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Altered Within is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, organizations, religions, events, and incidents are the product of the author's imagination, are used fictitiously, and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to real events, organizations, locations, religions, or persons, whether alive or dead, is entirely coincidental.
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ALTERED
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“I have always believed humans are the strangest and most difficult creatures to understand. They are complex beyond comprehension, and their incessant search for a single inclusive answer to existence defies all reason.”

––––––––
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Everyone was dead.

Smoke from smoldering wood stung Isaac’s throat. He choked and stood upon melted coils of exposed bedsprings, a thick layer of ash and silt falling from his thin naked body. Twilight’s gradual assault on the night sky revealed the next room. Two charred silhouettes were visible through the blackened remnants of the wall. He collapsed to his knees, confused and guilty, unwilling to see more. But the brittle floor could not support his weight and crumbled beneath him. Isaac crashed into the basement below and lost consciousness. He did not realize then how the cause of his family’s deaths would change his life forever.
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LOST DEMON
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“Time is a steadfast symptom of influences. To understand truth, it’s important to follow the order of things. Even I, your somewhat omnipotent narrator, will not break these laws.”

––––––––
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On a planet far from Earth, three cloaked women stood upon the highest balcony of the tallest tower. None showed any mortal signs of their advanced age.

Long, dark feathers lined the eldest’s cloak, and black curls hid an impatient scowl. She whispered in an urgent, forced croak. “Something happened. I cannot reach Atomos.” It had been decades since she last used her voice.

“But sister, how do you know this?” The second woman was the strongest of the three, and her aura intimidated most of her peers. Dark black hair flowed around her shoulders and pale gray face. Respectful skepticism trailed into deep intonations. “He’s been unreachable before. If this is a trap—”

“We already sit in the trap,” the eldest retorted.

Pure white hair framed the third woman’s thin face, hiding much of her copper-toned skin. She was the youngest and tallest of the three. Whenever she spoke, some said the mind’s ear might hear distant ocean waves. Others heard melodies of sunlight. “Those who know him are aware that the abandoned world still draws his attention. Perhaps because our predecessors left it alone for so many centuries.”

The eldest expected her remarks. “Convince the rest of the High Council to search him out. Everyone worships Atomos. It won’t be difficult.”

“What do you know?” the stronger woman prodded.

“Bring resources to this cause, without sparking suspicion.” The eldest knew the stakes and treaded carefully. “You both helped create the laws. Use them for something good for a change.”

“Yes, sister,” they affirmed together.

“And one last thing.” The elder paused to find the right words, her thoughts firmly upon the insurmountable odds of anyone finding him. “No one knows how the descendants of those who remained on the abandoned world have changed.” In a low, ominous warning, she added, “It has been thousands of star cycles since anyone has set foot there and returned. We must assume they are children and ignorant to the wider universe. What you uncover may not be a threat, even if it acts as such.”

The two glanced at each other, but did not dare speak. After a prolonged silence from the elder, they bowed with reverence and returned to the recesses of the tower.

The elder leaned against the marble railing as she breathed a sigh. “At last.”
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GHOSTS AND MONSTERS
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“Dreams usually do not come true in the way we expect. In some rare cases, they become truer.”

––––––––
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Isaac lay in the basement, unwilling to move. With his eyes shut, he probed his memory for every detail. It was more than mere curiosity. There had to be a reason he experienced the same nightmare almost every time he slept. Frustrated because he had no explanation for his condition, he noticed his sister creeping into his thoughts. She was the only one he trusted, which must have been why she suddenly appeared. In the dream, he tried to show her what he saw. As he further retraced his steps, he recalled a change. A stone well appeared on a grassy hill. The recurring nightmare he had endured all his life finally progressed.

Isaac’s ear pressed hard against crispy splinters. Throbs of pain ached everywhere. As he opened his eyes, several strange orbs floated like fireflies shining just beyond an unseasonal icy fog. He hoped nothing disturbed them, as if each one were important. A longing to exist among the stars and leave his troubles far behind was somehow connected with their arrival. The nearest orb moved closer. He blinked away the blurriness and breathed through his nose to keep the vapor from impeding his vision. Eerie spectral green energies swirled within it like a small rotating star. It bounded upon an invisible wave in a gentle and graceful path. Sometimes it streaked across his vision, only to bobble along elsewhere, as though searching for something.

The orb’s hypnotic movement became agitated, erratic. From somewhere above, a disdainful voice with a calculated edge cut through the dull, muffled air. Isaac dreaded his presence, especially so soon after what had just happened.

“Now, Isaac.” After his quarry did not move, he added, “Walk to the wall.” 

