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 Prologue: Equality
 

Coughing, Adelle Ryan stumbled into the dark alley. A light haze of smoke stung her eyes, and her fine clothing was rumpled and torn.
The exhausted and frightened woman slid to a seated position, her back against the milky white ceramic of the buildings in upper Haven. A tiny cry of sorrow escaped her lips, tears welled in her eyes, and her body shook with sobs. "Why did this happen?" she asked, unheard.
Adelle Ryan's mind could not comprehend the chaos and death of recent days. Her life, her everything existed in a world of refinement and civilization, relishing in the part she played to uphold its values. Her task had been to rein in wayward minds, to teach children of the Citizenship the ways of society. Youthful but stern in equal measures, she provided a comfort they sought and the discipline needed to educate. She believed her life to be based upon reason, fact, and the enlightenment of Franklin Lange's Haven.
"Filthy vermin..." she whispered, tears flowing down her cheeks. Even the malice she felt for the undesirables, who boiled out of the crevices below and ruined the peace and wonder of civilized society, could not cut through her despair.
Miss Ryan cried for the loss of Haven, doubly mourning the death of Franklin Lange, called Citizen One. Though the endless loop of his recorded eulogy had been cut off by the heathens who had slain her wondrous leader, Adelle could still hear the words playing through her thoughts:
"The highest levels of Citizenship, the Inquisition, and the advisory council regret to inform you, Citizens of the grand city of Haven, that on this day, your beloved founder, Citizen One, has passed from this life. Franklin William Lange was the greatest man our world has ever known, giving many things to the people most worthy of his love. He gave us this majestic city. He gave us our enlightened society. He gave us purpose. He gave us life. It is such that we mourn his passing as we would mourn our own. Our soul has been extinguished this day, and may the sun never shine again on this paradise without his love and guidance."
She cried harder, pounding her fists against the cold ground, wishing Franklin Lange had not been so merciful, wishing everything could go back to the way it was, wishing all of the pitiful dregs of humanity could have quietly died...
Wishing they had not risen up to take their revenge.
But Citizen One was dead, and all of Haven was dying along with him. Ever since the time not long ago when madmen ran through the streets, killing without compunction, Haven's enlightenment had given way to desperation and fighting. Ever since Franklin Lange's death, a shroud had been cast, the sterilization field becoming opaque and blocking out the sun, stars, sky, and the hope of life.
Adelle Ryan could not comprehend why the undesirables weren't simply rounded up and shot, but neither could she understand much of anything any longer. Fires small or large seemed a constant in the recent days of struggle, the stench of bitter smoke ever-present in the air.
Cold. Huddled in a torn skirt and dirty blouse, stockings mismatched to the high-heeled shoes she wore, her mind clung to the impracticality of professional dress. Her attire and disposition unsuited for fighting, running, or any of recent necessary activity, Adelle couldn't adapt, couldn't help but cling to what was lost.
Miss Ryan shivered and wished everything could go back to the way it had been.

"You."

She heard a voice, and silhouetted at the end of the alleyway stood a figure.

"Wh-who's there?" she called out.

"I finally found you," the person replied. The voice was light, wavering, and male. He sounded young.

Adelle Ryan stumbled to her feet, taking a few steps away. "L-leave me alone."

"No, Miss Ryan." The young man began a slow approach, features hidden in the darkness and shadows.

The frightened woman removed the impractical heels she wore, gasping at the cold which struck into the bottoms of her feet. Brandishing one of the shoes in both hands, she cried out, "Stay back! I don't know who you are, but I'm warning you-"
"Me?" the figure interrupted, still approaching. "Oh, I'm no one. Nothing. Simply one of those bad, inferior people you were so fond of talking about."
The words seemed familiar, a product of a lifetime ago when Miss Ryan did not live in constant fear. A time when the clothing she wore remained unspoiled and professional. A time when she held a strong personal identity and knew precisely how she fit into the grand scheme of enlightened society.
"P-please," she said in a sobbing tone. "Stay back... leave me alone..."
"Oh, Miss Ryan..." the figure spoke, shaking his head. "I can't do that. You see, I haven't been able to think about much else besides finding you. Oh, I know it's not your fault. You were just a pawn, a puppet doing what your masters told you."
They continued their dance, the constant slow retreat and approach. The man never drew any closer as he spoke, but they were nearing the edge of the alley. Miss Ryan trembled and continued to back away.
"Do you know what they do to people like me? Or, really, people who are inconvenient?" The figure clapped his hands together, causing her to jump. "Did you know we're beaten, drugged, and treated like animals?"
"Please..." Miss Ryan begged, moving backwards out of the alleyway and considering an attempt to flee. "Please don't hurt me."
"It's easier on adults, actually. My father was given the reconditioning treatment, put to work as one of your mindless slaves. Children," he stepped out of the alley and into the light cast by golden streetlamps, "have it much worse."
Adelle Ryan gasped, recognizing the boy from years prior. Scars and bruises adorned his face, and he wore a brown singlet jumpsuit with a number and barcode at the shoulder. She couldn't remember his name, but his father had been a teacher, one of those idiots preaching equality. What was his name? she wondered, frozen with fear.
"You see, the Inquisitors and guards who ran that place, the detention facility..." he spoke, revealing a mouth with several missing teeth. "They aren't what you'd call friendly. Oh, their job was to help us get better. We were still Citizens after all. We were told, as members of the finest of humanity, Franklin Lange's chosen few, that we deserved a second chance. A way to reclaim our status." His face twisted in a snarl. "Lies."
The terrified woman's flailing mind recalled some notion of a detention facility, but it had existed within the ignored regions of her consideration. As with most Citizens, she had let many of the unpleasant facets of life sit in the background of notice.
Others had been trained to handle people like the boy who stood in front of her. For certain, she held a level of authority to turn people over to the Inquisition, including problem children, but she had always forgotten them the moment they disappeared from her sight. After all, why should she bother to remember every bad apple's name and face?
Like the mindless servants cleaning the streets and buildings, and like the thought of the dregs left behind in and risen up from Old Haven, Adelle had preferred not to think about what went on in the detention facility.
"It's good I was able to escape with the rest." His expression appeared calm, but even the frightened woman could detect a deep malice, a barely contained rage boiling beneath the surface. "Otherwise, Miss Ryan, I'd never be able to properly thank you for the wonderful experience you provided to my family." He unbuttoned the sleeves, rolling them up. Numerous horizontal scars covered both of his arms. Her chest tightened, and she gave a sharp gasp upon noticing a long knife in his hand.
What was his name? Miss Ryan continued to wonder, still backing up as she brandished her high-heeled shoe in both hands. "P-please. S-stay back!"
"No, Miss Ryan. You've earned this. The Citizenship has ended, and all that remains is to carve the cancer of it out of humanity. Don't you see?" He ran the knife across his forearm, drawing a shallow cut next to one of the scars. He let his arm fall to his side, and the blood slid down and dripped from his fingertips. "It's time to remember, Miss Ryan. It's time."
Face twisting in a snarl, the boy launched himself at the woman. Adelle Ryan flailed the pitiful weapon she carried, causing no damage as he knocked her sprawling. Her head rebounded off of the cold ground, and in half a moment he was upon her.
His bloody hand gripped her face, and the knife wavered back and forth in front of her eyes. Heart hammering within her chest, terror clouded her vision. She couldn't think to beg, to scream, to struggle, to do anything.
"Tell me, Miss Ryan." The boy's voice rose to a low urgency. "Can you remember my name? Can you remember my father's name? Is there even that tiny bit of remorse to remembering those whose lives you ruined? Tell me, and maybe I'll let you go. What is my name?"
The knife remained close, it's edge gleaming, but he removed his hand from her face, leaving a smear of his blood behind. Adelle Ryan could not find her voice, but it wouldn't have mattered. She could not recall the name of this boy who threatened her. Not even to save her own life.
"Tell me!" he shouted, bringing the blade down to her throat. The edge bit into her skin.
Breath gasping in and out, she managed to whimper, "Please..."
"No," the boy said, raising the knife, "and the name is Wilson."
Adelle Ryan's screams echoed in the endless night.
 
 
 Chapter 1: Priorities
 

Why do I always get stuck with this shit? Kaylee asked herself, crouched in a doorway and cradling a submachine gun.
Scouting and patrolling, a duty born from her size, speed, and stature, was not among the safer tasks assigned to the varied vermin-turned-soldiers. The months of consistent skirmishing had driven all of the people, Citizen and undesirable alike, into a high-strung nervous tension. Most anyone from either side would fire wildly at the first hint of movement, including upon friendlies, civilians, scouts, or shadows. This made reconnaissance, a task which utilized regular movements, dangerous.
No more dangerous than a small war filled with inexperienced noncombatants, though the months of intermittent fighting had cured some of the general incompetence. Even accounting for a recent lull in direct combat, a couple of people on each side perished every few days, and not all were at the hands of the enemy.
Kaylee cast a forlorn gaze to the sky, which months earlier had featured the dazzling silver of moon and pinpricks of stars. Before dawn even broke on that day, before she could catch a glimpse of the sun she hadn't seen in twelve years, the shroud fell and left her again in darkness.
Gritting her teeth, she sprinted across the street into the shadow of another building, still seeing no movement or threat. The glow of golden streetlamps, better than the pale yellow so far below, illuminated a great deal of the evening, but she was used to finding the places where she could hide. Crouched behind a disused single-passenger vehicle, she could hear in the distance the loop of Sergei and Isaac's propaganda machine, mingling with the similar yet opposite tones of the Citizens' own recording.
Sergei's harsh tones and Russian lilts bled through with more prominence, not that she didn't already have the endless loop memorized:
"This is Sergei, military leader of the Old Haven Union. Those living in the shadow of the Citizen tyrants, cast off the chains of your oppressors. Join with us, and we will protect you from their hatred, their disgust, and their violence. We will take back our fair city in the names of all who have suffered. We will abolish its brutal practices and reshape it into a city of true worth, where any man can live in peace. Franklin Lange's reign of terror is at its end, and what remains of his cursed followers will fall like wheat to the scythe under our might."
Kaylee almost rejoiced the day someone figured out how to stop the eternal recordings highlighting the death of Citizen One. A few weeks of quiet peace during scout runs were wonderful.
By the same token, she wished she could strangle whoever came up with the idiotic idea to restart the loop with a new message. She had no clue toward which side came up with the notion first, but the Old Haven Union and indeed the remaining Citizen regime embraced it to its full end:
"We have been complacent. We have been blind to the terrors which laid beneath our feet. We have ignored the threats inside our walls for too long, and it has cost us dearly. The undesirables now walk among us, threatening our way of life with their filth and ignorance. Our glorious leader may have fallen in this struggle, but our blood, our birthright as Citizens makes us worthy, makes us strong. To all loyal Citizens: join us, and we will reclaim what is ours. To all opposing vermin: surrender, and we will show mercy."
She didn't know the name of the person who stepped in and organized the Citizens to action after the whatever-it-was field turned opaque and blocked out the sky. Indeed, the first month or so seemed hopeless for the Citizens, thousands dying as Sergei and Isaac spurred all opposing them toward revenge. However, the unnamed Citizen managed to quiet the frightened flock and turn the fight around.
A tenuous standstill had begun a few weeks earlier, each of the polarized sides trying to divine the best way to eliminate the opposition. Kaylee didn't care much for the ideals of either side, but she held good reasons for being in Sergei and Isaac's camp.
"Poor Rick," she murmured, cutting across another street and finally arriving at her destination. In the eerie quiet of the evening, she heard no sounds and saw no movement. She always felt nervous there, too near to what was considered neutral territory, where both sides held a subtle presence and watched for signs of an attack.
She climbed several sets of stairs, coming out in an office floor flanked by tall glass panes. Through these high windows, her "patrol" route yielded decent vision and a high level of personal safety. Sure, it's not exactly what Sergei has in mind, she thought, but to hell with him. If someone comes by here, I'll be able to see it. Probably.
Aside from the safety advantage, a location far enough away from too many friendly prying eyes provided a convenient meeting spot.

"Hey," a voice sounded from behind her.

Kaylee whirled around, hands clenching on the submachine gun.

Cross-legged on the ground and appearing worse for the wear was Rick. She slowly released her grip on the weapon, heart pounding.

She stared at her gaunt and unshaven friend. Rick was pale, his usual grin hollow and without humor. Lines of fatigue etched upon his face, and a small scar bit into the flesh above his left eye.
Kaylee unslung her weapon and set it on a desk. She stepped forward and slapped him across the face. A wide-eyed expression crossed his features, and his mouth fell open. "Asshole," she said, taking a few steps away and pretending to watch out the window.
"Kaylee, I'm sorry-"
"Where the hell were you last time? I was worried; I thought maybe they had caught you. I didn't know what to do."
Rick rose to his feet, moving over to her side. He clasped his hands together. "I couldn't make it; something came up, and I had to discuss it with Gottfried."
"You're still talking to that Inquisitor prick?" Kaylee asked, scowling. "I just don't get it, Rick. One of these days, you'll find a knife in your back, and then what-"
He grabbed her by the shoulders. "You're wrong. I promise you: Gottfried is with us in this. We want to get out; he wants to get out. It's as simple as that, and don't forget we're not exactly swimming in allies."
"I'm still not convinced getting out is a good idea." Kaylee shoved him away. "Remember the stuff about toxic air and infectious bacteria? Hell, Elijah said-"
Sighing, Rick replied, "Not true either. Nothing but isolationist propaganda, and I think even Elijah was lying about it to keep us focused on his goals. I had suspected as much a long time ago, but Gottfried was the one who confirmed it."
"And you believe him?" She waved a dismissive hand. "He's probably got something else planned and is just stringing you along."
Rick shook his head. "No. He's putting himself at great risk in just talking to me, and even more in what he's been working on instead of planning assaults or whatever the jackass in charge wants him to do. Besides, Elijah's-"
"I don't know, Rick, I don't really think-"
"Kaylee, for God's sake, how many times do we have to argue this? When are you going to stop being so bloody stubborn and just trust that I know what I'm doing?" Frustration pulsed at the edges of his expression.
Scowling, she said, "Maybe when stuff you're involved in stops turning to shit? Or did you forget why everyone hates you? Why Jonathon and the others died to help get you away from-"
"Enough!" His face lit with anger, mixing with tinges sorrow at the mention of his departed comrades. "Elijah and Victor used me just as much as anyone else, so it's not my goddamn fault that they decided to screw everyone over."
"Tell that to Sergei and Isaac." 
"I did." He seethed. "They didn't believe me, and they wanted someone to blame. Oh look!" Rick plucked at his worn clothing. "Here's their number one patsy, so why not lock him up, beat him and torture him a little? Plan to make a public display of his hanging?"
She didn't reply.
"Christ, Kaylee... you know all of this. Why are you throwing it back at me again? You don't think I've had to deal with it enough yet?"
Kaylee looked away, angry for many reasons but none of them Rick's fault. He's got it worse than I do, she thought. I should cut him a break. "All right, fine. I'm sorry, okay?" Her tone remained hard, stubborn, but she allowed a trace of sympathy to seep through.
Rick knew her well enough to detect the sincerity. He gave a thin smile. "Apology accepted, and don't sweat it. Everyone may hate me for what Victor and Elijah did, but they'll be singing my praises once I figure out how to fix everything."
"Do you think it's really possible?" Kaylee still had her doubts.
He nodded. "It's why I've been meeting with Gottfried. He knows more about the infrastructure than I do. Obviously we can't do much with the Institute at the moment with Sergei and Isaac set up there, but we're going to try and figure out some other avenues of escape."
"Yeah, you've said this before. Are there any actual plans now?" Kaylee asked.
Smiling, he held up an index finger. "As a matter of fact, yes. Gottfried, the man you hate so much, dug up a bit of info on the sterilization thing and what it does inside the walls."
Skeptical, Kaylee motioned for him to go on.
"Supposedly, the field doesn't go all the way to the bottom of the wall in Old Haven. Or if it does, we might be able to dig down and come up on the other side."
"That's it?" Kaylee laughed. "That's the best you got after all this running around and scheming? Tunneling under the bottom wall?"
"Yeah, it doesn't sound like much, but you never know what we might be able to get going. A few people working on it with the right gear and the right spot, and no one will notice until it's done."
She tilted her head. "And no one, not Victor, Elijah, you, or anyone else thought to try that before we came up here?"
Rick gave a smirk. "Us and what equipment? Banging rocks against several feet of concrete isn't as effective as you'd think. Not to mention Elijah's manipulation and talk of ascension. I doubt anything went on in Old Haven that he didn't know about or have a hand in. We all did what he wanted, and I don't think escaping was ever a part of it."
Kaylee opened her mouth to object, but he held up a hand. "Even with all that, Gottfried had to scour all kinds of maintenance records just to figure any of this out. We don't know if it's going to work, but at least we should be able give it a shot without drawing too much attention. It might not lead to anything, but... after all this time, it's a start."
She walked a slow path, looking out the windows and trying at least to pretend to keep watch. "Are you hungry?"
"God, yes."
Digging into her pocket, she pulled out a small can of tuna. He rushed forward and snatched it from her hands, prying off the pull-tab and digging in with enthusiasm.
"Sorry it isn't much; I can only grab a little at a time."
He waved off her apology. "Don't worry about it," he said while chewing. "Something about beggars and choosers, right?"
Kaylee reached out and gripped his shoulder, feeling the gaunt and bony structure, too thin for good health. "You look terrible; don't they feed you down there?"
Rick gave a shrug. "Haven't had much time to eat or sleep. Too much work to do." He tossed back the last mouthful of tuna and cleaned out the tin with a grubby finger.
She favored him with a worried expression.
"Your concern is appreciated," he gave a grin, "but I've been away a lot, running back and forth. Desmond feeds me plenty when I get the chance to stop in."
Kaylee spared a moment in consideration for the middle-aged Desmond. His refusal to be involved in the constant fighting was not surprising considering his and his wife's schoolteacher background. That, of course, and they still had dozens of orphaned children to care for.
With a great deal of civilian population not wanting to fight, the school they stayed at featured a large number of individuals who'd fled back to down below. Even a few Citizens joined them, though Kaylee could hardly believe they'd be able to get along so easily. It may be a bit more filthy, Kaylee thought, but I guess it's safe enough.
"You should take better care of yourself," she said. "It won't do any good to have you starve to death."

He chuckled. "I didn't know you cared."

"Shut up," she said, narrowing her eyes. "I'm serious."

Bending down, he gathered up his blanket and pack. "Don't worry about me; of the two of us, I'm not the one who has to sleep in the lion's den."
"You should let me come with-"

"No, Kaylee, not this again."

She scowled.

"I need people I can trust on both sides." He gripped her shoulders. "You and Gottfried are the only people who can tell me what these idiots are planning. If we're going to figure out how to stop this stupid fighting and get out of this place, I need to know everything I possibly can."
Sighing, she picked up her submachine gun and slung it over her shoulder. "I have to get going; I've probably been out here too long already."
Rick smirked. "Yeah, you had quite a detailed patrol."
"It's been really quiet for the last few weeks." She shrugged. "I suppose both sides are gearing up for another big fight, but hell if I care if a few Citizens slip by and get themselves shot."
"No matter what either side says, we're all stuck here together, Kaylee. Who knows if we might end up having to get help from a few of those same Citizens?"
She gave a bitter laugh. "We'll be in real trouble then." She started moving towards the stairs. Turning back, her expression softened. "Be careful, okay?"
Rick flashed her a grin. "Always."
 
 
******
 
 
Once Kaylee had departed, Rick began his own crawl through the streets. Hunger and fatigue gnawed at this thinning body, and he wondered how long he could keep going before exhaustion dragged him down.
He'd been running, hiding, working, thinking, planning, and conspiring for countless weeks now. Whatever Elijah and Victor did, Rick thought, not for the first time, they really screwed me over.
As the highest ranking man remaining from Elijah's faction, Rick took the brunt of the fallout when the sky disappeared. Those from Old Haven fighting for a better existence had their hopes crushed, and blame was centered upon the members of the group who led the charge. Sergei and Isaac, former allies, allowed the angry survivors their revenge.
Held captive and tortured for a time, Rick had been sentenced to die. Only through the efforts and sacrifices of a few of his people was he able to escape. Unfortunately, the vengeance was thorough. Only he and Kaylee, who seemed to have avoided being associated with Elijah, remained from the former enclave.
No one even knew what had happened on the night of the uprising; neither Victor nor Elijah had emerged from the elevator in the Inquisition lobby after departing. Conjecture indicated they may have made it up to see the bastard, Franklin Lange, and the eulogy recording suggested they'd killed him.
Motivation for why was unclear, as was the fate of both assassins. Subsequent searches were met with disaster; dozens and hundreds of automated defense and trap systems had sprung up to prevent anyone from ascending the Institute spire. Numerous individuals were killed in the effort to get by and investigate the higher tiers of the Inquisition section, and eventually Sergei and Isaac ceased allowing anyone to attempt it.
Victor and Elijah were considered traitors to the newly christened Old Haven Union and were presumed dead.
Of course, what they did probably saved all of our asses, Rick thought.
It was something he mulled over from time to time when especially bitter about his situation. The lockdown of Haven, created by the opacity and unyielding nature of the protective field, blasted the chaos of the assault from down below to new heights. The Inquisitors and reserve forces couldn't handle the amount of rioting and fighting amongst everyone, and no support could be garnered from the larger body of soldiers working in Acquisitions outside the walls. According to Gottfried, they couldn't even communicate any longer.
Instead of the Old Havenites being systematically hunted down and slaughtered as Rick had assumed, the terror and unrest allowed for quite a strong foothold to be established. However, one Citizen had been able to rally his frightened brethren and bring a semblance of order to his newly claimed sector of the city.
"Now we're all just fighting and dying." Rick gave a sigh, moving quietly through the streets.
Both sides, encouraged by their leaders and constant blaring of propaganda messages, had succumbed to hatred and desires for revenge. It seemed so obvious to Rick that nothing could be gained from the slaughter, but no one seemed to be paying attention to reason of late.
The miles passed beneath him as he progressed. He had managed to slide by a few random folks on patrol, but his exit point lay in the southern end of the city, deep within Citizen territory. Sergei and Isaac were well aware of the other three entrances to Old Haven: two in the central area of the business district and one under the Institute itself.
Even branded a traitor by the Old Haven Union, he wouldn't have fared any better being caught by the new Citizen regime. They distrusted near everyone and often accosted their own people under suspicion of lacking Citizenship, or so he'd heard.
His path took him to an intersection, not too much further to his destination.
"Hey! Who's there?"
Rick froze, tensing as he heard the voice. Bloody hell, how many people do they have out here? Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a figure approaching from his right. Whoever it was carried a weapon of some kind.
Without hesitation, Rick pivoted and took off at a sprint, heading back in the direction he came.
Already obscured by the building and moving quickly to the next corner, he heard the response of shouting and a few gunshots, aimed where Rick had been standing. Must be a civilian wasting more ammo, he thought.
As Rick reached the next corner, he turned and began to cut one block over, intending then to move back in the proper direction. He hoped he'd be able to get away from the scene before more started looking for him.
Shouting echoed behind him, answered by a few more individuals. He sprinted up the block parallel to his original path, blazing across the next intersection without checking.
Bells and alarms began to ring in the darkness, evidence of Rick's presence not being considered a small issue. Further shouting resulted, and he heard a few more gunshots in the distance as the paranoid and untrained rabble stirred. He hoped for a friendly fire incident to distract them but doubted they could aim even that well.
The building ahead, where the civilians from Old Haven had cowered during the uprising, held one exit point. The thick layers of metal and wood preventing the access of Old Havenites had been cut away and drilled through by an eccentric Citizen months before.
What ever happened to Nigel? Rick wondered. He recalled Kaylee mentioning him being imprisoned and tortured by one of the leaders of Old Haven, Miguel, who had been killed by Kaylee just days before the Old Havenites attacked the surface. The death of Miguel, the self-titled Silver Fox, had created the opportunity for his much more reasonable subordinate, Isaac, to step in. It allowed for the alliance between all factions in Old Haven, providing sheer numbers enough for the uprising.
Regardless, Rick still hadn't known much about the guy whose apartment he sought. Kaylee had said he was some lunatic who wanted to try and hunt the vicious beasts of down below. Nigel had cracked through his own bathroom to do so and apparently hadn't fared well upon arrival.
In either case, the opening was perfect and yet unknown by any of the Citizenship forces. It's dangerous to get to, but I don't exactly have a lot of options, he thought. Fortunately, in spite of higher numbers of personnel, they were less trained to deal with harsh conditions than the OHU people. The months of fighting and dying hardened some and removed the weaker, but many Citizens pined for their lost days of luxury.
The din of activity and pursuit faded into the background as he moved to the street of his target building. A ground floor living space held appeal, but he'd taken time to collapse the ceiling near the bathroom and spread foul-smelling materials throughout the apartment. It discouraged anyone wanting to live there or examine too closely, but still considerable care had to be taken; people actually stayed near the area. He certainly didn't wish to be spotted in the vicinity and encourage a more detailed search.
Street empty and quiet, he sidled up to the building which housed large and luxurious apartments. He slipped inside, eyes adjusting quickly to the darker lighting. The hallways were quiet, and he edged along.
Measures of relief started to creep though his body as he arrived in the former apartment of former Citizen Nigel. Though tempted to check the refrigerator and pantry for anything left behind by Gottfried, he felt somewhat rushed and wanted to get back down below, where it was safe.
Safe down below? He gave a chuckle. Quite a change of-
The thought ran incomplete as motion flickered in the corner of his eye. Rick turned to face it, adrenaline shooting through him.
The butt of an assault rifle rammed into his midsection.
Rick doubled over, pain bursting in his torso and the wind rushing out of his lungs. Gasping, he dragged his throbbing vision upward in time to see...
"You..."

His ally, High Inquisitor Herman Gottfried, stood over him, holding an assault rifle.

Rick blinked. "Why..?"

He thought he detected the tiniest bit of sympathy in his attacker's normally passive expression as the rifle butt descended upon his head.
 
 
******
 
 
Kaylee's return trip to the northern sector of the city and the Institute passed without event. A few of the shaky sentries accosted her during the progression, but no one opened fire or caused more than a momentary inconvenience.
Arriving near the double-armed, cross-shaped building, she couldn't help but recall, as she often did, the days leading up to her first arrival there.
I haven't even seen Malcolm in a while now, she thought, recalling the strange, alien-esque creature who had watched over and protected her during the days of the uprising. Before the attack on the Institute, he had grown more erratic yet, his scrambled memories returning and calling him there. I still can't believe he used to be a Citizen, she thought.
Indeed, she could hardly believe he'd been human at all. His hulking and hunched posture had been and still was entirely wrapped within layers of clothing and a trenchcoat. Scarves and a wide-brimmed hat obscured his facial features, but the most startling part of him was always visible: slanted eyes, glowing out of the darkness.
She had been one of the few to see the face beneath, and blue-gray skin with altered skull structure had proven his lack of humanity. However, what he discovered upon his and Kaylee's arrival in the Institute so long ago cast that into question.
Kaylee still didn't comprehend much in the way of science or technology, but she had tried to understand how Malcolm, formerly Citizen Marcus Lexington Coleman, could become what he was. Even so, she had long since given up trying to weed her way through the condescension of his successor, Citizen Gregory Michaels, in an attempt to understand.
"Inferior minds cannot possibly fathom the intricacies of the organisms present in Marcus' blood," Michaels had said to her on more than one occasion. "I cannot even begin to understand how the devices work. What chance does someone like you have?"
Even so, she understood that some microscopic, half-organic robots in Malcolm's body had unbelievable restorative processes, giving him what appeared to be immortality and immense strength and speed. Michaels even said the things had restored the former Citizen Coleman to life after being killed, burned beyond recognition.
Kaylee wasn't sure exactly what to believe about it, but she had seen Malcolm battered and riddled with bullet wounds on multiple occasions. No amount of physical damage appeared to faze him.
After the events at the Institute, when the sky disappeared for the second time in Kaylee's life, Malcolm's presence at her side had diminished. He had grown distant, brooding and speaking even less often than normal. In the last month, she had only seen him a handful of times.
With a few hours left before she normally went to rest, she decided to pay Michaels a visit after delivering her report to Sergei. Maybe he knows what Malcolm has been up to.
Hundreds of patrols per day occurred, and Sergei insisted upon hearing every summary himself. Considering the average day held little actual occurrence during the recent lull in direct conflict, each individual report didn't take much time. However, no one was very sure of why he didn't delegate.
She climbed the ceramic stairs, passed through the doors flanked by armed guards, and entered the lobby of the Institute. Four columns lay equally spaced through the square-shaped room. In the center sat a wide, circular marble reception desk.
On the left was the former Natural Philosophy branch of the Institute, and the right held the Experimental Design wing. Each section had been dedicated to various theoretical and practical research, but most of it had ceased when the Citizenship collapsed. Michaels was still around, having convinced Sergei and Isaac of his potential usefulness.
As though nothing had changed since the uprising, the researcher could be seen ambling through the halls and shouting at people who disturbed him. He was unique in that regard; all of the other scientists and personnel had fled or been killed long before.
Toward the back of the Institute lobby sat the entrance via hallway to the Inquisition offices, the former policing headquarters for Haven. Since the invasion, no actual Inquisitors had been present there. Most were now in the southern area of the city, supporting the efforts of the remaining Citizenship to take back the city.
This set of double doors lay wide open, and out of it spilled a long line of people: guards, patrollers, and the like, all waiting to give their reports to Sergei. Though she couldn't see him, Kaylee knew the co-leader was seated at the desk in a very similar lobby to the one in which she stood.
A table was added to either side of the entrance doors to the lobby, and racks of equipment and weapons were behind them. She deposited her submachine gun and radio without word to or from the passive woman on the right and took her place in the long line.
Aside from more armed guards positioned at various points in the room and facility, they preferred as few people as possible to carry weaponry when not on patrol or assignment. Those who did were hand-picked by Sergei and Isaac as the most loyal and trustworthy. The Old Haven Union had a more open policy to recruitment than the Citizens did, but they didn't want to risk any particular trouble, especially when it could result in the use of dwindling munitions.
Kaylee waited, impatient to get her half-minute conversation with Sergei finished. She wished she could simply pass along a message of, "Nothing happened," but Sergei insisted upon speaking to every person involved in a patrol or guard-duty, every day.
A few conversations were held as the line crawled along, but Kaylee didn't say anything to anyone. Friendly with few people and trusting fewer yet, Kaylee saw none of them in the line nearby. Folded arms and her scowling face discouraged any conversation directed at her.
Her involvement with the Old Haven Union was not of her preferred choice. When they had forced Rick to become their hated scapegoat, she would have been thrilled to leave with him. However, he had insisted upon her remaining, saying it was vital for her to be on the inside.
It's not like I'm important to them or anything, she thought. He probably just thinks I'll get in the way.
Even so, she played the role given to her: competent scout. In the wake of Rick's escaped execution sentence, she had just barely avoided being directly associated with the Elijah enclave. Some of her actions during the uprising had come into light, such as her killing of Isaac's former leader, Miguel, but they hadn't imposed consequences on those actions. They practically wanted to give me a medal for it, she thought, but their friendliness could change pretty damn fast if they find out I was connected to Elijah and Rick.
She heard low arguing from the entrance, recognizing the voices as belonging to the only individuals who knew of her former loyalties. A pair of people, one man and one woman, came into the lobby of the Institute.
"You must speak to Sergei and tell him our skills are of higher importance than this simple guard duty!" A feminine voice with prominent accent spoke sharply. Several in the line turned to watch the spectacle.
Tanya, a thin and fiery woman, brushed the blond hair from her smudged face, scowling at her companion.
Eugene, middle aged and thick in build, rolled his eyes, "For the last time, Tanya, we are at a period of calm. We and our leaders must be cautious."
"We are wasting our time. We should not be standing around waiting; action must be taken." She made a fist and punched him on the shoulder. "Why with all this defending of stupidity, Eugene? Are you trying to aggravate me?"
"I simply feel we must take care to choose our course."
"A very simple and evasive answer," Tanya replied, "but yet you provide no further insight into the obvious course: we stop fighting those idiotic cowards altogether and focus upon something worthwhile."
Kaylee was surprised that even Tanya found the war inside Haven to be a waste of time. In all other circumstances, Tanya had proven herself a bloodthirsty and capable fighter. She seemed to be thrilled by the thought of battle, but her distaste for how things were being run had proven advantageous to Kaylee.
She had run into the pair early on in the uprising campaign for the Old Havenites, and they were the only people who had definitive knowledge of her ties to Elijah, Victor, and Rick.
"Miss Kaylee," Eugene spotted her and called over, ignoring Tanya's latest ranting and cutting a few places in the line. "I trust you are well this evening. No trouble along your patrol?"
Kaylee shook her head, smiling at Eugene. Tanya, scowling at being ignored by her companion, stepped forward as well. "Yes, I'm sure her experience of crawling around the streets, terrified of the shadows went just fine."
Considering the constant jabs and insults whenever the two spoke, Tanya appeared to dislike Kaylee. This made the woman's refusal to tell Sergei and Isaac of Kaylee's ties to perceived enemies puzzling. I suppose she's hostile with everyone, Kaylee thought, considering the way Tanya usually treated Eugene. Even after months, she still didn't really know much about their personal relationship, but she assumed it was based upon some kind of shouting or bruises.
Eugene, on the other hand, always acted in a quite friendly and reasonable fashion, making their pairing all the more bizarre. Kaylee wondered if his influence prevented Tanya from ratting her out.
"Tanya here was just telling me how much of a coward I am," Eugene said, eyes dancing with laughter. "What is new with you, Miss Kaylee?"
His companion scowled. "I only speak the truth, Eugene."
All but ignoring Kaylee, they returned to their bickering again. In spite of only a few people staring at them like they were crazy, their loud argument dropped into harsh whispers. Kaylee smiled to herself. They may be nuts, but I kind of like 'em, she thought.
Kaylee was dragged into the discussion more than once while the line crawled forward, mostly by Tanya who wanted to insult someone besides Eugene. Eventually, they ran out of steam or topics, and the two lapsed into silence. Tanya had her arms folded and a bemused expression where Eugene simply appeared pleased with himself.
She reached the front of the line, and after a few moments, she was called forward into the Inquisition lobby, where Sergei had set up his office. The space mirrored that of the main lobby, excepting the set of three elevators near the back instead of another door and hallway.
The entire section was for Inquisition offices, including the subsequent upper floors. The middle elevator supposedly went all the way to the top of the spire, where some group of high-ranked Citizens did something or other way back when. The upper floors and middle elevator shaft were now abandoned and off limits, many deadly defenses protecting what everyone assumed to be Lange's tomb at the top of the spire.
"Good evening, Miss Kaylee," Sergei spoke, folding his hands and looking up. Seated at the reception desk with reading spectacles on his face, Kaylee still marveled at his transformation since the uprising.
Sergei had been energetic in spite of his middling years, and his forces, formerly criminal prior to the rise of the Citizenship, were known for their crushing victories within Old Haven. During the uprising campaign, Kaylee had seen the vigor and intensity of Sergei, which seemed to have dissipated somewhat behind this bespectacled man seated at the desk.
He had been wounded, very near to death, and, as Kaylee heard it, Isaac saved his life. Since the injury, Sergei had taken a partial backseat to actual fighting and worked on more coordination and planning. He seemed to have a knack for it, but as Tanya had whispered harshly to Eugene while they argued, Sergei had lost quite a bit of fire.
"I trust you are well?" Sergei favored Kaylee with an inquisitive expression.
"Just fine."
He glanced down at some of his paperwork. "You seem to have come back a little behind schedule; was everything all right with your patrol?"
Kaylee gave a nod. "Nothing to report, I'm afraid. I thought I saw movement once or twice, and being careful was why it took a bit longer."
"You saw nothing near the border area?"

She shook her head. "All quiet."

Sergei scribbled something onto a sheet of paper. "Very well, you may go. Thank you."

She turned and walked out, hearing him speak as she left.

"Piotr, please take this set of reports over to be catalogued."

Kaylee smirked, continuing her walk without turning around. She knew, if she had glanced back, she would have seen Sergei holding out the papers to thin air before dropping them on the ground. Then, some helpful guard would sneak over, grab the files, and comply.
A bit off-balanced described Sergei well, and the person he referred to as Piotr apparently didn't exist or was some long-dead friend or brother as Kaylee heard it. Either way, she found his penchant toward imaginary friends amusing and troubling in equal measures.
With a parting nod to Eugene and Tanya, Kaylee moved past the line and over to the Natural Philosophy wing.
 
 
******
 
 
Former Citizen Gregory Michaels hunched over a table in his lab, reading over a series of scribbled notes. A frown drew lines on his aging face, and the wispy hair atop his head sat disheveled and unkempt. Rumpled clothing adorned his body, and dark lines lay beneath the peering eyes. As he stared at the notes, the frown deepened.
His recent research had not been progressing well.
Stretched out on the table in the center of the room was a young, shirtless man. Vacant eyes stared into the ceiling, and the half-open mouth and dumb expression on his face betrayed a simple mind. The man's chest rose and fell, and medical bags containing chemicals poured into his veins.
Michaels leaned down, peering into the man's face.

"What is your name?" he asked.

A mote of recognition flickered in the man's eyes. "Bill."

"Date of birth?"

Light confusion enveloped the man's features. "Uh..." He lapsed into belabored consideration. "December?"

Dammit, Michaels grit his teeth. Even worse than the last one.
He disconnected the IVs and taped bandages to the man. "You may go."
"Where?" the subject asked.
"Back to the barracks," Michaels said with a sharp tone. "Ask someone else to help if you can't figure it out for yourself."
The man shuffled out, and the former Citizen snapped off the gloves he wore and flung them into the waste basket. "This is getting nowhere..." he muttered, leaning over his notes and marking the failure of the latest compound.
The conditioning process he had pioneered to create docile servants for the Citizenship had been difficult to crack. His method of using various combinations of drugs and sensory bombardment caused the brain to regress to a simplified state. Unfortunately, a similar tactic with different approach did not seem to be assisting in any reversal of the brain-washing.
Several minutes of thought and documentation later, he heard the door open and close. Sighing, he didn't turn around. "For the last time: I did not administer the conditioning process to your loved ones or family. I don't know where they might be, and I haven't discovered how to reverse it as of yet. If you have any other questions, I don't care."
"Yeesh, doc, do you give this speech to everyone who comes in?" a feminine voice sounded from behind him.
His usual twinge of irritation at being interrupted was tempered by the individual whose voice he recognized. For whatever reason, Michaels didn't mind Kaylee's presence, at least not too terribly much. Though brash and not exceptionally bright, the girl seemed a far cry smarter than the rest of the idiots he spent his day placating.
Even so, he sighed. "Please don't call me doc. It's inaccurate, and my expertise and ability far outstrips any simple general practitioner." He eyed her with irritation. "And to answer your question, those bumbling Citizen rejects freed from the detention center bother me repeatedly throughout the day."
"Apparently," he continued, "the facility utilized my conditioning process on those who couldn't be rehabilitated normally, without my knowledge or consent, of course. Now every single person missing a father or sister still comes to annoy me about it every so often."
Michaels referred to the mass exodus of months prior when Isaac and Sergei gathered a large number of potential extra soldiers by raiding the detention facility. Citizens imprisoned for dissention and a myriad of crimes both real and fabricated joined the Old Haven Union in hopes of surviving or taking revenge on those who had put them there. Others had managed to get themselves into the actual Citizen camp, and some departed to places unknown.
"Can you blame them?" Kaylee responded to Michaels' statement.
"Yes, I can. I have no knowledge of or reason to care about their missing family members. I regret the Inquisition saw fit to remove them from society, but it was none of my doing."
Kaylee smirked at him, arms folded. "But the brain-wipe process was yours, so like it or not, you bear responsibility."
"Hm." He picked up a few of the vials sitting on the rolling tray table and replaced them in the cabinets. A familiar guilt settled into his thoughts. Not for the pathetic idiots from down below or even the Citizens who received his process. No, he reserved his guilt for former Citizen Claudia Laverock.
Claudia resided in moderate comfort within one of the offices of the Institute, neighboring his own. Formerly the head of the Experimental Design section, objections to creating a device for mass-murder during the days before the uprising led her to resign. The former and now-deceased High Inquisitor Julian Wresh took exception to this, having his people detain and administer the conditioning process to her in secret.
Michaels had arrived, with two other colleagues also killed in the uprising, in time to find her slack-jawed and half-brainless. Her sharp intellect and clever wit had been wiped clean by the process he created.
Everything I do now is to find a way to reverse it. I don't care whoever else makes use of it, he thought. I will find a way to bring her back.
"I'm continuing to work on the reversal-"
"Oh, I know, you don't have to tell me about it. Of course, I also know your reasoning behind doing this work, so you can't really pretend any kind of heroism or whatever for it."
Yet another reason he didn't entirely dislike her presence. Like Claudia but to a greater extent, Kaylee had a penchant toward, as she had put it a while back, "Cutting through the bullshit."
So much tired posturing and social convention had dictated the lives of the Citizens. Even though Michaels had been wrapped securely within his work for so many years, he still didn't enjoy the small interactions he had with his peers. Keeping things blunt, simple, and efficient provided a refreshing change.
Of course, her lack of training and intellect required him to explain things a dozen times over. It wore on his thin nerves, but he had grown accustomed to doing so with regular Citizens long before.
"Do the detention people really come in and bother you that often?" Kaylee asked.

Michaels touched fingertips to his temple. "A few each week, some more than once."

"Yeah, I can't say I'm too fond of them myself, but the extra troops sure are helpful."

"Ah yes," Michaels rolled his eyes, biting sarcasm forming in his tone, "this lovely little war. I can hardly think of any more important things to accomplish than mass murder. Certainly we couldn't be trying to restore power and functionality toward the entire city. Surely fixing the sterilization field would not be at all worthwhile."
Building in the rant, he flung his arms into the air. "No, no, of course not. What we should do is continue to fling bullets back and forth at each other until we finally run out of them. When that happens, we can all try to make more or focus upon clubbing each other to death with sticks. Better yet, we can hold a ceasefire and create manufacturing sectors to produce more ammunition."
He gave a sharp laugh. "Yes, I can see it now. The Citizens and this rabble of Old Haven will work together long enough to produce more of the means with which to kill each other."
"Hey, I don't disagree with you on anything there." Kaylee held up her hands. "Honestly, at this point I wonder how most everyone would fare outside."
Michaels raised an eyebrow. It seemed an odd question coming from her. "Truly? Hm. Interesting thought, considering the purported hazards of the world beyond our walls."
"Purported?"
Sighing, Michaels replied, "It means, alleged, supposed, or theoreti-"
"I know what the goddamn word means!" she interrupted. "Why do you say purported?"
He cleared his throat. "As the head of this formerly thriving department, I've never heard of or seen any actual studies which show any manner of threat in traveling outside of Haven. Conversely, I have always seen a policy of discouraging curiosity toward the world beyond these walls. All varieties of statistics flutter about in the reports, but none of it is scientifically generated."
"They make it all up?"
"So it would appear. In addition to the reports which were produced by who I assume was Lange himself or close confidants," he continued, "our ever-helpful Acquisition Squads would tell stories of nuclear fallout and scoured landscapes since the collapse of global society and our policy of isolationism. I suspect, however, it was part of their mandate."
Kaylee frowned. "Why?"
"Citizens were happy, but they were more satisfied in knowing," he placed exaggerated emphasis on the word, "nothing better existed. In addition, it seems Citizen One preferred to keep his subjects close at hand."
"Like as in why he set things up to trap everyone in here after he died?" Kaylee grit her teeth.
"A probable notion. Lange thought himself likened to a deity in his waning years. In his mind, his people couldn't possibly live without him in life or death."
Michaels glanced through a few sheets of his research as Kaylee paced about the room, examining objects and seeming lost in consideration. After a while, she turned and asked, "So what is the outside world like?"
Without turning toward her, he replied, "I couldn't say. I've always been a bit curious, and I doubt the images provided by Lange's misinformation have been remotely genuine. I would guess there to be quite a bit of crumbling infrastructure with wildlife thriving and blooming, taking into account the diminished population."
He ticked off on his fingers. "It's been, now, what... a hundred and fifteen years since the global epidemic?" Kaylee rolled her eyes and shrugged, but Michaels descended more in his own consideration. "If the ninety-five percent fatality rate was at all accurate, only ninety million souls worldwide survived the disease."
Kaylee's eyes went wide at the figures.
"Now, there was a considerable amount of panic and fighting for resources and of course anarchy, so shave another ten off of that number. Scattered, frightened pockets of about eighty million people in roughly ninety years of harsh, likely brutal re-expansion..."
Michaels waved both hands. "I doubt we've done much better than two hundred million in world population. Since, as far as I'm aware, there has been no communication or attack on our fair city, I must assume we retained the highest level of technology and quality of life. With too few people to maintain city infrastructure, my guess would be the outside world experienced a reversion to agrarian society with smaller villages, perhaps salvaging varied technology to assist in survival."
His guest gave a sharp laugh. "Whatever you say."
Eyes widening, Michaels remembered Kaylee's presence. "Only theories, you understand. I doubt the authenticity of any data provided by Citizen Lange's regime, so in truth no one knows the status of the outside world. Perhaps there never was an epidemic, and we all exist as the product of some heinous social experiment."
"All very fascinating," Kaylee replied, "but I actually didn't come for a theoretical history lesson."
Scowling, Michaels said, "Then what do you want? You were the one who asked all of this, and why so suddenly curious about the outside world?"
Kaylee gave a noncommittal shrug. "Someone I know was talking about it. Just wondered what the fuss was." She waved it aside. "Doesn't really matter. I actually came to ask about Malcolm."
"Ah, another interesting thought. Perhaps more samples than the one Marcus acquired have been discovered. I've wondered at its function, perhaps not as one race's survival methods but a sentient, symbiotic..." he trailed off, noting her glare.
"Have you seen him lately?" she asked.

Michaels gave a shrug. "Marcus comes and goes..."

"His name is Malcolm."

"Very well," he sighed, "Malcolm comes and goes as he pleases. He visited not long ago, but he remained silent and aloof. He did not mention what he had been accomplishing with his time, but..." Michaels frowned, remembering something about his encounter.
"What is it?" Kaylee asked.
Michaels rubbed his chin. "He favored his right arm. An injury of some kind, I had assumed, but I was busy and distracted. Now that I think of it..."
Kaylee finished the thought. "He usually doesn't stay hurt for very long. Was he okay?" Concern crossed her features.
"I haven't the slightest idea," Michaels replied. "As I said, he did not speak much and did not highlight any personal discomfort. If I see him again, I shall inquire as to what damage he incurred. In any case," he turned to Kaylee, "I need to return to my office and sift through some data. If you'll excuse me..." He gestured toward the exit.
"Fine, fine. I can take a hint. See ya later, doc." Kaylee punched a button on the wall and stepped out of the room.
Sighing at the nickname, Michaels moved over to the table. After a few minutes of tidying the lab and gathering up his materials, he clicked off the lights and stepped out.
 
