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 Chapter 1

 


 


"He who fights with
monsters might take care lest he thereby become a monster. And
if you gaze for long into an abyss, the abyss gazes also into
you." - Friedrich Nietzsche

 


* * *

 


I’m an all in—or all out—type of guy.

I’ve never been good at moderation.

At the moment, I was definitely all in.

I was jostled back and forth while shrugging
into my bulletproof vest as sirens wailed outside our panel
van.

Our intended destination was yet another
crime scene; our ninth over the past six weeks.

Across from me, my quasi-partner, FBI
Special Agent Megan Sanders, struggled to maintain her balance.

The van lurched as a loud horn sounded
outside, tossing Sanders toward me.

I caught her in my arms as
her hands landed atop my shoulders, her hazel eyes
staring into mine with a mix of surprise and something
else.

Intensity.

For a split second, I was tempted to kiss
her.

It would’ve been one hell of a first kiss
for us.

However, she regained her footing and pulled
away from me to perch on the opposite side of the van, securing her
vest in place.

The contingent of police tactical members
momentarily looked at us and then returned to checking their
weapons and equipment.

“Christ’s sake! Damned drivers don’t even
give way to the police anymore,” complained the officer driving.
“Like we’re an inconvenience or something.”

“Yeah, until they need us,” said the officer
beside me.

Lately, the police, as much as many other
state and federal agencies, had been busy on a daily basis.

It was exactly fifteen days since I had
prevailed in my knock-down battle against a crazed guy with
telekinetic abilities near the FBI office building in Nevis
Corners, a corporately managed city in Iowa and my city of
residence in recent years.

My duel had resulted in dozens of
people—both innocent bystanders and authorities—either killed or
wounded, not to mention numerous buildings nearly leveled.

The carnage had surpassed Hollywood disaster
film levels.

Since then, the world had not only changed,
it seemed to have gone to hell even faster than I had thought
possible.

“Fifteen minutes to scene, people,” said the
driver. “Lock and load.”

Weapons had rounds chambered in quick
succession.

“Where exactly are we going again?” I
asked.

“Browns Point Boulevard,” said the sergeant
across from me. “It’s near the coast.”

“That’s over near Marine View Drive,” said
the officer beside him. “Really nice neighborhoods.”

I’d never been to Seattle, Washington, but
it was one of those scenic destinations that I had always wanted to
visit.

It was disappointing that my arrival there
had nothing to do with a vacation.

“What’s the sitrep?” asked Sanders.

“Not sure, exactly. The initial teams were
setting up when the scene turned hot,” replied the sergeant. “We’re
the backup tactical team and were told to pick you two up at the
airport on the way out there.”

“Anything else?” I asked.

“Command’s already onsite. They’ll brief you
when we arrive,” he said. “Sorry, that’s all I know for now.”

Great. Nothing like stepping into a hot zone
without any intel.

Although, I was quickly getting used to
that.

I listened to the radio traffic, but it was
a jumble of team positioning and unit arrival announcements.

Closing my eyes, I gently opened my mind to
listen in on the thoughts of those around me.

Nothing unusual; mostly curiosity mixed with
silent prayers and anxious thoughts.

…running around like
chickens with our heads cut off, came
Sanders’ thought.

I opened my eyes to see her frowning back at
me.

…better not be getting in
my head again, she thought.

I barely contained my amusement.

Our van slowed and then lurched to a
stop.

“Aw, hell. You’ve gotta be kidding me,” said
the driver.

“What?” asked the sergeant.

“Sarge, we’re blocked in
tight before hordes of press and a crapload of empty cars,” he
said. “This is about as close as I can get us.”

“Good enough. Let’s hit it,” the sergeant
ordered.

Two officers near the back doors burst
outside with assault rifles at the ready. The rest of us followed
them.

I could smell seawater from not far
away.

The blazing orange and yellow hues from the
waning sunset caught my attention, followed quickly by the
pandemonium surrounding us.