From Isaac’s vantage point at the edge of the exposed cement foundation, he could see most of the basement. Half blown apart and the rest burnt to embers, the destroyed house creaked with instability. Smoke still drifted from the hottest points.

It had been six years since Isaac last saw Nik Solinski. His Eastern European accent had almost vanished, but the cold hatred persisted. An expert at manipulating others, he used this skill in all he did. If demons existed on Earth, he had to be one of them.

Isaac pushed himself to his knees. In response, the orbs retreated. Blackness crowded his consciousness. Pain pounded in his sinuses, and his eyes stung. A lump formed in his throat and remained. His insides felt broken, yet he had no physical ailment. The ache in his heart would not relent. 

“Ignore the lights.” Nik sounded bored. “Get up here.”

This house had never given Isaac the solace that a home implied. Under the light from the stars was his only safe place. He stepped across the debris without regard for splinters. By the time he reached the far wall, each of the orbs had blinked out. Rising sunlight marked Isaac’s nakedness. The air returned to its seasonal warmth and humidity. Where the stairs had once existed, a memory invaded his mind’s protective wall—his sister’s favorite hiding place during their games of hide-and-seek.

“Sal will pull you up. You’re riding with us,” came Nik’s cold instruction.

About twenty others lined the perimeter of the house, unknown shadows barely visible from the dark basement. Isaac knew better than to think they were his clueless neighbors.

Sal lowered a muscular arm, the sleeves of his dress shirt pushed up halfway. Isaac raised a weak, skinny arm to meet the outstretched hand with his own. Instead, Sal clamped down on his forearm and pulled Isaac up in one swift motion. Once he was placed on his feet, an agent roughly brushed him off with a towel. Ash fell from his short, dark hair. Someone draped a blanket over his shoulders.

Isaac followed Sal to the end of the driveway toward a black SUV with tinted windows. Although it had been a long time since he last saw Nik, and he was still young, he did not remember someone like Sal. He would have recognized an agent with the physique of a barbarian, even with the suit and buzz cut. Sal pointed to the rear passenger side door. Nik chose the seat behind the driver.

Without delay, Sal sped through the neighborhood. Local police blocked the side streets. Unmarked sedans and SUVs sat in the driveways of each house. Isaac knew families would wake and hear about the tragedy, but continue with their normal lives.

The interior light came on. Isaac saw himself reflected in the dark window. Other than a few scratches from the fall, he was unharmed. The lump in his throat grew as he took in his inherited features. Many said he looked like his mother, and his sister like their father. They all had olive skin and dark hair, but Isaac hated how his nose was longer and narrower than his sister’s. He was the product of genetics in every way, except his eyes. Theirs were almond-shaped, deep set, and hazel. His were larger, upturned, with dark outlines around steel-gray irises, and they were the only part he liked about himself. They had made him different. But not anymore.

Nik’s plan included a long drive through back roads instead of the highway. A small concession for safety, but necessary. After a long silence, he said, “You may think you understand your situation.” He paused for effect without a glance. “This will not be the same as last time. I have gained the authority to ensure the safety of our country, even outside our borders. So, instead of the hospital you’ve been missing for six years, we’re going on a little trip. You probably don’t care where you end up. Not after what you did.”

Isaac curled his fingers into fists under the blanket. Hatred resurfaced, and he creased his brow in a pointed glare at the blue eyes next to him.

Nik’s middle-aged square jaw and high cheekbones added strength to his already confident attitude. Business-cut blond hair framed his wide smile. “That’s what I remember. Some defiance of authority is respectable. When you were eight years old, it was ... endearing. At twelve, you were touching puberty. But you’re a legal adult now. Seeing you like this is pathetic. You still haven’t changed.” Another pause. “What did you want to do after you were all grown up? To help people? No, it was something else.” Nik paused once more. “Yes, I recall what you said back then. You wanted to be an astronaut and learn about the universe.” He chuckled. “Way out of reach for someone like you. But you won’t have to worry about your future anymore. You killed innocent people—again. This time, your entire family. You’re an official risk to the country’s security—and now you’re mine.”

Isaac’s heart dropped into his stomach. He would never see his sister again.

Nik saw through Isaac’s expression and knew who he lamented losing. “Your sister was the only person you genuinely cared about. Good thing you didn’t see her body. Her remains were ... not pretty.”

Isaac’s hands shook. Loss of control teetered on a pointless edge. He wanted to bury his fist in Nik’s smug face. But fear resurfaced from the first and last time he tried. That alone kept him on his side of the seat.

A loud thump hit the window next to him. He jumped, startled by the sudden impact. His anger faded as he examined a greasy smudge on the glass.

