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Jaimie Carrigan stands on the edge of an
ice-covered Adirondack pond, listening for the awful scream that
was called into dispatch. Standing next to her is K9 Moe, a hundred
and fifty five pound Rottweiler.

He knows something is wrong.

But they are too new. Too raw. Too
body-silent, both of them, to be able to communicate the disquiet
each feels down to the bone.

On paper, Officer Carrigan looks like an
exemplary rookie. Technically, she is. She’s also the target in the
small Sub-station full of old-time officers and firemen. And has
been for the past fifteen months. As the rookie, even after all
this time, it’s her duty to cover shifts, deal with a whacked-out,
ever-changing schedule that rarely involves daylight hours, and run
long patrol routes with only Moe to keep her company in the moonlit
hours.

Living with her Aunt Jesse in Haven Point
Lodge has its advantages. A room with a bed that she has to share
with the huge canine. The most important is that, even with the
trial-and-error position that might end at any point, she can keep
Moe as hers- her partner, her K9, her companion. The second is
being able to pay off the hefty school loans.

When Aunt Jesse’s lover trips in the snow and
nearly lands on a gruesome body half-hidden in a thicket, Jaimie’s
life is forever changed. She is partnered with Homicide Detective
Drew McLaughlin- a stoic, marble-faced man that hasn’t laughed in
years. He knows nothing about dogs. Or about being a partner to
anyone.
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Set in a camp, deep in the Western
Adirondacks, Catriona juggles her life choices. She entered the
world of construction at an early age to help provide for her
family while her mother was drastically ill.

Years later, she accepted an odd position for
an eccentric Grande Dame of the old families- the head of a small
crew on Victoria Du’Mais' private campgrounds. To help pay for the
land, In the summer, the camp is opened to children and families.
The remainder of the year, the private reserve is used as a test
and data collection center for several environmental impact
studies. The crew of four have little contact with the outside
world, except for the need to hire on during the summer months.

She had never doubted herself, not once, her
life goals firmly in place until meeting John, a socialite salesman
from New York City, on sabbatical from his company and doing PR for
his firm.

John caused her to doubt, slowly eroding at
her sense of self, left mostly undeveloped in the pursuit of taking
care of her family. At the end of a summer-long love affair, he
invites her to his big-city apartment, where his controlling,
vindictive nature shows itself. Nearly beaten to death and severely
raped, Catriona escaped back to her woods.
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PROLOGUE

Sergeant Grand Master
Commander Sergeant Master Med Derrock Holmes sat at his crowded
desk, laptop open, papers scattered everywhere, and picked at his
too clean nails.

0413 and he was wide awake. Again. Not even
jacking off had allowed him to return to slumber, so he’d shoved
his blankets back on the damned extra trampoline of a stretcher
that served as his bed and sitting area, risen, showered, and
attempted to do paperwork.

Many, many details were on his mind, despite
his recent removal as head of Unit 23.

His dead wife, the baby, and the attempted
divorce were never far away. Gabe. His worry over Jordan’s
reinstatement. Stew, out where he loved and could die at any
moment. And here he was, stuck again with mounds of papers.

The internal investigation against Major
Calibar and his cohorts allowing over eighty some odd Brogans into
the Guard in less than a fifteen month period was moving in leaps
and lulls.

He’d received yet another hundred or so soil
sample results, with basic analysis, from the lab and twelve email
requests from the research facility working on the poisoning of
Sisihall Creek.

Shep, his protégée, had fallen apart and been
severely reprimanded for failure to do her duty and he’d been, at
least partly, responsible.

Refugees would come in from the front.
Filling the tents outside and he had a completely new, unknown to
him, Med unit, Unit 104, trampling his hospital halls for less than
forty eight hours when his own Brogans from Unit 23 were even less
trusting of Med staff after the severe, critical injuries to Alden
OpCar.

Juliana Hawthorne had triggered the memory of
a now-demoted Colonel that he and his brothers had pissed off years
ago. One Major Donell, who enjoyed dressing up as a woman and
sneaking out at night to perform on stage in seedy bars. Connected
to Lieutenant Stagnar of the Guard by marriage three cousins away.
An LT that Unit 23 had also pissed off nearly fifteen years in the
past and again six years in the past. Right before Jordan’s
retirement.

While these thoughts flitted through his
mind, as well as the needed attention to over forty unread emails,
five from Captain Wilvehahn on LaBrelle’s condition and requests to
tour the new hospital, it was the eight glass slides sitting on all
that stacked paperwork that had his attention.

“Mutation,” he thought.

At the end of the Afghani war, a freak
accident changed Earth so completely, so dramatically, suicide
became an acceptable way out.

As the newscasters reported, and was taught
in school, terrorist cells released both a space-mounted nuclear
weapon and several massive Electro-Magnetic Pulses, called E.M.P’s,
in succession.

One would have been devastating enough. The
rocket hit a space station, which exploded. It was supposed to be
targeted at Earth, on the United States, as it was called in the
A.D. years. A fail safe had been released by an unnamed person at
the last moment and the rocket veered off instead.

When the space station ignited, killing
several scientists, the oxygen-enriched explosion set off several
courses of destruction, crashing into satellites and nav-equipment
that had been launched into space for over fifty years. Several
pieces of the mutilated machinery fell to Earth, slamming without
prejudice into mountains, cities, and oceans.

One of the largest pieces hit Chernobyl, a
Ukraine city that was the site of a nuclear power plant explosion
in 1986, A.D. Radiation-enriched dust and ash were released in
plumes of hot air from the strike. Another fell on a biochemical
weapons manufacturer in China. The bio-warfare being studied was a
violation of several treaties and all knowledge of what was
discharged was disavowed. A third fell on the Shishaldin Volcano,
in the Aleutian Islands off the coast of Alaska. The fourth, and
most damning piece, exploded a second biochemical company in the
state of Ohio, then United States. The research at that company was
for making vaccines for several threatening viruses.

Each of the four strikes to the Earth’s
surface released dangerous chemicals into the air: radiation;
partially burned-off diseases; volcanic ash which consisted of
heavy metals such as iron and magnesium; and gases from the
volcano- carbon dioxide, sulfur dioxide, hydrogen, hydrogen
sulfide, carbon monoxide, and hydrogen chloride.

Each four, by themselves, would have caused
serious health risks to surrounding areas. Since all four sites of
destruction were struck within a week of each other, the effects
were devastating, creating huge clouds of mixing substances in the
upper atmosphere.

Mathematicians had, ever since, been trying
to calculate the odds of the occurrence.

The EMP’s were just as devastating, crippling
both the European Union and the United States. As the strikes
continued over several weeks, ions of electricity charged the
deadly viruses in the clouds.

It was almost a year before the effects were
fully realized. The sun didn’t glow orange, as everyone had
expected if some kind of Apocalyptic event occurred. Heavy clouds,
rain, and wind course changes were the only warning.