 
 Chapter 2: Catch and Release
 
 
Rick awoke, skull thudding and a sharp pain in his forehead. Blinking, holding in check the slight buzz of nausea, he took hazy stock of his surroundings.
Where am I? he thought. What happened?
Images of his meeting with Kaylee flashed through his thoughts, followed by his long trek through Citizen territory and then...
Gottfried, what the...? Rick tried to move, noticing his bound wrists and ankles.
"Good, you're awake." He heard a deep voice, crisp in tone. Rick swiveled his sluggish gaze over to the source, seeing his "ally" standing upright with arms folded.
Glancing around, Rick noted familiar surroundings and foul smells: Nigel's apartment. He was sprawled in the corner of the living room, and two men flanked the entrance. His eyes flickered over toward the bathroom. The pile of debris, difficult to squeeze through but obscuring the exit point, had been cleared away, and now an individual stood over the hole in the bathroom floor. Damn, he thought.
"Gottfried," Rick's voice came out slurred. Wrists lashed together in front, he reached fingertips to his forehead, feeling a lance of sharp pain as he touched the tender spot crusted with bits of blood. "What the hell-"
"You are being detained for numerous crimes against the well-being of the Citizenship. The sentence is death." Gottfried spoke without looking at Rick, not even the slightest acknowledgment of past alliances in his voice or on his face. "Because you may be in possession of sensitive information which may be useful to the Citizen cause, you will transferred to a proper holding facility where interrogation will administered."
Rick spat, anger rising through him. "You son of I bitch, I can't believe you-"
"So this is the one, yes?" A different voice cut in, curiosity brimming in the inflection. The man's speech was wavering and abrupt, awkward pauses as though uncertain of what to say. "This... is the man who destroyed our way of life?"
The Citizen crouching over the exit point stood up walked into the room, face revealed in the golden light filtering in through the windows. Tall and thin, wearing a dusty suit, Rick didn't recognize the man's features. Gaunt and hollow cheeks framed a long, aging face. "Have we met?" Rick asked, forgetting about Gottfried for the moment.
"Jeremiah Davidson, leader of the reunited Citizen forces." The man, Davidson, ran a hand along his clean-shaven face. "You are... just Rick, is it? No surname?"
Rick gave a bitter chuckle, wincing at the thudding pain in his head. "Nah. Us types don't warrant anything like that, last I heard. 'Fraid I forgot the damn thing years ago, anyway."
Davidson gestured at the apartment around him. "I'm sure you've realized by now that we've discovered your... entry point. A shame nothing down below is of any use to us, but at least we can keep anything from scurrying though this little hole, yes?"
"Whatever you say."
The man gave a slight frown. "Flippant. You're certain he has information?" He directed the question to the High Inquisitor.
Gottfried gave a nod. "His efforts united the people of Old Haven."
"And you're certain you can obtain any... secrets he holds?" Davidson peered down his nose at the captive.
Rick flashed him a grin. "I'd bet your good buddy Herman's got a few tricks up his sleeve." The smile faded as he shot Gottfried a deadly glare, one filled with malice at the betrayal. Damn, I hate it when Kaylee's right. If I actually live through this, I'll never hear the end of it.
The tall man leaned down, studying Rick's ragged face and body. "Doesn't appear to be much, but I will defer to your judgment, High Inquisitor. Two of my people will accompany you to ensure the matter is conducted properly." Gottfried gave another nod as the apparent leader of the Citizens whispered to the door guards before stepping out of the room.
"Get up," Gottfried spoke without a hint of sympathy.

"You're a real piece of work, you know that?"

"Get up," his captor repeated.

Rick lounged backward, smiling wickedly up at Gottfried. "You wanna move me somewhere to torture and kill me? Well by God, you'll have to drag me there."
The passive mask of Gottfried's face cracked into light irritation, he leaned down, cutting the bindings on Rick's ankles. Grabbing the still-bound hands of Rick, Gottfried hauled him up.
Rick considered keeping his promise and letting himself be completely dead weight for his betrayer, but Gottfried whispered into his ear, "Don't be a fool." The small knife which cut the bindings on his legs passed into his hands.
Sliding a glance over to the guards near the entrance, Rick looked at Gottfried, raising an eyebrow a tiny fraction. Almost imperceptible, the other man gave a nod.
Wary but hopeful, Rick said, "Fine. Let's get on with it." He clasped his hands together, concealing the knife between them. He tensed himself, ready to use it the moment he drew within range of the guards.
"Not yet," Gottfried whispered, almost unheard.
Rick relaxed slightly and continued walking, hoping and trusting Gottfried hadn't betrayed him after all.
They moved out into the streets again. Passing through areas containing more people, Rick saw grime-smudged Citizen heads poking out of windows and watching openly on the streets. They featured angry expressions.
I suppose it makes sense, he thought. Big bad vermin-guy here to spoil their evening. Even so, he smiled at them as if he didn't have a care in the world. The anger and discomfort of the immediate area heightened; they didn't enjoy his relaxed attitude.
"So how far is it, good chums?"
"Be quiet," Gottfried replied in a sharp tone, seeming to speak as a means to actually silence Rick as well as hold his cover. He must not want me to draw too much attention. Rick winced. All right, all right; I'm not going to gain anything by being an ass.
The angry stares of Citizens faded as they passed into unoccupied - or at least vacant at the time - areas. Rick noted no other individuals, sweeping his eyes across the buildings to check for figures in windows or the like. No one was around.
His eyes locked with Gottfried's, and he tensed again, pressing the knife edge against his wrist binding.
Gottfried's head gave a slight shake. Frustrated, Rick's doubts rushed forward again, and he wondered if he should take his chances and go against the wishes of his ally/captor.
Rick started drawing the knife up and down against the cords which held his wrists. At least, he could be ready to break free and strike when he or Gottfried decided the moment was right.
Focusing upon wearing away the bonds, he hardly noticed a heavy thud behind him. In a heartbeat of silence, he casually turned, expecting to ridicule one of the guards for having tripped, fallen, or something of the sort.
Limbs sprawled and blood dribbling from where his forehead smashed into the sidewalk, the guard on Rick's left lay prone and unconscious. A shadowed figure crouched on top of him. Swathed in layers of clothing, Rick immediately recognized the individual from his glowing eyes.
"No," Gottfried broke the silence, alarm decorating his face. "Not like this-"
Malcolm snapped out a hand, striking Gottfried in the chest and knocking him sprawling. Hearing no crunch of bone, Rick gave an internal sigh of relief. He still didn't know where Gottfried's loyalties were, but he had seen Malcolm crush a man's sternum and ribs with a single strike like that.
The other guard grasped at the weapon slung over his shoulder. Malcolm seized the submachine gun, yanking it and the guard by the sling. With a cry of surprise, the man was dragged and casually flung into the side of a building. Eyes wide and terrified, back to the wall, the man seemed to forget about his weapon as Malcolm bore down on him.
Rick sliced through his bonds as Malcolm's gloved fist impacted the guard's face. Without a sound, the man crumpled.
A radio crackled, and a voice came through. "High Inquisitor Gottfried, are you there?" Both Rick and Malcolm instantly shot glares over to Gottfried, who laid upon the ground, clutching his chest.
The Inquisitor's eyes flitted over to the radio on his belt. A growl issued from Malcolm's throat, and the imposing figure stepped forward. Breathing labored, Gottfried reached for the radio.
Malcolm ripped it from the Inquisitor's grasp.

The voice issued again. "High Inquisitor, please respond."

"Destroy it," Gottfried spoke in a strained tone.

Rick did a double take. "Come again?"

"Destroy the radio before you manage to compromise me any further!" Gottfried snapped.

The hulking figure eyed Rick, who gave a nod. The voice cut off as the communicator crumbled within Malcolm's grasp.

Gottfried tried to rise, halted by another growl from Malcolm.

"Easy there," Rick said. "He's on our side, I think."

Lying upon the ground, Gottfried examined Malcolm with equal measures of fear and fascination.

"All right then," Rick said, tossing the small knife to the ground where his former/current ally lay, "what the hell?"
"Your exit point was discovered," Gottfried spoke in an even tone, but Rick could hear the slightest tension in the man's voice. "I had to do something to keep you and my position intact. Though we may have jeopardized it beyond-"
Rick held up a hand. "Hang on and let me catch up; my head's a little fuzzy from that smack of yours."

"I'm sorry, but there was no alternative solution."

"Please explain." Rick twirled his hand.

"May I stand?"

Tilting his head, Rick considered the request. "Yeah, okay." He held out a reassuring hand to Malcolm, who tensed as Gottfried rose to his feet.
The High Inquisitor straightened and dusted off his black clothing. With his usual stiff posture, he resumed his usual air of crisp confidence, marred only slightly by the occasional glance flitting over to the quiet and watchful Malcolm.
Gottfried took a deep breath. "Your exit point was discovered earlier this evening. I was not able to make you aware of this fact before your return, so your capture was inevitable. My position within the Citizen ranks remains as important as your well-being, but compromises had to be made in order to keep us both functioning."
He picked up the small knife and gestured at the twisted mash of radio bits scattered on the ground. "A loyal subject of mine was set to call me away regarding an urgent matter. I intended for you to escape when I departed, minimizing any suspicion of my involvement. Now, we will have to alter the strategy, as surely someone will be sent here soon."
"Suspicion?" Rick narrowed his eyes. "Aren't you being a little paranoid? You haven't done anything-"
"Citizen Davidson is wary and watchful of everyone around him, and it is he who is paranoid beyond reason. I assure you, the thought of me working against him has entered his mind many times, though I doubt he would ever divine the true reasons for it. He has long coveted a leadership position, and I fear he would do almost anything to keep it."
"What should we do then?" Rick asked.
The slightest wince came to Gottfried's face. "I believe you'll have to incapacitate me." He gestured at Malcolm. "The creature was recorded months ago when he killed the former High Inquisitor, Julian Wresh. We have been aware of him."
Malcolm's body tensed at the mention, and Rick shuddered, remembering the entire encounter in the Institute very clearly.
Gottfried continued, "Though his presence is known to the Citizens, his nature and motivation are not. My report of his intervention here will cast scrutiny away from myself."
"You hope," Rick said, cringing.
"There is no other option, and it must be done now." Gottfried set his jaw. "When opportunity presents itself, I will attempt to contact you."
Malcolm glanced at Rick, who sighed and gave a nod.
The High Inquisitor crumpled as Malcolm struck. Gottfried fell to the ground in an unconscious heap, blood dribbling down his face.
"We have to get outta here," Rick said, "we're still pretty far inside their territory."
"Follow." Malcolm spoke, his tone harsh and grating yet quite a bit more clear than Rick remembered.
"Lead the way." Rick gestured.
The pair took off at a run.
 
 
******
 
 
Blocks, miles, a great distance he couldn't determine away from the unconscious Gottfried, Rick collapsed against a wall. "Just a sec," he said, "need to catch... my breath..." He stood upright, ignoring his tired muscles and letting his lungs drag air in and out.
Malcolm looked on, his features ever concealed by the scarves and hat. In spite of what must have been considerable warmth with the numerous layers and the many miles, Malcolm gave no sign of discomfort or fatigue.
One thing Rick did notice was that Malcolm's left arm appeared to be dangling, limp and unmoving. He wanted to ask why but couldn't quite figure out how to approach the subject. Recalling how unbreakable Malcolm seemed, Rick didn't think he wanted to know how the brute could sustain any lasting injury.
"How'd you find me?" Rick asked, light-headed and dripping with sweat.
"Not difficult. Hkaylee said to watch."
"She asked you to keep an eye on me? How long ago was that?"
Malcolm gave a shrug.
Thanks, Kaylee. I owe you one, even if he is a little creepy, Rick thought.
He blew out a long sigh and flexed his tired limbs. "Okay, I suppose we should figure out where we're going. Any ideas?"
His companion stared, not responding.
"Great, okay..." Rick was still not entirely used to the hulking presence of Malcolm. Whether it was because the guy used to be a Citizen or that he was now some kind of alien monster, Rick didn't feel comfortable having him around. "So the places I can use to get down below are all guarded now. Do you know of any others?"
Malcolm titled his head before taking off at a jog.
"Hey, wait up!" Rick called out.
Time passed again while Rick focused on keeping up and drawing enough breath to avoid passing out. Malcolm moved swiftly, without speaking, and the pair progressed northward, toward the contested area.
In spite of their haste and what seemed like lack of caution, Rick knew Malcolm's senses existed on a level far above his own. The strange man-creature could keep up a near sprinting pace while avoiding the notice of anyone at all. The rapid jog they moved at was slow compared to what Malcolm could do, but Rick knew its intent in allowing him to keep up.
After a time, Malcolm darted into a building, and Rick almost missed the flicker of his overcoat disappearing into the shadows. He followed behind, wishing for a flashlight. Through a lavish lobby, a few conference rooms, and rows of desks for office workers they passed, and Rick lost sight of Malcolm more than once as they moved.
Rick detected a foul odor, something which smelled very ripe and very dead.
"Do you smell that?" Rick said, holding his nose. Malcolm grunted an affirmation.
They came to a stairwell, and Rick wilted to see the heavy metallic barrier intended to prevent access from those below intact. His disappointment morphed into shock as he saw, slumped on the staircase leading higher up, a corpse.
He heard the buzz of flies and felt suddenly thankful he didn't have any lighting with which to see it more clearly. Malcolm crouched over the body, a deep hiss issuing from behind the obscuring scarves. Rick, whose morbid curiosity got the better of him in spite of the smell, leaned over Malcolm.
The carcass was of a woman. Her clothing was torn and ragged, and her mouth yawned wide open in an endless, silent scream. Puncture and slash wounds dotted her body in several locations, but no blood pooled beneath them. No blood? Was she moved here, or did someone...
A wild thought struck him, and he took a step back. "Jesus, Malcolm, this wasn't... Y-you didn't..."
Malcolm shot him an offended glare, the glowing eyes narrowing. Without saying a word, Rick's companion made a clear argument that the poor woman's fate was not of his doing.
"Er, sorry, I shouldn't have..." Rick trailed off, feeling a tiny mote of relief in spite of himself. He wasn't sure why the idea of Malcolm having killed and sucked out the woman's blood jumped into his head so quickly. Because he's not human, a voice in his head popped up. You've never seen him eat, is it really so farfetched? He shuddered, still not quite certain.
Malcolm stood, and Rick shook aside the thoughts.
"Bad," Malcolm said.
"No argument here," Rick replied, wiping sweat from his forehead.
Malcolm stepped up to the metal barrier, sliding a hand along it. He moved to the side, pulling out a loose section of wall next to it. Paying no more heed to the dead body, he stepped into the space between walls and moved out of sight.
Fumbling around, Rick squeezed through the hole and stumbled when he found the opening, the wall broken through beyond the barrier. The creature steadied him with a hand, and a second later the pair jumped into the stairwell below.
In the pitch darkness, Rick groped along around after Malcolm, descending down the numerous sets of stairs. After a time, they reached ground level, and Rick felt oddly comforted by the pale glow of the street lamps in Old Haven. I guess it's safer down here. For me, at least.
He turned to Malcolm. "Thanks for your help; I'll be fine from here. Do you think you can find Kaylee, let her know that I'm okay but probably won't get up to see her for a while?"
Malcolm gave a nod.
Rick swept a glance around, trying to get his bearings. Deciding upon the direction, he let his thoughts return to the unfortunate woman.
"Say, you have any ideas about...?" Rick trailed off.
Empty streets surrounded him, the creature already gone.
 
 
******
 
 
"So this is what it has come to..." Citizen Jeremiah Davidson, holding a handkerchief to the lower portion of his face, peered down at a dead Citizen. Numerous punctures and stab wounds covered the body, and the man's wide open mouth and terrified eyes suggested his end had not been pleasant.
The filthy Old Havenite, Rick, sat far from the Citizen leader's thoughts. As helpful as it had been to capture the terrorist, Davidson heard that the idiots of the Old Haven Union had cast him out. Whatever Rick's importance, it seemed his days of influence were gone, and likely most of the useful information went with them.
Still, anything Rick would provide could be useful, and Davidson would never be foolish enough to waste an asset. He had learned long ago that, while dispensing more than minimal trust was dangerous, not utilizing potential resources could be much worse.
"Are we sure it was them?" an individual spoke up.
The Citizen leader rubbed his gaunt cheeks, speaking in his accustomed deliberate manner. "There is no strong evidence for or against it, but," he ticked off on his fingers, "we know certain individuals in their camp have a penchant for barbarism."
"We also have no other suspects," he finished, wishing he had more than just the two reasons to suspect the Old Haven Union of this brutal killing. "In either case, it is provocation enough to justify a counter-attack."
In truth, Davidson didn't know or truly care who caused the death of the poor Citizen, but he knew it would be a potentially useful element. The fire of the remaining Citizens had been dimming of late. The misery of darkness and the constant fighting had all but crushed morale. Considering Davidson sent not seasoned veterans but bankers, lawyers, and office workers into brutal combat, it caused no great surprise. Part of him regretted his initial strategy, but he knew it would be foolish to change now.
Cold, calculating, untrusting, and ambitious described Citizen Jeremiah Davidson. People were tools to him: to be used and discarded when necessary. Even those higher up in the chain, such as High Inquisitor Gottfried, were the same. Perhaps they had more uses and received further regard, but it changed little in Davidson's mind. Use them, he thought on many occasions, but do not trust them.
Few remaining alive knew why Citizen Davidson had become this way. Indeed, fewer yet knew of his former occupation as a structural engineer, a task which in a city like Haven required incredibly careful intellect and unparalleled, meticulous attention to detail. Regardless of his past and like many others before and after him, Citizen Davidson had become interested in how Franklin Lange ran his city. In the time prior to the uprising, he studied the workings of politics and society.
Through interest and scrutiny came dissatisfaction. As Davidson could see the design weaknesses of almost any building, so too could he see the teetering structure of Lange's hierarchy. Built upon a sense of superiority and selfish desires, Davidson had noted a thousand ways to improve upon the system of the archaic and detached Citizen One.
Primary among the failings were the people in Haven, simply too selfish and complacent. In any crisis, Davidson knew not one of them would look beyond their own needs. One tiny situation to panic and upset everything: perhaps an accident or an assault from the outside world.
Not that Davidson held any awareness of the conditions beyond the walls of Haven, but he'd thought it conceivable if unlikely that, after one hundred years, other groups had banded together enough to form a threat. Especially considering the hostile actions and theft of the Acquisition Squads, another element Davidson thought foolish, it seemed very possible someone would eventually strike back.
In any case, Davidson became certain that the tiniest incident would fracture the stability and peace of Haven. Not irreparably, of course, but creating more turmoil than would be necessary.
He whispered his concerns to trusted individuals behind closed doors. He highlighted proposed changes in policy to strengthen the Citizenship and prepare it, most importantly, for crisis. Other concerns he cultivated lay within overpopulation and either limiting growth or preparing for an eventual expansion beyond Haven's walls.
However, people, even friends and loved ones, were not governed by rationality, logic, or any concrete laws of conduct. The structural engineer learned this the moment his first real meeting ended in disaster, barely beyond the words, "We are here to improve our way of life and prepare for the future."
A dozen Inquisitors in black had burst into the room and arrested every person present, and Davidson learned back then that people were not so simple to calculate or understand. No concrete equations of support versus strain or weight distribution governed their minds. He did not know if his betrayer had been a coward, motivated by civic duty, or had expected reward for turning them in.
Inquisitors barely needed much beyond a hint of dissent, and they heard enough of it through the listening devices planted on the traitor.
Davidson and others were carted off to the detention facility, his lesson regarding trust learned too late to make a difference. Fully expecting to die or be conditioned into slavery, Davidson was surprised, some time later, at the darkness of the sky and his sudden release.
Everything he wished for had already died. His worst fears about the fragile system crashing down had come true, and his Citizen brethren were being hunted and killed in the streets like animals. As always, when his mind detected a problem, potential solutions rushed forward.
In order to stave off deaths, he allowed himself to become a part of the little war. He rallied the Citizens around the only causes they could embrace: survival and revenge. Desperate for a leader and pleased by his message, it didn't take long for the ragged remains of the Citizenship to flock behind Davidson.
It pleased him well enough, even if the fighting had proven long and distasteful. Not without advantage, outlasting or defeating the Old Haven Union would create a new breed of tougher, more self-reliant and cooperative Citizens. It might not have been the ideal situation, but a person with a penchant toward solving problems could manage.
Led by Davidson, the Citizens would reclaim the city, the sky, and if necessary the world. Problems had solutions, and no longer did Davidson have the problem of trusting anyone.
When the sides truly solidified and death did not run rampant in the streets, months passed with small and large skirmishes followed by periods of tension and silence. Strike and counter-strike; neither side was certain of how to best end the conflict or even gain the upper hand.
And now this, Davidson thought, frowning behind his handkerchief at the defiled body. Something about it doesn't feel quite right, but at least this man's pain and death will be useful.
"When the High Inquisitor returns from the prisoner transfer, have him report to me immediately," he told the individual next to him. To one of his aides, he said, "Begin considering who best to send on a quiet counter-attack."
"What about the poison?" The man referred to the program implemented by the higher-ups in the Citizenship prior to the uprising. A contingency to eliminate the problem of the people in Old Haven, it worked by intending to essentially kill them all. The devices were created but hadn't been used, and all of them lay silent and potentially deadly within the Institute.
Their presence had been a stall for the Citizen forces, who feared pushing too hard would corner the Old Haven Union. With nothing to lose, the OHU could set off the devices and likely kill a very large amount of people.
He hadn't seen the development materials crafted by former Citizen Claudia Laverock, but he heard enough from Gottfried to know the agent the devices dispersed could kill thousands or more in agony. The only relief held in that the devices were too heavy to move or strategically position without heavy and obvious machinery. The Citizen leader also held hopes that his foes wouldn't stoop to such horrible means, but he never articulated this thought to anyone else.
Still, perhaps we can use this man's terrible death to rally an effort to remove this worrisome obstacle, perhaps enough to create a chance at victory. Davidson rubbed his chin. "I believe it may be time to change the dynamic. Gather together any chemists, biologists, or anyone with a background in applied sciences who you can find. I have a thought in mind, but I require more information. Ah, and see if there's anyone remaining from Institute maintenance or staff from the Experimental Design wing."
"Of course, sir." The individual hesitated. "What is it you're thinking?"
Davidson waved him off, ignoring the question. "Tend to it immediately."
The man paused before giving a nod and departing. Davidson heard the crackle of his radio but already lost himself within thoughts of planning and calculation. He continued to stare at the body, retaining doubts of the OHU's involvement but not caring.
Davidson didn't notice when another individual walked up.
"Sir?" the woman spoke, drawing an irritated glance. "It's the High Inquisitor, sir. There's been an incident."
 
 
******
 
 
Sergei and Isaac, leaders of the Old Haven Union and self-titled heralds of the Citizen downfall, exchanged worried glances. Sergei's injury and Isaac saving him, the many months with close fighting, and caring for the loose rabble of the OHU had created a strong camaraderie between the two former enemies.
"This is the third one, yes?" Sergei rubbed his forehead. "Not a comforting trend."
 Bodies had been turning up for the last week. Both Sergei and Isaac grew more and more concerned, as the abuse of each victim was beyond puzzling. It didn't seem like something the Citizens would do, regardless of how they felt about the Old Havenites.
The pair stood along with seven or eight trusted individuals carrying weapons in a side street, some distance south of the Institute. Within their territory but close to the dividing line between them and the Citizens, an individual on patrol had discovered this most recent corpse. Weak light fixtures cast shadows in the street and gave blessed small detail to the mangled body.
"I do not believe this was the work of our Citizen foes," Sergei said, rubbing the thick stubble on his chin. "They have never displayed any malice like this."
"Sure, but who else?" Isaac replied.
A silence held, each man considering. A few names of past enemies came up and were quickly discounted. Even Rick was mentioned, but like everyone else they considered, the idea seemed implausible.
Sergei's mind flickered to the strange creature he saw on occasion. "What about that... ah... what was his name? Malcolm? The one who travels with Miss Kaylee on occasion."
"Kaylee..." Isaac frowned. "She's the one who killed Miguel."
Sergei nodded.
"Yeah, I've seen the thing with her. It's always wrapped up, though, right? I don't think I've ever heard it talk, either. I guess I didn't think about it much, but what exactly is the... Malcolm thing?"
Frowning, Sergei replied, "Some have whispered him to be somehow inhuman. I've not seen it, but they say he has strength beyond ten men and frightening speed." He cast a gaze back to the dead body, unable to help himself from thinking that a predator stalked within their midst.
"You think the Malcolm-thing hunts and kills people?"
Sergei shook his head. "I cannot be sure." He paused, seeming to listen. "Yes, Piotr is right. We should talk to Miss Kaylee as soon as possible. If the beast is truly dangerous, we cannot allow it to roam free among our people."
"Sergei, Piotr's still dead," Isaac spoke in a blunt tone.
The Russian's eyes went wide, first with shock and second` with recognition. "Yes, yes. You are right, of course, thank you my friend." He turned to the empty space. "I am sorry, dearest brother, but you passed away long ago, and I must do my best to stop seeing you."
Isaac turned to one of the bystanding soldiers. He gestured at the body. "Get someone over here to clean this up, but make sure and tell them to be gentle; the poor guy looks like he's suffered enough." He pointed at two others. "Find Kaylee, wherever she is, and bring her to Sergei's office. We need to speak with her right away."
The two OHU leaders remained for a time, picking over the body and hoping to discover some answer to the mystery behind it.
 
 
 Chapter 3: Tensions Rising
 

Issues of his capture, release, and the mangled corpse continued to weigh heavily upon Rick's mind as he traveled through the streets of Old Haven. Such easy passage seemed laughable given circumstances not long ago, and he hardly paid attention to his surroundings.
The situation of upper-Haven provided a grim reflection to the twelve years in darkness of its underground counterpart. Fear, death, hiding, and constant vigilance when walking in the streets had been entirely normal for Old Haven, but now Rick could move in relative calm, absorbed in thought instead of paranoid caution.
Still, Rick's weary body dragged him along familiar paths, avoiding some areas by habits old and new.
Thousands and more had died in the chaos which followed the uprising. The bodies had to go somewhere, and somewhere they went. Rick avoided the common dumping sites and the potential disease they brought. Plenty of space remained all around in Old Haven, away from the fighting above and its result dumped below.
Some people simply didn't wish to fight, and surviving, though difficult, remained a possibility.
Exhaustion pounded his body while he traveled through the streets to his destination. No food since the little bit Kaylee had given him, Rick also couldn't remember having slept in recent days save for his unconsciousness when captured.
He nearly fell flat on his face upon arrival at the disused school occupied by Desmond and his wife Olivia. Too many miles and very little rest made not collapsing difficult. Indeed he still might have done so had a floodlight and sharp voice not awoken him from his stupor.
"Don't move!" a young, female voice sounded in front of him. It and the light came from the on top of the alcove above the front entrance.
Wavering on his feet, Rick held up his hands. He could see nothing except the bright flare of blinding light pointing down at him from the overhang.
"State your name and business," the girl spoke sharply. In spite of his weariness, Rick's mind churned away. Teenager. No fear in her voice. Artificial confidence from carrying a weapon, unless I miss my guess. He blinked against the harsh light. Since when are these guys using sentries?
"Name and business!" she shouted.
"Rick," he said, the exhaustion clinging to his body, "and if I don't lie down or get something to eat within the next three seconds, I'm probably going to keel over."
A pause resulted, the girl not speaking. He thought he heard some whispering, followed by movement near what must've been a window.
The light remained, brightly blinding him and unwavering for several seconds.

Nothing happened.

"Well?" he asked.

"Your request is being considered."

Wavering on his feet, he replied. "Do you happen to have a can of soup? Cold beans, maybe?"

"No."

"Can I at least put my arms down?" He waved his hands. "Maybe sit?"

"Whatever. Don't try anything."

He bent his knees, the slight motion loosening his weak muscles, and Rick fell. The hard-packed dirt, long devoid of grass, provided no comfort, and a dull thump of pain hit his rear.
Instead of crossing his legs and sitting or waiting patiently, the sensation of not supporting his weight or walking felt too glorious. He sprawled out on his back, stretching his tired limbs. They fell limp, pure fatigue coursing through him. Inches from falling unconscious through sheer exhaustion, he remained awake only by focusing on the blinding light.
Rick hovered there, collapsed on the ground and half-asleep for a time he couldn't determine. The authoritative voice of the armed teenage girl spoke no further, and whoever she sent to validate Rick's presence was taking their sweet time in the task. What she thought of his grounded state he didn't know or care. Indeed, he couldn't be sure if he remained conscious the entire time.
Eventually, he heard spoken what seemed at the time like the four most wonderful words he could imagine. "You can come in."
It took several attempts for him to rise, each time the exhaustion dragging him back down. The hard ground felt as comfortable to him as any fluffy mattress, but the thought of not sleeping out in the open like a vagrant gave him strength enough to rise. The bright light clicked off, leaving the flaring memory of it burning his eyes.
Scowling down at him, atop the awning sat a teenage girl cradling a dirty bolt-action rifle. Rick gave her a tired grin, and her irritated expression deepened.
Rather than waiting until he finally passed out for real, Rick took unsteady steps and walked into the school building. Halls, lockers, and dirty tile floors stretched out, and he plodded along.
He passed by classrooms, some of which were empty but some featuring children curled up inside sleeping bags. Rick didn't know exactly what time it was, but he guessed by normal standards of day and night that it was late.
The number of children Desmond and Olivia had to take care of tripled after the uprising. Citizen children, though brash and arrogant in similar fashion to their parents, grew frightened and hungry like any other person. Neither Desmond or his wife would ever turn a child away, regardless of lineage, so the ranks in their orphanage swelled.
Rick hadn't seen much of the location prior to being tossed aside by Sergei and Isaac, but he marveled at the fact that Desmond and Olivia were able to feed and manage what appeared to be hundreds of children and adults.
A thought struck, and Rick wondered if the girl who had halted and threatened him at the entrance was, or had been, a Citizen. I suppose you can't really tell the difference much any more.
He stepped into an office area, beyond which he knew Desmond and Olivia kept their living space. The reception desk, which featured scattered papers, lay empty, reflecting the late status of the evening.
Rick sat in a chair whose cushion had seen many better days, and again the slightest act of rest dragged at him, begged him to close his eyes and remain asleep for a month. I sure hope someone came and told them I was here... he thought. I suppose I could just wait until morning.
The room seemed dark, and a hazy realization told him his eyes were closed, though he couldn't remember actually closing them. It seemed too difficult to pry them open again, and tiny whispering voices assured him all would be well if he just got a little-
"Sorry to keep you waiting, Rick."
His eyes dragged open, the lids heavy and reluctant to move. Desmond, wearing slippers and a frayed bathrobe, blinked behind his large glasses. A hazy expression was on his face, and Rick assumed Desmond had been awoken.
Lucky bastard, a nasty thought muttered.
"Eh," Rick said out loud, "I'm sorry I woke you. Been a troubling few days..."
Desmond nodded, eyes sleepy and long gray hair, normally tied back, spilling about his shoulders. "I'm afraid you don't know the half of it."
Rick sighed. "Yeah. I kind of figured something was up when I ran into the sentry and floodlight out there."
"I've always had someone keeping watch," Desmond gave a chuckle, "but what we've been finding in the last couple of days made us pretty nervous. We have to be extra careful, so now we've got lights and people at every entrance."
"I really hate to ask, especially right now..." Rick winced. "What was it you found?"
Desmond rubbed his forehead, lines creasing across his face. "Bodies. Poorly treated."
A chill coursed through Rick. This is not good, he thought, and it can't be a coincidence.
The shock and recognition must have shone on Rick's face. Desmond cocked his head. "You saw them?"
Clenching his teeth, Rick nodded. "Not the same ones, I'm sure, but I saw another body earlier tonight. Whoever did it really went to town."
"Yes, same with the ones we found, as well. Do you have any idea of who would do such a thing?"
Weariness suffused Rick, but the news of more than one similar victim churned a tiny measure of energy into him. He stood up, nearly falling over. Gathering his balance, he took a deep breath. "I guess I should go figure it out."
"No, Rick." He heard a feminine voice. Beyond Desmond, leaning up against the inside of their room stood Olivia. She appeared much like her husband: tall, clad in a bathrobe, and featuring long hair colored more of a silvery-white to Desmond's gray. Unlike her husband, no thick glasses adorned her face. She held a few lines of age but featured a quiet grace and beauty. Her entire body and movements were soft and comforting, even to someone like Rick.
"I really ought to try and find out more about this. I don't know if it's even OHU or Citizen related, so whoever's behind it-"
"No," she repeated in her soft tone. "If you go out there in the state you're in, you'll turn up a victim as likely as finding the culprit. You need to rest, Rick."
Objections burned on the tip of his tongue, but harsh voices, tired voices, shouted at and begged him to shut up and take her advice. There's so much to do... so much to take care of.
Exchanging glances, both Desmond and Olivia seemed to read his mind. "You can't handle everything yourself, Rick," Desmond said. "Especially if you're about to collapse from exhaustion." He put a hand around Rick's slumping shoulders, pulling him along.
"Yeah..." Rick nodded.
Olivia watched, light concern on her face, while Desmond led Rick into one of the other rooms in the office area. A cot and blanket lay on the ground for guest accommodations.
"We'll speak in the morning," Desmond said, motioning toward the bed.
Rick had enough time to tug off his shoes, mumble a thanks, and stretch out on the cot before dropping off to sleep. His rumbling stomach forgot about the prospect of food, and he didn't stay awake long enough to hear the door close.
 
 
******
 
 
Malcolm, eyes glowing in the darkness of Old Haven, traveled with purpose. Having easily rescued the one called Rick, other matters tugged at his concentration.
His memories, having prior been a jumbled mass of images depicting two lives, one of an alien creature and another, more prominent recollection of a Citizen researcher, had solidified in recent months. Yet too much of it was fragmented, broken, and Malcolm decided after long contemplation that he would be neither entity. Marcus Lexington Coleman, kindly middle-aged man who preached tolerance toward the Old Havenites, was truly dead.
The images still plagued him, easier to manage than before, but much of his time was spent in contemplative solitude. He regretted being away from certain points of attachment, like Kaylee, but the discovery of self-identity had proven challenging.
Like his human counterpart, Malcolm dealt with strain and difficulty by burying himself in particular tasks. During the months after the uprising, he had been providing mild to moderate assistance to Kaylee and her associates, visiting Michaels on occasion. He didn't like Rick overmuch and didn't understand the odd humor the strange man displayed, but Malcolm vowed to help anyone who truly needed it.
Greater good... the words whispered in his thoughts as he traveled through the empty streets. It seemed a calling, a vestige of his former life: something Marcus Lexington Coleman would do. Even in wishing to distance himself, to become an individual free of the influence of past life, certain dispositions and habits held intact.
From smell alone, he could determine the exact location of some of the more prominent dumping grounds for war casualties, and he certainly didn't enjoy moving near them. His attention lay fixed on other matters, but by habit he traveled in ways to avoid the sites of the dead.
The decaying bodies provided a distraction to the primary odor clinging to his sensory-enhanced mind. He held a memory of the stench of death, filth, and something so profound and primal in its wrong.
A memory from long ago, returning in the present: precisely what he detected at the site of the dead woman he and Rick had come across. He'd smelled it even through his cloth wrappings, which in most cases served to blunt the overwhelming odors pressing in all around.
Having all but forgotten about Rick, Malcolm moved off to confirm what he already knew. He traveled to the northwest sector. It was the place in which Miguel, the Silver Fox, held the largest and most cruel faction in Old Haven before the uprising, when the Citizenship sent a body of forces to quell the vermin below. They had met with spectacular failure, making the uprising a possibility.
Malcolm remembered the fighting, not understanding or caring about the grand strategies of people above or below. During the days before uprising, he had met Kaylee. He had watched her, fascinated for reasons unknown, and had even tried to assist when she'd been captured by Miguel's forces.
He hadn't known it to be a product of specific intent on her part, and thus he followed, hoping to help. His search had taken him near a place which smelled of death and a wrong unbelievably foul.
This same sensation permeated the area of dead woman he and Rick had come across, and thus Malcolm returned to where Kaylee had been taken many months earlier.
His left arm, dead to mid bicep, hung at his side. He remembered his potential weakness in being unable to use it. See first, act later, he thought to himself, eyeing the damaged limb. A light tingle had settled into it, and a few times he could feel the fingers twitching. Considerable damage had been done to his arm from an experiment he attempted. Unsuccessful.
Malcolm drew near to the destination he sought. Regardless of his condition, he intended to fight if necessary.
 
 
*******
 
 
Kaylee blinked, clearing her head from the fog of sleep while led by two armed men out of her dwelling space. Years of survival in difficult situations had given her a pretty fast wake-up response, and nerves sped along the process.
Neither soldier said a word as they moved, one in front and one behind. Nervous tension pitted in Kaylee's stomach, and she became quite anxious about why they dragged her out of bed. Shit... maybe Tanya finally told them about me and Rick. Oh shit...
She considered running but worried more about being wrong and thus having them wonder why she'd try to flee. In spite of frequent and insistent questions, neither of her escorts told her why she was needed.
Kaylee's dwelling existed not far from the Institute in either case, so the heavy apprehension and mild terror did not have long to simmer in her thoughts. They brought her straight into the lobby area, empty except for guards at the late hour.
Through the hallway to the Inquisition section, Sergei sat at the desk as if he hadn't moved since earlier in the evening. Instead of the pleasant and relaxed demeanor, Sergei wore a frown, and his stern expression followed her entrance.
She swallowed hard while he waved the soldiers off, again wondering if the wisest course of action would have been to start running.
"No doubt you are curious toward why you have been called here." Sergei stood, arms clasped behind his back, and Kaylee gave a slight shiver, tensing. "I apologize for the lateness of the evening, but an issue has arisen."
Relaxing a fraction, Kaylee tried to compose her outward appearance to a semblance of calm. He apologized; maybe that means I'm not in trouble. She didn't dare speak, worried doing so would betray how nervous she was.
"Something very disturbing has been brought to our attention, revealing an unsettling pattern." A spike of fear stabbed into Kaylee's heart. "It is something of which you may have knowledge."
Clenching a fist, Kaylee braved her shaky tone. "What is it?" The question sounded innocuous, but she mentally prepared her flight route for the moment he said something about Elijah and Rick.
The tension evaporated in her body, replaced by confusion when instead Sergei replied with, "The creature, the one you call Malcolm. Have you seen him recently?"
"Uh..." Kaylee's mouth fell open; she was uncertain of how to respond.

"Have you seen him recently?" Sergei repeated the question.

"Uh, no, it's been a little while." Her mind spun, trying to think of why he'd be curious. "Why do you-"

"When was the last time you saw him?" Isaac interrupted, and she now noticed him leaning on the pillar behind her. She hadn't seen him upon her entrance.
Glancing back and forth between the two men and entirely at a loss, she asked, "What the heck is going on?"

Isaac stepped forward, hands in the pockets of his dark camouflage outfit. "Please. When was the last time you saw him?"

"I... I don't really know." Kaylee tossed up her hands. "It's been a while: a couple of weeks maybe?"

Sergei and Isaac exchanged concerned glances. "What?" Kaylee asked. "What's wrong?"

Grimacing, Sergei replied, reluctance and discomfort in his voice, "Have you... have you ever seen him eat?"

"What does that have to do with anything?" Kaylee asked. Her tension gone, confusion and annoyance formed at their odd questioning.
"C'mon Kaylee, just answer," said Isaac.
She sighed. "Okay, uh... no, I haven't seen him eat, but I thought..." she trailed off, again noting their concerned expressions. "Can you tell me what this is actually about?"
Isaac ran a hand through his hair. "We have found a few bodies this past week, Kaylee. Three of our people, dead and in poor condition."
"What do you mean poor?"
"Numerous puncture wounds. Blood drained from each of the bodies," Sergei replied. "There were marks around some of the wounds. We think they might've been made by teeth."
"And you think Malcolm has something to do with it?" Kaylee twisted her face in confusion and disgust. "What, he drank their blood? What the heck is wrong with you two?"
Isaac frowned. "He's not entirely human, and since you've never seen him eat, how do you know he's not some kind of predator?"
"That's just stupid, the little things in his own blood give him what he needs for sustenance, I think." Kaylee waved her hands. "Whatever. Ask Michaels about it; he's the one who was trying to figure out some of that stuff. It doesn't matter though because Malcolm's not running around killing people. I can guarantee-"
"How can you be so certain?" Sergei asked, raising his eyebrows.
Kaylee scowled. "I know him. He just wouldn't do anything like that."
"Even so," Isaac cut in, "we think it would be best for him to be brought in. You'll need to help us."
"I'm telling you," Kaylee said, tone rising, "you're way off. Malcolm is not who you're looking for. I can't even tell you how many times he could've killed me or anyone else without trouble. He's been helping us out, and your reward is accusing him of this shit?"
Neither Sergei nor Isaac appeared to be listening to her objections. "Miss Kaylee," Sergei said, "I am afraid we do not have many others to suspect. The Citizens, while cruel and heartless, have never engaged in such action."
"I don't know if he even has teeth!" Kaylee shouted. "You guys gotta take a step back and think about this. Please, Malcolm's a good person; he deserves better than this." She clasped her hands together. "Talk to Michaels. He's seen Malcolm up-close; he might be able to tell you more."
Her statement, suggesting a potential plan of action, seemed to strike home for both men. "Very well." Sergei gave a nod. "We will take your words under consideration. I am not completely convinced we should rule him out, and neither of us are comfortable allowing such a rogue element to pass among us freely, but we do understand your doubts. Thank you for your assistance in this matter." He pressed a button on his desk, and a moment later her two escorts emerged from the hallway.
"Return Miss Kaylee to her dwelling place," he said, "then find former Citizen Michaels and accompany him back here to us."
With a crisp nod, the guards turned to Kaylee, and one gestured for her to move. She sighed and started to walk.
"One sec," Isaac spoke up, arms folded. "For now, you're off scout duty in case we need to figure anything else out about Malcolm. Your big friend is still a concern of ours, predator or not, and it goes without saying that you should tell us right away if you see him. Maybe bring him in if you can."
Kaylee blinked in surprise; being off of patrol felt like a vacation of sorts. It would keep her out of harm's way, but she also wouldn't be able to meet Rick anywhere. Crap; now what am I going to do. I can't exactly say no, can I?
Rather than object and give them reason to wonder why she'd want to remain on patrol duty, she nodded and left.
Guards flanking her and mind whirling, she walked back to her living space. Upon arrival, they departed, again without saying a single word to her. Shouldering her way through the front door to the small yet ample apartment, she contemplated her encounter.
Malcolm doesn't kill people, and he doesn't drink blood, she thought, every fiber of her being in agreement. There's just no way.
Though she had no doubts about Malcolm, a light apprehension grew in her mind. Someone's doing this, she thought with a twinge of fear. She searched through the shadowy corners of her living space, making sure to lock anything lockable. Not quite enough, she shoved a few barriers in front of the entry door and the windows. Just to be safe, she thought.
Kaylee crawled back into the bed, yawning but far from sleep. Her mind whirling with thoughts of heinous murder, she hoped Rick had gotten himself to a protected place.
 
 
 Chapter 4: Bad
 

Bodies pressed in all around, snarling and screaming. Knives cut deep into his flesh. Claw hammers, two-by-fours, and bricks pounded his body. Even fingernails scraped and dug furrows.
Malcolm's blood welled up and splashed onto his attackers.
He lashed out against them. Individuals fell back, were knocked unconscious, or died at his strength, but there seemed no end to the crazed madmen.
Flaring pain radiated throughout his bleeding body, more slashing knives and blunt impacts. In spite of the rage, adrenaline, and his nigh unkillable nature, the loss of so much blood and so many wounds began to wear at Malcolm's body. Energy and vigor waning, the thought of victory seemed... Hopeless... must escape.
With a bellow, he burst through the crazed swarm of attackers, not pausing to decide his path as he sprinted along. His tattered clothing clung to him in slashed ribbons, damp with the flow of his blood. The scarves which covered his face were torn loose and scattered about his shoulders.
Screaming and raving, the mad men and women followed behind, chasing after their escaping prey. Still more life and blood flowed out of Malcolm as the tide began to stem, the wounds sealing themselves. With substantial damage, his normally fast healing struggled to handle all of the injuries and blood loss.
He didn't slow his pace, and soon the din of screaming pursuers died to a low drone somewhere in the distance. Malcolm kept running, unaccustomed weariness pounding into his body even after the last of his wounds closed.
 
