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SECOND CHANCE

The desert around the DNAD training compound was flat, hard, and indifferent. Heat rose from the sand in wavering sheets, blurring the razor wire and watchtowers into mirages that never quite disappeared. The compound itself sat low against the land—concrete, steel, and silence—built to endure scrutiny by refusing to acknowledge it.

General Matthew Travis observed the arrivals from behind reinforced glass. Thirty-two candidates were processed through the intake corridor in disciplined silence. No salutes. No greetings. No questions. Each arrived alone, escorted by armed DNAD personnel who did not speak unless required. Their personal effects were confiscated at the gate and sealed into numbered containers they would never see again.

The interviews were already underway. Travis did not conduct them. He watched the man who did—an intelligence officer with the right posture and the wrong instincts—sit across from each candidate at a steel table bolted to the floor. 

The process was efficient. Clinical. Names appeared briefly on the display screen beside the man, followed by service history, psychological flags, and redacted commendations. Once approved, the file collapsed inward, replaced by a numeric designation.

“That should be Parker,” Travis said quietly.

Richard Sloan stood beside him; tablet held loosely in one hand. He didn’t look up. “Colonel Parker chose a different alignment.”

“He hesitated,” Travis replied. His voice was level, but his jaw tightened. “At Helix.”

Sloan’s expression remained neutral. “In programs like this, hesitation is a form of dissent.”

Travis said nothing. Parker had been the right man—brilliant, controlled, loyal to outcomes over appearances. But loyalty, Travis had learned, only mattered if it aligned with necessity. Parker’s attachment to people had made him unpredictable. Sentimental. A liability.

Below them, the interview officer finished speaking and nodded once. The candidate across from him—a broad-shouldered man with Ranger bearing etched into every movement—sat rigidly, hands flat on his knees.

“You no longer require a name,” the officer said.

The man blinked. “Sir?”

“Names imply history,” the officer continued evenly. “History implies accountability. Accountability implies limitation.” He tapped the tablet. “You were selected not for who the world told you that you were, but for who the United States government has determined you are.” A pause.

“Your designation replaces your identity. You will answer to it exclusively. You will not inquire about the designations of others. You will not speak your former name aloud. That identity is no longer operationally relevant.”

The man swallowed once. “Understood.” The tablet chimed.

“Designation Twelve,” the officer said. “Stand.”

Twelve rose, posture snapping into place out of reflex. He was escorted out through a side door without another word.

The next candidate sat. Female. Close-cropped hair. Navy bearing. The speech repeated verbatim. No one objected. Hours later, the final designation was issued. The candidates were moved to processing bays and stripped of every remaining marker of affiliation. No ranks. No branches. No patches. They were issued identical black uniforms—matte fabric, no insignia, no name tapes, no visible numbering. Even their boots were the same. There were no mirrors in the changing areas.

An instructor addressed them for the first time as a group.

“You do not serve the Army, Navy, Air Force, Marines, or any allied command,” he said. “You now belong to DNAD. You will not speak to one another outside of training. You will not form attachments. You will not engage in sexual contact. You will not exchange personal information. Conversation is not training.”

No one spoke. “You are housed separately. You move separately. You eat separately. Proximity is permitted only during drills and evaluations.” A beat. “You were chosen because the system determined you were expendable.” 

That landed harder than any insult. From the observation deck, Travis watched them absorb it. “They think this is a second chance,” he said.

Sloan glanced at the live metrics scrolling across his tablet. “It is.”

“At what?”

“Function.”

The injections followed. HX-9X was administered intravenously, one designation at a time, under constant monitoring. The serum was clear, inert-looking, its complexity hidden behind classification codes and redundancy protocols. The medical officers spoke in precise, unemotional language.

“This is not a treatment. This is not a cure. This is a continuation protocol. You will experience physiological changes. You will not resist them. You will not report subjective discomfort unless instructed.”

Heart rates spiked. Cortisol levels surged. Neural activity climbed, then settled into synchronized patterns that tracked cleanly within projected tolerances. No screaming. No convulsions. Just alignment.

Training began immediately.

The yard was a rectangle of packed dirt and gravel ringed by concrete walls and observation platforms. The instructors did not shout encouragement. They whispered insults. They questioned competence. Loyalty. Identity. They pressed old wounds with surgical precision. Obstacle runs. Stress drills. Close-combat rotations. Telemetry climbed.

