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​CHAPTER ONE
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Warden First Class John Sullivan’s day began with a hangover. This was neither novel nor unexpected. When one drinks as much as Sullivan was wont to, a hangover is to be expected. But his day then proceeded to take a nice big step off the cliffs of serendipity to subsequently plummet like a lawn dart into the rich loam of utter chaos. 

The hangover would have been manageable. His list of things to accomplish for the day consisted of watching one suspected genetic modification facility and counting the known scumbags who went in and out. Sullivan suffered from hangovers with depressing frequency, so even with a sour stomach and a pounding headache, he felt secure and confident in his ability to sit at a window and observe a building. 

Of course, because the universe hated John Sullivan, the local constabulary decided to assert their presence, and that is when a spirited shooting match began. Sullivan found both police and gunplay to be annoying under the best of circumstances. Today, the staccato cracks and chattering of attempted murder bothered him even more than usual. 

The violence itself was no issue. Knowing that the shooting was premature, stupid, and the result of over-eager, trigger-happy morons with no respect for the work it took to get an investigation this far is what turned the roil of irritation in his stomach into impotent frustration. Sullivan had predicted this outcome beforehand to anyone who cared to listen. The irony of his pessimistic nature, he supposed, was that the only thing more annoying than being wrong was being right.

“G-team, this is G-one. MLEOs jumped the mark,” he called into his team’s channel, “as expected.”

“Copy that, G-one,” came the reply. “What’s the play?”

From his vantage point in a second-story apartment, Sullivan scanned the scene unfolding across the street. The stately white marble facade of the building flickered with the jarring pyrotechnics of muzzle flashes. A dozen guns spat yellow fire from as many windows down to the roadway below. Ricochets spun sparks from the armored surfaces of two black vans now hopelessly pinned down by the shooters’ superior position. “Chicago Metro Law Enforcement” had been emblazoned across the dark panels with reflective paint, so each tiny explosion sparkled like orange lightning across the sides of the vehicles. Detecting the commotion, all the streetlights and signs flashed in blue and red while recessed bollards ascended from the street to block off the scene. Information screens for blocks around would be informing pedestrians and passengers of the detour, and exhorting folks to patience while the municipal traffic grid rerouted them toward their destinations.

“Well, the wagons are completely skewered,” Sullivan opined. “But the street is secure, at least. Looks like we got shooters entrenched in most of the upper floors. I’m just going to assume they’ve got all the ammo they need, too.”

“They’re sure as hell shooting as if they brought enough, G-one,” came a reply as exasperated as Sullivan’s.

“How close can we get a drone, Fagan?” In his irritation, Sullivan forgot to employ regulation signal discipline and used his partner’s name. He noted this in passing and discovered he did not care at all.

“Stand by,” the voice muttered.

While his teammate sorted out the drone, Sullivan rose and headed for the stairwell. A flood of stress hormones and endorphins washed his hangover away by the second step, replacing his malaise with sharp focus and frigid calm. He moved fast. Greedy strides gobbled up the intervening distance between himself and the main stairwell door. He took the stairs three at a time, turning at each landing with a hand on the rail to preserve his momentum. Eight seconds later he burst through the rooftop access gate. The mangled handle and lock spun free of their moorings to skip the landing, victims of his headlong charge and the indiscriminate application of too much muscle.

On the roof, his earpiece crackled to life. “I got a drone up now, G-one. Guess what I see?”

Sullivan looked up and around, squinting into the pre-dawn light of the cloudy sky. He found the hovering quad-copter after a second or two and extended a middle finger in its direction.

“Please tell me you aren’t going to do anything stupid?” The voice in his ear did not sound hopeful.

“Define ‘stupid.’”

“Whatever it is you are thinking of right now...” the man sighed, “... is probably stupid.”

Sullivan chose to ignore that. “Have that drone find me rooftop access, Fagan.” Sullivan peered over the side of the safety rail to judge the distance. The street was fifty feet wide, and the other roof three stories below his. He juggled his chances of success with the potential consequences of failure and started to back up.

“Sully!” Fagan sounded angry now. “Even if you make it, you’re gonna be stuck up there with two broken ankles!”

“With the height difference, I can do it.” Sullivan dismissed the concerns. “But it won’t mean a thing if I can’t get in. Find me some access.”

After three seconds of quiet Fagan’s voice returned. “You have two roof access points. One north and one south. If you are determined to pull this idiotic stunt, then I’m going to kick in the back door and try to make some noise to cover you. I’ll meet you in the middle.”

“I appreciate that,” Sullivan replied, surprised by his own sincerity. “Tell those MLEOs to do something useful and draw fire.”

“Copy that.”

“I’m going now.”

“Don’t die.”

“Okay,” he muttered. When Sullivan had backed up as far as his roof would allow, he paused. Taking a deep breath, he started to run. The gravel rooftop ballast kicked up in his wake like the rooster tail from a power boat as each footfall drove him forward with more force and greater speed. Three feet from the edge, he leapt. 

The street opened beneath him, a distant and deadly black demise beckoning from far below while a single madman hurled himself across the fifty-foot chasm. As physics demanded, Sullivan’s horizontal trajectory came with a distressing drop in the vertical. Each yard of the gap he crossed brought him closer to the river of asphalt underneath and the abrupt death it promised.

Despite his external confidence, Sullivan experienced an instant of doubt. For the first nanosecond of his leap, the destination seemed too distant and his descent too extreme. With no other options, he windmilled his arms and bicycled his feet with Satan’s own tenacity. To his benefit, he had misjudged his own velocity. Even as he decided he was not going to make it, his heel struck the black membrane of the distant rooftop. 

Instantly, Sullivan brought his other foot down, braced his knees without locking them, and allowed the jaw-cracking impact to throw him into a headlong tumble. He rolled twice before the energy of his landing spent itself against hard rubber. Sullivan rose with caution, testing his joints for damage before trusting his full weight to them. 

“I made it, Fagan,” he said into the channel. “Feel free to start kicking the doors down.”