Many of Earth’s species changed with the
heavy chemical and biological damage. Several became extinct.
Hundreds of thousands of people became sick and died. Nearly a
third of the Earth’s population. The reduction was slow- over the
course of several years through cancer, starvation, and several
small wars and territorial disputes that broke out all over the
world.

A terrifying time. Many had yet to recover.
The United States and parts of Canada were now the Eastern,
Southern, Oyo, Western, and Algonquin States, separated by the
Mississippi River, the Rocky Mountains, the Nevada Desert, and
parts of the mountains of West Virginia.

The States, or Provinces, were mostly left as
they had been mapped out. In the Eastern States, a person had two
choices, after three years of war: live in the city-states, huge
concrete jungles where the rent was high and a person might be
killed simply for having more food, or live outside the walls,
where there was very little law and no protection from the
weather.

To deal with the masses, the new government
of the Eastern States created two militaries out of the old: The
Army and The Guard. One to create order in the over-crowded cities.
One to act as the Home Guard in the wilds, hunting for terrorists
and healing the damage from the massive ecological changes.
Struggling, the Eastern States rose slowly, bringing back, almost,
civilization to their region.

Oak picked up the most recent slide, watching
the slight shimmer to the drying blood sample. His blood
sample. One had to be looking for the oddity in just the right
lighting to notice. The same shimmer he’d seen on others, searching
through the lab to locate a potential source of contamination.
Brogan Petchard had come to him, explaining the problem, Petchard,
of all of them, who noticed every little detail, and that they’d
had to destroy samples in the past six months at least four other
times because of mold and bacterial spreads. He’d found the little
box of twenty three slides in Shep’s desk during the move to the
hospital with a note stating “Antibiotic resistant. Check for
alternate solution with sulpha.” Like many other things his
protégée had left undone, Oak had taken the time to do the tests
himself once he’d had Chief Tek on site two weeks previous.

When he’d asked for the twenty three vials of
blood, Petchard had apologized and explained that Shep had ordered
all samples be destroyed due to the mold issue. There hadn’t been
enough ice and snow left in May to continue refrigeration and the
Med A.T.T.’s cold unit was full. Shep had obviously forgotten about
her side project. Another failure of hers to report.

Oak had nearly thrown the slides away. It was
only a reflection of the new lab lighting, fluorescents that had
been found in the basement of the new hospital, that had shown a
faint illumination on four. Those he pulled and discarded the
rest.

Ashley Monahan. Gabriel Alder. Duncan
LaBrelle. Willow. Each had the weird shimmer. He had added Alden
OpCar. His own.

Sitting in his chair, Oak leaned back,
wincing at the tight fit, even though he’d grown used to chairs and
tables jabbing at his ribs. He’d known an oddity was happening but
it had not been similar enough to cause him to investigate as a
group. Only individual cases. His hands were also tied. These were
category two mutations. Not enough to report. His civilian nurse
was a difficulty at best. If she knew about it.

He understood, with his own silence regarding
his wife and child, why Gabe had not come to him, even though it
was requirement that he notify his commander of a mutation. He was
obviously aware that there was a problem with his blood. He’d
developed a sugar issue that he’d admitted to his longtime friend
after an emotional breakdown in the mechanic yard at the former
Kearney Command. The reason, in part, he gave for retirement, even
though they’d gotten it under control. Oak had run those tests
himself. Not seeing, at that point, the change. Gabe had simply
required an alteration in diet.

What caught, out of all of that, was the
faint pale peach emanating from his fingertips, barely noticeable
in the laptop’s screen glow.

Making a decision, Oak turned and opened a
new email. To Gabe. “Cholette” was all it said. The name he’d given
the child Sylvie had born and ordered destroyed under the Mother
Mutations law.

He pressed send and went in search of coffee-
one of the few items he commandeered to be delivered due to his
rank and years of service. He knew it was a mutated variety. Stew
had been a part of developing the bean. But it was coffee.
Not that hard-boiled chicory to which Jordan had switched. As a
medical professional, he applauded the effort, especially with the
chance of severe health risks by severe acid poisoning. But as a
man, a military man, he’d found that he couldn’t live without the
liquid tar brewing right along with the beer.

The Mess tent was quiet, as only two cooks
were on, and Roberts on the back door.

He was quite impressed with the young man
standing guard in the shadows, though he took pains not to show it.
Roberts had come a long way from the young person partially raised
in isolation, in the deep woods. Oak corrected himself. “Raised”
was too tolerant of the teenager being forced to live in the woods
on his own, with no one.

Oak hoped that his instincts on Chief Tek
would also pan out.

He was tired and angry. He had been tired and
angry for years. This latest snafu with Gabriel may very well break
the fourman he had breathed and bled with for most of his life…


CHAPTER 1

[1]
06/10 Confrontation.

His closest friend’s head popped in the door.
“You okay?”

Oak was finishing his breakfast. “Please.
Sit.”

“It’s not even 0500.”

“I have been awake for some time. You were
awake, as well?”

Gabe shut the door. “New search through Ash’s
diary. I set my laptop to sound when it was done.”

“In regards to?”

“Any dates where Gavin Purcibal and Melinda
Gibson are named on the same day. Even though he’s dead.”

“Had not you completed this before?”

“I did. I found a new reference to
‘dickheaded asshole’ that Ash confirmed meant Purcibal. I had to
sort out other references of the same that meant other people and
confirm the start date where the meaning switched.”

“Ah.” His cheek had lifted in amusement that
did not ease his discomfort. He sighed. “Gabe?”

“What?”

“I am in a very unfortunate position.”

“All right.” Alder took the cot-bed.

“It is personal as well as regulation.”

“Not like we aren’t used to that by now.”

“You and two of your Brogans…” Oak’s breath
shook. Words failed him. He shoved the box forward and handed over
a small flashlight. “You did not report this to me.”

“Fuck.”

“Was this the cause of Duncan’s failure to
recover?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. We didn’t know, Oak,
until after you’d stepped in.”

“We? Do you not know how I have torn
myself apart over that boy?”

“I do.”

“Or at why, when you were so brutally
wounded, I sat over your comatose body for two days, wondering what
I had missed?”

Gabe rubbed his cheek.

“Obviously, this is greater than the Guard,
with Ashley. Do you know the laws she is skirting? That she has
apparently broken, treating Duncan, Willow, and Alden? Yourself.
Did not you not even think that she might be the source of
contagion?”

“No. She wasn’t part of my staff. Not when we
got Kyla back. Which, from the date on this glass, tells me when
this was taken.”

“Which is after her own. You were
present in Neil’s apartment. I do not know if he has been altered
as well. Nor am I aware of how I came to have the same difficulty,
except for possibly the scrub areas.”

Gabe set the box down. “Oak…”

“Do not test me at the moment.”

He shook his head. “You don’t understand.
It’s not a disease.”

“How did you come to understand that? Is
there a case history?”

“It’s a cat two, Oak.”

“I am very well aware of that! Do you have
any idea what you have done? Shep. You stated that she
overstepped her track. Which you have also done! And don’t quote me
on Marshall Medic, Gabriel. I am not in the mood.”