“Still no overt instability?” Travis asked.

“Minimal,” Sloan replied. “Aggression is expected. Desired. The protocol amplifies what’s already there.”

On the yard, two figures squared off.

Designation Twelve—Army Ranger. Taller. Broader. Disciplined but worn. Designation Twenty-Three—Navy SEAL. Compact. Coiled. Eyes flat and distant. The pairing was deliberate. The whistle blew.

They engaged. Controlled at first. Elbows. Knees. Clinch work. Gravel sprayed as boots dug in. Twelve landed a clean strike to Twenty-Three’s ribs. Twenty-Three smiled. Telemetry spiked. His breathing slowed—too slow. Pupils dilated, then constricted. Veins stood out along his neck like cables under tension.

“Stand down,” the instructor ordered. Twenty-Three didn’t hear him.

Twelve tried to disengage. Hands raised. “Hey—” Twenty-Three lunged. It wasn’t faster than human. It was stronger. He drove Twelve backward, lifted him clean off the ground, and slammed him into the dirt hard enough to crack bone. The sound echoed across the yard. Several recruits stepped back. Twelve screamed once. Twenty-Three dropped to one knee, hands locked around Twelve’s helmet.

“STOP!”

The twist was wet and final.

The helmet came free. So did everything inside it. The body collapsed without a head. Dust drifted. Silence fell. Twenty-Three stood slowly. His chest rose and fell in a calm, meditative rhythm. He looked at what he’d done—not with horror or triumph, but with distant curiosity. Like a man examining a malfunctioning tool.

In the observation room, no one moved. “Neural saturation exceeded projected thresholds,” Sloan said.

Travis didn’t look away. “But coherence remains.”

Below, instructors approached cautiously. Twenty-Three allowed it. His hands trembled faintly.

“Get him to containment,” Travis ordered. “Flag the rest for accelerated evaluation.”

“And the body?” Sloan asked.

“Dispose of it. Line-of-duty casualty. Training accident.” Training resumed.

Minutes later, airspace alarms chimed. Heavy transport. The recruits were repositioned along the yard perimeter as the aircraft descended. Twin containment crates were lowered by chain, their steel lattices scorched and reinforced. Inside them, burned figures lay restrained, motionless.

No explanation was given. Twenty-Three was escorted past the cages toward isolation. As he passed, his eyes flicked once toward the figures inside. He smiled.

Above them all, the desert wind carried the smell of blood into wire and stone. Sentinel was operational.

Travis left the observation deck without another word. The corridor beyond was narrow, concrete-walled, lit by recessed strips that cast no shadows deep enough to hide in. Two DNAD guards flanked the isolation wing. They snapped to attention as Travis approached. He didn’t acknowledge them.

“Open it,” he said.

The door slid aside with a hydraulic sigh. Designation Twenty-Three sat alone on a steel bench bolted to the floor. His black uniform was stained at the knees and sleeves, flecked with drying blood that wasn’t his. His hands rested loosely on his thighs. No restraints. No visible agitation. His breathing was slow, measured.

He looked up as Travis entered. No fear. No defiance. Just assessment.

Travis stopped a few feet away. Close enough to be felt. “Do you know why you’re here?” Travis asked.

Twenty-Three tilted his head slightly. “Observation,” he said. His voice was calm. Even. “Evaluation.”

Travis nodded once. “You’re not being removed from the program.” A flicker—interest, maybe—passed through Twenty-Three’s eyes.

“I didn’t think I would be.”

“That’s not confidence,” Travis said. “That’s awareness.” He took another step forward. “I need to know why you did what you did. Not the mechanics. Not the outcome. What you were feeling.”

Twenty-Three considered the question. Then he asked one of his own. “What were those things in the cages?”

Travis smiled faintly. “That’s what you’re here for.” A beat. “But you didn’t answer my question,” Travis continued. “What were you feeling?”

Twenty-Three’s lips curved, just slightly. “Since we don’t have ranks here,” he said, “that means yours has no meaning to me.” The smile stayed. Calm. Unprovoked.

