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chapter 1




DONOVAN CODELL’S EYES SNAPPED OPEN AS if, even while in deep sleep, he had sensed danger. Yet, the room was quiet, calm, dark. Well, he was awake now. He sat up and scratched his head as the gray morning sun clawed its way through the living room blinds. Then he forced himself off the couch and stretched.

Yawning, he grabbed his lower back and gave his muscles an absentminded massage. He stood dead on his feet, his whole body aching. He hadn’t slept well on that old couch. The heavy drinking the night before hadn’t helped either. Wearing only his boxers, he shuffled off down the hall to the rear of the apartment.

At his bedroom, Donovan stopped and leaned against the jamb of the open doorway. He crossed his arms and studied the woman still asleep in his bed: Cathren Whitney, a petite, strawberry blonde with gentle features. She had small hands, feet, and breasts. She was in her mid-twenties like Donovan. She still wore makeup. Subtler than last night, however, but noticeable. Like the “morning after” in movies. Or in those mattress ads on TV.

A soft sigh escaped her lips. She turned, opened her eyes, and looked up at him. 

They smiled at each other.

“Hey, beautiful,” he whispered.

She giggled. “Don’t say that. I’m not beautiful...” 

Donovan’s stomach stirred at the sound of her raspy, just-woken-up voice. He cleared his throat.

Cathren sat up in bed. “Did you mean it, though? You think I’m pretty?” She ran her fingers through her long hair.

Who wouldn’t? 

“Yeah, of course.”

Cathren stretched lazily and the way she slid out of bed was enough to get his imagination going. She walked over to Donovan and, raising herself on her toes, gave him a quick kiss. “I’m going to take a shower.”

“Okay,” Donovan said, his hard expectations shrinking away. She swept past him to the bathroom. The noise of the shower reached him and he soon heard her humming and washing herself. Sighing, he turned around and made his way distractedly down the hall toward the kitchen.

He switched on the coffeemaker and filled the reservoir with bottled water. Then he wandered into the front room and hit the remote. The television awoke, blasting cable news. Ah, the beauty of background noise in the morning. It helped him wake up, keeping him from focusing on his own problems. The events around the world—killings, horrors, disasters—comforted him in a strange way. His difficulties no longer seemed all that weighty. Nothing but your average relationship issues, job stuff, the usual.

Back in the kitchen, he tuned in to the topic under discussion in the front room in a vague way. They were chatting about contaminated water or something. Chemicals in the aquifer (whatever an aquifer was). He poured himself a cup of coffee and scratched his privates as unashamedly as a puppy.







Donovan was sitting at the kitchen table, staring into space, when Cathren crept in. Her hair was wet and wrapped in a towel, and she was carrying a tan cosmetics bag. She sported the same jeans she had on the night before, but with one of his tee shirts on and tied at the hip.

This was the first time in all these years that he’d ever seen her without at least some makeup on. God. She looked incredible.

“There’s coffee,” he said, coming out of his trance.

“Great.” She walked over, poured herself a cup, and gazed out the window as she sipped her coffee.

“Surprising,” Donovan said, breaking the silence. “I never thought I’d see you again, you know? Let alone, we’d be back together.”

Cathren’s gaze snapped to him. “Who says we’re back together?”

Donavan’s throat constricted; he swallowed hard, but kept his gaze steady on her.

Cathren shook her head and let out a weary sigh. “I’m sorry I snapped at you, Don. I shouldn’t have done that. But we need to talk about last night.”

“Let’s leave it alone. Give it time.”

“I’m not sure we’ve got time,” she said, stiffening.

Donovan ran his hands through his hair, his elbows propped on the small kitchen table. He stared into his coffee.

“I don’t understand.” He slumped in the wooden chair, his shoulders sagging. “Our paths crossed last night, so what? We had a few drinks, maybe a few too many, and ended up back here at my place. As it turned out, we didn’t even sleep together.” Thunder growled in the distance. He looked up at her and frowned. “Oh, sorry, I don’t mean to be—”

“What? An ass?” she said, not looking at him. Instead, she studied the nothing that was happening outside. “What a shitty day. What’s happened to the sun lately?” She turned away from the window and back to Donovan. “Look, I know this sounds crazy,” she continued, “but I don’t want to screw this up again.”

Cathren stepped away from the counter and sat down at the table with Donovan. She unzipped her makeup bag and pulled a few small things out, including a lipstick and a compact mirror, then brushed some mascara over her lashes. 

