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 Prologue
 

Questionable Sanity
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For the first few seconds of consciousness, Daniel Robertson sat on the edge of his bed, staring at a ghastly image in the full-length mirror. A child stared back through eyeless sockets, its skin seared to a charred remnant of its former self. Even in his waking moments, he saw the same nightmarish memory. It was as though sleep hadn’t found him.

His digital clock glowed red, 5:04 a.m. The nightmares never let him sleep through the night. He groped for the most recent bottle he’d haphazardly tossed aside the night before, but gave up when he spotted it on the floor.

His eyes returned to the wooden stand, but the phantom child was nowhere to be seen. Instead, his own depressed reflection peered back through eyes that spoke of more pain than his age should have allowed. Years spent serving in the Middle East had dried him out, so deep his bones even felt parched. A large X marred his cheek, long-ago healed, but it was a reminder of his inescapable past. Sweat swelled from nowhere and grudgingly streamed down his forty-three-year-old, leathered face. At each wrinkle there was a split-second hesitation.

Fragments of his past flickered through his mind in a jumbled mess. Piecing them together while semi-conscious was like constructing a jigsaw puzzle, but suddenly the sequence of horrific events snapped into place like snapshots from someone else’s travels. Glimpses of unwanted memories returned that even alcohol couldn’t drive away.

“As though I could ever forget,” he muttered, thinking back to the horrifying visage.

The dim glow of a streetlamp streamed through the window and cast tall shadows across the room. His yellow complexion melded with the aged bedsheets like a sickly chameleon. Even in El Paso, a heat wave like this was unusual.

A slight breeze startled the curtains to life, and newspaper clippings fluttered on the wall before resigning to the push pins’ insistence. The sound drew his attention, and he flicked on the nearest table lamp. It did little to illuminate the room, but was enough to see by. The victims stared out at him, their lives amounting to a small blurb. Above their heads, the articles announced, ‘Man Found Dead in Car Explosion,’ and ‘Woman Killed in Foiled Carjacking,’ among others.

He knew them by heart. Each represented a failed attempt to save his ex-employer’s targets. They were all that remained of his recent pursuit for salvation. He sniffed at the stale tobacco odor that permeated the apartment. It was as though the small space could never get clean—a feeling he was quite familiar with.

Lifting himself from the bed, Daniel straightened and listened to the crack of his joints. He stretched his arms and crept over to the open window, his skin masking the muscular build beneath. With each footstep, the floor announced to his neighbors that he was awake. It was a reminder of the innocent lives he put in jeopardy by staying here for two months. Black Force was after him, and they were just as well trained as he. His old mercenary friends wouldn’t take hostages, and they had no qualms with eliminating witnesses.

He needed to move on before he was found, but it was difficult to give up such an ideal location. One reason he chose this dilapidated part of the city was the unfriendliness of the people. His weathered complexion helped him to blend in, and the fact that he spoke not a word of Spanish afforded him his solitude.

Daniel smiled as another faint breeze drifted through the window. Seeing an oncoming car, he stepped out of the moonlight and alongside the curtains. There was no need to broadcast his presence. Watching the sidewalk below, his attention was drawn to an interesting individual.

The man was different from other street inhabitants headed to work. He casually strode under the streetlamps holding an AK-47, but no one took notice. It was like the armed man was invisible. He passed the taco vendor Daniel frequented, and even Marco failed to greet him. The old food salesman hailed everyone while grilling his morning breakfast burritos, but somehow overlooked this man.

The oddity was barely visible at this distance, but the early risers on the streets should have spotted the gun. His clothes made him stand out like a leopard at a zebra party. Through the sporadic flow of traffic, Daniel watched the man’s russet coat and fedora bob behind passing cars. His checkered golf pants shone under the streetlamps, and he walked with a slight spring in his step. He was like an armed ostrich bobbing down the city street, ready to go hunting.

Could he be with Black Force?

He doubted it, but what if his old employer had hired someone new? It was odd for a mercenary group to hire out to a competitor, but Daniel might have eluded them too many times. Either way he needed answers to his questions, and this guy might be his key. They were questions that had plagued him for years, like,
What could he do to stop Black Force or at least get them off his back?
He just wanted a chance at redemption before he died. The pain he had caused was unforgettable, especially in his dreams.

His hand unconsciously went to the three scars crisscrossing his large bicep. He ran calloused fingers along the smooth skin. It wasn’t until the last few years that he came to care about others. Up to then, he did what he wanted and what he was told without question. The scars were just a reminder of one of his father’s early lessons on obedience—something his old boss and good-old dad had in common. They didn’t take “no” for an answer.

Losing sight of the man behind a group of chatting women, Daniel was startled into action. He needed answers, and this guy was his best chance. He searched the sidewalk for the bounding pedestrian. Seconds later, the man appeared without having lost a step. Anticipating another disappearance, Daniel gave the street a cursory glance.

Satisfied, he threw a blue button-up over his sweat-stained undershirt. It trailed behind him like a cape as he crossed the room. His hand automatically grabbed his 9 mm off the end table and tucked it into his pants before bringing the door to a close.