Not waiting for a reply, he trotted to the north side of the roof and found the promised hatch. Sullivan scowled at the intimidating girth of the locking bar and the robust padlock holding it shut. Not wanting to look for the other entrance, he gripped the aluminum lid on each edge and pulled, but the lock refused to yield. Sullivan entertained no illusions that his own strength would ever be enough to snap a well-made padlock. However, the building owners had made a common mistake in securing the roof hatch. The lock was merely the strongest link in a chain of many weaker ones. Most of the hatch components were constructed from more mundane materials, and as such were not immune to Sullivan’s prodigious musculature. 

The metal square flexed and warped out of shape as Sullivan pulled. The simple hinges groaned like old men before a rainstorm, but held. Sullivan growled through his teeth and pulled harder, peeling at the corners as much as lifting. He changed directions, searching for signs of weakness in the closing mechanism. On one such twist, the groan became a wail, and then died with a loud clang as some interior part of the mechanism snapped. The door flopped off its hinges, still clinging to the hasp by the tenacious padlock. Sullivan had to work and warp the broken thing a few more times to bend it clear of the opening. When he had forced a gap large enough for him to slip through, he grabbed the top rung of the ladder and dropped into the narrow scuttle leading inside.

His feet struck tile in a dark room. Prudence demanded he wait for his eyes to adjust, though the delay sparked an indeterminate fury in his chest. It passed without incident, as it always did. Sullivan’s frustration evolved from simple impatience to a deeper irritation with his inability to truly experience his anger.

As the rectangle of the door began to take shape, Sullivan wondered if today would be the day. He knew the situation. He sensed the genesis of fear and anger in the chill prickling across his skin. If he were normal, this would grow into a cold sweat and a gradual loss of fine motor control. A regular man might descend into a panic. A warrior might slide into a feral rage. Either reaction would be normal. 

Sullivan did neither. These emotions all died in the neurochemical womb, drowned in a heady rush of sensory information and an eerie, unnatural calm. Blessing or curse, it did not matter. Without exception, stressful situations never failed to crystalize his thoughts and feelings into an infallible lattice of grim stoicism. When others got scared, Sullivan grew determined. When lesser men became angry, Sullivan achieved laser-like focus. When terror turned a normal person’s feet to clay, Sullivan grew wings.

He hated it.

But he loved it, too.

He took a long breath, exhaled it, and charged. The door to his closet flew from flimsy hinges, hurled by his foot into the hallway beyond. Sullivan himself burst into the corridor with his weapon raised to eye level immediately after. He swept the muzzle left to right, searching for targets. The tiny blip of disappointment he experienced when he saw no one bothered him, though he did not dwell on it. With more important things to worry about, Sullivan ran down the beige corridor toward the distant sounds of gunfire. That he did not get lost was a miracle considering how repetitive and unoriginal the endless passages were. The harsh pounding of muffled gunplay guided his path. Scant seconds later, he stood outside an office door jumping and rattling in its frame with the roar of unrestrained violence from the other side.

Sullivan smashed through the door with speed defying comprehension. Distracted as they were by their own targets and the overwhelming noise of full-auto fire, no one inside realized a large man had entered the room behind them. All enemy eyes remained fixated on the street, all attention consumed by the scampering Chicago cops below. Seeing the backs of three men leaning out to shoot through broken windows, Sullivan had precious few heartbeats to make a choice. He should have first identified himself as a federal agent and then commanded them to surrender. Sullivan considered their apparent commitment to killing all law enforcement officials in the vicinity before dismissing such action. Playing it straight and heroic looked to be more risky than even he liked. 

Shooting them all in the back was an option. He had the drop on them, and he was a very competent shooter. That would have been the most efficient strategy. Effective or not, he supposed this might be a bridge too far in the other direction. He could not shake the feeling that just slaughtering them where they stood was... unsporting. 

So he holstered his pistol and charged. His first two steps sent him into the unsuspecting man at the closest window. A big right hand swatted down to slap the rifle away from its wielder, eliciting a cry of pain and shock. Sullivan’s left elbow followed, and the satisfying crunch of a jawbone breaking told Sullivan it was safe to move on.

Leaving the first shooter to slump against the window frame, Sullivan spun on his heel and booted the second man away from his perch. The struck man caromed into the third, spoiling the latter’s aim and sending a string of bullets across the ceiling in eruptions of chipped plaster. Before either regained their feet, Sullivan was upon them.

He relieved them of their weapons, disarming his foes with practiced twists of wrists and elbows. He might have finished them with ease, but he wanted more. More what even Sullivan could not say with certainty. He just knew that this was not enough of whatever it was he needed, and he intended to extract his due. The first man went for a blade at his waist, and the deft movement sent ripples of excitement across Sullivan’s unearthly calm. Though only a mere taste of intensity, the subtle blip of fear teased Sullivan with the more he hungered for.

The second shooter leapt, an uncoordinated and undisciplined charge that Sullivan swatted aside as an afterthought. The man was clumsy and unskilled. Sullivan wanted no part of that. He redirected the tackle with a single arm and tangled the man’s boots with a choppy kick to his leading foot. The impact of chin striking floor tiles gave off a wet slap, punctuated by the click of teeth breaking. Sullivan did not care.

The knife-wielding man commanded his full attention now. There was danger in the enemy’s practiced stance, and easy confidence. The man held the blade in a firm fencer’s grip, the knife’s tip swaying in arcs designed to hide an incoming strike. The enemy’s right shoulder dipped, and he slid forward on the balls of his feet to send the blade at Sullivan’s throat. He was well-trained, the strike fast and smooth. His aim was flawless, and Sullivan watched the dull glint of the blade’s edge as it parted the air between them. For his part, Sullivan felt nothing, and he parried the slash with his forearm. Annoyed, he stepped back to let his foe try again. He knew this was wrong. It was stupid and wasteful and made no sense. Nevertheless, he could not stop himself. He wanted the man to try again. Sullivan searched within himself for even a faint hint of fear. He wanted to feel something, to let fear become anger. He wanted to indulge the anger, encourage it, feed it. He did not know why he wanted any of these things, but the need of it drove him to greater heights of recklessness. Sullivan waited, steel-blue eyes daring his opponent have another go.