Helicopters flew overhead
amidst the buzzing and thrum of their engines. Various makes and
models of vehicles from what must have been practically every governmental law enforcement agency sat hastily parked,
their lights flashing and strobing in a psychedelic array of
colors.

More surprising was the throng of onlookers
who had gathered like a flowing mob while scant numbers of police
officers tried to hold them at bay before crime tape, orange cones,
and impromptu cordons.

“Hey, there he is!” shouted someone in the
crowd.

“Aw, crap,” said the sergeant.

In a matter of seconds, you couldn’t throw a
rock in any direction without hitting a member of the press.

A sour feeling formed in the pit of my
stomach as I immediately became the central target of their
attentions.

Just great.

A commotion ran through the crowd.

Then eerily hushed silence.

It seemed to me that when you’re a famous
celebrity or athlete, people want your autograph, or even to have a
photo taken with you. Crowds might even scream questions and
accolades from every direction.

But with me, most people simply stared as I
walked by, typically saying nothing at all.

Many people openly gawked at me.

However, their eyes spoke louder than any
words; they told me everything I needed to know.

“Hey, you! What the hell are you, anyway?”
demanded a bystander.

I pointedly ignored him.

It wasn’t that I resented his question. In
truth, I just didn’t really have an answer for him.

Tell me and we’ll both know, pal.

“He’s a superhero!” yelled a young boy not
far from me.

I turned and grinned at him, but then winked
and shook my head.

Sorry, kid, I’m no superhero.

At least, not like in the comics.

“He’s the devil!” shouted an old woman to my
left. “The end days are coming! Protect us, Lord Jesus!”

Her, I also ignored.

If I had a nickel for
every crackpot religious nut in our country…

“Hey, hero,” prompted the sergeant. “C’mon,
they need you up front.”

Of
course they did.

I was the only bad-ass
monster in their inventory; and they were leveraging me
at every opportunity.

Am I really a monster to them?

“Bringer,” Sanders said, grasping at my
forearm. “You okay?”

“I’m golden,” I said. “Let’s go.”

As we proceeded at a trot down the street
toward ground zero, a newswoman with a cameraman in tow managed to
dodge past the barricades.

I had to give her
credit, she was moving pretty fast for a lady in heels.

“You’re Logan Bringer, aren’t you?”

I didn’t even look at her.

“Get her outta here!” the sergeant
ordered.

“Have they cornered someone like you up
there?” the reporter asked. “If so, what powers do they have? Can
you match them?”

Fortunately, two of the tactical team
members intercepted her and her cameraman as we proceeded up the
street.

“I hope so,” I said.

If it was anything like the past six weeks
of action, it might be just another bunch of crazies stockpiling
weapons and ammunition for the perceived coming apocalypse, or a
terrorist group that had somehow moved their way up to the top of
the federal target list.

We hadn’t encountered anyone else with
telekinetic abilities yet. They seemed to have fallen off the radar
entirely.

While I should’ve found that comforting, I
was certain it was only a matter of time. There had to be more of
them out there.

I couldn’t prove it, but I had a feeling
that the shadow group calling themselves Continuance Corporation,
or Bestand Gesellschaft, was out there somewhere, waiting to rear
their ugly heads again.

We passed no fewer than
two armored personnel carriers and four Humvees with machine guns
mounted atop
them.

A week ago, the President had declared
martial law and suspended the writ of habeas corpus. Some members
of Congress objected, but they were quickly labeled as unpatriotic
and obstructionists to national security for their opposition. For
the moment, fear and paranoia ruled the day.

Following that, the Department of Homeland
Security had established tactical control centers in each state to
act as leads with state authorities on all surveillance,
investigations, and mobilizations of law enforcement for any
activities deemed related to the Continuance Corporation scare.

Nearly every state governor had activated
their National Guard units, ordering them to mobilize to support
Homeland Security and local authorities.

It had become a scary time in our history,
and not simply because of potential terrorists with telekinetic
abilities.