Taking the stairs two at a time, he swept through the first-floor foyer and onto the sidewalk. He searched the opposing walkway for the brown fedora. The hat materialized over a taxicab, and the yellow lamplight overhead illuminated its creases like the golden eyes of an animal peering through the shadows.

Daniel bolted across the busy road and narrowly avoided a rusted-out farm truck. The only warning of its approach was a deep, male voice crooning through its open windows “Oh,
mi amor,” while a salsa melody plucked along in the background.

At least I won’t be the latest obituary in the Sun Herald,
he thought as the guitar melody faded.

He leapt over the last car length of asphalt and rushed up the sidewalk. Sidestepping the barrage of pedestrians, he weaved through more oncoming groups and attempted to gain on the odd man. Daniel pumped his muscled legs harder. He threaded his way through the sporadic traffic while keeping the man in sight. It still surprised him how many people walked to work on this side of town. He felt like a running back for the local Panthers football team, dodging moving targets. Unfortunately, he couldn’t remember a game they had won, and his progress was worthy of the same praise. Somehow, the bobbing fedora was still drifting further away. Daniel broke into a run. Passing men and women gave him sidelong glances. A few locals cursed as he shoved them aside, attempting to close the gap with his prey.

The loud shouts didn’t bother the man in the fedora. He never turned or glanced back. He just continued down the packed street, his dark hat bobbing overtop the crowd. As Daniel closed the distance, the unusual man walked directly into a father and daughter walking hand in hand. The stranger faded into a misty existence and phased through them. Without anyone realizing, the anomaly solidified on the other side and continued as though nothing had happened.

Daniel halted mid-step as his heart skipped a beat. “Whoa, this guy can’t be Black Force,” he muttered. “He’s like their hopped-up, crooked cousin.”

The possibilities tumbled through his mind.
Either way, this guy’s looking for trouble.

He was tired of waiting for them to find him. He had to act. “There’s no such thing as coincidence,” he whispered with renewed confidence.

The retired mercenary redoubled his pace and began gaining on the fedora. The old courthouse was around the next bend, and the sidewalk grew more congested. His broad shoulders cowed some people, but others he cast aside like scattered chess pieces. Faces whizzed by in a blur, man… man… woman… man … child, but his attention remained on the armed stranger.

Daniel made his way to the corner, but was unable to reach his prey before the man entered the busy street. Stepping out of the packed sidewalk, the ex-mercenary stopped at the curb edge to watch the man cross. The armed apparition passed through cars undetected, heading for the municipal building. The muzzle of his rapid-fire gun came up as he approached the building front, but still no one reacted.

The veteran’s gaze followed the apparition across as the sun peeked over the mountainous horizon, but his eyes stopped abruptly when the courthouse came into view. Around it was a dimly outlined building, much larger than the courthouse of his reality. It stood overtop the historic building like a spectral shadow. He tilted his head, attempting to find the pinnacle, but its towering peak disappeared into the dawn sky. The building was enormous, like those in larger cities. It was a phantom skyscraper attempting to exist in an already occupied space. Its edges stood out against the stone structure of the courthouse, glistening blue like the threads of shimmering spiderwebs.

He stood motionless, in awe of the sight. Much like the man he had followed, it gave no one else reason for pause. He looked around, but even the fedora in the distance didn’t break its casual stride. A moment later, the man disappeared into the miasmic building.

“How could such a thing exist?”

At the base of one luminescent thread appeared a woman dressed in an outlandish, white-belted kimono. She finished thumbing the wall before turning around. Daniel peered at the block wall, searching for what she had been holding, but nothing was there. He could have sworn something had moved under her hand, but it was gone. Unlike the man in the fedora and the spectral building, her presence didn’t go unnoticed. She stood out in her tattered, oriental gown. The shredded kimono swirled about her with every intention of hiding her graceful curves, but failed utterly.

Her auburn hair shone in the sun’s morning rays, framing a pale face and wild eyes. Over the years, Daniel had come to know the look of fear in others. Judging by her face and the way people avoided her, she was in full flight. His brain went into overdrive as he remembered that people were looking for him. He had made a huge display and left disgruntled pedestrians in his wake. They would have no problem identifying him now.

“Dammit!” he spat. He had to do something… He had to move. And right now, this woman needed his help.

Entering the road, Daniel allowed morality to guide his search for redemption.
  


Chapter One
 

Keeping Promises
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Two days earlier, Jedd Altran slid an ID badge over the petroleum tank at a local gas station. The words, “Thank you for your patronage, Bradley Thomas,” scrolled by on the monitor, and he selected premium fuel for his new Kamota Speedster. It wasn’t like he was paying for the gas. Besides, insurance would cover the cost.

His friend Koiyo had put together the ID badge, and so far, it had proven invaluable. The new technology accessed the records of previous customers and then randomly selected a new identity and account to charge. He would have to thank the tech-savvy guru the next time he saw him. For years they had been an inseparable team, but recent circumstances had made his visits dangerous; today’s would be the last. He couldn’t bear for something to happen to his old college friend.

After the bike was fueled, Jedd slid his helmet’s reflective face shield down and rode into traffic. He had become an expert at hiding from his pursuers and found a casual, inconspicuous attitude to be essential when in the midst of the city’s denizens.