His foe danced forward, his body extending in a graceful line behind the tip of his weapon. He feinted a slash at Sullivan’s abdomen, twisting at the last instant to send the blade upward. The knife hissed past Sullivan’s ear without biting flesh. The skillful thrust had been meant for the face, though Sullivan’s reflexes mocked the attempt. The man never had a chance, and therein lay the problem.

Sullivan gave up. He had wasted too much time on this already. Despite a personality rife with unpleasant traits, he was no fool, and playing with these men took time away from finishing the job and helping Fagan. The cops pinned down in the street would not appreciate his dawdling, either. He accepted that what he was looking for would not be found here. A dejected Sullivan ended the charade with two jabs so fast that the bladesman thought he was still fighting even as his legs stopped supporting his weight. The knife swayed lazily in his hands as he sank. Sullivan completed the journey into unconsciousness with a rising uppercut that stood the falling man back upright for an instant. Eyes empty and muscles limp, the last gunner joined his friends on the tile with identical broken jaws and matching concussions.

Sullivan was in the process of cuffing his victims when the cracking of gunfire below told him that Fagan had engaged the enemy as well. He resumed his sweep of the top floor and found no further opposition. “Top floor clear,” he called into his throat mic. “You think maybe we can convince those MLEOs to stop hiding and help, G-two?”

“Twisting their arms now, G-one,” came Fagan’s slightly breathless response. “Second floor is clear. Four tangos down.”

“I have three down up here,” Sullivan answered. “Left them breathing, but they’ll need medical. Have MLEOs hit the first floor, and I’ll meet you on three.”

“Gimme a sec, G-one," Fagan growled. “I can’t run like you.”

“I’ll start without you, then.”

“Asshole.”

Sullivan was already moving. He cleared the stairwell of hostiles before descending to the third floor. Weapon ready, he peeked out into the open space of the lobby and found it empty. Shouts from the street and a steady pounding told Sullivan that the cops were finally doing something useful and bashing their way inside. This might have been a relief but for the sound of muffled expletives and shuffling boots moving closer.

Three armed men trotted into the lobby from a side entrance. They stormed across the carpeted expanse, oblivious to the man peeking out from the stairwell as they took up fighting positions at the main windows. Sullivan realized they were trying to get a shooting angle on the men breaking down the front door. Sullivan threw the stairwell door open and took his pistol in a two-handed grip. With nothing but ice water in his veins and the blank expression of an automaton, the warden advanced and fired. He saw only his gunsight’s reticle, felt only the pressure of his index finger against the trigger. When the weapon erupted to life, he almost did not notice the stippled backstrap of the grip biting into the web of his thumb. The target and the sight disappeared for an instant, obscured by the flash of burning gas and the jolt of recoil. As if wielded by a machine, both the sight and the muzzle realigned for subsequent shots even before the previous fireball dissipated. A man’s chest stood framed in the reticle with a glowing green dot over his sternum for a fraction of a second before the thunder of a gunshot and the lighting of a muzzle flash started the whole process over again. Six times, his ten-millimeter service pistol barked like a demon hound. All six shots creased the air with hypersonic ripples within the space of two long seconds. He placed each round with care, double-tapping every enemy center-mass as he had been taught. He felt nothing, of course. Punching life-draining holes into the fleshy sacks of meat and fluid that a millisecond prior had been living, breathing men was the sort of task he had been created to do. The intensity of this firefight only drove him further away from his emotions, deeper into the black tunnel of focus and determination.

Sullivan canted his weapon to the side to assess his work while sliding into cover behind the receptionist’s desk. He already knew his shots were good. The only real question was whether the enemy wore body armor sufficient to withstand his marksmanship. He doubted it, though training and discipline were both hard to shake when his brain chemistry was responding to intense danger. A quick perusal of the front of the lobby confirmed his suspicions. All the men were down or dying noisily in a writhing heap, bleeding and gurgling with equal enthusiasm. 

From somewhere off to his right and a good distance away, a horrific crashing and bashing commotion was shaking the walls. Sullivan had not been working with Patrick Fagan for a long time, but he recognized the signs of his partner’s handiwork. Gunfire, screams, and the rolling rumble of wanton property damage alerted Sullivan to Fagan’s imminent arrival. Choosing care over haste, Sullivan remained under cover and dropped the half-empty magazine from his pistol. Unthinking, he caught it as it fell and slipped it into his coat pocket. The noise grew closer as he fished a fresh one from his belt. With his emotions starting to slide back in, a smile touched his lips. No one would ever accuse Sullivan of being a team player, though it was hard not to like working with Fagan. As he seated the fresh magazine and ensured a round was in battery, the sound of wood splintering startled him enough to nearly drop his weapon. The top half of a man protruded from the now-ruined door to his left. His arms hung limp, and his head lolled in a manner that did not indicate good things for any of the associated vertebrae. Another crash followed, and both man and door hurtled inward, propelled by an impact that made nearby furniture jump and knocked a vase of fake flowers from its perch atop a bookshelf. 

A giant stepped into the lobby. Bent over to fit through the door, Patrick Fagan looked like a mythical troll lumbering out from beneath a bridge. When he rose to his full height, this picture did not improve much. Somewhere in the fight, the sleeve of his jacket and shirt had been torn away, revealing a hairy arm as thick as a big man’s leg. His tiny eyes blazed under a heavy brow, and massive shoulders heaved with each wheezing breath. A dense black beard hid a simian slab of a jaw, though Sullivan saw his teeth bared in a ferocious frown. Fagan’s pistol looked like a child’s toy in his gargantuan mitt, and Sullivan could tell by the upright position of the mag catch lever that Fagan had run the thing dry in getting here.