Nik’s mouth curled into a wide grin. He leaned over Isaac to inspect the window. “Birds again, Isaac? This means you don’t need the wave amplifier. Exciting, isn’t it?”

That scum was so close, he could see a vein in his neck pulse. Yet Isaac did nothing. Destined to destroy lives, cursed by an unexplainable nightmare. Too weak to defend himself or oppose the monsters of the world.

“Now that you’re no longer a child, you’re much more dangerous. We’re heading to an air base to board a plane. It will take us and the rest of our new equipment to your new home. Hey, Sal, pull over for a minute.”

Once they were stopped on the side of the road, Nik pulled out a syringe. “Hold out your arm, Isaac. This will make sure you don’t dream while you sleep.”

As a shimmering gray liquid entered his vein, Isaac breathed deeply to steady himself. Not able to focus on anything for long, he saw the stone well flash in his mind. He imagined a hand reaching out from its depths to reshape his existence.
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SECRET FACILITY
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“Referring to these pretenders as ‘doctors’ causes me physical pain. I shall refrain.”

––––––––
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A loud snap jolted Isaac awake. His right cheek burned. His wrists were bound with a zip tie. Disgust carved lines of hatred on the narrow face of the agent seated across from him. Four soldiers sat on either side of Isaac and the agent, their rifles pointed in his direction. Someone had dressed him in fatigues and thick socks, but no shoes. Rough terrain shifted them from side to side inside the military personnel vehicle. The only visible landscape outside was the rocky ground illuminated by the headlights. 

After a long, winding road between two mountains, the vehicle stopped. Isaac’s skin was still warm from the slap.

Everyone exited before Isaac. The agent with the narrow face turned and offered his hand. Isaac’s stomach twisted without prompt. He froze, confused. Without warning, the agent grabbed his wrist restraint and pulled him down from the vehicle.

Ready for the impact, Isaac landed on all fours. Pain shot through his arms and knees. A gut feeling, one he’d never had before, encouraged him to stay on the ground and avoid retaliating. Perhaps because it reminded him of a promise he’d made, he reaffirmed that sentiment. While still on the ground, he would let himself die before hurting anyone else again. Nik was right. He was dangerous.

The agent swung his leg into Isaac’s ribs. “Get up, you fucker!”

Reeling from the impact, Isaac’s diaphragm spasmed. He forced an inhale and wheezed.

Feet shuffled in the sand next to him. A loud thump on the vehicle ended with a grunt. “Tom, Tom, Tom... What the hell are you thinking?” Nik eased Isaac up and guided him back against the vehicle, right next to Tom. Gentler than he expected, Nik turned Isaac’s cheek toward the headlight of the transport vehicle behind them. “What happened to his face?”

“He was glowing.” Tom sounded uncertain and apprehensive.

“You were briefed on all this, Tom. And you thought it would help us to slap him? In an uncontrolled environment?”

Tom whined through gritted teeth, “But he put the entire convoy at risk!”

Angrier than he had been in a while, Nik leaned in close to Tom. “Why do you think we’re here? Huh, Tom? The only reason this facility exists is because of Isaac. This entire operation advances our efforts a thousandfold, and you felt it necessary to treat him as though he just killed your family. Don’t fuckin’ assume Isaac’s not a risk, unconscious or not. The next time you act outside parameters, you’re homebound—as a casualty of war!”

“Yes, sir!” Tom barked out, as though to a drill instructor.

“I DID NOT ASK A QUESTION!” Nik bellowed, loud enough for the entire mountainside to hear. He curled his finger at Isaac. “Walk with me,” he commanded, his tone calm and collected once again.

Isaac meandered behind. Once outside of Nik’s peripheral sight, he looked back. Tom held the side of his head with obvious scorn. Their eyes met. To make sure Tom understood what just happened, Isaac tilted his head.

Tom cursed under his breath and punched the door. Nik replied with a short snicker. It confirmed that Nik would not let Tom anywhere near Isaac again—an assurance that only remained valid until Nik got what he wanted. Isaac planned to prevent that.

A few steps from the parked caravan, they entered the mountain through a narrow slit. The passageway soon widened and became a large cavern. A ground-level open-air dock on their right was active with forklifts unloading huge crates from trailers. Soldiers posted in various places watched their progress with interest.

Farther along the inside wall, large crates lined either side. Deeper within were rows and rows of barred prison cells built into the rocky walls on either side. Isaac expected to see prisoners or refugees eroded down to skin and bones. Instead, his stomach churned with revulsion. Perhaps fifty or more children and teenagers dressed in clean military fatigues slept or read books. He slowed his pace in disbelief and simmered with rage for these innocent children who had ended up in such a terrible place.