Donovan hesitated. “Screw what up?” They’d tried this a few times in the past, but it never worked out, and they always ended up breaking up after a few weeks. Yet, there always was this attraction that never seemed to go away.

“Whatever we want to call this,” she said, waving her finger back and forth between them, “you need to deal with it. Sorry, it’s relationship shit. Not your favorite, I know.” She took a pincher mechanism out of her bag and squeezed her eyelashes as she talked. 

They’d screwed this up before, that was true. Breaking up and getting back together more times than Donovan could count.

“Anyway, this isn’t about ‘death do us part’ or anything, so relax,” Cathren said. “I’m just wondering whether we have a real connection or if we’ll just end up killing each other.”

The sky outside filled with murky clouds. Donovan looked around for an opportunity to change the subject. Catching sight of one of his books, he lifted it from the counter and held it up. 

“So, um, I have a lesson today,” he said, half mumbling. “This afternoon.”

“A lesson? Impressive. There’s hope yet. What are you taking?”

“I’m not taking anything. I’m teaching. I’m an instructor, remember? Paragliding? Parachuting. Parasailing. Para-anything.”

“God, are you still doing that?”

Donovan laid the book back down on the counter and sighed. “Well, what do you suggest I do instead?” 

“I don’t know, a real job, maybe?”

Oh, no. They weren’t going down this road again.

“Maybe you should try it sometime,” he said. “I could teach you. I’m a good instructor, or so I’m told.”

Cathren switched the device to her other eye before answering. “No, I don’t think so. I don’t like scary things.”

“Come with me today, anyway,” Donovan said, tapping the table like a snare drum. “We could go up after my two o’clock.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Okay, fine.” Donovan busied himself by going through the pile of mail while she finished her makeup. “So, you want to get breakfast?”

“Sounds good,” she said. “I’m so hungry I could die.”

“At least we have something in common.” Donovan smiled and then, reluctantly, so did Cathren.

Perhaps this can work. She could be right about that connection thing.

Outside, mud-colored clouds rolled through the sky, spitting rain against the kitchen window.




















chapter 2




WELCOME TO INVESTIGATION NATION! THIS WEEK’S scandal: Dead Men Walking: ATELIC Industries and the Promise of Cryogenics.

I’m Zoë Krant. Good evening. 

Tonight, we take a look at the strange world of cryogenics, or cryonics as it’s sometimes called. We pull back the curtain on the mysterious man behind ATELIC Industries, the leading organization in the world today in the so-called cryogenics field.

ATELIC, as some of you may not know, stands for—now let me see if I can get this right—Advanced Technologies for Enabling Lifespans to Infinity via Cryogenics. 

The company, whose slogan is “We’re Heading Into The Future,” offers the somewhat controversial practice of soaking the pampered heads of the famous, the brilliant, and the wealthy in chemical baths until some future time when humankind may have the technology to literally raise the dead. Unfreeze the heads. Create new bodies. The dead would walk again! However, problems have arisen before that can happen.

ATELIC. What do we know about them? What do we know about their enigmatic, charismatic leader, Dr. Burkhart Egesa? Moreover, what are they up to in their shiny, secretive, cylindrical buildings in Redwood City?

We’ll find out tonight.

Stay tuned. We’ll be right back after this break.




















chapter 3




THE RADIO IN THE CAR DRONED on with the same contaminated aquifer story from back at the apartment. Something about people shouldn’t drink the water, blah-blah-blah. And more on ATELIC Industries, Inc., whoever they were. Donovan hit the AUX switch, and music from his iPod pumped through the speakers. Dead Kennedys.

“How can you listen to this shi–stuff?” Cathren asked. She scrunched her face up as if she’d smelled a rotten onion.

“Old-school punk, what’s not to like?” he said. “Rancid, Dead Boys, Bad Brains. You know I love it.”

“Whatever.”

“My car, my rules. If I’d known you’d be with me today, I’d have made a mix tape.” 

Donovan was going to say more, but his attention was now focused on a klatch of senior citizens teetering along the shoulder by the fast lane. The blue–hairs appeared agitated. “What’s this?” He tilted his chin forward, using his head to point. With each car that drove by, the elderly gestured and yelled like aggressive monkeys in a laboratory cage.

“Should I stop to help the old dudes out?” Donovan asked.