Under a desert sky, Jedd parked his bike in one of many vacant spots at the shabby hotel. He passed the outdoor pool and hot tub. The children splashed and played, but avoided the drained hot tub. A glance told him why. A layer of sludge sat in the bottom, littered with dead rats. Jedd walked up the stairs to the room he had occupied for the last week. The tan stucco peeled and cracked as he passed, as it had been doing for years. He attempted to maintain a casual stride, but it was difficult to stifle his anticipation at Koiyo’s new program.

Stepping into the room, he shut the door and seated himself in front of his laptop. Jedd typed in his password, and the computer loaded his programs. Then, Jedd pulled out the new, portable hard drive and plugged it into the computer. After a few key strokes, it
whirred
to life. As the computer processed the hardware, Altran took the few minutes necessary to pick up the remnants of his stay. What he was about to attempt could require a quick escape.

Throwing the last sock into his bag, Jedd reseated himself in the uncomfortable desk chair. The computer’s completion bar finished its march to the edge of the window, and its flashing cursor prompted Jedd for his next command. He hoped this would finally allow him to keep his decade-old promise.

Before cuing the new software, he brought up a program of his own creation, then ran his IP redirection protocols, bypassing and looping through various locations worldwide. With his security measures intact, Altran started the new equipment. Pages flew onto the screen and disappeared as his hands fluttered over the small keyboard. Within a few minutes, the flurry of activity stopped, leaving a solitary window on the computer display. It said ‘Access granted, Phillip Darling.’ The next few windows came up, and he was gratified to see ‘PASTOR Department’ heading the top of each screen. The acronym stood for Phantom Assassin Shifting Technology & Organized Reconnaissance, but the nature of the government-funded department was so secret that few knew of its existence.

After years of searching, he’d found what he was looking for thanks to an incompetent corporate adviser. Looking at the list, Altran searched through files labeled by numbers and names. Each one was accompanied by a picture. At the top of the list was one titled ‘Shifter 1.’ He perused the file that opened with the press of the mouse pad. A young man was pictured with an elongated face and icy, blue eyes. One reference named him as ‘Leodenin.’ It seemed that the man was the first successfully trained shifter from the department. He was entered into the program when he was eight. There was no reference to the whereabouts of his parents. Toward the bottom of the file, a list tracked his assignments. A few assassinations were outlined; leaders of small countries, but it seemed he had recently been incorporated into the training of future shifters. The final line listed future goals: ‘Integration into plane shifting, subterfuge, and control of ruling governments.’

That’s gotta be a joke,
thought Jedd, but his instincts and past research told him otherwise. This covert department was hidden from the public’s view for a reason. If their existence ever became common knowledge, it would be easy for the US Government to deny any association or knowledge of the PASTOR Department’s surreal intentions.

Moving on, the hacker found a link labeled ‘Trainees.’ A list of files opened to him. He glossed over pictures of young boys, other victims of the department’s ongoing pursuit of trainable shifters. He paused on a few girls with similar features to who he was looking for. After a few seconds of thought, he returned to the previous page. Before long, certain files became inaccessible. He tried others and received the same error message, ‘Access Denied!’

Someone’s shutting down the connection. They must be onto me…
  


Chapter Two
 

New Revelations
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With his time limited, Jedd jumped to the bottom of the list. If the administrator was operating sequentially, he might gain access to a few more before he lost the connection. Luck was with him. Scanning the files of young abductees, one picture stopped his fingers. The facial-recognition program gave her an 89 percent match, but he could see her mother’s features reflected in the image. Her oval face and petite nose told him it was his goddaughter. Jedd could barely contain himself. He felt like shouting to the world, hoping for an echo that might repeat his success back to him.

He prodded the keyboard with urgency, saving the file to his computer and portable hard drive. Unplugging the drive from the computer, he slipped it into his jean pocket and disabled the connection. Jed slid the mobile computer into a duffle bag and set it next to the door.

“Better safe than sorry,” he had always said.

Jedd grabbed the appropriate cash from the dresser and slid it into the payment terminal on the wall. There were too many ways for hotel owners to track you down, so the key was to never give them a reason. He had enough people looking for him already, and they needed no help. He cautiously peered out the peephole and slipped on his hat, a random purchase made at a local gas stop. Along the brim it advertised for McCartey Racing, a common favorite in the local circuit.

Opening the hotel door, Jedd hefted his bag over his shoulder and stepped into the dry, El Paso air. After that close call, he wasn’t about to take chances. His eyes were plastered on the area around him. He didn’t want a gun-toting PASTOR agent to suddenly appear from around a corner. Seeing no one lurking about, Jedd stepped across the parking lot. He paused to glance at the kids shouting and splashing in their bright bathing suits.

Altran continued past the sport bike without a glance, surveying the occupied spots for a new mode of transport. Rule number one: Never be predictable. Keeping the same vehicle would be asking to get pulled over. He spotted a sleek but modest car and pulled out another of Koiyo’s inventions. Slipping what looked like a penknife into the sedan’s lock, Jedd slipped a pair of black, leather gloves on while waiting as the blade cycled through digital combinations. Within seconds, it found the right sequence. He smiled as the door opened beneath his hand. This was the invention he prized most.