 
******
 
 
Gregory Michaels wore his usual scowl as he passed through the familiar hallways of the Institute, fresh from his brief meeting with Sergei and Isaac. They had roused and dragged him out of his office/living quarters, wanting to know if Marcus/Malcolm had the ability or desire to kill and eat people or drink their blood.
He appreciated their candor in the situation, but it took considerable scowling and sharp words to get the two men to explain their reasons for suspecting such a thing. Michaels hoped he had put their fears at ease, but he readily noted the reluctance for stupid men with power to abandon their preconceptions.
Checking his watch, he noted the awkward early hour of the morning. Four AM? He grumbled indistinct complaints under his breath. I suppose I could go back to sleep, but...
Michaels did not sleep well to begin with. Even now, months later, when he closed his eyes, he envisioned little besides the vacant stare of former Citizen Claudia Laverock. Whenever he saw her, either in person or in his mind's eye, overwhelming guilt crawled over him.
It had not been conducive to successful rest.
"I suppose I'll get started then," he said with a sigh, moving down the hallway of the Natural Philosophy wing.
Since none of the potential subjects would be awake yet, and certain practices of calling on them at any point had fallen off since the uprising, he decided first to head to his office.
The barracks containing a number of the conditioned servants lay outside of the Institute, a small distance away in the surrounding park. Handfuls of them still existed in the various other areas of the city, but not much use had been found for the half-mindless drones in a military or strategic capacity.
They could receive instruction, but their coordination, movement, intellect, and most other attributes were too sluggish to be of critical use. Sadly, many of them had passed away over the months of fighting, simply by lacking quick reflexes and a strong sense of self-preservation.
Michaels still had a wide stock to pick from for his reversal experiments, and though it guilted him slightly to treat them like guinea pigs, the entire purpose was to bring Claudia's mind back. Yes, he thought, I'll be able to complete the treatment on others as well. Yet the side effect of helping the others did not exist within ten leagues of being as important to Michaels as saving Claudia.
Such were his thoughts quite often, even as he paused at his office door. Hand reached out, hovering in the air an inch away from the door's handle, he held a moment of contemplation.
Shall I seek happiness marred by guilt, or should I simply get to work? The common, rueful thought came forth. As always, he made the same decision.
Taking a few more steps down the hallway, he softly knocked on the door to the room adjacent to his office. He waited a moment before opening it and stepping inside.
A dim light shined ever-present in the room from a small lamp; the occupant feared complete darkness. The office had been converted into living quarters, much similar to Michaels' own sleeping space. While he simply brought a rough cot into his office and still retained the computer, desk, and research materials, everything had been stripped out of this area to make the occupant's stay as comfortable as possible.
Claudia Laverock slept on her side upon the bed he had brought up for her, and he crossed the room to sit on its edge. The soft glow of the lamp illuminated her sleeping features, and Michaels imagined for one irrational moment that her mind remained intact and functioning. Nothing about her peaceful sleep suggested her half-brainless condition, but Michaels' endless logic and rationality allowed little more than a moment's wishful thinking.
Even sleeping, Michaels noted the subtle identifiers all too common among the servants. Claudia's facial features appeared slack and gaunt, as empty in sleep as they were in consciousness. Her matted and unkempt hair reflected a lessened level of hygiene also clear on other areas of her body.
Regardless, Michaels keenly recalled her personality from before, even idealized it. A subtle smile, graceful movement, and sharp, scathing wit had set Michaels to the only vestiges of thought he'd ever entertained toward romantic entanglement. When she'd been mentally crippled, by the process he created...
"Good morning, Claudia," he said softly, brushing the hair out of her face. She stirred but didn't wake. Better that way, he thought. Her waking status with vacant eyes and mind never failed to produce a strong emotional reaction in him.
Michaels watched her sleep for a few minutes longer, reveling in the fantasy of bringing her back. He rose and stepped out of the room.
Dammit, he cursed internally as emotion clotted in his throat, eyes drawing moisture. Trying his best to shove aside the feelings, he opened the door to his own office.
Far from its clean and crisp appearance from when he was naught but a simple Citizen, the large space featured chaos and clutter. The desk and thick leather chair remained mostly the same, repaired from the damage incurred during the uprising.
However, patches of carpet were ripped out and left bare; rudimentary clean-up on the blood-stains left behind by the violence which had occurred there. One of Michaels' associates, Citizen Arthur Dunlevy, had turned traitor. He killed another Citizen and colleague, Dennis Myers, and had threatened the life of Michaels himself. He'd also been responsible for assisting the Old Havenites in the uprising and planting the firebomb which had killed Marcus Coleman. During the raid on the Institute, however, Dunlevy had met his own end when Malcolm returned to take revenge for the death of his former self.
The stains on the carpet reminded Michaels too much of what was lost during the uprising. The advisory council to the former leader, Franklin Lange, all but perished by the stupidity of themselves and their colleagues. Many of the council members, including Dunlevy, Claudia, Myers, and the High Inquisitor Julian Wresh had met terrible fates. Michaels had seen each of their downfalls himself, narrowly avoiding one of his own.
A few of the Inquisitor advisor members went unaccounted for, most notably Herman Gottfried, but Michaels seldom spared much thought for them. The Inquisition office had become the most corrupted; they were the ones who pulled too many strings, took too many risks. They provided the opportunity for the uprising of Old Haven, in Michaels' opinion.
However, the researcher's general thought process had shifted somewhat since then, changing his opinion of the purported vermin. The Old Havenites displayed no more or fewer useless traits and stupidity than any of the Citizens or Inquisitors.
Everyone is equal in their ignorance and ineptitude, he thought with a smirk, contemplating once again the absurdity of everything which had occurred in the past few months. He didn't have much of a handle on the reformed Citizenship or its goals, but Michaels assumed the Citizen leader existed as, like most others, some kind of power hungry and corrupt entity.
In any case, the office Michaels used to keep clean and orderly suffered, like most everything else, post-uprising. His usual driven behavior toward intellectual research tripled with what felt like a worthy goal. Things like perfect hygiene and professional appearance just aren't important anymore, he thought, frowning at the mess in his office.
The terminal and database worked even if power fluctuations kept them from peak efficiency. His filing cabinet hadn't received any damage, and supplies remained in high stock within his lab. Thus, Michaels had continued his research.
He settled into the leather chair and booted his terminal. Attention focused, he dug through servant behavior reports.
For a time Michaels couldn't determine, he read files, made notes, and considered experiment options. Through his research, he detected a small correlation between certain behaviors of servants and their dosage levels of treatment drugs. Frowning, he thought, That doesn't necessarily help figure out how to fix it. It provided a start, at least, and he hadn't found other avenues to pursue.
Checking his watch, surprised at the disappearance of the early morning, he closed the terminal lid. I should get the lab ready.
Donning his coat, he stepped out of the room and shuffled down the hallway. His usual day featured researching possibilities and testing new ideas on subjects who were not Claudia. Other activities included shouting at people who disturbed him and generally learning nothing new.
A lack of hope formed in his mind at the continuing failure, and he cursed himself for caring so little about the permanent effects of his conditioning process when he created it. I still don't know if it's even possible to mitigate, much less reverse.
Weariness settled about his slumping shoulders as he approached his lab. Sounds of clattering inside issued, and his distracted mind filed it away as the test subject servant arriving early. It happened from time to time, and occasionally their behavior involved organizing or scattering implements.
He palmed the panel on the side of the door, which slid open. Michaels' eyes shot wide open, and a gasp escaped his lips.
A hulking figure wearing a bloody trenchcoat hunched over the far counter, rifling through drawers and cabinets in some kind of search. Several alarmed thoughts dragged into Michaels' mind, including one of crazed, murderous transients.
He spotted a tangle of bright-white hair. "Marcus? Is that you?"
The figure whirled around, features cementing his identity.
"Not my naame!" Malcolm hissed, eyes narrowed.
Malcolm's front appeared much like his back. The trenchcoat was slashed to ribbons and soaked in blood which Michaels assumed belonged at least partially to Malcolm.
His usual scarves hung in tatters about his shoulders, and the wide-brimmed hat he normally wore was gone.
"Erm... Malcolm." He frowned, not caring for using the name. "What in the nine hells happened to you?"
The creature's breath hissed in and out, much of his alien face revealed without the hat and coverings. No wounds appeared to be matching the shredded clothing, but blood still dripped from it and smeared around the area of the tables. Michaels noted its trail originating from one of the high windows: smashed in completely along with a portion of the surrounding wall. Glass lay scattered about the floor and tables, but Malcolm paid it no attention
"What happened?" he repeated.
A low growl escaped his throat. "Attacked."
Michaels bit his lower lip, shuddering at the thought of anything which could cause such damage to someone so resilient. "By who? Are you all right?"
"Bleeding."
The Citizen researcher stifled a laugh at the absurdity of the statement. Of course he was bleeding, he thought, eyeing the drenched and torn clothing, but another idea occurred. "How long ago were you attacked? All of the wounds have closed, yes?" Malcolm's face appeared uninjured, but Michaels couldn't tell through the clinging tatters of bloody cloth whether there were cuts to match his ruined attire.
"Yes. No."
Michaels squeezed his eyes shut at the ambiguity. "You're going to have to-"
His words died as Malcolm peeled off his trenchcoat and torn-up clothing in one swift motion. Michaels drew in a sharp breath to see the oddity of the creature's blue-gray flesh, massive thickness in his upper torso above a midsection which seemed small and emaciated by comparison. Blood was spattered across his smooth, hairless skin, which featured a texture somewhere between leather and velvet, but no injury was present anywhere except...
Michaels gave a start when he saw Malcolm's left arm, which featured numerous deep and open gashes. Blood oozed out, much less than what Michaels assumed should have been from the depth and length of the cuts. Then again, his physiology doesn't follow ours exactly. The normal rules may not apply.
Yet something else bothered Michaels as he gawked at the alien creature who was once a colleague. The clothing... the blood...
"You were injured and the rest of you healed, correct?" Michaels pointed at Malcolm's arm. "Why do those wounds remain?"
As he recalled, Malcolm had been favoring the same arm upon his last visit, but the researcher had been distracted and hadn't thought to inquire about it.
"Damaged."
Sighing, Michaels stepped forward, a light trickle of nervousness as the injured creature tensed at his approach. "Relax, I think I understand what you were looking for. I have bandages, but this injury might require suturing."
Some kind of recognition flared upon the alien face, which featured the bizarre bulbous upper structure narrowing to a smaller chin and mouth. He stepped to the side and allowed the researcher to access his drawers and cabinets.
A considerable amount of Malcolm's blood smeared around the immediate area and inside the drawer. Carefully avoiding the bits of broken glass from the window, Michaels made a face as he gingerly picked through the implements. He found a clean roll of gauze and a suturing kit. "I'm still not very good at this," he said, referring to some of his recent experiences assisting with injured troops. "In spite of what some of these cretins think, I'm most definitely not a doctor."
Malcolm set his injured arm on the table and hissed when Michaels pulled out anesthetic. "All right, fine." He set it aside and hunched over the mangled arm.
Thick and resilient flesh reacted in an oddly lifeless fashion in spite of the blood oozing out of the wounds. He prodded the uninjured bits of the arm, comparing them to other places on Malcolm's body. Aside from the lacerations which Michaels labored to close, something remained off about Malcolm's injured arm.
"What did you do?" Michaels frowned, more curious about the lingering nature of wounds themselves than how he had received them. "Besides the gashes. What did you do to this arm?"
Malcolm's eyes darted to the side, an indicator of shame if Michaels ever saw one.
"Well?" he asked, pulling the needle through flesh again.
"Field."
"Field?"
"Sssssterill... field."
"What is it you're...?" Realization sparked. "Do you mean the sterilization field?"

Malcolm gave a nod.

"What exactly did you do?"

Averting his gaze, Malcolm didn't reply.

"You didn't..." Michaels grit his teeth, coming to another realization. "You didn't put your arm into it, did you?"
The creature gave another nod.
Michaels prodded the flesh again, baffled by Malcolm's behavior as much as the result. "There must be considerable damage to the tissue, but... is it healing?"
"Slowly."
"And as a result, these regular wounds aren't closing as they should." Michaels gave his head a slow shake. "Tell me, why did you decide to place your arm into the sterilization field?"
"See effect," Malcolm replied.
Michaels took a second to interpret the meaning behind the creature's words. Understanding, he tossed his head back and laughed.
Malcolm narrowed his eyes, annoyed at the former colleague's mirth at his expense.
Recovering after a moment, Michaels shook his head. "The curious mind, eh? You can kill the scientist, bring him back to life, transform him into a freakish alien monster, but you can't take away his desire to learn and experiment. How delightfully stupid of you, Marcus-"
"Not my name."
Rolling his eyes, Michaels tied off the last suture. "Yes, yes, Malcolm, whatever you say. Tell me, how did you come by this other series of wounds? Did you dive into a threshing machine to see how many lacerations you could fit on that brutish body of yours?"
Malcolm jerked away, face twisting downward in what must have been a scowl at Michaels' mockery. As he did so, the creature reeled on his feet and almost fell down, catching himself on the counter.
The researcher's ridicule turned to worry. "Mar- Malcolm, are you all right?"
Breathing heavily and leaning on the counter, Malcolm didn't respond, eyes closed.
"Malcolm," he put a hand on the creature's shoulder. A low growl issued, and Michaels pulled away. His eyes lit upon the bloody pile of clothing as well as the various smears throughout the room.
"How much blood did you lose, Malcolm?" Michaels asked.
The creature looked over, a measure of weariness on the alien face. "Lot."
Sighing, Michaels pointed to the patient bed in the center of the room. "You need to lie down. Even with your resilience, losing too much blood could weaken you substantially or even kill you." He considered his statement. "For a while, anyway. I suppose you can't be killed unless the organisms in your body are all simultaneously destroyed first. Although it might be equally plausible..." he trailed off, noting Malcolm's hard breathing and blank stare.
"Oh, here; let me help." Shouldering some of the creature's weight, surprised at how light he seemed, Michaels assisted in getting Malcolm on the table.
"How did you come by these wounds?" Michaels gestured at the sutured arm and the pile of bloody clothing.
Malcolm's eyes drooped, further exhaustion evident. "Dead woman. Bad. Followed to source. Bad people there."
"You found a dead woman, you say?" The conversation with Sergei and Isaac rang in his thoughts. "Was her condition at all... odd?"
"Bad."
Somehow, inflection spoke more than quantity, and a shiver coursed through the former Citizen. A few dead bodies from different places, displaying a status which could most efficiently be described as "bad."
Michaels suddenly remembered the supposition by Sergei and Isaac of Malcolm's involvement in some way with the recent killings. Here the creature laid, very likely attacked by the real perpetrators. And I honestly can't say if they'd change their minds, he thought, giving a sharp laugh. "Technically, I should probably be turning you in right now."
Other frightening thoughts scurried forth regarding the implications behind the creature's injuries. The researcher had viewed Malcolm in a fight. It would take considerable effort, numbers, and a general lack of self-preservation in his attackers to slow him down, much less cause grievous injury.
Perhaps I should tell Sergei and Isaac. "Yes, I will do that right away." He looked down at his patient, whose eyes had closed. "I'll be right back, Malcolm."
Nerves jittery, forgetting about his usual daily tasks, he stepped out of the lab.
 
 
******
 
 
In the late morning, not that there was any indication via sunlight, Rick's eyes opened. He blinked in the darkness of his room, trying to remember where he had ended up.
His forehead throbbed, a dull thud which seemed to resonate throughout his body. His stiff muscles protested as he shifted around, testing himself. The prior evening's events flitted through his thoughts, and he released a long sigh.
Bits of his body rang with fatigue, but the real exhaustion remained no more than a memory of a time now rather hazy in his mind. Rolling over, he slowly stood up, feeling his muscles groan and ache with the minimal exertion.
After a moment, realizing he no longer had possessions with him save for the clothes on his back, he opened the door and stepped out of the room.
Dim lighting, the kind he and most everyone was accustomed to, flickered in the hallway and secretary office. A few candles were lit on the desk which held piles of papers, a notion which Rick considered somewhat hazardous.
Seated at the desk, Desmond hunched over some piece of paper and occasionally scribbled something on it. At Rick's approach, he raised his head, blinking. "Ah, you're awake. Sorry we let you sleep so long; you seemed like you needed it."
Rick glanced at a clock on the desk, expecting to see a little more than his normal rest but not by much. His eyes widened to note a twelve-hour plus night of complete unconsciousness without a hint of dreaming or waking. "Yikes," he said, staring in disbelief. He blinked, certain it was a trick of his addled mind, but the time remained the same. "Ah, jeez. I shouldn't have... you should have woken..." Rick trailed off with a sigh.
The man at the desk chuckled. "Sorry, Rick, but you truly did need the rest. I'd half-suggest you sleep longer, but I doubt I can convince you to do such a thing."
"Not a chance, too much to do." Rick gave his head a forlorn shake. "We got bodies turning up all over the place. I need to get moving if I'm going to figure any of this out."
"We've learned something new since last night. Quinton went scouting to try and track the killer." Desmond swallowed hard. "I'm sure you'll be wanting to speak with him right away. He's getting breakfast over at the cafeteria, so why don't you do the same?"
At the mere mention of food, Rick's stomach released a pang of hunger, a deep and angry sensation which demanded immediate attention. He put a hand over his midsection, as if to calm it, and said, "Yeah, I think that's a good idea."
After a quick thanks and farewell to Desmond, Rick moved out of the office and into the hallways of the school.
A few children ambled about, giving him startled or tense looks as he passed through their midst. Not surprising: in spite of a rejuvenating and life-saving sleep, Rick understood he probably looked terrible.
He made quick stop in the bathroom to satisfy another biological need before wandering through the halls, a rising sense of urgency in his hunger.
Minutes later, he stepped into the wide open cafeteria space, much of it dark and gloomy save for a few small lights throughout. Some children were around, eating, sitting, or studying textbooks. At the far corner, away from any children and indeed receiving a similar variety of nervous glances, sat an old man.
Old was the only way to describe Quinton. Gnarled hands, stiff gray hair, and heavily wrinkled skin: Rick never quite had the tenacity to ask Quinton his exact age. My guess is seventies at least, he thought.
Still, Rick knew from reputation alone that Quinton, who had a military background he never spoke of, could handle himself. Indeed, the notion of Quinton scouting something important hadn't registered at all farfetched in Rick's mind.
He stopped over at the kitchen area, flashing a grateful smile at the person keeping an eye on food distribution. A clean spoon and a can of thick stew in tow, he went over and seated himself across from Quinton.
A few days unshaven, the stocky man featured gray hair more like bristles upon his head and face as he dug into a can of cold beans. A fresh, half-eaten tomato dribbled seeds and juice onto the table.
Quinton didn't look up, focusing considerable attention upon the food in front of him. Rick shrugged, digging into his own meal. He took small bites, filling his yawning stomach at a gradual pace. Bit by bit, the gnawing hunger dropped away.
The spoon scraped against the bottom of Rick's can, and he passed a forlorn gaze into it.

"They'll probably let you have more," a grizzled voice sounded from the old man.

Rick gave a start as he realized Quinton had finished his own meal and was watching him. "Yeah, I suppose."

Piercing eyes narrowed, sliding across the obvious bruise on Rick's forehead and the reddened marks where his wrists had been bound. "Were you captured?"
"Briefly, yeah." Rick rubbed his eyes.
"The exit point has been compromised, then." Shades of a question were present in a mostly flat tone.
"Yeah," Rick nodded, "but I've found another one, and I've also been thinking we need to start finding or making a few others if we plan on keeping ourselves in this business."
Quinton grunted what Rick assumed to be an affirmation, and a short silence ensued.
Awkward, Rick sat and fidgeted in his seat. Quinton rubbed his chin, wiped hands on his dark green outfit, and stared off into nothing without an expression.
"So, uh..." Rick spoke, "what was it...?" He rubbed his eyes. "Desmond said you found something while scouting."
"Yep." The piercing eyes flitted over to Rick.
Rick wasn't certain if he was going to elaborate. "What-"
"There were a bunch of people congregating at that club. Heavenly Bodies." Quinton folded his arms. "Early morning: I saw your buddy run into the area. He came out bloodied."
"My buddy?"

"The weird one with the glowing eyes."

Rick's mouth fell open. "You saw Malcolm? What was he doing up there?"

Quinton favored him with a blank stare.

"Erm... okay, what else did you see?"

"Not much. Lots of people chased him away. They had knives, hammers, bricks, but no guns. They acted pretty crazy, frenzied from what I could see." He sniffed. "Pretty bad people. I think they're behind the bodies we found, probably the one you came across too. Maybe others we don't know about yet."
A chill swept through Rick. "Any idea of concrete numbers?"
"I only saw a few dozen, but... a hundred or two'd be my guess, maybe more."
That doesn't sound so bad... Rick thought, a slight frown on his face.
"Depends upon how they fight," Quinton replied as if reading Rick's mind. "My guess is they won't be doing anything direct-like, but we at the school aren't gonna be able to do much either way. The boys upstairs with their firepower'll have to take care of it. Assuming..."
Grimacing, Rick finished the thought. "Assuming they bother to stop killing each other first. Shit." I'm probably going to have to get captured just to relay a stinking message. Another notion occurred, and he asked, "Did you see what else happened with Malcolm? You said bloodied; did he seem okay?"
Quinton gave a shrug. "He moved quick and got away easy. His clothing was shredded, and they had blood on their knives."
Rick shuddered. They must have really piled onto him. I'd bet anything he left more than a few broken bodies behind him, but if they weren't scared...
The older man seemed to read his mind again. "Dozens on one guy in open terrain. Doesn't matter how strong he is. Your buddy's lucky to be alive."
With a laugh, Rick shook his head. "I don't think luck has much to do with it. They'd need to do more than scratch Malcolm to slow him down."
"As you say."
"Well," Rick sighed, "I suppose we gotta run to the surface to warn a few people about these guys. They've been picking off folks down below and at least one so far up above; I'm sure Sergei and Isaac would be happy to deal with them, assuming any OHU people have been attacked."
"I'll go," Quinton said.
Rick chewed his lip. "No offense, but I can get up there much fas-"
"Son, you finish that statement, and you'll be coughing up your own teeth." Quinton glared at him. "I may not look like much, but I'll move quick enough. Either way," the corner of his mouth curled, "the folks upstairs'll believe what I say and won't take me prisoner."
Blinking, Rick couldn't get past thought of the old guy trouncing him in a fight. I guess he could try, but... He shook it off, wilting. Even so, he's right about Sergei and Isaac. They wouldn't even believe me. "Yeah," he said, "you're right."
"Yeah, I know." The curled half-smile remained.
Rick gave a light scowl. Seems the old bastard has a sense of humor. "Well, old-timer, are you going to sit here all day? You say those ancient bones have a little spring to 'em, so I'm expecting you to be there in time for your afternoon nap."
Quinton's smile spread out to a wicked grin, taking the younger man's jab without flinching. "Don't worry. I'll get there. Tell me where the new exit point is."
After Rick provided detailed directions, Quinton stood up, straightened his clothing, and ambled off.
Remaining behind, Rick considered his options over another can of stew, begged from the kitchen attendant. A measure of revitalization came into Rick's body. For the first time in weeks, he felt the ever-present weariness fade into the background, at least enough for him to keep taking care of things.
Except now I need to figure out something to do, he thought, rising. Returning to the surface held heavy risk. He desperately wanted to meet up with Gottfried, to let him know what happened, but his ally would be difficult to contact.
Whatever, gotta do something.
 
 
******
 
 
Herman Gottfried's head pounded and throbbed with more than just the painful lump he'd taken from the Malcolm creature the evening before. As per usual, he couldn't comprehend the flailing stupidity which formed the general mindset of his fellow man.
The High Inquisitor title meant almost nothing; Gottfried had minimal true authority because Davidson didn't dispense trust in any real fashion. Tasks were delegated, but Gottfried was never given more information than necessary.
After a stern lecture from Citizen Davidson the evening before regarding his allowance of a prisoner to escape, Gottfried retired to his quarters to try and mitigate the headache he'd received from being knocked unconscious. He cursed the necessity of the situation in the first place, having thought of and planned Rick's escape without the need for the creature to become involved.
Perhaps I should have considered the possibility of someone else intervening, Gottfried thought, reanalyzing the situation for the twentieth or more time. Deeply engrained within his nature to calculate, he did understand that not every situation could be scrutinized from all angles. Especially if I have limited time, he thought, again analyzing the circumstances.
None of this mattered in particular any longer, as the only negative result had been a lump on Gottfried's head and a few irritated words from Davidson. Much less important than the discovery Gottfried made, long after he was awoken from unconsciousness and indeed after the night had passed.
He clenched a fist, wanting very much to slam it on the desk in frustration while he considered the bits of intelligence provided by one of his Inquisitors. First off, the appearance of a mangled body begged a large number of questions. Most importantly, why was I not informed immediately last night?
"Worse," he spoke through clenched teeth, "why has investigation been circumvented in favor of a pointless assault which is certain to cause considerable harm to both sides?"
Gottfried didn't normally articulate his thoughts out loud because no one quite knew who could be listening at any given moment. In order to believe a civilized world exists, one must take risks and speak certain thoughts out loud. If important facets of life remain locked within our minds, then all of us might as well be dead.
The threat was less so, of course, than it used to be during Lange's period of leadership and the rise of the Inquisition. However, back then, Gottfried had been able to voice concern to the previous High Inquisitor, Julian Wresh, not that it ended up mattering. Had I known the idiot compromised security to assist in his foolish power-play, I'd have shot him myself.
Gottfried frowned, noting the recent shift in his disposition toward the macabre and fatalistic. The unerring foolishness of so many parties had driven an uncomfortable pessimism into his thoughts.
I am not consulted. I am not informed. A mutilated body was found, and no one appears concerned about the victim or the killer. Whoever caused the situation will be unpunished and will potentially strike again if nothing is done.
The discovered body made Gottfried nervous. He didn't believe it was the work of the Old Haven Union, and he suspected Davidson didn't either. The man seemed quite shrewd and calculating in his own right, but Gottfried thought him moronic to ignore something like that. Perhaps it isn't a threat beyond our means, but we should at the very minimum investigate.
More frustrating yet, Gottfried had been cut out from any details of the assault. Concern pitted in his stomach: a mild fear which worried that Davidson had tipped from not trusting to suspecting.
He tried to cast the thoughts aside, digging through files to find something, any records of killings similar to the Citizen discovered the evening prior. If no one else will concern themselves with it, then I suppose it falls to me.
 
 
 Chapter 5: Better Ideas
 

Isaac's existence both past and present did not lend itself to much in the way of brilliance. His mind held no great amount of information historical, militaristic, creative, ingenious, or anything else of high consequence.
His accomplishments were few, and much of his life had been spent taking the orders of other people. Even now, with formal authority at his fingertips, he had merged his larger force of people with Sergei's and granted equal partnership to the Old Haven Union. Even though the entire organization could've been his alone, he saved Sergei's life and even took a lesser role in the decision-making process.
No one, not even Sergei, knew what Isaac had done before becoming a lieutenant under the Silver Fox, prior to the uprising. Nor did Isaac share anything of his life before the Acts of Separation, when Haven became divided between the shining new city and the quickly decaying ruins beneath. All anyone knew of Isaac was that he seemed a fairly simple man. Not brilliant, not amazing: just simple.
In spite of this impression, Isaac wasn't stupid.
Not a man who could make snap judgments or jump to correct conclusions without a fair level of thought, he also didn't hold to stubborn-streak like Sergei often did.
Seeing the bloodied mess of Michaels' lab, the creature of recent discussion unconscious upon the table, and in light of the argument with the researcher, Isaac decided to alter his opinion. You know, I don't really think it was the big guy who killed those people, he thought.
More of a gut feeling, Isaac didn't know why he felt certain. The creature lay stretched out on the table, more strange and inhuman than Isaac could ever imagine. Its stature and physiology seemed so freakish, but something about it didn't imply a deliberately violent nature. For certain, Isaac had heard of Malcolm's ferocity, but something about the slow rise and fall of the unconscious creature's chest made it seem peaceful and somehow...
Human? Isaac wondered. Supposedly he used to be. Maybe there's something left of that because he sure doesn't look like he eats people or drinks blood.
Sergei frowned, not as confident. "How are we to assume this is all of his blood? Perhaps it belongs to further victims?"
The Citizen researcher, Gregory Michaels, scowled at Isaac's comrade. "Once again," he jabbed a finger at the bloody pile of clothing, "you'll notice, if you're not entirely simple in mind, that the fabric has been slashed to ribbons. Do you honestly believe the flesh beneath would not suffer considerable injury?"
"Yet there is no mark upon him," Sergei replied.
Except the arm, Isaac thought, wondering why.
"You have been fully informed of his healing capabilities on numerous occasions!" Michaels spoke in a harsh tone, veins throbbing on his forehead.
Sergei gave a shrug, the expression on his face suggesting he remained unconvinced.
"Look at his facial structure!" Michaels stepped forward and gestured. "Is there anything remotely carnivorous about it?"
"Hmmm..." Sergei frowned, moving close and peering down at the creature on the table.
While the Russian examined the unconscious Malcolm, Isaac spoke up, "Why didn't his arm heal like the rest of him?"
Michaels sighed, rubbing his forehead. "He told me he put it through the sterilization field. I believe he was attempting to see the effects of it against his rapid regeneration. It seems his arm is recovering from deeper damage, and as such the mild surface wounds are untended."
Isaac nodded, thinking this made decent sense.
Sergei stood upright and made a face. "I do not see anything to suggest your conclusion, Mister Michaels. His jaw and mouth are small, but there's nothing to say he couldn't be the killer we seek."
"Oh for the love of..." Michaels rolled his eyes. "Fine, let's check his teeth."
He stepped forward and put his hands on Malcolm's face, intending to open the jaw. The moment his hands touched flesh, Malcolm's eyes sprang open. In an instant, the creature sprang from the bed, knocking the researcher sprawling.
Isaac snapped a side-arm from his holster as Malcolm charged into the corner of the room, leaping upon the table and casting his gaze towards the broken window and wall above.
"Malcolm, stop!" Michaels shouted from the floor, spectacles askew on his face.
The creature hesitated for a moment, turning his head slightly.
"You're okay. You're in my lab, remember?" Michaels said. Sergei crouched down next to the former Citizen, one hand extended with his own weapon and the other assisting the fallen man to his feet.
Malcolm said nothing, body remaining tensed and ready to spring toward the window.
"These gentlemen are concerned about you and the body they found. We just need to talk, and we should probably find you more clothing before you depart."
Isaac kept his weapon and attention on the creature. Maybe he didn't kill our people, but that thing is dangerous.
At Michaels' words, Malcolm seemed to notice that he was clad only in layers of shabby trousers and bloodstained boots. He turned around, crouching on the table and waiting.
"Piotr, keep careful aim," Sergei spoke to an empty span of floor next to him. "The creature is frightening in its agility."
Ah, not now, Isaac thought. "Sergei, Piotr's dead!"
"Yes, yes of course." Sergei blinked, giving his head a quick shake before steeling his aim. "Begone, dear brother!"
Phew, Isaac thought, glad that Sergei had been getting better with the hallucinations. He still imagined Piotr from time to time, but it had gotten quicker and easier for him to shake it off. Thankfully, it'd been quite a while since the last serious incident where Sergei had been expecting or relying on his long-dead brother to provide cover or backup in a hostile situation. Though it pained the battle-hardened Sergei to do so, this mostly came about by him being less often involved in anything combat-related.
"Gentlemen, please." Michaels gestured to the firearms pointed at the creature, narrowing his eyes for an instant at the empty space. "Those are hardly necessary, doubly useless against him, and will not facilitate conversation or compliance."
Isaac frowned, exchanging an irritated glance with his comrade. A touch of a smile crossed his lips, knowing Sergei's exact thoughts on the matter of putting away his weapon in the face of danger. The Russian's focus had returned from the hallucination, and both men gave slight nods, relenting and lowering their pistols.
"Good," Michaels spoke, smoothing his scattered hair. "Now, Malcolm, this may sound like a strange request, but can you please show us your teeth?"
The creature crouching on the table cocked his head, displaying clear confusion from the request.
"They are concerned that you may be involved in recent deaths and... post-mortem abuses of some of their people," Michaels spoke in a reassuring tone. "You and I both know you had nothing to do with it. Would you say the real culprits are the ones who attacked you?"
Malcolm's eyes twitched back and forth between the two leaders of the Old Haven Union. Isaac couldn't tell what the brute was thinking, but he appeared as likely to continue his escape out of the window as speak any further.
Michaels cleared his throat. "The assumption is that you killed them, slashed up their bodies, and drank their blood. Please show us that no apparatus which you possess would be capable of such action."
Hmm... Isaac thought. Maybe that's what it is. His face, his mouth seem too small and simple to hold rows of razor sharp teeth. Although you don't really need sharp teeth for blood-drinking, right?
"Please, Malcolm. All they need is simple proof."
Isaac didn't believe Sergei would change his mind quite so easily even when presented with what would appear to be solid evidence. Isaac himself felt willing to entertain the notion, however, assuming Malcolm would comply.
The three men standing in the room watched as the creature on the table parted his lips. Eyes widened as they viewed the bared teeth, a moment of shock and silence registering even on the face of Michaels.
Small and innocuous in appearance, the creature's mouth at first glance appeared incapable of much threat. When the lips drew back, the three individuals saw a tiny set of pointed teeth, very sharp.
Weapons snapped from holsters again, and this time Malcolm didn't hesitate. With the reaction and haste of a creature born to hunt, he sprang to the high window. Isaac thought for a moment the escape would be impossible, considering the one injured arm.
However, even before aims were brought to bear, Malcolm gripped the edge with one hand and hauled himself through. No shots were fired.
Scowling, Sergei jammed his pistol back into the holster. "There, we have the guilty party escaping and proof of his tendencies!"
Stammering, Michaels responded, "A mere coincidence, I tell you he must-"
"Are you sure?" Isaac cut in, frowning. "He ran away. You saw his teeth. Are you completely sure he's not the one we're looking for?"
Michaels opened and closed his mouth. "His physiology... the organisms in his blood... Sharp teeth don't prove a need for-"
"Perhaps it is not an issue of what is needed," Sergei said, "but of desires and habits. The brute may not require physical nourishment, but perhaps it delights in a darker form of sustenance."
"But what about his wounds?" Michaels shouted, thrusting a gesture to the bloody clothing upon the floor of the lab. "You're being a fool in suspecting Malcolm when the real perpetrators run about and continue their mayhem!"
"But we can't ignore this, either." Isaac turned to Sergei. "I still don't know if the creature is responsible for the deaths or not, but that thing," he pointed toward the broken wall and window, "scares the hell outta me. I don't know what it really is. Our Citizen here doesn't know what it is. No one does."
Sergei nodded. "We cannot allow it free roam. For the safety of our people, we have to find it. While we organize this action, perhaps we can begin setting up another investigation for the deaths."
"This is idiotic!" Michaels shouted. "Where are your priorities? Your people are dying!"
Isaac leveled a gaze at him. "We're in a war. People are dying every day. Now, rest assured we're gonna find out who's killing our people and make 'em pay, but right now I think that monster has run around unchecked for too long."
"We have a chance to catch this creature tonight," Sergei said. "The killer, if not this Malcolm, can wait another day."
Isaac and Sergei fell into conversation, discussing how to begin a hunt for the beast. Though Isaac still didn't think the Malcolm creature had involvement in the deaths, finding the monster seemed more important.
Neither man listened to Michaels while he continued to voice objection.
 
 
******
 
 
Bones aching, heart pounding, Quinton ran through the streets of Old Haven. True to his word, the elderly man moved with an agility befitting a much younger individual. His breath drew in and out, deep and fast but calm and relaxed in spite of the exertion. Hands gripping the smooth wood of an old, bolt-action rifle, he continued running.
Howling madmen trailed behind him, their numbers he couldn't determine.
The old man cursed himself for his lack of attention, spotted traveling through the area to find Rick's new exit point. Too many easy months, he thought to himself, no threats to traveling have made me careless.
Quinton didn't know their direction, but by their frenzied behavior he assumed they were of the group which attacked Rick's odd companion the previous night.
In either case, the twisting path he moved in proved difficult for his pursuers to follow, and soon their ravenous cries and taunting faded away into the background.
He relaxed his pace to a brisk walk, muscles sore and shaking. Hm... he thought. Maybe I am starting to slow down.
Gathering quick bearings, he estimated another mile or two of travel before he reached the spot where Rick indicated. From his pack, he produced a small flask of water and took a drink. Securing it, he straightened the pack and slung his rifle. Moving along, he turned a corner.
The cold steel of a knife raked across his chest with a bright flash of pain.
Eyes met, one set aging and cold and the other filled with murderous lust. Blood dripped from the edge of a knife, which snapped forward again.
Quinton grit his teeth and fought.
 
 
******
 
 
On the south side of upper-Haven, a small group of men gathered. Weapons in hand, rationed ammunition between them, they prepared for their strike. The propaganda speakers blared messages favoring each faction of the conflict, but the noise went unnoticed by the preparing soldiers. Their loyalties were long-since decided.
An actual attack of covert or blatant variety had not occurred from either side in many weeks. Tensions remained high between the Old Haven Union and the Citizenship regardless, too much hatred and blame for the current conditions.
Neither side seemed willing to push too hard. The Citizens held greater numbers, so the OHU was not confident in a full-scale strike even though their opponents were largely untrained. In spite of lacking much means for efficient delivery, the OHU also retained the contingency plan, several units containing the deadly biochemical agent. They were heavy and difficult to move or carefully plant, but it wouldn't be necessarily impossible to use given appropriate desperation.
Citizen Davidson sought to change at least part of the dynamic. Not that he necessarily wished for the permanent end to all non-Citizen individuals: he would have gladly accepted them into his fold. However, such a thing would likely prove high in difficulty from both sides, considering the hatred everyone displayed.
Perhaps, when it has ended, I will be able to convince my subjects to accept some of the prisoners, he often thought. We shall certainly need sheer population numbers if the city is to survive.
In the end, the discovered corpse didn't do much to alter Davidson's opinion. It merely created a nudge, a reason to undertake risky maneuvers. The more he considered it, the less he thought of the OHU as being guilty of the brutality. The thought of who might have done it provided a mild worry, but it paled behind the more pressing concerns of their small war and how best to end it.
Thus, the soldiers prepared for a deep incursion into OHU territory. Intending little contact, they clad themselves dark in color and light in burden.
Davidson, with a few final words of encouragement, departed to allow his soldiers a moment's peace before the assault began.
 
 
******
 
 
Entirely oblivious to any of the particular events, Kaylee lounged in her dwelling. Unlike her experience working with Elijah and Victor, she never received any information or task of real importance. Her time was spent in simple service to the cause and in the extracurricular of conspiring with Rick when possible.
Since the summons of the early morning, where Sergei and Isaac voiced concern over her often-missing companion, she hadn't done much. Due to their requirement that she stay away from patrol in order to be a potential information source, she had little to do at all.
She spent time in the small apartment, sleeping for a while followed by boredom and attempts at relaxation. Kaylee marveled at the impossibility of it, remembering only short time earlier when rest and calm provided a blessing seldom gained.
Now, all I can do with myself is worry about Rick and how he'll react when I don't show up on patrol, she thought, unaware of Rick's recent ordeals and similar feelings. I hope he doesn't do anything stupid like try to come over here and find me.
Kaylee doubted this would ever happen. Rick cared for her to be sure, the true extent a mystery to Kaylee, but his life existed within a perceived sense of duty. She didn't think he'd sacrifice himself only to find and save her when the city remained in darkness and strife.
On the other hand, I suppose I don't really know, do I? she thought. Her attitude considered it best not to find out, so she decided to spend her down-time not in relative safety and comfort but out in the street.
This is probably a bad idea, she thought. Logic dictated Rick probably wouldn't be out and about anyplace near where she would travel, but the afternoon wore on in monotony. As much to stretch her legs and feel even mild accomplishment as to try in vain to come across Rick, she stepped out for a walk.
The usual contemplation accompanied her stroll, and she considered the goals of Rick and his "trustworthy" ally in the Inquisitor. She made a face in thinking about Gottfried, concerned Rick set himself up for a terrible fate in working with a Citizen-allied heathen.
She still didn't agree with their standpoint in trying to escape. Too many stories had been told about the horrors of the outside world for Kaylee to be comfortable with the thought.
Then again, life inside here isn't much better. I wonder if there's a way to fix the protection field thing without destroying it. For obvious reasons, Kaylee had no inkling toward how such a process would work.
Nor did she know if any semblance of society could be gathered from the rabble remaining in Haven. Even with sunlight, the years had gone too harsh on the dregs of Old Haven and too easy on those living above. Kaylee doubted consensus could be reached between the two sides, and she agreed with Rick when he said numbers would be thin beyond recovery when the dust settled.
Finding a solution to the curse Haven had become was a bit beyond Kaylee's abilities. Even so, she pledged to help bring it about, and in that regard she believed Rick most capable.
It doesn't do much good when I have to be away from him. How the hell can I do anything to help when I'm stuck being a stooge over here?
Kaylee's irritated contemplation provided little in the way of careful attention, and she'd not have seen Rick had he been walking next to her. It was such that a familiar elderly man, bleeding and stumbling down an adjacent street missed her notice until he called out.
A hacking cough followed by a gruff voice snapped Kaylee from her thoughts, sending her into a startled panic. "Hold on!" she called out. Notions of flight crossed her mind in the instants before she realized who the injured man was.
Quinton pressed a bloodied hand to his midsection, an expression on his face more of annoyance than pain. He favored one bleeding leg and spoke through gritted teeth, "Give me a hand."
Kaylee rushed forward and threw his arm over her shoulder, supporting the man's weight and ignoring the blood smearing on her clothing. She swore, surprised by the exertion. Christ, he's heavier than he looks. Somehow she'd expected a half-dried husk, light and easy to carry.
"What happened to you?" she asked, struggling to assist.
"Attacked. Help me get to Sergei and Isaac."
More whirlwind thoughts crawled through Kaylee as she labored to assist Quinton. His wounds did not seem overly grave, but a long slash decorated his leg, creating the primary trouble for his movement. Blood was splashed across his drab green clothing, a little from other small cuts on his body, but some of the spatter lacked a matching wound. Yikes, what happened to the other guy?
Through the streets they went, making slow progress toward the Institute. Quinton gave no further explanation of his injuries, his hissing breath the only sound he produced.
"Should we maybe take care of your leg at leas-"
Quinton made an irritated grunt, silencing Kaylee and answering her question.
A few random bystanders, members of the OHU, saw and scurried away from the presence of a wounded man hauled by a smallish woman. Several followed at a distance, curious at the activity.
Only one individual came and assisted, taking some of the old man's weight. They had already been within sight of the Institute, so Kaylee didn't hold strong appreciation for the help.
Through the doors, they were cleared by alarmed guards after several harsh words from Kaylee.
Only a few of the usual soldiers were present in the Institute lobby. After a few more words, the small group discovered something unfortunate.
Finally, Quinton spoke again, cutting loose a stream of curses at the news.
The old man's message, brought forth at high risk, couldn't be delivered. Sergei and Isaac were absent.
 
 
******
 
 
Rick desperately wished he held a firearm while he moved through the dark streets of Old Haven, but most of his personal possessions had been left behind upon his escape from Sergei and Isaac's custody. Whatever he'd cobbled together since then had been abandoned when Gottfried "captured" him. Weapons weren't necessarily the issue, assuming they worked after the months and years of use and improper care. Ammunition, on the other hand, was kept under careful guard.
They were running out, after all.
He grimaced at the thought of the OHU and the Citizenship continuing their fight with fists, knives, wrenches, and hammers. An endless brawl, he thought as he walked along. Until the last person falls bloodied and broken. Not as though having ammunition will change that outcome in either case.
Rick needed distraction and to feel useful in some fashion. In spite of too many weeks with not much food or rest, exhaustion had become a companion as omnipresent as obligation. Sitting still, allowing others like Quinton to take care of Rick's business left him irritated.
Whether necessary or not, he decided scouting to be an excellent idea. He didn't want to risk disagreement with Olivia and Desmond, so he neglected to mention his departure to anyone. Of course, I also couldn't ask for a gun or some ammunition.
"Whatever," he muttered. "Maybe next time I'll-"
"You should really pay attention when you're walking around," a voice came from behind him. He spun around, seeing the young female guard from the previous evening. She carried her rifle, brandished in both hands but not aiming directly at him. "You never know who might sneak up on you."
Raising an eyebrow, Rick replied, "What are you doing here? Are you following me?"
The girl, no more than mid-to-late teens, smirked. "I saw you sneak out with a guilty look on your face. I figured it'd be a good idea to make sure you weren't up to anything."
"We're miles away from the school, your home. Why would you care about anything I'd do out here?" Rick frowned, wondering at the girl's logic.
"So you admit you're up to something?"
Rick blinked. "Uh, no I don't. I never said-"
"It's all over your face, big man," she cut him off again. "Now I wanna know who you are and what mischief you're up to."
"Ugh." Rick rolled his eyes. "Shouldn't you be guarding the entrance like a good little girl?"
At the mention of her age, she snapped the rifle to bear, aiming at his face. Her expression featured mixed smugness and anger. "Maybe a good little guard takes care of her enemies before they try anything funny."
Rick didn't react to the gun barrel hovering near his face. "And a good little guard is only useful when she hunts down actual enemies of the people who issue orders."
She made a disgusted face. "They don't give me orders, I-"
The statement of rebellious independence went unfinished as Rick shot out a hand and ripped the rifle free of her grasp. Shocked, she lunged to retrieve it only to be stopped by an angry glare and harsh words:
"Are you out of your mind? If I actually had ill intent, do you think I wouldn't hesitate to bash in your skull? You don't have a weapon anymore. I'm a stronger opponent, but you'd still charge at me?"
Any smugness or surprise in the girl dissolved behind anger. "You don't have to be such an ass about it. I didn't actually think you were trying anything suspicious."
Sighing, Rick said, "Then why did you follow me?"
"I thought you might need the help," she replied, annoyed. "You looked to be half-dead last night, and I saw you weren't carrying a gun. Do you even know what's been happening around here lately? These people will tear a big guy like you to bits if you're too busy being stupid."
Oh good lord, he thought. First the old guy, now a teenage girl. Am I going to be ridiculed by anyone else today?
"You weren't even paying attention when this little girl walked right up to you. What if I was one of those crazy guys? I'd have pulled out your heart and kidneys before you so much as twitched if I was actually trying to be quiet."
"All right, fine, I get it." Rick offered the weapon. "Your concern is noted but not necessary. I'm perfectly capable of handling my own business, so why don't you run along and get back to your guard duty."
She snatched the rifle back from him, scowling. "You don't have a gun. I do. Running might not be enough, especially if you're tired. I'm a good shot with this thing." She gripped the rifle in both hands. "I might just save your life if you let me."
Rick felt his insides wilt, not having the energy to continue arguing. I'm not going to be able to get rid of her, am I? he thought. Whatever, I guess this really will turn into nothing more than a quiet stroll. "Fine," he said, "you can come along, but for my sanity, please keep a lid on it. I don't think I can handle much more squawking today."
"Whatever you say, big man."

"It's Rick."

"Whatever you say, Rick."

They lapsed into silence, walking for a while. True to his request, the girl said nothing, holding only a smirk as she strolled next to him. He continually twitched his eyes to her, feeling the smug aura of her presence. It grated on the edges of his nerves, and the quiet became maddening in short order.
Gritting his teeth, he asked, "So what's your name then?"
"Cassandra." Her smirk widened to a self-satisfied grin. "Call me Cass."
"How did you come to be with Desmond and Olivia?" His gaze revolved around, keeping careful watch on the surroundings and holding small attention to her response.
She shrugged. "It was after the uprising. My parents were killed, and it just wasn't safe. I wandered around, away from the fighting, and eventually they found me."
"You were a Citizen, then?"
"Hah!" Cass gave a sharp laugh. "Yeah, you could say that, but it's not like children are that important, and we sure as heck didn't have status. We're pretty much treated like the servants."
"Uh-huh, and I'm sure you were a perfect angel, tolerant and kind to everyone."
She shook her head. "Not at all, but when I couldn't tell the difference between the Citizens rioting through the streets and the 'undesirables' from down below, I had a bit of a change of heart."
Rick replied, "Messes with your perspective, doesn't it? When it's your ass in the fire?"
Cass twisted her grip on the rifle. "Not many people handled the uprising so well. My parents never paid much attention to me anyways; always socializing and trying to find some way to elevate their status." She spat on the ground. "I've been taking care of myself for years, so them being gone for good wasn't much of a difference."
"You've managed to survive for a while now with Desmond and Olivia."
"Yeah. They're really good people. It's kind of hard to imagine how they've stayed okay with all of the liars and killers around them."
Rick chuckled. "They're pretty savvy, and I think you'd find some pretty heavy backlash if some jackass tried to screw them over."
Cass paused in thought. "Yeah, you're probably right. I know I'd plug anyone who messed with 'em, and I haven't even been at the school for very long."
"How did you manage to get down below?" Rick changed the subject, eyeing their surroundings.
She jerked her thumb back in the direction of the school. "They had a few of the adults up and around before the OHU and Citizenship solidified the sides. I happened to come across one of their people, who offered to take me somewhere safe."
Rick gestured at the rifle. "You seem to have adjusted quickly."
Cass brushed back strands of hair in her face with one hand. "They take on all kinds of kids and civilians. You know, people who stay chip in, and it's a good community overall. Much as I hate to say it, their education is pretty useless compared to what I'd gotten before. Since I'm not attending any classes, I decided to make myself useful."
"You any good with that thing?"
Slinging the rifle against her shoulder, she raised her chin. "You think they'd have given it to me if I wasn't? If you hadn't looked so pathetic last night when you walked up, I'd have pegged you before you came within a hundred yards."
Heh, yeah, I doubt that, Rick thought with a smile. Not in disrespect of her ability: indeed her possession of the weapon, given to her by a largely non-aggressive group of people, suggested she had strong aptitude with it. However, there's no way the schoolteachers would ever let any trigger-happy idiots on guard duty.
"So it's just Cass then?" Rick asked. "No last name?"

She raised an eyebrow. "What's yours?"

He cracked a smile. "I don't seem to remember."

"Neither do I."

