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The blue prison bus reached the first gate shortly after dawn.

A guard inside the security booth looked up from his screen as though lifting his head required more strength than he possessed.

He was a small man with narrow eyes and a face permanently arranged around disappointment.

The bus driver flashed authorization.

The guard pressed a large red button.

Steel gates rolled apart.

The bus entered.

The gates closed behind it before a second barrier opened two hundred feet ahead.

Anyone watching from the road would have seen nothing beyond concrete walls, razor wire, and surveillance towers.

That was intentional.

The facility had been built to process people the public was encouraged not to think about.

The bus passed the employee parking area and turned toward a garage large enough to swallow several transports at once.

The door lowered after it entered.

Inside, seventy-three prisoners sat restrained in reinforced seats.

Some still wore the clothing they had been arrested in.

Others wore gray detention uniforms marked with a black circle around the letters UD.

Unauthorized Duration.

The government had stopped calling them the Walking Dead after the execution uprising made the phrase unpopular.

It had not stopped killing them.

Language changed faster than policy.

Three months had passed since the failed mass execution.

The council claimed all three hundred thousand prisoners had been lawfully processed.

Independent recordings proved otherwise.

Nearly two hundred thousand escaped or were released during the uprising.

Many disappeared into resistance networks, hidden communities, medical cooperatives, or the ruined districts where government systems no longer functioned reliably.

Thousands remained imprisoned.

New arrests continued.

The public biological ledger exposed the council's secret immortality, but exposure did not dissolve governments, military units, courts, or prisons overnight.

Some regions rejected the council entirely.

Others remained loyal.

Several pretended to reform while continuing the same policies under different names.

This facility belonged to the last group.

Its official name was the National Recovery and Reconciliation Center.

Nothing inside involved recovery.

Reconciliation occurred only when prisoners stopped resisting.

The bus doors opened.

Armed officers entered wearing black body armor and sealed helmets.

"Eyes down," one ordered.

The prisoners lowered their heads.

Most had learned quickly.

One man did not.

His name was Caleb Norr.

He appeared sixteen.

According to the records, he was one hundred and eighteen.

Caleb had listened to a resistance broadcast suggesting that adults could avoid government suspicion by using Mannacine until their bodies regressed into adolescence.

Children remained emotionally powerful symbols.

Even a government capable of public execution might hesitate before placing teenagers against firing posts.

That had been the theory.

It lasted less than a year.

The council noticed the sudden increase in teenage orphans.

Testing laws changed immediately.

Any person without documented parents, guardians, school history, or a continuous identity record became subject to biological screening.

If Nano-ants appeared in the blood, physical age no longer mattered.

A child-shaped body could be sentenced as an adult.

Caleb kept his head raised.

An officer stopped beside him.

"Did you misunderstand?"

"No."

"Then look down."

"I like seeing who hits me."

The officer struck him across the mouth.

Caleb's head snapped sideways.

Blood appeared on his lip.

The wound began closing almost immediately.

The officer noticed.

"So you are fresh."

Caleb smiled.

"That sounded jealous."

The second strike knocked him unconscious.

Nobody else looked up.

The prisoners were removed in groups of ten.

They passed through scanners measuring active Nano-ant levels, bone age, dental development, tissue regeneration, and genetic identity.

The facility did not care whether Mannacine had been taken legally decades earlier.

It cared whether the machines remained active now.

A woman named Nadine Foster triggered an alarm.

She was forty-two.

Her physical age matched her records.

The scanner still detected repair activity inside her liver.

"I had cancer," she said.

The technician studied the screen.

"When?"

"Three years ago."

"Prescription?"

"Yes."

"Authorization code?"

"They gave it to me at the hospital."

"That is not a code."

"I don't carry medical paperwork everywhere."

"You were notified to retain all Mannacine documentation."

"I was unconscious when they treated me."

The technician selected a box.

UNVERIFIED USE.

Nadine stared at him.

"You can call the hospital."

"It was destroyed during the western quakes."

"Then how am I supposed to prove it?"

"That is not my department."

Two officers moved her toward the detention corridor.

Her liver continued healing the minor damage caused by years of industrial chemical exposure.

The machines that had saved her became the evidence used to condemn her.

The council still governed from hidden locations.

Its members no longer pretended to be ordinary officials.

Their identities were public.

Their ages were public.

Their treatment histories were public.

They responded by claiming immortality made them uniquely qualified to manage the crisis.

Experience became their defense.

They had watched civilizations change for centuries.

They had survived wars, shortages, environmental collapse, and political upheaval.

Who better to lead?

The argument found supporters.

Some citizens looked at the council and saw hypocrisy.