“Fine. I won’t. I will tell you, however,
that it’s a multi-part poison restricted to less than forty. It’s
connected to Sisihall Creek. You know how sensitive that is, that
our emails were hacked, that we’ve all been concerned about why it
happened and what Looney Tunes, who we haven’t been able to figure
out who that is yet, is up to.

“That’s why I kept quiet. Why we all
kept quiet. There’s enough shit going on. You want to start a
mutation war in the middle of all of this? If you think my rank of
Sergeant Master and Second of Forward Bio-Unit 23, which
does include Medic ranking, by your side, investigating I
don’t know how many bio issues, I might add, isn’t sufficient
enough to make that decision, I don’t know what the hell is.”

Oak sat back, slapped by Gabe’s thought
process. His temper cooled almost as quickly as it had flared.

“We’ve kept a fuck of a lot more dangerous
secrets than this, Oak. Perhaps you’ve forgotten the bio-weapons
facility we were sent to destroy in the DMZ, that you still
haven’t told Sarge about. Why you were put in command in his
absence.”

“I have not.”

“I didn’t tell you for the same reason you
didn’t tell me you were covering my ass. You were still in Command.
You’d already called in a research company. And before you ask,
yeah, I was the one that released the mold. All they had were the
soil samples. The last thing we need is some upstart scientist in a
lab figuring out how to recreate the damned poison. They would
have, if they’d gotten their hands on any testing Shep did or
started.”

“Was that the source of your destruction of
her career?”

“Not one bit. She did that, all on her own.
And you know it.

“Five years, Oak. Not once in all that time
did Shep tell you- any of us- of the forced conditions of her
deployment to Unit 23. How the hell do we know if she wasn’t,
unknown to her, part of this Looney Tunes business? Or the email
hacks? Or the reason for why you were covering for me? Fortunately,
for both your sakes, I haven’t found a shred of evidence so far
that leads directly back to Fort Wellwhen. Only some vague
references from staff changes that may be connected to your Moresh
project. They are indirect at best.”

Oak rubbed his fingers in irritation. Anger
rose. So did his light.

“I’ve got Duncan working on it.”

“Which would mean that Sarge is well aware of
this issue.”

“He is.”

“Stewart?”

“No. Except that he identified Elibinia moss.
Which you know. It might be part of the Sisihall Creek portion of
the poison. Might.”

Oak rubbed his fingers again. “What others
have been identified?”

“It’s a guess. A good guess. A food additive
from Taliville. Only people who had the water from the damned creek
and food from the city during a four month time period even have a
remote- remote, Oak- chance of mutation. There’s a third part we
haven’t figured out. Except that it has to do with sound and a
couple of other odd details.”

“Sound?”

“Yeah,” Gabe said, irritably.

“Unusual.”

 


[2] 06/10 Rest.

“Has Black been informed?”

“No.”

“Is he one of the forty?”

“No. Sarge found a report that Black
frequently has his blood detoxed for poisons.”

His eyebrows shot up. “I was unaware of
this.”

“One of his LT’s does it. You might not have
noticed but half his food is shipped in from Maine. Pre-packaged
rations.”

“Sarge has not lost his touch.”

“No.”

“Any other particular reason for not
informing our Commander?”

“Yeah. It occurred to me during Dunc’s trial.
Sarge’s retirement wasn’t exactly quiet. The three of us to be
split up, after we got here? Cof not put on Water
Patrol? What if it’s someone on Black’s staff? Looney Tunes? Maybe
connected to Ohio or Moresh? No one would suspect someone from
Maine to be involved. Too fucking far away.”

“The same reason Black is in charge of Black
Ops.”

Gabe giggled. They’d always chuckled over
that.

Oak smiled. “I am aware. It is still
hilarious.”

“I still haven’t figured out if he did that
on purpose.”

“Perhaps.” He sighed. “Very well. I
understand the logic. I will remain silent. For now.”

“You’d better talk to Sarge. That ‘for now’
isn’t going to fly with him. Me, either. You need time to think,
Oak, even if you get the basic gist at the moment. Those bears of
Sarge’s…”

He paled. Swallowed. “Understood. How many
people or species are currently involved?”

“Human only. Fifteen, maybe, with you.”

“Maybe?”

“I’ll get to that. We know someone who lived
in Ridge Lake was the original patient zero. Fifteen years ago.
It’s only recently been confirmed. There are some journals that the
woman wrote.”

“Deceased?”

“Yes. Rowan’s mother.”

“How confirmed?”

“Pepper had contact with a doctor that was
not part of Army or Guard. In the country? At that time? Alone and
on his own?”

He frowned. “Mass-slaughter was still raging
everywhere.”

“My point,” Gabe’s finger slipped out and
sliced the air. “This Dr. Reziole. He came back, frequently, to
check on Pepper. Always alone. Pepper had already been sick a
couple of years. I’ve found records of both raiding and poaching
activity, and usually there was a contagion afterwards. I’m
thinking she got sick from one of them, fought it off somehow, but
it left her weak. Gran Kearney kept records of what was in the
store to sell and how people were afraid to eat anything.”

“Go on.”

His closest friend leaned his head back.
“There were a handful of notations about government food being
distributed at the time. Vitamins. Meal packets. Surplus United
States. A.D.”

He shook his head. “Hard to know if that was
valid or not.”

“I know.” There was a deep sigh. “I don’t
think it’s related to now, Oak. Not directly. Ridge Lake had a lot
of problems back then. Like everywhere else. I do think this
Dr. Reziole had something to do with the mutation. I’ve sent
feelers out, and asked the Brogans that came from nearby, if anyone
knows about him. There’s no mention that’s come in yet. If he used
a different name in each town, he’d be hard to track. But he
traveled alone. That’s enough to stick out to anyone.”

“All right.” Oak shook his head. “Is Rowan
mutated?”

“No. She is involved.”

“Obviously.”

“More than you think.”

“Mr. Gibson.”

“Yeah.”

“Which would explain Sarge’s involvement.
Elizabet Gibson.”

“She’s another. We’ve tested Melinda and
Mave, too, but neither one has mutated. Or Brad Henderson. That’s
why we’re not as concerned. It has to do with the sound and other
details. I’m getting to them, Oak.”

“So. Myself. You. Willow. Duncan. OpCar.
Juliana?”

Gabe nodded.

“Odd. Rowan. Mr. Gibson. Ashley and I am
assuming Neil. Elizabet. Sarge. Rowan’s mother.”

“Nailed it.”

“I am assuming Kyla.”

“Yes. Travis is aware. We all agreed not to
force contact. From this point forward. It just happened that way.
It’s deeply personal and there’s a lot of arguing about what’s
medically needed and what’s not for sharing. You putting that list
together is what I’d expect, but you will scare the living
shit out of them if it isn’t on their terms.”

He rubbed his forehead. Sighed. “I will think
on that. Symptoms?”