In spite of earlier difficulties and annoyances, Rick found himself starting to like Cass. In a way, she reminded him of Kaylee if holding a bit less of a stubborn nature.
The thought of Kaylee cast a pang of guilt into his thoughts. I hope she's okay. Bah, she's probably going to worry about me if Malcolm doesn't get a chance to let her know what happened. And Malcolm... Quinton says he got bloodied going over to where I wish I could peek. Maybe Cass finding me isn't so bad; I don't have to worry about doing something stupid when someone else is-
"You realize we're pretty much going in circles, right?" Cass cut into his train of thought.
He flashed her a grin. "You realize what the term 'patrol' implies, right?"
"You said you were just looking around." She scowled at him. "We don't run patrols anyways, so what exactly are you up? Or maybe I should say were, since apparently you won't do it now that I'm around."
"I never said I was up to anything at all." Rick shrugged. "You did. Maybe I'm only stretching my legs, getting some fresh air."
Cass set the rifle over her shoulder. "Come on. Don't treat me like I'm some dumb kid. You're trying to find some of those crazy people. Why you're doing it, I have no clue, but it does make you seem pretty stupid."
Rick tossed his head back and laughed. "You're not the first to suggest such a thing, but rest assured: I know what I'm doing, and at the moment it's definitely not that."
"Yeah, you changed your mind when I showed up. Now you're wasting time."
"Hey," Rick held up his hands, "I may not show much concern for my own skin, but I'm not about to let my stupidity get anyone else hurt."
She set her jaw. "I told you, I don't need anyone to help me. I can take care of-"
Rick shot up a silencing hand, hearing a noise from around the next corner. Cass noted his stern expression and roving gaze, shifting her talkative mood to a similar vigil. Her grip tightened upon the rifle, and she slowly panned the barrel back and forth in search of targets.
He made several hand motions to her. Rick pointed two fingers at his eyes and motioned in the direction of the noise. He gestured at her and jabbed a finger at the ground, mouthing, Stay put.
Cass developed an indignant expression and opened her mouth to object, to which he frantically waved both hands back and forth. No, no! he mouthed. He made the same motion for her to remain, followed by a quick pantomime of him approaching the corner, being assaulted, and her firing upon his attacker. "Cover me," Rick leaned forward and whispered in her ear. "Just don't shoot me."
Setting her jaw, she gave a firm nod.
Rick crept forward, movement light and careful. Another sound came, around the street corner. Changing his mind, he gestured, signaling for Cass to sneak around in a wide arc. She gave a quick nod and moved, stepping carefully and never dropping her aim.
Leaning his head around the corner, Rick's heart fluttered within his chest. Christ I wish I had a goddamn gun. I hope she's half as good as she thinks.
His jaw fell open as he saw the source of the noise. "Holy shit!" he heard Cass shout behind him.
An individual crouched over a dead body, sucking out blood from an open wound on the corpse's arm. At Cass's yell, the killer jerked his gaze forward and set his teeth in a snarl. A knife, slick with blood, gleamed in his right hand.
"Heathen!" he shouted, springing.
The killer's head snapped backwards, bearing a small red hole as the crack of Cass' rifle filled the air. Without taking three steps, the man dropped to the ground, dead.
"Shit," Rick jogged forward. He kicked over the man and peered into the lifeless eyes. "No one familiar, but we should probably think about getting out of here." He turned back to Cass. "Nice shot."
Her eyes were wide, hands gripping the rifle and still aiming at the body. She held a slight tremble, and after a moment she let the gun barrel drop. "Thanks," she breathed.
"Do you recognize either of them?"
Cass swallowed hard and stepped forward, flinching as she saw the two dead bodies, one featuring numerous wounds. "Oh God..." she whispered, pointing a shaky finger at the victim. "I know her. Oh God, I can't remember her name, but she's..." She covered her mouth with a hand. "She's one of the teachers."
"Way out here?" Rick frowned. "When's the last time you saw her?"
"I-I don't remember." Cass trembled, staring in shock at the corpse. "Couldn't have been more than a week... maybe even yesterday..."
Rick gestured toward the street beyond the body, noticing a few trailings of blood. "Looks like she was dragged here. She might have still been alive when..." he stopped talking, noting the horrified expression on the girl's face.
Standing, Rick put his arm around her shoulder. "We should get out of here. Someone else might heard have your shot, and there's nothing to be done for her."
Cass kept staring at the bodies, trembling with eyes wide.
Rick pulled, leading her. "Come on, step to it."
The girl did as instructed without objection. Her face remained horrified, and she appeared to be in a state of mild shock. Her feet moved, however, and it spared Rick from tossing her over his shoulder. He kept a careful watch all around, hearing and seeing nothing.
"You okay?" he asked, pulling her along.

She didn't respond.

Rick stopped, knelt, and cupped her chin. "You gonna be all right?"

Her vacant eyes focused on his. She drew in a shallow breath, mouth quivering. It took her several moments to speak. "I... I've never..."
"It's okay." Rick nodded. "Try to put it out of your head. You're alive, they're not. Until the fight is finished, nothing else matters."
She gave a slow nod. "Isn't it done already?"

Rick tensed, a prickle running up the back of his neck. Tilting his head, he saw a shape behind him. A woman, carrying a wrench.

"Not quite," he said, grabbing her rifle and spinning around.

The woman had barely enough time to twist her face into a snarl and scream, "Die!" before his shot caught her in the shoulder and spun her around. She fell to the ground, shrieking.
Slinging the rifle, Rick grabbed Cass's arm. "Run!" he shouted.
The woman's agonized yelling followed after them. A moment later, howling cries echoed. Fear burrowed into Rick, and the shouting resounded all around them. Cass herself started breathing hard, eyes welling with tears.
More shapes appeared, sprinting down the side alleys. Rick shoved Cass onward, swinging the rifle to bear. The crack of the weapon echoed as he ran, shot, and ran, pausing only to drop another of the pursuers.
The rifle ran empty with a dozen left chasing. Cass was a few paces ahead, and Rick's shouting spurred her onward. Focusing only on flight, Rick slung the weapon, secured even breathing, and ran.
 
 
******
 
 
"Mutilated bodies are appearing in every sector of the city, old and new," Michaels spoke, sweat beading on his forehead, "and you want to disobey the instructions of your superiors, put a number of people in danger, and..."
Kaylee waved him off. "Yes, yes to everything you said and whatever else you planned on spewing out. Yes, I couldn't care less what those stupid asses said about staying put and not wasting resources on pointless missions." She made a disgusted face. "As though they, who are now apparently hunting down Malcolm, can make judgments on pointless missions."
"Well yes..." Michaels licked his lips, tasting blood where she had struck him. "Yes, I agree they're being foolish, but-"
Quinton, limping after hasty treatment on his leg, cut in, "Shut up, both of you. We're trying to keep ourselves from being discovered, aren't we?" Both Kaylee and Michaels mumbled agreement. "Then quit bickering. We all decided..." He glanced at the bruise and swelling on Michaels' face from where Kaylee had punched him and amended his statement. "Most of us decided action was needed."
Upon reaching the Institute and discovering the OHU leaders missing, Kaylee had taken Quinton to get first aid from the closest available source: Michaels. The researcher had returned to his work shortly after half-shouting himself hoarse at Sergei and Isaac regarding Malcolm's innocence. Though Kaylee and Quinton expressed initial surprise at the bloody mess and news of Malcolm's retreat, they wasted no time in explaining their own situation.
The radio contact with Sergei and Isaac, who had apparently launched an expedition to hunt down Malcolm, was brief and more irritating. In spite of talking with Kaylee, Michaels, and Quinton himself, neither OHU leader acknowledged the immediate necessity of discovering who these madmen were. 
"One problem at a time, my friends," Sergei's voice had come through the radio. "If what you say is true, my good and dear friend Quinton, we will need to mobilize many of our people to counter their threat. It will take time, and rest assured I will immediately contact some of my trusted men to see the task started."
Michaels had wondered if the static had cut out considerable portions of the communication; it appeared the OHU leaders didn't catch the gravity of the situation. Or maybe, he thought, they don't care about protecting the civilians who left their care.
Either way, shouting into the radio had lost any appeal when the hunting party ceased responding. Instead of wasting time trying to convince them otherwise, Kaylee made the decision to disobey their instructions. Michaels initially agreed until Kaylee also ordered him to come with.
Objections had stammered from his lips followed by angry insults, all silenced by Kaylee's fist. She had said, as he laid shocked and dazed upon the ground. "We're not going to have much support, so we'll need everyone we can trust. We can trust you, right?"
Michaels now progressed through the streets of upper-Haven, his face throbbing. He held an awkward grip on a submachine gun procured from the lobby of the Institute.
"I still don't see what good we'll be able to accomplish with so few people," he whispered to Kaylee while they walked. He kept his attention fixed upon every conceivable direction, peering into the darkness and imagining insidious shapes.
Kaylee scowled at him. "Do you want me to hit you again?"
Michaels sputtered, angry at her threats, her bullying, and her insistence on dragging him along. Before he formed any concrete words, she rolled her eyes. "Look," she said, "I'm sorry I hit you, but you really were being a cowardly ass."
The researcher closed his mouth, frowning.
"We're not going down there to assault the red-light district," she said, touching him on the arm and relaxing her tone. "We're going to lend support to the civilians, right Quinton?"
With a nod, the elderly man said, "We could use the help. People are getting scared."
Michaels opened his mouth again, ready to object again, but Kaylee seemed to read his thoughts. "Yes, you're right in that two more people won't make a huge difference." She hefted a duffle bag slung over her shoulder. "But a few extra weapons and a good pile of ammunition very well may."
The arguments appeared to be repeating themselves, but Michaels refused to cease speaking with rationality until silenced or heeded. "Sergei and Isaac will have your hide for stealing those. There's been talk of munitions shortages for weeks, and you assist this process by stealing some?"
"I barely scratched the surface of what they've got," Kaylee replied, "and if we're careful about using it, we'll have plenty to stave off any minor assaults, right?" She directed the question to Quinton.
The old man gave a nod. "May not seem like much, but even this little bit will help."
"They'll brand us as traitors; do you realize that?" Michaels kept at it.
Kaylee balled a fist. "You're starting to piss me off again, doc. What we're doing is the right thing. The people down there need our help."
"If the opportunity presents itself," Michaels raised his chin, "I will be returning. I have business in the Institute which needs finishing."
"Admirable, Sir Gregory," she said in a mocking tone. "Always ready to rush to his damsel's-"
"Shut up!" Michaels shouted, gripping the submachine gun with white-knuckles and resisting wild urges to aim it at Kaylee. "Don't you dare say anything about my work with her!"
Taken aback, Kaylee stared at him with an open mouth. He turned away, running a hand through his hair and feeling the boil of adrenaline course through his body. Michaels felt their eyes upon his back. Trembling, his anger dissolved into shame at his outburst. They just... I can't...
Thoughts tumbled without form in his head. Even an implied insult to Claudia was not acceptable. Simple consideration of Kaylee's minor slight renewed a flare of irritation, but he squelched the feelings before he opened his mouth to speak. I won't make a fool of myself any further, he thought.
A hand touched his shoulder, and he flinched. Turning his head, Kaylee's concerned expression greeted him. "Sorry, doc. I... I do understand. I'm sorry we shanghaied you into this, but it's really important, you know?"
Michaels rested fingertips against his temple. "No... it's all right. I shouldn't..." He sighed, giving her a nod and waving her off. He didn't wish to continue discussing it, and his simple gesture felt like apology enough. She seemed to think so as well, squeezing his shoulder and falling into silence.
Still, as they walked, Michaels realized precisely why Kaylee's tiny insult bothered him. Words spoken long ago rang in his ears. Words from a colleague, a friend, and maybe something just a little more:
How gallant of you. What did I ever do without Sir Gregory protecting me?
Claudia. Her quick wit and simple grace, idealized times fifty in the months of Michaels trying to discover the cure. Nothing: no task or threat would prevent him from finding out how to save her. Kaylee had known this, and quick glances revealed regret and sympathy on her face for bringing it up.
Quinton kept his face passive and eyes watchful. Michaels knew the old man thought ill of the noise they made, but nothing was said.
He cursed himself again for being such a fool, using the lull in discussion to think about the situation. After short consideration, he decided Kaylee had not been in the wrong. She's not entirely right, either, he thought, but doing something, perhaps anything, is better than what those morons Sergei and Isaac demand.
 
 
 Chapter 6: Another Long Night
 

Gripping tight upon the radio, Sergei nearly cast it to the ground, where it certainly would have shattered. Anger burned in his blood, a reaction from listening to the voice which highlighted the total amount of materials robbed from the Institute.
Weapons and ammunition, precious and diminishing resources, and this Kaylee woman steals a not-small amount, his teeth clenched at the thought, then further disobeys orders by leaving.
"We should have just brought her with," Isaac said, giving his head a slow shake. "Good for helping find the creature: someone familiar or maybe even bait?"
"You are right, my friend," Sergei nodded, "but now we have lost the opportunity along with some of our precious munitions. Kaylee will have to be punished for this indiscretion."
Isaac gestured for the several guards following to halt. He folded his arms. "What if they were right?"
Sergei scowled. "About a faction of blood-drinkers? How many bodies have turned up thus far? Four now? If the victims counted higher, I would think we were under attack, but just a few suggests only one killer."
"Quinton said there were a lot down below. Dozens, more even," Isaac replied.

"Ehhh, but how much is he to be trusted, especially after this theft of our equipment?"

Isaac rubbed his chin. "In response to us refusing?"

"Bah." Sergei waved a hand. "I do not know how much I wish to concern our forces with petty complaints from down below. They made the choice to avoid this necessary fight, and we respected it. They must understand this means we cannot bend valuable resources to keep them safe whenever they see a boogeyman." He shrugged. "If they were among us, then clearly things would be different, but I remain reluctant to spare our effort towards their aid."
"What if they're right, and these people are a real threat?" Isaac asked. "We could be running around chasing this Malcolm thing for weeks without seeing a trace of it, him, whatever. If these people Quinton mentioned are the real source of this problem..."
Sergei wagged a finger, feeling his resolve beginning to weaken. "What do you suggest, then, my good and dear friend?"
"We can catch up with Kaylee and the others. Maybe even provide assistance if there really is trouble. If not, we get our equipment back, take them into custody, and get Kaylee to help in the Malcolm search."
"Hmmm..." Sergei tapped fingers on the butt of his side-arm. "I believe I might agree with you. Considering our trail has gone somewhat cold..." He shot a glare at one of his soldiers, who had been trying to track the beast. "I suppose we have few better options available." I suppose the benefit of the doubt will be given in this situation, he thought.
Isaac nodded.
"I would like for us to gather more people for this effort, but..." Sergei gave a shrug. "I suppose it cannot prove too difficult for our skilled forces, yes?"
"Yeah, I think we can handle it," Isaac said.
"Very well. Everyone!" Sergei called out to the soldiers. "We are going to have a change of direction to retrieve some possessions which were stolen from us. They may react in hostile fashion, so please remain on your guard."
He continued, "However, we will not fire upon them unless it becomes absolutely necessary. These are our people, wayward souls, who believe so strongly in something that they are willing to fall upon disobedience and theft to make their grievances known. Wrong or right, they still will be punished," he gave a pause, "but we will see first if their actions were worthy of their cause."
Satisfied his loyal soldiers wouldn't tear the dissenters apart at first glance, Sergei nodded to Isaac, who drew him to the side. "Sergei, are you sure you'll be all right coming with?"
The other man raised an eyebrow. "Why wouldn't I be?"
"Battle situation..." Isaac said. "You haven't been in on them much lately. What happens if..." he left the implication of Sergei's tendency toward hallucinations hanging.
"I will be all right." Sergei said, firm and confident. "I believe this will not be a taxing ordeal, and I spend too long these days behind a desk. It will be good to contribute."
"If you're certain..."

"I am." Sergei gave a nod.

Isaac shrugged. "Okay then." Turning to the troops, he called out. "Right, fellas. Let's get going."

 
 
******
 
 
Sitting next to Cass, perched upon the overhang at the front entrance of the school, Rick aimed another procured rifle into the darkness beyond their floodlights. The girl, having shaken off most of her terror and shock, reclaimed her own weapon and engaged in a similar watch.
The pursuit had appeared to have fallen off at first, giving them time to slow their pace. Half a mile out from the school, the crazed individuals attacked again, coming close enough for Rick to have to bludgeon a few with the butt of Cass' rifle.
Knife blades hissing through the air behind them, the pair scrambled for safety. Again, while they approached the floodlights of the school, shouting and waving their arms in the hopes of not being shot on sight, the direct pursuit seemed to fade.
Except the attackers remained nearby. On the edges of the floodlights, they ran, taunted, and faded into shadows. The school had raised an alarm, blazing into their assault procedure of dispersing weaponry, barricading particular rooms, and preparing a defense of progressively tighter circles should the building be breached.
Given the weapon and a very small stash of ammunition, Rick volunteered for outside duty. The occasional shot cracked out into the night as one of the other outer guards caught a glimpse of movement.
"Hold your fire unless you get a goddamn decent shot!" Rick shouted for what felt like the millionth time. "If we run outta bullets, we'll have to throw rocks!"
Rick himself only had a single box of ammunition, twenty-five shots. During the period of watch, he'd fired his weapon three times, scoring a hit once. A few kills had briefly decorated the edges of the light until other attackers swooped in and carted the wounded and dead foes off.
"Bloody impossible to tell their numbers," Rick told himself yet again. "You hangin' in there, kiddo?"
Cass gave a nod, her expression attempting to be hard. Rick could detect fear bordered on the knife edge of panic behind her stern eyes, but nothing he could do would help. First real fight; she'll have to figure out how to deal with it on her own.
Rick admitted no small amount of fear in his own heart, but many battles against worse odds filled his background. "Dug in position. Elevated, probably not outnumbered..." Rick said out loud, trying to comfort himself as much as Cass. "They got us surrounded, but they can't approach. If they try to attack without firearms, we'll fill 'em full of holes before they get within twenty feet."
The girl gave another nod, his rousing speech not appearing to have any strong effect. Well, shit. She's too young for this anyway. Best I can do is try to make sure she doesn't die.
More shots echoed through the night.
"Goddammit people," he yelled, "stop wasting our..." he trailed off, realizing the source and echoes were not coming from around the corners of the school building but directly out in front of him. Instead of individual shots, scattered and sustained fire came forward.
An eternity of hope and worry danced around in his head. Oh dear God, the game might change a bit if they've got guns instead of just knives and hammers, came the first thought. It was followed by, If Quinton managed to get Sergei and Isaac to throw down support, I'll give that wrinkly bastard a huge kiss.
The contemplation turned to relative hope in his head as renewed screaming and howling madmen sped off in the direction of the arriving party. They're chasing; that means... Rick hoped whoever approached could handle themselves well enough.
Regardless, he held a tight grip, aiming in the direction of the noise, which to his imagination or reality seemed to be on some manner of approach. Minutes dripped by, his unblinking gaze fixed upon the shadows beyond the floodlight. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed Cass within a similar vigil.
"Take it easy, and don't shoot right away. They might be friendlies."
"You really think so?" Her voice contained a hard, doubtful edge.
Rick turned, releasing one hand on his weapon and placing it on her shoulder. He could feel a slight tremble. "Take a deep breath. Calm your nerves." He gave a squeeze as she drew in a short breath, far from being anywhere near deep or calming, but it seemed to help. "Don't shoot unless I say so."
She licked her lips. "Are you sure that's a good idea?"
"We don't want to fire on friendlies. Risking enemy approach is much less terrible than losing the few people and alliances we have."
"Okay," she replied, and Rick heard a firm certainty behind it.
Intermittent gunfire sounded, and the shouting could still be heard. Rick imagined a gruff voice barking orders, keeping a tight circle and watching in all directions.
The sustain of it, the approaching gunfire and shouting, all but proved to Rick that whoever advanced served as an enemy to the unknown attackers. It could be the zombie-carcass of Franklin Lange himself, and I'd still be glad to see the rotting prick if he managed to cut down enough of these crazy people.
Shuddering from the thought, more moments slid along, and Rick began to see the edges of running forms, blocks away but indistinct. Their progress appeared slow, and occasional muzzle-flashes and percussive chatter accompanied their approach.
Well, at least they're not firing on us, Rick thought, squinting down the barrel of his rifle. The figures began to resolve, and he noted the reason for their gradual progress. One leaned upon another, and those two hobbled along as quickly as possible. Another person, a woman, swiveled her weapon in all directions, doing her best to cover them.
Sounds of the screaming, howling madmen grew louder. No longer on all sides, it appeared whatever number of attackers stalking the shadows around the school had converged upon the weaker and less defended prey.
Except the approaching group, whose meager number caused a peal of disappointment in Rick's chest, sustained their fire well, seeming to have fangs enough to protect themselves. More than a couple of charging figures fell before drawing too close to the small party.
He drew in a sharp breath; shock, horror, anger, and even a little joy blazed through his surprised thoughts. The woman in the lead finally burst into the edges of the floodlight.
"Holy shit..." Rick's grip on the rifle slackened. "What the hell are you doing here, Kaylee?" he spoke under his breath.
More faces resolved, to Rick's considerable surprise. Quinton he expected, but when the gasping and disheveled form of Michaels stumbled into the light, half-carrying the old man and awkwardly clutching a submachine gun in his free hand, Rick wondered if he had passed out or gone mad.
"Friendlies on approach, eastern face!" he shouted. No other outside sentries technically had angles on Kaylee and her group, but he knew a few faces and guns poked out of the windows behind him. Rick preferred to ensure no one gunned down his allies.
One of the attackers, abandoning caution and shouting at the top of her lungs, sprinted out of the shadows. Rick watched the researcher guy panic, scream in fright and squeezed the trigger on his weapon. Scattered, inaccurate fire issued forth, the recoil and lack of aim spewing bullets everywhere except the target. Rick's finger tightened on his own trigger, but he didn't have a clear shot.
His shot went unfired, too much of a risk, but he breathed a tiny sigh of relief to see Kaylee swivel and add her own controlled spray to Michaels' cause. The attacking woman was hit by some small amount of the ammunition flurry, and her crazed shouting ceased as she dropped to the ground.
At least Kaylee's gotten better, Rick thought, remembering a time when her skills at most aspects of organized combat were lacking at best.
A few more of the howling attackers moved near on the edges of the lighting but chose against pressing the not-so weak traveling group.
Out of breath and sweat pouring off of their bodies, Kaylee's party didn't stop running until they were under the awning and pounding on the door. Half-amused, Rick realized the floodlight had obscured his and Cass' appearance to them. He heard Kaylee shouting, "Please, we're here to help. Let us inside!"
"Keep an eye on things; I'll be right back," he said to Cass, dropping his rifle and climbing through the window, back into the adjacent classroom. Not wishing to leave the new guests standing on the doorstep, he sprinted through the halls and down the stairs.
Watching the barred main entrance were two people, a man and woman, in case of a successful frontal assault. At Rick's enthusiastic approach, the startled and inexperienced pair nearly fired upon him. He waved his hands back and forth and said, "We've got reinforcements outside. Open the doors!"
Startled and confused, the two people exchanged glances and responded slowly. Moving forward, gesturing, and shouting, Rick got them moving and assisted in taking out the bars and chains which fastened the outer door.
As they labored, the pounding outside increased in urgency. "Working on it; just a minute!" Rick shouted, cursing at the extensive amount of blockage. Geez, we could go to one of the windows and tear the boards loose faster, he thought.
Finally, after what seemed an eternity of effort, they flung the doors open.
"Took you long enough-" Kaylee charged forward, shouting until she saw Rick. Surprise collided into her expression, and she stopped short.
The shock didn't last, as the remaining pair pushed forward, shoving her into an actual collision with Rick which ended in the two of them sprawling to the ground.
An awkward tumble of limbs ensued as each person tried to extract themselves from the tangle. The gravity of their situation disappeared for a moment during the tussle, in which other individuals rushed past them and worked on re-barricading the door.
Rick and Kaylee's eyes met, embarrassment on their faces, and they each paused in their efforts to rise. A tiny moment ensued, clarity at their happiness in seeing each other again.
Michaels interrupted. "Are you two going to lay about all night? In the way, I might add, while demons prowl outside? Or perhaps you plan on regaining your feet and actually helping out?"
"Doc, you better shut your..." Kaylee trailed off, rolling clear of Rick and picking herself up. She cleared her throat, turning back and offering a hand to her still-fallen friend.
Feeling a measure of heat rising to his face, Rick grasped her hand and climbed to his feet. He dusted himself off and took in the surroundings. The two door guards already labored to replace the bars and chains, and the rest of the group, now safely arrived, stared at him and Kaylee.
"Right, erm..." he said, scratching the back of his head. "Welcome back, Quinton. Are you okay, do you need-"
Kaylee smacked the old man in the chest with the back of her hand. "Why didn't you tell me Rick was down here? And don't say it's because I didn't ask."
Quinton leaned up against the wall, blood dripping through the bandages on his leg and midsection. He held a passive expression, and if the wounds caused any pain or irritation to him, he gave no indication. "I had more pressing concerns," he said in his usual gruff tone. "Also, you didn't ask."
Scowling, Kaylee opened her mouth in a retort, but Rick suddenly recalled the situation and that he'd left a teenage girl, alone, guarding the outside of the front entrance. "I hate to spoil the reunion, but I have to get back to my post. All of you, come with me; I can keep watch and chat at the same time, I think."
Michaels sputtered objections, something regarding exhaustion and hunger, but he fell silent at a quick word from Quinton. Scowling, the researcher held a moment of irritation followed by reluctant agreement.
"Two people..." Rick walked at a brisk pace through the locker-filled hallway, heading up the stairwell. "I hope that duffle of yours has plenty of guns."
Kaylee gave a sigh. "We tried to convince Sergei and Isaac to help, but for some reason they want to try and hunt down Malcolm instead."
"Fools, both of them," Michaels spoke, again half-carrying the injured Quinton.
"They think he was responsible for the killings?" Rick didn't voice that he'd held a brief but similar notion much earlier.
"Their thoughts are as weak and poorly-constructed as their actions," Michaels replied, voice-strained with exertion, "and would it be possible to find somewhere to set this man down? He's heavier than he looks, and I believe his sutures have been torn."
Quinton developed a scowl. "I'm fine; you're going to need my help with-"
Michaels interrupted, "Shut up. If you insist upon me patching you up, I'm officially your care provider, and thus you need to listen to me. A man of your age cannot sustain injury so lightly."
"Stick him the corner and keep him conscious. I might need to talk to him." Rick jabbed a finger in the direction of the wall near the window as they entered the classroom. He could see Cass through the window, attention back and forth between her vigil and the group in the classroom behind her. The occasional shout and howl pierced the night, proof the attackers remained close by.
"How's it looking out there, Cass?"
The girl turned her head. "Back to how it was before. They're running on the edges, trying to scare us, I think. Still no idea how many."
Kaylee helped Michaels ease Quinton into the corner, propping his head up with a folded jacket. Michaels peeled back some of the bandages, wincing at the bloody mess underneath, the sutures torn free. "All that work..."
"Your stitching is terrible." Quinton gave a rattling cough. "You're not much of a doctor."
"I'm not a doctor at all," Michaels replied, drawing medical supplies out of one of the duffel bags, "but for some reason people expect a man of breeding and intelligence to fill the role when necessary."
Quinton barked a laugh, revealing blood-rimmed teeth. "You're no good for fighting, so we expect a man of your breeding and intelligence to be decent at something."
Rick stopped listening to the back and forth between the doc and the old man, climbing through the window. The situation outside appeared as Cass had indicated: shapes moved in the shadows. Sounds of the attackers echoed in the night, some forming words, taunting, and threats, but no direct assault occurred. "I wonder how long they plan on keeping this up," he said.
"How long has it been going for?" Kaylee asked, stepping out after him.
He picked up the rifle, not aiming but keeping it at the ready. "A couple of hours now. I did a little walking around before, trying to see who these people were. They tried to jump me," he cast a sidelong glance and cleared his throat, "us, rather. We, uh, ran back here, but they followed and have been up to this little mess ever since."
Kaylee asked, "How many?"

"We don't know," Cass replied.

"Who's she?" Kaylee jerked her head in Cass' direction.

Rick made a quick gesture, taking care of introductions quickly before moving on. "Kaylee, Cass. Cass, Kaylee. How many did you see when you were running?"
"No idea. We were about a mile out when some crazy bitch flew out of the shadows and almost jammed an icepick into the doc's face. We shot her down, but then more came at us. All we could do was run."
"Jesus, Kaylee," Rick swept a hand through his hair. "What were you thinking bringing so few people with? You could've died out there, and then what-"
Scowling, Kaylee replied, "It's not like this was sanctioned or anything. None of us are going to be very welcome by Sergei and Isaac after we stole some shit and ran off against orders."
"You didn't tell them about-"
"Of course we told them!" she shouted, interrupting. "They didn't listen. Apparently even Malcolm got cut up by these freaks, and they still wanted to believe he was the bad guy."
Rick nodded, remembering his own desperate pleas to Sergei and Isaac. He had thought them rational and intelligent prior, but they had damned him in spite of any attempts at discussion. In certain situations, it seemed the two OHU leaders had a severe case of tunnel vision. Although, again the thought of Malcolm being overwhelmed left an unsettled feeling in his stomach.
It means they've either got enough numbers to cause greater concern, or worse... he thought, knowing both of his conclusions were probably correct. They're just too crazy to care about getting ripped apart. I'd bet both of my kidneys Malcolm gave ten times more than he got.
"I know that look," Kaylee interrupted his train of thought, peering into his face. "You're worried."
He wiped sweat out of his eyes. "Thinking about these people, Malcolm, the rest of it..."
"Yeah," she nodded. "I know how you feel. Sorry we couldn't bring an army with. These crazy bastards wouldn't be so scary if Sergei and Isaac weren't such dipshits."
Rick pulled the rifle to his shoulder, seeing one of the surrounding assailants briefly dart into the light. Unsure of his aim, he let the weapon fall unfired, gritting his teeth and cursing under his breath. "If I had more ammo..." he said softly to the disappearing shadow.
"We brought what we could grab," Kaylee said, squinting in the direction of Rick's vanished target.
Rick reached over squeezed her shoulder. "You did fine; we'll be good and safe, and maybe we'll even get to take out a few dozen of these pricks if they get greedy."
She shook her head. "But it's not like you can just stay here forever. There's a lot of civilians to feed and take care of; they have to be able to scout, forage, and all the other stuff too. Can't do it with these guys running around."
"Yeah, I know it," Rick said, "but for now let's keep our focus on living out the..." he checked his recently procured watch and squeezed his eyes shut. "Yeah, living out the rest of the night. If they're still around in the morning, we'll have to think about striking out, scaring them off, or something."
"Where did these guys come from?" Cass asked, not turning her attention away from the street. Rick blinked, almost forgetting she was there. He opened his mouth to speak, but Kaylee said it first.
"Good question." She folded her arms. "What do you think, Rick?"
"I know they're set up in the northwestern section of Old Haven, but..."
Kaylee made a face. "There? Oh dear God... I never wanted to think about that place again, especially in regards to..." She trailed off, eyes going wide.



Rick raised an eyebrow. "In regards to what?"

"Son of a bitch..." she said, eyes distant.

Turning away from the watch, Rick focused his full attention on Kaylee. "What, Kaylee?"

She covered her mouth with a hand, her face going pale. Rick could see the slightest trembling in her body. "I didn't really think of it until just now, but killing people and drinking blood? It's a bit different, but it can't be a coincidence. Not with them hanging out in that region of the city. No way."
Rick spread his hands out, waiting for her to get to the point.
"I don't know how he survived or got loose, how he gathered people to do his dirty work, or anything else..." She looked at him with haunted eyes. "I think it's Nigel."
 
 
******
 
 
The security at the Institute was not precisely lax.
None of the security around the areas controlled by the Old Haven Union could be considered lax, at least on paper.
However, the people walking the patrols, sitting in sentry positions, and entrusted to be vigilant at all times did not adhere to the highest standards.
Most of the smaller work, the less critical guard duty and tasks not directly involving the leaders Sergei and Isaac themselves, had been delegated to those with less experience. For certain, months of tension forged even the most timid civilians who joined the OHU into something harder, but it didn't make everyone instant veterans.
Individuals slipped into the late night periods of waning attention and deeper sleeps for those not currently on duty or those taking their tasks lightly. Seven different sentries and patrol individuals could have caught glimpses of the black-clad, quickly-moving group of soldiers. Indeed, twelve individuals who handled their business well, who were not curled up in a corner sleeping, leaning up against a wall and closing their eyes for just a minute... those individuals who were wide-awake and ever-watchful...
Twelve individuals on patrol from the OHU died quietly, unable to raise the alarm before being dealt with. As the last one fell, the raiding party drew within striking distance to the Institute itself.
 
 
******
 
 
Tanya knew how to complain. Eugene often suggested, joked about how this ability formed her greatest strength. In some small way, her brash attitude and unwillingness to accept situations at face value provided one of the reasons why he cared about her so much.
Sometimes he hated her for it.
"How far we have fallen away from good will," she said, her tone filled with scorn. "Sergei doesn't want our direct assistance any longer. You refuse the one person who decides to take action..." Tanya shook her head. "I sometimes wonder if you have any fire at all these days, Eugene."
Their assigned guard duty - no one, including Sergei and Isaac, ever dared suggest they take individual or separate shifts - kept them inside the walls of the Institute itself. Rather than acting as the posted sentries, they patrolled continuously throughout the empty halls of the large building.
In truth, neither had disappeared from Sergei's eye or favor. The assignment had been actually intended to be a reward, based upon Sergei's impression that both had seen and accomplished enough in their time. He wished to repay their loyalty by allowing some semblance of a relaxed existence.
Not that they knew or appreciated it. Eugene enjoyed the important but less risk-filled tasks, but he didn't particularly relish the effect it had on Tanya.
"We should have gone with her. Sergei doesn't need or want us anymore. He's a fool. He's been a fool for a long time now." Tanya continued to peck away at Eugene's calm.
Hours of this, and how much more shall I endure? Weariness tugged at the corners of his face, and frustration pulsed throughout his body. Every bit of him wished he could have gone along with Kaylee, Quinton, and the strange Citizen doctor or researcher, whatever he was.
"But something gave you pause. Something you can't describe. The mighty Eugene, a slave to tiny feelings," Tanya continued. "Someday, perhaps you will rediscover your manhood, Eugene. I pray it comes before age robs you of usefulness."
Eugene slammed his fist against the wall. "Enough!" he shouted. "I do not know why, but my heart, my mind, my very soul tells me that our place, this night, is here! If you trust me, if you have ever cared any of the tiniest bit for me, you will keep silent and leave me in peace."
Much to his surprise, Tanya complied, eyeing him with a lightly amused expression. She stared at him, a half-smirk on her face, for several moments.
Eugene shifted on his feet, uncomfortable with her odd silence and scrutiny. He hadn't expected his outburst to have any positive effect, and now it appeared Tanya was deciding whether to relent or break his jaw.
She made a fist and socked him in the chest before darting up and kissing him on the cheek. "Relax, you old woman. I only tease." She patted him on the shoulder. "I trust your instincts. Truly, I do, and you know this."
Sighing, Eugene rubbed his chest. "I... I am sorry, Tanya. I know your complaints are out of frustration, and I wish I could say why I feel our presence is needed here and now..."
Tanya tossed her head back and laughed. "In due course, I am sure Eugene. I think maybe you wanted light duty tonight to allow for a little... relaxation?" She dropped a coy smile.
"Hah!" Eugene broke out in a wide grin. "When I was a much younger man, yes my 'instincts' may have been driven by such desires."
His companion tilted her head, the smile remaining on her face. "I remember those days, Eugene, and you are not yet so old. You hold a bit of spring in your step." Tanya gave a shrug. "Fifteen minutes out of our patrol won't harm anything, yes?"
Eugene eyed her, taking a deep breath. Temptation burned in his chest and parts beyond. Privacy all around... a few minutes won't cause any trouble, right?
Another voice spoke up in his mind. One of reason and true instinct. One which didn't speak in words, but the intent and meaning could not be clearer. Running off into a side room for even a brief moment of extracurricular activity would be a terrible mistake.
He let out a long, regretful sigh. "No. Not this time, my dear. Something, this damnable voice in my head, tells me our place is in the here and now. We must remain watchful because our foolish leaders have run off in foolish pursuit. If we do not keep their house guarded, who will?"
Tanya shrugged, smiling. "Your loss." Eugene wilted, and she laughed at him. "No, no, I do agree with you. As fun as a diversion would be-"
A distant explosion shook the building, cutting off further conversation and thoughts of a more pleasant encounter. Eugene and Tanya exchanged glances, both instantly firing into combat mode.
"The research wing?" he spoke first, guessing at the source.

She chewed her lip. "Yes, I believe so." She gripped his arm. "The poison!"

Gritting his teeth, Eugene nodded. "By the Gods, I hope not."

Without another word, they checked their weapons and sprinted down the hall. Past Michaels' office, down a flight of stairs and through another hallway, they burst into the lobby where four guards were pressed up against the far wall.
The doors leading into the research wing were open, and the hallway beyond was obscured by smoke. Intermittent fire chattered through haze, occasionally returned by the OHU soldiers.
"How many?" Eugene shouted, sliding up to one of the columns.
"No idea," one man yelled in response. "They blasted through the outside wall, cut through the hallways, and dug themselves in here! I don't know what they're doing in there, but they don't want us to stop it!"
Shouting curses, Tanya fired a burst into the smoke and haze. "It's the canisters, you idiot. They're trying to steal them! How in God's name did they slip by our patrols?!"
Something about this statement rang false to Eugene, and he shook his head. "No, not theft!"
"What then?" A round chipped off the edge an inch away from the guard's shoulder, and the man jerked back.
Eugene bit his lip, making eye contact with Tanya. He narrowed his, and she widened hers. Without speaking, they each landed upon the most likely intent of their foes.
"Truly?" she asked, a measure of horror on her face.

"What else could it be?" he replied, clenching his teeth.

The other guards appeared confused. "Wait, what?"

"Sabotage." Eugene drew in a breath. "They're planning to destroy the devices."

"Won't that disperse the poison?"

Eugene and Tanya returned to their eye contact, and again the affirmation reached their minds without pause.

"You: rouse everyone you possibly can and try to get in contact with Sergei and Isaac," Eugene said to one man. He swept a glance across the soldiers. "The rest of you: follow my and Tanya's lead. Grant no mercy!"
The soldiers barely had a moment to contemplate before, with a quick exchanged nod, Eugene and Tanya burst into the smoke, shouting at the top of their lungs and firing their weapons.
 
 
******
 
 
Injured arm limp at his side, Malcolm sped through the streets of upper Haven. Running back and forth, much of the time of him being "hunted" actually saw him observing Sergei and Isaac's party.
Bored with the silly game, he had moved back towards the Institute, catching a glimpse of Kaylee's group sneaking out with their pilfered weapons. He followed them for a time, seeing their departure to down below. Considering their armaments, he wondered if they would perhaps be trying a similar feat to his own earlier efforts.
The memory flashed forth: bodies pressing in, flashes of pain, weapons darting, cutting, smashing, and his blood flowing. His usable fist had swung about, crushing bones and killing without effort. Yet to no avail, as no matter how many he dropped, it seemed ten more took their places.
"They need help," he said out loud. But who? Consideration crawled through his head. The man, Rick, was already down there. The bad men of the Institute seemed too hostile and stupid to help. Plus, they were hunting Malcolm and likely wouldn't honor any of his requests.
A face flashed into his mind. Stern features, stiff posture, and recollection of association.
He released an involuntary growl, not often enjoying the use of his past memories. They remained too incomplete, jumbled and confusing yet nagging and insistent. On occasion, he supposed the experiences of two past lives could be useful for varied circumstances, but for the most part he tended to ignore them.
Malcolm recalled his clenched fist striking the man, knocking him unconscious, a memory from a day earlier. Ally, the thought came. Gottfried.
Locations flitted through his mind next, travel routes to take him where he needed to get to in a general sense. The actual journey went near as quickly as choosing the path.
His abilities to remain quiet and undiscovered in any circumstance had gotten practice to the point where he hardly acknowledged the people he slipped by. To him, they were nothing more than parts of the scenery. Tiny obstacles to be avoided and ignored, causing as little annoyance as a small amount of rubble in an alleyway. If the varied sentries had been blind and immobile, it would have been about the same to him.
Not that he ever became careless. He knew the rough average distance the people could see in varied lighting conditions. Even through the facial wrappings, which at the moment remained discarded, left behind in Michaels' lab, he could easily detect a person by scent and sound from a long distance away. Of course, his vision in darkness also remained quite excellent.
 Malcolm had traveled most of the way to the region where he thought Gottfried would be located when he realized there was a small problem.
He had no idea more precisely where he'd be able to find the man.
After a moment of consideration, his first effort began back in the location where he had "rescued" Rick. The area served as little more than a path for people traveling to the one particular holding area, so Malcolm searched without attempting to conceal himself for a few minutes without issue.
In his current state of inhumanity, Malcolm had only come across Gottfried a couple of times. No instance had ever impressed the man's natural scent with strong distinction upon Malcolm's mind. Wandering the street, crawling on the ground, seeking every object which might have been touched or jostled, Malcolm couldn't find anything which linked to scent memories.
His thoughts turned to the fist which struck and rendered the man unconscious, wondering if it perhaps had picked up sweat or some microscopic residue/essence. Malcolm winced to notice his bare hand, normally covered by a glove. It, like most of his clothing, remained behind in the lab of former Citizen Michaels.
Frustrated, Malcolm nearly didn't notice an individual walking towards him. It still would have taken the person several moments before he would have seen the shape of the hulking brute, but the fellow came closer than most ever could.
Surprised by the individual's approach, Malcolm darted down a side-street, looped around, and attempted another tactic.
The man was dressed in simple clothing which featured a common level of wear and tear associated with current times and lack of extensive supplies. There was no possibility for the fellow to know what was coming until he heard the tiniest scuff behind him.
Malcolm swooped in. Snatching a handful of the man's collar, Malcolm yanked him off his feet and dragged him over to a wall, shoving him up against it. Though careful to be more gentle than his usual roughness, the man still slammed into the wall quite hard.
Terror clouded the person's eyes as he beheld Malcolm's alien face and body. Malcolm clamped his hand over the man's mouth, which had been preparing to cut loose a hideous screech.
"Scream and I kill you," Malcolm said in a harsh tone. He removed his hand but kept it close.
The man whimpered and jabbered with complete incoherence, begging for his life in the moments where clear words could be heard. "Please, pleasedon't. Wifekids... d-don't want... I don't want to die!"
Malcolm endured fifteen seconds of the babbling before he silenced it by baring his teeth. The man turned a very pale shade and swallowed hard, appearing very near to fainting.
"Gottfried," Malcolm spoke. "Where."
"Wh-wh-wh-what? Please don't hurt me! I never-"
"Where is Gottfried?!" Malcolm hissed.
Looking ready to cry, the man stammered. Malcolm moved his hand towards the man's throat.
"No, wait, wait! You're talking about the Inquisitor, right? The Inquisitor?" A tiny measure of realization and desperation mingled with the terror in the man's eyes.
Malcolm gave a nod.
"Okay, okay, okay. So, I think, that is to say, I don't know necessarily, but I think he's..." The person, through a long series of halting and babbled explanation, highlighted the relative area where Gottfried's office and place of residence could be found.
Fortunately, Malcolm's sense of direction and location memory was keen enough to be capable of interpreting the mess of description. After what seemed like an eternity, the man concluded his directions and fell silent.
After laying out the intended path within his mind, Malcolm noticed the man remained pushed up against the wall. He further noticed his hand rested at his captive's throat.
Releasing the man, Malcolm bored his eyes into him. "Run," he growled. The command and the rest of the experience must have been beyond terrifying, considering the haste with which the man departed.
Malcolm instantly all but forgot about the fellow, focusing his mind again upon finding and speaking with the man he had known in a past life. He started moving through the streets, avoiding random travelers when necessary.
His obsessive nature considered one important piece at a time. The memory of why he sought Gottfried existed in some capacity, but as with all of Malcolm's actions, it sat on the edges of his awareness.
All that mattered was finding him.
 
 
******
 
 
"I'm sorry to say, gentlemen, but you're not in much of a position to negotiate the point," Rick said, aiming the rifle downward into the brightly illuminated faces of Sergei and Isaac.
For certain, negotiating wasn't quite what had been happening. In the short period of time since their appearance, not much aside from threats and posturing had occurred.
The pair had arrived, invited to do so after many insistent calls to Kaylee's radio about finding them and retrieving the stolen weaponry. Isaac, at least, had seemed mostly calm and willing to at least entertain the notion of helping the civilians at the school.
"You will not live out the night if we should so choose!" Sergei shouted a response to Rick, thrusting a gesture toward the edge of the floodlight where dozens of his soldiers stood ready. "Either way, negotiation is something we are reluctant to do with traitorous dogs!"
Upon arrival, learning of Rick's presence, and dealing with the defensive matters, any discussion took a sharp turn towards the negative.
"Unwilling to give up on that grudge, eh?" Rick gave a bitter smirk, unseen by the men half-blinded by the floodlight. "You know, clinging to such anger isn't good for your health, Sergei."
The Russian bared his teeth, and for a tiny moment Rick regretted taunting him. "I'll tear out your throat! You dare to mock me-"
Isaac put a hand on Sergei's shoulder and whispered something into his ear. Fuming, the other man turned away, releasing a grumbling sigh.
"Rick, you've gotta understand you're not our favorite person," Isaac said in a calm voice. "Given opportunity, I wouldn't mind seeing you a bit bloodied for all that happened. Shit, it's your fault we're in this mess, fighting and dying in the dark after we were promised something better."
Sighing, Rick replied, "Don't forget I haven't shot you yet. Not much of a traitorous dog if I'm able to somehow restrain myself from blowing your moronic brains out. However-"
Sergei spun around and shot a deadly glare up to the awning. "You do not possess the nerve or the ability, spineless coward. All you know how to do is scheme, plot-"
"-and connive. Yes, I've heard your tired speech before," Rick interrupted, strongly considering the pros and cons of using the rifle he held, "and I'll tell you again: I had no hand in what Victor and Elijah did. They betrayed me just as much as-"
"Of course you'd claim it when death is at your door and the wolves are howling for your blood!"
Rick clenched his teeth. "How about now? This so-called monstrous traitor holds your life in the palm of his hand. Of your own choice, and perhaps by surprise, but even with this hunk of junk I'm holding, I could give release to some of the pathetic mush clogging your thick and moronic skull."
Isaac held up his hands. "We're getting off-topic here..."
"What topic?" Rick responded. "The only discussion thus far has been how evil, treacherous, and terrible I am. Why is it you two idiots are the only ones who think so? Or has my wicked tongue corrupted our poor civilians down here, who can't even get help unless it's bloody stolen from their former allies."
"They are too kindhearted to dispense what you deserve!" Sergei shot back.
Cass stood next to him, tense and absorbing the loud argument in silence. "Boy, you weren't kidding. These guys hate you."
"Yeah, I know. I really wish I could do something about it," he said quietly. He turned to Kaylee, who also stood nearby, listening to the back and forth. "What do you think I should do?"
Kaylee smiled. "You could go down there and let 'em flog you. They'd probably feel a little better, at least."
He gave her a wry smirk. "Yeah, how about not."
"Okay," Rick said, speaking to the people below, "let's try to figure this out a little better. If Citizen Davidson, a foe posing much more of a threat than me, came down here and proposed a truce, what would you do? And Sergei, don't claim you'd cut off his head, stick it on a banner, and bear that as your standard as you paraded through his territory, slaughtering his people."
The Russian scowled. "Now see here, you-"
"Enough. Your worst enemy comes to you under a flag of truce, or even better has a gun to your head and still suggests peace. Do you blindly follow your anger, or do you hear what he has to say?" Frustration pulsed in Rick's temples.
Sergei opened his mouth, likely to continue the verbal abuse, but Isaac held up a hand. "We're all reasonable men. Go ahead; speak."
Rick sucked in a deep breath, meeting eyes with both Kaylee and Cass before turning back. "All right. The killings here, on the surface, and I'm just going to assume in Citizen territory as well, were not the work of Malcolm. I've seen the people responsible." He pointed at the two of them, again forgetting they couldn't see him through the blinding floodlight. "You've seen them, as well."
"Flickering shadows and random screaming, all gone upon our arrival." Sergei spat upon the ground. "Easily conducted by your own forces with the intent of fooling us."
Restraining the rampant desire to leap from the awning and strangle Sergei, Rick replied, "True, but unlikely. In any case, I don't know their motives, but they appear to be mostly unconcerned about personal physical harm. In addition, we believe they may be led by an ex-Citizen man named Nigel, who was tortured by Isaac's former leader. You remember Nigel, right Isaac?"
The man shifted on his feet. "Rings a bell. Why him?"
"It fits too well," Kaylee responded, breaking the earlier agreement of her keeping silent. Dammit, we better not have to start the threats and insults again, he thought, shooting her a surprised and irritated look. She waved him off.
"Kaylee?" Sergei's face twisted with anger. "Ah, so your idiocy has reached its pinnacle. You now dare to confront us after your disobedience and theft. You dare to stand next to this heathen man who betrayed us all. You truly are a fool."
"Cram it, Sergei. Rick and I aren't the ones you need to worry about."
Waving a hand, the Russian dismissed her claim. "Not a day earlier you had no light to shed. What has changed?"
"Location. The birthplace of Nigel's insanity, that freaky bondage club in the red-light district..." Kaylee drew in a deep breath. "It's where they are now. Quinton scouted it, Malcolm went there and was attacked, and Rick didn't get half-way before they came out to find him."
Isaac folded his arms. "So what is it you're suggesting?"
Rick held up a hand, cutting off Kaylee's response. "We go in and clean them out. No more random corpses turning up, and then you can get back to that war you're so fond of."
With a sharp gesture, Sergei replied, "So you can draw us into an ambush. You think we are so stupid?"
"Yeah, I do," Rick rubbed his forehead with the heel of his hand, "but consider the amount of time we've been standing here in which I could have killed both of you. Is it so hard to believe I'd not want to trudge all the way across the city just to lure you into the ambush I technically already have you in?"
Sergei frowned, on the verge of objecting but seeming unable to refute the point. Holy crap, will wonders never cease? Rick thought.
Isaac folded his arms. "All right, fine. What if we do go up there? Are we to subdue, kill all of these people we know nothing about? Is that right?"
"They don't have guns; they've only been wielding knives, hammers, wrenches, and whatever else. If we're careful and don't let them get the drop on us, we should be able to handle it with ease." He shrugged. "Unless we run out of ammo before the last one falls."
"We?" Sergei asked. "You intend to come with?"
Rick sighed. "I'll tell you what; we'll make a deal on this. As a show of good faith, I'll come with as point-man and your prisoner. If I'm wrong, if there's nothing to this mess, you can take me with you. You can publicly torture me, hang me, abuse me in any way you see fit. I'll not struggle, and you'll get the opportunity to take your petty, incorrect vengeance."
Both Kaylee and Cass favored him with expressions suggesting he'd lost his mind, but Rick held up a hand. "Heck, if we even manage to clean things out and you still want to string me up by my thumbs, there's not a whole lot I'll be able to do to stop you."
Sergei remained frowning, and Isaac rubbed his chin. The pair whispered back and forth, holding a short discussion or argument. Sergei threw up his hands with a disgusted noise, and after a moment of glaring into the floodlight, he sighed and nodded.
Isaac gave a slow shake of his head. "I guess we're going to trust you and give this a shot. You're a hard man to figure out, Rick."
He tilted the floodlight upward and carefully hopped down from the awning. Flashing them a grin, Rick stuck out his hand. "So I've been told. Maybe if we get through this unscathed, I can try again to convince you I had no part in Elijah's actions."
Both of the other men carried uncomfortable expressions, and neither took the offer to shake Rick's hand. After a moment, Rick withdrew it and gave a shrug. "Whatever then. How quickly can you get enough people down here? If it'll take time, a day or two, there should be plenty space for you and the troops to stay here and prepare. I'm sure-"
Sergei raised his chin. "No, there will be no hesitation. What forces we have shall be enough."
"Uh... are you sure about that?" Rick asked, wincing. "We don't know what we'll be walking into. It'd be better if-"
"Steel your pitiful courage, my former comrade," Sergei interrupted. "I'll not spend more time with you than is necessary, nor will I waste hours in traveling within contact range of my people and pulling too many away from our defense. Gather whatever you need. We depart in ten minutes."
Finishing with firm certainty, Sergei turned away from Rick and strolled over to his people. He didn't spare a glance backward.
A cold shiver rolled down Rick's back. Leaving now? No big army, no plan? Jeez... this can't be good.
 