Others saw stability.

Elias Venn appeared in a broadcast from an undisclosed chamber.

"My continued life is not personal indulgence," he said. "It is institutional preservation."

Behind him stood flags representing governments that still recognized council authority.

"Humanity cannot rebuild while leadership changes with every crisis."

The fact that the crisis had continued under the same leadership was not discussed.

Elias described James and Rick as dangerous extremists.

He accused them of releasing unstable medical technology, undermining law, encouraging rebellion, and hiding inside a private paradise while ordinary citizens suffered.

Some accusations were false.

Others were uncomfortable enough to spread.

James had helped create Mannacine.

He did live inside a protected settlement.

His community possessed water, food, energy, and medical systems unavailable to much of the world.

The council did not need to invent every fact.

It merely arranged them into the ugliest possible shape.

Children learned the new language early.

Government-approved educational programs taught that unauthorized Mannacine users endangered the planet.

Cartoons featured selfish characters stealing blue medicine and growing young while rivers dried and animals disappeared.

Heroes reported them.

The offenders were taken away.

The world became greener before the final credits.

Nobody showed the execution facilities.

A popular children's show introduced a villain called Forever Frank.

He collected birthdays because he refused to let time pass.

Each episode ended with children chanting:

EVERY LIFE NEEDS ITS TURN TO END

Parents complained.

The network defended the program as ecological education.

Within a generation, children began pointing at unusually young adults in public and asking whether they were illegal.

Some informed on family members.

A twelve-year-old reported his grandfather after finding hidden Mannacine inside a freezer.

The government gave the boy a citizenship medal.

His grandfather received life.

The medal ceremony became a national broadcast.

The child smiled because adults told him he had saved the world.

Nobody explained that he would never see his grandfather again.

The council understood something ordinary dictators rarely had time to learn.

Fear worked.

Repetition worked better.

Centuries of observation had taught its members how opinions formed and how quickly people defended beliefs attached to identity.

They did not order citizens to hate unauthorized immortals.

They surrounded citizens with stories in which hatred felt responsible.

News reports connected illegal Mannacine to every shortage.

Advertisements showed exhausted workers beside people who looked young.

Religious programs described unauthorized life extension as theft from future generations.

Environmental campaigns displayed dead forests beside unregistered users.

The message appeared everywhere.

People taking Mannacine were not frightened human beings.

They were thieves stealing time, space, food, water, and childhood from everyone else.

Once the public accepted that story, cruelty became civic duty.

Inside the processing center, prisoners surrendered their clothing and belongings.

Each item was cataloged.

Jewelry entered government auctions.

Money was seized as criminal proceeds.

Homes belonging to convicted users became state property unless another registered resident successfully appealed.

Many prisoners had no surviving family.

Their property transferred automatically.

The government sold apartments, vehicles, tools, furniture, and personal collections at reduced prices.

Citizens called the sales Walking Dead auctions.

They arrived early.

A young couple purchased a home for less than one year's wages.

The previous owner had been arrested for healing a damaged heart.

His photographs remained inside a kitchen drawer.

The couple threw them away.

Three months later, a test revealed residual Nano-ants inside the husband.

His father had secretly treated him after a childhood accident.

He was arrested.

The home returned to auction.

The government sold it again.

Property moved in circles.

Power moved only upward.

The executions had created another problem.

Bodies.

The first uprising reduced the original death count, but more than one hundred thousand people still died during the firing squads and prison battle.

Later crackdowns added thousands more.

Local crematories could not keep pace.

A human body required enormous heat to reduce.

Bone remained after flesh burned and had to be processed separately.

Fuel was limited.

Electrical systems failed regularly.

Storage filled.

Refrigerated facilities held bodies only briefly before power interruptions allowed decomposition to begin.

The smell spread beyond the prison districts.

Residents complained.

Officials assured them the odor was temporary.

It lasted for months.

Bodies were stacked beneath covered structures while awaiting disposal.

During the hottest part of the day, heat turned the waiting areas into slow ovens.

Workers wore sealed masks.

Birds circled overhead.

The government increased security to prevent families from searching the piles.

A mother was arrested after climbing a perimeter fence because she believed her daughter's body was inside.

She never found out.

Individual identification delayed processing.

Efficiency required anonymity.

Open burning was attempted once.

A large pit was constructed far from residential towers.

Hundreds of bodies were placed inside and ignited.

The smoke darkened the sky.

The smell traveled farther than planners predicted.

People miles away woke gagging.

Ash settled on homes, vehicles, water collectors, and rooftop crops.

Officials ended open burning after one week.

Not because it was horrifying.

Because citizens complained too loudly.