For a moment, Travis studied him. Then he smiled back. “I like you,” Travis said. “I respect clarity.” He stepped in close. Nose to nose now. Close enough that Twenty-Three could smell the antiseptic on his uniform, the faint trace of smoke still clinging to him from elsewhere. Then Travis’s voice dropped. He didn’t raise it, his tone was still, emotionless, but it had force behind it. “I own your ass, son.” The smile never left Twenty-Three’s face. “When I ask you a question, you will answer it,” Travis continued, low and controlled. “If you don’t, I will put you in a cage with those two monstrosities you’re so curious about and see how far your ego carries you.” Twenty-Three didn’t blink. “Don’t fuck with me,” Travis said. “I’ve dealt with little piss ants like you my entire life. I didn’t care about them. I don’t care about you.”

He stepped back one pace. Just enough to reset the space. His voice returned to normal volume.

“Now,” Travis said evenly, “what were you feeling?”

Twenty-Three exhaled slowly. “Nothing,” he said. Travis’s eyes narrowed a fraction. “I didn’t feel anger,” Twenty-Three continued. “I didn’t feel fear. I didn’t feel anything personal.” He looked down at his hands, then back up. “There was an obstacle. It resisted. I removed it.”

“That’s it?” Travis asked.

Twenty-Three nodded once. “That’s it.”

Silence stretched between them. Finally, Travis turned toward the door. “Get some rest,” he said. “You’re going to be very useful.” As the door slid shut behind him, gaze drifted—not to the walls, not to the guards—but in the direction the cages had gone. The smile returned.

Travis returned to the control room alone. The observation deck was quieter now. The training yard below had resumed its controlled rhythm—bodies moving, instructors circling, telemetry scrolling across glass panels in clean, obedient lines. The stain where Designation Twelve had fallen had already been washed away. Gravel disturbed, reset, made ready.

Richard Sloan stood where Travis had left him, hands folded behind his back, watching the numbers climb and stabilize.

Travis stopped beside the reinforced glass. “He didn’t break,” Travis said.

Sloan glanced at him. “Which one?”

“Twenty-Three.” Travis’s eyes stayed on the yard. “No fear response. No emotional spike. No denial. No justification.”

Sloan nodded once. “Coherence under extreme stress.”

“He smiled,” Travis said. Not amused. Not disturbed. Just stating a fact. “Didn’t posture. Didn’t deflect. He understood the situation before I finished explaining it.”

Sloan’s gaze drifted briefly to a secondary monitor—one showing the isolation wing. “That profile was always promising.”

Travis exhaled slowly. “He’s not loyal.”

“No,” Sloan agreed. “But he is aligned.”

Below them, the heavy transport finished clearing the pad. The last of the containment teams moved the twin cages deeper into the facility, steel doors sealing with dull, final sounds that carried even through reinforced glass.

Travis watched them disappear. “We chose thirty-two knowing most wouldn’t survive,” he said. “By the end of this, I expect maybe twelve still standing.”

Sloan allowed himself a small smile. “That would be an excellent yield.”

Travis didn’t return it. His attention was fixed inward now, already moving past the day’s data points, past the blood in the dirt, past the questions he hadn’t asked out loud. “This,” he said quietly, “is going to be very successful.”

Sloan’s smile sharpened—thin, precise, perfectly controlled. “And very profitable.”

Below them, training continued. And somewhere beneath the compound, two pairs of blue-lit eyes watched in silence.
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UNFINISHED

Ash swept across the interstate like snow as night thinned into a bruised, uncertain morning.

Far from the ruins, a battered Ford SUV rattled east along I-40, its engine coughing in protest. Smoke still clung to the horizon behind them, a low gray smear that refused to fade. The world looked burned out, exhausted, as if it had survived something it didn’t yet understand.

Marcus Hale drove in silence, both hands tight on the wheel. His knuckles were still scabbed. His eyes were red, not from smoke anymore, but from hours without sleep. He didn’t look at the rearview mirror.

Naomi Chen sat in the passenger seat, a folded map spread across her knees. The paper was creased, smudged with ash, the edges beginning to tear. She traced the highway with her finger, slow and careful, as if the act itself might keep them on the road.

In the back seat, Dana Ruiz watched the desert slide past beneath the hood of her sweatshirt. Gray scrub. Burned signage. Long stretches of nothing. Her reflection ghosted faintly in the window—eyes too alert for how tired she felt.

The fuel gauge hovered just above empty.