Nik did not stop. “Come, Isaac. You’ll see them soon enough.” A quiet chuckle.

At the far end, large doors opened to reveal a spacious freight elevator. The operating panel had several typical buttons, but what caught his eye were the five oversized buttons arranged vertically. Each color corresponded to a different level. Nik’s thumb jammed the black one in the middle, and the large platform descended through a rocky shaft. The earthy air cooled further below the surface of the mountain.

Several minutes later, Isaac stood face to face with a man in a doctor’s coat. Phillip Westin. He always wore the same khaki slacks and boat shoes. Round reading glasses were perched near the end of his nose. Six years later, nothing had changed except that he had less hair. The sight of his round head and disapproving pursed lips reminded Isaac of how much he hated Westin—almost as much as he hated Nik. But there was no fear in him, only disgust.

Nik prompted Isaac forward, his push gentle.

Westin rested a hand on his shoulder. Isaac grew taller, but still shivered from the touch.

“I see you remember me.” The repulsive man surveyed Isaac over the top of his glasses with a twisted grin. Thanks to his high level of education and status, he held himself above others. To him, life was a competition of intelligence.

Westin led Isaac away from Nik and along a black-trimmed corridor. Several doors had recessed biometric scanners installed for limited access. The cool lighting appeared bright as daylight. A few quick turns, and the corridor expanded into a huge, dark space. Inside were five square, isolated rooms with transparent walls, one in the center and one in each corner. Nonmetallic hospital gurneys, medical monitoring equipment, plastic racks of supplies, and various devices were present. In the center of and flush with the floor was an ominous metal plate. Soft light shone through the ceiling around plastic ducts for ventilation. Cameras were everywhere, but none in plain sight. Occupants were in the two farthest rooms. Westin escorted Isaac into the unoccupied center room and freed his wrists.

“You know the routine,” Westin said as he checked the monitors.

Isaac did know. He removed his clothes and donned one of the drafty gowns before hopping onto the gurney. His legs dangled from the high bed as he contemplated the metal plate in the floor. 

“Thank you, Isaac.” Westin nodded.

He sat, confused by the manners, until another root of Isaac’s distrust of doctors walked in. Sunil Malik. He was supposedly a scientist but often helped with medical care. Both were impervious to the ethical considerations of human rights, but Malik did not enjoy Westin’s methods of torture.

Malik towered over Isaac. He shaved Isaac’s head, chest, and left arm. Westin, injecting a local anesthetic into his forearm, then passed the items Malik needed to install an intravenous catheter. Isaac accommodated the procedure without complaint and inspected the plastic film covering the area. Malik pushed a large syringe of gray fluid into the port and followed up with another of clear fluid to flush the line. It was the same as six years prior.

After the probes were connected to Isaac’s head and body, he felt disconnected from his thoughts. His senses misaligned as he turned his head. To confirm he was not in a dream, he raised his arm to touch the transparent wall. His skin appeared burned and blackened. He gasped and thrust his arm out of sight.

Isaac lost the memory of how he arrived. He felt comfortable, like he had been there forever. Malik asked him some questions. Most were about what had happened just before the fire. Isaac resisted at first, but he also wanted answers. His tired voice slurred robotic words, unlike how he normally spoke. “The demon was there. In my backyard. A horse made of shadow and smoke. Its eyes glowed red. And she was there, but I don’t know why. She saw the demon too. Then the dream changed. I became different somehow. Standing on top of a tall, green hill. Black skeletons came out of a stone well. They killed some animals. A feeling from the well became stronger. All seemed lost.” Isaac paused and let out a heavy exhale. “Doom is coming. For everything.”

[image: ]

Nik Solinski entered the conference room on Level Orange. Bottled water, ripe fruit, and sneakers rested on the long table. In addition to Westin and Malik, Mike Jones had arrived. Nik expected Jones’s laid-back attitude. The unkempt beard and stained polo, not so much. As a bonus to the ensemble, he wore a baseball cap with a marijuana leaf superimposed with two handguns. Nik had enlisted Jones to run the new equipment.

Westin ignored the young engineer as Jones chewed his gum obnoxiously. Malik gawked in disbelief, his expression befitting an objective scientist who found a new subject worthy of study.

“I’m aware that the three of you became acquainted before I arrived with subject Zero-One.” Nik remained on his feet to brief them on the project goals. “Thank you for bringing the soft resources up to schedule. The updated treatments will work in tandem with the new equipment. We have a proven efficacy period for REM-14. So now, we’ve reduced our fifteen-year timeline to thirty weeks.”