As we rounded the street corner, I saw a
small army of law enforcement and government tactical teams
surrounding a cul de sac containing less than a dozen large homes
against a backdrop of heavy woods.

Sanders and I proceeded toward, and then
into, a nearby mobile tactical command vehicle, a veritable armored
mobile home.

I didn’t bother trying to remember the
series of names of FBI, Homeland Security, ATF, local police brass,
and National Guard officers who introduced themselves to us.

Hell, it felt just like some sort of
wearisome meet-and-greet event. And it was crowded beyond belief.
They definitely needed a bigger trailer.

During the introductions, everyone warily
looked at me like they expected me to explode or something.

“The house at the back of the cul de sac is
where they’re holed up,” said an Army National Guard colonel.

“We’ve secured a complete perimeter,
including the western edge of the woods bordering Commencement
Bay,” said the local tactical team captain. “They’re not getting
out without engaging us.”

“Any telekinetics?” I asked.

I got a round of blank looks.

“You know, people with abilities?” Sanders
asked.

“We don’t know yet,” said a man wearing a
Homeland Security jacket.

“You don’t know yet?” I asked. “Okay. How
many people are we facing out there?”

“We’re not sure precisely,” he replied.
“We’ve engaged at least six, wounding one. But we pulled back when
we encountered heavy weapons.”

“You’re not sure,” I repeated. I gave
Sanders my best perturbed look.

“Okay, how would you like to proceed here?”
Sanders asked, hiking her hands atop her hips.

“We’re in a sound position with control of
all possible egresses,” said an ATF agent. “Fortunately, now that
you’re here, we also hold the element of surprise.”

I stared at him as if he was crazy.
“Surprise? You’re kidding me, right?”

“Well,” he said. “They don’t know you’re
here.”

Incredible. Where did they get these
people?

A television perched on the wall just over
his shoulder caught my eye. It displayed streaming news coverage of
the event.

Then I noticed the lady reporter who had
chased after me.

“Wait. Turn that up,” I said, pointing at
the screen.

Everyone turned to stare at the television
as someone reached for the remote.

“…mysterious man from the
Nevis Corners battle just arrived on scene and was moving into
action,” she said. “We’re standing by to see what happens
next.”

I cast a sour look at everyone.

“You were saying about your element of
surprise?” I asked. “Did you happen to have cut the power to that
house?”

“Done,” said the tactical team commander.
“However, they’ve got a backup generator that kicked in as soon as
we did.”

“Just great,” I said. “We’re losing daylight
and there’s a good chance they already know I’m here.”

“I’m betting anybody with a mobile phone in
there already knows you’re here,” Sanders said.

She made an excellent point. That’s why
she’s the FBI agent instead of me.

I turned and headed toward the exit.

“Bringer, where the hell are you going?”
Sanders demanded.

“Well, somebody’s gotta get something done
around here,” I said. “It may as well be me.”

“Wait, Bringer,” she said, chasing after me
as I briskly exited the trailer onto the street.

The remainder of those in the command
trailer followed closely behind her.

I pointed over to a nearby personnel
carrier.

“Get behind that, Sanders,” I said. “Keep
your head down until the smoke clears.”

“But—”

“Now!”

Then I heard her footsteps retreat toward
cover.

I’m getting better at this.

A flurry of activity happened all at once as
I heard more chatter from nearby police radios. All manner of law
enforcement officers and officials were in motion, either moving
into tactical positions or heading for cover.

I conjured an invisible shield before me as
I rounded the corner of the street and trod into direct view of the
two-story house at the end of the cul de sac.

A hail of small arms fire erupted from in
and around the house, all headed downrange at me as I walked
forward.

Most of the rounds impacted my shield, but
rather than ricocheting off of it, I’d learned to catch and envelop
them to minimize collateral damage.

Louder shots sounded, followed by heavier
rounds buffeting against my shield. Though I caught them like the
others, I felt small pangs of pain in my head as each one clobbered
me.

So far, so good.

I can handle this.