“No way,” Cathren said. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to be so abrupt. It’s just that something’s not right.”

“Okay,” Donovan said. “No stopping. No helping. Fuck ‘em.” He smiled at her as they rolled down Central Avenue toward Haight-Ashbury. “The breakfast place is here, off Haight. I think you’re gonna like it.”

“Good,” Cathren said softly. “That’s good.”

“You okay?”

“What? Yeah, I’m fine. That was so weird, though. I’m going to blog about them, for sure.”

“You have a blog now?”

“Doesn’t everybody? Mine gets a thousand hits a week, and I have sponsors now, too. My ambition is to expose bad things, especially corporate and government evil. Large scale, make a difference.”

“Cool.”

“I want to get the dirt on the dopes and then drag them down right to the ground.”

Donovan grinned. “Sounds like a tee shirt.”

“Or lyrics,” Cathren said. “Back to what I was saying. I’ll put the bad guys out of business if I can. Believe me, I will. So what’s up with this ATELIC organization, anyway?”




















chapter 4




BY THE TIME DONOVAN AND CATHREN arrived downtown, the air dropped out of the sky in warm, sticky clumps. Rainwater dripped in splotches here and there from broken gutters, rooftops, and canopies. Meanwhile, threatening skies grew darker to the west. 

They parked and strolled along the storefronts to the restaurant. As they passed one particular store, Donovan lingered. 

“Whoa.” he said. “Whoa!”

“What is it?”

“The Flying Fox. The ultimate tandem paragliding kit, and my dream.” Donovan had a huge, goofy smile on his face. “This baby is state of the art, unlike anything before it.”

Donovan stepped up to the shop window and stared, like the kid in A Christmas Story, eyes glued to the BB gun in Higbee’s Department Store window.

“What’s the big deal?” Cathren asked.

“This thing is the iPad of paragliders. Thin, new, groundbreaking. Most of these babies need such a large case, people mistake you for a Sherpa with a steamer trunk on your back. Not this baby. Light as air. Packs up into a standard-sized backpack. Black paraglider, too—the first and only—with a matching matte-black backpack. Think of Batman’s cape and you’ll get the idea.”

“Hmm,” said Cathren. “And yet, I don’t get it.”

“Anyway, I’ll never be able to afford one,” he said, dreamy-eyed. “Maybe one day, though.”

“Yeah,” she said. “You never know.”

Cathren dragged him away from the object of his desire and they continued maneuvering down the sidewalk until they came to a quaint coffee house on the corner.

“Here we are,” Donovan said. “This is the place.”

Inside, they found a table by the window. A server soon approached, his long blond dreads swinging behind him like soft spines.

“And how are you two today?” he asked.

“Good,” Cathren and Donovan said in unison. 

Turning his attention to Cathren, Donovan said, “You should get the vegetarian frittata. Fantastic.”

“Yes, excellent choice.” The waiter proceeded to recite the ingredients in a slow monotone, pausing between each component. “Fresh mushrooms. Tomatoes. Avocado. Cheese. Topped with our most tasty, house-made salsa.”

“Yum,” Cathren said, smiling. 

“Two of those, then.” Donovan looked at the waiter again. “And two coffees, too.”

The waiter stiffened, his eyebrows pulling together. “Haven’t you heard, dude? You can’t drink the water now. No way. We can’t serve water, coffee, or any other water-based drink.” He stared at the couple as though offended. “We’re sold out of bottled water, but have no fear, I can find you a bottle of juice or natural soda or—”

“No, thanks,” Donovan said.

“I’ll take a juice. Whatever you’ve got,” Cathren said, most likely only ordering the juice to make up for Donovan’s borderline rudeness.

“Cool. Two veggie omelets, one juice,” the waiter said as he walked away, scribbling on his pad.

Outside the window, an army tank and two military Hummers sniffing its rear crunched their way down the block. Soldiers—guns loaded, raised to their shoulders, and pointed straight ahead—stomped in close formation on both sides of the street. 

“Something’s not right,” Donovan said, deciding it was time to leave without eating. 

He dropped a couple of bills on the table and poked Cathren with his other hand. She turned to him, smiling. He tipped his head toward the escalating militarization. Cathren’s smile disappeared. She nodded, grabbed her purse, and together they stood up and left.




People were stopping along the sidewalk in bunches. They looked as if they were watching the start of a parade. Donovan and Cathren strolled uptown, walking in the opposite direction of the troops’ movements. 