 
******
 
 
Cursing, High Inquisitor Gottfried swept the reports, items, and various scraps of paper off his desk. "Bloody damnation!" he said through clenched teeth, rising from his chair.
Instead of sleeping, instead of undertaking any number of his usual evening activities, Gottfried spent his time researching and discussing with his trustworthy Inquisitor underlings. Spies, sentries, and other individuals hid in towering buildings and places elsewhere, peering through rifle-scopes and high-powered binoculars. All of them were watching for movements and seeking information for Gottfried's use.
Dozens of individuals, Inquisitors, completely loyal to him before anyone else, and not a single individual came up with anything useful.
Gottfried's people were able to track the movements of Davidson's attack force with little trouble, but that was about it. It doesn't take a genius to determine their intentions, he thought, kicking a lamp which had fallen to the floor. Davidson wants to escalate the conflict, and to do so he needs to eliminate the contingency plan.
One of his subordinates stood near the door, sweating and nervous. Some part of Gottfried's brain realized his irrational behavior and its potential to undermine his authority. Most of him didn't care in that moment. His head still hurt, thudding from being knocked unconscious the night before.
The High Inquisitor drew in a deep breath. "Nothing at all regarding other plans or movements?"
"No, sir," the man replied. "The only abnormal movement was the strike team moving to the Institute."
"What about conjecture, rumor?" Gottfried ran a hair through his coarse hair. "Have we heard anything, anything at all about more bodies turning up?"
The other Inquisitor shook his head. "I'm sorry, sir. It's only been a few hours; do you want me to recall them? We could try a more direct approach..."
"No, no..." Gottfried sighed. "We are not yet ready to make our intentions known to Davidson. If he suspects any sedition or even more than a hint of disagreement, he'll likely have all of us removed."
"We can't just sit here and do nothing, sir."
"I know." The High Inquisitor rubbed his chin, wishing he could get back in contact with Rick. As reckless as the man often seemed and in spite of hatred fired upon him from all sides, Rick had his finger on the pulse of most events. "Blast!" Gottfried shouted in frustration, pushing past the subordinate.
His office and a tiny room to sleep in lay housed inside one of the Inquisition buildings existing throughout the city. Since they had been the main policing force, it had been necessary, like actual police stations in times long past, to have them scattered about.
The office he set up used to be able to connect to the larger surveillance network, including infrared sensors as well as cameras. Since the power had turned finicky and considerable damage had been done to the general infrastructure of Haven, it didn't function as such any longer.
However, it provided enough space for his efforts, and Gottfried had grown accustomed to being in there most of the time in spite of many months of failing equipment. Communication with his loyal people remained possible, and a considerable amount of files had been gathered and stored there: physical back-ups from the Institute's data stores.
Information of every shape and size, Gottfried thought as he walked through the hallway, and yet none of it is of any use to me. Preserving varied Citizen documents had been someone else's idea, and he didn't particularly care about the project. On occasion, having the information was helpful, but the collection featured sporadic and incomplete files.
He suspected the project as more of a way to reestablish some means of civilization once the fighting and strife had passed. However, most people loyal to him understood and agreed with the concept of pursuing means of escape if rebuilding wasn't possible.
Out into the cold and dark night air he passed, taking a slow, deep breath and trying to calm his irritated nerves. We cannot sit around and do nothing, he thought, yet there is nothing we can do.
Tilting his head, he rubbed his eyes with a thumb and forefinger. He didn't hear the sounds of rapidly approaching footfalls until they came up right next to him.
Before he could react and even see his attacker, the wind pounded out of his lungs by a shoulder ramming into his midsection. Pain exploded in his stomach, bright spots dancing in his eyes. Moments passed as he waited, expecting to collide with the cold ground, but awareness returned for him to discover blood rushing to his head.
Gottfried bobbed up and down. The shoulder which struck him remained uncomfortably deep in his midsection, pinning his holstered sidearm as well as preventing Gottfried from catching his breath.
By God, something is trying to carry me off! the thought finally occurred. He remembered the brutalized Citizen carcass and began to panic, thrashing around. 
Gottfried didn't hold a small stature. At over six feet tall with solid muscle structure, his efforts provided no change or release from the arm clamped around him, nor did the person carrying him slow the running pace.
"Unhand me you fool, or I'll have your flesh stripped from your bones!" Gottfried shouted, hoarse and much weaker than he wanted.
Either the message had its intended effect, or whoever carried Gottfried arrived at the intended destination. The figure turned a corner and dumped the High Inquisitor.
Not expecting it, Gottfried's feet skidded, and no balance could be gained. He threw his hands in front, scuffing them lightly but preventing his face from colliding with the ground.
The High Inquisitor didn't hesitate. He rolled forward, springing to his feet. He spun around, drawing out the side-arm from inside his shoulder holster. His finger tightened on the trigger as he drew a bead on the hulking figure in the shadows.
He didn't fire, alarm replaced by confusion when he saw glowing eyes staring out at him. Gottfried blinked, vision hazed. "Marcus? Marcus is that you?"
A hiss escaped the figure. "Not my name."
The lack of blood and oxygen in Gottfried's brain as well as the sudden burst of activity caused a brief moment of gawking silence. He remembered the creature, and he remembered it used to be his colleague, Marcus Lexington Coleman. He remembered being knocked unconscious the day before, but nothing else occurred to him about the creature.
"Malcolm..." the High Inquisitor whispered, the name popping into his head along with a semblance of composure. "Malcolm, what are you doing... why did... how...?"
The creature only stared, blinking.
Gottfried took a deep breath and drew himself up to his usual stiff posture. "What is the meaning of this assault?" Realizing his aim still held at the brute, he lowered the weapon but didn't holster it.
Malcolm's head twitched to the side, back and forth, as though hearing something. He closed his eyes, appearing to concentrate while Gottfried looked on in confusion.
Head clearing and eyes adjusting to the darkness, the High Inquisitor finally noticed that Malcolm was not attired in his usual garb. Indeed, Gottfried felt a chill to see the blue-gray flesh from waist up, the drawn back stomach region with powerful upper-torso, all below a tapered face with bulging ocular structure. Tangled white hair spilled about Malcolm's shoulders.
Malcolm opened his eyes and drew himself up to full height. He took a deep breath, and as the creature began to speak, Gottfried almost lost the first few words in his surprise. The one face-to-face interaction he'd had suggested the creature hardly spoke, or did so only in halting, short sentences.
Instead, the brute spoke in a rather clear and expressive manner, if still remaining naturally harsh in tonality. "There is trouble down below. Bad people are killing," he pointed in various directions, including down, "lots of others. Yours, theirs, others.
You are ally, yes?"
An ally of whom? Gottfried wondered, mind stuttering. He cleared his throat, deciding to speak the question out loud. "An ally of whom?"
"Rick. Hkhaylee."
"Yes, yes I am," the High Inquisitor replied. Portions of his mind began to function and kick back into gear. "Who is behind the killings?"
Malcolm shook his head. "Bad people."
"Their numbers?"
"Many."
Gottfried folded his arms, frowning. "Why did you come to me? What is it you think I can do to help?"
The glowing eyes narrowed, but Malcolm paused again, concentrating. Gottfried held a moment of confusion as to the creature's hesitation before a realization struck. His grasp of language is imperfect, he thought. To form more than one word answers, he has to focus and think it out beforehand.
Malcolm said, "Many people down below... civ... civilyans in danger. Rick, Hkhaylee are in danger. You... we... need to help. We need to stop bad people.
You are ally. You need to help."
Composure almost entirely regained, Gottfried considered the words of the creature. He brings information: something my best people couldn't manage.
An unknown force of killers in Old Haven, and my foolish allies are apparently in danger from them.
He set his gaze back upon Malcolm. "What current level of threat is there? Are they being attacked, planning to launch one themselves? Has anything happened as of yet?"
Malcolm shook his head. "Don't know, but very bad people..." he paused, thinking, "getting... getting ready. Preparing."
A scowl formed on the High Inquisitor's face, frustration at only receiving scraps of information. "Is there nothing else you can tell me?"
Cocking his head, Malcolm's glowing eyes narrowed; something like irritation in them. He reached down and grabbed his own wrist, raising it into the light spilling in from the street. Gottfried drew in a sharp breath when he saw ragged stitching crawling across the blue-gray flesh. He was attacked... and injured?
"Bad people," Malcolm repeated, letting the arm fall limp. Something in the glowing eyes suggested he wished to say no more on the subject.
Gottfried wiped his mouth with a hand, pacing back and forth in contemplation. "All right, I'll gather my forces together. I take it you know where we need to travel?"
Malcolm gave a nod.
"Very well. You will have to lead us, but I'll ensure my people provide no hostile attitude or action toward your presence. Is this acceptable?"
The creature tilted his head before nodding again.
Gottfried placed the weapon back into his shoulder holster, straightening his clothing. "Provide me with one hour to prepare a small detachment and travel to a safe meeting location. By Davidson's order, you are a priority one interrogation and study target, so I'd prefer if we were not seen interacting in any common area. Meet me and my people at ground level in Old Haven. You'll have no difficulty tracking us without being seen, correct?"
"Yes."
"Good, then we shall see you before terribly long." Gottfried gave a crisp nod, and the creature darted away. Heavens, he's fast, the High Inquisitor thought.
Rather than dwell upon the strange beast or his behavior, Gottfried immediately left the alley. Moving at a brisk pace, he considered who to bring with.
 
 
 Chapter 7: Blood
 
 
During his lifetime, Eugene had been on the receiving end of propelled ammunition on a large number of occasions. He worked for Sergei, an underboss in a criminal organization before the separation, for many years. With the seedier business dealings, the need to offend or defend was backed up by firepower. Since said firepower flowed in multiple directions during a number of such dealings, Eugene had been hit a few times.
In the period of and before the uprising, threats pressed in from above and on all sides, and thus it became less about profit and enforcement and even more about the need for survival. Fighting to live had again caused more than one small lump of metal to tear into his flesh.
No matter how many times it happened, Eugene never experienced exactly the same variety of sensation from a bullet wound. Sometimes he'd collapse instantly into a fit of weeping, cursing, or some combination of the two.
Sometimes, he would feel nothing but sheer numbness, certain sensations disappearing in places of his body related or unrelated to the wounds themselves. One instance held him not noticing an injury until some time later.
In addition, the pain never came forth quite the same, and this held a small correlation to his reaction of weeping, cursing, nothing, or something else.
This particular instance of being shot held no exception.
Twelve dead men lay scattered around him. Three were of the Institute guards, and the rest were Citizen dogs. More of his people were sprawled in the hallway behind him, casualties of the charge and fight.
Gunfire chattered in the distance, blurry to his ears and indistinct even though no more than a few dozen yards away. Hands on his shoulders, someone shook him as well, and he heard shouting but couldn't quite catch the words. Many of his bodily sensations dulled.
What he could feel, with pristine clarity, were the thirteen bullets which burned in the various places of his body. Every other sensation was hazy, but he could feel and count each one separately, and indeed the last few minutes saw Eugene doing so. Even as blood leaked from his body, he counted the number of distinct burning sensations over and over.
"You'll not be dying today, you worthless old goat!" Someone's shouting cut through his muddled wits.
Tanya, he thought. I always knew she would nag me until I reached the gates of the afterlife.
Considerable blood spilled out of his wounds, but for some reason, even with the dizziness and burning pain, he didn't feel death creeping upon him.
"Th..." he tried to speak, but blood bubbled up between his lips. He licked them clean and said, "Thhirrtteeeennn..."
"Eugene! Oh, Eugene. You're going to be all right!" Fear and apprehension clouded her face, and tears spilled down her cheeks. His blood smeared all over her hands and front as she tried to cease its flow out of the many wounds. "I swear by everything you'll be okay. I will make sure of it. I promise you, Eugene!"
Her voice and assurances dripped away into the haze of his mind. Unconsciousness loomed ahead, and he felt ever so tired. Oblivion beckoned, and he held one final thought before being swept away:
Of course I'm going to be okay. Why wouldn't I be?
 
 
******
 
 
Rage boiled in Tanya's body, igniting her veins with a trembling anger as Eugene's eyes slid shut.
Thought vanished, her vision glazed over to a bloody red, and she ignited with a fury which subsumed her entire self...
The initial fight through the wall of smoke had been rather easy. The enemy soldiers laying down suppressive fire had no sight lines through their own visual barrier.
Even so, it seemed doubtful any one of the eight soldiers occupying this particular checkpoint on the way to the lab expected two screaming individuals to burst from the smoke.
With the element of surprise, quick, bloody work resulted with the first group. However, progression became brutal and slow, Tanya and Eugene having to fight inch by inch down the subsequent hallways. Enemy soldiers had dug into the varied rooms, peeking out and firing.
Tanya's own bloodlust and aggressive nature outranked caution, and she advanced without thinking. Out in the open, five soldiers caught her defenseless and immediately began firing.
Complete shock filled her body, and she froze in place. Time slowed to a crawl in those endless moments between moments, and an eternity passed while the deadly cloud of ammunition swam toward her.
She had flown sideways into an open room, Eugene knocking her aside and wildly firing his own weapon. Bullets intended for her shredded through his body. Even as his blood spattered the walls and floor, his finger squeezed tightly on the trigger, receiving death and sending it right back.
Tanya had scrambled to recover, to exact her own retribution, but the other allied soldiers had finally caught up. Three seconds of battle had finished off the remaining ambush party before they could realize they were terribly outnumbered and scramble for cover.
Caught between horror, unending sorrow, and a developing fury, Tanya had crawled over to Eugene's fallen body. Again the moments stretched out into eternity; his blood had seemed to flow everywhere no matter how hard she tried to stop it.
Tears streamed down her cheeks, torrents of emotions roiling within her as she had viewed her companion, her lover, and everything she cared about in the world lying on the ground, bloodied from saving her.
"You'll not be dying on me today, you worthless old goat!" she cried, shaking him. His eyes focused for a moment, seeing her, and a touch of a smile crossed his lips.
She had shouted more, telling him, swearing to him that he'd live through this, that he'd be all right, and he muttered something she couldn't quite catch.
Then, his eyes closed.
For the next large span of time, longer than she herself could tell, this particular sequence of memories - her foolhardy advance, Eugene's sacrifice, and her kneeling over his wounded form - played just beyond the red haze of her vision. A few moments of her subsequent actions bled through:
Rage, slaughter. Screaming faces, twisted bodies.
At some point, the automatic reaction of shooting and reloading ceased. Perhaps she ran out of ammunition, perhaps she simply dropped the weapon while dodging return fire or some such action. In either case, a few concrete glimpses of reality granted sight of her holding a long knife, slick with blood.
Frightened faces flickered through her mind, men and women in the moments before their deaths.
How long her spree of subconscious massacre continued, she didn't know. Eventually, a deafening explosion sounded. A wave of force picked her up and carried her into a wall.
Blissful nothing embraced her.
 
 
******
 
 
Progress was slow.
Rick wondered if the idiotic and suicidal attacks which occurred every few minutes served as part of some intentional plan to slow the advance on the red-light district. Oh good lord, I hope not. It's bad enough these people are batshit crazy. To find out they're strategically motivated and willing to die for a detailed plan would put us in some serious trouble.
He kept the thoughts to himself while the group moved along. They had formed a tight circle after the first knife-wielding maniac leapt out of the shadows and wounded one of Sergei's people before being quickly cut down. The subsequent formation had guns pointing at every angle.
Unfortunately, in spite of the fact that he hadn't fired upon them or even done much besides threaten them, Sergei still required Rick relinquish his own weapon. Being unarmed, especially with hostiles probing them on occasion, made Rick somewhat twitchy.
Every twenty minutes to half hour later, another attack by one, two, or three individuals resulted. With the circular formation, not a single individual drew anywhere near close enough to get in a strike. However, it also meant that movements became very slow and methodical.
Not good, not good... Rick thought. He jogged over to Sergei and Isaac. At his approach, the Russian scowled as though detecting a foul odor.
"What do you want?" Sergei asked in a harsh tone.
Rick chewed his lip, ignoring the hostility. "I'm worried about what we'll find when we arrive. It almost seems like these 'random' attacks are specifically to slow us down."
"We have our forces and tactics under control, so if you'll excuse-"
Isaac interrupted Sergei's dismissal. "We were just discussing that very thing when you walked up. We have concerns about walking into-"
Sergei cut in. "We do not need to discuss our battle plans or worries with this man." He leveled a gaze at Rick. "You have not yet proven yourself worthy of even the most basic trust."
Sighing, Rick replied, "Look, how many times do I have to tell you-"
"It's not so simple, is it?" Sergei interrupted. "Whether or not you had anything to do with the betrayal means nothing at present. Our impression tells us you are not to be trusted." He looked to Isaac for confirmation, and the man gave a reluctant nod. "All we have thus far is your word on a great number of things. If your word is proven to be good, then perhaps I will alter my opinion of you. Until then, do not expect any kind words."
Rick was taken aback, not by the dismissal but by how coherent the Russian's argument seemed. Still frustrated to no end by being ostracized for something he had no hand in, he at least understood Sergei's position and even respected it to a certain extent.
Adrenaline shot into his system, a common occurrence every so often, as someone shouted, "Contact!" A short burst of gunfire resulted, and his attention snapped to the back end of the circle.
After a moment of investigation, calls of, "All clear," threaded through the ranks. Peering through the soldiers, Rick saw a fresh body on the ground: another dispatched attacker.
Far from comfort at not losing any people in the endeavor thus far, Rick continued to feel a significant amount of unease. He found himself counting the number of soldiers they had over and over, fearing what they were walking into would require quite a bit more. No matter how many times he said it, he just kept getting brushed off.
Even worse was the presence of Kaylee and Cass, who walked among the circle, watching the shadows with wide-eyed paranoia. Every tiny fiber of his being wished they hadn't come with.
"How many is that?" he heard Cass whisper to Kaylee. "Twenty or twenty-one?"
Kaylee frowned. "I lost count at twelve."
They held light-hearted conversation, but Rick could sense a great deal of tension in their voices. It's understandable that they're nervous. Hell, I'm pretty damn nervous myself.
Technically under Sergei and Isaac's command, even with insubordination, Kaylee had been ordered to come with. He sensed different reasoning than her potential contribution to any sort of fighting. Maybe it's as much about keeping an eye on her as anything else. They'll probably punish her when they get back. He allowed a tiny portion of malice to sweep through him at the mere possibility.
Though Rick wanted to cultivate the shaky levels of trust beginning to form with Sergei and Isaac, he decided never to allow harm to come to Kaylee. No matter what it means for those pricks or the rest of this damned city, he thought.
Cass, on the other hand, came with because only she and a few others from the school were willing combatants. An argument had raised before they left, Sergei adamant about gaining a few able-bodied men from Desmond and Olivia's people.
Rick had insisted they were non-combatants, but Sergei expressed reluctance to risk his people in protection while the civilians stayed behind. Before things could break down again, a few volunteers stepped forward, including the girl. Rick didn't like it, and even Sergei had appeared uncomfortable. Don't like to press kids into service, huh? Well, you shouldn't have brought it up. 

"Look at him. He's so used to shit like this that he's daydreaming."

Rick blinked, snapping out of his thoughts and noticing Cass and Kaylee staring at him. "Huh?"

"See?" Kaylee nudged the girl. "Doesn't even pay attention."

He folded his arms. "Why would I need to worry or pay attention when I have such dedicated guardians about?" This drew tiny smirks out of both companions, but the tension they all felt quickly dissolved any positive feelings. Rick jerked his head toward Sergei and Isaac, lowering his voice. "I'm trying to figure out whether or not they'll take us prisoner when this is done."
Kaylee shrugged, returning her attention to the shadows beyond the first line of moving soldiers. "We'll just have to trust that they'll have some kind of honor or decency." This last statement she spoke loud enough for everyone nearby to hear. After it, Rick held eye contact with her for a moment, and she gave her head a slight shake.
He raised an eyebrow and made a quick pantomime with his two fingers running across his arm. She nodded.
Knowing they agreed to run if necessary provided Rick a measure of calm, but he still preferred if some manner of alliance or understanding could be reached. Considering their prior behavior, he didn't hold much hope. Running and fighting might not be necessary, but at least both she and I are on the same page and will be ready for it.
Rick smiled at the girl. "You catch that?"

"Yep," Cass said.

"Good."

Michaels also posed a problem, shuffling awkwardly and alone in the center of the formation. For some reason, Sergei insisted upon him coming as well. The doc had balked, but a short, hushed discussion apparently changed his mind. He kept himself aloof and apart, however. Is it me, or is there a bit of tension between those two? Rick wondered, eyeing Michaels and Kaylee; the researcher kept glancing over at her with irritated expressions.
Oh well, Rick thought, at least Quinton didn't talk like he'd be coming along with those injuries. Indeed, the old man didn't seem at all interested in leaving, but Rick wondered if he wanted to stay and protect the school. Maybe the old guy was being practical, who knows?
Another burst of gunfire and a downed attacker brought his attention back to task. Whatever, he thought. There's enough to worry about right now without letting my mind wander off.
 
 
******
 
 
The smell of smoke and a pounding head greeted Tanya when she awoke. Her recollection sluggish, various places on her body rang with splitting pain. Nausea roiled through her stomach, and only clenched teeth and sheer will settled it without incident.
Her eyes opened.
She laid against the far wall of the lab, blood oozing from cuts. Dust hung thick in the air, coating her skin and stinging her blurry eyes. The sound of crackling, a small fire, came from somewhere nearby, mostly obscured by a blaring alarm. Cool air brushed across her skin, which bathed in an irregular red light. A thudding, painful tilt of her head revealed a gaping hole in the wall two feet from her back, opening into the park on the east side of the Institute.
Explosions... more than one? her muddled mind tried to recall. First, when Eugene and I were on patrol.
The thought of Eugene evaporated situation concern and fired memories into her mind. The sight of him riddled with bullet wounds returned to her. "Eugene, oh God, Eugene," she whispered, tasting blood in her mouth.
She tried to rise, but shredding pain in her legs prevented excess movement. She flexed her hands and arms, feeling soreness from impact and burns, but they appeared functional.
In a methodical and laborious effort, she planted her palms on the ground and forced herself upward to a sitting position against the wall. Eugene is outside... I have to... I have to get back to him...
Rampant desire to find Eugene increased, and she tried again to move, to rise. The pain slammed into her, no less intense and forcing her to sit back. She shivered, a constant breeze flowing over her body.
Blinking, she gradually became aware of a rushing sound, like wind, underneath the blasting alarms. Through the haze and flickering red light, she noticed open slots on the walls and ceiling. The dust in the air flowed toward them.
She coughed, hacking hard, and she again tasted blood.
Fans... the alarms...why are they...?
Through the dust and smoke, her eyes and mind landed on firm grounding. Strong clarity resulted, cutting through her weak and jumbled thoughts. The memory of a secondary explosion, a moment before she smashed into the wall, came forth.
The first to open the lab, she thought. The second to destroy its contents.
Sabotage.
Through the flaring red lights and haze of the room, she saw the remnants of the Citizen contingency plan scattered about. Shredded metal, plastic, and liquid coated the floor.
Her body became wracked with a coughing fit, her insides splitting with pain as her chest heaved. She spat up a mouthful of blood.
Terror clutched in her heart as she came to one final realization. Hidden fans running inside a laboratory, alarms blaring, broken vessels which contained a deadly poisonous agent...
What hung in the air and flowed into the emergency fan system was not only dust from the explosions. It was chemicals from the containers.
Tanya coughed again.
 
 
******
 
 
The attacks by random maniacs had ceased roughly two miles prior to arrival at the infamous square in front of Heavenly Bodies.
Rick repeated caution regarding simply walking in when the enemy most certainly knew of their approach, but Sergei dismissed any concerns. Rick knew to a certain extent they were right; it wouldn't exactly be feasible to search all nearby buildings with their fifty-odd people.
Still, walking into all manner of unknown made him extremely nervous. The majority of soldiers were among Sergei and Isaac's finest. Apparently brought out originally as a hunting party for Malcolm if what Kaylee said was right, he thought with a bitter smirk. At least we've reallocated their supposed skill to a more useful pursuit.
Their rate of progress didn't increase with the cessation of attacks either. No one allowed vigilance to slip, even for the sake of expedience. Far from reassurance that numbers dwindled for the enemy forces, that they had broken some level of morale, or indeed any positive consequence existed to their slow movement and wholesale slaughter of dozens of those people, the group tension level remained high.
No relaxation to be gained, every moment increased the anticipation of another one or two people jumping out. Or worse, an all-out assault by hundreds.
Hundreds was the theoretical number floating around for how many crazed-yet-organized attackers they'd find. Chatter among the soldiers present and even the leaders Sergei and Isaac was intermittent, simple speculation to avoid the maddening silence. No one could really guess how many people they faced, but most thought it couldn't be too many.
I guess we have to hope their larger-scale battle tactics aren't any different than their individual ones, Rick thought. Unless they've got thousands of people, we should have enough ammo to clean 'em out. He tried to reassure himself, but the situation made him nervous.
Hushed footfalls marked the advancing party as they entered the square next to Heavenly Bodies. Unbidden, the memories of his last encounter in that place rushed into Rick's mind. By the frown on Kaylee's face, and the narrowing eyes of Sergei and Isaac, he thought everyone else may have been remembering it themselves.
Funny, we had the beginnings of peace between the original factions back then, even with the carnage before and after.
Maybe the same thing'll happen again, Rick thought, peering into the darkness all around. Fewer street lamps appeared to be in operation since his last visit, but enough functioned to grant partial vision of the general vicinity.
Excepting the traveling party, absolutely no one could be seen.
"Keep our boundaries established. Two lines of defense, and for God's sake, keep your eyes open," Sergei called out. The soldiers obeyed without question, maintaining the same circular formation, but now setting up as immobile.
Sergei and Isaac, in the middle of the circle, became embroiled in some discussion of harsh whispering. With an occasional angry glance shot in Rick's direction, he breathed an internal sigh of weariness. Gee, I wonder if they're thinking I wasted their time with this.
"They don't seem too happy," Kaylee crossed over to Rick's side, whispering.
"No, they don't," Rick replied, distracted and trying to decide whether or not walking over to his allies/enemies would be a good idea. He spared her a glance. "Aren't you supposed to be watching for bad guys?"
She threw a gesture to the side. "They're not going to miss one pair of eyes. It's not like much is going on, and besides, I had Cass and the doc hold my place for me."
Rick scowled. "She's just a kid, and he's no bloody use to anyone in a fight. Neither of them should be here."
"Hah." Kaylee punched him on the shoulder. "I seem to remember a time not long ago when you said pretty much the same thing about me."
"Yeah, well, I don't think you should be here either," he said, leaning forward and trying to catch what Sergei and Isaac were saying. He didn't pay much attention to his own words; the developing situation among potential enemies seemed more important. "For different reasons, I guess."
The two OHU leaders now appeared to be leaning over a scrap of paper and occasionally pointing in varied directions. A map, probably, Rick thought.
Part of him stayed aware of his conversation with Kaylee, and he realized she had stopped speaking. He turned back and saw her staring at him with a surprised expression.
He blinked. "What? What's wrong?"

"What reasons?" she asked.

Rick's mind stalled, entirely oblivious. "Reasons... huh?"

"You said you didn't think I should be here, but for different reasons." She took a deep breath. "So... why then?"
Some part of his mind knew full well what he had said only seconds earlier. However, now focusing on the conversation, he couldn't imagine why he had released such an admission so easily. Eyes growing wide, his mouth flapped up and down without articulation or sound.
They stared at each other, dangerously close to speaking further, to admitting certain things to themselves and each other. Wherever they were and whatever situation went on around them seemed less important than the sudden curtain of tension.
Oh God, what the heck is wrong with me? Rick thought. Oh, by the way Kaylee, we're probably going to be fighting to the death with a group of crazies pretty soon, but I think I'll distract us both by making some ridiculous admissions about how I...
"Well?" Kaylee asked in a small voice. "Say something."
Rick hung his head, mind ablaze with absurd desires to scoop up Kaylee, run far away, and hide with just the two of them somewhere in the city. This and thoughts like it were only entertained on the rarest of instances, never to be spoken out loud. Too much to do, too much to take care of in this shit-hole. Can't afford distractions right now.
"We both know the reasons," Rick finally spoke, "but now is so far from the time to discuss them." He tried to express his usual grin, but the light disappointment on her face marred any attempt at comforting.
He put his hands on her shoulders. "Soon, Kaylee. I promise if we survive this, we will have this conversation."
She gave a reluctant nod. "Okay, but I'm gonna hold you to..." she trailed off, peering over Rick's shoulder in the direction of the former bondage club. Across from Miguel's former base of operations, Heavenly Bodies, sat the title-thematic building called The Dungeon.
"Contact!" one of the sentries on that end of the circle shouted, and all attention turned towards the building.
A grinning, bearded man wearing stained white clothing stepped out of the doorway and walked halfway down the steps leading into the bondage club. He paused there, hands resting on his chest. A group of Sergei and Isaac's troops broke the circle and positioned themselves into a firing line.
Next to Rick, Kaylee gasped as the two OHU leaders stepped up behind their firing line. "Oh God..." she whispered. "It's him. It's really him."
The man on the steps threw his arms wide open. "Good evening, my friends. I'm so very glad you could attend this gathering of souls. It promises to be a rather eventful night. I am called Nigel, and I will be your gracious host. Come my children! The Light shines upon us all. Let us taste of what it means to be chosen! Let us bathe in the glory of rebirth!"
The man on the stairs clapped his hands once, and an overwhelming sense of dread coursed through Rick's body.
Uh oh, he thought.
 
 
 Chapter 8: Death of a Citizen
 

Former Citizen Nigel, not always a cannibalistic, raving lunatic, had been supremely bored with his life. Long before idiotic ideas of exploring Old Haven, long before hideous torture, and ages it seemed before he became the head of a cult with many similar, broken-minded individuals, he served as an accountant.
Mid-level Citizenship but not directly employed through government channels, he enjoyed a roughly upper-middle class by Citizen standards. Though poverty was nonexistent, of course ignoring the dregs in Old Haven, certain factors including societal tasks, certain possessions, and varied acquaintances determined social standing.
Nigel, who no longer recalled his last name, had a vehicle, a servant named Paul, and many friends of distinction. Some of said friends owned several vehicles and servants, and some even retained majority shares of real estate and other companies within the city. A few could have their words and desires filtered over and at least brought up if not heeded at council meetings. No real influence, but enough to where their lives were luxurious and envied.
Many of the people who Nigel knew and associated with were above him in station. However, his financial expertise brought him into their confidence, and it reflected in his living situation and social status. Being beneath them provided no bother, considering the perks.
His living situation stayed quite comfortable. His occupation and acquaintances gained from it were excellent. By all rights, Nigel should have been either content, like a few Citizens, or heavily ambitious to gain more, like many of them.
Nigel experienced neither contentment nor ambition. Nigel simply felt bored.
The posturing, the rigors and requirements of social standing became rather tedious. He enjoyed his own company but found himself obligated into many extra activities in order to retain the employment which created decent luxury.
Years of this tedium filled Nigel's adult life, never prospects for anything else and the existence of the posh and decadent Haven becoming more and more dreary in his mind. He craved something else, something more exciting.
At first, simple talk about Old Haven, a taboo subject in most circles, became a small thrill for the accountant. However, like all things, this too grew tedious. Thus, he dove for more information, asking at a risk to his personal reputation. As such, a few of his clients refused to work with him any longer, citing his proclivities to be too unusual.
Deeper and deeper his fascination with the world beneath became, like some manner of animalistic habitat. Beasts who walked like men, hunting and killing each other; the situation developed into a romanticized absurdity in Nigel's desperately bored mind.
Obtaining a firearm seemed to be the last straw, as the final few clients of high esteem he held departed upon hearing of his acquisition. Firearm possession wasn't illegal, but Franklin Lange had long since cultivated an attitude of mockery toward those insecure enough in the Citizenship to believe they needed to protect themselves. In short, unfashionable described the desire to own personal firearms, and high-society judged him harshly for it.
Not that Nigel cared. His mind delved into the future of wonderful events he'd become a part of. Living off the land, taming the savages... Like a story out of a book, adventure and excitement awaited him, far away from the dreary boredom of Citizen life.
The stench of decay held no aversion. It provided an exotic and thrilling aspect, much like the crumbling, filth-encrusted brick of the buildings. The pale yellow light cast shadows with danger in every corner, and exploring the mystery created an intoxicating excitement for the former accountant.
With his servant, Paul, a "recovered" savage to guide him along, he drank in the majesty and wonder of the former city. This dream of his flowed along without interruption, for a time.
He remained a free and un-accosted man for the span of ten hours. He explored the city and met the locals. Ancient ruins and savages, his mind whispered. The few individuals he came across generally skittered away. They were unwilling to risk any sort of entanglement with the unknown, something he craved.
Twenty steps into Miguel's territory, the thrill and excitement disappeared, giving way to horror. When Paul received a fatal wound and the two of them were captured, Nigel's mind returned from the fantasy of Old Haven. He came back to reality for tiny moments of lucidity, realizing everything he had built up existed as no more than a fevered dream of wishful thinking and idealistic farce. These people were not simply unenlightened savages, they were people: bad, good, smart, stupid, greedy, and all other things people could be.
Such as barbaric.
Nigel realized, before he went mad from the starvation imposed upon him, that he had the poor luck to be caught by some of the very worst people. His mind had returned to that logical, realistic state long enough to understand what a colossal mistake he'd made before it cracked apart forever.
What twisted dreams formed while he lived in chains, encrusted in his own filth while wasting away from hunger, would never be uttered. Every day he begged for death from his captors, only to be spat upon and laughed at. They accused him of atrocity himself, of coming there to hunt them for sport. He denied it, unable to explain why he came to Old Haven. Truly, he no longer understood it himself.
The tiny shreds of sanity in Nigel's mind snapped the moment his hunger became too unbearable. What his captor wished of him to do with his dead servant seemed obvious, and the agony of starvation he endured disappeared behind what was at first complete revulsion.
 Reason vanished, and time became an object of no influence or interest to what remained of Nigel. All guilt and inhibition eroded away during the period of captivity, and indeed he couldn't even recall who released him or how it was done.
Nigel, a prophet among lunatics, couldn't even remember life before his captivity and release. Indeed, the exit seemed as much a birth to his thoughts as anything else. It became the moment of his true enlightenment.
When he drank in the life of the person who'd freed him, he felt a great white light pouring through his body. In that moment, Nigel believed he had been drawn into the presence of the divine, and everything had seemed so beautiful and wonderful... he felt he would burst before it ended. His awareness to reality, though still wreathed in madness, finally returned to find himself weeping, head rested upon the dead person's chest.
Twisted ideas about blood and life formed in the weeks which followed, and somehow like-minded, broken-minded, individuals began to join in his eternal hunt for the unearthly Light. Nigel spoke to them, told them of it. They listened, in complete awe, and later joined in, gaining full understanding of this wondrous power.
In spite of madness, caution uncharacteristic for their mental state ruled their actions carefully. They left behind no evidence for quite some time, and life in upper and lower Haven remained chaotic enough for them to pick off individuals here and there.
Uncertainty and the despair of recent times made many of the thousands of individuals in Haven crack. Nigel described it to his followers later as a calling. A calling of servants to common ground. Many answered.
Months passed, and their numbers grew.
Macabre philosophies continued to develop regarding the importance of blood, fear, and agony in the process of freeing men and women from their mortal shells. Nothing written down, but knowledge shared among Nigel's people, set loose to do the wonderful works.
Finally, it became time for Haven, for the whole world to know of the Light and to experience the magnificent anguish and freedom. More miracles began to occur, solid evidence of the divine rights they now enjoyed.
No greater proof of their crusade and the righteousness of their cause resulted than when the demon creature assaulted their enclave. Strong and brutal beyond anything they could imagine, they pounded against it and drove the beast off.
The demon's existence and their ability to defeat it had proven they walked upon the right path. The work continued with renewed vigor. Plans and schemes developed, fervor intensified.
"There are a great many of those who cannot understand what we have come to know. Too many, both above and below with us." Nigel spoke, grinning to his followers. "Too many. What comes in the days to follow will be a great reckoning. They will come here. They will test us, and many will fall. But..." he let the word hang in the air, his devoted children clinging to his every breath. "If we again prove ourselves worthy, as we did against the demon, then all the heavens and the gods themselves will know of our devotion. Pain will not stop us. Death will not stop us."
All became ready. The trap was prepared, and the quarry, a large number of dangerous individuals, walked into it without hesitation.
Grinning, Nigel greeted the men and women who came to invade his home and kill his people. No fear or hesitation remained in this man, once a bored and meek Citizen of Franklin Lange's regime. Not even a memory of who he used to be clouded his judgment. No, the madman, king amongst the insane, held not even the slightest doubt about what he intended to do.
It is time to show them, Nigel thought.
 
 
******
 
 
Nerves and a moment of hesitation lost any opportunity.
The word fire! died on Isaac's lips the very second the sounds of screaming and shouting echoed all around. The grinning madman on the steps whirled around and disappeared into the building, saved by the moment of hesitation.
Shock pooled in Isaac's stomach as dozens of individuals poured out of side buildings and flooded the streets. In bare moments, all exit points were cut off, and the large crowd of howling madmen leered, taunting and grinning. They carried an assortment of make-shift weapons from kitchen knives to tire irons.
"Form up!" Isaac shouted, sweeping a hand around. "Form up and prepare to fire!" 
Far from worrying about stepping on each other's toes, the two leaders of the OHU were accustomed to dispensing orders in tandem. As such, Sergei jumped in, "Time your reloads; no lulls!"
The various soldiers scrambled back to position, the opportunity to remove the leader lost in favor of the need for a tight defense. Isaac raised a fist. "No one fires before ordered!"
Such a command mostly went without saying, but the expressions on their people appeared close to terrified. Shouting the varied orders, among other reasons, would set their minds to the task and hopefully quell their humming nerves.
The circle resumed its position, this time with the front line kneeling and another just behind them.
Isaac swung a glance all around, seeing dozens upon dozens of the Nigel-guy's people on all sides. The hesitation and nerves continued to assail him, and something about being so close to this place made him lose focus.
Feeling a tug at his side-holster followed by the weapon sliding free, he spun around, aiming his submachine gun at the thief. Visions of assassins diving out of the sky danced in his mind. Upon seeing Rick, he didn't lower the weapon. "What the hell do you think you're doing?"
Rick turned the gleaming revolver in his hand, nodding. "Yeah, this'll do." He raised an eyebrow at Isaac. "You've got more ammo for this thing, right?"
Part of Isaac chafed at Rick's insolence, but there wasn't time to discuss it. The madmen hadn't continued the advance, but the noise level and their shouting grew louder with each moment. They're trying to scare us... he thought.
Another part of Isaac felt annoyed at Rick stealing that particular gun. The huge pistol had belonged to Miguel, his former leader. The weapon was ridiculous, overpowered, impractical, and took far too long to reload in battle circumstances, but Isaac associated it with his authority. It bothered him to have it taken away.
On the other hand, not using every available fighting resource, even someone not yet proven trustworthy like Rick, would be stupid. Scowling, he loosened a strap and pulled an ammo pouch free from his belt. He tossed it to Rick without a word.
His mind forgot about the supposed traitor the moment Isaac turned his attention back to the impending fight. Vaguely aware of Sergei next to him, he heard the Russian cursing under his breath, but Isaac's greater focus swept across the swarm of individuals.
Men and women of varied ages, shapes, and sizes surrounded them. Most of what they carried seemed to be knives, but those too were of a variety: kitchen, hunting, even a few with dull flatware could be seen. Others held screwdrivers, small hatchets, or even wrenches, but Isaac noticed no firearms. In spite of being vastly outnumbered, the weapon superiority gave him a small measure of hope.
However, the behavior of the mob provided an impression of a massive, insane creature. Not people at all, they were psychotic, frenzied, and Isaac knew somewhere, deep down, that nothing short of death to the last individual would stop them.
All at once, the surrounding mob fell silent. Hundreds of individuals leered, still grinning but keeping entirely quiet.

"What are they doing...?" Sergei muttered.

Isaac didn't reply, absorbed in watching.

As one, the mob spoke, chanting, their words coming faster with each passing of the phrase. Isaac froze, terror clenching his breath.
"FEAR IN THEIR HEARTS! FEAR IN THEIR BLOOD! FEAR IN THEIR HEARTS! FEAR IN THEIR BLOOD!"
On and on it went, faster and faster.
"FEAR IN THEIR HEARTS! FEAR IN THEIR BLOOD!"
Isaac became aware of the heart hammering within his chest. The world took on a haze.
"FEAR IN THEIR HEARTS! FEAR IN THEIR BLOOD!"
A thought sprang through his rising apprehension. Enough of this. We have to act before everything falls apart. He made eye contact with Sergei, seeing the same resolve and letting that confidence and knowledge brush aside the fear.
He opened his mouth, issuing a sharp order which cut through the chanting and mounting fright of his and Sergei's people:
"Open fire!"
 
 
******
 
 
Tiny moments, the thought ran through Rick's head more than once during the hours which followed. Tiny moments really can make all of the difference. Mistakes, advantages, even just dumb luck...
He thought back upon his combat career, both grunt and makeshift officer. He'd seen a variety of fighting in a number of ways. Guerilla tactics and ambushes being among his stronger victories, Rick reflected on his repeated successes.
Was everything I ever did all about tiny moments and dumb luck? He prided himself on finding enemy weakness. Or friendly weakness for that matter, as he could readily see how foolish the workings of Sergei and Isaac were, not that their demeanor toward him held much cheer.
Rick found he couldn't answer his own question. Thinking back, he couldn't pinpoint the tiny moments of skill, luck, and whatever else was required to turn the tide in prior endeavors. The uprising seemed a blur from a lifetime ago, the days of fighting boiled down to nothing but running, shooting, and hiding. He remembered there had been plans for battle and weaknesses to exploit, most of which revolved around the arrogance of their foes. However, the actual moments of fighting seemed lost behind the hours of scheming in his memory.
Perhaps this fight, the fight against Nigel's insane followers, had been different.
He could see the flaws, plain as day, obvious and glaring. Maybe it's because I came along for the ride, he thought, but who knows if it could have been any different had I been in charge.
With so little to do besides fling the occasional shot with the impractical weapon, he somehow became a spectator to the madness and chaos. For certain, his rounds discovered enemy bodies more often than not, but somehow everything seemed to move slowly enough for him to pick out those tiny moments.
The tiny moments which led to somewhat crushing defeat and a not small number of friendly casualties.
One, he thought. Numbers. We had no idea how many there would be, and we still blazed in their like we knew what the hell we were doing.
Two. Sergei and Isaac are idiots.
Three. Setting ourselves up to be surrounded.
Four. Letting Nigel slip away. This one bothered Rick, as he too had been staring in surprise at the crazed man on the steps. Not one individual retained the presence of mind to stop Nigel, an obvious hostile. Rick could make the excuse that he hadn't snatched a sidearm yet, but distant thoughts wondered if it would've made a difference.
Five. Not running soon enough. Not having a solid plan to counter an ambush. Losing two-thirds of our people.
Six. Sergei and Isaac are idiots.
Tiny moments, Rick finally decided after much consideration, were quite important. Yet none of them, the actual moments rather than insults, would have been insurmountable.
He realized, with only a small measure of vindictive ire, that points two and six truly made the greatest difference. What's the saying about failing to plan and planning to fail?
As much as he assumed they'd blame him for leading them out there, Rick knew with the greatest certainty that fault rested with Sergei and Isaac, and the consequences which resulted...
Their plan, or lack of it: their failure.
Rick remembered the fight, better than any other he'd been in. Maybe the zealous attackers made it unique. Maybe he could provide a greater analytical eye when not in command. Maybe it had to do with exhaustion, fear, hunger, or some combination of a thousand other things.
Maybe he remembered it because his side lost.
 