No one reacted.

Irritated from the lack of questions, Nik moved on. “We are now a joint project and must demonstrate a finished product that meets specs in eight months. This deadline is no coincidence. The next congressional vote on budgets is in nine months, which means the Oversight Committee wants a progress update on Project Yusef three months from today. At that time—”

“Three months?” Malik interrupted, with pointed incredulity.

“At that time...” Nik squared off with Malik. “We will play host to my boss, the secretary of homeland security. She said to expect others. This most likely means the secretary of defense, the director of the NSA, and the chair of the joint chiefs of staff will accompany her. Questions?”

“Yes.” Westin had his pen in the air. “What exactly do we hope to achieve with Isaac? And what is the secretary of defense looking for, precisely?”

Glad for Westin’s knowledge of process, Nik resumed his near-emotionless update. “This project is still top secret and compartmentalized. Project Yusef is officially the off-record supplemental air defense system at the top of this mountain, which is an operational front for our goals. Our true designation is undocumented and known only at the highest levels. This means you’re not allowed to speak of our work, even if the highest levels require your input.”

The lack of interruptions pleased Nik. “Our supply of soft resources will remain steady until we’re at full capacity, so our experiments can proceed at pace. More staff will arrive this month and will handle the top level through Orange. Any information relating to the existence of subject Zero-One, including levels Black, Blue, and Red, must remain confidential. Usual living protocols will apply. Also, while you were prepping our newcomer, I started the protocols for passcode and biometric access to Level Black and below.

“Lastly, subject Zero-One is more important than anything on this planet. It benefits us if he cooperates. Try to get him on board once the initial setup and calibration are complete. After we replicate his abilities, he becomes expendable. He doesn’t need to know this.”

“That’s a tall order, Nik.” Westin jabbed his pen in Nik’s direction on each accented word. “What are the details of the devices we procured?”

“I was given access to oversee testing during its development. Basically, we’re using hyper-bandwidth frequency generators in conjunction with electrostatic induction amplifiers. Inducing sensory deprivation at the same time, REM brain wave replication is possible during consciousness. To achieve that, we must synchronize calibrations with drug dosing.”

“Are you kidding?” Jones leaned forward with a grin wider than his face.

“Is that a real question?” Annoyed, Nik’s tone rose in pitch.

“What? Oh... I meant to say, we’ve never even tested this setup in the field. We have no prior controls except with inactive subjects. Three months isn’t long enough for baselines. From what I read, I don’t even know what Isaac does, let alone how. Now we’re going to use the upgraded machines on him. Right!” Jones slapped the table to make his point. “The last experiments on Isaac six years ago were technically inconclusive.” He half gestured to Westin and Malik.

Westin gave no hint of offense, but turned his pen-jabbing toward Jones. “Your mother’s a congresswoman. Is that right?”

Nik felt the tension escalate and cut in. “Good point, Mike. That’s also why we only have eight months. Funding for portable nuclear power is expensive for these machines. We must skip the baseline and test phases to show results and keep our funding. So, calibrate as we progress.”

Jones swung his feet off the table. “This is exciting!” he said, smiling wide. His gum popped out of his mouth, and he caught it in midair without a hint of embarrassment. “This is why I love government projects.”

Nik inclined his head and ignored Jones’s manners. “This will be good for the defense of our country and its allies, not to mention all your careers.” He turned to Malik. “If you recall, subject Zero-One once mentioned to you that he occasionally sees strange orbs of light.” He paused, and Malik nodded with interest. “His mother saw one for the first time a few weeks ago. That’s when we activated the teams. She called me a few days ago to report that the dim green aura appearing around Isaac is much more pronounced when he sleeps. And his behavior became more reclusive than usual. I arrived the next morning just before sunrise. The entire house and everyone inside were incinerated. Except for him. He was barely conscious when I arrived. The orbs were there. They’re real.”

Malik held out his hands as though he intended to grab something in midair. “I never took the study of spiritual phenomena seriously. Not until I met Isaac. My research over the last few years supports the premise that a connection does in fact exist between the physical brain and the metaphysical mind. We should not ignore it.”

Westin put down his pen and stared at his colleague. “That’s what you’ve been doing, Sunil? I suppose you believe Isaac’s stories about a demon as well. Have aliens visited you yet? I’m disappointed.” He looked to Nik for support.