“Next town’s Albuquerque,” Naomi said quietly. “If we don’t stop soon, we’re walking again.”

Marcus nodded once. “We find supplies. Food. Rest an hour.”

The road curved gently. Through the lifting haze, a battered green sign emerged from the ash-coated brush.

DNAD RESEARCH FACILITY – 30 MILES EAST
AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY

The SUV passed beneath it. All three stared straight ahead as if no one wanted to be the first to react. The silence thickened. Then Dana whispered, barely audible, “I can feel them.”

Naomi turned. “Who?”

Dana didn’t answer right away. Her gaze had gone distant, unfocused, like she was listening to something just out of range. When she spoke, her voice was steady—but wrong somehow, as if the words were coming from a place deeper than thought. “They’re not dead,” she said. “Not gone. They’re waiting.”

Marcus’s grip tightened on the wheel. His jaw clenched. “Helen and Elias,” he said flatly. “Figures.”

The SUV rolled on, the morning sun bleeding weakly through smoke ahead—east, toward Albuquerque. Behind them, the desert still burned.



They didn’t speak again for several miles. Dana broke the silence first. “I want to go home,” she said.

Marcus exhaled through his nose. “Good. Because I’m done. I’ve had enough of the dead. Enough of facilities. Enough of pretending any of this can be fixed.” He glanced at the fuel gauge. “Boston sounds perfect.”

Dana nodded. “It does.” She pressed her forehead lightly against the glass. “I just don’t think we can.”

Naomi didn’t look up from the map. “Why?”

Dana hesitated, searching for language that didn’t exist. “Because whatever this is... it isn’t finished. And neither are we.”

Marcus shook his head. “That’s not our responsibility.”

“No,” Dana said softly. “But it’s still ours.”

Naomi folded the map carefully. “For what it’s worth,” she said, “I agree with Dana.”

Marcus shot her a look. “You’re kidding.”

Naomi met his eyes. “For Mackenzee,” she said. “Not because she’s alive. We watched her burn.” Marcus didn’t answer. “She started something she couldn’t finish,” Naomi continued. “And whether she meant to or not, we were part of it.” She reached into her bag. This time, she didn’t hesitate.

She pulled out a small cassette tape—unlabeled, the plastic scuffed and warped from heat—and set it gently on the center console. Then she placed a thin stack of folded documents beside it, sealed in a clear sleeve, edges darkened with ash.

Marcus stared at them. “What the hell is that?”

“The rooftop,” Naomi said. “Flagstaff General. She left them where someone would find them.”

Dana leaned forward. “Mackenzee?”

Naomi nodded. “I didn’t open them right away. I didn’t want to believe they were real.”

Marcus shook his head slowly. “You carried that out of there?”

“Yes.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?”

“Because you were done,” Naomi said evenly. “And because I needed to read them first.” She picked up the documents, flipping to a page dense with annotations, Roth’s handwriting tight and angular in the margins. “HX-9 didn’t fail the way it should have,” Naomi said. “The math doesn’t support it. The cascade collapse was too abrupt. Too asymmetric. Something changed in the initial dose.”

Dana felt a tightening behind her eyes. “Changed how?”

Naomi exhaled. “The compound behaved as if it had been destabilized before full uptake. Like the signal was... altered. Redirected.”

Marcus frowned. “You’re saying it was tampered with.”

“I’m saying the science almost proves it,” Naomi replied. “HX-9 should have worked. Maybe not perfectly. Maybe not safely. But it shouldn’t have fractured the way it did.” She hesitated, then tapped another page. “And HX-10,” she added quietly. “With Dana’s DNA introduced? It’s stronger. More coherent. Mackenzee’s notes are clear on that. Whatever HX-9 became, HX-10 stabilized it.”

Dana swallowed. “So why are we here?”

Naomi looked out the windshield, toward the long stretch of road ahead. “That’s the question,” she said. “And the only answer I can come up with is that this didn’t spiral on its own.”

Marcus scoffed. “You think Travis did this?”

“I think Travis enabled it,” Naomi said. “There’s a difference.”

Marcus glanced at the cassette again. “And Sloan?”

Naomi’s mouth tightened. “Sloan is a salesman. He’s good at it. Very good. But he’s not smart enough to pull something like this off alone.”