 
******
 
 
Clouds of death flew in every direction out of the circle, the stench of gunpowder and a light haze settling over the immediate vicinity. The obscene roar of their weaponry obscured all other noise. Tiny chunks of smoking brass pelted individuals in the firing lines, and the bodies of their foes toppled en masse...
As the chaos of combat dominated all actions, Cassandra did absolutely nothing. Her finger didn't touch the trigger. She aimed, she watched, but she didn't fire.
In spite of the percussive noise drowning out everything else, she could hear only one thing, resonating in every fiber of her being:
FEAR IN THEIR HEARTS! FEAR IN THEIR BLOOD!
The attackers ceased shouting anything specific, their utterances returning to the cries regarding the thrill of battle or pain of injury. Even so, Cass remained entirely frozen, unable to fire her weapon or do anything but focus on her terror.
Even the fact that not a single one of the psychotics drew within twenty paces of the line during the unknown eternities of the early fight did nothing to comfort her flailing mind. She couldn't think; she couldn't act.
Only the hideous shouting and one tiny other thought rang in her mind. A thought which wished she could be somewhere very far, far away. Somewhere quiet and calm.
The battle pressed on regardless of her lacking participation. No one seemed to notice her rifle absent any action, or perhaps some did but believed its contribution too small to make a difference.
Dozens of their people falling with ease made no difference to the advancing attackers. Already shouts and hand signals went up and passed through the line, Sergei and Isaac ordering ammunition conservation. Cass had already been way ahead of them.
Seconds later, as it appeared their efforts amounted to little slowing of their attackers, Sergei and Isaac passed orders for a break and retreat toward the building called Heavenly Bodies, awaiting a signal flare to make the move. A few individuals thinned the line in other areas to create a weaker pressing of enemies on that side.
Bare minutes had passed since the order to open fire came. The bodies of their foes littered the ground all around, and attackers pressed in, closer with each moment. Out of the corner of her eye, Cass noticed Isaac raising a flare pistol, and her mind recalled the notion of having to do something.
Running, right?
Her legs - no, her whole body - trembled, but running seemed possible. Running from the damnable chanting and these horrid, insane people.
Running, yes... she thought, tensing.
A mistake occurred on the opposite end of the circle to their intended flight path. Four individuals allowed their clips to run dry at the same time. As they scrambled to reload, unscathed assailants crashed into them, weapons flashing.
Cass began to scream, finally squeezing the trigger on her rifle. One individual, bashing repeatedly with a claw hammer, toppled off of a dead soldier the same instant as the signal flare shot into the sky.
The circle completely dissolved, weapons firing in every direction. Cass ducked under the bodies of the maniacs hurling themselves into battle, heedless of the dozens upon dozens who fell before them. She caught a glimpse of Rick and Kaylee just ahead, firing and cutting through the wall.
A leering woman with a hatchet jumped in front, and Cass let out a scream. Some part of her instinct survived, and the butt of her rifle snapped forward, smashing the woman's jaw and sending her sprawling.
Nothing remained of the circle, all was complete chaos, but Cass could see the entrance. A few people were near it, fighting off attackers and beckoning frantically for any who could break through and make it.
Cass clambered over bodies, ducked, and tried to ignore the occasional image of four individuals on one soldier, hacking and stabbing away.
Tiny flashes of pain arrived as a knife drew across her back, and she let out a cry and tripped, falling. Unable to stop it, her head rebounded off of the hard concrete, knocking her senseless.
 
 
******
 
 
"Is she dead?" Michaels asked, gawking at the young girl in Rick's arms as they ran. "Dear God, is she dead?"
No part of him could conceive of why a child had been brought along on this idiotic errand. I can hardly understand why they wanted me along, for that matter, he thought.
The sounds of gunfire behind them in the square outside had ceased entirely. Now only the din of bloodlusted shouting resumed as their foes pounded against the barricade, desperate to resume the hunt.
Under half of the OHU hunting party remained, the rest scattered within the whirling madness of their attackers. Aside from the more enthusiastic runners like Michaels and a few of the more panicky soldiers, Rick, Isaac, and several more of the soldiers had made it inside of Heavenly Bodies. Of the volunteers from the school, only Cass remained.
Sustained fire had created enough of a lull to barricade some of the doors, but defense with so few seemed folly. Isaac shouted something about hidden and protected areas, sprinting off with the remaining soldiers plus Rick, who carried the unconscious or dead Cass.
Michaels followed along, gripping a weapon he had hardly fired during the brief skirmish, too frightened to assist in any meaningful way. Trying to keep from panicking, he counted those left and formed a rough casualty number.
With just under twenty soldiers left out of the initial fifty plus, Michaels didn't feel much better. Worse, specific individuals like Kaylee and Sergei were missing.
"Dammit, man; is she dead?!" he shouted, not only referring to the girl in Rick's arms.
"Shut. The hell. Up," Rick spoke in a harsh whisper. "We're trying to get away, and it's easy enough for them to track us already without you screaming out our position."
"But what happened to-"

"I don't know!" Rick raised his voice and glanced over his shoulder, obvious distress in his eyes.

"Quiet, both of you," Isaac cut in.

Flashlights swept through the area they entered: a raked lounge with numerous booths. The front of the large room held a stage containing silver poles extending to the ceiling. Isaac motioned everyone toward the curtain at the back of the stage. "We have to keep moving; they're right behind-"
Isaac jumped up onto the stage, and a man carrying a butcher's cleaver leapt out from behind the curtain.
One of the accompanying soldiers knocked Isaac out of the path of the weapon, cutting loose a scream of pain as the cleaver bit deep into his shoulder.
Heart frozen, Michaels watched the madman withdraw the weapon and prepare to strike again. Blood gleamed off the edge of the cleaver. The former Citizen's hand clenched, and recoil jolted through him.
Wounds blossomed on the attacker's body, and the man was cast backward before able to hack a lethal strike into the friendly soldier. Blinking in surprise, Michaels looked downward to see the submachine in his hands, barrel smoking. He had no conscious recollection of aiming before his finger squeezed the trigger.
I don't even remember switching off the safety, he thought, swallowing.
Gripping one hand against the deep cut, the soldier gave Michaels a nod. "Thanks," he whispered, pale.
Isaac scrambled to his feet and cast aside the curtain, sweeping a weapon and flashlight through an empty backstage area. He didn't acknowledge the injured soldier and only kicked aside the dead man. "Move," he whispered.
The group passed into an area behind the stage, garment racks and make-up stalls scattered throughout. Darkness enveloped the space, but further sweeps of their flashlights revealed no further attackers or anything save for discarded clutter.
Isaac turned, fumbling at the edge of the curtain. A metallic screech filled the air as he hauled some manner of thick, sliding door. With a loud clang, it settled into place, blocking off the stage and room. The few individuals present watched as Isaac set in place a few latches as well as a chain with large lock.
Finished, he turned back. "Miguel had a number of escape routes planned out in case some of kind of attack came anywhere near him. This," he pointed at the heavy door, "should hold off anyone coming after us. I don't know how many of 'em are lurking around the guts of this building, so we still have to be careful."
He stepped toward the back door to the dressing room.
Michaels reached out and grabbed his shoulder. "What about everyone else? We can't simply leave-"
Isaac shook his head. "There's nothing we can do for them. If they got stuck outside, they're already dead. If not..." he sighed, "we can't help them."
"But Kaylee and Sergei! Surely-"
"Shut up, doc..." Rick spoke through clenched teeth, his face haggard and pale. "Just shut up."
Michaels swallowed hard and held his silence as Isaac began moving and leading them through the bowels of the building. More and more he regretted his presence as well as blindly following the schemes of fools.
 
 
******
 
 
Whatever plan the psychotic cult of Nigel's had which involved not mutilating and sucking out Kaylee's blood created plenty of terror with just the anticipation.
Indeed, when what felt like a tidal wave of bodies crashed into her, she expected a very brief amount of intense pain and despair before they tore her to pieces. Her life truly did flash before her eyes.
One moment, Kaylee had been gripping Rick's shoulder, following close behind and trying to avoid getting stabbed or bludgeoned. The next, she was facedown on the steps leading to The Dungeon.
She gently probed places on her flesh, terrified she would discover some hideous laceration, but she found nothing. Not a wound or even much more than a bruise or two decorated her body. Neither, she discovered with heavy regret, did she retain the gun she'd carried.
Her ears brought the sounds of combat and frenzy. A large amount of pounding on something across the street echoed with urgency, and many of Nigel's followers continued the screeching and howling.
Animals, she thought, wondering why they left her alive and not wishing to pick herself up off the stairs to find out.
Gradually, she rose upward, shocked to see a breathless and red-faced Sergei next to her on the concrete steps. Like Kaylee, he appeared injury-free but also no longer held his firearm.
They stared at each other for a moment in confusion. Kaylee didn't know Sergei all that well, but she could practically see the gears grinding in his head and hear his thoughts. After all, they were identical to her own.
Shouldn't we be dead? she thought, asking the question silently to him. He responded with a slight nod, and they broke eye contact to look around.
Kaylee gave a start to see a wall of men and women, wide-eyed followers of Nigel, standing at the base of the steps. Those in the immediate vicinity weren't doing anything at all, just grinning, leering, or staring without expression. Besides the few dozen crowded around, she could see bodies scattered throughout the square, some with other individuals hunched over, still stabbing and abusing or engaged in other activities.
A large group of the cultists crowded around Heavenly Bodies, pounding at the entrance. A tiny flutter of hope blossomed in Kaylee's chest. Maybe some of our people made it inside...
Her gaze returned to Sergei, still the same levels of confusion toward their survival and much more as to why they remained for the most part unscathed. She saw his knife strapped to the outside of his clothing. Patting herself down, she noticed the same thing: her own knife, a small one in an ankle-sheath, hadn't been taken away.
"Why...?" Kaylee whispered, and Sergei cut her off with a shake of his head. She understood. No immediate answer existed to the question, and they were probably better off not discussing thoughts or strategy in front of known enemies.
She didn't want to move, feeling very much like a rabbit cornered by jackals. Chewing her lower lip, Kaylee glanced about the area again, trying to gain some measure of understanding.
Sergei stood, a simple motion which startled Kaylee. I guess they're already looking at us, so he can't call more attention, but... She grit her teeth and did the same, again noting no injury to her legs or body. She was in the same condition: ready to fight, ready to run.
Except there's nowhere to go, she thought, and we can't take on all of these guys... what the hell are they doing, anyway?
A low murmur swept across the group of Nigel's followers engaged in watching them. Another chant? she wondered. Part of her tried to remember that these people, these psychotics were supposedly human, but her mind kept blurting animals over and over. She wanted to beg, to plead and find out what they wanted and what made them so goddamn crazy, but...
Maybe they all caught some kind of brain disease from Nigel. Parasites or something from drinking blood... she thought. Staring into their eyes, she wondered at the possibility. She didn't see intelligence, only frenzy.
The chanting resolved somewhat, and through straining, she made out their words:
"Inside. Inside. Inside. Inside."
Kaylee shuddered, catching a sidelong glimpse of Sergei's own troubled expression. The doorway to The Dungeon was behind them, closed but assumed to be unlocked. Or maybe not. Would these guys know the difference or even care if we couldn't get inside? Maybe they'd just tear us apart instead of... whatever else is supposed to happen in there.
She swallowed hard, catching Sergei's eye and giving her head a slight tilt toward the entrance. His eyes narrowed, a hint of reluctance. She made a point of twitching her glance back toward Nigel's followers, as if to say, Do we have a choice?
Sergei's jaw tightened, response enough, and they both turned to the entrance.
"Inside. Inside. Inside. Inside."
The chanting swelled at their movement, and it grew louder when they climbed the stairs and stepped up to the doorway. They exchanged a quick glance, and Sergei withdrew the knife from its sheath.
He reached out and pulled the door open, and the intonation rose to a crescendo.
 
 
******
 
 
"Holy shit," Kaylee spoke as the door clicked shut behind them, but Sergei hardly noticed it.
Wild cheering ensued from the spectators, muffled yet clear. Obviously, the pair had done something anticipated and desired, but Sergei focused only on what was spread out inside the entrance.
What lay before them held no violent, grim, or macabre presentation. Unlike anything Sergei would expect to see from people like Nigel and his followers, it had a beautiful, haunting quality.
The very implications, the thought of the sheer effort and dedication required for this bizarre spectacle...
Sergei, a man hardened from many battles, shuddered at the sight, speechless. A shrine... the description fluttered into his thoughts. Yes... a shrine.
A simple lobby area contained a desk and a few chairs, most likely for check-ins to the facility. Beyond it, The Dungeon's namesake and aesthetic became clear, with faux cobblestone walls and electronic torches.
Set up in the lobby area were a number of real candles. Wax pooled beneath and dripped down onto the desk and floor, and their flames cast a flickering light against a display on the wall:
Dozens of pictures. Not photographs, but drawings and sketches. A wall of faces familiar and not, names etched beneath each one. Sergei stared at his own sketched image, detailed down to the scars and average growth of stubble.
Isaac. Rick. The Citizen researcher, Michaels. Several of his high-ranking lieutenants, including both Tanya and Eugene. More sketches on the wall, of people outside the OHU in different groupings. Citizens, maybe? he wondered, blinking and absorbing more faces yet.
Each section seemed to be set up as a pyramid, reflecting the power structure of important individuals. The schoolteachers Desmond and Olivia, some of their people, and the old man Quinton had a small section of their own, a slight branch away from that of the OHU.
Sergei marveled at the skill of the artist while sickened by the strange and terrible nature of the shrine. Whoever crafted the likenesses of so many important individuals had done so with impressive talent; the portraits he viewed held the spirit and life of the person they represented.
Other faces were drawn but crossed out, representing individuals killed during the recent months. Even Elijah and Victor, though Sergei never quite understood which person was which, held places on the wall. Those images and a few others contained fewer details, as though the artist had been only able to draw through description and not sight or memory.
He winced to see a section of individuals fully crossed out. Matthias and his people, a small and paranoid group dedicated to hiding from everything and everyone, seemed to have fallen. Sergei wasn't surprised, but he felt sorry for the former ally.
"Oh my... holy God..." Kaylee continued to mutter expressions of shock. Her eyes took in each picture. He followed her gaze to the very peak, the highest point. Three portraits shared the pinnacle.
One held the face of the long-deceased Miguel, called the Silver Fox. Across the image was a large amount of the dusky brown smearing of dried blood, a few haphazard letters spelling out Die! in a varied places.
Next to Miguel's was an indistinct face, wrapped in scarves and a wearing tattered, wide-brimmed hat. White space in the drawing radiated the glowing eyes, and this effect managed to cut through Sergei's surprise for a tiny moment. Impressive, he thought.
A few more words were scrawled on the creature's portrait. Demon and Blood, sometimes together, seemed to form the description, and Sergei wondered with a chill what the artist meant.
The final image, he noted with a sharp intake of breath, was of Kaylee. It was clean and well-presented. No errant smudges or any marring to be seen, the image seemed somehow pure, idealized.
Kaylee's breath sucked in and out as she stared. Sergei turned to watch her, trying to find some words of comfort but unable to convince himself to calm down. Her face dissolved into a mask of despair, and she pointed.
Above the series of pictures, two words were etched in the wall with thick letters:
THEIR BLOOD
No other description present, having a place of honor in such a bizarre construction seemed too much for Kaylee.
"Oh God..." she covered her mouth. "Oh God, ohgod..." She backed away, bumping into the closed door.
Sergei reached out, but she screamed, "No!" and struck his hand away. Whirling around, she yanked at the exit, but the doors wouldn't move, locked or sealed by those outside. "No, no, no!" she screamed, pounding against the wood. "Not like this! Not like this!"
Kaylee hurled herself in futility against the door, tears streaming down her face, and Sergei simply watched with mouth agape. His mind, wrapped in the strangeness of everything, tried to contemplate the meaning behind the shrine, but no notions arrived.
One step at a time, he thought, anchoring into that idea. Survive, think, act. He gripped the knife in his hand and put his back to the wall, watching the cobblestone hallways for signs of movement.
Survive first. Exits covered. No attackers in sight. No immediate threats. His mind churned, straining to think clearly with the sounds of Kaylee's panic right next to him. Ignore the shrine. Think.
He remembered getting dumped upon the steps. Only minutes ago but somehow so far distant. Why did they not kill us? Why put us here? Why us to begin with?
Sergei's mind traced further back, more eternities long gone. The man, the obvious one of importance. The leader. Nigel.
Whoever he was, Nigel had ducked into the building before and presumably lurked in its dark hallways. For whatever reason, Sergei and Kaylee had been spared, brought to be... in his presence?
Why?
 
 
******
 
 
Cass awoke, but what she experienced couldn't quite be described as true consciousness.
A thudding, flaring, nauseating pain greeted her thick and muddled mind, which seemed to be bouncing up and down, rocking back and forth. For a while, she hovered near the edge of darkness, clawing back toward the numbness of oblivion, but every twitch of her limp and ragdoll body sent jolts into her system.
Mentally kicking and screaming, she was dragged back into reality. She remembered fragments of herself, of existence and life in the world, of language, and of an appropriate response to pain.
"Shiiiiiiit..." she said, barely parting her cracked lips.
Clouded with tears from the pounding agony in her head, Cass opened her eyes.
Even without the head-injury induced haze of her vision, not a whole lot could be seen. Uninteresting ceiling blurred by in rapid fashion, and the only thing beside it was an awkward angle of a man's face: the person carrying her.
Rick? the thought crawled by, and she blinked. Memories dragged along, tiny snippets of recent days. Rick, her mind confirmed.
He appeared preoccupied and didn't yet notice any of her stirring. The same rapid movement with jarring bumps continued, every jostle shaking a sensation of molten metal in her head. Something bad had happened, but her brain couldn't pull out the memory.
"Whazz goin' on?" she tried speaking again, her voice weak.
Rick spared a quick downward glance, resulting in a wide-eyed double-take. "Cass?" Relief spread across his features. "Holy mother of... thank God... thank God..." The jostling run dropped to a halt, and Rick knelt and gently laid her upon some manner of rough carpet.
"She's awake? She's all right?" another voice came forth, one she didn't recognize. A moment later, a bespectacled and balding, middle-aged man thrust his head into her view. "Hm. Concussion, looks like."
"We need to keep moving." Another distinct and unidentified voice spoke up. "Can she walk?"
"You still haven't said where we're going," she heard Rick respond.
The concept of movement and any but the most basic activity seemed rather foreign, but she gave it a shot anyway. Her sore muscles began to stir, and before long they recalled enough to roll her over.
Concerned voices spoke at her back, but she didn't catch any of the words. Every thud of her heart sent a toll of pain and nausea resonating from her skull to every other inch of her being. Determined, she bit her cheeks and pushed herself away from the floor.
Hands grabbed and hauled her upward, interrupting the slow progress. Her sight and senses blinked out for moment in the rapid motion, and she found herself wavering on unsteady feet, Rick's hand on her shoulder.
He peered into her face. "I can carry you if necessary, but we apparently need to keep moving."
Bit by bit, pieces of the situation came back to her. Not enough to form a perfect picture, she felt a strong instinct to run and hide for whatever reason. Something bad is happening...
At her lack of response, Rick reached forward as if to scoop her up again, but she pushed his hands away. "No, I'm..." she said, wincing at the vibration speaking caused in her head. "I'll be fine. Lead."
Sparing one last moment to regard her with concern, Rick nodded and motioned for the group to continue. Without further talk, the party moved through rooms and hallways, keeping a quick pace.
No one said anything, but consciousness and the blood pumping through her veins started to mitigate some of the dizziness. She remembered flashes of the journey, the crazed people, and then...
More came forth as they progressed. Eventually, the person in the lead, whose name she remembered as Isaac, ducked into a decent-sized closet and motioned for everyone to follow.
"What happened?" she asked, breathing hard. "Where are we?"
"In trouble," the older, balding man - Michaels, she remembered - spoke. Sweat beaded on his forehead. "Outnumbered and hounded. We'll be damned lucky to-"
"Cram it, doc," Rick interrupted. "No point in scaring the poor girl." He turned to Isaac. "What now?"
A scowl formed on Cass' face at being referred to as 'poor girl,' but something about Rick's tone made her keep silent. A flash of memory rushed forward, hundreds of murderous men and women shouting.
"Fear in their hearts..." Cass whispered, shuddering. No wonder he's worried about me being scared, she thought.
She returned her attention to the musty storeroom that she, the doctor, Rick, Isaac, and about twenty or so other soldiers crammed themselves into. Isaac crouched on the ground, using a small knife to pry up a section of loose carpet.
"What are you doing?" she asked.
"Underground escape route," he said, pulling up the fabric square and tossing it to the side. True to his word, a small hatch lay underneath. Biting his lower lip, Isaac reached out and gripped the handle, pulling.
"Shit," he said as the hatch lifted without trouble.

"What's wrong?" Rick asked, crouching down.

"This should've been locked."

Michaels leaned in. "Isn't that a good thing? Certainly you don't still carry the key."

Isaac shook his head. "Never did."

"Then why-"

"It means they might know about the passage."

Silence held for a moment, each person contemplating the dark hole at their feet.

"Not necessarily," Michaels spoke up again. "Someone else may have..."

"I don't get what it was you planned on doing, Isaac," Rick spoke up, interrupting. Cass' head and thoughts remained murky, but Rick's voice seemed harsh and more than a little annoyed.
Isaac raised an eyebrow. "We were in retreat, I didn't-"
"What, you didn't think this far ahead? Christ, did Sergei plan every action for the OHU?" Teeth clenched, cords stood out on Rick's neck. He appeared miles from backing down.
"No, we worked together on most things." A troubled frown developed on Isaac's face. "None of this matters right now, and I don't see why you're-"
Anger lit in Rick's eyes. "You don't see how thinking and planning for something as simple as a retreat could be important? Good God, how have you OHU idiots survived this long?"
Awkward tension sifted through the room. Isaac's soldiers wore frowns and scowls, appearing ready to defend their leader, but no one moved. Cass just wished the room would stop spinning. Can't say I want to get in the middle of it either. Rick sounds pretty pissed.
The researcher, doctor, or whatever he claimed to be, braved the silence to interject, getting as far as, "Now gentlemen..." before being silenced by angry glares.
"C'mon Isaac," Rick continued to press the issue, "was there ever any plan? Did you just expect to win this, that, and everything?"
Isaac bared his teeth in anger, and Cass thought she detected the slightest hesitation, the slightest mote of shame, in his expression. "The hell do you want from me? Yeah, I know it's been a shitting disaster, but this is hardly the time or place to be discussing it."
A crash resounded from somewhere nearby, cementing the final point in the argument. Clenching a fist, Rick remained tensed. "Fine. Let's figure this out, but I'm not done with this conversation."
"If we manage to live through this, you can say whatever the heck you want."
Rick shook his head. "Let's not just talk about 'making it through this,' let's figure out how we can turn it around."
Isaac cocked his head at Rick. Biting his lip, he tossed a glance downward. "Are you sure about that? We're not doing so hot here."
"Yeah, you're absolutely right, but your shit-planning is what got us here. I dunno about anyone else, but I sure don't want to head down into more unknown."
Frowns spread throughout the remaining soldiers, and Cass herself felt a chill at the prospect of not running.
"Think about it. They act like animals, and now they're in pursuit of what they see as terrified, fleeing prey."
Cass saw an expression on Michaels' face, feeling what she assumed to be a similar thought rise to the surface. Isn't that exactly what we are?
Rick licked his lips. "They'll be reckless. Stupid, careless. Kind of like how we were coming here, kind of like how they might be expecting us down there."
Rubbing his chin, Isaac said, "Yeah... maybe."
"We still have the weapons advantage, and now we're not in a situation where we could be surrounded," Rick continued. "I'd bet my bottom dollar that most of these freaks don't know much more than how to swing wildly with their weapons. Your guys at least know hand-to-hand, right?"
Isaac titled his head and scowled.
"Hey, I had to ask. If we manage decently for a while, we might not have the full weight of whatever they have left bearing down on us."
"That's quite an important detail," Michaels interrupted. "How long do you intend to be scurrying about like rats in this place? Surely this can't be the best idea-"
Rick held up a hand. "It's a risk, but I think we did some serious damage to their numbers before they busted up the line." He raised an eyebrow to Isaac, who frowned and gave a slow nod in response. "Their only advantage was in the initial ambush, and now it's been popped. So what's it going to be, glorious leader?" Heavy sarcasm permeated his tone. "A known quantity back there, or you gonna lead these people into another slaughter?"
Cass and the others jumped at a resounding crash and indistinct shouting somewhere nearby. "Let's not go back. Please?"
Isaac stared into the dark hole. "Rick is right. The largest chance for another ambush is down this passage. We can thin the numbers by eliminating those chasing us."
"You can't possibly know how many are following." Michaels jabbed a finger down the passage. "They might have found the tunnel, but there's no reason to suggest they're guarding it-"
"Except they know we've been running this way," Rick interrupted. "They'd be idiots not to."
"Would it be more difficult to overwhelm whoever is guarding the exit than to prolong this moronic fight?" Michaels replied.
A thought, memories of individuals came back into Cass' mind, shoving aside her awareness of the conversation. Without thinking, without connecting any of the current situation, she asked, "What happened to all of the others? Where's Kaylee?"
Rick developed an expression suggesting she'd slapped him instead of asking a simple question. His jaw tightened, and Cass felt the blood draining from her face. "No... it can't..."
"They're coming," someone else spoke up, watching from the door. The shouting intensified, numbers indeterminate.
Isaac released the hatch and stood. "Back into the hallway; we fight."
Michaels grabbed his arm. "I will not be a part of your suicidal last stand."
"Very well." Isaac brushed him off, seeming unconcerned. He locked eyes with Rick. "The girl should never have been brought along. Go with the doctor; see them both out safely."
Cass was surprised to find herself not at all offended by Isaac's words. In truth, relief flooded through her, adults taking charge and responsibility for her safety. As much as Cass preferred self-reliance... This is all so far out of my experience, she thought with a shudder. Rick can call me 'girl' all he wants if he can get me outta here.
"No." Rick shook his head. "You'll screw up again without me." Isaac frowned in response, but Rick had already turned to Michaels and Cass. "The two of you should find a place to hide. Assuming we survive this, we'll come back and find you. If not, try and slip out later on. You should be able to move without drawing attention, hopefully."
Something clenched inside Cass, and she tried to fight the trickle of fear which slipped through her attempts to feel brave. Truth be told, she was simply terrified of every option. Turning back and facing the madmen, being left alone... neither choice held much appeal.
The researcher rolled his eyes. "Idiots. All of you." He put a hand on her shoulder. "Let's find somewhere safe."
Cass hesitated. Being left alone with the noncombatant doctor seemed hardly a better prospect, but it provided a slight advantage over more fighting. She nodded. Rick smiled and clapped her on the shoulder, an attempt at comfort, but it seemed hollow.
Isaac made a sharp gesture. "Let's move."
A shiver rolled down Cass' spine, and she wondered at the wisdom of running and hiding.
I guess there are worse ideas, right?
 

 Chapter 9: Fighting Back
 

Kaylee gave up on pounding against the door after a time, her thoughts clouded by the fear and uncertainty of the situation. Slumped against the door, she flitted her gaze back and forth between the macabre wall of pictures and the only source of current comfort in her leader Sergei.
 Nothing she could remember in her lifetime, not the disappearance of the sun, not being captured and held by Miguel, not any part of the uprising, had affected her this much.
The sketched, eerily life-like image of her face stared out, featuring an expression of equal parts confidence and defiance. She wondered, clenching a fist, how the artist decided upon such a thing. In her present state of despair, she couldn't begin to imagine a time of such certainty, such...
Her eyes slid over to the defaced picture of Miguel, the Silver Fox. Even behind the angered marring of the portrait, his piercing gaze, the curled smirk, the titled chin all radiated the man's arrogance. A sliver of smug triumph trickled into Kaylee's thoughts, and she remembered, with pristine clarity, standing over his dying form. Not a shred of pity, no remorse for ending a life, Kaylee had succeeded back then.
Taking a deep breath, she pushed herself to a standing position. She met her own eyes on the wall, and a sense of something like courage arose, perhaps nothing more than a flicker of anger bright enough to pierce through her fear.
Kaylee drew in a deep breath and walked over to the wall. With a sidelong glance to Sergei, who watched without speaking, she reached up.
Bits of paper fluttered to the ground as Kaylee tore the pictures from the wall. Driven by impulse, she continued to grab at every piece, ripping and tearing until the entire wall of pictures lay in a half-shredded heap.
Snatching one of the nearby candles, Kaylee lit the corner of a brittle page. She dropped it, and moments later a small flaming mass threw black smoke into the room. Kaylee suppressed the urge to cough while immense satisfaction flooded through her. The dry paper dissolved in mere instants, and Kaylee stamped out the flame shortly after.
When she finished, Sergei cleared his throat, frowning at the haze of smoke. "Why?" he asked.
Kaylee kicked at the smoldering remains, scattering the ashes of what must have been no small amount of artistic effort. "Because it means nothing," she replied, "it's just some weird-ass cult stuff. Creepy, but who gives a shit?"
Sergei's frowned deepened.
"All right, think of it this way." Kaylee withdrew her small knife. "They locked us in here for what? To be sacrificed to their leader? The way I see it, there's two of us and only one of him, and he's just some crazy Citizen prick who eats people and likes to drink blood."
Squinting at Kaylee, Sergei stepped away from the wall. "What makes you think we're alone?"
"So what if we aren't?" Kaylee gestured down the hallway with her knife. "They're expecting scared little rabbits." She bared her teeth in a wide grin. "Besides, if we're gonna die here, might as well make it something worth remembering, right?"
Sergei folded his arms, tapping his own knife against his arm. "Very well, we shall see what can be done." He cracked a grim smile. "Perhaps we will find salvation, or at least may we endure a worthy death."
Kaylee clapped him on the shoulder. Flipping the knife to underhand fashion and giving the remaining ashes one last scattering kick, she crouched low and considered the dim corridor.
It's probably just a hunch, she thought, but I think I know where Nigel will be waiting for us.
With a quick thumbs-up to Sergei behind her, the pair began moving down the hallway.
They kept progress gradual, neither having any desire to be surprised by any lunging fanatics in spite of Kaylee's confident assertion that they were alone. Kaylee stayed low and moved in front, while Sergei kept an eye on hallway behind. All of the "dungeon" doors were closed, including viewing slots. The fake torches flickered, but all remained quiet.
"Up or down?" Sergei whispered when they reached the staircase.
Wincing, Kaylee motioned. "Down."
Even on the spiral staircase, where no one could ambush unless from out of stone walls, the pair kept their movement slow. Kaylee knew it wasn't about stealth; the metal stairway creaked and groaned with each shift of their weight. No, a lingering sense of dread settled over them. Even with her boost of confidence, a part of her wished she could find a way to avoid any confrontation.
Nigel made no attempt to be subtle. Both Kaylee and Sergei spotted him the moment they hit the correct floor. Down the hallway, in the accursed room Kaylee recalled from nightmares, Nigel knelt. He faced away from them.
She knew it to be him. Aside from a simple, deep-set certainty in her heart, she recognized the wild, shaggy hair and the clothing she had caught a glimpse of above, before his crazed followers attacked. He must know we're here, Kaylee thought as they continued the slow approach. What's his game?
She exchanged a quick glance with Sergei, whose expression suggested he held a similar level of apprehension. Kaylee gave a shrug and mimed a quick stab with her knife. She jerked her head toward the kneeling leader, and Sergei nodded in response. Mercifully, she detected none of the hideous stench of filth and decay which had marked Nigel's room on her last visit, many months before. Not that it would have changed her plan.
Drawing in a short breath, Kaylee leapt into a full sprint, eyes locked on the target ahead. Torches, fake stone, and closed doors blurred by, her feet pounding against the floor. The figure didn't move. Nearing the doorway, Kaylee raised the knife.
"Stop," Nigel's voice resounded crisp and clean, easily heard.
She ignored him, closing the gap and thrusting the knife toward his unprotected back.
In a motion she thought impossibly fast, he twisted to the side and gripped her wrist, transferring the force of her rapid approach into a throw. Unable to slow any of her momentum, Kaylee was hurled backwards into an upright wooden platform.
Splintering wood and agonizing pain fired into Kaylee's senses. The back braces of the platform cracked apart by her impact, sending the platform crashing to the ground. She gasped for air, writhing at intense pain between her shoulder blades. Her addled mind wondered if she'd hit some kind of spike, and visions of impalement danced in her mind.
"Would you like to watch me kill her? Come closer, and I will." Words filtered through the red haze of her sight. Her hands clenched nothing; the knife she carried was gone.
"You will not."
Fragments poked through, and her hand grasped at her tortured back, terrified she'd find some hideous protrusion as evidence of crippling or fatal injury. She felt no warmth of blood or even a tear in her clothing. Realization and relief struck as her hand grabbed hold of a chain behind her. Though the blunt lashings of pain from her collision with the chains on the board remained no less agonized, she at least knew she wasn't going to die.
Yet, a sinister thought whispered.
The tense conversation appeared to have continued during her period of distraction, and Kaylee almost felt like laughing while the two debated her life and death. Nigel knelt over her, head turned away and eyes locked with Sergei's. Kaylee's own knife hovered near her throat, held in Nigel's hand.
"I can cut her throat before you take another step." Kaylee blinked, wondering if she detected the slightest bit of nerves or hesitation in Nigel's voice. Maybe it just quivers with how much crazy he has packed away.
Sergei gave a short laugh. "I doubt she would make it so easy on you. The girl is stubborn, but if you manage to dispatch her in such a fashion," Kaylee saw his face darken, "I promise I will make your own end not so quick or merciful."
"A bold claim, so come then! Let us see-"
Opportunity presented itself with Nigel's attention toward Sergei. Kaylee grabbed the man's wrist and twisted her lower half upward. Ignoring the protesting from her back, she scissored her legs around Nigel's neck and wrenched downward. Pivoting around, she twisted Nigel's arm behind his back and shoved his face into the fragments of the wooden board.
"Should've listened to Sergei." She tried to mix ferocity with mocking in her tone, but her voice only came across strained.
Nigel let out a high-pitched laugh. "Oh, I don't know-"
Annoyed at his flippant attitude, she interrupted him with a crank on his arm. "I'm sorry; can you speak up a bit?"
He gave a tiny grunt of pain, nowhere near where the level she'd have wanted. She pulled harder but elicited nothing save further laughter. Frustrated, she twisted more.
"You are likely to pull it from the socket soon, if you keep that up." Sergei stepped over.

"So?" The edges of her nerves grated at the now-constant soft laughter of her captive.

"He does not appear to mind the pain you cause, so it is unlikely to produce any favorable results."

Grabbing a fistful of Nigel's tangled, filthy hair, she slammed his forehead into the ground. For a split second of blissful silence, he ceased the laughing, but it immediately started up again.
"Augh!" she slammed his head again, this time to no effect.

"You see?" Sergei asked.

She shot him a glare. "Maybe it makes me feel better."

He cracked a slight smile. "Does it?"

Kaylee clenched her teeth, the tittering of her captive increasing in volume. "Shut up!" she shouted, again to no reaction.
Scowling, she planted a knee in his back and pressed her weight down. Nigel let out a groan and weakly tried to keep laughing, but without much breath, it came out labored. "What should we do now? Should we hold him hostage; see if we can get his people to back down?"
At her statement, even lacking breath, Nigel's cackling came with renewed vigor. "Yes… yes, please do. I'd very much," he gasped, "very much like to see that."
Kaylee cast Sergei a worried look. The man shrugged. "Such an action may not be wise."

"Then what the heck else are we supposed to do?"

Sergei pointed. "He may know of another way out."

"How about it? Any other ways out of here?" Kaylee took off a small amount of pressure.

"Your flesh shall fail! Your souls will be cleansed in the Light! Your blood will-"

"Yeah, enough of that…" Kaylee pressed her weight down again, squeezing the air out of his lungs.

Nigel wheezed, still trying to speak. "Your… blood… will… nourish… our…"

She raised an eyebrow at Sergei, talking over the strained ramble. "Thoughts?"

"We may have to search for our own method of escape, in which case-"

"There is no escape!" Nigel's voice squeezed out in a coughing rasp. "You will all die! Your heart's blood shall fill us with true power! Your-"
In a swift motion, Kaylee lifted her weight and spun Nigel over. With the formerly twisted arm pinned behind his back, she held down the other and pressed her knee into his throat, bringing blessed silence to the room at last. Nothing but a harsh gurgle escaped from the prisoner, whose eyes bulged.
"We gonna tie up this crazy bastard, then?" Kaylee asked, satisfied at Nigel's obvious discomfort.
Sergei gave a slight cough. "Do not be foolish, Kaylee. There is no safe means by which we can allow this monster to continue living."
A small measure of surprise struck into Kaylee, its sudden presence as baffling as the feeling itself. She opened and closed her mouth, looking down into the graying face of Nigel. What the hell is wrong with me? she wondered. Didn't I come down here expecting I'd have to kill him?
Her initial shock became buried behind a flood of confusion and shame. It's not like I haven't killed anyone before, and this guy is the worst of the lot. He's even crazier, even worse than…
"Miguel…" she whispered, eyes wide and locked with Nigel's. Glittering awareness formed in them at the mention of his former torturer, in spite of the near-unconsciousness from lack of oxygen.
"It is a necessary act, and I will do it if you cannot." Sergei knelt, bringing his knife towards the captive.
Frozen, Kaylee didn't move. Gods… I actually feel bad for him. I pity this horrid, people-eating, blood-drinking, murderous monster. He'd kill me without blinking… what the heck is wrong with me?
"No…" she whispered, shaking her head. "I'll do it. I have to."

Sergei cocked his head. "Are you certain?"

"Yes. Hold him."

Carefully, Sergei braced his weight over Nigel's body. Kaylee took the knife from him, her own cast to somewhere unseen, and swiveled around. She lifted her knee from his neck and leaned down.
"You have not won, vile witch," Nigel spoke in a clear voice, sounding as though he hadn't just been on the verge of strangulation.
Kaylee raised the knife. "I'm sorry about what was done to you."
Nigel grinned. "I'm not."
 
 
******
 
 
Focus, move forward. Think, watch, act. Oh God, she can't be dead.
Even with the recent change to hand-to-hand from sparse use of ammunition, Rick's mind chugged away at the constant analysis, over and over. His nerves, his body, formerly on the edge of exhaustion, became frayed beyond anything he thought he could endure.
His mind did not dare consider too long the question of why. Rick cast it aside, locking away any thought of sorrow or grief. He knew, he knew very well giving it the slightest purchase would open the flood gates, potentially in a literal sense.
Long knife. Slash to major blood vessels for quick incapacitation. Cut wrist tendons to eliminate grip on weapon. Numerous more scenarios and individuals fell to his abilities, and in spite of the mortal danger all around, he continued to observe.
Isaac's people displayed decent skill and training, instantly slinging or holstering weapons when instructed to revert to melee combat. In spite of his earlier chastising of Isaac and Sergei's general tactics and planning, how the soldiers handled themselves impressed him.
They carved a violent path, back the way they came through the interior of Heavenly Bodies. Dozens of assailants, in their typical behavior, charged and fell. Even tense moments of larger groups and intense fighting saw little damage done to Isaac's remaining men.
"Strength in numbers and surprise," he whispered to himself, breaking out of his own mind. "That's why they beat us before. Numbers and surprise. Fearlessness, too. Superior weaponry can't always compete when enemy combatants aren't afraid of pain or death."
A couple of Isaac's people sent confused looks his way, but Rick paid them no notice.
Save the ammo… he let his mind fall back into the series of strategic summaries. He couldn't remember if he had suggested it to Isaac or if the leader had come up with it on his own.
It didn't matter that these and similar thoughts had already occurred. His mind went over them again. She's dead, oh God, she's dead… He squeezed his eyes shut and shoved the thought away. 
Focus, move forward. Think, watch, act. Save the ammo for once we leave. Save it for open quarters, save it for when we have to run. Long knife. Slash to vital areas for rapid incapacitation. Wrist tendons, arteries, fatal stab if opening.
Numbers and surprise… he thought, a tear sliding down his cheek.
Numbers and surprise… need to save ammo in case they still have any of either.
 
 
******
 
 
"Piotr, help me to hold his shoulders. We want to make this quick."
Kaylee gasped as Sergei shifted to the left, allowing the imaginary friend room to help. "No, Sergei-" she started, lunging forward.
Nigel's face twisted in a snarl, and his body heaved. Eyes wide with surprise, Sergei toppled backwards. Before Kaylee could plunge the knife into Nigel's neck, his fist smashed into the side of her head.
Her vision burst into a red haze, and she rolled with the momentum. Clenching her grip on the knife, she tried to carry through to her feet but only managed to come up on one knee.
She turned in time to see Nigel sink the knife, the one she'd lost during her initial charge, into Sergei's chest. Horror flooded through Kaylee, and she didn't move.
Sergei fell to the ground, his face contorted in a grimace. His hand went to his chest, and an angry, distant gaze fell upon his attacker.
Nigel crawled forward, kneeling above the wounded man, who did not struggle or resist. He bowed and muttered something Kaylee couldn't hear. Nigel seemed to be forgetting or ignoring her presence.
The light in Sergei's eyes, the anger, pain, and fire, faded away. No final words or convulsion of body to speak of; the man died without a murmur or apparent struggle. The killer knelt over him, eyes glittering and overjoyed in the simple, terrible act. He folded and unfolded his hands, bowing and muttering over Sergei's fatal wound.
Oh Sergei... why the crazy now? We had him... Kaylee drew in a breath, teeth clenched and fist curled around the knife Sergei had given her.
Pausing in his incantation, Nigel turned toward Kaylee. A wicked smile spread across his face. "Do you see it now? Do you see?" He motioned toward the hilt protruding out of Sergei's chest. He smiled at Kaylee, offering forth his bloody hands.
Rage flared into Kaylee's mind, anger and disgust beyond anything she could ever conceive. A chilling scream tore loose from her throat, and she charged, the blade flashing before her.
 
 
******
 
 
The sound of a few scattered shots ringing out spurred Gottfried and his force to hurry. No method existed for him to know the general situation Rick and his allies had gotten themselves into, but the knowledge of deadly force made haste appropriate.
Malcolm seemed to err on the side of prudence; when the first shot rang out, the strange creature perked up and took off at an impressive clip. Before anyone could call out or ask what or why, Malcolm drew out of sight.
The creature had caught a scent early on and subsequently guided the Inquisitors toward the unknown. With him running off, Gottfried might've been unhappy to be left without direction if not for the obvious sounds of gunfire.
The High Inquisitor decided after a short moment that he agreed with his former, now freakish, colleague in haste being appropriate. Besides, he thought, he very well may put our foes on alert to new advance. We cannot give them any extra time to prepare.
Much of the situation provided discomfort. Gottfried felt more pride in analysis and smaller studies of human behavior. Even before, when the previous High Inquisitor had him in the role of surface coordinator for the campaigns below, he had experienced a strong distaste for the work.
A policing force, he closed his eyes as they jogged along in near-silence. This is what the Inquisition always should have been.
Yet they always served as military or mercenary in a pinch. Unfortunately, the reserve army, wiped out in the days just before the uprising, had been lax and inexperienced. Underestimation of the Old Havenites and general stupidity created the reason for a large portion of the Citizenship downfall, and the reserve forces did more than their part to contribute on that front.
Still, he trusted the dedication and skill of his people. Cool-tempered and level-headed with a strong measure of weapons training and combat experience, each one also held an even greater aspect, one of steadfast loyalty.
The silent brigade of black-clad Inquisitors covered the remaining blocks without incident. No hint of enemy activity save for the chatter of gunfire. Something is still happening, he thought, but I fear we may arrive only in time to find the victors dealing with the remaining few. He didn't let his mind ponder too long the question of who and which side would be involved in such a clean-up.
Approaching from the east, Gottfried felt a chill course through him, something about the street and a sudden, intense paranoia of foes surrounding them. The windows on all sides were in the common states of disrepair to outright shattered, but they were also dark and featured no movement. Ambush sites are too numerous, he thought, returning his attention forward.
Their destination lay ahead, dark and foreboding. The intermittent gunshots had increased to full volley, a hail of fire and flashing light coming from the far end of the square.
Grim determination set into his mind. Whoever they were, whoever they were fighting would be clear in a moment.
Yet he felt something else. In spite of the impending combat and the immediate need to divine who was friend or foe in this darkness, his thoughts turned to where his force headed and what had happened there before.
Deserved or not... the Citizen fall began here.
 
 
******
 
 
Something appeared off about the amount of gunfire echoing all around. It nagged at Rick as he went through the motions of turning, aiming, firing. Everything is off… she's…
Wayward, distracting thoughts of something which would annihilate his focus if given enough purchase resounded every so often. Squelched each time, Rick tried with mild success to keep up a careful analysis to distract his thoughts. Even the constant death flowing all around, the well-placed shots ending numerous ill-fated charges... nothing seemed to be enough.
 The numbers, the numbers seemed so terribly off. So do ours, from when so many of our comrades- He winced, yet the ease of the fight put him on edge more than anything else. They're pathetic now. They have too many, too many people. Why was it enough before but not now?
The crazed individuals appeared to have lost their frenzied, coordinated edge. When Rick, Isaac, and the rest burst out of the lobby of Heavenly Bodies, the stragglers in the streets could hardly clamber over those already fallen to begin the attack anew.
"They've lost their fire," he murmured. Maybe they're sluggish after feeding.
This thought drove more revulsion into him than he thought possible. He cursed the wicked cruelty of his mind, gritting his teeth and coming far too close to vomiting, passing out, or any other number of activities he wouldn't wish under current circumstances.
This bout of ill sensation continued for several seconds, until Rick noticed something which made him forget completely about Kaylee.
Beyond the sweat stinging his eyes, the inconstant bright of allied muzzle flashes, the faces of their falling and dying foes, Rick saw something. He blinked, sparing a moment of his sustained fire to wipe his eyes.
Oh dear God…
On the other side of the square, Rick finally noticed the source of the extra echoes. Muzzle flashes illuminated unknown figures. Ah shit, who is that now? Wild thoughts spun in his head, and sadly he could conceive of few individuals who wouldn't be happy enough to shoot him on sight. "Out of the frying pan," he said under his breath. His mind lit upon the hidden exit in the bowels of Heavenly Bodies.
He signaled Isaac, pointed out the new arrivals, and jerked his thumb backwards. With a nod of affirmation, Issac sent the command down the line. What amounted to little more than a firing squad backed away, returning to the security of the building.
Once the doors were again closed and barricaded, Rick turned to him, "Any ideas on who that might be?" Maybe she's alive and brought- He dug fingernails into his palm.
"I hoped you could tell me." Isaac wore a frown.
"Boy, you're just full of help today," Rick replied, continuing his pattern of insults on Isaac. "Could be friendly, but I'm not holding my breath."
Isaac swore, glaring at Rick, but he didn't respond to the sarcasm. "You think they're Citizens?"

"Could be. Bodies were turning up everywhere. I bet Davidson wasn't any happier about it than we were."