The owner won’t be happy to find the vehicle missing, but considering the reputation of the hotel and its temporary occupants, they probably won’t report the theft. At the least, any report they file will be pure lies,
thought Jedd. This was why he chose these locations. The people that used them normally desired discretion.

After placing his bags in the trunk, Jedd slipped into the front seat and started the engine. It was time to find another place to lay low. The best location that came to mind was a local coffee shop with free Internet. He had grown quite fond of the cafés, but had to limit his visits. He didn’t wish to become predictable. Predictability would lead to disastrous consequences, most of which included his death, and this time there would be a real body in the casket… his. Over the years, he had discovered a lot about the PASTOR program. Most politicians would deny any knowledge or association with it, but he knew better.

Altran pulled out of the decrepit hotel and left the stuttering vacancy light behind. From the car dashboard, the fuel gauge flashed at him expectantly. He would have to fill up on his way. He coasted down the road, meandering through traffic.

Jedd pulled out the computer hard drive and synchronized it with his cell phone. He could have used the car monitor, but didn’t want to leave a trail. He began scanning the screen as he drove, sifting through the file using voice commands. To take the next step, he needed more than his gut feeling and 89 percent; he needed proof.

After scanning the file for a few minutes, he found what he needed. There was a reference to the trauma she suffered before her capture and the subsequent memory wipes… more than one. The vicious nature of her parents’ murder had become a recurring nightmare. Reading further into the document, he noticed that other than her patient number, 914, there was only one mention of a name, Madelin.

How would someone deal with the loss of all childhood memories?
he wondered.
Is she still the same beautiful child I remember?
Jedd dismissed the question the instant it came to mind. If she were different, pained, hardened to reality, then it was because of PASTOR. They kidnapped her and wiped her memory. There was nothing she could do.

His hatred grew, infusing him with adrenaline as a flash of memory took over his senses. Before she disappeared, he last saw her huddled alone in the driveway, watching her house burn with her parents inside. She wavered back and forth as Jedd watched through the flames, out of sight of the PASTOR operatives milling around the front lawn. That day, they looked like flies in their black, Kevlar outfits, hovering around the fire and Madelin, but never coming close enough to touch her.

The dingy, white nightgown clung to her sweaty body. She clutched her ash-covered teddy bear to her stomach as though it were her last link to sanity; she had named him Deedee. Jedd hadn’t seen her since, but vividly recalled tears streaming down her face as the flames danced across her soot-blotched skin. They left dirty rivers of carnage streaking from innocent, green eyes. It was as if the sight was trying to singe itself into her memory forever, like it had his… and her green, tear-filled eyes; he always felt as if they were nearby, peering over his shoulder, but she was always just out of sight.

Jedd again felt the emotional uselessness he had known that day. Perched atop the hill overlooking the riverfront house, he watched Madelin through his binoculars. It pained him that he couldn’t aid her in the presence of so many armed men.

“There’s never been a more heartbreaking sight,” he muttered just as oncoming headlights drifted in front of his eyes. Startled, he caught the wheel of the car and swerved back into his lane. His heart rate tripled, but as he sped down the asphalt road, the organ resumed its normal pace.

Punching the door’s control pad at random, he smiled as the window lowered to admit a comforting breeze. He had to stay focused, but as the car motored on, his thoughts again drifted to Patient 914. This was his Madelin, and it seemed that the same memory was also haunting her.

What have they done to you? Even after the wipe, if the memories are persisting, what PASTOR is doing should be reversible. But how can such a thing be done…? First thing’s first, though… There has to be a way to find you.

Pulling into the gas station, he wiped a few tears from his face, then stepped out of the car and slipped his new badge over the payment reader. The monitor responded, “Thank you, Vanessa Carlisle.”

So far so good,
was all that came to mind as he pocketed the handy ID with the reflective bar code. Setting the pump to auto-fill, Jedd leaned against the car and massaged his bloodshot eyes.
How do I reach her?

Another memory came to him, one of Madelin sitting on his lap at the age of three.
This is a more pleasant one,
he thought before his mind began searching for clues to his next step.

The memory reappeared, and questions came to mind.
How, at such an early age, did she speak so clearly?
She said a lot, but barely moved her lips.

He was sitting in the worn, brown sofa chair that had always been Lane’s favorite. He remembered watching football and soccer in that living room, with its rustic, western feel. Throughout the years of friendship he and the Boatweit family had cherished, they enjoyed numerous conversations and parties in that room. On game nights, the chair was always reserved for Lane, a tall lanky man with a jovial smile and wit that would put a professional comic to shame. Earlier in their friendship, he wouldn’t have imagined that smile leaving Lane’s face, but over the last few months Lane had adopted a more somber demeanor.

Her father wasn’t there at the moment, though, and the television was silent. Jedd had been asked to watch Madelin while her parents were out. It was only later, after Lane’s drastic change, that Jedd had been told about PASTOR and the threat looming over his goddaughter’s life. Eventually, Lane told him of Madelin’s extraordinary gift. Thinking back on it and reliving a pleasant memory of Madelin’s early childhood, it seemed to
click. He hadn’t made the connection until now, but as he remembered sitting in that old, worn chair, it became clear how she said so much with so little effort.