“Don’t get ahead of yourself. I was picked as
one of three to talk to people. This isn’t just medical, Oak. Like
I said. Very, very personal. It’s part of the third part we haven’t
figured out yet. From what we can tell, it’s permanent.”

“Fuck.”

“It’s also progressive.”

He swallowed. “Resulting in death?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Odd.”

“If it’s managed. Pepper’s journals revealed
a pattern of fainting and weak spells after energy spikes, severe
loneliness, and isolation.”

“What?”

“I know. That’s the weird part. Part of why
we’re touchy about who knows what. You and me, we got problems.
Lots of them. Me and Sarge, and me and you. I don’t talk to Kyla
about a lot of our issues and I don’t want it openly discussed.
Jules knows some. She was about the only one I could… trust… sort
of… to talk to about our difficulty. Even though she tried to force
me to leave. And I’m still working on that, with her.”

He was not pleased to hear it. He regarded
Juliana as a friend. Perhaps more, if her attraction to OpCar had
not been painfully obvious. That and Gabriel. It would have been
strange and he had, relieved and slightly disappointed, pushed
those thoughts hastily aside when the lure toward Gabe’s
ex-girlfriend had fixated.

“Not all those people you just mentioned have
mutated. Sarge hasn’t. Nor Rowan or Neil. Not Kyla, Travis,
Jules.”

“Mostly people from Ridge Lake…”

“Yeah. We thought there might be some sort of
natural resistance until Jules came here.”

“Might still be.”

“Might. The thing is… each one is connected
to someone who did. There’s a physical reaction. A spark or
something like that. Visible. In addition to those peachy fingers
you now have. They don’t change, but the touch happens for both
people. Someone you know or are about to know will feel it. One
person. Somehow, the mutation happens right around the same time as
meeting that person.”

 


[3] 06/10 Chill.

“Pheromonal?”

“Maybe. This shit’s altered a lot of other
emotional crap. I don’t feel so… cut off, with Kyla in my life. She
steadies me. I steady her. Works both ways. But everyone who has
changed has temper problems. Hunger issues. We wind up sleeping
better, somehow, but sensitive… hell, yeah. Tension, anxiety,
shooting off the mouth. Weird healing issues, which you’ve noticed.
All sorts of shit like that.”

“No bleeding disorders, despite the low
sugar.”

“Not really.”

“I will think on that. Continue.”

“Pain killers block the light from happening.
Mostly. So does very low sugar. Faster metabolism.”

“Ah. Your diet change.”

“I have to shove food in my mouth every two
damn hours.”

“Inconvenient.”

“Fucking fart everywhere, too. It’s a damned
good thing I work outside most of the time. Or alone in my
quarters.”

Oak laughed. “Is this the maintenance?”

“Only in part…”

He looked up at Gabe’s hesitance.

“Sorry. Don’t know any other way to do this
and show you why you need to fucking keep your mouth shut.”

A light, cool breeze smoothed over his
face.

“One moment. There is a chill…”

Gabe shook his head. “Keep watching.”

The edges of his papers ruffled. Dust from
the corners slid on the floor, rising in a mini cyclone of
particles about six inches tall.

Oak stared, nearly pissing his pants.

“All of us do something. Not this, exactly.
We have to use it in order to deal with it. It’s limited range,
Oak. Within ten to fifteen feet. Except Duncan’s. One of my own hit
over twenty, but I’d been scared out of my mind at the time and it
hasn’t happened since. The more we use it, the smaller the effect.
The less…” Gabe sighed. “I don’t know how to say it right. It grows
for a while. Progressively and then it tapers off. Unless we get
emotional. Which is why getting pissed off all the time is a
problem.

“I learned the hard way that if I do those
little ones about ten times a day, I don’t lose control as bad when
I lose my temper. The most I’ve done is knock over a stack of
papers.”

“That is no longer a cat two!”

“But it is,” he stressed. “What we can
do starts decreasing after about four months. When tempers start
getting out of control. It’s more and less at the same time. Hard
to explain. There’s days I can’t even do one of those. Just puff
out a candle. If it’s a lull day, and I get royally pissed, yeah, I
can make one about eight feet wide, but slower. Enough to pick up
dust or a handful of leaves for about two minutes. But that’s it.
When it’s done, so am I and I fucking fall on my ass.”

“And not on a lull day?”

“Don’t know. I do those little ones so I
don’t find out. And… Kyla… helps keep it… under control.”

“How is that possible?”

“I don’t know. I get… calmer… when she’s
near. More when she touches me. It all works like that. Each set of
us. Jules found a tea. It’s helping.”

His anger flared again as did the light. It
shocked him, seeing pumpkin hued radiance bounce off the walls and
floor.

“That. Right there. Pissed you off, huh?”

“Indeed.”

“We’d found another one before. Willow
bark.”

“Gabe,” he sighed.

“Why we asked her. Jordan asked you about
long term use.”

“You are lucky none of you bled out.”

“Death is a problem. Nearly all of us did. At
some point. Use too much energy or get too mad or scared and…”

Oak’s eyes slid shut. Nodded. Rubbed his
forehead. “I am in understanding, Gabe. I will not disrupt much of
the process you have discovered. One week within a research
facility and you would all perish. The bears were a gross abuse of
humanity, much less power. I am aware that genetic manipulation
trials are still being conducted. The tracer put upon that file has
been touched only a handful of times, but as recently as three
years ago.”

“You, now, too, Oak. Don’t forget that.”

The reminder was a quick slap but it settled.
“Is there more?”

“Yeah.”

 


[4] 06/10
Goherty.

“I believe you and LaBrelle had best
accompany myself and Ashley for OpCar’s appointment.”

“Oak…”

“It cannot be helped, Gabriel! I understand
the difficulty. Ashley and LaBrelle must live in terror of
discovery each day. While I appreciate that you have attempted to
discover if mutation will occur during a blood transfusion, you do
not know for certain! There are refugees commencing. As you well
know!

“I cannot allow Ashley to continue her work
without confirmation. She would question any attempt I make at
obtaining a blood sample. Do you wish her to have one of these
episodes you have described if I either do that or dismiss her?
What of LaBrelle? If Juliana is aware of this situation, the least
she will allow me is utilize her lab so that I may conduct the very
beginning stages of tests within her facility. You do not wish me
to do that here. It would be noticed.

“I will notify Goherty to remain… He is
unaware?”

“So far. Same with the team stationed at
Jules’ place.”

“If you will make the required phone calls
and explain the situation, I will ask Goherty to remain here until
the class is ready to depart.”

“How?”

“I will… ask for a short inventory. On
antibiotics and temporary vomiting supplies. It will not take so
long that they will be very late and there have been many changes
in the past two days.”

“You haven’t lost your touch, either.”

“This is not the time for humor.”

“Hey. Just trying to… lighten… the mood.” He
giggled.

Oak glared. “That is not funny, Gabriel. It
will be difficult enough disguising this. I cannot wear gloves all
day and I wash my hands at least every fifteen minutes.”