“Over here!” Sullivan called with a wave from behind the desk. “It’s clear, I think.”

Fagan crossed the lobby at a brisk jog. At the desk, he reloaded his pistol and pointed to his bare limb. A shallow cut ran along his triceps, weeping crimson into the coarse hair of his upper arm. “Fuckers were using knives, man. Who the hell uses knives in this day and age?”

“Where was his gun?” Sullivan asked, his curiosity genuine.

“He, uh, might have dropped it when I threw something at him.”

Sullivan began to check the men he had shot for survivors. Over his shoulder, he asked, “And what exactly did you throw?”

Fagan was cuffing the inert form of the man he had put through the door. His reply came with more than a little pride. “A vending machine.”

Sullivan shook his head. “Of course.” Satisfied that his three targets were well and truly dead, he looked back to his giant partner. “What’s ridiculous to me is that after having the vending machine thrown at him, he still decided that coming after you with a knife was a viable strategy.”

“That’s what I’m saying, man. A guy ought to know when he’s beat.”

Gunfire and explosions from below ended the conversation. A prolonged bout of shooting and shouting wafted up from the first floor. Both men rolled their eyes and checked their pistols.

Fagan spoke first. “Guess we ought to go help out the local yokels.”

“Goddamn amateurs,” grumbled Sullivan. “Might as well. My head is fucking killing me, and I’d like to wrap this up in time to grab a beer.”
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​CHAPTER TWO
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If the Chicago Municipal Law Enforcement Office detachment thought the wardens would be grateful for their assistance, Sullivan’s frank and unvarnished assessment of their contribution to the raid disabused them of such immediately.

“On what planet, Sergeant,” he fumed into the reddening face of the MLEO squad leader, “does ‘secure the perimeter and contain’ become ‘pull up to the front door in marked vehicles?’” Sullivan was a full six inches taller than the policeman, and he glared down upon his prey in a manner most disconcerting to the shorter man.

“My office said to hit the place if it looked like high value targets were inside. I had orders.”

“So on the authority of the Chicago Municipal Law Enforcement Office, you elected to preempt a Genetic Equity Enforcement Department operation?” 

Sullivan’s incredulity sounded a lot more like smoldering rage to the sergeant, who met it with his own growing irritation. “You’re two guys in suits from Albany. You swoop in and tell us that there is a major criminal element financing and producing illegal genetic modifications in our backyard. Then you tell us to sit on our hands and do nothing?” The sergeant sneered back up at Sullivan. “On what freakin’ planet do you think the mayor and the governor are going to let a pair of G-men actually run that show? You know how that makes them look?”

“It makes them look fucking incompetent or corrupt,” Sullivan growled.

“Likely both,” Fagan added, ever helpful.

The sergeant shrugged. “Well, now you know why I got the orders I got.”

This did not satisfy Sullivan, who needed to vent his irritation. “Christ, you’re an idiot. All they did was transfer the embarrassment.”

The sergeant bristled at the insult. “The fuck you talking about?”

Fagan continued to be helpful. “Now you’re the one who looks incompetent or corrupt, Sergeant.”

Sullivan explained. “You jumped the gun on an eleven-month GEED investigation, dumbass. There was nobody here all that important. Yeah, we’ll get some accountants and some street muscle locked up, but no big players. You just spooked all the bad guys, blew an expensive investigation, and started a firefight on a busy street right before rush hour.” He began a slow, derisive golf clap. “Oh bravo, Sergeant.” Then he stopped clapping. “And what, pray tell, do you have to show for it all?” He held his hands out the sides, encompassing the wrecked atrium. “Dick-all. Well done, Sergeant. Well done. I figure the over-under on you getting fired is eight weeks.” He looked back over his shoulder to the giant behind him. “You taking that action, Fagan?”

“I’ll take the under for a hundred. The mayor is going to want to get far away from this screw-up fast. Especially once Horowitz starts shrieking.”

Sullivan winced. “Oof. Yeah. I should have thought that out more. Definitely less than six weeks. Damn. I’m gonna be out a hundred bucks now.” He returned his attention to the sergeant, stepping closer to loom over the man. “So if you are looking for gratitude, numb-nuts, you can fuck right off.”

The two men locked gazes, and the policeman’s jaw worked in silent fury at all the implications of his folly. He growled his response through teeth pressed tight together. “Now you listen here, you suit-wearing Fed motherfucker. My boys and I came in here to enforce the law, and maybe to help you guys out. Without us, it would have been you two freaks against the whole goddamn building. Maybe we moved too early, but you still got your bust, and without our help, you’d have nothing. So I don’t want to hear anything but ‘thank you’ out of that pretty little GiMP mouth of you—”

Sullivan’s hand darted forward to clamp over the sergeant’s face. The palm crushed his lips and nose with an ugly slap, and the sergeant found himself unable to breathe. Sullivan squeezed and pushed downward, driving the man to his knees while he struggled to force air through Sullivan’s fingers. The dozen or so MLEOs wandering around pretending not to hear the argument suddenly turned toward the commotion, twelve hands resting on the butts of twelve weapons.

“Sully...” Fagan’s tone carried a warning.

With a snarl, Sullivan released his captive. The sergeant crumpled to the floor, coughed twice as he caught his breath, then heaved himself back to his feet. His face glowed red, and spittle flew from his mouth as he sputtered, “You piece of shit GiMP motherfucker!” The policeman stepped forward as if to hit Sullivan, then thought better of it when he saw the warden’s face. It was like an internal switch had been flipped, and now a different person sat behind the wheel. Sullivan wore no expression at all. He stood blank-faced and relaxed. Those eyes that had burned with anger now sat ice-cold and level. Hands balled into fists only seconds before now hung loose at his sides. The irritation was gone. The anger and frustration had fled his body. The sergeant had never seen anything quite like the warden before, but he knew what that look meant.

“Fagan,” Sullivan said in a frigid voice. “Can you please finish debriefing the sergeant, here? I suddenly need some air.”