As the memory played through his thoughts, he watched Madelin’s lips. Nothing was said other than “Uncah,” her endearing name for him. He had always assumed she said more, but as he played back the scene like an old DVD, he wondered if his subconscious were imagining things.

 
 

It would explain a lot, but seems unlikely,
he concluded.

In the memory he knew what she wanted, which book she wanted him to read, and automatically knew when to refill her sippi-cup. Thinking back to other memories, it became more and more likely that her abilities that manifested later weren’t the first. If telepathy were another one of her talents, maybe it worked both ways. He might be able to speak with her.

But if this works, what do I say? Will she even know who I am anymore or what she can do?

Based on his investigations of abducted children, they rarely knew who they were or anything about their pasts. Knowing what he would find, he suppressed the likely outcome. He preferred to bet everything on the solitary hope that she would retain one memory of her loving godfather.

The pump retracted, and Jedd jolted from his wistful thoughts as a prerecorded voice spoke up from the pump. “Thank you for visiting. Have a nice day.”

He pulled into the street and continued to the coffee shop. At this time of day, it would be busy, with a host of customers filling the lounge chairs and tables. Most people would be glued to their laptops, accessing the café’s server. This would help to hide his electronic footprints. A small smile crept onto his face as he considered the next step, assuming his vain hope worked at all.

At the café, ‘Cup o’ Jo’ was barely visible on the sign above the storefront. Jedd ordered a hot mocha and desert to calm his nerves, swiping his ID as payment at the automated teller. The earthy tones of the café were relaxing and pleasant, and the uninterrupted expanse of tinted windows left him with a great view of the parking lot. He smiled inwardly as the machine thanked yet another generous philanthropist for shopping at the establishment. He could feel the PASTOR agents’ noose loosening as his trail became more difficult to follow.

Gathering his meal, he found an uninhabited corner with a leather, lounge chair, seated himself, and peered out the window. The coast was still clear. It would be morning before a report was made about the car, assuming the authorities were called at all.

Pulling his phone out, Jedd started his rerouting software and synchronized it with the portable hard drive. Then, he logged onto the public server. After an hour, he found what he was looking for. The first obstacle was to break the encryption on the F&M Architecture and Contracting Firm’s server. The company was hired to build the research facility where she was being held… another tidbit he’d discovered earlier.

In an astute decision, PASTOR had chosen a less than desirable location. Building on top of the abandoned site where the original atomic bomb was tested would certainly deter any curious visitors. White Sands, New Mexico, was known for its albino sand dunes, and few would question the selection of such a site for a government-run mental-health facility. Everyone knew the government was thrifty when it came to health-care expenditures.

Once he knew where to look, discovering the exact location became easy. From then on, the majority of his time was spent obtaining data files on current employees at the institute and the various security systems the facility had in place. Surprisingly, the system server was easier to crack.
Thanks, you damned overconfident dandees…
Having obtained the digital layout of the complex and an assortment of employee files, he was certain he could free Madelin from her prison.

Jedd took a generous bite of his cooling Danish, logged out, and finished his coffee before grabbing a refill from a young waitress. Then, he accessed earlier files he had obtained on other test subjects. He scanned them for references to strange abilities. If Madelin turned out to be unaware of what she was capable of, then he would have to teach her whatever he could. The waitress returned a moment later, and he slid the card over the edge of the tray. Holding her eyes in his, a coy smile on his lips, he muttered an affectionate, “Thank you,” while waiting for the payment to process and the screen to clear. When it had, he dismissed her with a wave and turned back to his research.

She stalked off, flustered.

Time passed quickly. His steaming coffee turned cold as the sun crept below the barren mountains outside. Its light cast a pale hue upon sparse clouds, illuminating the horizon in pink and orange. The shadow of night loomed over the city and its rocky guardians. Jedd massaged his chin, smoothing the edges of his goatee as he stared at the screen. Consumed by the task, he was oblivious to the fading light around him. However, as the hours wound on, the fading pastels tempted his eyelids to droop and lured his chin to his chest. Soon, a subtle snore was all that escaped his corner of the world.

 

  


Chapter Three
 

Undiscovered Talents
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Many of the customers had left or been replaced by new clientele. The traffic along the sidewalk outside slowed as other stores closed for the evening. While Jedd’s unconscious mind wondered, he dreamed about Madelin and where she might be. His thoughts went to the facility imprisoning his beloved goddaughter. Though he had never seen it before, an aerial image solidified in his thoughts. He had seen the blueprints, and the layout looked right.

Gazing down upon the research facility, he sought her out with a wistful sigh. A moment later he felt himself moving downward, through the meager clouds and into the confines of the building itself. He gained momentum as his mind focused on Madelin. He knew she waited inside. Within seconds he passed through the brick-and-mortar outer layer, into the crawlspace and vents. Unable to stop, Jedd slid through the ceiling and into a hallway.