“Op said he thinks drinking the tea slowed
his change down.”

He rubbed his head. “Empirical testing on an
unknown mutagen.”

“All we got. And we do it all the time.
Bio-Forward, remember?”

“Go forth and speak. Let me roust the
Brogans. It is nearly 0600.” He stood up straight. “Damn.”

“What?”

“I will have to give up my usual morning
ritual of coffee.”

“Switch to Sarge’s chicory.”

“It will cause comment.”

“Not if you say you need to stop drinking
caffeine now that you have time to sleep. You’re not supposed to be
on twenties anymore.”

 


[5] 06/10 Ashley.

“Oak, I…”

“Silence!” he barked, then modulated his
tone. They were on the road and in the open air. “You have severely
compromised my trust, Ashley. And you, Duncan. Ashley, you should
have refrained from offering your skills. I would have accepted if
you gave me the reason of your partial blindness. It is
commendable, your wish to be of service, but you, of all persons,
know the absolute danger to which you have exposed hundreds of
people.

“While I am very much in the preference that
you saved Duncan’s life, you did so without proper training! You
had no idea the outcome. A theory at best, based off your own
change. You did not even go to Gabriel for assistance! Three
questions and he would have been able to verify what you should
have done with the liquid nutriment. You could have exploded his
heart with that much sugar and nutrients.

“You have no idea the legal trouble you are
in. It is one thing to hide your condition. But you performed
unsanctioned testing upon military personnel. A crime, Ashley,
punishable by execution!”

“Tone it down, Oak,” Gabe said, pushing
LaBrelle’s chair. “She’s aware. Believe me. Ash points that out to
the rest of us all the time. It’s almost half of what the
fighting’s been about. She wanted to tell you. We all did. This is
the pissing the pants part I explained to you. Calm down so we all
can.”

He breathed in. “There will be none of this
from this point forward. You will give your services under complete
observation under the guise of training. You will, by the
end of the day, explain your activities upon LaBrelle and OpCar,
inclusive of IV formulas and you will follow my instructions from
this point forward without deviation.”

He did note, that while Ash was pale and
trying very hard to contain her own blue hands, she was also
relieved.

“Good,” he said. “We are of an
understanding.”

“Yes,” she said, meekly.

 


[6] 06/10 Blood.

Juliana’s shoulders sank in utter release.
“Oh, thank every blade of grass out there.”

Oak, sitting on another stack of crates in
the still room, was surprised by her reaction. “Juliana?”

“You have no idea how furious I was.” She
reached up and pulled out several sheets of paper. “I tore into
Ashley good. At least they came to me and admitted their complete
lack of knowledge, even though I’m not the right kind of
doctor.

“I’ve already started testing. Using my own
blood. Samples from Ash’s toe pricks. She’s very careful about
injuries to her hands. It’s not the best test in the world but I
haven’t been able to get the two drops to fully combine. Nor
Ashley’s with pig or rodent blood.”

He breathed in relief.

“The altered red blood cells rise to the top.
That’s all I’ve been able to confirm. It’s a small sample. I have
no idea what would occur if an entire pint was used or if there was
an actual transfer.”

“Have you a centrifuge?”

“Yes. I hadn’t gotten that far. I wasn’t
willing to do that yet.”

“Why not?”

Jules sighed. “This is a list of symptoms.
Each person. I don’t have them all yet. I had a fit about their
‘common terms’.”

Oak looked at her, even more surprised.

“As far as I’m concerned, it limits
description on an unknown set of problems. I spent three hours one
night going through a very old textbook on human anatomy just
trying to refresh myself on the limbic system. Something you know
inside and out. Look at some of these.

“‘Sleep longer.’ ‘Take more naps.’ They’d
boiled all the slumber references down to ‘better’ in their damned
weekly meetings because that’s all they could agree on. I told
Ashley, and Duncan, flat out, that each person was supposed to do
this on their own. To be specific.”

“I see the difficulty.”

“And the damned ‘caretaker’ reference is
completely misleading. Not to mention how stress is carried in the
body. Canine breeds are all different in how they do that,
not to mention individuals. Nervous chewing habits are completely
random, even if there are commonalities, and they can be caused by
anything from a bad tooth to flea infestation, to ingrained
behavior, to extended periods confinement. Especially in high
energy dogs. That’s the closest I can come and canines and homo
sapiens are barely compatible.

“I don’t know what you know yet.”

“Not much. My own alteration was noticeable
approximately ten days ago. It was purely by chance. I was
investigating one of Shep’s incomplete projects and had
accidentally scraped my forearm. I had not lit up at that point.
That was this morning’s… unusual discovery. The altered blood
fluoresces under certain lighting conditions. Not day light nor
flame.”

“I hadn’t noticed.”

“I had a UV light that was not functioning
properly. I was checking for mold in our lab.”

“Expensive piece of equipment.”

“Very. I was about to commence striking the
damned unit. I have not the time to read these. I wish to leave
them here and inspect for a short duration each morning. Is that
acceptable?”

“Oh, yes. What else do you want?”

He explained his needs.

“We leave the dogs loose in the clinic
overnight for security. Any one going there before breakfast would
be noticed.”

“Damn.”

“We could change Den’s appointment time. I
know that would be hell on your schedule.”

“Perhaps not…” Oak mused. “If we were to
switch to the evening, that would reinforce a change that I must
begin. Very well. I will alter my routine. There will be no other
questions if I do so immediately. I will have Ashley continue for
OpCar, as she cannot mutate him twice.”

 


[7] 06/10 Authority.

“Our agreement holds, Juliana. You must not
treat him.”

“I haven’t. Except the pills, but that was
before…”

He flipped a finger for her to continue.

“Den isn’t on them. I made the tea out of
what skullcap I had, mixed with chamomile, cinnamon basil, lemon
balm, and a little bit of ginger. Low doses. I told all of them
that. To try one cup a day for a while, and for not all of them to
do it at the same time. Not to mix it with the willow bark or any
other dark or strong tincture. I made candy, too. Out of honey,
with the same tea mixture. About a fourth of what would be brewed
for a drink.”

“Good. You and I will discuss this mutation
and the observations within your own field of practice while we
perform the necessary tests to confirm what began this alteration.
I require competent assistant. I fear I no longer trust Ashley’s
sense of duty.”

“I mostly understand but…”

“She did not have to do this,
Juliana. There was a perfectly acceptable out and she did not take
it. My name is on her certification and the authorizations she
required. As is her former employer. If Ashley is caught, we will
both be sequestered.

“I have proper authority, as does Jocelyn
Weaver, to investigate mutations. She has compromised my autonomy,
my future practice, my research by her behavior. It is fully
expected that a medical supervisor with my skill set and rank be
compromised at some point. We have stricter guidelines we
must follow. Until we can confirm there is no chance of
transfer.”

“But… you were putting someone’s hand back
together when I came and talked to you.”

“I was triple gloved. Not something I prefer
to do. There was no other surgeon available. Tek was not
sufficiently awake to even perform proper anesthesiology.”