At the corner, the couple made a left. Then, hoping for a successful evasive maneuver, they took a right at the next block. They began to relax, convinced they had gotten away from the mounting craziness.

Instead, they walked right into hell.

A large group of people formed a circle in the middle of the road, their backs to Donovan and Cathren. The couple stopped, transfixed, and studied the people in the crowd. 

Oozing wounds dotted the beings’ flesh. Open sores pocked their necks, arms, backs. Rotting skin dripped to the ground. A couple of them had bits of bright white bone showing through, like headlights in a tunnel.

“What’s going on?” said Cathren. “Who are they? They look so sick. Are they lepers? Are they hurt? Should we help them?”

“Water drinkers,” Donovan said darkly. “Unfiltered tap water drinkers.”

One of the people in the crowd turned their empty gaze on Donovan and Cathren. Then another turned around. And another. And another. Until they were all facing Donovan and Cathren. Growling, they gnashed their teeth and walked toward them with shuffling, limping, broken determination. 

“These poor, poor people.” Cathren said, her hand snapping up to cover her open mouth, her eyes misting over.

“No, they don’t need our help,” Donovan said, barely able to deliver the sentence. “We need our help.”




















chapter 5




BURKHART EGESA STRAIGHTENED IN HIS SEAT as the makeup person touched up his face, powdering his nose and forehead. When she finished, she spun him around in his chair to confront the cameras and the burning lights. Egesa’s stomach roiled at the very idea of doing an interview, especially for a show with as large a viewership as Investigation Nation. It wasn’t stage fright. He loved being on stage. The bigger the crowd, the better, but only when he had complete control. Giving a speech, a presentation, yes. Not, most certainly, when giving an interview. Too much could go wrong.

Egesa had wanted, almost from the moment he was born, to make his mark on the world. To bring to the masses a wondrous thing, like the cure for cancer or blindness. However, his genius and his passion didn’t exist in either of these fields. His dream was to bring to humankind not merely improved longevity but, if possible, immortality.

The public did not understand him. They even mocked him. His brilliance. His greatness. Which was why appearing on a show like this—specifically now, with all that had gone so wrong—was necessary.

A necessary evil.




















chapter 6




DONOVAN GRABBED CATHREN’S HAND, AND THEY dashed up Powell together toward California Street. As they ran for their lives, someone called Donovan’s name. 

“Hey, Donny-boy!” 

Donovan turned his head in response, out of habit rather than common sense. An Indian guy, or perhaps he was Pakistani, sat in a small, orange car waving at them. 

The voice, the mustache, the big smile all seemed familiar, but Donovan couldn’t place him at this distance. The man had a car, however, which was good. So Donovan stopped and turned around, pulling Cathren with him.

Donovan recognized his friend at last as they drew nearer. 

“Rudra Adhamark, how’s it going?” he said.

Rudra and Donovan sailboarded or surfed together at least once a month. He’d known Rudra since college. 

Now Rudra ran his own security firm, which he’d taken over when his father had retired. Out of character for Rudy, he was making a success out of it. 

Always seemed to know the right jobs to take and the right ones to walk away from.

“Give us a ride, man,” Donovan went on. “Need to get back to my car and get out of here. It’s an emergency.” 

“No can do, Donny-O.” 

“What do you mean, ‘no can do’? What are you talking about?” Donovan asked, stopping at the car. “Just let us in. This shit is serious.” 

“Sorry,” Rudra said. “I’m not driving out of town. I just got here. See? I’m parked here. Outstanding spot, too. Got things to do.” Rudra snapped his fingers to indicate speed and determination.

For a second, Donovan said nothing, but soon got back on topic. 

“Rudy, there are things happening in the city today. Strange things. We witnessed the aftermath of a horrible massacre or something and these people, these—I don’t know what they were. The insane wounded is what they looked like. Now, I appreciate you have other plans, but this is important. I need to get Cathren out of here.” 

Donovan beamed his best smile and waited. 

He could hear the sirens all around them, followed by the sound of rapid gunfire. A jet roared past high overhead.

“What the hell is going on?” Rudra asked, fidgeting in his seat like a startled bunny.

“Trouble. Believe me, like I said, you do not want to be in the city today,” Donovan said. 

He opened the passenger-side door, pulled down the front seat, shoved Cathren into the too-small back, and then jumped in up front and slammed the door.