A young nurse in a white, fitted uniform meandered through the sterile hall, and he again tried to stop, but only managed to slow himself down. After gathering his bearings, Jedd looked at the oncoming woman. It was odd. After so many years of researching the agency’s heinous crimes, he was astonished that a PASTOR employee could look so… normal. Instead of a sinister smile, this woman walked with a composed, professional manner, as though she were about to diagnose a child with a runny nose. The white lab coat and her cordial smile gave her the look of a family doctor. Perusing her notes, she strolled further down the hallway without noticing him. It was as though she were oblivious, even with Jedd less than an arm’s length away. She smiled to someone in an open doorway and nodded her head before continuing around the corner. Her shoes almost left tread marks on his forehead, yet she hadn’t seen him. The thought baffled Jedd.

The limitless opportunities of the dream brought a crooked smile to his face while he drifted through the multistory structure. He floated along corridors and into rooms, at times even drifting through the building’s various occupants.

After consideration, it occurred that the details of these people and the building itself were too real to be his subconscious at work. Their faces were perfectly flawed and too well defined.

If this isn’t just a passing dream,
he thought,
then it’s probably the best reconnaissance ever discovered.
He was positive he would recognize the people upon waking. Passing through a multitude of sterile passages, he slowed to a stop in one of the rooms.
The whole place looks like a modern-day hospital, from the outside in.

Once he had emerged from the room’s ceiling, Jedd peered down and found the eyes of a bedridden patient staring up at him. The young man was strapped to the railings of his bed, his eyes fixated on the retired computer programmer. The look stunned him and stopped his progress. It took a moment for the shock to wear off. The boy looked familiar.

Jedd’s memory served him well, pulling up a file he had once come across in his search. Although they had never met, he remembered the boy’s picture. There were a few marked differences, though, the most obvious being that the patient’s head was clean-shaven, with fresh razor burns along his skin. His time at the facility had allowed the dark tan in his picture to fade, leaving him pale as a ghost. He also had a sunken complexion, as though he just stepped out of Auschwitz. The sheets covering his thin arms and legs moved up and down, but the patient’s icy, blue stare seemed uninhabited, vacant, which disturbed Jedd most of all.

What the hell did they do to you?

The earlier photograph was of a young man in his late teens, whose eyes danced with exuberance. The unblinking gaze supported his suspicion; the very tests they used to develop these children into competent agents, also sapped their souls.

Tears welled in Jedd’s eyes. He wiped them away, but found nothing present. Looking down, he could see his hand, but as he attempted to touch his cheek, it unnervingly passed through his face.

No matter how vivid this is,
he reminded himself,
it’s nothing more than a dream.

His thoughts turned to his goddaughter with growing concern. Without warning, his form angled southward, building momentum as it went. The boy’s lifeless gaze drifted from view, and Jedd felt a weight lift from his shoulders, only to be replaced by something ten times larger.

An uneasy feeling grew in his stomach, and he frantically scanned the rooms for his goddaughter. Sinking further into the tall building, he came to a stop in a room like the rest. Much like the other patient, this one was pale, but fared better. She seemed healthy, but something about the sight tugged at him. Her wrists were tied to the bed railings with short straps, a more common sight than he liked. Even with her eyes closed, Jedd knew his goddaughter within seconds. Relief found him, and the angst that accumulated during his thirteen-year search began to ease. He had given up his life for her over a dozen years ago.

An instant after the thought crossed his mind, a picture of his loving, yet distraught wife appeared. Leaving her was a decision he hadn’t made lightly. He had chanced to follow her once after his feigned death and found her bowed low in the heat of the noon-day sun. She had fallen to the ground in a city parking lot. Her legs protruded from under her disheveled skirt like a small child, unaware of social graces and expectations. But unlike an eager and curious, little girl, her fragile hold on reality had fractured. She sobbed uncontrollably, screaming his name. Onlookers gawked from the entrance to the big-box retail store, but no one rushed to her side. It was as though her guttural shrieks could be heard the world over. Driving away and leaving her on the blistering asphalt was the hardest thing he had ever done.

At least her screams didn’t escape the deepest recesses of my mind.

Jedd tried to reassure himself with the thought, but paranoia threw his gaze at the door before returning to Madelin’s prone body. Seeing his goddaughter’s eyes still lidded, Jedd let out a sigh. With great difficulty he suppressed the memory, pushing it aside until another time. As usual, Madelin’s safety was of greater concern.

Something about her still tickled the back of his mind. Jedd pinpointed what was aggravating him. She wasn’t coping well. Her nails had been chewed down to the quick, and a drug-filled needle sat beside a vial on the tray next to the bed. Taking a closer look, he noted the name, ‘Piroxiten.’ He was vaguely familiar with the sedative, but the thought of using such a potent drug on Madelin was revolting. It sat waiting for the mad doctors in case the patient needed to be put under.

Jedd watched Madelin’s medically induced sleep for a few minutes. Even now her lidded eyes shifted as her brain acted of its own volition, breaking through the chemical haze and immersing her in a disturbing dream.

It must appear more real than anything in this place,
he concluded.

Her head and hands quivered while Jedd stood over the bed. His heart went out to her. As his emotions took hold, his desire to help pulled him toward the girl. He became aware of his reality altering. Madelin and the building around him shifted, becoming a bad imitation of life. The hospital scene faded from sight, leaving him peering through tear-filled eyes at a scene he knew all too well.