“Yeah, go take a walk, Sully,” Fagan said. “I’ll sort the good sergeant out.”

Sullivan moved away from the tense knot of policemen and wandered back into the main foyer of the building. The MLEOs had made a mess of the place with an uncoordinated breach and sloppy contagious fire. The burned-chemical smell of smoke grenades still lingered, the salty tang of it tickling his nostrils with the slight chance of a sneeze.

In truth, he was not all that angry with the sergeant. Beyond the general baseline stupidity of jumping the gun, the man had not really done anything all that wrong. Sullivan’s irritation had more to do with the consequences. That one stupid mistake had cost Sullivan and the department a lot of work, and this meant big headaches for everyone involved. Sullivan accepted that his outburst had more to do with an unspecified desire to ruin the sergeant’s day than any real loss of temper. The sergeant’s blunder irritated him, and he wanted to punish the man for it.

Sullivan did not like the implications of this, as it placed him in the role of the bully. It was a role he had played before, almost always when his stress response weakened his otherwise ironclad self-control. 

The lapse was understandable. To be mean was his nature, hard-wired into the fiber of his brain chemistry at birth. Nevertheless, he bristled as he stalked down a hallway. The voices of his instructors echoed in his head, rebuking him for his moment of childish indulgence.

You cannot control your feelings; therefore, it is useless to try. You can control your behavior, and therefore you must. Your emotions are a consequence; your actions are a choice. Learn to feel without acting, and to act without feeling, and you will master both yourself and your enemies.

It was an old mantra, beaten into him across years of training at the hands of skilled instructors. These same lessons had saved his life and livelihood more than once, and he always felt like a fool when his frustration got the better of him. 

His feet thumped as he paced the halls, lost in his own thoughts. His walk appeared to have had purpose, though he merely needed something to do with his body while his brain sorted through its laundry list of recriminations. Adrift as he was in his own ruminations, the small shuffling sound coming from behind a closed door almost went unnoticed. If the eerie quiet of the building had not been quite so complete, he might have missed it and walked on. Yet, without the hum and bustle of a normal workday to mask it, the screech of metal on floor tile pierced his mental fog like a bullet. 

Sullivan stopped and cocked his head to listen. The sound came again. A scraping noise, soft and tentative, from the other side of a door that looked like it opened into a closet. Sullivan cast about to get his bearings and discovered he had wandered into some deep and secluded corner of the facility. He did not recognize his location, and there were no signs that the battle had meandered anywhere near this particular hallway. He listened some more, and the scraping continued.

He toyed with the idea of calling for backup, then decided against it. The fuming warden would now add the poor job of clearing the first floor to the long list of complaints he intended to file with Chicago’s Municipal Law Enforcement Office, and the thought of MLEOs bungling this operation any further turned his stomach. It also felt like it might be a good idea to keep Fagan on the sergeant for the time being. It did not seem sensible to revisit that interaction anytime soon.

His right hand brushed his jacket away from his holster and drew his pistol. He listened for another few seconds to make sure he heard nothing that sounded too strange or dangerous. The scraping and scratching continued, and Sullivan thought he heard some huffing and grunting as well. Satisfied that the door did not hide a squad of heavily-armed goons, his left hand reached for the latch. With a yank, he almost ripped the door off its hinges. The reticle of his gunsight amplified what small quantity of light there was in the chamber beyond, and Sullivan saw a small man trying very hard to move a large cabinet.

“Federal agent!” Sullivan boomed. “Hold it right there!”

The man squeaked and dropped to the floor, arms raised above his head in a pose of abject surrender.

“Don’t shoot," he cried. “I give up! I give up!”

Sullivan assessed the scene for a moment. The cowering man was short, thin, and terrified. He wore a suit that looked expensive, though somewhat worse for wear. He appeared pathetic and quite harmless, so Sullivan holstered his sidearm and stepped farther into the room. If there was a gun somewhere under that jacket, Sullivan supposed the twerp could go ahead and try his luck. He said as much to the trembling man.

“If you’re armed, either drop it or make your move. It’s all the same to me.”

“I’m unarmed!” the man gasped.

“Good. Get up. Keep your hands where I can see them.”

The man complied as best he could. Dragging himself upright, he strained to see who had caught him. Narrow eyes squinted at the warden, then widened with a mixture of fear and awe. “You’re Sullivan, aren’t you?”

“Am I that famous?”

The man shuffled his feet in a nervous tic. “In some circles, yes. Your reputation, ah... precedes you. As does your father’s.”

Sullivan was not sure he liked how that sounded. “My father is not your problem right now. Does my reputation say what I’ll do to you if you give me a hard time?”

He replied with an emphatic nod. “Oh yes! Don’t worry. I’ll cooperate!”

Something felt wrong to Sullivan. He could not place it right away, and a scowl striped his face with deep lines. “That’s real accommodating of you, Mister...” he left it hanging with a raised eyebrow.

“Mortenson. Sam Mortenson. Are you going to arrest me now?” The face hardened. “I have a good lawyer, you know. You better not try any rough stuff.”

Sullivan’s doubts gathered momentum. “You sure seem in a rush to get locked up, Sam. Just what the hell are you hiding?”

“I was hiding myself!” The warden was unconvinced with this answer. Mortensen tried harder.  “From all the shooting! It was bedlam out there!”

Sullivan looked past Mortenson to the cabinet he had been pushing. The size of an armoire, the rectangular metal box was otherwise uninteresting. Sullivan might have assumed it held files or office supplies if not for the obvious effort his captive had been putting into moving it.

“What’s up with the cabinet, Sam?” he asked.

Mortenson swallowed. “A hiding place, you know?”

“You weren’t trying to open it, pal. You were trying to move the damn thing.” Sullivan walked up to it, ignoring Mortenson as he passed the man. Mortenson eyed his now unobstructed path to the hall with naked hunger, and Sullivan chuckled. “If you think you can make it, give it a shot,” he said without turning.

Mortenson stayed put, his round shoulders slumped in defeat.