Gritting his teeth, Isaac ejected the clip and checked its count. "Damn… I don't think-"

"Not a chance, hot-shot." Rick cut in. "Morale, manpower, ammo. We're running low on all three. These guys are fresh, not exhausted, and probably still have most of the bullets they brought down. I say we let 'em finish our dirty work."
The gunfire outside echoed. Rick watched through a small gap in the barricade, not able to see much.
Isaac grabbed his shoulder. "Then what?"
Rick didn't turn away from the slaughter in the street. "If they come our way and still appear hale and hardy, we'll head back and use your little escape route. Sound good?"
Some response came out of Isaac, but Rick didn't pay attention. He'd listened and dealt with enough of the OHU's stupidity.
 
 
******
 
 
As an individual living in difficult circumstances for most of her life, Kaylee had been told many things about the concept of death.
Popular culture and entertainment media, what little of it she absorbed before such luxuries and even bare necessities became scarce, had always dramatized death.
Big speeches, she thought. Last words, epic struggles…
She remembered one occasion where she snuck out of her bedroom, turned the TV on whisper-volume, and watched a late-night, violent action film. Sergei's bloodied, unmoving body reminded her of this film, names and other details long forgotten. She remembered the main character, wounded repeatedly and horribly yet still fighting to the bitter end.
She couldn't recall whether or not the hard-case cop, detective, or whatever he'd been survived the ordeal. All she could remember was his toughness through so much punishment.
And here's Sergei… she thought, down after one little poke. No speeches, no last words. He didn't even get the chance to curse Rick out one more time or say goodbye to his imaginary friend. He's just dead, nothing else.
Kaylee hadn't experienced a heavy emotional reaction to anyone's death or disappearance in many years. Though shocked by the quickness of his departure, she almost regretted that Sergei's passing didn't change the trend. She didn't even feel guilty for her part in it.
I didn't like him, she thought, staring down and contemplating the removal of the knife from Sergei's chest. He was pushy, arrogant, and kind of dumb. It's mostly his fault that we continued this stupid little war against the Citizens, and he was an idiot for turning on Rick. Plus, he practically killed himself by letting Nigel up.
A tiny bit of guilt resonated as she wondered if the situation might improve with Sergei's departure. Certainly Isaac would be more attuned to reason, maybe just more gullible or a follower by nature. If Rick can get the OHU grinding on an escape plan… she tried not to hope too much for positive results. Rick might already be dead, and who knows if anything can be done for us anyway. Maybe none of us deserve to get out of here. Maybe Nigel's working on the right thing in killing us all off…
She glanced down at the other corpse in the room, experiencing not even the tiniest trace of guilt. No last words or epic struggles for you either, asshole, she thought, bloodied hands clenching at the thought of her kill.
In truth, Nigel's face held only a moment of surprise at the ferocity of her attack. It remained brief not because he then settled into a drawn out battle to the death. No, Nigel's expression and everything else vanished when Kaylee plunged the knife into his body, over and over.
The crazed man, the prophet, visionary, cult leader, or whatever Nigel professed to be, was gone. Miguel's mad experiment, followed by unintended consequences of horrible deaths for many individuals, had ended. Kaylee wondered how the Silver Fox would have felt about the results.
He'd probably would've thought it to be a "fascinating" study or whatever of human behavior. She sighed and stood. A deep bruise protested on her back at the site of her collision with the board and chains, but she ignored it. The two unmoving forms, one featuring a somewhat mangled front, had it much worse.
Not that I feel sorry for you, prick, she stared at one of her hands, Nigel's blood smeared across it and much more on her arms and front.
Kaylee paused for a moment, thinking about what she should do next. Notions of bringing the bodies along disappeared quickly when she realized her inability to carry one very far, much less both. Escape seemed the smartest option, but how to do so left her wondering.
Consideration vanished as a chill flooded across her body. She shivered under the sensation, the feeling of someone unheard yet present, watching.
She smiled, forgetting for a moment about the death in the room. "You always come. You always know." She turned, and her smile widened.
Malcolm stood in the doorway.
 
 
 Chapter 10: Reunion Tour
 
 
Gottfried hadn't been sure of what to make of the ragged-looking individuals populating the center of the square outside Heavenly Bodies. They had been carrying weapons and seemed to be trying to charge the source of gunfire at the building, but most had the appearance of desperate refugees.
Still, caution seldom disappeared from Gottfried's mind. Keeping to the shadows and under the cover of alleyways, his forces risked spoiling the possibility of ambush by ensuring they didn't attack non-hostiles.
The caution was for naught. The instant one of the tattered people caught a glimpse of Gottfried's black-clad men, they spared no time in shouting threats and charging.
Not many remained to begin with, but Gottfried's small group had no trouble or qualms about cutting them down. During the brief amount of fighting, he noted the disappearance of the firing line outside of the Heavenly Bodies club.
Fallen individuals littered the ground, and he presumed the unknown group had seen his Inquisitors' approach and had fallen back to safer territory. He assumed them to be friendly, considering they fought a common enemy. However, in spite of having a more fresh and well-equipped force, Gottfried felt reluctant to risk his men across the corpse-filled, wide-open square to find out for sure.
Still, something instinctual told him the other group didn't contain any foes. Rather, he thought it certain that these were the people he had come to assist at Malcolm's behest. He cursed the strange creature for running off without facilitating a non-bloodied meeting, but it didn't alter his confidence.
"Give me a flare," he spoke to a man next to him.

The man objected. "Sir, we can't be exposed here. We don't know-"

"I will be going alone. If they are not hostile, I'll be fine. Either way, I will likely be recognized."

Other individuals voiced concern, a small chorus of, "Too much risk, let me go instead, they might kill you," filling the silence.
Gottfried's normally passive expression curled into a barely visible smile, but he held out a hand. "The flare," he said, and with reluctance the man dug into a pouch on his hip.
"Move out of sight, back to the alley. Unless I am fired upon, do nothing until I call you forward. I trust you recall each contingency signal?" the High Inquisitor asked. His people replied with quiet affirmation. They remained on edge, ready to object, but they obeyed his order and melted into the shadows.
He drew a slow breath, not relishing the risk any more than his people did, but strong confidence settled in his mind. Stepping out, he struck the flare and held it high. Flickering red light illuminated the immediate area, smoke rising.
Gottfried tensed as he took stock of the countless bodies upon the ground. Many were dressed in the same shambles and clutching small melee weapons, but he saw a few in military garb.
He progressed slowly, careful to not disturb any of the fallen: no simple task. He held the flare high but close enough to ensure his face remained fully revealed. With the exception of quick glances to keep him from tripping or falling, he kept his gaze fixed upon the shadowed doorway of Heavenly Bodies.
Roughly at the center of the square, he stood. Moments dripped by, and he wondered if they were even watching him. He waited, time passing. Corpses all around, a few perhaps unconscious or even playing dead, the red light flickered above.
Just as he considered having his people move forward and more properly secure the area, a clatter of noise issued from the front entrance to the club. Shortly after, a surprised but familiar voice came out of the darkness followed by an emerging figure.
"Sweet mother of merciful crap. You've got to be the most beautiful thing I've ever seen. How in the bloody blue blazes are you actually here, Gottfried?"
Rick stepped into the edge of the flickering red light, expression awestruck. Gottfried kept his face even, only allowing the tiniest of smiles to quirk the corner of his mouth.
Continuing forward, Rick reached out, and the two shook hands. The enthralled expression stayed on the other man's face, his appearance ragged but refreshed in comparison to their last encounter. 
"God, I can't believe it. Here you are!" Rick's face broke in a wide smile, and he laughed. 
Even with the obvious relief and the cheerful reception, the High Inquisitor noted something else in the man. Not exhaustion or the adrenaline lows of post-combat, not demoralization for losses... something else. Gottfried felt uncertain toward what it was, but he knew Rick hid some variety of troubled emotion beneath the surface.
The High Inquisitor gave a nod. "The creature: Marcus," he frowned, "Malcolm, I suppose. He informed me of the grave situation."
Rick blew out a sigh. "Grave... yeah, that's a good way of putting it." He turned back toward the club, sweeping his arm towards the square and calling, "C'mon out, guys, it's safe. By God, break out some champagne."
He turned a wary eye to Gottfried. "Your spooks are hiding in the shadows here, I assume. You won't shoot these allies of mine, yes?"
Gottfried tightened his jaw, remembering Davidson's strike, in progress or even finished by now for better or worse. He gave a quick shake of his head and responded, "Yes, my people are near, and no, they will not attack."
Rick grinned again, and the High Inquisitor narrowed his eyes. Yes, he thought. There is something hollow behind it. Sadness, despair perhaps.
Though using more of an interrogator's gaze than one of empathy, Gottfried noted a tugging wilt at the corners of Rick's eyes, his broad smile not touching them.
"I'm glad you came by when you did. I think we finally had it turned around, but let's just say we're not going to complain."
Gottfried made no comment about it, allowing Rick to summarize the situation without interrupting or calling attention to whatever sorrow he hid. Even if a band of weary individuals hadn't begun to trudge out of the building shortly after Rick's call, he wouldn't have commented. Not trying to pry information out of the poor man, Gottfried also knew whatever attempt at sympathy he could muster would likely be far beyond inadequate.
Thus, the High Inquisitor filed it away in some corner of his mind, turning his attention to the individuals moving toward them. Unlike Rick, they most definitely featured levels of weariness and morale-loss. Noting the colors they wore, Gottfried understood why. More than a few of the dead surrounding them featured similar clothing.
The survivors regarded Gottfried, perhaps Rick as well, with wary and even hateful expressions. They undoubtedly recognized the Inquisitor black. After a brief thought, he decided against calling his people forward. The situation appears delicate. I have to be cautious about what I say.
He spotted one of the two OHU leaders, a face memorized from sketches. Isaac, last name unknown, locked eyes with Gottfried. His expression was even and calm, but subtle weariness dragged at his expression, slumping his shoulders.
Gottfried expected greater discernment from one of the OHU leaders, but Isaac barely provided a second glance. The other is missing. Sergei. Perhaps he's been killed. Assuming Isaac is less dominant in the power structure, Sergei's loss would prove difficult for him.
The handful of soldiers formed a ragged line behind Rick, who during Gottfried's contemplation, highlighted the thrills and horrors of the evening.
Rick finished the summary, and silence fell on the square, an eerie stillness in the fading glow of the flare and the strewn-about corpses surrounding them.
"You have encountered difficulty," Gottfried spoke carefully. "We understand this. We also understand you may see us as enemies. I assure you this is not the case."
He drew in a shallow breath. "I have been working with Rick in recent months, a former foe who I could easily blame for much of the current hardship. He represents a figure of betrayal for some and a fierce adversary for others."
"Regardless, I'm afraid we don't possess any luxury of time," he said. "The incidents involving these," he frowned at the bodies, "individuals have been occurring all over the city. It has resulted in a serious-"
Rick's expression abruptly changed from the curiosity during Gottfried's speech to pure surprise. "Oh my God..." he whispered, staring at something past the High Inquisitor.
Gottfried turned. He drew in a sharp breath at the sight and tensed, unsure if the approaching figure represented a threat and whether he should draw his weapon or not.
"Oh my God..." Rick spoke again. "How... is she... is she...?"
The High Inquisitor decided against his weapon, spotting the hulking, still shirtless brute of Malcolm trailing behind the unsettling figure.
It was a woman, one he didn't recognize offhand, but that may have been because her entire front was smeared with blood. The woman held a distant expression, seeming almost unaware of anyone in the square, living or dead, or even that she appeared a frightful mess.
The blood isn't hers, he thought. She may be in shock.
"Kaylee..." he heard Rick's voice, strained and half-croaking. "You're... you're..."
She looked toward Rick, who Gottfried noticed had fallen to his knees. Tears bled down his cheeks, and his expression featured terrible disbelief mixed with unbridled joy.
When the woman, evidently Kaylee, of whom Gottfried had heard a little, saw Rick, the shock and distance in her eyes faded away.
The High Inquisitor was keenly aware of his general lack of expertise in issues of interpersonal relationships. Indeed, the closest individuals to him were Inquisitors, and none of them could be deemed friends.
Still, with the very few shreds of practical experience on that front, Gottfried could see, plain as day, the woman's expression change from whatever distressed state she'd been in to one of relief, happiness, and...
Love? he wondered. Yes, I suppose it is that precisely. To his complete lack of shame, the High Inquisitor filed it away as an aspect which could be used against Rick if it became necessary.
Silence held as the two individuals stared at each other, neither seeming capable of believing the other alive. Gottfried frowned, impatient.
However, part of him, some long distant, half-dead emotional vestige didn't wish to disturb the reunion. He frowned at the thought, wondering if by some means he was turning terribly soft.
In reality, only a few moments passed before the woman burst into tears. The two sped toward each other and embraced. Soft whispering and near-palpable relief radiated from them, and the rest stood by, watching and uncertain.
 
 
******
 
 
"If she is alive..." Isaac spoke first, implying the obvious question.
Heart hammering within his chest, light-headedness clouding his vision, Rick tried to regain his composure. "Yeah," he took a deep breath, breaking away and holding her by the shoulders. He searched her up and down, looking for any sign of injury.
Ignoring the scrutiny, Kaylee passed a forlorn look to Isaac and shook her head. "I'm sorry... Sergei, he didn't... Nigel..." She downcast her eyes.
Rick pulled her into an embrace again, trying as much to comfort himself as her. His emotional state remained deeply engaged in spastic flailing. Good lord, you better not pass out, a stray thought piped up. That'd be a helluva way to impress the troops.
His relief held startling potency. Seeing Kaylee alive, unharmed... it was too much. No amount of calculation, thoughts of escape, or the dangerous situation still ongoing in upper-Haven could have stopped the emotional freight train.
"What happened?" Isaac insisted.
Kaylee pulled free of Rick's hug and stepped forward. Trying to be supportive, trying to keep himself stable so as not to fall down or faint, he set a hand on her shoulder. She took a deep breath, composing herself.
"When we were separated, Sergei and I were dragged over to the front and forced inside." She gestured toward the bondage club. "There was a..." she paused, frowning. "Well, I guess a shrine, or something like that."
Kaylee closed her eyes and continued, "It was so weird, like... It was us, all of the... leaders I guess, but I was there too. Pictures, drawings."
Unsettled expressions developed in the surrounding individuals. Rick frowned, wondering what it could have meant. She continued explaining the portraits, and further unease crept into those listening.
"I burned them." Kaylee opened her eyes and shrugged. "I wasn't really thinking about it. It was too creepy, and we were..." She shuddered. "We were both scared."
Murmurs broke out amongst the OHU soldiers, and a few glared at Kaylee as if she'd uttered a horrendous lie. They probably think she did, Rick thought. A "scared" Sergei to them seems an unlikely prospect.
Kaylee scowled. "Whatever, maybe scared isn't right. Stunned, shocked, uncertain, not knowing why we were left breathing. It didn't matter long then and doesn't matter now." She clenched her teeth. "We got over it and went looking for Nigel. We found him. We fought him. Sergei didn't make it."
Another ripple of murmuring passed through the ranks, "How do we know you didn't kill him?" a random individual spoke up.
"Whoever said that can go eat shit!" Kaylee shouted, her temper flaring. Rick kept a firm grip on her shoulder, not knowing if in her current state she'd attack someone for a such a slight.
Isaac stared at the ground, brow furrowed and yet to respond to Kaylee's claim. Rick's emotional state began calming in spite of tears welling up each time he looked at Kaylee. Examining the silent man, Rick thought, Sergei's gone; is he already feeling the weight of responsibility?
Ah jeez, he came to a slight realization. I sure hope he doesn't blame us.
The now sole head of the OHU looked up. "You, you, and you." He pointed to three of his subordinates. "Go down there and see it's true. Bring Sergei's..." He clenched his jaw. "Bring the body back with you. Kaylee, would you please direct them?"
Rick's hand gripping her shoulder, she highlighted the simple path.
"Well..." Rick spoke before the silence could take hold again. "Does anyone else really want to get the hell out of here?"
A number of individuals quietly voiced agreement.
He walked over to Gottfried, who had turned away and started surveying the area. "How about you High Inquisitor? Weren't you saying something important a second ago?"
Gottfried gazed down at Rick, narrowing his eyes. He gave his head a very slight shake and pressed his mouth into a firm line.
"Uh... okay then."
Rick felt a tap on his shoulder. Turning, he jumped at Malcolm's not insignificant form looming just behind him, the creature having approached without noise. Rick's eyes widened, roving across the shirtless, alien form. He fought the urge to shudder.
"There is problem," Malcolm said.
"Wha-?" Rick favored the creature with a blank expression. "What are you-"
"Cannot leave. Bad things are not gone."
Rick winced. "Yeah, I know there's bound to be stragglers, but we can't run around hunting them all night. We're already-"
"No," the glowing eyes narrowed in a glare. "Don't understand. Cannot leave."
He rubbed his eyes. "What in the hell are you talking about, Malcolm? Most of 'em are already dead. With the exception of Gottfried's people, we're all exhausted and in no condition to be digging through dozens of hiding places to find vicious, cornered animals. Hell, I don't think it'd be that bad if we just left and never..."
Rick trailed off as the three soldiers returned, faces grim. They carried what looked like a body, wrapped in a blanket pilfered from somewhere in the building. Small blots of red seeped through the thick cloth.
Isaac stepped over, and hushed whispering preceded suspicious glancing in Kaylee's direction. Rick moved to her side again, not taking his eyes off of the OHU leader and his people.
Kneeling down, Isaac drew back a corner of the blanket and visibly tensed. Rick squinted, trying to catch some glimpse of the body, but Isaac dropped the sheet and turned toward them.
He appeared angry.
 
 
******
 
 
Tension increased noticeably, in the High Inquisitor's opinion, the moment Kaylee had emerged, bloodied but alive, from the building. The combination of too much death, an inexplicable case of madness from their foes, and what he assumed to be heavy post-combat strain made for poor decision-making. Suspicion clearly formed in the OHU ranks regarding the woman's claims, and now the body seemed to reveal a contrary tale.
He wondered if it would have been more intelligent to establish dominance with his fresh, well-supplied troops. In reality, nothing in the woman's tale rang with any falsehood, but the way Isaac glared at Kaylee...
Rather than allow unchecked escalation, Gottfried clicked his radio and made a small hand signal. A slight crackle came in response.
"Tell me what happened." Isaac spoke through clenched teeth.
The woman blinked in surprise. "What do you mean? I just told you. What-"
"Tell me what actually happened."
Kaylee opened her mouth to speak but hesitated, confused. "What is it you're implying?
Isaac stepped over, not taking his eyes from Kaylee. "Tell me. Now."
Gottfried noted her muscles tensing. She said, "I already told you. We found him. There was a scuffle. We were going to just slit his throat, but he... he managed to squirm free. Before I knew it, the knife was in Sergei's chest. He didn't get to say anything or try anything. He was just dead."
The OHU leader asked. "Then what?"
"Then what?" Kaylee's voice rose. "Then I went and stabbed the shit out of his killer. You want me to draw a diagram? You want a demonstration?"
Ignoring her statement, Isaac replied in a voice too calm to be friendly, "You claim Sergei was stabbed once."
Kaylee exploded. "What, are you deaf? Are you stupid? Do you not understand the words coming out of my mouth?! Yes! Once, no more. I don't give a rat's ass that he was some tough Russian prick! One is all it takes. If you don't believe your precious leader could fall to one poke, take another look at the body. If you still don't, feel free to kiss my ass."
Gottfried felt the situation spiraling toward negative consequences, but he didn't join the argument. He continued watching as Rick stepped forward. "What's this about, Isaac? Shit, it's a miracle she's alive, that we're all alive. Why are you-"
Isaac grabbed Kaylee by the wrist, saying, "Come here."
"What the- let go of me!" she shouted, struggling. He ignored her.
Rick's hand went immediately to his side-arm, and Gottfried wished he could intervene without drawing attention to himself. He breathed an internal sigh of relief to see Rick hesitate, realize the delicate nature of the situation, and not draw his weapon.
They stopped at the body, and without a word Isaac pulled the shroud open. Kaylee drew in a sharp breath, turning her head to the side. For a bare instant, she appeared as a frightened, vulnerable girl not wishing to stare at a corpse. The moment passed, and she narrowed her eyes, her expression morphing into one of alarm.
"One, you said?" Isaac asked, a dangerous passivity in his tone.
Rick also peered down at the body. The girl stammered, searching for words, but nothing came forth. Simply from the amount of shock on her face, Gottfried understood a simple conclusion.
"Whatever this is must've happened after she left," Rick said, echoing the High Inquisitor's thoughts.
Isaac raised an eyebrow. "What, someone came along and did this," he jabbed a finger at the corpse, "in the five minutes since she departed?"
Rick tossed up his hands. "How long does it take to mutilate a dead body? Hell, maybe one of the little followers came by and saw their leader in his own unfit state. Maybe they grabbed a bit of impotent revenge."
"Hm. My men here inform me there was no second body."

Kaylee snapped her head towards Isaac. "What?!"

"Known enemies all around." Isaac folded his arms. "Allies of uncertain loyalty."

"You can't possibly think-" Rick started.

"Can't I?" he interrupted. "How is this little..." He shook his head. "How is she alive when Sergei isn't? Why does her story seem so off?" Isaac ran a hand through his hair, clearly troubled. He looked up. "Why does it feel a bit too convenient that Sergei, the guy who hates you most, is suddenly out of the picture while your little bitch is still alive."
And thus we descend into chaos, Gottfried thought as Rick pulled a weapon, seizing Isaac by the collar and jamming the gun barrel into his cheek. At this action, all of the OHU soldiers snapped their weapons to bear.
Isaac smirked. "With my own gun, no less. Sergei was right about you."
"You are, without a doubt, the dumbest idiot in the entire universe," Rick said in response. "This isn't some crazy conspiracy. Are you really stupid enough to think we could engineer this." He swept a hand at the surrounding bodies.
In spite of the numerous weapons pointed in varied directions, Gottfried didn't pause in his light perusal of the situation and the battlefield. My people will gain position, he thought, hopefully before this descends into violence.
"What are you going to do, Rick?" Isaac asked. "You're surrounded. I don't have much interest in seeing you dead, but if there's even the slightest chance of your involvement in this mess..." He shook his head, motioning to Kaylee, Rick, and Gottfried. "No, the three of you will come with us until we can sort it out."
Gottfried held his breath as Rick's hand clenched on the weapon. "Just bloody-well think for a second. The simplest answer is always the most likely. Kaylee isn't lying, any idiot can see that."
"It was his fault," Kaylee said in a small voice, drawing everyone's attention. "He saw his little imaginary friend. He told him to help hold Nigel down while I cut his throat." She looked up with pleading eyes. "When he repositioned, Nigel knocked me out of the way and killed him. It was Sergei's fault."
Isaac's face displayed surprise for a moment, and he seemed at a loss for words. Shaking his head, he hardened his expression and ignored her claim. "I will find out what really happened. It's your choice whether or not you want to live long enough to be proven innocent..." his face darkened, "or just pay for it right now."
Rick pulled the hammer back on the revolver. "Tell them to drop their weapons."

"No."

"Vengeance won't mean much when three-quarters of your face decorates the-"

"Malcolm!" Kaylee blurted, trying again. "Malcolm saw! He saw them both!" She whirled around, searching for her companion.
Interesting, Gottfried thought. Perhaps this can yet be turned around.
Unfortunately, the creature was absent. Kaylee, surprised and looking in all directions, said, "What the-? Where did he go? Malcolm!"
Isaac developed the slightest hint of a sneer. "I won't ask again. Come quietly, or-"
"Yes, I believe this has gone on quite long enough," Gottfried finally turned around, speaking in a loud and clear voice. The flare he held dimmed and sputtered, and he gestured it towards Isaac. "You will now tell your men to lay down their weapons and kneel with their hands upon their heads. I have a well-trained force of fresh and fully-supplied individuals ready to kill each of you if I order it."
Isaac blinked, surprised. He opened his mouth, but Gottfried cut him off with a sharp gesture.
"I did not wish to utilize threats. I had rather hoped your people could be of use, but I see now how small a chance we possess at coming to appropriate terms of alliance." Gottfried held up his hand. "Choose now if you wish for your people to live. I have no desire to cause more violence, but I will be taking these two along with me regardless of any grievance you have against them."
Rick and Kaylee registered surprise at his intervention, but Gottfried wondered why. How do these two extract themselves from so many of these types of situations? Do they have some hidden aptitude, or do they thrive on nothing more than good fortune?
Isaac frowned, appearing engaged in his own consideration and lament. After a moment, he sighed. "Do as he says."
The angry-looking OHU soldiers complied, setting their weapons down and kneeling. Isaac obeyed as well, not taking his eyes from Rick. "I will find out what happened here, and I'll make sure the people behind it get what they deserve."
Rick gave a sharp laugh. "Y'know what? I hope you do. I really hope you do find out. When it happens, I hope you feel every bit like the enormous jackass you've proven yourself to be."
Pulling the revolver barrel away, Rick holstered the weapon. "And I'm keeping this pretty little pistol for now," he grinned, showing teeth in a fashion more malicious than good-humored, "until you apologize."
Gottfried resisted the urge to roll his eyes. Vindication does not help your cause.
Isaac said nothing, only glaring as Rick and Kaylee crossed over. They stood next to Gottfried.
The High Inquisitor ignored them, still watching Isaac's people. "Do not follow. I promise no mercy to any who attempt it." He turned on his heel, made a sharp gesture, and started walking out of the square, picking his way through the many bodies.
 
 
******
 
 
Old Haven reeked of a most prominent and foul decay, highly distracting to the heightened senses Malcolm possessed. Most places were many times worse in recent months considering all of the dead, but even more foul was the area surrounding Heavenly Bodies.
He remembered the beating, clawing, and slashing of the mob from the night before. The wounds had healed, and even his arm had begun to twitch and tingle on its path to recovery, slight motion returning to his fingers.
However, the temporary damage done to him didn't make the area seem worse. No, the air felt simply, as he had described it earlier, "Bad." A terrible situation had developed with this Nigel individual and his followers, far more troubling than anyone else recognized. It went beyond the psychoses, the ritual killing, and most of all, Malcolm had the sense that Nigel's mischief would not cease with his death. The others appeared unaware, but Malcolm vowed to look into it.
He had departed during their debate, concerned about what they were missing and seeming to lack the ability to gain their attention. It didn't matter; Malcolm felt himself most suited to discovering the source of the Bad.
Inside Heavenly Bodies, the same distracting stench of decay pressed in all around, compounded with the sickening sense of wrongness in the air. Trying to ignore it, Malcolm searched carefully, not wishing to repeat the ambush of the prior evening.
Not that he felt concern; the attack force appeared to have eliminated the high numbers advantage if nothing else. In either case, the building was silent, still.
Malcolm searched, hoping to find something, anything to explain his feeling. As he progressed, a familiar scent caught his attention.
Interesting, he thought, instantly moving to find the source.
 
 
******
 
 
Gottfried led his two allies at a rapid pace, wishing to gain as much distance as possible in case Isaac decided to be foolish.
His Inquisitors would hardly break a sweat in dealing with Isaac's exhausted OHU soldiers. Probably, he thought. However, it was unnecessary and a horrid misuse of time and resources. Anyone clinging to stupidity may do so for as long as they wish.
The rest of his group collected together a few blocks later, and their pace slowed to a brisk walk. Rick made no comment toward the several Inquisitors melting out of the shadows. Gottfried noted the man watched him closely. Waiting for a moment to speak, I suppose.
"I can't decide if your method of getting us out of there was sensible or just stupid."
Gottfried raised an eyebrow, not slowing his stride. "I fail to see much difference in your own tactic."
Rolling his eyes, Rick replied, "No, you see mine was definitely just plain stupid. Yours...? Ergh..." He gave a noise of frustration. "I really wanted to get back in their good graces. The benefit to having them on our side..."
"The loss of their dominant leader is difficult and their reaction unsurprising," Gottfried said. "You knew them better than I; can you say otherwise?"
Rick shook his head. "I don't think Isaac's had to worry about taking charge or making decisions much. And it was a pretty rough night, for all of us." He reached over and squeezed Kaylee's shoulder. She gave him a soft smile.
The girl had been quiet, but Gottfried didn't detect any hints of excess shock or strain. She seemed a bit distant, but it may have been exhaustion. She has survived this long, possibly through worse, he thought.
Rick folded his arms. "What do we do now? Do we wait until the OHU smartens up? Isaac did swear to find out the truth," the last was spoken with considerable mocking. "Kaylee told the truth. We both know that." Rick closed his eyes, sighing. "Right? I'm not just losing my mind; you did believe her, right?"
Gottfried allowed himself a tiny smirk at Rick's apparent lack of confidence. "Of course. The simplest answer was the one you suggested. Someone moved Nigel's body and mutilated Sergei's." He turned to Kaylee. "What do you think? Surely you're not a liar by nature."
She scowled at him. "Don't be an ass."
"Now I'm no mortician," Rick said, "but shouldn't it be pretty easy to tell which wounds were inflicted after death?"
The High Inquisitor gave a nod. "I'd assume so, but the question therein is whether or not Isaac or any of his would be aware of the concept, and further if anyone at all in this hellish prison could identify the differences."
Rick's shoulders slumped. "Goddammit."
"Indeed."
They walked without speaking for a while. Gottfried knew the relative course subsequent conversation would take. He will ask about my news, where we'll be taking them, what we'll be handling next, and so on.
Though flippant and at present somewhat emotional, he knew Rick operated on a principle of careful calculation and consideration. A fair amount had happened, so Gottfried didn't begrudge the man a chance to catch his breath and think. If anything, it will return his mind to proper order so he can be useful in some fashion.
Rick scratched his head. "Okay, so you also were talking about something which happened before Isaac went all pissy. It doesn't take a genius to figure out it was something bad you didn't want to say for fear of making his already idiotic reaction worse. Am I right?"
Gottfried nodded. "Davidson utilized the killings, which also occurred in the Citizen sector, as an excuse to launch an incursion against the Old Haven Union. I was not given particular details, but I was able to discover their target was the Institute itself."
Kaylee took in a sharp breath. "Jesus. They're not pulling punches."
"Indeed. I am grateful you emerged from the building before I was able to tell them such a thing. They blamed you for the death of one of their leaders, and where do you think their minds will turn when they discover an assault on their base of operations? While, might I add, their own people are being ambushed down below?"
"Ugh," Rick responded. "Yeah, I see exactly what you're getting at. So not only did we threaten them and run away, we're probably going to catch hell for some other stuff that isn't our fault."
Gottfried gave a nod. "Yes, though I doubt it will be as hampering to our efforts as you might suggest."
"How so?"
"They won't have the time or manpower to spare finding you, and the re-ignition of conflict may give you and select others the chance to pursue our goals."
Rick rubbed his chin. "Yeah, but I thought we were down on options. Are we still going to try tunneling underneath?"
"We have managed to locate a few small pieces of equipment to that purpose," Gottfried said.
"Small equipment?" Rick asked in a skeptical tone. "How far do we have to go? How many people can we dedicate? How long will said equipment last? Is this even mildly plausible?"
Gottfried experienced a slight flicker of irritation, but he kept his tone even. "I fear we have few other options at the present time."
Kaylee looked back and forth between the two. "Why not shut the thing down?"

The High Inquisitor raised an eyebrow. "The thing?"

She waved her hand skyward. "The field. Can it be shut off?"

"We don't know," Rick responded in a sullen tone. "We've been trying to figure it out, to find someone who knows more about the engineering or technology in the damn thing, but..."
"Elliot Jacob Lange," Gottfried spoke, "or Elijah as you knew him, handled the process with his father, the late Citizen One."
Kaylee's eyes popped wide open. "Say what?"
Rick developed a guilty expression. "I swear I only found out a few days ago. I kinda forgot to mention it."
She made a fist and pelted him on the shoulder. "How could you forget? Are you stupid?"
"Well they must be dead by now, and I've been kinda preoccupied what with the lack of sleep and everyone hating my guts!"
Like children, Gottfried thought. As Kaylee opened her mouth to provide some no-doubt scathing retort, the High Inquisitor held up a hand. "This is not a productive area of discussion."
Kaylee scowled at him. "Piss off."

Rick put a hand on her shoulder. "Easy. He just saved our asses, remember?"

"You could also say he screwed over any real shot we had at getting close to that stupid field machine."

He shook his head. "What good could we do from holding cells or, y'know, if we were executed as traitors? I don't like it any more than you do, but it's not Gottfried's fault that Isaac decided to be a moron. Be reasonable, here."
Kaylee gave a sharp laugh. "Like reason has anything to do with it."
"Well, no," Rick gave a sad smile, "but without hidden aces, we play the cards we're dealt."
The girl sighed and waved Rick off, clearly convinced but not happy about it. Good, Gottfried thought, she has at least some level of rationality.
"All right," Rick eyed the High Inquisitor, "so who are you planning on using for the excavation detail. I'm assuming we're in," he gestured to Kaylee and himself, "but with just two people we might as well be digging with spoons."
The High Inquisitor rubbed his chin. "I can spare a few of my Inquisitors, several at least for material transport, but I held some hope of utilizing the individuals at the school."
Rick thought for a moment before nodding. "Probably not any of the kids, but there should be more than a few drawn to the idea of escape. Neither Desmond or Olivia will object, either."
"Good."
"That takes care of the what and where for Kaylee and I, at least a little. Do you have any topographical maps of the area outside? Any schematics for weight distribution setups, electrical lines, or anything else?"
Gottfried shook his head. "I am still attempting to find any records from back then, but I have not had a great deal of luck."
Rick sighed. "So are we just killing time here?"
The High Inquisitor cocked his head. "Why would you say that?"
"Because in three week's time, another half of the OHU and Citizen population is probably going to be dead if this whole thing fires up again. Hell, Sergei's a martyr, we're," he swept a hand, "Citizen collaborators... The OHU'll be in a frenzy by tomorrow."
"I think you overestimate their current abilities," Gottfried replied. "Isaac displays few strong qualities in leadership. If the Citizen attack to sabotage Claudia Laverock's contingency succeeded, then-"
Rick cut him off. "Wait a sec. You're saying they were going for the poison stuff?"

"My assumption was sabotage. Citizen Davidson did not provide details."

"Shit..." he took in a deep breath, eyes wide. "If that crap spills into the Institute..."

"The ventilation in the lab is remarkably efficient and designed to function beyond or withstand explosions," Gottfried leveled a gaze at Rick. "Many projects aside from the contingency agent were crafted there. Though uncommon, accidents certainly happened."
Blinking, Rick replied, "Still..."
"Still, yes, the damage could be devastating. Could." Gottfried emphasized the last. "The greater harm is in the OHU's newfound leadership turmoil and the potential loss of the weapon as a deterrent. We should consider it very fortunate that the units are large and difficult to move, else theft would've been a much greater concern."
"Yikes..." Rick clenched his shaking hands, clearly disturbed by the thought.
Continuing conversation fell away for a few minutes as the trio followed by the ever-silent Inquisitors moved through the dark decay of Old Haven.
Gottfried tried to gauge how the other two reacted. In spite of a few moments of argument and what the High Inquisitor assumed to be glimpses of her average disposition, the girl resumed her quiet contemplation.
The same held for Rick, but his expression featured heavy concern. Gottfried saw in him the man from days prior: exhausted, uncertain, bound by the weight of too many terrible things. The High Inquisitor experienced a small moment of pity, quickly buried by hopes of the man being able to keep it together.
Rick took a deep breath. "Okay, right now the two of us aren't exactly headed in the right direction. We should split off and go back to the..." he trailed off, closing his eyes. "Shit."
Gottfried and Kaylee stopped walking and looked at him.
"I completely forgot. Jeez, what's wrong with me...?" He rubbed his eyes and ran a hand through his hair.
"What?" Kaylee asked.
Rick sighed. "Michaels and Cass. We left them behind."
 
 
******
 
 
"I don't think they're coming back," Michaels said after thirty minutes of silence. "We should consider using the rear entrance."
Cass didn't reply. Her head pounded in the most cheerfully agonizing way from when it cracked into the steps, and now the shallow cut on her back throbbed as well. She remained rather frightened, and she didn't feel the slightest bit safe with the sniveling doctor.
The thirty minutes of silence came after Cass had highlighted these facts to Michaels. She felt a little bad for snapping at him, but also she thought an apology would be misplaced and awkward.
Hiding was a simple matter. They found the nearest stairwell and traveled upward until they felt the ground floor and any subsequent fighting distant enough. Rather than hunting around, becoming lost, or risking a run in with unfavorable company, they chose an unlocked supply closet labeled "Employees Only" near the stairwell. A layer of dust covered racks with white towels, bedsheets, and other materials for the living quarters.
There hadn't been much conversation between the two in the first short while, and even less after Cass had snapped at him. She spent the silent period wondering how long it had been since the building had seen use, glancing about the room countless times. 
"I should not be here," Michaels spoke quietly, staring at the floor. "Situations such as this are not something I am experienced in handling." He gave a soft chuckle. "Not that I believe I could ever be much of a soldier."
Cass watched him, unsure of why he was talking or what she could say.
He turned to her. "I am sorry; I'm not much of a companion. I wish to die as little as you do, but," the soft chuckle held more bitterness this time, "I am clearly not built for survival in harsh conditions."
So? Cass thought.
"I should not be here," he repeated, "but I am. I am here, and we are in this situation together, whether we prefer it, can manage it, or otherwise. I do not intend to die here. Though I never thought it possible, there is someone depending upon me. Someone I hold very dearly." He sighed, trailing off.
"So?" Cass articulated the thought out loud.
"So," Michaels gave a smirk, "I am going to leave. I cannot force you to come along, but I think it would be wise for you to do so. You need not rely on someone as 'sniveling and useless' as me for long, but at present I'm all that's here."
She frowned at him.
"For what it's worth..." the researcher formed a sincere expression. "I will do my best to keep you safe."
Something about protection offered by this thin, aging, half-bald, bespectacled man bugged Cass. He probably never even got himself into a schoolyard fistfight. What can he do to help me?
Still, he raised a valid suggestion, and she found herself in agreement. "Yeah, we can go, but you know it'll probably be the other way around. Y'know, me protecting you?"
Michaels gave a soft laugh. "I'm flattered by your concern for my safety, and you're probably right." He eyed the submachine gun cradled in his lap. "I've fired this weapon, with relative success. Do you believe you could do better with it?"
Cass searched his face for some kind of mocking, arrogance, or anything the like. Far from it, Michaels appeared fully sincere. Boy do I feel better now, her mind commented in sarcastic fashion. The nearest responsible adult doesn't know if he can use a firearm better than a teenage girl. Realistically though...
She chewed her lip, considering. "I've never held or used one before. Just rifles, really, not even pistols."

The researcher developed a frown. "Unfortunate."

"Sorry." She gave a half-shrug.

"No matter. I will manage."

Michaels stood, offering a hand. Cass gripped it and rose to her feet. He held one finger to his lips, a signal to keep quiet, and opened the door. The halls remained dark and without activity. Cass strained to listen, hoping to catch sounds of movement, screaming madmen, or gunfire nearby.
There was nothing.

Michaels motioned her forward. She complied, making as little noise as possible. The pair moved down the stairs.

They made it to the second floor from the bottom before being attacked.

"Die! Die! Die!" a woman screamed, flinging herself at Michaels as they turned a corner in the stairwell.

With a yelp of surprise, Michaels stumbled backwards and tried to raise his firearm. The woman swung an icepick towards him. He managed to duck, and her weapon jammed into the wall.
Cass felt a shiver of horrible, cold terror sweep over her, and she froze. Michaels shouted and fell backwards, the submachine slipping from his grasp and clattering to the floor. The woman pulled her weapon free and bore down upon her prey. Cass fixed a stare on the gun, knowing fully that grabbing it would be the smart call, but she couldn't make herself move.
Michaels and his attacker struggled on the ground. He screamed and shouted, but she couldn't discern his words. The two both had their hands locked on the icepick, and Michaels labored to keep her from stabbing him. The dull edge of the makeshift weapon inched toward his throat, his lacking upper-body strength providing insufficient resistance against her efforts.
She watched, gripped with horror. Another chill swept by her, this accompanied by the eerie sensation of a physical presence.
The woman was yanked from on top of Michaels and flung into the wall. She screamed, "Demon!" and raised her weapon, but a snapping strike from the dark figure knocked her senseless before she could so much as twitch again.
It was a demon. Cass could see the dark shape's horns, a tail, and vicious claws. Michaels screamed in terror as the beast bore down upon him and...
...offered a hand to help him up.
The figure most definitely had considerable size but featured no claws, horns, tail, or anything else. It didn't quite look human, so Cass assumed it was the Malcolm thing she'd heard bits and pieces about. Michaels hadn't actually screamed in terror either, but Cass realized from a slight soreness in her throat that it probably had been her.
Michaels breathed a heavy, relieved sigh. "Malcolm. Your timing is very helpful."
His back to Cass, the creature said nothing and didn't move. The girl managed to find a small amount of relief with Malcolm's presence in spite of the blue skin and bright white hair, and thus she rediscovered motor functions. She moved over to the researcher's side and immediately let out another sharp cry.
The glowing eyes and sharply alien face sent her mind back to the conclusion of Demon! for a short instant.
Cass took a deep breath, closing her eyes and trying to regain control of herself. Okay, I heard he was pretty much some kind of monster, but seeing it up close is a bit different. She took in several more deep breaths.
I'm going to open my eyes now, she thought, and I will not freak out. I will not freak out. She let the thought pass like a mantra through her head a few more times before opening her eyes.
A twinge of startle bubbled up as she saw him staring at her, but she avoided all but a tensing of her muscles. Forcing herself to relax, she blew out the breath she held. "Sorry," she said.
Malcolm gave a slight grunt in response, which Cass took as an "apology accepted" type of thing. Her heart remained rapid, and she couldn't take her eyes off of his freakish skin.
"What are you doing here, Malcolm?" Michaels asked. "I can't say I'm unhappy to see you, but..."
Malcolm drew in a deep breath and tiled his head towards Cass. "Who is this?" His voice was guttural, but Cass could hear the words without difficulty.
The researcher blinked. "Oh, her? This is Cassandra... uh..." He looked over at her.
"Just Cass is fine," she replied.
"Very well. Cass, this is Malcolm, formerly Citizen Marcus Coleman. He's been through a few changes recently, so try not to stare."
Cass did try, but her efforts resulted in poor success. Everything about the creature was far from normal, far from human.
If Malcolm minded or even noticed her scrutiny, he didn't indicate. He offered a blank stare before turning his attention back to Michaels.
"Need help."
"Not anymore, at least I don't think so." Michaels checked himself over for cuts and scrapes. Finding nothing life threatening or serious, he craned his neck around the corner. "Are there more out there?"
Malcolm's eyes narrowed, and Cass laughed to see the creature's obvious annoyance. She struck Michaels with the back of her hand. "Him, you idiot. He's the one who wants help."
Eyes widening, Michaels wiped the sweat from his brow. "Yes! Yes, of course. Of course. What is it I can help you with?"
The creature did not speak for several seconds. To Cass, it appeared as if Malcolm had become locked in very deep thought or heavy concentration. Part of her wanted to reach out and touch his skin, curious of its bizarre texture.
"There is something wrong with the bad people, and I-"
"Of course there is!" Michaels interrupted. He opened his mouth to continue in his ridicule but stopped short at another glare.
Malcolm paused again, and awkward silence dripped by. He opened his eyes. "Worse than everyone thinks. They think the bad is done." He shook his head. "Not so."
"Is everyone all right? Did they make it away?" Michaels asked.
"Yes. Killed most. Not important."
"They escaped?" Michaels asked. "They finished the rest of them off? So much for a promise to return. We'll have to-"
The creature's glare settled again, powerful and frightening. Even though not aimed at Cass, a heavy chill rolled through her. Needless to say, Michaels shut his mouth.
"Not important," Malcolm repeated. "Bad people problem still." He paused again, closing his eyes. Cass tried to watch more closely during these long silences. Best she could figure, he took the time to choose his words.
"They are dead and not. They are still a problem. I need your help to find out something. You need to come with me."
Michaels seemed to oscillate between surprise, annoyance, and confusion. "Now hold on a moment. We're hardly in a prime situation for investigation. What is it you're looking for? Where are we going to go? What do you intend to do with the girl?"
Scowling, Cass jabbed Michaels in the ribs with an elbow. "What am I, luggage? I can just head back home if the two of you want to go out dancing."
Malcolm favored her with another blank stare. He turned to Michaels. "Not important. Go now."
"Fine then." The researcher sighed. "You can come along to wherever we're going if you like, but I don't believe you should walk all the way back to the school alone."
The creature stared at Cass. "What supplies at home?"
"Uh..." she hesitated, uncertain of what he meant. "What supplies are at the school? What kind?"
"Medical. Research."
Cass frowned, thinking. "There's a first aid office. The old science department might have some stuff."
Malcolm looked to Michaels. "There first, safer now, and can bring Hkhass." The creature narrowed his eyes, trying the name again. "Cass. If wrong supplies, to your lab."
The man's attitude coalesced into pure irritation. "What the bloody hell are you looking for with this?"
He pointed at the unconscious woman. "Bad people much worse. We bring her. Need to see."
"See what?" Cass asked, not sure if she wanted the answer.
Malcolm's eyes shined in the gloom. "Inside."
 
 
 Chapter 11: What Lies Inside
 

Having bid farewell to Rick and Kaylee, Gottfried and his entourage made their way back to the surface. In completely normal fashion, they moved quickly and without speaking, but Gottfried could sense a heavy amount of unease among his people.
The evening's events were somewhat difficult and Gottfried's motives unclear. He had no doubt their loyalty remained unwavering, but he knew only fools never questioned what they didn't understand, either in their own hearts or vocally. Gottfried reminded himself to explain things fully when the opportunity arose.
For now, we must find out if Davidson was aware of our absence and if he's planning on taking issue with it.
Answering his question, one of the Citizen leader's errand runners waited for him when they crossed into the upper-Haven area. "Gottfried-" he started.
One of the other Inquisitors stepped forward, cutting off the man with a sharp gesture. "High Inquisitor. Address him with proper respect."
Gottfried allowed himself a tiny smile, not removing his gaze from Davidson's boot-licker, who appeared appropriately flustered. Gottfried motioned for the man to speak.
"High Inquisitor Gottfried," he spoke in a slightly strained tone. "Citizen Davidson needs to speak to you immediately. If you will please come with me..." he motioned.
Speak to him, not with, the High Inquisitor thought, and immediately rather than at my convenience. He very much doubted the words were carelessly chosen.
Even though the prospect of both letting Davidson wait and making the messenger squirm held appeal, Gottfried decided to keep direct insubordination to a minimum. Oh how dear Julian would despise this situation. Of course he'd probably start by slaughtering any who commented on his short physical stature before bothering to move on to partially opposing elements like Davidson. A true smile rose to his lips.
The messenger shifted and appeared rather uncomfortable under the smile and gaze of the High Inquisitor. Good, Gottfried thought. No matter what Davidson attempts, I hold a measure of sway over his people.
"Sir, please? Could you please come with me?" Davidson's man didn't quite beg, but Gottfried considered such an act not too distant.
Unfortunately, spending time on self-indulgence was not a high priority. As important and satisfying as he considered reminding Davidson's people that the Inquisition remained a potent force worthy of respect, other matters required tending.
Gottfried gave a nod. "Lead the way."
The messenger appeared incredibly relieved, and he moved at a rapid clip. For a while, Gottfried pondered what Davidson would say upon their arrival.
Several minutes of silent walking later, he was led inside the familiar building and office.
"Citizen Davidson, I have brought the High Inquisitor as instructed," the man spoke quickly, appearing eager to leave.
The Citizen leader sat at his desk, sifting through neatly piled stacks of papers containing varied information. Both Gottfried and the messenger stood, waiting while Davidson continued to read whatever he held.
Sweat and pure discomfort radiated from the messenger. Good lord, he's going to begin weeping if subjected to much more of this. The High Inquisitor would have liked nothing more than to burst out laughing or even chuckle softly at the thought. However, the game of stoicism, of keeping Davidson unaware of every thought and action no matter how frivolous remained a higher priority than an expression of amusement.
No universe existed in which Gottfried intended to break the silence.