The heat from the flames of Madelin’s family home singed the hair on her arms and around her face, but she couldn’t look away, and neither could her godfather. The voices around her were no more than murmurs, like the buzz of bees, and the people in black treated her as though she were infected with the plague.

Madelin’s hands grasped tighter to Deedee, her favorite friend and the only other thing to make it out of the house alive. She clutched him close. Her fingers dug through the ash and singed fur, finding the fluffy stuffing underneath. A course crosswind blew, causing her to shiver in her sweat-soaked nightgown. She watched the flames devour her past and future.

Does she even know what the dream’s about?
Jedd wondered.

Madelin gave him no answer. She just stared into the fire with the infinite patience of a statue. Jedd watched the flames dance amongst the gentle, red curls hanging tousled about her head. Knowing time was of the essence, Jedd pulled himself away from the scene that still haunted him and concentrated on the young, heartbroken girl. Her emotions vibrated through her mental synapse, and he sensed what she felt, as though sheltered within the recesses of her mind.
  


Chapter Four
 

First Contact
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He opened his mouth to speak, but a raspy, smoke-filled cough was all that crossed the void before disappearing in a field of static. Trying a second time, he croaked, “Hello,” but still an invisible curtain blocked his words.

Watching the suffering young girl standing in the driveway, he started a third time with more force. “Hello, Madelin!”

The young child’s head whipped around, and a haunting, remorseful stare drilled into Jedd’s heart. It pierced through every curtain that could ever separate two people. The look wounded him, forcing him to retreat from the memory and her thoughts, back into the stark hospital room. Madelin’s eyes fluttered open but he continued to withdraw, only stopping when he sensed the wall approaching from behind. Standing opposite her, he watched with longing as she looked around the room. He didn’t wish to leave the woman who had unknowingly controlled each decision he had made for more than a decade.

Awake, Madelin sat up and glanced around the room. Seeing no one present, she muttered through tortured lips, “How horrid.”

Her shoulders slumped as tears threatened to flood her jade eyes. She tried to restrain the onslaught, but her emotions won out. Tears emerged and masked her eyes like a translucent film, clouding their inner light. Salty rivers streamed down her sunlight-deprived cheeks. The flow intensified, and sobs wracked her body. She tried to stifle the noise in the sterile, white sheets, but her bonds didn’t allow them to reach her face.

As she wept, Jedd heard her questions. “What does it mean? What’s wrong with me?”

She clutched large fistfuls of hospital linens, much like she’d held Deedee minutes before, tensing under the restraints. After the bout of confusion and self-pity, her white kimono was drenched.

Unable to stand the heartbreaking image any longer, Jedd stepped forward. The static distortion crackled before parting to his will. “Madelin, little one, don’t cry. I’m here to help.”

The interruption startled Madelin, and she sank into the bed further than seemed possible. The fear that infused her glazed eyes left Jedd feeling worse than before.

But what else can I do?

The flood gates closed at the sound of Jedd’s strange voice. Peering over the wrinkled mass of bedsheets, she replied with a stutter, “Who-o-o are you?”

Seeing her fear turn to curiosity, Jedd took heart. He was aware that she was unlikely to believe him, but summoned the courage to answer. “A friend from a long time ago, but we don’t have much time. Are you okay? Do you know where you are?”

“No, but how do I know I’m not still dreaming? I can’t see you. Where’re you hiding?”

Jedd’s voice responded, accompanied yet again by the static, “I’m not hiding, and you’re not dreaming. We’re speaking like we used to, back when you were a child. You remember?” The question was tinged with the last ounce of hope he could manage. Jedd listened for the door to announce any newcomers, but the room’s quiet was only disturbed by Madelin’s sniffles.

“No,” came the reply. She shook her head.

His heart dropped like a stone, but he noticed that her searching eyes had now focused on his location. She squinted at him as he spoke.

“We’ll have to work on that, but first we’ve gotta get you out of here. Can you walk?”

She interrupted him with an excited shriek. “I can see you, when you talk! You’re standing by the window, where the moonlight hits the floor. But then you disappear—why is that?”

Jedd thought for a second. Seeing no way of explaining what he really didn’t understand, he replied, “I can’t tell you now. We don’t have time. Can you walk?”

Madelin squinted as he talked, waiting for another glimpse. Then, she answered with hesitation, “Yes… but I don’t know where to go. I can’t even get out of bed without someone following me around with a handful of keys and a loaded needle. What do they want from
me
anyways?” The last question almost grew to a shout.

“I’ll answer your questions later. Right now we’ve got to find a way out,” Jedd whispered insistently to break through the static. He forced his voice to remain calm in the hopes that it would be contagious. “I can show you the way, but I can’t do anything about the straps.”

Before the static had dissolved, her eyes lit up. An opportunity at freedom had come her way. “I can get the nurse’s attention…” As she finished the thought, her words dwindled. “But she won’t take them off.”

Seeing an opportunity, he replied, “She will if you don’t give her a choice. Can you reach the large needle on the table?”

Comprehension dawned on her, and mischief illuminated her face as she glanced at the nightstand. “Maybe.”

Her courage hasn’t diminished,
thought Jedd with a smile.