Sullivan wrinkled his nose at the piece of furniture before his eyes. “Now, why the hell is a spindly little thing like you trying to move such a big, heavy thing?”

“Just wanted to hide,” Mortenson sighed.

“Bullshit.” Sullivan grabbed the cabinet by the edges and dragged the whole apparatus away from the wall without so much as a grunt of exertion. Mortenson bolted for the hall as soon as it started to move. Sullivan whipped around and shot an arm toward the fleeing man. With a handful of Mortenson’s collar in his grip, the warden yanked his prey off his feet and threw the mousy man into the closest wall. “Not today, Sammy.” With a sharp cry of pain, Mortenson slumped to the floor, where he settled into a panting and groaning pile of limbs. Satisfied, Sullivan examined the section of floor formerly hidden by the cabinet. Nestled into the tiles was a square metal door, twelve inches on a side. A control panel with a numeric keypad and a screen sat atop it. “Well, now,” he said with a knowing chuckle. “What do we have here?”

Mortenson said nothing.

Sullivan looked over to the crumpled heap of man, a dark smile on his face. “I don’t suppose you know the combination to this here vault, do you?”

Mortenson remained silent.

“It really doesn’t matter. We have people who can hack it. I’m just giving you a chance to cooperate. It will look better if you do when it comes time to cut a deal with the prosecutor.”

At last, Mortenson looked up and met the warden’s eyes. “You don’t want to open that door, Warden.”

“Sure I do,” Sullivan said.

“No, you don’t," Mortenson said. “There’s nothing in there but bad news, and once you open it, your life won’t be worth shit.” Mortenson’s pleading was making Sullivan uncomfortable. “Take my advice, John. Walk away right now. Arrest me, take down this operation, hunt us all down if you must. But leave that door closed, for all our sakes. For your own sake!”

Sullivan considered this for a moment, then he stomped over to Mortenson and grabbed him by the lapel. A flick of his arm sent the smaller man flopping over to land atop the hatch.

“Open it.” 

Mortenson’s fingers trembled as he punched keys. “You don’t understand, John. I’m trying to protect...”

“Shut up,” Sullivan barked. “You call me ‘Warden Sullivan.’ Only my mother can call me John, and I think we both know I don’t have a mother.”

A loud click indicated the tiny vault was unlocked. Mortenson slid away to lean against the wall. “Have it your way, then.” He made a weak hand wave toward the door. A cheerful green light blinked on the panel. “It’s open.”

Sullivan lifted the hatch, revealing a small recess filled with data cards.

“Christ...” he breathed at the sight of them all. “That’s a lot of evidence, isn’t it?”

“Enough to damn us all,” Mortenson said. “Every last one of us.”
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​CHAPTER THREE
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“The hell with it. I’m going in.”

The statement, bland and unadorned as it was, carried the weight of finality and the promise of dire administrative consequences for all involved. Sullivan cemented his folly by stepping into the black river of shimmering heat waves warping the air above the asphalt of a busy Hartford street. A half-dozen vehicles lurched to an abrupt halt as dozens of sensors registered the living creature crossing their path. Those same vehicles, upon uploading the brazen jaywalker’s infraction to the transit grid, received immediate confirmation that, despite the flagrant disregard for safety and egregious disrespect toward the sanctity of traffic law, the tall man in the brown jacket had all the authority necessary to bring traffic to a halt without consequence. Several lawyers, one stockbroker, and a lone software developer found their ire both impotent and ignored. The combined sputtering and blustering of the jostled passengers died like a mild breeze before the hurricane of official state business. 

One brave soul, sounding tired and resigned, made the requisite attempt to rein the stalking man in. 

“Oh, come on, Sully!” Even through the earpiece, Fagan’s admonition wore the heavy cloak of a man who had endured this conversation several times before and was rather tired with repeating himself. “What the hell are you doing, man?”

“I’m going in now, Fagan,” Sullivan said. “I’m sick of waiting in this heat. It’s just the one guy. I’ll get him to come in on his own.”

“Sully,” he pleaded, friendlier this time. “Come on, man. You know this doesn’t ever work in your favor. Just wait for the wagon like you’re supposed to.”

“Like in Chicago?” Sullivan replied. “Not in the mood for that shit again. This guy and this bust are way too important. I’ll just be a minute. Sullivan out.” He pulled the bud from his ear and let it dangle over his collar. He still heard the irritated exhortations of Fagan on the other end of the line, though he found these much easier to ignore now that they had been reduced to incoherent buzzing. He supposed it matched the incoherent buzzing of the fragmented thoughts limping across his booze-soaked synapses. Maybe it was the lingering after-effects of too much late-night hotel drinking enhancing his discomfort, or an artifact of his hyperactive metabolism. Either way, it remained painfully obvious that he had not dressed properly for the mid-July heat. Connecticut was supposed to be a cool place. Why no one had mentioned that this picturesque New England town might scorch like the sixth ring of hell, the warden could not say. He suspected that people just liked to watch him squirm, then dismissed the thought as frustration-induced paranoia. No matter where the responsibility for his misery lay, his lack of sartorial flexibility had placed him in a situation where an otherwise normal day at work was rapidly deteriorating into an arduous afternoon of roasting in his own juices. He was desperate for this to be someone else’s fault. He searched his memory for a suitable scapegoat, though no quantity of mental gymnastics seemed up to the task of producing one. 

There was a pattern to his woes, a common denominator to each nagging misfortune that only the most obtuse of morons could miss. His many personality faults notwithstanding, the warden refused to succumb to self-delusion. If his day was going poorly, he had no one to blame but himself. No one had forced him to drink himself unconscious the night before, and no one had forced him to oversleep. It was he who had failed to invest ten seconds in checking the weather before throwing on yesterday’s clothes and getting out of his hotel room. Sullivan was miserable because his own choices made him late, and left a naked woman in his bed with a name he did not remember and a face he did not want to. He recalled heavy breasts, gin, bleach-blond hair, beer, and regret. Not necessarily in that order, either. Dejected, angry, and acutely uncomfortable, the warden marched up the concrete steps of the Hartford County Municipal Courthouse secure in the knowledge that the architect of his bad mood was none other than his own damn self. This was as it should be. This was his normal.