From a couple streets away, a loud explosion rumbled toward them like stampeding rhinos.

“Forget about getting my car. We need to get out of the city,” Donovan said. “Now.”

“Sure, sure, man. Consider us gone.” Rudra’s hand shook as he checked his mirrors and pulled out. “You owe me two dollars for the meter, by the way,” he said to Donovan. Then, mostly to himself, “Lost a damn good parking spot.”




They made a left on Leavenworth and a right on Geary, heading out of town. 

As they approached Hyde, Cathren reached out from the back seat and jabbed her finger into Donovan’s shoulder, then pointed to a strange, shambling crowd starting to fill the avenue up ahead. 

“What I like most about this car,” Rudra was saying as they cruised along like tourists on vacation, oblivious to the insanity around them, “is the quiet.”

“Shit,” she whispered.

“No engine noise,” Rudra continued.

“Shit is right,” Donovan answered. “More water drinkers.”

“Purrs like a kitten.” Rudra tapped the dashboard as if he were petting it. “Hey, what is happening here?” Rudra asked, interrupting himself. He stared straight ahead, his jaw slack.

“Maybe we should turn around.” Cathren said. 

Donovan pivoted in his seat to survey the shuffling mob, all of whom were covered in rotting flesh. 

Behind them, military vehicles rumbled up the road with lethal determination.

“Rudy, man, can you, um, pick up the pace a little?” Donovan said. 

“And get us the hell outta here?”




















chapter 7




“HEY,” SAID RUDRA AS THEY ROCKETED along onto 101, away from the crowds of creeps and the increasing military threat downtown. “You catch all this shit about ATELIC? Oh my God!” He signaled and changed lanes as brain-colored rain spotted the windshield.

Donovan shrugged and stared out the window, wondering what the hell they had just witnessed.

“I’ve heard a little,” Cathren said from the back seat. “Something about some chemicals getting spilled, right?”

“Right. Evidently there’s some kind of chemical bath up there. Crazy shit. Dumping toxic sludge into the environment. Ends up in the water we drink, the water we bathe in.”

“I don’t understand,” Donovan said, turning away from the cityscape. “How is this possible? What about, I don’t know, FEMA, the ACLU, the FDA, the CDC—whoever handles these things?”

“Right, yeah, you’d think so.” Rudra squinted past the thumping windshield wipers, which were busy smearing muck across his field of vision. “Check it out, though: they knew all along. The government fuckin’ knew.” He shook his head again and then checked the rear view mirror. “This is your exit coming up, right?” Rudra popped a piece of gum in his mouth.

“Yep.”

“Anyway,” Rudra continued, chewing. “Nothing but a big, friggin’ cover-up. You know? Meanwhile, we’re all getting sick out here.”

“I noticed.”

“I need to check into all this. I feel like I missed a killer story,” Cathren said. “I’m going to start a series.” She slapped the back of one hand into the palm of her other.

“Oh, hey, I almost forgot," Rudra said. "There’s a huge protest at the ATELIC campus in Redwood City tonight. Around eight, so that we’re in time for the ten o’clock news. Anyway, I’ve gotten like a thousand tweets about it.” He turned to Donovan. “You going, Donny-O?”

“I don’t know.” Donovan yawned.

“Come on, it’ll be cool. Peaceful demonstrations. All the best people are going to show up.”

Donovan shrugged again, noncommittally. “Okay, I guess.”

“What about you, Donny’s girl?”

“She’s not my—”

“Without a doubt, Rudra. I wouldn’t miss it,” Cathren said, watching the traffic go by.




















chapter 8




WELCOME BACK. I’M ZOË KRANT AND you’re watching Investigation Nation. Let’s return to our story.

ATELIC scientists were working to develop a serum and a technology to bring the dead back to life. Yes, you heard right. Reanimate the dead. Without this unique serum and this extraordinary technology, the company would fail in its mission. More important than mission-failure, however, were the dozens and dozens of frozen heads maintained at ATELIC. Heads of the rich, the famous, the hopeful—who all depend on ATELIC succeeding in that mission. Heads on ice which, if ATELIC fails, would have no reason for being.

The promise ATELIC gave its wealthy clients was that in some mythical “future,” a new, perfect technology would appear, as if by magic. This know-how would make it possible to create a new living person in the lab using stem cells.