I was halfway to the house when a loud
whistling sound erupted.

A large explosion smashed against my shield,
nearly knocking me off balance as intense pain shot through my
brain.

Oh, shit. Rocket propelled grenade?

I strengthened my shield just as two more
large hits arrived. This time, both of the projectiles ricocheted
off my shield.

One slammed into a nearby
vehicle, causing it to explode in a shower of hot metal and flame.
It flipped end over end into the air, even as the other round
struck a large nearby tree, felling the top of it onto the
street below.

I dropped to one knee as throbbing waves
pounded through my head.

I hadn’t expected that.

“Bringer!” yelled
Sanders.

I held up my hand, in case she was thinking
of doing something bold and stupid.

Like I just did.

I got to my feet and shook my head to clear
it as the pain subsided slightly.

Small and medium arms fire hammered into my
reconstituted shield.

“Fine,” I said. “Let’s see how you like
being on the receiving end.”

I conjured a fireball as I briskly resumed
my stride toward the house.

Seconds later, I cast it downrange at the
house. It collided with the home’s exterior in a shower of flame,
setting fire to the wooden façade.

Oops, too big of a fireball that time.

I heard the whistle from another small
missile, but it sped past me and walloped a power pole just behind
me.

“What the—”

A middle section of the pole exploded in a
shower of sparks and wooden shards as the upper half of it fell
toward me. I strengthened my shield as I stepped aside, but some
sort of erratic electrical discharge cascaded across the outer
portion of my shield.

My body felt like it was
on fire
and my skin felt like ants were crawling all over
it, even as aching rocked through my head.

All I could see was bluish-white light
before me as I fell toward the pavement.

I scarcely managed to thrust one arm outward
to break my fall. My teeth chattered as my body flopped
uncontrollably on the pavement, sending wave after wave of pain
rolling through my bones and muscles.

I gritted my teeth and shut my eyes as I
used every ounce of strength I could muster to imagine a protective
circle enveloping me.

Suddenly, the pain abated to reasonable
levels, though my head felt like it was being squeezed in a
vice.

I heard simultaneous shouting, gunfire, and
commotion all around me. Then I heard a buzzing, sizzling
sound.

To my astonishment, I opened my eyes to see
blue-white electrical currents orbiting my shield.

At first, I was afraid to move. Then I
gingerly pushed myself up while concentrating fully on maintaining
my shield.

“Bringer!” Sanders yelled.

I staggered up and away from the transformer
that lay on the pavement next to me, waiting until the electrical
currents dissipated.

More small rounds battered my shield, and I
turned to look at the house before me.

I saw more than a dozen muzzles flashing at
once, including a large machine gun from an upstairs window.

“Bullshit.”

I reached out with imaginary hands to grasp
a nearby pickup, and concentrated on levitating it off the
ground.

It raised a couple of feet
into the air
and I cast it toward the upstairs window where
the machine gun was firing.

I heard a scream as the truck imbedded
itself in the house.

“One down,” I said, looking over to where I
last saw Sanders.

She waved at me. “Are you okay?”

I motioned for her to stay where she was and
concentrated on the house again.

“This ends now,” I said.

I conjured two fireballs, one in each hand,
and focused on maintaining my shield before me.

My head felt like it was going to split wide
open.

More rounds impacted my shield, but I had
difficulty capturing most of them; numerous rounds ricocheted off
in various directions.

I cast one fireball toward the garage and
the other toward the front door.

Each fireball exploded in a shower of
flames, setting fire to two more areas of the house.

“Throw down your arms and come out with your
hands up!”

Oh, I’ve always wanted to say that.

The gunfire ceased.

“Get out here before I
get really pissed
off!”

For a moment, nothing happened.

Then, one by one, men and women exited the
house with their hands over their heads.

A mass of various law enforcement officers
and tactical team members rushed forward to take custody of
them.

Some of my opponents appeared to be in their
mid to late twenties, though others were definitely older, perhaps
in their sixties.