She met Marcus’s eyes again. “Travis must have gotten to him early.” The words settled heavy in the car.

Dana leaned back slowly, the pull in her head sharpening—not pain, not sound, but direction.

“We’re part of this,” she said softly. “Whether we want to be or not.”

Marcus didn’t argue this time. He nodded once. “Fine,” he said. “We stop. We look. Then we decide what comes next.” The SUV rolled on toward Albuquerque, the sign already miles behind them.

None of them noticed the way the road ahead felt... narrower.



The roadside store sat just off the highway, a low concrete rectangle with faded advertisements peeling from its windows. The parking lot was empty. No cars. No lights. The door hung ajar, swaying gently in the breeze. Dr. Mackenzee Roth stepped inside. The bell above the door didn’t ring. The air smelled stale—dust, old plastic, the faint sweetness of spoiled food. Sunlight slanted through cracked windows, striping the floor in pale gold. Shelves stood half-empty, looted or abandoned in a hurry.

Roth moved slowly, experimentally. She caught her reflection in a darkened cooler door and stopped. Her eyes were normal. Not red. Not glowing. Just eyes. Her skin was smooth. Unmarked. No burns. No scars. She lifted one hand, turning it in the light as if expecting it to betray her. It didn’t.

She let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding.

Clothing racks stood near the back—cheap souvenirs, novelty shirts, dusty jeans. Roth reached out, rifling through them without interest. She pulled items free, glanced once, then tossed them over her shoulder. Too stiff. Too tight. Too much effort. Then she paused.

A faded black T-shirt. On the front, a cartoon alien stared out beneath blocky white letters:

ET HAS NO HOME. Roth snorted softly. She pulled it on.

A pair of light-fitting jeans followed. Then a straw cowboy hat from a rack near the register. She settled it on her bare scalp, adjusting the brim until it felt right. Behind the counter sat a pair of scuffed cowboy boots. She slipped them on—no socks—and flexed her feet once. Satisfied.

She took a stick of beef jerky from the counter, didn’t bother paying, and sat down beside the register. The floor was cool. Solid. She leaned back, hat tipping forward to shadow her eyes. Sleep took her without ceremony.

Outside, shapes moved along the highway. The dead walked past the store in ones and twos, their gait steady, purposeful. They did not look at the building. They did not slow. They moved east.

Toward Albuquerque.

The low fuel warning chimed once. Then again. Marcus glanced down at the dashboard. The needle hovered below empty, the warning light glowing an angry amber. He exhaled sharply. “We’re not going to make it,” he said.

Naomi looked up from the documents in her lap. “Albuquerque’s five miles.”

“Five miles we don’t have.”

The SUV drifted right as Marcus eased off the accelerator. An exit appeared ahead—isolated, cleanly cut, almost too convenient. GAS – SOUVENIRS – NEXT RIGHT. “Easy on, easy off,” Marcus muttered. “Whoever built this place planned ahead.”

The station sat alone at the edge of the desert. A long, low building with a wide wooden façade, painted in fading reds and ochres. Display windows were filled with mannequins dressed in American Indian clothing, turquoise jewelry glinting faintly in the morning light. Wind chimes hung motionless beneath the awning. The parking lot was empty. Almost.

A small sedan sat near the entrance, driver’s door closed, keys nowhere in sight. Marcus killed the engine. “Stay sharp.”

They went inside together. The door chimed softly. The store was untouched. Shelves stocked. Racks full. No broken glass. No signs of looting. The air smelled faintly of dust and leather. Sunlight filtered through skylights, illuminating woven blankets, beadwork, carved animals, rows of postcards still neatly aligned.

Behind the counter sat a single sheet of paper, weighted down by a half-empty coffee mug.

Naomi picked it up and read aloud. “Take what you need. I’m out of here.” 

Marcus barked a laugh. “That’s one way to quit.”

Dana frowned. “I don’t get it.”

Naomi folded the note. “Sounds like someone finally had enough of their boss and walked. Didn’t tell anyone. Just... left.”

Marcus glanced toward the window. “Or the dead already made it this far.”

Dana’s eyes widened.

He shrugged. “Either way, I don’t blame them.” They moved quickly. Most of the food was junk—chips, candy, protein bars. The cooler hummed weakly. Inside, pre-packaged sandwiches floated in cloudy plastic, labels faded, dates long expired.