Nik slowly shook his head. He could not substantiate Westin’s point. “The possibilities of the supernatural are precisely why this project exists, Phillip.” His hands on the table, Nik leaned closer to his team. An intense seriousness darkened his expression. “To be clear, aliens, spiritual beings, and the paranormal are not off-limits topics, especially if progress requires us to accept these ideas.” Nik pulled one corner of his mouth into a sneer. “And I will be on-site from now on.”
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SHARED DREAMING
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“Some say dreams are the gateway connecting the astral mind with reality.”

––––––––
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Across the darkness of Level Black, Isaac saw a juvenile boy, much too young compared to the others. He was reading a book on a gurney inside a separate but similar transparent room. Westin had made him wear a hospital gown and shaved his head too, but what caught Isaac’s attention was how tired he looked. Of course, he did not remember why. He only felt the same exhaustion. At least the child had a book to read.

Isaac turned around. A second child watched him from the adjacent room. She had a pointed watchfulness, reminding him of the way his sister sometimes looked at him. Her gaze shifted somewhere behind him.

Nik opened the door to Isaac’s room and scribbled notes on a clipboard. “That’s fear you see on their faces. After we lowered the dosage of the drug that makes you sleep, you conjured those orbs. They overheard us talking about how you enjoy stealing children’s souls. Do you recall your dreams over the past week?”

“A week?” Isaac blurted out. He stretched out his arms in disbelief. Patches of red and purple covered much of his skin. “How did I get these bruises? Who shaved my head?” His throat hurt, and his eyes burned. “Why is this happening again?”

“How rude of Doctor Westin. He should have reminded you.” Nik’s sarcasm was brief. He changed tactics to supply Isaac with information in a flat tone. “We arrived here over three weeks ago. You’ve been awake, but unconscious while we calibrated the machines and tested your thresholds.”

Isaac turned to the space outside the room. “Awake ... and unconscious?” he pondered.

“Yes. One of the medications that can block REM patterns also blocks new memory formation. You spent most of your time below in Level Blue. Doctor Westin discovered you’re sensitive to ELF radiation while on the plate. We’re introducing ionization charges today.”

Isaac looked down. “Are you going to kill me?” he whispered. Despair filled his capacity for emotions, but the thought of death did not frighten him. It was the least he deserved.

Nik lowered the clipboard and stepped closer. “You may die,” he said flatly. “But what if we worked together? Doctor Malik wants to learn more about the orbs, and the demon in your dreams. It would be easier on your body to cooperate. You can still live a full life if we agree not to fight each other. How about it?”

Before the fire, Isaac had often stayed up late to watch movies or to research how to sleep without dreaming. Deception seemed a better course than cooperation. He shrugged a quiet resistance.

“Let’s be clear on one thing: you’re still a threat to everyone around you. Imagine if you were free to roam anywhere without understanding how your power works. This is the best place to keep the world safe while we discover more about your abilities. You of all people should know this.”

Isaac deflated. The idea that the demon had cursed him corroded his thoughts.

Nik saw what Isaac felt, and it was time he reinforced it. “You probably don’t remember our first meeting. You were very young. First year in a public school, I think. Your family lived in a small suburb in New Jersey. Two days before our first meeting, you were at a friend’s house and had a...” Nik paused to find the right words to elicit a reaction. “Ah. That's right. It was a sleepover party.”

“Stop.” Isaac buried his face in his arms, his voice weak. “Please don’t.”

“It was a horrific event, Isaac. The official investigation placed the blame squarely on your friend’s parents. As you might have guessed, we questioned why anyone allowed children to use an oil lamp in a treehouse unsupervised. ‘Neglectful’ was the word I used in my report. But you know the truth. You had flashlights. There was no oil lamp, was there? You were the one who...”

“STOP!” Isaac screamed through his arms. He was horrified by the truth of Nik’s words, his rapid breathing bringing him close to panic.

“Why?”

“Just stop!” Isaac yelled and started crying. “I can’t... I just can’t...” His fists shook, and he hyperventilated. He could not stop himself.

“Can’t? Can’t what, Isaac?” Nik goaded.

Isaac tried to leave, but fell to the hard floor. He dropped to his knees and pressed his palms to his eyes. Anything to stop his pent-up feelings from overflowing.

“The boy’s mother found you on the ground. Naked. Unharmed. Her son and another of your friends were gone. Nothing left except a smoldering hole in the ground where the treehouse once stood. She asked you where her son was. You didn’t say a word; you just pointed to the burnt ground. Why do you think you survived?”

“Please stop,” Isaac begged without removing his hands.