“Then how can you be angry with Ashley?”

“Because I do not deal with direct wound care
on a daily basis with my hands. I have years of experience
in dealing with mutagens and diseases in non-sterile environments.
I use tools and instruments, as do you, to perform stitching and
apply ointments. Ashley wears single gloves. She is cleansing
opened skin. Her exposure is greater and there are alternates that
could have been trained, by her, to complete those tasks.

“It is not as if I could bring Yulik or even
Tek into surgery and begin to show them how to pin carpals
together. Tek’s orthopedic skills are geared toward muscle, tendon,
and ligament damage. He is an excellent physical therapist. General
surgeon. If that man had presented in front of my Chief, the hand
would have been removed, partially or in full. No question.

“It is the risk I am fully authorized to
make, Juliana. With years of experience in dealing in such matters.
Ashley has had her nursing license for less than two months.”

“Oh.”

“It is her phlebotomy license that she has
had for ten years and basic emergency room trauma care that caused
her to act so arrogantly. Controlled environments. She has no
understanding of the damage she could have induced with her IV
solutions. It is pure luck alone that no one received an incorrect
bottle. Even more that OpCar did not develop severe complications,
as did LaBrelle.

“There were no tests performed. No safety
precautions put in place. No confirmation that this was not even a
bacteria-based mutation. Simply a strip paper test and a firm
belief that Shep would have caught it if it was. The rest- pure
guess work based on symptomology and a nursing text book by persons
who have no history in empirical research.”

Jules paled. Hard. “I’m sorry, Oak. Truly. I
had no idea. I was told she had more experience with this sort of
problem.”

“By whom?”

“Jordan.”

Oak blew out his anger. “That would explain.
His knowledge base is at a Lead level, Jules. When he was in
command, our instructions were vastly different than today and we
were not necessarily a bio unit at that time. He assisted me in
many ways but not sufficient to understand the complexity of
Ashley’s former position, nor where her knowledge base would end.
They were fortunate to have someone with her experience for basic
care but not as a diagnostician.”

“Do you want to start tomorrow night?”

He shook his head. “I cannot say yet. There
is to be a major staff meeting. It has yet to be finalized as to
when, since we have immediate problems. Do you have ice?”

“No. My new freezer is still in evidence lock
up. I can make another sand refrigerator and put it in the
basement?”

“I can send a small supply of ice. Ashley,
Duncan, Gabe, and I will submit samples. If you would please find a
location to sufficiently cool them until such time as you can run
your centrifuge, that would be of great assistance. I would order a
basic CBC to start. Type and cross. O-sats. Clotting factors. Acid
levels, if possible. Glucose, AC1 if you can, ALT and AST for liver
function.”

“Want a flame test?”

“If you would not mind. I will be performing
spinal taps for further study. Is your clinic sufficient to handle
these?”

“Maybe not all the equipment you need. Or the
chemicals. I don’t have a good set up yet for breeding diseases. My
containment unit was damaged.”

“Gabe will repair it.”

“What about his legal work?”

“I will argue with Fortesque that he cannot
impede the prevention of an outbreak. I must attend OpCar. Thank
you for your time.”

“You want tea, Oak? Or breakfast?”

“It will be of great assistance today.”

 


[8] 06/10 Time.

He entered the room and ordered the Brogans
out. “You have tasks to complete. I apologize but the rest of this
examination is strictly confidential.”

“Is Op going to be okay?” Whickman asked.

He set his hand on the stiff shoulder.
“Indeed. I must determine future surgery and treatment schedule.
Much of this is of an intensely personal nature, Whickman. I rather
doubt you would prefer to have witnesses to performance upon your
nether regions.”

“Uh. No.”

“Good man. Ashley, vitals?”

She ran off a series of numbers- charted,
organized, professional.

“Please remove yourself. Perhaps to complete
the urinalysis.”

She winced but nodded.

OpCar was curious.

Oak leaned. “Would the music box be too loud
for you to hear me sufficiently? We have need of private
speech.”

“Cover with towel.”

“Thank you. I shall sit you up within a
moment.”

“Sit?”

“I think you would prefer it.”

Within a short amount of time, eight pillows
propped his patient.

Oak sighed. “I am aware of your
transformation, OpCar.”

His eyes went wide.

“I apologize for upsetting the course of how
this introduction is normally performed. That this is of no choice
of yours nor is your condition one of your own making. You are
safe.”

His patient breathed out. Sharply.

“I am incredibly angry at the moment that I
was not informed of this problem when it first occurred. I do not
mean to alarm you. It is upon others my irritation is aimed. While
the logic, for the most part, is sound, the error in judgment of
your care is not. We do not waste life on guess work. We do not
waste the life of those we are responsible for. I am aware of all
of those who have been altered. Including myself.”

“Med?”

“Indeed. Ashley will continue to be your
aide, though I am seriously annoyed with her at the moment. Goherty
will continue to be here during the day. He is not aware as
yet?”

“No.”

“I am assuming that has been of great concern
of yours.”

OpCar nodded.

“The skullcap tea? I apologize, but I do need
to inspect your catheter while we discuss this. I will impart the
details as to why in a moment. How did you feel upon the tea?”

“It depend. I took too much one night and
sleep hard. Most time, I… feel okay. I not light up much. Only
when… mad or… lost.”

“Lost?”

“Not know what to do. Laundry. Hands wet. No
uni. Decon.”

“I am advised. The hunger levels?”

“I not have to eat as much but I drink sugar
water.”

He chuckled. “You must have had to piss a
great deal.”

“Yes. Jules make me pills.”

He gritted his teeth.

“For mission. So I have for safety. I lose
them. I very hungry while gone. No drink. No food. I puke but I not
know if because of dark, hurt, or light.”

Oak nodded. “Were you observed?”

“Yes. Die. Track and Mech make sure.”

“Small wonder the body count was so
high.”

“I only light up first few times. Pain… was…”
OpCar shook.

Oak rested his hand under the twitching
fingers. “I am here.” He waited for several minutes for
intelligence to return to the Brogan’s eyes. “My concern, OpCar, is
your memory and language issues. You are aware there is brain
damage. It could be the result of the blows and, had this
alteration not occurred, your difficulty is in line with it. If you
had sugar deprivation on top of it, there could be even more or the
struggle you are experiencing might not have been this drastic.
This is where some of my anger stems.”

“It part of job, Med. You tell me. All of
it. This… same. For me. Same as what you say when prep. I have use
of hands and feet. I sit. It not broke neck. I not see good but I
see. I still have head most ways.” A hand patted his own. “I ready
when it happen. You teach me good.”

Oak swallowed. “I very much wish I had not
had to.”

There was another pat. “I tell Jules that I
wish to come here. I think of her in dark. I here, Med. You help me
come home. Come here. You here. That what important. I know
I not remember words. Times. Some talks. I holding on to more.
Harder in day start or wake start. I talk to Whick and Tuck. Go
talk a book to me. Ash talk days on wall. I remember most.” He
breathed. “Water?”