“Nope,” Naomi said, shutting the door. “Those have been here since the Bush administration.”

They loaded up on snacks, water, jerky. Dana grabbed a hoodie from a rack near the back, tugged it on without asking. Naomi didn’t comment as if Dana was looking for approval.

Marcus paused near a glass display case. Inside lay a small pendant shaped like a rose, delicate silver petals etched with care. Simple. Quietly beautiful. He unlocked the case, slipped the pendant into his pocket, and headed for the door. “I’ll check the pumps.”

Outside, the tanks still hummed. Digital displays flickered to life. Marcus frowned. “They’ve got power. I just... don’t know how to authorize them.”

Dana jogged back inside. “Give me a second.” She slipped behind the counter, fingers moving without hesitation. She punched in numbers, flipped a switch beneath the register, and called out, “Pump two. Hundred dollars.”

She rejoined him at the SUV. “Try now.” The pump whirred. Gas flowed.

Marcus grinned. “Remind me never to play cards with you.”

Once they were fueled and ready to get back on the road, Marcus reached into his pocket and pulled out the pendant. He held it out to Dana. “I couldn’t resist,” he said. “It reminded me of you.”

Dana’s smile came easy. She leaned forward, kissed him lightly on the cheek. “Thank you.”

Naomi groaned from the passenger seat. “Get a room.”

Marcus laughed, turned the key, and the engine rumbled back to life. He eased onto the highway, the city skyline faint in the distance. “So,” he said, eyes on the road ahead. “Which way?” Dana and Naomi exchanged a look. Marcus smirked. “Boston... or hell?” The road stretched east. They drove on.
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TRIAL BY FUNCTION

The hangar lights burned white and merciless, reflecting off concrete floors polished to a dull sheen. The air smelled of oil, steel, and ozone—machinery idling, waiting to be fed purpose.

Designation numbers stood in two loose rows. Eight would be selected. The rest remained where they were, still, silent, watching.

General Matthew Travis stepped back from the line, hands clasped behind his back. “Two. Five. Seven. Nine. Thirteen.” A beat. “Sixteen. Nineteen. Twenty-One.”

The chosen eight stepped forward. Designation Thirteen moved last. She was smaller than most of them. Five-foot-four, compact, coiled tight. Mocha-colored skin, close-cropped hair, eyes sharp and unreadable. Former Marine—anyone who’d spent time around the Corps could see it in her posture alone.

Designation Seven leaned slightly toward Nine. “She’s too small,” Seven muttered, just loud enough. “What do they expect her to do?”

Nine smirked. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. I’ll watch your back.” His eyes dropped as she passed.

“And what a sweet back it is.”

The hangar went dead quiet. Designation Thirteen stopped. She turned slowly, eyes locking onto Seven. No shouting. No warning. She closed the distance in three steps and drove her fist straight into his face. Bone cracked. Seven went down hard, blood spraying across the concrete as he screamed, hands clamping over his shattered nose.

Thirteen didn’t break stride. As she walked past Travis, she said calmly, “General, I think you need to choose another.”

Travis smiled. “Fifteen,” he called out. “Gear up.” Designation Fifteen snapped forward immediately. Travis’s smile never faded as his gaze shifted to Seven, still writhing on the floor. “And you,” Travis said, pointing. “Get Seven out of my sight. He’s done. Get rid of him.”

A DNAD guard stepped forward. He didn’t raise his weapon. Instead, he knelt beside Designation Seven, one hand gripping his arm, the other bracing his shoulder as if to help him up.

“Easy,” the guard murmured, low and reassuring. Seven looked up, confused, relief flickering across his face. The guard pulled him halfway to his feet. Then he drew his sidearm and fired once. The shot echoed through the hangar. Designation Seven collapsed instantly, motionless, a neat dark bloom spreading across the concrete beneath his head.

The guard holstered his weapon and stepped back into formation without a word. Silence crushed the space. Travis didn’t look at the body. He looked directly at Designation Twenty-Three.

For a long second, they held each other’s gaze. Twenty-Three smiled. Just a little. Travis turned back to the line.

“That,” he said evenly, “is how this works.” No one moved. Travis let the silence stretch, heavy and deliberate.