His face a mask of minimally-contained aggravation, Sullivan passed through the main doors of the brown stone building like a rolling thunderhead. His pace did not alter for doors or turnstiles, and brisk steps through the vestibule moved him into a wide, sunlit lobby. The open space was noisy with the dull rumble of voices pitched to a quiet yet conversational level. Before him, several neat lines of angry-eyed people shuffled and ambled through assorted security checkpoints. Sullivan scanned the sea of humanity, looking for signs of his quarry or perhaps the first indications of burgeoning trouble. He realized that a little trouble might serve to improve his mood, and then dismissed this as unhelpful. The last thing he needed was more headaches. 

What he saw was the laborious plodding of a hundred faces, all cast into defeated expressions of impotent frustration. One by one, uniformed personnel manning the checkpoints ignored their dignity in an age-old act of fruitless security theater. Pockets were emptied, bags were searched, and as a final insult, the patrons of this municipal administration facility were made to step through a multi-threat scanning arch.

Sullivan nodded to himself, satisfied that if nothing else, the security meant he was unlikely to encounter any weapons upstairs. He brushed his way to the front of the line, drawing scowls and muttered expletives from the grouchy crowd. No one tried to stop him, of course. Each growled protest directed to his rudeness died when the affronted saw the height and width of the antagonist. None of those inclined to object understood exactly who he was just from looking at his retreating back, but Sullivan seemed to possess an indisputable air of authority. He exuded a particular species of institutional arrogance that cowed the crowd just like the cars on the street outside. A more perceptive observer would see this presence for what it really was: a personal shield of placid menace wreathing the big man like a dense fog of restrained violence. An angry lemming stuck in the interminable security line might not understand why their guts chose this moment to freeze into a block of ice, yet there was no question at all who was to blame. Each person, even through the obscuring haze of his or her own anger, ascertained in that instant that the rude man in the brown jacket was best left to his business.

Sullivan relied upon this phenomenon to maneuver himself without incident to the checkpoint. He did not bother to empty his pockets, nor did he deign to submit to the scan. He gave the doughy security marshal both a bland look of condescension and his ID. Then he merely waited for the underpaid rent-a-cop to comprehend what he was looking at. 

This took four seconds, if one included the time wasted on a gape-mouthed double-take. The guard almost spoke, probably to blurt something stupid and guaranteed to panic the crowd, so the warden stopped him.

“Shut up,” Sullivan said. This confused the guard, for he had not spoken yet. The warden did not care and pressed on. “Don’t say a word. Just nod, look down at your screen, and wave me through. Don’t call anyone or do anything, clear?”

“Got it,” the man said, and he waved him through.

“I told you not to talk.” Under more normal conditions, Sullivan would have blasted the incompetent oaf with a scathing diatribe, but his heart was not in it at the moment. He walked through the arch without bothering, content to let the clanging and pinging of the scanner startle the guard back into doing his job. Sullivan had a very good idea as to where he was going. He found his way to the stairwell and trotted up two flights. At the third-floor landing, a helpful sign illuminated the path to the office he needed, and moments later, the warden stood outside an old wooden door. 

Here he paused. His hands went to his waist, fingertips just brushing the worn kydex holster on his right hip. His thumb slid along the retention strap and dragged across the knurling of his sidearm’s grip scales before giving the gun a gentle press to ensure it was well-seated. It was an old habit—a bizarre affectation he had acquired over the years. It might be considered an understandable nod to caution. It was logical to check one’s weapon before an arrest. Arrest and detention were inherently dangerous things. However, the tiny tic carried the insecure edge of something uncomfortable and incongruous. When other wardens checked their pistols before moving on a target, they looked like dedicated professionals ensuring a beloved tool was in its proper place. When Warden Sullivan patted his holstered sidearm, he seemed like a zookeeper making sure a dangerous animal remained securely locked up. He could have left the gun at home, he knew. The lack of it would have no impact on the outcome of this operation. Thanks to the mountain of intel recovered in Chicago, Sullivan had arrived quite secure in the knowledge that no guns would be needed today. Nevertheless, the uncomfortable weight of his pistol sat there as it always did. Two pounds of metal dragging one side of his pants down and chaffing his side raw through the sweaty cotton of his shirt. He had no intention of drawing the pistol or using it, and his conviction helped the small surge of anxiety pass almost unnoticed.

With a quiet grunt of resignation, Sullivan pressed his ID against the door panel and stepped through when it beeped. Inside the sparse office beyond, a man looked up to greet him. He sat at a table, papers strewn about and a digital notebook open. The man at the table was of medium height with an athletic build. His face was average-looking, wearing an ethnically-ambiguous tan and no other particularly striking features. His suit was dark and tailored, his hair brown and combed to perfection. The warden had to concede that if lawyers had a prototype, this guy was it.

“Excuse me?” The implied question came with an imperious tilt of the chin and sounded more than a little annoyed. “I believe I have this room today. But I only have one hearing left. It starts in twenty minutes, so you can use the room when I’m done.”

“Don’t need the room, counselor,” Sullivan said. “Came to see you.”

Something about that put the lawyer on edge. “Then you can make an appointment with my office. If you’ll excuse me?” He gestured to the door with his stylus. “I’m very busy.”

“It’s okay. I’ve cleared your schedule, Mr. Langley.” The warden had not meant for this to sound so menacing. Hearing his own words made him wince. “Sorry for the inconvenience and all that, but I think we should talk for a bit.”

The man at the table put his stylus down and fixed his tormentor with an even glare. “You cleared my schedule? That’s an interesting choice of words. You want to tell me who you are and what’s going on?”

The warden leaned against the door, only incidentally blocking the only exit with his body. “My name is John Sullivan, and I am a Warden, First Class, with the Genetic Equity and Enforcement Department.”