“My office received a call from local law enforcement. We picked you up from the hospital. The other two boys were incinerated so violently, not even their bones remained. The boy’s mother said there were green lights around you. News stories circulated. A miracle boy who survived a fire. It didn’t take much for my office to shut down the media and the police. After all, who would believe you did all that? The parents of the other children believed the story, and how you brought the oil lamp. The boy’s parents who hosted the party did not. They were severely traumatized. Not long after, the father took his own life. The mother who saw you and the orbs institutionalized herself. We quickly relocated your family to a small town in northeast Pennsylvania.”

The hate Isaac had for himself resurfaced. Many strong emotions he did not understand threatened to break free from his walls.

Nik sighed at Isaac’s retreat. “If you pretend your past never happened, it will continue to hold you back.” He turned serious once more, as though he were talking to colleagues instead of a subject. “As of this morning, the calibrations and tuning are complete. Trials for evocation candidates concluded three days ago. The real machines turned on this morning. I want you with us, Isaac. Together, we can figure out how you received this great gift. It might lead us to the reasons for your nightmares.”

He left the room and disappeared, concealed by the darkness beyond the clear walls.

Without a safe place for him to think, Isaac’s insides burned. Imagination was his only comfort. Words his sister might tell him in secret reassured him. The longer he thought of her, the more he wanted to be stronger. Strong for her memory.

Isaac turned back to the girl. She had watched him blubber. Instead of embarrassment, he found a reminder of his sister in her expression. She nodded and pointed toward the front of the room. Isaac followed her indication. What Nik had said about trials was true—the other rooms were no longer empty.


Westin entered the room with a wide smile and a chipper, “Good morning, Isaac! Out of bed and onto the plate, please.” He almost sang the words.

Isaac complied in a haze and yawned. As he stood on the cold metal, movement caught his eye. Malik and another man steered young women from each of the forward rooms. Either might have been his age. He did not recognize the fourth man.

“Curious, as usual?” Westin added, “They’re going downstairs to the field receptors on Level Blue.”

Isaac cleared his head and steeled himself for what would come. After a long wait, nothing happened. He glanced to his captor.

Westin’s eyes flicked to a monitor. “Thirty-three more seconds.”

Isaac frowned. Westin sharing information with him did not make sense. Both of Westin’s hands were up and out. His left was open, palm facing the floor. The right hand was closed with only his thumb and pinky finger extended.

A moment later, waves of low-frequency radiation pulsed through his feet and ankles. Electric sensations rippled up his legs to his waist. Disoriented, he tried to step off the plate. He could not move. Sharp pinpricks crept up his chest like stinging needles. Claustrophobia peaked, but it did not overwhelm him. He thought he might have felt the sensation before.

Westin stepped in front of Isaac to watch the pain the machine caused. His plump face contorted to sinful hunger. “I think we’ll gain ground much faster with this technology than those sensory deprivation chambers. I’m going to enjoy this. You will not.” Sensors in the room picked up his hand motions as Westin twisted his right wrist further, almost like a dial.

The extreme pain was instant. Isaac’s muscles locked, and his teeth clamped down on the side of his tongue. He became stiff as a board, his eyes open and paralyzed. Currents of radiation overrode all motor control. Involuntary signals did not reach his brain. He could not breathe.

Time slipped away, and nothing existed but pain. He wanted it all to end, but did not have the courage to ask for it. 

A distant, mysterious voice called from his mind. Isaac believed it belonged to his sister. She might have told him to stay strong, like she had in the past.

The current abruptly ended. Isaac collapsed, but did not stay on the floor long. Westin’s boat shoes were too close. The taste of blood was more metallic than expected.

Still hungry, Westin remained intent on him. “How do you feel? Be honest.”

Isaac knew that look. It had been the same six years prior. He had ignorantly thought Westin did not torture other children and pushed the thought of him torturing his sister out of his mind. He despised being too weak to stop him.

“Electricity?” Isaac mumbled, inspecting his injured tongue.

Westin answered, his tone impatient, as though Isaac had asked the same question before. “It’s a narrow electromagnetic field. High-voltage and extra-low-frequency waves align and stabilize the field. It ionizes your molecules. Your turn.”

Surprised he had received an answer, Isaac still refused to share details of the pain they caused. “Yeah, okay. My tongue’s bleeding.”

Westin’s eyes narrowed. “Anything else?”

“No,” he garbled in defiance and swallowed more blood.

“Not very interesting.” Westin held the door open and waited. “Come with me.”

Permitted to walk of his own accord, Isaac followed Westin out of the dark space. They passed several closed offices in the lit corridor lined with black trim. At a passenger elevator, Westin paused. “Turn around. My passcode is government property.” Once Isaac complied, he punched in a code and used the retinal scanner to open the elevator doors. The panel inside had six colored buttons. Westin jammed the blue button with his pen.