He paced once in front of them. “We told you from the start. We don’t fraternize. We don’t communicate unless spoken to. Do you understand?” No response. No sir, yes sir. Nothing. Travis liked it that way. It meant they understood. He stopped walking in front of 23, turned and looked him dead in the eye. “Maybe now you’ll see just how important that is.” Then his eyes swept the line. “Gear up. The rest of you—don’t mess this up.”

Behind him, Richard Sloan was already moving. Designation Twenty-Three noticed first. Sloan didn’t signal. He simply turned and walked, expecting to be followed. Twenty-Three fell in beside him without a word. Travis saw it. His head snapped up. “Hey,” he called out sharply. Sloan and Twenty-Three stopped. Travis’s eyes locked on them from across the hangar. “Don’t go far,” Travis said. His voice carried. “You’re going to want to see this.” The message underneath was clear. I see you. 

Sloan smiled faintly, gave a courteous nod, and while they were moving away, he said “I wouldn’t miss a thing.” Twenty-Three didn’t look back.

Travis watched them disappear through the side door, jaw tightening just enough to show.

Then he turned back to the remaining designations. “Move,” he ordered.



They left the hangar without ceremony. The door sealed behind them, muting the noise of movement and weapons. The corridor beyond was colder, lit by recessed strips that cast long shadows across concrete walls. Sloan walked a half-step ahead, hands clasped behind his back, unhurried. He didn’t look over his shoulder. He didn’t need to.

“I understand you have questions,” Sloan said calmly. “You do understand that you were chosen not to ask them.” Designation Twenty-Three said nothing. Sloan smiled faintly. “But you’re different from the others. I’ve read your file.” They turned a corner.

“Your parents’ divorce,” Sloan continued. “You were young. Raised by your father. While—” he paused, as if considering the phrasing, “—your best friend, your sister, went to live with your mother.”

Twenty-Three stopped walking. “That’s not in my file,” he said.

Sloan stopped too. He turned, smiling. “I know.” They resumed walking. “You were trouble as a child,” Sloan went on. “Your father didn’t know what to do with you. Do you know he almost gave up on you? Sent you back to your mother?”

Twenty-Three’s jaw tightened. “No.”

Sloan nodded, as if confirming a hypothesis. “Hard man,” he said. “Hard men build hard things. And hard things are designed to bear hard truths.” They reached a reinforced door. Sloan keyed it open.

“You are your father’s son,” Sloan said. “And you are exactly what we need.” The door slid aside.

“Now,” Sloan continued, “before you start asking your questions, I need to show you something. I know you’ve been curious. You were watching when they arrived.”

The room beyond was larger than Twenty-Three expected. Colder. The air hummed faintly with power. Two containment cages stood beneath harsh halogen light. Inside them, Helen Price and Elias Kwan lay restrained. They were not sedated. They couldn’t be.

Their bodies were wrong—burned flesh reknitted into unfamiliar shapes, veins faintly luminous beneath translucent skin. Their eyes were open. Watching. As they stepped closer, Elias moved.

He rose slightly and pressed one hand against the cage wall. The metal groaned. Sloan startled, just a fraction. Twenty-Three didn’t move at all.

Sloan recovered quickly. “Ask,” he said. “I can see you want to.”

“What are they?” Twenty-Three asked.

“A by-product,” Sloan said. “One that was never meant to survive.” He gestured toward Elias.

“Now, Elias here had a better chance than most. Strong mind. Adaptive. But he chose to do something very stupid.” Sloan smiled. “He mixed the wrong serum with the tainted one. That’s why he looks the way he does.” He chuckled softly. A strange, almost boyish sound. “I had a hand in that as well,” Sloan admitted. “I wasn’t sure the subliminal messages were getting through to him.” Another quiet laugh.

“I suppose they were.” He turned toward Helen. “And her,” Sloan said, pointing. “She should have died earlier. Much earlier. But she was stronger than we expected. She ended up in the same makeshift morgue as him. His blood mixed with hers.” Sloan spread his hands. “And bingo.” He smiled wide now. Too wide. Teeth showing. “She’s a monster.”

Twenty-Three watched Helen’s eyes track them. “Where did they come from?” he asked.

Sloan didn’t hesitate. “I built them.” Then, casually, as if sharing trivia: “There are three more like them in China. Also, by-products.” He paused, thinking. “And two in Europe. They’re waiting.”