“Dry mouth?”

“Yes. Glass on table.” There was a slight
turn of the head.

“How is your jaw?”

“Hurt. Some. Pop some.”

“Any flopping?”

“No.”

“That is excellent news.”

“This light…”

“Yes?”

“It why Jules able to help me. In my
head.”

“Oh?”

“I know she not taken. That I home. Why I
sleep here. Why I sleep in other bed. I know when I not wake right,
it okay.”

“Other bed?”

“Where you sleep.”

“At the hospital. I am advised.”

“Yes. It harder sleep in other bed. Noises…”
OpCar faded out again. “I wake. Light not always so I not always
know she okay when my eyes stuck. In this bed, I sleep. Sleep. It
not too quiet. I hear bugs and I know I okay. I feel light and know
Jules okay. I see light in curtain and I know I here. I sleep.”

Oak looked up from his inspection of the
catheter, several contusions, and series of stitches. “Sleep how?”
He leaned back.

OpCar closed his eyes. Inhaled. Exhaled.
Slowly. Deeply. The lids opened again. “No… jerk. Unless door
click. Not try to open mouth. No listen. I hear bugs. When day
start…” his face registered confusion. “Not same as other bed. My
head take longer to start here but I remember more. It not as hard
to start day. If Jules not here when I wake, I stay sleep and she
wake me alone so I get time to… have head start.”

“This is by touch?”

“Yes.”

“You are aware that time has passed while you
slumber?”

“Yes. Most times. Harder when she not here.
Jules say I warmer when not on tea.”

“Fever?” Oak felt his head.

“I feel same. I not feel weak. Jules
say I warmer.”

“Unusual.” He stood and looked at the chart
with Goherty’s notes. OpCar’s temperature had remained within
normal limits, slightly elevated where they should be for someone
with the man’s physical trauma. “I will think on this. Thank you
for sharing with me. I am aware that was not easy, with such
personal details.”

“Not tell all, Med. There was delay in…
change. From tea. I ask.”

“Delay?”

“I not get... I not eat as much.”

“As you’ve said.”

“Touch…”

Oak sat, curious. “Take your time, Alden. If
there is a difference in your nerve endings, I need to become
familiar with the experience. You had ligature strangulation upon
your limbs. Do you want me to ask questions, so you can stop me
when I get the wording correct?”

“Not… time. Not…” There was a sigh. “The
light feels. When no light in hand. It start before light start.
Days. I ask. Track come day I light up and tell me about change.
That I get…” OpCar stared at the bedding. “That it… Not… I do not
remember word. Jules know it. It need but not need. Not have to.
Jules say we touch hands to see what it is. Hurt. Then she… she get
sleepy. I make her sleep.”

He thought about Juliana’s expressive details
about OpCar during his immediate aftercare from captivity. There
were details she would not tell him. That OpCar had a soft spot for
nervous people and that what he chose to do about it was intensely
personal.

He thought about Gabe’s comment. That Kyla
kept him calm.

Jules’ frustration with the wording on the
list of symptoms.

“Does that still happen?” he asked.

OpCar nodded. “Some, no. Some, yes. Some…
other. It tingle. How I know she safe and not the screaming in the
dark in my head.”

“Does it include numbness?”

“No. Some, it more.”

“More numbness?”

There was a shake. The hands, as damaged as
they still were, rose in helplessness. Whatever was concerning the
young man was deep.

“I am lost, OpCar. You say there is a delay
in symptom but I am not understanding.”

“Touch not calm.” His patient
deliberately looked down, between his legs, then directly into
Oak’s face. “It not happen in same days as others. When it happen…
I have trouble.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Oh?”

“Not able to stop.” OpCar’s face colored.
Deeply. “Too much. Took hours to calm and several… Told this was
more than what happen for others days in. I start tea sooner but I
stop because I sleep too hard. Mission and job. I worry I not wake
up in time.”

Oak blinked. “How long?”

“Hours. Lunch to sleep time. I take
tea only at bed so I not scare Whick. I not even touch hands with
Jules for calm because I think I get worse and she too close.”

“And since?”

“Not as bad. I take tea. Four cups when
awake. One at bed.”

“You have not been on skullcap since you were
brought in.”

“Yes. Pain pills only.”

“How many… ah… OpCar, how many ejaculations?
That day?”

“Lost count. More than ten.”

He scratched his head. “That is a great deal
of strain on the body.”

“Heh. Know it. Legs hurt when try to
sleep.”

“I can well imagine.”

“I not get mad like others. Only… four times.
Rest of time I feel like me. Only one day where… not.”

“When you did not ingest as much.”

“Yes.”

Oak thought for a moment. His own morning.
“Was there a relaxation afterwards?”

“Small time.”

“No feeling of drowsiness?”

“No.”

“Satisfaction?”

“Later in day.”

“Odd.”

“I worry it happen again when I off drip. Why
I say. You say I not to move or I not right.”

“Indeed.” He was very perplexed.

“Jules careful. It hard for her, too. I not
calm but not as bad, but… You say for days and days. Not to move. I
worry when drip gone, it come back like that and I break back or
leg.”

That OpCar could not correctly express time
elements was worrisome but he didn’t focus on it. “Six to eight
weeks. Then physical therapy. I will adjust your medication
schedule. The blood flow is a concern. You are very lucky you did
not have a heart attack during your… trouble day. Goherty will be
required to take your blood pressure more frequently. This will
interfere with sleeping.”

There was a nod.

“As will someone from your team. I will have
Ashley train on the procedure. Does Jules… ah… Is she aware when
there is a difference?”

“She feel it, too.”

“Oh, dear.”

“Not as bad. Some… I see one like her shake,
when remember. But they not on tea when it happen.”

“Like her?”

“She not changed but with someone who
is.”

“I do not wish to pry but have you and Jules
shared this experience?”

“Once. Trouble day. After lunch. I okay at
first. Then not.”

“During?”

“Not able to say what it like. Only… kick in
head. Then very happy short calm. Then… not. Not enough…”

“Indeed. That is… a great deal of information
to process. I am well-advised on the cause for alarm. I will not
allow your tendons to snap. Your recovery time will lengthen,
Alden. Considerably. I will add more muscle relaxant to your
schedule to compensate for potential disaster and slowly wean you
from painkillers. It will mean that your muscles will atrophy more.
The longer we can prevent immediate, unplanned stress upon your
tendons and ligaments, the better.”

He nodded.

“You will also need to remain on the
catheter.”

“If I mean I walk again, I take it.”

 


[9] 06/10 Shoved.

“… stealing opiates!” His fury was great.

Oak was taken completely by surprise when a
deep azure light struck him hard in the chest, knocking him
backward.

“That’s enough,” Ashley snarled, shoving him
a second time. “You didn’t fucking care when I had my hands in his
leg. Uncontrolled experiments, my ass! Like I had a choice!”

A third blast hit him, both light and
hands.