A small part of me couldn’t help wondering
what their story was. However, my head hurt far too much to care
enough to find out.

I staggered aside and leaned against a
nearby car.

Sanders rushed to me with a group of
paramedics and agents in tow, even as fire trucks raced past us
toward the burning house.

“My God, that was incredible,” said a
Homeland Security official.

“No, that was a fiasco,” I said.

I knew damned good and well that my ego had
gotten the better of me.

I had been stupid, displayed too much
hubris.

For a moment, the tactical team commander
appeared speechless and just shook his head at me. Then he turned
and ran over to the officers surrounding the house.

“Anybody have any fluids?”
I asked, of nobody in particular.

Sanders handed me an already opened plastic
energy drink bottle.

I gulped it down.

Two paramedics stared at me, as if not sure
what to do.

I took a few final swigs of the
orange-flavored substance, appreciating the cold liquid flowing
down my throat.

“Um, can we do anything for you, sir?” one
paramedic asked.

“Yeah, you looked like you were being
electrocuted,” said the other.

I looked at each of them in turn. “Nope,
fine now.”

“You two had better go check on whoever else
might be injured,” Sanders suggested.

They looked at each other and then moved
away from me in an almost grateful-looking manner.

Everyone else alternated between staring at
me and then gaping at the commotion around us.

“So, Agent Sanders and I are done here?” I
asked, my eyes sweeping the faces standing around me.

“Well—” replied the Homeland Security
official.

“Er, sure,” said the FBI agent in charge.
“Agent Sanders can see that you file the appropriate field reports.
Won’t you, Agent Sanders?”

“Right,” she said, grabbing hold of my
forearm. “Let’s go, Bringer.”

I permitted her to lead me away in the
direction of the command trailer.

“Hey, where are we going?” I asked.

“Somewhere out of the public eye,” she said
as two news helicopters hovered overhead.

I looked westward toward the waning sunset.
“Great. While we’re at it, I could use a vacation. You know,
somewhere distant, preferably out of the public eye.”

“Ha, fat chance,” she replied.

 


* * *

 


After checking into our hotel that evening,
Sanders and I walked to a nearby restaurant for a late dinner
together. I was half-surprised that the press hadn’t located us
yet.

Sanders looked as weary as I felt, and she
picked at her food, even as I wolfed mine down.

“What happened to you out there today?” she
asked.

I was an idiot, that’s what.

“I know where you’re going with this,” I
said. “I was impulsive.”

“I’m glad you’re willing to admit that
much,” she said. “However, I was referring to the power pole. I
thought I’d lost you out there when that transformer almost landed
on top of you.”

I looked up at her.

She said, ‘thought I’d lost you.’

Her sentiment meant a lot to me.

Though it went without saying that I was
undoubtedly attracted to Meg Sanders, I’d also grown to care about
her in recent weeks. We’d been through a helluva lot together.

And maybe I was just being gullible, but
part of me liked to think that I mattered to her, too.

She frowned. “What?”

I shook my head. “Nothing. Just a passing
thought.”

“Well?” she asked.

I shrugged. “Yeah, well, I’ve never been hit
with electricity before. At first, I thought I was a goner, too.
But I adapted, and I think I could manage it again if I had
to.”

She shook her head. “You and your ‘adapt and
overcome’ mindset. You’re like an overgrown Boy Scout sometimes;
admittedly, one who can cast fireballs at people.”

I wondered if I could do the same with
electricity with some practice.

I’d ask Maria Edwards when we got back to
Nevis Corners. She was a physician’s assistant with a chemical
engineering background who had helped me understand my abilities.
She was the closest person I had to a scientific advisor about my
condition.

Even better, she was someone I could
trust.

“Have you given any more thought to Clive
Bernard’s offer?”

With everything that had been happening the
past few weeks, I’d almost forgotten about that.

Clive Bernard was the president of Nuclegene
Corporation, the company responsible for the cancer treatments that
had conjured my telekinetic abilities. Recently, he had approached
me about becoming a company man.