After a short ride down, the doors opened to a corridor painted cobalt blue. It was easy on the eyes, and the smell of ozone reminded Isaac of a summer storm.

“Walk next to me,” said Westin.

After a few turns, they entered a large area crammed with strange electronics. At the front and on either side were two concave receptors resembling human-size satellite dishes. Thick clusters of cables harnessed each to the ceiling. Below the receptors were two flat tables of solid quartz. The mix of metal and mineral gave the equipment an otherworldly appearance. Strapped down to each table were two young women.

Westin led Isaac around another machine in the center of the room. Mechanical vibrations tickled Isaac’s bare feet. The same type of receptor dish hung from the ceiling, but the quartz table had a deep depression shaped like a person. It was empty.

As they rounded the center machine, he saw Nik and Malik. Each was examining one of the younger children strapped down to the tables at the rear corners of the room.

Nik caught sight of them. “Isaac! Glad you made it.” He gave an odd cheerful chuckle intended to welcome him.

“Isaac informed me of his self-diagnosis,” Westin mocked him over the electric hum. “He is apparently completely healthy.”

“Just bit my tongue,” Isaac complained, as though it mattered.

“Doctor Westin, you forgot the mouth guard.” Nik grinned.

“I might be a little anxious to get started today.” Westin returned the expression.

Isaac rolled his eyes.

“Can’t be helped now.” Nik raised his arms to the room. “Look around, Isaac. This is the height of supernatural technology anywhere. We are closer than ever to harnessing the power of the human mind. America has you to thank for it.”

Isaac folded his arms. Coming from a skinny, bald teenager in a hospital gown, the gesture underwhelmed.

Nik faced Isaac, almost respectfully. “Others exist with strange powers too. Some perceive reality differently than we do. Most disappear from our radar once they’re aware we’re watching. None are possessed by a demon or cursed, as you believe. In comparison to you, their skills are mundane. You far exceed the levels of any other sub... person,” he corrected.

“Right.” Isaac shifted his weight to the other foot. “Do you torture them too?”

Nik held up a finger, his electric-blue eyes energized. “I know you’re skeptical, Isaac. Help us unlock your gift instead of fighting it. I know that’s your intention. We only want to help you understand. In turn, we can give others similar abilities, without the nightmares. We need to be prepared before other countries find a way to hurt our families. You are the key to our future.”

Isaac pointed to the boy strapped down on a table. “Looks like torture to me.”

“You’re right,” Nik admitted. “People have a subconscious and emotional connection to their bodies. If we disrupt this connection, we can establish new pathways. Let me show you.”

Nik led the group toward the front of the room. Westin tried to guide Isaac with a hand, but Isaac shrunk away from him. As they walked, Isaac realized the metal plates in the rooms above must connect to the machines below.

They gathered around the receptor table with one of the newer arrivals. She had blonde hair and was younger than Isaac had first thought.

Nik unstrapped her arm and moved it to the edge of the table. “Touch her skin.”

She instinctively yanked her arm away.

Nik repositioned her arm. He was gentle, but flashed the girl a warning glare. She was close to panic, and her chest expanded in quick gasps.

Isaac held up his hand—and stopped. A long, thin scar stretched from her wrist halfway up her arm.

Nik sighed with impatience.

Stretching out the time, Isaac slowly moved to touch her arm. It was long enough for their eyes to meet. With his expression alone, he tried to give her a chance to stop him. She did not. Nik’s unspoken threat may have bolstered her willingness to comply.

Isaac touched her arm. Suddenly, his vision blurred and changed. He stood in a dark hospital room, near the window. The blonde girl lay on a bed, hooked up to several monitors. Once they made eye contact, she turned to the doorway. Light from the dreamspace outside their view dimmed. A shadowy, upright creature stopped in front of the doorway. Its demonic eyes glowed scarlet.

She froze, her eyes darting around in search of something.

The demon entered.

A scalpel appeared on the bedside table.

Horrid, croaking sounds of death reverberated. 

She seized the blade and moved it to her wrist.

The demon stopped, but its death rattle grew deeper.

She hesitated to make the cut. The scar was already there.

Isaac stepped around the bed and stood between them.

The demon writhed inward on itself and struggled to take form. Fluid black smoke concealed a blaze within. Isaac caught the image of a solid form within the shadow. A horse’s head appeared for an instant.

She screamed and dropped the blade.

Isaac turned to her, confused. “Is this your dream?”

At his words, the demon ceased all movement. Veins of spectral green light pulsated around its humanoid form. It considered Isaac for a moment and slowly pointed to the right.

Steep, grassy hills replaced the hospital room. The demon and the girl were
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