Sullivan always paused at this moment to gauge the reaction. Not every person he brought in even knew what they were, and the universe could not possibly send anyone worse than Warden John L. Sullivan to reveal so catastrophic a truth. This was not his fault. He was neurologically disinclined toward empathy at a very fundamental level. 

The lawyer’s response came with a tiny flinch, sparing Sullivan any further wasted efforts on this front. His tone was flat, calm, and professional. “I do not currently represent any GMPs, Warden Sullivan. If you have a complaint or a warrant for one of my clients, you could have simply taken it up with the office.”

“That’s true,” Sullivan said with an affable nod. “But I’m not here for one of your clients.”

“Then I can’t imagine how I might help you, Warden.”

That was the moment Sullivan knew that the lawyer understood his own status and the nature of his clientele. He was too cool, too detached. He gave too much away with this affected calm. First Class Wardens did not go on milk runs or do generic investigations. An innocent man would be confused and terrified in this situation. A low-level GMP often gave up at the first sign of someone like John Sullivan. Langley did no such thing. The lawyer held his ground, a challenge inherent in his stone-faced resistance to the obvious. Sullivan respected the attempt and returned the glare with his own level gaze. 

Far more comfortable with the emerging paradigm, Sullivan switched tactics. “Track and field was a good call, Mr. Langley. Too many football players get tested. Track will still get you that good scholarship without attracting the wrong kind of attention. I’d have held off on setting the state record in pentathlon, though. Second place would have kept your scholarship without all the risk.”

Langley’s mouth twitched, an involuntary reaction that he covered by speaking. “So this is about me? You believe I have been modified for advantage? That is a serious charge, Warden Sullivan. I am happy to submit to whatever tests you would like to administer, but I must advise you I am deeply offended by your department’s lack of procedural decorum in coming here to do it. You can expect my office to file a grievance with—”

“Oh, shut up,” Sullivan interrupted with a wave of his hand. “I get that you think I’m here to test you. But I’m not. You’ll test negative, anyway. Just like you did when you took the bar.”

“What then? I am both confused and quite annoyed.” Langley’s eyes narrowed. “Answer carefully; your career depends upon it.”

“If you don’t mind, I’ll do the threatening, counselor,” Sullivan said. “You don’t have the vocabulary for it. So now you think I sauntered up here to shake a confession out of you? The old ‘I got my eye on you’ routine? Maybe a little oblique departmental intimidation?”

Langley said nothing. Sullivan pressed on. “You aren’t that lucky, counselor. I’ve done this dance so many times, I teach the steps at a local community college. I’m here because it’s time for you to come in. Now, I’m willing to put you down as ‘no prior knowledge’ if you don’t turn this into a big mess. We both know that’s bullshit, but it makes no difference to me whether you do time before you enter state service. It’s your clients we really want, anyway. You aren’t shit compared to them.”

Langley played his last card. “Do you have a warrant, Warden? Because if you don’t, you have just pissed off the wrong lawyer.” Sullivan assumed Langley thought this to be impossible. This was an understandable error. There were no SWAT officers blocking the exits, no containment wagon parked on the street. None of the usual elements of a GMP apprehension were present, so a bluff on the warden’s part was not out of the question. 

Sullivan himself would be the first to admit he lacked the imagination to bluff. In this case, he did not have to. 

“I do.”

Langley sat back in his chair, defeated. His lips parted, and a tiny “How?” escaped. He placed his head in his hands for several seconds, then managed to speak with volume. “It was supposed to be undetectable.”

“It was. Your modifications were minor enough. No one was ever going to catch you with tests.” Sullivan let a wan smile turn the corners of his mouth. “We got lucky. Two days ago, I raided one of your best clients’ facilities. Included in the evidence we collected, there was a complete record from the lab your parents used. Your genotype was one of about six hundred still on file. Once we bounced the records from the lab through the database...”

“You found the match from my bar exam test,” Langley finished. “Well done, Warden.”

“It’s the job.” Sullivan stood up straight. “How do you want to do this? I didn’t bring the wagon or a bunch of SWAT guys. If you want to do this cool and calm, I don’t mind. No sense in making a scene. Like I said, I’ll write you up as NPK. You are going to have to turn on your clients if you want to keep it that way, though. Nothing illegal about being a lawyer, so you won’t hang for their crimes if you play ball.”

“What happens if I don’t want to go? I worked hard to get where I am. I’ve got a couple of mild athletic enhancements is all. Just enough to get me a full scholarship to a good school. Everything else I did on my own.” The lawyer’s composure was melting. “I earned this! I don’t want to go be a prosecutor or public defender.”

“What about the kid who didn’t get the scholarship because you beat him for the spot? What’s he up to these days?” Sullivan shrugged. He had heard all these arguments before. “Rules are rules, counselor. You have an unfair advantage, and you’re supposed to know better.”

“It’s not fair.” The man was whining now. He had lost, he was trapped, and his life would never be the same. For now, he was afraid, though Sullivan knew fear would yield to anger soon enough. “I didn’t ask to be born this way. I never had a choice.”

“You do now,” the warden offered, not really believing it himself. “You can do a lot of good with your gifts. Help a lot of people. You will be the key to bringing down a lot of bad guys.”

“I don’t want to help people! And those bad guys will kill me!”

There it was. The anger. Sullivan welcomed the gravelly sound of rage-bitten invective like the old friend it was. It meant that this would be over soon.

“Well, I’m sorry then. But it’s still time to come in. Can I convince you to walk out of here with your head up? Or are you going to try your luck?”

Sullivan watched the calculations going on behind Langley’s eyes, saw conclusions drawn, decisions reached. It was the same every time. They all did the math, they all weighed the consequences. For some, it was easy. Those with nothing left to lose found the calculus quite simple, while people with much at stake had more to consider. In most cases, the result was the same, and Langley proved to be no better than a hundred others before him.

Langley leapt from his chair and surged
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