The remaining bodies returned to refrigerated storage.

The storage systems filled again.

Every solution produced another pile.

A council engineer proposed using cremation heat to generate electricity.

The idea was not entirely new.

Industrial systems had captured waste heat for centuries. A crematory already produced high temperatures. Pipes could transfer that heat into water, create steam, and drive generators.

The engineer presented the plan as resource recovery.

"Each processing event currently loses substantial thermal energy," she explained.

The phrase processing event meant burning a person.

"Capturing that energy would allow facilities to power themselves and return excess electricity to nearby grids."

Several council members approved immediately.

One asked whether the output could be increased by scheduling executions around peak energy demand.

The engineer hesitated.

"Technically."

The suggestion entered the planning record.

Human death became load balancing.

Greenster organizations reacted cautiously.

Reducing fossil-fuel consumption was good.

Generating energy from systematic killing was not.

Some groups praised the engineering while condemning its source.

Government media removed the condemnation and broadcast only the praise.

Headlines announced:

ENVIRONMENTAL LEADERS SUPPORT CLEAN CREMATION POWER

The Greensters released corrections.

The corrections reached fewer people.

Construction began.

New crematory plants included heat-exchange systems, steam turbines, filtration towers, and grid connections.

Officials called them Renewal Energy Centers.

James found the name obscene.

The council called it branding.

The first center opened beside the prison facility where Caleb Norr and Nadine Foster were held.

A public ceremony celebrated the achievement.

Elias Venn appeared remotely.

"Even during difficult corrections, humanity must waste nothing."

Behind the stage, a smokestack released a thin gray stream into the sky.

"We honor natural life by returning energy to the communities that remain."

The audience applauded.

Most could not see the transport trucks entering the rear gate.

Every body burned inside the furnaces produced a small amount of electricity.

The center powered its own lights first.

Then the prison.

Then nearby government buildings.

Citizens received notices that their energy costs would decrease.

Few asked why.

Low bills made morality quieter.

Nadine Foster learned about the power system from another prisoner.

"They burn us and sell the electricity," the woman whispered.

Nadine stared through the cell bars.

"That's not true."

"My brother worked maintenance."

"Worked?"

"He disappeared after sending me the plans."

Nadine sat on the floor.

"What happens after sentencing?"

"You go downstairs."

"To execution?"

"Processing."

The woman pointed toward the ceiling light.

"That bulb might be somebody."

Nadine looked upward.

The light hummed.

She could not look away.

Caleb woke inside a medical restraint chair.

His split lip had healed.

A technician scanned him again.

"Physical age sixteen," she said. "Chronological estimate one hundred fifteen to one hundred twenty-five."

"I told them one eighteen."

"Identity continuity remains incomplete."

"My records were destroyed in the quakes."

"Convenient."

"For the earthquake?"

"For you."

Caleb laughed.

The technician frowned.

"What is funny?"

"You people keep calling us children when you want obedience and adults when you want punishment."

"You are not a child."

"Then stop putting cartoons about me on television."

She entered another notation.

HOSTILE IDEATION.

"What does that mean?"

"It affects rehabilitation eligibility."

"There is rehabilitation?"

"For cooperative detainees."

"What happens to everyone else?"

The technician looked toward the light above them.

Caleb followed her gaze.

His smile disappeared.

Resistance networks attempted to expose the Renewal Energy Centers.

H's people intercepted body transports.

Lily's medical cooperatives traced missing patients.

Greenster engineers published thermal-output records proving that the facilities processed far more bodies than official death reports acknowledged.

The council responded by classifying energy data as national security information.

Anyone distributing it became a terrorist.

One document still escaped.

It showed projected electrical demand beside scheduled prisoner transfers.

More bodies arrived on days when the regional grid expected shortages.

Executions were no longer merely punishment or population control.

They had become infrastructure.

James read the document twice.

Rick stood across the laboratory.

"They are adjusting death schedules to energy demand."

"Yes."

"They are using bodies as fuel."

"They are using the heat produced during cremation."

"Do not make it sound better."

"I am making it precise."

"Precision does not make it less evil."

"No."

James looked through the files.

Prison transfer totals.

Thermal projections.

Auction revenue from seized property.

Water recovered from bodies.

Electricity sold to nearby districts.

The council had constructed an economy around condemned citizens.

Arrest created property.

Execution reduced population.

Dehydration recovered water.

Cremation produced power.

Ash required little storage.

The system rewarded itself at every stage.

"That is why the arrests continue," James said.

"Partly."

"They need prisoners."

"They also need public enemies."

"Same product. Different department."

Rick enlarged another report.

"There is more."

