you get there, ask yourself one question.”

Blaike shrugged. The cryptic messaging becoming too much for his brain to handle. “Sure. What is it?” 

Jaye gave him the question and with nothing more to say, he climbed through the hole and vanished into the night, leaving Blaike with too many thoughts whirling around his head. 

Only one bubbled to the surface. 

He needed to get home.
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