She reached toward the tray holding the sedative. The restraints held fast, leaving her fingers straining inches away. “Maybe if I…” and without another word she thrust her body at the nightstand.

He shuddered at the sound as inch by inch, the locked wheels of the bed squealed. They resisted, but Madelin’s forceful jerks brought the bed closer to the small table.

The static flared as Jedd abandoned his calm. “Hurry! Before the nurse hears you…,” but his words trailed off as the door swung open to admit a short, broad-shouldered woman in her forties.

‘Helga,’ as her name tag read, swept into the room and toward the half-pulled curtain with the confidence of a no-nonsense mother with wide hips that looked to have cradled many suckling children. Having inched close enough to grasp the needle, Madelin stuffed it under the bedsheets. In her rush, she caught the edge of the tray and knocked its contents to the floor with a metallic crash. Helga came into sight a moment later and looked curiously at Madelin, who was feigning sleep. His goddaughter quivered under the wrinkled mass of sheets.

Seeing this, the nurse whispered, “Poor baby… poor… poor… baby.”

With a shake of her head, she began to sing a soft lullaby. It was a nursery rhyme Jedd remembered from his own childhood. Approaching the side of the bed, the nurse bent down to pick up the tray of medicine, unaware of her silent observer.

“Oh poor gal, have ya had a bad start from those awful dreams again? Well ol’ Helga’ll make it all better,” she whispered after finishing the first verse.

A smile spread across Jedd’s face. He could see Madelin shaking under the covers.
The situation couldn’t have played out better, he thought.
She thinks Madelin’s suffering from nightmares.

Jedd knew the adrenaline rush coursing through his goddaughter’s veins, and he watched anxiously as the nurse searched the floor beside the bed. Helga stood partway up with a perplexed look, but it was short lived as Madelin thrust the needle up to the nurse’s neck—only just able to reach against the restraints. A look of pure terror engulfed the broad woman as Patient 914 threatened to pierce her esophagus.

“Take these things off me,
now!” Madelin demanded in the face of the startled woman. She spoke with such viciousness that Jedd wondered if he had found the right person.

Glancing out the window, the grounds loomed up at him.

Whew… I did drift a long ways,
he thought, seeing one level separating them from the ground floor.

Below them were decorative bushes flowering in the moonlight and a landscaped, grass lawn. Gauging the distance to the ground, he realized that it was still too far for her to jump. His first idea thwarted, Jedd turned his attention back to the white hospital room.

“I c-c-can’t,” the nurse stammered back. “Y-y-you just a-a-aren’t feeling well. L-l-lie d-d-down, darlin’. H-H-Helga will help—”

Before she could finish, Jedd’s eyes widened in shock as Madelin plunged the needle into the nurse’s neck. With half its length visible, the nurse’s eyes bulged.

Madelin snarled, “Do it
now!”

Helga stared into Madelin’s unwavering, green glare, attempting to maintain control. Seeing few options, her demeanor turned to submission. She released the closest wrist restraint. Her head resembled still life in its lack of expression, as though it were a trophy stag mounted upon a wall of thin air. Her hands worked without vision and sought the last strap across the bed.

Seconds felt like minutes as Jedd peered from the nurse, to the door, and back again. He could see excitement creeping into Madelin’s eyes, but Jedd was afraid of what hurdles they might still have to overcome.

How long have I been here?

Glancing out the window again, he noticed that the moon was still high in the sky. He hoped time passed the same in this state.

What’ll happen if someone finds me in the café? It’s a twenty-four-hour joint, but how do I look to people? If I’m out too long, will the employees call the authorities?
The questions built up in his mind as he stared at the large, waxing moon.

He looked back at Madelin’s situation, helpless to assist. She struggled free of the horizontal jail cell while holding the woman at arm’s length. Helga carefully stepped back as Madelin slipped out of the bed. The kimono-like hospital gown clung to her in wrinkled clumps, revealing her stomach’s sunlight-deprived skin. Standing upright, the top of her forehead reached the large nurses chin, but she glared at the older woman with the cold hatred of an abused slave, finally given her chance at retribution. Her tenacity was more than Jedd had bargained for, but it gave her an edge she would need. She still had the same courage she possessed as an overzealous child, but the tests and captivity had twisted her perception.

What will she do?
he asked himself.
Does she know when to stop? Does she still have a conscience? What have they done to her?
The questions flew through his mind unhindered. Madelin was more vicious than a lioness protecting her cubs. He knew she would never forget what they had done to her.
If only she knew the true extent of their meddling,
he thought morosely.

He watched Madelin’s eyes blaze like green fire and noticed a change as a question came to her. She looked where he had been, but his silence left him invisible. Fear took hold, and the needle quivered.

“What do I do now?” she screamed, her nerve slipping.
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The Priors, Episode 2

 


The universe is much larger than people think—with worlds spanning into infinity and human kind evolving into everything from vampires to the unknown. Are you one of these unlucky few?

 


As Madelin strives to overcome her medically induced amnesia, she must elude the PASTOR agents who have been sent after her, find her godfather, and discover who she can trust. If she can just overcome her memory lapse, maybe she can discover her potential and why they are after her.
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