The processing centers had begun accepting people who were not Mannacine offenders.

Unregistered citizens.

Repeat protesters.

Homeless people captured outside recognized zones.

Children without verified guardians.

The categories were expanding.

They always expanded.

A system built to consume enemies eventually required more enemies than reality provided.

James contacted Lily.

Her face appeared on the secure screen.

She looked tired.

"We have confirmed twenty-three children taken from unregistered communities," she said.

"Actual children?"

"Biologically and chronologically. Most under fifteen."

"Why?"

"No identity continuity. The government claims they may be regressed adults."

"Can you prove otherwise?"

"Dental records. Growth patterns. Developmental scans. They do not care."

"Where are they?"

"One of the recovery centers."

James looked toward Rick.

"Which one?"

Lily sent the coordinates.

The same facility holding Caleb and Nadine.

James opened transport maps.

Security was heavy.

The center was built to survive riots and external assault.

Sora Malik joined the call.

"We cannot storm it without mass casualties."

"They are burning children," James said.

"We have evidence they are holding them. Not yet that they have processed them."

"That distinction has an expiration date."

Sora remained calm.

"Then we remove them before it expires."

"How?"

"Not by announcing our anger to the front gate."

Rick examined the energy network.

"The center depends on its own generation system."

James looked at him.

"You can shut it down?"

"I can interrupt distribution."

"For how long?"

"Long enough to create confusion."

Sora studied the facility plans.

"Power loss closes the internal doors."

"Then we reverse them before shutdown," Rick said.

"You have access?"

"I designed part of the architecture their grid systems evolved from."

James looked between them.

"A quiet extraction."

Sora nodded.

"Ask first."

The words stopped him.

"Ask whom?"

"The people whose lives you are planning to risk."

James understood.

Settlement volunteers.

Resistance fighters.

Medical teams.

Even prisoners, if contact could be made.

No declarations.

No decisions made alone because he believed urgency made consent inconvenient.

He opened the network.

"We need volunteers."

Thousands responded.

Sora selected fewer than two hundred.

Former prisoners knew the facility routines.

Grid engineers understood the power system.

Medical teams prepared for sedation, trauma, and unstable Nano-ant reactions.

H supplied routes through abandoned service tunnels.

Lily organized identity protection and safe placement for the children.

Nobody pretended the operation was safe.

Everyone chose to join.

James did too.

Sora objected.

"You are a strategic target."

"I am also responsible."

"Responsibility does not make you bulletproof."

"Mannacine helps."

"That joke stopped being funny several centuries ago."

"It was worth checking."

Sora handed him body armor.

"Stay behind the first team."

James put it on.

For once, he did not argue.

Much.

Inside the prison, Caleb heard the lights change pitch.

The hum lowered.

Then stopped.

Emergency illumination flickered red.

Doors unlocked throughout the medical wing.

An announcement ordered staff to remain calm.

Nobody did.

Guards ran toward the central control area.

The technician beside Caleb reached for a restraint override.

The screen went black.

Caleb pulled one wrist free.

"What happened?" she asked.

He freed the other.

"Hopefully somebody got tired of paying the electric bill."

A distant explosion shook dust from the ceiling.

The technician backed away.

Caleb stood.

His body looked sixteen.

His eyes did not.

"Where are the children?"

"What children?"

He stepped closer.

"The ones young enough that even you can't pretend."

She pointed toward the lower holding level.

Caleb opened the door.

"Come with me."

"I'm staff."

"That wasn't the question."

She looked toward the dark corridor.

Then followed.

Nadine's cell opened automatically.

Prisoners stared at the doorway, suspecting a trap.

A voice came through the emergency system.

"This is a recovery operation. Exit only through corridors marked blue. Red corridors remain under government control."

A man inside the cell laughed.

"Recovery operation?"

Nadine stood.

"They stole the name back."

Gunfire echoed from another wing.

Blue arrows appeared along the floor.

Some prisoners remained seated.

They had survived too many promises.

Nadine stepped into the corridor.

"I would rather choose the wrong door than wait for them to burn me."

Others followed.

James entered through a maintenance tunnel beneath the energy center.

The heat struck first.

Even with the main furnaces shutting down, the walls radiated stored temperature.

The smell followed.

Chemical filtration reduced it.

Nothing removed it entirely.

Sora led the team forward.

They passed conveyor systems, sealed processing chambers, and industrial containers labeled for ash recovery.

James saw a row of personal identification tags on a cart.

Thousands.

He stopped.

Sora grabbed his shoulder.

"Later."

He followed.

There would always be a later full of bodies.

For once, living people remained ahead.

The rescue teams reached the lower holding level as prison guards attempted to restore control.