Once the promised and glorious technology arrived, the reanimation process could begin. Scientists would insert the brain of the frozen celeb into a new, young, fresh body. A body grown from DNA in a petri dish, in the labs at ATELIC. Then, using a variety of yet-to-be-discovered technologies, ATELIC scientists would proceed to bring the heads back to life.

Their clients would be given new life and, by definition, would be immortal. How? According to ATELIC, as each new body inevitably failed, ATELIC technicians would remove the brain, and along with it, its intellect, its personality, its memories. Next, an ATELIC tech would reinsert the brain into yet another new, young—and presumed “soulless”—body. Thus, transplanting not just an intellect, but a consciousness. The celeb would continue to do this, like changing suits, over and over again, for all eternity. 

The vision of the future is what ATELIC and its clients believed. But it is what ATELIC has failed to deliver. Because something at ATELIC has gone horribly wrong...

Next, our exclusive interview with the founder of ATELIC, Dr. Burkhart Egesa himself.

We’ll be right back. Don’t go anywhere!




















chapter 9




THE CROWDS PROTESTING ATELIC INDUSTRIES CRASHED and clanged like a chaotic circus of crazy. To put it another way, shit and fan waged a battle, but neither snatched a victory from the other.

Donovan, Cathren, and Rudra elbowed through the roaring, chanting, fist-pumping crowd. Police barricades stood everywhere like wooden sentries. With Donovan in the lead, the team squeezed through the crowd, avoiding the mob and the cops like trained dancers. They swept past roadblocks and knots of people. They pushed their way closer to the chain-link fence surrounding the ATELIC compound, fighting to get to safety. At last, they arrived at a grassy knoll of pine trees and bushes just beyond the maddening crowd. 

The horde below chanted in unison. “A-TEL-IC, go to heck! A-TEL-IC, go to heck!”

The crowd had become a dangerously out of control mob, enforcing for Donovan the reasons he detested crowds. They were unpredictable, smelly, threatening, and could develop a crowd mentality like a stampeding herd.

Suddenly, as if given a signal, an almost-choreographed line of people appeared at the gates of the site. They lit the rag-ends of their Molotov cocktails and threw them across the parking lot at the various ATELIC structures and vehicles. 

The bottles broke windows and landed inside and out of the buildings all over the ATELIC campus. The first few made contact with combustible materials in different buildings. ATELIC structures—full of chemicals and gasses, liquid and gas containers, and unstable biochemical baths—exploded like Parliament on Guy Fawkes Day. Other small explosions, popping like firecrackers, grew into larger, booming crashes as windows shattered, and buildings and trucks started to burn.

The frightening stink of biochemical smoke filled the air with a stench similar to that of rotted burning flesh. Heat from the structures made the air oppressive. The shouting of the crowd grew louder until it was no longer possible to distinguish individual words. 

The chanting and hollering became almost an industrial noise, like jets on a runway. It was a symphony of noise, punctuated by screaming sirens, roaring flames, and the beating of helicopter blades from captors approaching on the horizon.

The small grove of trees where the party stood was close enough to the fence to give Donovan, Cathren, and Rudra a clear view of things. From their vantage point, they scanned the property. 

Cops and firefighters ran around, shouting orders and gesturing like coaches on the sidelines at the Super Bowl. Firefighters strove to control the catastrophe while cops struggled to control the crowd. Some people from the throng scaled the fence as others tore past the guard station onto the ATELIC property in the direction of the burning buildings. Lights from the helicopters above swept across the entire area like spotlights at the Oscars. 

“This is fucking crazy,” someone at Donovan’s left said. A woman’s voice.

“Shit, yeah,” Donovan mumbled. He could not pull his gaze away from the chaos all around them. 

No other sounds emanated from the person at his left, yet a certain frostiness in the air alerted him, subconsciously, that he was doing something wrong. He swung around to view the person who had addressed him.

A young woman with strawberry blonde hair cascading down to her shoulders stood there dressed in jeans and a pink hoodie. Feminine, but strong-looking. Capable.

Cathren, of course.




“Oh, hi,” Donovan said, sheepishly. “In all this excitement, I forgot for a moment you were with me.” He chuckled.

The frostiness increased.

After staring at him for a long time, Cathren relented and said, “Is this normal, at one of these protests, for people to act like this?”

“No. It’s out of control. Stay near me.”

“I’m documenting all this for my blog,” she said, not listening. “I’ve been taking pictures with my iPhone and posting them. Tweeting, too. Get the truth out there. Maybe I’ll be famous.” 