“I saved Dunc.” Shove. “Four times!” Shove.
“When your precious…” Double punch. “Shep…” Shove. “Didn’t!”

He tipped backward from the forward assault.
Fell.

“Ash!” Gabe whipped and grabbed the woman by
the waist as he landed, wind knocked out and rocks stabbing into
his ass.

“Ash, stop. You need to stop. Calm down.”

Oak watched in amazement as blue snow? fell
from her hands, turning white by the time it hit the ground in a
small wave of grit.

“Simmer down, Ash.” Gabe ordered. “Before you
pass out.”

Duncan, from his chair, was pale and began to
open his pockets.

He rose as the woman began to convulse. Gabe
sat, cradling Ashley’s body from her heavy tremors.

“How much of this shit is your own damned
guilt!” she growled. “You caught none of this. If I hadn’t, Oak, he
wouldn’t be alive for you to feel…”

“Ash!” Gabe slapped her face. Not hard but
enough to get her to numb out. “Hand me that, Dunc.”

A water canteen was passed over.

“Open. Swallow. Now, or I will hold your nose
and force this down your throat.”

He sat forward, crawled forward.

“Don’t touch me!”

“Ash! Cut this fucking shit out,” his closest
friend snarled. “You wanted this. You knew he’d be pissed. You
wanted him to know and you knew this would happen if he did. Drink,
shut up, let him do what he needs to, or you’re not even going to
get off the fucking road this time.” Gabe’s fury snapped to his own
face. “You got a right, Oak, but this is exactly why I
warned you to be careful.”

He grabbed a wrist. Pulse thread, fast, and
weakening. Slight sweat. Felt the crunch of grit on her skin. “Let
her breathe, Gabe. What is the substance?”

“Sugar. It comes directly from her blood. We
all carry some now, in case this happens.”

He opened the lids, left, then right. Slight
failure to track and focus in her functioning eye. Oak opened his
bag, took out six pieces of hard candy, and shoved them into her
mouth. “Cheek, Ashley. Do not chew. No more water, Gabe. It was a
good solution.”

There was a giggle.

“A correct procedure.” He took blood
pressure. Also low. Oak sat back on his bruised ass. Breathed out.
Neil… Complications. “Have you ingested the tea this morning?”

A weak nod. “One cup. I thought it’d be
enough.”

Duncan pushed his way closer. “Ash… You can’t
keep doing this. You’re going to die.”

“I know.”

Oak kicked himself.

“You gotta give Master Med space. You’ve gone
after each one of us for being mad. Me, Willow, Jules, when we find
out. He’s had everything. All at once. This morning. Including what
we had to do. He’s got every right to be pissed about the
injections.

“You heard Master Track. This isn’t about us
when it involves the hospital. You know it. You know it
better than anyone. He needs time and Neil needs you. You don’t
have the luxury of losing it.”

“How many?” Oak asked.

“This would make fifteen,” Gabe said. “Since
March.”

“Recovery time?”

“Getting better. We catch it faster now. She
needs milk or cheese. Not like the rest of us.”

“Calcium levels. Your kidneys. Critical shock
levels. I am not fully understanding fat ingestion, since it would
increase sugar burn. Squeeze my hands.” Very weak. “I have not
sufficient supplies. Very well. We will state you have fallen and
bumped your head on the return trip. Gabe, my bag?”

“I got it.”

“Hoist her up.” Oak leaned and offered his
back.

The other man steadied as he rose.

“Neither of us will apologize, Ashley,” he
began. “I think it would be beneath us to do so. I will return with
you, cleanse you, and you will give me a detailed history while we
prevent a comatose state. On the return, you will not speak.
Concentrate on breathing.”

“I have to pee.”

“Indeed, that is side effect. Are you able to
contain it?”

“Might want to speed up.”

“I am advised.” He did not ask Gabe keep up,
simply increased his stride while attempting not to jar the
weakened body on his shoulders.

As soon as they had outstripped the other
pair, he heard, “I begged them to tell you. Jordan said you would
be executed if it came out the wrong way.”

“He is correct. Stop talking.”

“You need to know. I overstepped but I didn’t
have a choice. If I pass out, there’s a notebook. In my pocket. In…
your… code.”

Oak began to move faster.

There was concern as they entered the clinic.
“Make a hole.” He dashed beyond bodies to the bathroom, set Ashley
against the sink, ripped down her scrub pants, and set her on the
toilet, holding the weaving body as it voided. One minor crisis
averted.

More sweat. Harder shaking.

“This will be uncomfortable, Ashley.”

“Used to it,” she said, softly. “I need a
bath.”

“Lean upon my shoulder.” He knelt and removed
her boots. Socks. Gently raised each foot and pulled off the
perspire-filled cloth.

There was a knock at the door. “Master
Med?”

“Identify yourself.”

“Lead Eldred.”

“State your difficulty.” He leaned the woman
back, checked her eye again. Still not tracking well.

“Uh… Not sure what we should do here.”

“Open the clinic. Relieve Tek. Start normal
procedures. LaBrelle will be along shortly. Have Marshall Pont take
over the critical list. We are not under attack. Miss Monahan has
sustained a minor injury caused by a simple dizzy spell due to her
blindness difficulties.”

She snorted.

He waited until the footsteps retreated.
“Perhaps not all the specifics and this has been, indeed, a crash
course in less than five hours. Are you ready to proceed?”

She nodded. Swerved. “Took me… ten days… to
figure out… Dunc. Moved too slow.”

“There is a timing differential?”

“Toxic… build up. With low sugar and…
reserves depleted… ”

“Pause your speech. Arm around my neck.”

Ashley was chilled and shaking. “Shock.”

“Indeed.” He turned on the faucets, starting
with warm and increased the temperature slowly.

“Oak?” came from the other side of the
door.

“My office, Gabe. I will send you for the
remaining supplies.”

She patted his hand. “Is okay,” came the
slur. “He’s helped before. They all do. I… have the worse… problem.
Dunc has my… IV…”

“Ashley!”

“No time to fight. His desk…”

“Negative. I am aware of the difficulty and
we will discuss it when you recover. Have you any metal
allergies?”

“No.”

“Any recent metal poisoning?”

“No.”

“What tea, other than the skull cap, have you
ingested? It is important, Ashley. You are not aware of the
complications to your kidneys or liver. The wrong solution could
cause more difficulty.”

She rattled off a few.

“Refrain from all except the chamomile, mint,
or berry in the future.” He sighed. “You have done damage with some
of those ingredients. They are known to be blood and system
purifiers. Any recent vomiting? Stomach cramping?”

“No. Shit more.”

“As well you would.”

 


[10] 06/10 Depletion.

Ashley was bundled on his cot bed.

“There is a difficulty with solutions,” he
instructed. “Beyond drip speed and saline level. With any person
with a sugar issue, the balance of base electrolytes becomes more
fragile, as are clotting





































[11] 06/10 Enlightened.














































[12] 06/10 Grate.



































[13] 06/10 Room.
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