Some surrendered.

Others fired.

The fighting remained brief and brutal.

Mannacine allowed wounded rescuers to keep moving, but not all carried permanent strains.

Every injury still mattered.

Every person had agreed to that risk.

James found the children inside a locked communal room.

Twenty-three.

The youngest appeared five.

Several screamed when armed rescuers entered.

Lily's medical volunteers removed helmets and lowered their weapons.

"We are taking you out," one woman said.

A boy backed against the wall.

"Where?"

"Somewhere safe."

"That's what they said."

The volunteer stopped.

She looked toward Sora.

Sora knelt several feet away.

"You don't have to trust us yet."

The boy stared at her.

"Then why should we go?"

"Because the furnaces are behind that wall, and the exit is this direction."

Not comforting.

Honest.

The boy took the youngest child's hand.

They followed.

Caleb reached them near the service stairwell.

He had freed more than forty prisoners.

The technician remained beside him.

Sora raised her weapon until she recognized the detainee markings.

"Are there more?"

"Hundreds," Caleb said.

"We cannot extract the entire facility before reinforcements arrive."

"Then why come?"

"For the children and anyone we could reach."

Caleb looked toward James.

"You're him."

James disliked how often that sentence preceded trouble.

"Yes."

"You made Mannacine."

"With Rick."

"You made me look sixteen for a hundred years."

"I did not personally—"

Caleb smiled.

"Still defensive after all this time."

James almost smiled back.

"Apparently."

Caleb looked toward the prisoners behind him.

"You came for twenty-three children."

"And whoever else we can move."

"That is not everyone."

"No."

"At least you admit it."

The ground trembled.

Dust drifted from the ceiling.

The movement continued longer than an ordinary aftershock.

Sora checked the structural display.

"We need to leave now."

Caleb pointed toward the lower corridors.

"Processing workers are still down there."

"Government staff?"

"Some. Prison labor too."

Sora looked at the timer.

Reinforcements were eight minutes away.

The seismic warning changed from yellow to red.

James made the decision differently this time.

He turned toward the assembled volunteers.

"Who is willing to go back?"

Twenty-two raised their hands.

Sora selected ten.

The others escorted prisoners and children toward the tunnel.

Nobody was ordered.

Nobody was shamed.

Nobody was promised safety.

The second team went below.

The earthquake arrived before reinforcements.

The floor jumped.

Pipes ruptured.

Steam filled the processing hall.

A crematory stack split through the center and collapsed across the yard.

Emergency doors slammed shut, trapping guards and prisoners in separate sections.

Rick's voice came through the communication link.

"This is regional. Magnitude rising."

"Can you keep the tunnel open?" Sora asked.

"I can keep the doors open. The ground has not agreed to anything."

The facility rolled beneath them.

James struck one wall, caught himself, and continued moving.

Behind them, the furnace chamber collapsed.

A wave of heat chased through the corridor.

They reached the maintenance tunnel seconds before concrete buried the entrance.

Sora counted survivors.

Children.

Prisoners.

Volunteers.

Workers.

Not everyone who entered came out.

James waited for the names.

Sora refused to read them until they reached safety.

Grief was important.

So was surviving long enough to carry it.

The rescue convoy crossed the desert while the prison burned behind them.

The energy center's smokestacks leaned at broken angles.

Ash rose into the shaking sky.

The council blamed terrorists for the destruction.

Independent seismic stations contradicted the claim.

The earthquake had struck across three countries.

Several cities reported collapsed towers.

New faults opened through regions previously considered stable.

Mother Earth did not care which political side occupied a building.

She moved beneath all of them.

Caleb sat beside Nadine inside the transport.

The youngest rescued child slept across two seats, her head resting in Lily's lap.

James moved through the aisle checking injuries.

Caleb watched him approach.

"Did we win?"

"No."

"Honest again."

"I am practicing."

Nadine looked through the window at the burning facility.

"What happens now?"

"We take you somewhere safe."

She laughed softly.

"Those words are getting worn out."

James sat across from them.

"Then somewhere safer than where you were."

"That I believe," she said.

The ground vibrated beneath the moving vehicle.

Far ahead, the horizon darkened.

Not night.

Clouds.

Green-gray and heavy, spreading across the sky in a way weather models had not predicted.

Lightning flashed inside them without striking the ground.

Caleb pressed his face toward the glass.

"What is that?"

James looked upward.

The clouds appeared almost luminous from within.

Like something gathering.

The execution centers had filled the air with ash for years.

Crematory smoke, industrial toxins, dust from collapsed cities, and particles from billions of fires had altered the atmosphere.

The
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