The helicopter spotlights swung past again, blinding them slightly. As the lights flowed by, the beams highlighted the top of Cathren’s head like a halo.

“What do you know about ATELIC?” he asked.

“A lot now,” she said. “They’re messing with things they should not be messing with.”

“How’d you figure all that out?”

“Wikipedia.” She winked one of her big, sea-green eyes. 

Someone screamed to Donovan’s right on the ATELIC property, and Donovan jerked his head around to assess what was happening. The cops had a woman down on the ground, cuffing her. Donovan turned back to Cathren.

“Jesus! Did you see that—” 

But she was gone. He looked for her in the adjacent groups of people. He stood up on his toes, but even at six feet tall, he couldn’t find her. He turned to face Rudra.

“Where the hell did Cathren go?”

Rudra wasn’t listening. He had pulled out a small pair of Taiwan-made binoculars he’d bought to watch shows from the cheap seats. Now he used them to watch the chaos on the ATELIC grounds. “Hmmm. Some firefighters are heading into the middle building with people in hazmat suits jogging along behind them.”

Above the buildings, helicopters dropped one at a time near the roof of the middle building, like birds diving into a large nest. 

“Some helicopters, too. Crazy. Each releasing a line to the rooftop.” He was silent for a minute. “Holy crap!”

“What?” Donovan said.

“They’re lifting something. It’s weird. It looks like an egg-shaped container or something.”

“What are you talking about, man?”

“The top and bottom seem to be made out of some sort of metal. The rest is glass. Something is floating in the egg thing.”

“What is it? Come on, Rudy, what’s going on?”

“Maybe it’s nothing, I don’t know. Perhaps just the splashing of the liquid in the egg.” Rudra adjusted the binoculars, zooming in tighter. “Damn, I just can’t tell. Whatever it is, it’s small and round and bobbing like a beach ball in there.” 

Somewhere behind them, people shouted. The crowd grew angrier. Panicked, Donovan knew their position by the fence would soon be overtaken. 

The enraged mob stormed their way past the few cops and security people tasked with holding them back. Most of the cops were occupied inside the compound now, trying to maintain order. The horde crushed in on Donovan and Rudra. Donovan didn’t like this. Not at all. Too many people. Too close. Perspiration from Donovan’s back soaked through his long-sleeved blue tee shirt.

“We need to get out here, fast,” he said to Rudra.

“Lead the way. I’ll be right behind you.”

Sweat trickled from Donovan’s armpits down his sides. Dread started to overpower him. He fought against the panic, but it overwhelmed him. 

Fuckin’ crazy people. I don’t want to die this way. Not trampled to death, my last breath crushed out of my body. Not because of this idiocy at ATELIC. 

Then Donovan saw her.

Cathren crouched behind one of the burning buildings, swathed in smoke, frozen for an instant near a side door. Then she grabbed the handle of the door and yanked it open. 

Plumes of black smoke billowed out of the doorway. A whirlwind of intense heat almost knocked Donovan from his feet, even as far away as he was. 

Before he could draw a breath, Cathren vanished into the blazing building.








chapter 10




SMOKE FILLED THE SPACE, FLAMES SNAPPING from every side. Boxes, cans, and drums exploded all around her. The sound of glass shattering pierced her eardrums. Cathren imagined she heard screams in all this madness, but couldn’t be sure. Gasping, she pinned herself against the wall and reached back for the door. The heat of the doorknob stung her fingers like a serpent bite.

She took a deep breath to steel herself against the situation. Think, Cathren. Panicking won’t get you out of this.

The engulfing structure had the form and dimensions of an airplane hangar. She estimated the height of the building at roughly three stories. However, it contained no floors, only this one vast open space. Several divided walls intersected at different junctions to create various halls and offices. The rest of the area overflowed with rows of egg-shaped pods or tanks or whatever they were, about the size of an adult male. A number of pipes twisted in and out of the metal tanks. Triple-gauged instruments capped the tops of the eggs like crowns, monitoring temperature, pressure, and vital signs.

Thunder shook the building unexpectedly. Cathren looked up. Plaster, wood, metal, and glass tumbled from above. The roof started to break open. Multiple holes in the ceiling gradually became gaping wounds. After a bit, she understood what made the crashing, booming noises: wrecking balls pounded at the roof. They swung from the end of thick steel cables suspended from helicopters. 

Work completed, the winch mechanism inside
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