I looked up from my plate. “Sign a contract
in blood with Nuclegene? What sort of choice is that? I don’t want
to be owned by some mega-company for the remainder of my life.”

“I know. I wouldn’t either,” she said.
“Though, in truth, working for the federal government doesn’t feel
much different.”

I nodded. “Maybe so. But, hey, at least
they’re paying for our dinner tonight.”

She stared back at me as I chewed a chunk of
steak.

“I really don’t get you sometimes, Bringer,”
she said. “You’re sitting on one goldmine of an opportunity right
now and you seem completely oblivious to it.”

“Listen, I read through
that painful, tree-killing tome they called a contract,
and despite all the legalese, I actually understood the gist of
most of it,” I said. “In the end, I didn’t exactly like their
terms. Left up to them, I’d practically become a lab rat part of
the time, and a contracted suit for the Feds the remainder of the
time. It’d be almost like being in the military all over
again…owned
body and soul. Hell, at least then I liked
wearing my battle fatigues better than some damned suit and
tie.”

“So, what? Make Nuclegene strike the parts
of the agreement that you don’t like,” she said. “Haven’t you ever
heard of contract negotiations?”

I contemplated that as I dipped another
piece of steak into some barbeque sauce and then bit down on
it.

She shook her head. “Your colon probably
hates you, you know.”

I swallowed and absently
pointed my fork at her. “First, my colon and I get along just fine,
thank you. I’ve got one helluva hearty metabolism nowadays.
And second, I’m not a rabbit like you.”

She glanced down at her plateful of salad.
“Maybe not,” she said, looking up with narrowed eyes. “But I do
know that if you keep pointing that fork at me, this rabbit’s going
to stick it somewhere painful.”

My eyebrows rose. “Hey, what gives? Somebody
sure turned all pissy on me all of a sudden.”

“Pissy? I’m pissed because I don’t think
you’re thinking things through carefully enough,” she said.

“What? Because I’m not
some contract specialist like you seem to be?”

“Maybe, but it’s not just that,” she
countered. “Take that full frontal assault earlier today, for
example. What were you thinking? You were reckless and could’ve
easily gotten a lot of people killed. Hell, you practically got
fried on some electrical lines.”

I hated to admit that she made a good
point.

What was worse was the look on her face
spoke volumes, too. She knew she was right.

I shrugged. “Fair enough. I’ll try not to
rush into things in the future.”

Her tight facial muscles appeared to relax
somewhat.

I started to take another
bite of steak,
but stopped.

“So, how would you feel about taking a quick
peek at that Nuclegene contract for me? Maybe help me out with that
negotiations idea of yours a little bit?”

She gave me a satisfied look. “Sure,
Bringer. I’d be happy to.”

We returned to eating, and the remainder of
our dinner was much more agreeable. However, as I reflected on our
conversation, I couldn’t help feeling like a guy who’d just been
subtly handled.

Usually, I resented that feeling.

What really struck me as strange was, in
this case, I didn’t really mind all that much.

 




 


 


 Chapter 2

 


 


Nevis Corners was beginning to haunt me.

We landed at the airport the next day, and
hadn’t even finished our portion of the field report paperwork when
Sanders received a call from her FBI field supervisor, Chuck
Denton, telling us to hightail it back to the Nevis Corners office
for an important meeting.

I wasn’t sure which I disliked more,
paperwork or meetings.

Despite our orders to report directly to the
city’s administrative offices, I insisted on stopping by my house
to pick up the proposed Nuclegene contract that Clive Bernard had
given to me. I didn’t want to give Sanders time to change her mind
about looking it over for me.

When we arrived at the tall, modern-looking
office building, we waited for a brief pre-meeting to end before
heading up to the conference room.

It was never a good sign when a meeting had
its own pre-meeting.

I only hoped there wouldn’t be a
post-meeting following it.

Sanders and I took up positions outside,
taking advantage of the vacation-worthy weather. The relative sense
of normality around us was welcome, too.