Twenty-Three turned his head slightly. “Waiting for what?”

Sloan’s eyes gleamed. “Fun,” he said. “Don’t you know this is a game?”

Twenty-Three absorbed that. Then he asked his final question. “Will I become that?”

Sloan stopped smiling. For the first time, his face went neutral. Then he spoke calmly. Precisely.

“Son,” he said, “you’re already like them.” He glanced at Twenty-Three, then back at the cages.

“Just a whole lot prettier.” A beat. “But if you want to know whether you’ll look like them? Absolutely not.” Helen shifted, pressing against the cage now. The metal rang. Sloan jumped again. Recovered. “They’re just disgusting,” he said flatly. Twenty-Three kept his eyes on the monsters.

And understood far more than Sloan realized.



The city came at them screaming. Not slow. Not drifting. Not waiting. The dead burst from alleys, storefronts, broken windows—drawn by sound, by motion, by the presence of living heat. They ran. They fell. They got back up. They piled over one another like animals clawing toward food.

Designation Thirteen moved first. She raised her rifle and fired clean, disciplined shots. Center mass when forced. Headshots when she had time. That was how she’d been trained. That was how you ended a threat. The first one took a round through the forehead and kept coming. It stumbled, jaw hanging loose, eyes still locked on her. She shot it again. And again.

The dead body crashed into her, momentum carrying it forward even as bone and brain sloughed away. She shoved it aside, fired into another, then another. None of them stopped.

“Headshots aren’t working,” someone shouted. No response from Travis. The swarm thickened. Gunfire echoed down streets, each shot drawing more. The dead didn’t coordinate, but they didn’t need to. They surged. They overwhelmed.

Thirteen dropped to a knee, switched magazines, breathing steady. She watched one of them lunge. Watched its head snap back as a round punched through the skull. Watched its body keep moving. Her eyes flicked lower. She adjusted her aim and fired again—this time through the throat.

The body folded instantly. Not collapsed. Disconnected. Like a machine losing power. It didn’t twitch. Didn’t crawl. It stayed down.

Thirteen blinked once. Then she smiled. She moved down the street, firing low now. Precise. Controlled. Throat. Upper spine. Base of the neck. Bodies dropped hard and stayed down, piling at her feet. “Lower,” she said into the comms. Calm. Almost amused. “Sever the stem. Brain’s just the engine.”

The others followed her lead.

Casualties dropped. The swarm thinned. Thirteen advanced, skipping once as she stepped over a corpse, boots splashing in blood. She skipped again. Laughed softly.

Travis watched from the command feed, eyes bright. “She likes this,” he said, almost chuckling. “Almost as much as I do.”

A building loomed ahead, barricaded. Inside, movement. Heat signatures. Designation Thirteen kicked in the door. A family huddled inside. Alive. She didn’t lower her weapon. “Sir,” she said. “What about survivors?”

Travis didn’t slow. Didn’t look. “What survivors?”

Thirteen turned. She raised her rifle and fired. The shots were efficient. Final. She stepped back into the street without a word and resumed clearing, skipping once more as the last of the dead rushed toward her. They fell. Every one of them.



“Extraction in five,” Travis said. The streets below were unrecognizable now. Buildings burned unchecked. Vehicles lay overturned and gutted. What remained of the dead moved in scattered knots—some crawling, some aflame, some tearing at nothing at all. Tucson was gone.

The helicopter descended through smoke and heat, rotors chopping ash into spirals. Designation Thirteen climbed aboard last, blood drying dark against her sleeves, her breathing slow and even. As the bird lifted, Travis motioned her aside. She followed without question. “You adapted fast,” he said over the roar. “You listened. You followed command. You didn’t hesitate.” She met his eyes, unreadable.

“I need more like you,” Travis continued. “Anything you want when we get back—say the word. It’s yours.”

Thirteen considered that for half a second. “I’d love a steak,” she said.

Travis smiled as he turned away. “T-bone or New York strip?”

“Carrots go good with both.” The helicopter banked hard, pulling away from the city. Flames rolled through entire blocks now, unchecked, consuming what little remained. Through the open side door, Thirteen watched the fire spread. “Now that’s a fire,” she said quietly. Travis smiled.



Later, deep inside the compound, Designation Thirteen sat alone
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