No sirens. No explosions. Just the ordinary
sounds of a city teeming with people absorbed with jobs, errands,
and a host of other who-could-care-less distractions.

I remembered when those days were the norm,
but it seemed like forever ago.

I heard a deep rumbling noise and one of the
army’s new main battle tanks rolled past us and proceeded up the
street. My vision of normal promptly evaporated.

Sanders’ smartphone chimed.

“Logan,” she said, lightly touching my
elbow. “They’re ready for us now.”

I took a deep breath and looked up into the
clear blue sky, savoring a few fleeting seconds of warm sunshine
against my skin.

“Can’t the bureaucrats just sort everything
out by themselves?” I asked.

“Yeah, that’ll be the day,” she said. “But
then, you’re the man of the hour, Bringer, and everyone wants to
see your shining face.”

I responded with a growl from deep in my
throat as I followed her inside the building.

“Try not to set anybody afire,” she added
dryly.

You’re a real comedian, Sanders.

The offices of the city’s
administrator reminded me of what I had previously only seen in a
high-rise law office building in downtown New York City. Add to
that, the conference room that we entered held an air of privilege
and entitlement; not surprising, considering that some of the
nation’s largest mega
corporations were the city’s
founders.

Regardless, I had rarely enjoyed sitting in
conference rooms, particularly ones where I was the center of
attention.

Feeling rebellious, I
studied an oversized aerial photograph of the city hanging
upon the far wall, all the while trying to ignore the roomful of
eyes boring into me.

“…and half the city is
terrified out of their minds over the prospect that another freak
hell-bent on destruction is going to stroll into town and start
blowing up the place…seeking him,” said the city’s chief
administrator.

I looked at him just as he pointed an
accusing finger in my direction.

Most cities had
publicly-elected officials such as mayors and city councilmen
running the various local government services and offices. In
corporate cities like Nevis Corners, managers representing
the local
influential corporations served on the
city’s Board of Directors, rather than a city council. In addition,
corporate cities appointed an administrator in lieu of a
mayor.

As such, Gerald
Prievus was appointed to govern Nevis Corners.

I already didn’t like him. He struck me as a
rather self-important, ladder-climbing weasel of a man.

“There were fourteen
people killed in this city just two weeks ago,” Prievus complained. “And no fewer than thirty-two others injured;
many seriously, others maimed forever. I speak on behalf of the
Board of Directors when I say that Logan Bringer’s continued
presence poses an immediate danger to the continued safety of the
city.”

I ground my teeth in an effort to curtail
some smart-ass remark.

Still, there was very little that I could
say to that. My failure at mastering my talents caused many to rank
among the killed and injured. I would have gladly done more if I
could have.

Hell, I never asked for this.

What began almost six weeks ago as an FBI
investigation into a supposed terrorist attack against the cancer
treatment center that I had been attending as a patient quickly
turned into a giant load of crap. I was swallowed up by a global
conspiracy involving shadow corporations left over from the Cold
War, including experiments seeking to menifest telekinetic
abilities in humans.

These were all matters that I felt
completely out of my depth to adequately negotiate. Much of what I
had learned was literally acquired as I went along, honed by trial
and error.

Sometimes, many errors.

Regrettably, what was done was done. All
that I could hope to affect was the present, or perhaps even the
future.

“We’re still trying to
repair all of the damage in and around the city’s central park,”
Prievus continued. “Not to mention the four buildings and
vast expanse of street infrastructure that was heavily damaged two
weeks ago. And where are the funds supposed to come from for that?
We may have to order an increase in city residents’ user fees to
earmark for the repairs.”

The resident user fees were nothing short of
a tax, in my opinion. Each resident paid annual user fees in lieu
of federal and local taxes for maintenance and upkeep of the city,
which conservative politicians crowed was a tax decrease for those
residents compared to the usual federal and municipal taxes.

What wasn’t clearly communicated to the
public was that the user fees curtailed the state and federal
government’s influence to interfere with the city’s corporate-led
operations and management, since little if any traditional tax
dollars flowed into the city’s coffers.

“Just take a breath, Prievus,” cautioned FBI
Deputy Director Mark Wainright, a person who I counted as one of my
supporters, and a man who I had grown to respect during the short
time that we had known each other. “Logan Bringer is the only
reason that you still have a city left standing to
administrate.”

I liked Wainright. He might, in fact, be the
central reason that I wasn’t already being whisked away to become a
resident in some government lab for closer study.

Sanders bit her lip; though I still caught
the subtle formation of a smile. I also noticed the frown that her
supervisor, Denton, cast in her direction.

“Bringer is the reason that the city was
attacked in the first place,” Prievus said. “He’s drawing unhealthy
attention to Nevis Corners. The press has practically camped out
here since day one covering this situation.”

“And by situation, you mean—” Wainright
said.

“Him,” Prievus said, pointing to me with a finger that looked far
lengthier than any normal human finger should. “He’s the situation. Just this
morning, one of the cable news networks reported that a church
congregation from Kansas was on their way up here to demonstrate
outside the city because of him. They’re practically calling him
the Anti-Christ. They’re claiming the city is suffering a penance
from God for our iniquities.”

Oh, brother. You’ve got to be kidding.

While I had tried to stay away from the
network news channels in recent weeks, my sister and mother had
been more than happy to fill me in. Despite that, I hadn’t realized
that I was labeled with the mark of the beast already.

“Wait just a damned minute,” Denton said.
“If, by church, do you mean those extremist yahoos who demonstrate
at soldier’s funerals? Give me a break.”

“They attract attention,” Prievus said. “And
negative, undue attention matters whether you like it or not.”

“Hey, I’m for the first
amendment and all,” I said with a shrug. “That being said, those
nutty bastards can kiss my ass on their way to a deservingly fiery
hell. But then, that’s just my
personal opinion.”

“Ditto,” Sanders muttered.

I gave her an appreciative wink.

“I think we should make better use of our
time by focusing on the core matters at hand,” suggested Cheryl
Henson, Iowa’s State Attorney General. “Namely, identifying the
perpetrators and quickly locating their command structure before
they have time to initiate further destruction. Our governor is
very concerned by what’s taken place and has charged me with
assembling a state task force to secure our state’s
infrastructure.”

“Those are excellent points,” agreed Bob
Tevin, the Deputy Director of the National Security Agency/Central
Security Service. “Federal agencies will happily collaborate with
your efforts.”

“Yet, this still involves a sensitive matter
of national security. There are topics that we may not be able to
share at this time,” said Yasmine Prichard, Special Agent in Charge
of Domestic Affairs for the Central Intelligence Agency.

I wasn’t one of Prichard’s biggest fans, and
I was betting I was still at the top of her shit list, as well.

“The core matter at hand here today should
be ensuring that one of America’s newest and premier corporate city
isn’t turned into rubble,” Prievus insisted. “Both the state and
federal governments, in accordance with the Land Reclamation and
Investment in America Act, are obligated to provide proper
protection for Nevis Corners.”

I didn’t much care for
that historic piece of land-grab legislation. Unused,
privately-owned land all across America was seized by the federal
government and parceled out to corporations who promised to
construct modern cities to serve as shiny bastions of new private
sector jobs for the nation.

What they became were
taxpayer-fronted, yet corporately owned and controlled, utopias
where corporations had virtual run of the place, tax-free and
with minimal government intervention.

Granted, Nevis Corners had
become my home in recent years, but that was primarily because my cancer treatments were here. If not for having
secured a job from one of the city’s sanctioned supporting
businesses, I wouldn’t be authorized to be a permanent
resident.

The conference room door abruptly opened to
reveal a cadre of business suit clad individuals.

“My apologies for being late,” said a
middle-aged man at the head of the group. “Our flight was delayed
due to some foul weather in Washington.”

“Who
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