"You may go," Davidson said, not looking away from the report.

The messenger exuded relief. "Sir." He gave a nod and departed in a hurry.

Silence resumed, and Gottfried held his position at attention, rigid and expressionless. From long experience doing so, he knew full well he could hold out more or less indefinitely.
"How was your... foray into Old Haven?" Davidson asked in his usual halting tone, without looking up.
Gottfried didn't miss a beat. "Successful."
"And your reasoning, for divulging nothing of this excursion to your superior?" Davidson set the paper down and peered up at Gottfried.
"The mission was of critical importance. You were otherwise occupied and could not be bothered at the time." Gottfried gave a pause, considering for a moment if he should add his next thought. To hell with it.
I retain authority and presence no matter if this fool acknowledges it. He raised his chin slightly. "I used my discretion."
Davidson's eyebrows raised. "Your discretion? Truly?" The Citizen leader stood, clasping hands behind his back. "Interesting thought, as it was my impression that the Inquisition office remained no more than an outdated policing force in a now militant and... feudal environment. It should follow, then, that its head is merely ornamental and retains no..." he sniffed, "discretion of his own."
So he comes right out with it, Gottfried thought, unsurprised by the Citizen leader's feelings towards him. Out loud, keeping his expression passive, he replied, "My men and women are skilled, experienced, and loyal. There is no reason to suggest that the Inquisition office cannot adapt to a new situation and perform to the highest standards."
"Whose standards, I wonder?" Davidson said. "Or perhaps, perhaps the question is not of standards but something else. I have... no doubt of your Inquisitors' loyalty..." he gave a humorless smile, "but my concern is to whom."
Gottfried didn't reply, sensing Davidson not yet finished. More yet, the High Inquisitor was unwilling to babble excuses, an act of weakness which would undoubtedly give his supposed leader the upper hand.
"Your predecessor, Julian Wresh... he made a great many mistakes during his time as the High Inquisitor. It is because of him that we reunited Citizens are... wary of the men in shadows."
A fair argument, Gottfried thought, adding yet another item to the list of the unintended and irritating consequences to Wresh's actions. He wholeheartedly agreed with Davidson and understood his concern, so he gave a nod.
The Citizen leader continued, "I would like you to tell me where you went, what you were attempting, and why. I have no further desire to play these games. If you can prove yourself reasonable, loyal, and useful to the cause, I will allow you and your office to remain as it is."
"I traveled to Old Haven to investigate the recent deaths of our people," Gottfried spoke, again without hesitation, fully intending to tell most of the truth. He had no realistic worries of Davidson or the Citizens posing much threat to him or his people, but they possessed resources Gottfried needed to continue his work.
He gestured toward Davidson. "You were occupied in planning the assault on our current enemies, and since no formal disbandment of the Inquisition office has occurred, an inquiry into the murder of Citizens falls under my jurisdiction."
"It was determined that the deaths were caused by OHU insurgents. As such... investigation was unnecessary."
"With respect," Gottfried replied, "the two of us are both keenly aware of why such a conclusion was reached. I have no objection to raising morale by means of anger and the desire for retribution." Aside from the fact that it will likely lead to numerous, pointless deaths, the unspoken thought followed. "However, and wishing no offense, what amounts to a propaganda solution does not deal with the actual culprits themselves."
Davidson stared at the High Inquisitor, appearing to be in consideration. After a moment, he gave a short nod.
"Various intelligence led us to the Old Haven region. Further investigation drew us to a particular location where cult activity had been established. We discovered those responsible and dispatched them in short order. After these actions were finished, we returned."
"Indeed?" Davidson frowned. "The entire situation so neatly concluded? Who was responsible?"
"A former Citizen, driven insane through torture during the time preceding the uprising. He gathered a group of individuals and stirred them to near-mindless frenzy."
"Hm. Interesting." Davidson's tone remained flat, suggesting he felt otherwise.
"I apologize if you feel I've acted outside of my authority," Gottfried spoke, thinking, Like hell, "but the action was entirely necessary. Their numbers were surprising, and I have no doubt they intended to expand them further."
"And your small force was able to overcome these... numbers?" Davidson's tone formed an edge, irritation seeping through.
He thinks I'm lying. I suppose I am, at least a little, but I doubt he'd be further trusting if he became aware of everything which happened, Gottfried thought. "They carried only melee weaponry, I assume in accordance with some manner of bestial laws set down by their leader. In spite of a fearless and brutal nature, they were not difficult to overcome."
"I see." Davidson frowned. "And you believe they... truly were capable of threatening us?"
"Perhaps, given time." Gottfried felt a glimmer of satisfaction. Ah, I believe I have him convinced. One more point, just to be certain. "Even if not, the murder of our Citizens cannot go unpunished."
Davidson considered this for a few moments while Gottfried held his at-attention posture.
"Very well." The Citizen leader nodded. "I accept your explanation and agree with your reasoning. It seems you have done the Citizenship a great service today."
"My pleasure, sir." It seems almost too ea-
"Why did you allow the terrorist, Rick, to escape yesterday, High Inquisitor? Why have you been collaborating with a known enemy?"
Herman Gottfried could count on one hand the number of times he had been caught off-guard when fulfilling his duties as an Inquisitor, but this question came entirely unexpected. His careful composure dissolved into surprise for one instant, enough time for Davidson to read guilt in the expression before Gottfried could resume one of passivity.
"Hm. I thought as much." Oddly, Davidson didn't appear angry. On the contrary, he looked amused.
Only a span of seconds passed while Gottfried became surprised and conjured his explanation. Carefully now, he told himself. "The man called Rick is an intelligent individual. He has strong tendencies towards careful, strategic planning."
Davidson's quirked in a slight smile. "This helps your case... how?"

"Because he's harmless."

"Oh? Is this so?" Davidson's tone was humoring to the point of patronizing.

"Yes. Call him an effective tactician, call him a capable leader, but he is a leader without followers and a tactician without an army. He has few friends. The OHU exiled him. We Citizens wouldn't accept him or at least wouldn't give him any importance. Any ambitions or goals he has cannot affect us, and he has no interest in the war."
The light amusement on Davidson's face faded into one of consideration.
"I have been interacting with him, yes," Gottfried said. "I wish to continue doing so because he represents an alternate viewpoint, and a contingency if we are unable to retake the city and rekindle the spirit of Citizenship."
Davidson raised an eyebrow. "An unorthodox opinion."

Gottfried gave a nod. "I agree, but having a secondary option never displays poor judgment."

"What secondary option are you considering?" The other man held reluctance but small amount of curiosity.

"You must understand, Citizen Davidson, if we deplete the population too severely, we will not be able to maintain the infrastructure of the city. As it stands, we may be hard-pressed to do so even if victory comes within the week." Gottfried added a slight tinge of sincerity to the usual passive voice, hoping to placate Davidson, hoping he'd see reason.
"It is important for us to have other options for our Citizens. We owe it to them, to ourselves, to ensure their continued existence..." Gottfried paused. It is unfortunate that I have to reveal this, but I fear not doing so will create more serious problems. "As such, I have been intrigued by this Rick individual's goal and have been pursuing possibilities toward it."
"What goal?"

"Escape."

Davidson frowned, repeating, "Escape."

Gottfried said nothing in response, waiting for the inevitable tirade. Moments ticked by.

"Interesting," Davidson said, turning away and causing yet another bit of surprise to strike the High Inquisitor. I heard that correctly, didn't I? he wondered. He said "interesting?"
A few minutes went by while Davidson conducted what appeared to be deep consideration. Still facing the window, he said, "I assume your research has provided insight into the true conditions outside of the city."
Gottfried spoke slowly, uncertain of what Davidson was thinking. "Nothing concrete, but reports of severe conditions at least were pure fabrication. Survivability may be difficult, but..." He left the phrase hanging.
"If the alternative is slowly dying off in a crumbling city, yes I understand." Davidson turned away from the window, his piercing features leveled at the High Inquisitor. "You have my approval to continue your efforts... even utilizing this Rick individual as long as his name and face remains far away from our Citizens. He is an asset to be used but not... trusted. Dispose of him if he becomes a problem. Do you understand?"
The High Inquisitor chafed at Davidson resuming his postured authority, but couldn't find particular disagreement to stand upon. He nodded.
"I... appreciate your candor in this situation, High Inquisitor Gottfried." Davidson seated himself at the desk. "The Citizenship and its fine people will emerge from these trials, one way or another... one place or another. We may or may not be the chosen elite of Franklin Lange, but the old fool is dead and rotting, and following his example would lead us all to a... similar fate."
Gottfried idly wondered how shrewd Davidson was, how many layers he operated upon, what his true motivations were. Would any of this have been more simple had I been forthright with him from the beginning? I assumed he was yet another power-coveting idiot. While his desire to lead seems obvious, whatever foolishness he possesses does not.
Davidson looked up from the desk, raising an eyebrow as if wondering why the High Inquisitor remained present. "You may go."
Mild irritation buzzed in Gottfried, but rather than push further, he bowed and moved to the exit.
"Oh, one last thing... High Inquistior," Gottfried turned back. Davidson set down the sheet of paper he held. "If you are to continue your inquisitorial shadow games without informing me of what or why..." his face darkened, "I will return to my thoughts of removing you from concern. Am I understood?"
While tempted to express a more accurate opinion, the High Inquisitor simply replied, "Yes."
"Good." Davidson returned his attention back to the reports.
Gottfried departed, not entirely sure of what exactly had occurred. It seemed the situation between him and the Citizen leader had improved, but perhaps it only created a slight change, an understanding.
I doubt it will lead to either of us altering specific goals, but I suppose as long as our efforts don't clash, we can assist each other.
 
 
******
 
 
"No, I'm afraid there's not much I'll be able to do with this," Michaels said, skeptical. "This is, what? Middle school equipment? About one hundredth as efficient, accurate and useful as what I have in my lab."
They'd arrived at the school a short time earlier, immediately going about their business. After providing a small amount of help in finding materials, Cass had thanked them both and headed off to get some sleep. Michaels wished he could do the same, but too much required accomplishing. Mind focused on the prospect of discovery, he didn't even think to ask about Rick and Kaylee.
Frowning at a small microscope, he hunched over a wide table with a basin and attachments for flammable gas. "Barely a child's playroom," he said. "Effective enough for remedial education, but..."
Quinton, alert and spry in spite of his injury, leaned against one of the other tables. "Terribly sorry we don't have any fancy, state-of-the-art equipment down here."
"Your sarcasm warms my heart and gives hope toward your speedy recovery," Michaels replied, distracted and trying to find something, anything, of use nearby. Even the textbooks are archaic, he thought.
"I'm sorry Malcolm," he turned to the creature, crouched in the corner and staring. Malcolm had gathered spare clothing from somewhere in the school, returning to his usual state of concealment. Presuming no trouble in the procurement, Michaels didn't ask who it'd been stolen from. "We'll have to travel to my lab in order to run any worthwhile tests."
Malcolm gave a nod, moving toward their captive.
A bound, gagged, now-conscious and quite furious woman laid on the floor, struggling. At first, Michaels had wondered why Malcolm wanted an examination, but even the researcher began to feel curious toward the madness of Nigel's people.
Unlikely their minds simply snapped, he rubbed his chin. Some kind of sickness, a brain disease or parasite? Such a case would be unsurprising considering life conditions and their, erm... habits.
The woman didn't seem concerned that her mind may have been in the process of liquefaction from prions or decaying by one of any other hundred means. She continued to struggle against the tightly bound cords, chafing her wrists. The gag felt inhumane at first, but the silence, free from curses, insults, and threats, was a blessing.
Plus, she can't bite any more, he thought, rubbing his hands self-consciously. She'd almost gotten him when she'd awakened. Lord only knows what horrid, transmissible diseases she carries. If she'd drawn blood...
Michaels took a deep breath, a chill sweeping through him.

"Feelin' a bit ill, doc?" Quinton asked, arms folded.

"Is there no one else for you to bother?" Michaels spared a sidelong glance.

"Shouldn't I be close to my primary care provider?" Quinton feigned a cough.

Michaels sighed.




The old man chuckled, raising himself up. "Eh, just as well. I'm already feeling much better."

"Thrilling," the researcher replied, irritated. Malcolm had picked up the writhing woman, watching and waiting for Michaels to follow.
The researcher took one last look around the room and sighed. "No, nothing. Very well, let's go, Malcolm."
"Doc, hang on a sec." Michaels turned, surprised to see edges of concern in the old man's hard expression. "You sure this is smart? There's a lot of bad flying around topside right now. Malcolm himself isn't too popular either."
Michaels shrugged. "There isn't any actual grievance against me, and they can't do anything against him. If they insist upon stupidity, I doubt he'll have difficulty slipping away."
"It's high risk. You're sure about this?"
The researcher pointed to the hog-tied woman. "There's something more to these people than simple madness, and it's very important we find out if it's infectious in any fashion. The sooner we find out, the sooner we can fix it, or..." he gave a bitter laugh, "the sooner we can all say our fondest farewells from this accursed life."
The old man didn't reply, frowning.
"Either way..." Michaels slumped his shoulders. "There is someone remaining in the Institute who I will not leave behind."
"A woman." Quinton sniffed. "Well, then I suppose no convincing will do any good. Be careful doc."
Michaels gave a nod and bid farewell, gesturing to Malcolm. Without belaboring the goodbye, the two former Citizens departed.
 
 
******
 
 
"This is a complete disaster," a familiar voice clawed through the darkness.
Fire.
Consciousness clung by a thread, and the only awareness it provided was a sensation of pure agony.
"Sergei's gone, and we've lost how many more? Tanya probably won't last the night, and Eugene..."
The names kindled a familiar spark, and some semblance of notice clawed through the pain, a burning excruciation during and between each ragged breath she took.
Her eyes opened, blurred with tears.
"Tanya?" Eugene leaned over her-
No... not Eugene. Who? Isaac. Muddy thoughts crawled around. Where is Eugene?
Isaac peered down into her face, fatigue and concern dominating his expression. She tried to speak, but the meager sound was muffled by something covering her mouth.
"My God, Tanya!" Isaac turned away. "She's awake! She's conscious!" he shouted to someone in the background.
This person rushed forward and pulled her eyelids up, shining a penlight into each eye. Eugene! her mind cried, but again it was someone else.
"She looks like she's in pain," she heard Isaac say. "How is she even conscious? Wasn't the compound supposed to be lethal?"
The word lethal sent a chill coursing through her body, but the burning pain in her chest, her lungs, did not abate.
"I don't really know anything about it, but my guess is the ventilation system drew a lot of it away. Improper mixing of the formula might've helped a bit as well. Nothing in the mixture is actually good for a person when inhaled, but it probably didn't work as originally intended."
The conversation sounded clear, but Tanya understood little of it. They spoke of formulas and compounds, inhalation, pain and death... Somehow, her addled mind disregarded its importance. Eugene... where is Eugene? She tried to turn her head, but her body felt weak, numb.
"Can't you give her something for the pain?" Grief bled from Isaac's tone.
"She's already at a heavy dosage. We don't know if what she inhaled will kill her or not, but it won't be much better if we overdose her."
"It could spare her a lot of pain."
Tanya idly wondered who they were talking about. It didn't seem important; she felt tired, very tired, but she didn't want to go to sleep without finding Eugene.
"How many more are like this?" Isaac asked.
"None. Only a couple of others, the ones who pulled her out of the lab, received any exposure to the compound, but they're not experiencing much more than mild irritation. There are fourteen more in critical condition from the fighting or explosion, but it seems we were very lucky."
A heavy thud resounded. Tanya tilted her head, spotting Isaac's clenched fist on the table. "Lucky? How many are dead?! What about any of this is lucky?"
"Sir, p-please be careful around the medical supplies. I know you're upset, but we don't have much, and if you break something..." He sighed. "And I know, poor choice of words, but we really were fortunate. If the lab didn't have ventilation and contaminant disposal, the Institute and beyond could've been exposed. Hundreds more could've died. What would we have done?"
Tanya tried to speak again, to ask for Eugene, but her voice just wouldn't obey. She felt so tired, so exhausted. She wanted to stay awake, to wait until Eugene came to see her, but it was too hard. Her eyelids drooped, and the pain and all sensation grew distant.
"What we always have done. What we always will do. Survive, no matter what it takes."
I will see you when I wake up, Eugene, the thought tumbled loose before Tanya passed out.
 
 
******
 
 
Kaylee and Rick sat in the school's lunchroom, not speaking and barely making eye contact.
Why is this so awkward now? Kaylee thought. Didn't we practically spill out everything when we were about to die? Suddenly now we can't even talk?
Silence for the pair lasted during the entire walk after they broke away from Gottfried and his Inquisitors. Brief acknowledgements resulted before they each retired to separate sleeping quarters, and in spite of bone-deep weariness, neither slept terribly well.
Now after a few hours of fitful sleep, the awkward silence resumed over a canned breakfast.
It was late morning, the long night a heavy memory for both of them. Rick's entire lack of characteristic chatter grated at Kaylee's nerves, and he constantly seemed to be on the verge of saying something profound or bursting into tears.
His appearance and hygiene displayed much of the haggard and exhausted Rick from recent days. But even that Rick cracked jokes and talked a little, she thought.
Kaylee wanted nothing more than to spew out every tiny thought and half-baked emotion until either her or Rick's head exploded, but her voice remained bound tightly. Childish fears of rejection and losing people close to her prevented any admissions from releasing. A desire to remain strong-willed kept her from screaming, crying, and despairing over the horror of the previous night.
Food helped. Discarding soiled clothing and washing the dried blood from her skin also helped, and the small amount of rest felt like a godsend. Even the annoyance of Rick's quiet attitude provided something to think about instead of Nigel and his cult.
But it's still annoying, she thought, frowning.
"What, what's wrong?" Rick asked. Kaylee stifled the urge to laugh. His face displayed pure, almost boyish concern.

"Nothing," Kaylee said, taking another bite of canned fruit.

Their awkward silence resumed, and Kaylee experienced a growing disappointment for a few minutes.

"I'm really glad you're not dead," Rick spoke quickly, not looking up from his breakfast.

She sighed, setting down the spoon.

"What?" he asked.

"That's it?"

Confused, he replied, "That's, uh... what's it?"

"That's all you can say? 'I'm really glad you're not dead?' Seriously?"

Rick flushed. "What am I supposed to say?"

"I don't know. Maybe you could acknowledge the whole thing we've got going on here? You did it when we were about to die, so what's different now? It's pretty goddamn obvious what we both..." she swallowed hard, trailing off.
"Yeah..." he said. "I guess it is."
"Then what's the problem?"
"The problem?" Rick's voice rose. "The problem is that I've never felt so completely torn-up, so completely shredded, chewed-up, spat out, beaten down and left in the non-existent sun to rot when I thought you were dead. And how... how was I supposed to keep it together, survive against all the flying shit when all I wanted to do was curl up and cry?"
Kaylee stammered, trying to find words. "W-well maybe you should've-"
"Should've what? Not given a crap? Not nearly lost my mind when I saw you ever-so-much not dead? What should I have done, Kaylee? Tell me!"
"Maybe you should stop being such a jackass!" she burst out, drawing attention to their table.

Rick balled his fists. "No, no I can't... I just, this is too much."

The anger instantly cooled, leaving Kaylee with a feeling of looming dread. "W-what are you saying? What can't you...?"

He looked up at her, his expression pained and eyes tearing up. "When I thought you had died... I just wanted to quit. I've never ever experienced that kind of despair. It's like the only thing I actually cared about in the world went away, and... it's so hard to think about having to deal with that again, when..."
It suddenly seemed impossible to draw breath, and an immense sensation of cold swept over her. "When what?" she spoke barely above a whisper.
"When tomorrow, the next day, a week, two, more... when we're never going to be safe. When we're always going to have to worry about Citizens, cultists, and the other fifty kajillion people who want to kill us." Rick dropped his head into his hands.
I swear to God I'm going to murder him if he says what I think he's going to say, a tiny portion of Kaylee's mind spoke. The rest of her remained numb, terrified, and helpless to prevent what she knew, deep down, to be inevitable.
"We've got so much to do here," Rick continued speaking. "So many lives at stake. So little time, so little focus to begin with. How does it work with such a huge distraction? What if something happened? What would we do?"
A lump formed in her throat. Kaylee fought against the rising flush of her face, the moisture threatening her eyes, and the rage which begged to pummel the idiot to death.
He looked up at her. "The smart play is to do nothing. To bury this deep before it goes too much further and ends in crushing despair, but I don't-"
She couldn't take any more. She stumbled out of the bench and took off running, hot tears spilling down her cheeks and blinding rage keeping her pace. A dull roar of blood rushing through her head drowned out sounds, and she didn't even know if Rick followed behind her. Who cares? a spiteful thought came forth. You don't need anyone. You never have.
Some distance away, no thought given towards location in the cavernous building, she leaned her head against the wall, pounding it with her fist. Equal parts rage and sorrow boiled inside, her swirling thoughts unable to handle, to cope with everything dumped in her lap.
A hand touched her shoulder, and she resisted the urge to whirl around with a sucker punch or kick to nether regions. She turned, blinking through tears.
Rick. The urge toward violence became much harder to resist.
"Kaylee..." he started.
"What the hell do you want? I think you've made your point perfectly clear. How you can't handle the slightest bit of anything real, so wrapped up in being the smart-ass man of the people. You think you're so important, when really you're nothing more than a weak, cowardly, stupid little-"
"Kaylee, Kaylee!" he interrupted her ranting. She glared at him. "Shut up."
She was about to express a renewed degree of fury when he leaned in and kissed her.
It was sloppy and awkward; she was too shocked, depressed, and furious to respond in any meaningful fashion, and he seemed tentative, perhaps afraid she'd bite or head-butt him.
He pulled away, and instead of sadness or anger, she settled on wide-eyed surprise for her primary reaction.
It gave him a moment to speak, and his voice featured strong sincerity and emotion. "What I said back there... I wanted to make it very clear what happened to me, what I felt. You... you're that important to me. The other thing, where I said the smart play would be to do nothing and bury this?" He gave a little smile. "Whoever accused me of being smart?"
Kaylee slapped him, hard. "You bastard!"
His mouth dropped open. "Ow! What the-?"
"How dare you jerk me around like that?! Why would you start with all of that risk and danger crap? Are you seriously so stupid to think it was a good idea?" She drew back her fist and swung at him.
He ducked back, evading the strike and throwing his hands up to defend himself. "I wanted to make sure we had it all laid on the table! I wanted you to hear the risks out loud and know that I was still ready to-"
"I know the risks you jackass! Last night was the very definition of how this could spiral into an unholy shitstorm." She went under his guard, kicking him in the shin.
"Ahhh! Quit it!"
Rick tried to retreat a few paces, hopping on one leg. Capitalizing on his lack of balance, she shoved him, and he sprawled backwards. Cringing, he curled up, defending against further attack.
Kaylee resisted the urge to keep kicking. She didn't actually want to hurt him, much, but sometimes he could be so unbelievably thick. Standing above him, her expression one of smug dominance, she folded her arms.
"Are you done hitting me?" Rick didn't let down his defensive guard.
"I haven't decided yet," she replied. "Maybe."
"Okay, well, can you maybe let me know when you are?"
"I dunno. Keeping you off-guard doesn't seem like a bad idea."

"You mean keeping me on the ground?"

"Yeah, that too."

Unbidden, a trickle of laughter bubbled up. A smile touched her lips.

Rick's midsection trembled, and he fought against a smile of his own.

The pair burst out laughing at the same time, their mirth echoing in the empty halls. Kaylee leaned up against the wall, and Rick remained on the ground, their bodies shaking with laughter. This continued for several long moments, until they were both left gasping for breath.
Kaylee looked down at him. "You really are an idiot; you know that?"

He lifted his head. "Didn't I just say, 'No one ever accused me of being smart,' before you started pummeling me?"

She tossed back her head and laughed, this time less manic. "If I keep reminding you, maybe you'll stop."

"Doubt it," he dropped his head and sprawled his limbs out, relaxing. "My kind of stupid can't be cured. It's like a plague, corrupting everyone around me, filling their heads with lame humor, a God-complex, and a thousand bad ideas."
"Oh, well," she held her hands out, backing away, "maybe I should keep my distance then if it's contagious."
Rick attempted to spring to his feet, resulting in more of a clambering stumble. Once balanced, he rushed forward and gathered Kaylee into his arms.
Grinning, he said, "Pretty sure you're already infected."

She pushed him away, scowling, "Are you calling me dumb?"

"Damn straight." He laughed, the genuine mirth giving him the appearance of someone much younger and less weary.

"You better be careful, or I'm gonna start swinging again."

"Ah, but I'm on my guard now, so I doubt you'll be able to- Whoa kidding, kidding!" He raised his hands to defend himself as Kaylee pulled back a fist.
"You were saying?" she asked, lowering her hands and cocking an eyebrow.
Rick cleared his throat. "I was of course saying that you are the most strong, clever, and beautiful woman I've ever known." Mirth danced in his eyes, quirking a smile on his lips. "And so much like my mother."
"I swear I'm going to kill you."

He threw his head back and laughed, cut short by Kaylee's quick jab to his chest. "Ouch," he said, still snickering.

She folded her arms. "Is this all you're going to do? You're just going to make fun of me all the time?"

"Well, yeah. What'd you think romance with a dashing rogue like me would be?" Rick flashed a grin.

Kaylee thought for a second, replying with, "Tedious."

Rick spread his arms wide open. "And there you have it!"

"Ugh..." Kaylee groaned, rolling her eyes. "I think I'm going to go over here," she waved her arm in a random direction, "maybe see if I can figure out where I left my brain."
"Eh, you don't need it." Rick stepped to her side, offering his arm. "I'm sure we have better things to do with our time than search for that dusty old relic."
She raised an eyebrow, putting her hands on her hips. "Things? Am I sensing some level of misplaced confidence here?"
Rick cocked his head. "I'm sure you realize I was referring to the considerable amount of work we need to complete in regards to our very important escape plan. Why, what things were you considering?" A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth.
Kaylee flushed. "I wasn't- I mean there's no... it's too..." She let out a sigh.

Laughter from Rick echoed in the halls, and Kaylee felt her face burning from light embarrassment. She turned away.

Chuckling, he put an arm around her, giving a comforting squeeze. "All right, I promise to lay off a bit, for now."

"I'm so relieved."
"Hey," he turned her around, smiling, "you got more than your share of licks in today, and I'm sure you'll get plenty more."
"You deserved it."
"As I'm sure I'll have earned more and worse by the time the day is finished," he said with a serious nod.
Her irritation, hesitance, and everything else broke as she looked at his face. She smiled, pure and genuine. "Okay then."
"Okay?"
"Yeah."
He leaned in and kissed her. Still sloppy and awkward, but better. After, he pulled her close in a long embrace. Kaylee closed her eyes; it felt very nice.
They broke the hug. Rick offered his arm, and she took it. They walked slowly, Kaylee leaning up against him and enjoying the simple comfort.
Without looking up, she said softly, "You realize you're my bitch now, right?"
He chuckled. "When was I ever not?"
 
 
******
 
 
Gregory Michaels was furious.
"How in the blazing, pestilent and infinite hell did no one see fit to tell me about this catastrophe?!" he shouted to an individual stationed in the Institute lobby. With no sleep for over thirty hours and the stink of sweat from a day of walking, fighting, fleeing, and hiding wafting about him, Michaels didn't hold a pleasant attitude.
"Please, Mr. Michaels, can you calm down? This is not the time to be shouting." The guard appeared nervous and put off. Unfortunately, the discomfort seemed to be from Malcolm's brutish presence and the writhing captive as opposed to the researcher's insistence.
Michaels had grown accustomed to getting his way in the OHU camp. He didn't care that most of it related to no one wishing to be brow-beaten by him. It made things quick and simple in the majority of cases.
However, most individuals were on edge from the apparent attack that no one bothered to mention to him.
Claudia's lab has been utterly ruined, he thought. The biochemical agent, whose manufacture was concluded by my efforts, is all but destroyed. Part of him felt comfort at the thought. But the Institute...
"I hope you understand, you knuckle-dragging simpleton... I am the only person who claims even the loosest affiliation to the Old Haven Union who actually belongs in this place. The rest of you drooling morons would do well to keep me aware of any situations which could threaten the knowledge and power of this building."
"Sir, I apologize, but I don't know why you weren't informed. There have been a lot of people in and out of here." He swallowed hard, starting at Malcolm. "Anyone who could've told you anything probably assumed you knew."
A flimsy excuse, but Michaels chose to let it slide. His wishes were always accommodated, but no one ever went out of their way to assist, inform, speak with, or look at him. This had been just fine, in his opinion.
"Whatever." Michaels waved a hand and moved off.
A fair amount of chaos scattered about the Institute lobby, dozens of lesser OHU members crowding around the soldiers and guards perceived as higher-up in the chain of authority. Unfortunately, though closer to the top than anyone else, they had no information to dispense.
Michaels walked off toward the wing he used to be in charge of. A significant part of him wanted to sprint, to make a fool of himself in desperate running. The Institute had been attacked. Claudia had been inside it.
The guard he had yelled at had assured him no damage or casualties occurred in the Natural Philosophy wing. Even so, too much had happened for him not to be worried about her.
His pace quickened once inside his wing of the Institute. Through the halls he moved, Malcolm trailing behind. Arriving at the door, he took a deep breath and hesitated. Pointing at the captive Malcolm carried, he said, "Take her to my lab and make sure she is restrained. If you can recall how and are confident in doing so, you may sedate her."
Malcolm moved off.
The researcher took in another deep breath, reaching out to open the door.
Claudia lay on her bedding, facing away. Dim light displayed the curve of her form and soft motion of her breathing. Michaels breathed an internal sigh of relief to see her fine and sleeping. He swore, for the thousandth time, an oath to bring her back.
Equal parts not wishing to disturb her and not wanting to see her as the lifeless dullard, he gently closed the door.
Nigel's follower was already strapped to a bed in Michaels' lab by the time he arrived. The weak stirring of her sedated form, showing her anger but to a much lesser degree, proved Malcolm retained a few of his former self's abilities. Michaels checked her pupils with a penlight before taking her blood pressure and pulse.
"It seems you remember how to do a few things, eh Malcolm?"
The creature, squatted on the bench at the edge of the lab, gave a noncommittal grunt. Michaels wondered at how deft the large hands were, but considering the subtle agility Malcolm had, decent manual precision didn't seem unlikely.
Whatever the case, the researcher enjoyed a brief satisfaction; he couldn't recall the last time he had a competent lab assistant. It provided a bit of a role reversal, considering the hours in Michaels' early career spent helping Marcus in this very lab.
"Adult female. Early forties. Approximately sixty-six inches tall, weighing one hundred and seventy pounds," he muttered from habit; any recording equipment had been redirected to OHU surveillance long ago.
"Sixty-eight. One ninety-nine," Malcolm spoke.
Michaels cracked a smile. Always correcting, no matter what you look like, he thought. "Just seeing if you were listening," he said untruthfully, "and did you say she's nearly two-hundred?" Malcolm nodded. Frowning, Michaels tilted his head, peering at the woman. She appeared a bit larger in body shape, but nothing about her form suggested so much extra weight.
I suppose Malcolm did carry her; he must have some idea. Michaels considered the possibility of Malcolm simply being wrong. As he is so ready to express, he's not Marcus any longer, but enough of the old man seems to be present for him not to throw out incorrect data.
Stepping around the table, he decided to file away the strange detail in his mind and continue with full objectivity. "No identity or available medical history to speak of. Observations include erratic, violent, and manic behavior. Symptoms could potentially fit a fair number of medical conditions: epilepsy, bipolar disorder, some manner of mild traumatic brain injury, physical addition and withdrawal..." he trailed off, raising an eyebrow at Malcolm. The creature gave a nod, adding nothing more to the list.
He kept speaking, talking through the possibilities for his own sake as much as any other reason. There were numerous measurements to take, blood to draw, and plenty to do, so he articulated his thoughts out loud.
"Other possibilities include any number of infectious or otherwise diseases related to neurological degeneration. Even tumors in a proper location could in theory cause such a problem, or tertiary syphilis."
"However," he continued, moving to her side to draw blood, "similar symptoms were noted in a moderate population of other individuals. Numbers are vague, but best guess suggests somewhere around two to three hundred." He looked over at Malcolm for confirmation, but the creature didn't confirm or deny.
"Considering they shared living space, association, and..." Michaels winced, "particular activities, one might suggest an infectious bacteria. Mass hysteria could be another explanation, but it appears to be sustained over a long period of time."
"One possibility I am reluctant to grant excess consideration is," he sighed, "religious fanaticism, but it very well could be the situation. The individuals appear to be a part of some death or blood-worshipping cult, and it may be the desires and goals of this organization which fuels their behavior. However, their activities and contact with deceased individuals point to the most likely culprit of infectious disease."
He set about preparing the blood samples for examination. "It could even be a variety of transmissible spongiform encephalopathy. Early records and history predating the city's isolationism suggest it existed as more of a problem for livestock, sheep and goats, but no particular research indicates similar proteins being incapable of affecting humans as well. Regardless, it causes serious degeneration of brain tissue, and their particular habits could point to a method of transmission."
The high-powered microscope wasn't actually in his lab; the administration decided having sensitive equipment near the conditioning subjects could pose expensive problems.
It waited in a room close by, and after a short walk, Michaels flicked the switch to warm up its lighting and image capture functions. He resisted the urge to express some kind of smug thought or comment on how obviously superior this equipment was, but the comparison to a middle school science lab was not exactly fair. He also didn't wish to tempt fate by having the fairly common power fluctuations prove the device useless.
The hair rose on the back of his neck, the sensation of being observed. True enough, out of the corner of his eye, Michaels caught sight of Malcolm standing in the doorway.
"Well now, let's find out if this poor woman has anything crawling about inside."
He switched on the adjacent monitor, peering through the eyepieces first. Michaels drew in a sharp breath, entirely stunned by what he saw. "My God," he whispered. He hadn't expected it to be so easy, and certainly not...
Malcolm crossed to his side in an instant, pushing the researcher back and looking through the eyepieces himself. He pulled back, dialed a few settings, and looked again.
"What does this mean?" Michaels asked, voice distant and a creeping chill rolling through his body.
The creature clenched his gloved fist. "Bad. Very bad."
 
 
 Chapter 12: Undying
 
 
The day passed in long meetings and preparation. Somehow the word of their budding relationship had instantly spread to certain people. Olivia had smiled warmly upon seeing them, Desmond offering sincere congratulations. Quinton had told Rick not to screw it up.
"You'd think we got married or something," Rick mumbled.
So far as they knew, no one had been around during the barren hallway conversation. Aside from the mild intimacy of that moment, their behavior hadn't changed. They didn't hold hands and hadn't expressed any obvious fondness. Indeed, they returned to the constant banter of mixed sarcasm and mockery.
"Don't get your hopes up. Even if either of us had religious ideals, I'd think we'd have a hard time finding a priest," Kaylee replied.
"I wasn't actually saying anything about..." Rick started to protest, trailing off when she snickered at his expense. He frowned, wondering what he was getting himself into.
Boredom, he thought, but not because of her. After extracting themselves from too many subtle smiles and fond congratulations, Kaylee and Rick went about scouting the southwestern edge of the city.
Before that had been a long discussion with Desmond and Olivia regarding the events of the previous night. Rather than horrified by the sadism and brutality of Nigel's cult, both schoolteachers had found the information rather intriguing...
"A fascination with blood you say..." Desmond said. "And, what was the chant again?"
"Fear in their hearts, fear in their blood," Olivia replied, her eyes glittering with interest. "Blood and emotion must have high significance. You mention they didn't attack outright, and of course they spared Kaylee and Sergei..."
Ignoring Rick and Kaylee all but to ask for specific details, the schoolteachers debated the complex psychology behind Nigel's cult. Rick found it bizarre and macabre, and from Kaylee's expression he knew she agreed.
The discussion turned toward the pictures and drawings on the wall, the faces of those claiming even the mildest of leadership roles. "Except for Kaylee," Desmond pointed out, "but she held some amount of importance in Nigel's life; a face remembered from his days of torture. Perhaps a spark of beauty in a long existence of anguish?" He grinned. "Tell me, do you think the artist captured my good side?"
Desmond and Olivia continued discussing the cult, their habits, and possibilities behind their ritual. Citing important business and growing ever more uncomfortable, Rick and Kaylee had extracted themselves from the married couples' company.
Thus they began the scouting trip, trying to find the ideal location to start tunneling under the city and hopefully out the other side.
"Have those two always been so weird?" Kaylee asked when they were far from earshot.
Rick laughed. "I dunno. I guess a little bit, now that I think of it. They have the academic viewpoint, but they also have the benefit of outside perspective and didn't actually have to live through last night. Not that I think they'd have been incapable, but..."
Discussion on the odd married couple fell off as they walked, neither wishing to dwell upon the events of the previous evening. Varied periods of talk and silence ensued, and hours went by while they scouted.
The more time they spent searching, the less confident Rick felt in the excavation plan. He hadn't any experience in such a field, but part of him wondered how severe the danger could be in digging blind. First among concerns would be sections of wall collapsing and potential live energy sources. Also the field itself: a technological mystery to most anyone alive, Rick knew it capable of dealing irreparable damage from minimal contact.
Scouting possible locations filled the hours with tedium, but it provided decent time spent together. Their usual behavior, aside from the occasional fond glance, didn't alter, but for once there was no oppressive sensation of certain death looming around.
"This sucks," Kaylee said. "Can't we go back to the school and wait for Gottfried to show up with the equipment? I'm sure there's something we can do to occupy the time while we wait."
Rick flushed, trying to decide how serious she was and how bad it'd be if they didn't bother picking out a decent site. Base desires argued against images of electrocutions and collapsing walls, further convoluted by a sense of duty and strong urge to ignore it. Finally, there existed the terrible prospect of insulting Kaylee by refusing.
"Before your head explodes from the very idea," Kaylee said, eyeing his frowning expression, "I'll just go ahead and say that we should probably keep at it."
He breathed a sigh of relief. "I didn't know how serious you were. Nothing would please me more than to blow off all of this crap for some quality necking, but..."
"Hey, I'm not some air-headed floozy here," she gave him a gentle shove. "I understand how important all this junk is, even the minor stuff. We've survived this long because we don't drop our guards or skimp on planning."
Rick peered at the next stretch of similar decaying wall structure. "Yeah, I guess. Not that there's been opportunity before. You know what they say about temptation..."
"No, I don't."

"Oh, uh, something about productivity being easy when there isn't any."

"Any what?"

He scowled. "Temptation."

"Well no shit. Who are they anyway? And do they say anything besides incredibly obvious statements?" Kaylee asked.
"I don't know," he replied with a sigh, "I just made the thing up on the spot."
"So you like to say incredibly obvious statements."
He turned away from perusing the wall-structure, deflating when he saw Kaylee's wide grin. "Yeah," he said in a resigned tone. "I like making obvious statements as much as you like to mock me."
"Hey, I think it's my turn to torment you for a while, but if you want I can kiss it, make it better?" She batted her eyelashes.
"Really?"

"No." She stifled a laugh.

"You're really enjoying this, aren't you."

Kaylee nodded. "Loads. I still have a lot to pay back."

"No chance I could get a pardon, maybe shave off a few years of this torture?" He brandished his most charming smile.

She tossed her head back and laughed for a moment before patting him gently on the shoulder. "Nope."

His shoulders sank even further. "All right then... How about unloading a fair deal of that scorn while we're out here and bored. Not like I've got much better to do than lament past stupidity anyway."
Tilting her head, Kaylee pursed her lips. "Sure, why not? But only because it's you, understand?"
"Of course," he gave a theatrical heavy sigh. In truth, he didn't mind the banter even if primarily on the receiving end.
It felt nice to have everything in the open. No dull and half-pointless scouting missions, potential retribution from any number of foes, or anything else could tarnish the simple enjoyment of being with an individual he liked very much.
They searched and spoke. She made fun of him often, and he tempted fate by getting in a few of his own jabs. It was all quite nice.
 
 
******
 
 
Citizen Davidson rose from his desk after hours of listening to and reading reports, dispensing instructions, and considering plans.
The entire attack group appeared to have perished the night before. Regrettable. However, scouts and surveillance had been able to determine the success of their mission. Excellent.
He sent several runners to various sectors with instructions to prepare for a large-scale assault, requiring all command-oriented personnel to come see him right away. Careful planning needed to be conducted to ensure a swift and easy victory. Strength in numbers did not equal strength in experience or survival instinct, so he hoped potent strategy would make up the difference.
Gottfried received instructions to return as well. Though much of the High Inquisitor remained a rogue element, Davidson felt the recent conversation had established a small level of mutual respect.
As well as who holds authority, he thought. He couldn't be sure; Gottfried displayed few readable traits and retained a decent number of subjects loyal to him.
The notion brought a slight frown to Davidson's face. The Inquisitors were well-known to operate according to their own goals. Gottfried appeared more level-headed than what Davidson had heard about his predecessor, but having someone capable of heavy influence with a skilled set of loyal individuals made the Citizen leader nervous.
He has his uses, many of them if I am not mistaken, he thought, not for the first time. It remained prudent to keep the High Inquisitor nearby. The man was intelligent, clever, and careful, but these facets made him dangerous as well.
Davidson, having little trust for any individual, could not help but see Gottfried as some manner of adversary. It might be that their goals would never clash, that they could manage their individual tasks and possibly cooperate given proper circumstances. However, Davidson remembered his time in the detention facility, and even more so the situation which landed him there.
Gottfried walked into the room, crisp and passive as ever. I'll not allow you the opportunity to slip a knife into my back, whether or not it is or becomes your intention.
"High Inquisitor, good. Thank you for responding so promptly."
"Of course, Citizen Davidson. How may I be of assistance?"
No hint of a servile attitude, Gottfried remained stiff and without expression. However, he also displayed no arrogance or any notion of disobedience. Davidson received the very clear impression that Gottfried was indeed willing to assist in any fashion.
Provided it suits his needs, or at least doesn't go against them. Davidson seated himself at the desk. "Two matters to discuss. First, I assume the materials regarding our earlier discussion were transported."
Gottfried gave a nod. "The digging equipment was collected and is being moved as we speak. More of my people were required for transport than I initially indicated, but I expect they should begin their return within a few hours."
"Excellent. I assume there is no hypothesis for a timeframe as of yet?"
"Correct," Gottfried replied. "At this moment, the possibility of excavating an escape route under the wall is not certain. Any number of obstacles could prevent even the mildest success in such an endeavor, the least of which is insufficient or improperly maintained equipment. Much of the salvage was in simple tools: sledgehammers and shovels, but we did discover a couple of pieces of powered equipment."
Davidson made a small note on one his pages. The odds of success for the excavation team seemed slim. However, with much of the labor conducted by people outside of his influence, it didn't bother him to use them in such a fashion.
Still, the escape notion became less of a serious option or necessity in his mind. The OHU position held substantial weakening, potentially enough to be entirely quelled in one swift action.
"Hm. Very good then," Davidson said. "The second matter: no doubt you have... already heard about the intention to press our advantage to an efficient victory."
Gottfried provided no expression or answer for a moment, but he then gave a short nod. Unsurprising, Davidson thought. "In the interest of... maintaining an environment favorable for Citizens and Inquisitors, I would like to formally ask for your input on such an endeavor."
He carefully watched Gottfried for a reaction. The slightest flicker of surprise crossed the High Inquisitor's face. A minuscule widening of the eyes and a twitch near the jaw, but Davidson detected it in the instant before it was buried.
"Dangerous," Gottfried spoke in a level tone. "High-risk."
"Indeed?" Davidson allowed himself a slight smile.
Rather than continuing to stare off at attention, Gottfried looked directly at the Citizen leader. "Too many unknowns. Too many variables."
"You... disapprove?"

"Not precisely. I assume this renewal of effort is related to success in the sabotage?"

Davidson saw no reason to deny it. "Yes."

"And you're preparing an assault based upon the assumption that the majority are scattered, confused, and vulnerable without the devastating weapon at their disposal?"
Davidson folded his hands. "The contingency was never a terribly heavy concern. We only wished to eliminate it as a... last ditch effort for them."
"Yes, of course," Gottfried agreed. "Your current motives toward attacking is utilizing their current turmoil for advantage, correct?"
Folding his arms, Davidson replied, "Is this somehow an error?"
"The ideal moment for pressing the advantage has passed. You aren't aware of how quickly they will recover or what action they will take when they do."
"We have superior numbers. Victory is all but certain."
"At what cost?" Gottfried asked, a hard edge crawling into his voice.
"Do you possess information we do not about their capabilities or numbers? We have every possible advantage in this situation. I understand your... efforts have been towards leaving Haven, but would it not be better to reclaim and rebuild what was lost?"
Gottfried resumed his passivity. "Constant underestimation is what created the conditions for the uprising."
"Yes, underestimation motivated by ignorance. The information we have-"
The High Inquisitor interrupted, "Is insufficient, leaving a position little different than that of those who came before you."
"Need I remind you, High Inquisitor, that you are one of the few individuals who was present and partly responsible for the catastrophe?" Davidson's voice rose.
Jaw tightening, Gottfried replied, "You do not. I hold accountability with a number of others, but mine holds no majority. I am merely expressing what appears to be reckless aggression against unknown foes. What is the purpose in destroying our enemies if none shall remain to claim victory?"
"You assume them capable of too much," Davidson said, the slightest doubts beginning to form.
"You assume them capable of too little," responded Gottfried without hesitation.
"And what is there to be done, hm?" Davidson stood and paced, his voice changing from its accustomed halting pace to one more harsh and rapid. "Shall we live in slow attrition until our supplies disappear? Shall we engage in base brawling to decide the victors?" He gave a sharp laugh. "Shall we attempt to reconcile with those who wish us tenfold the harm we wish them?"
The Citizen leader continued, "No. I'd follow such a course without hesitation if I thought there to be the slightest possibility of success, but action must be taken now, and never will we retain better opportunity."
Gottfried opened his mouth to reply, but Davidson held up a hand. "No, there is no need. I understand our dissenting viewpoints. The two options at present are to end the fighting with victory or hold our foes off and multiply the efforts towards escape. You yourself expressed the difficulty in the current best plan of excavation. What if that fails?"
A frown developed on the High Inquisitor's face.
"There is great risk, but choice and opportunity dwindles as the days pass without action. You are not without forethought. You understand this."
Drawing in a deep breath, Gottfried nodded.

"So you... agree that this is our best course?"

"No," the High Inquisitor replied, "but it appears we have few other choices."

"Good." Davidson seated himself. "I am pleased we can discuss matters openly without being required to waste time on posturing and mindless doublespeak."
Gottfried said nothing, his expression troubled.
Davidson folded his hands and leaned forward. "Now... since our assault is going to occur, and you appear to have concerns about how our foes may prepare and react... Tell me what you believe they will do."
 
 
******
 
 
Everything was a mess. With Sergei dead, a hole in the side of the Institute and heavy damage to everything else in the lab, and the complete loss of the bioagent containers, the situation in the Institute appeared bleak.
Dozens had been killed, including scouts and sentries further out. Though inquiries began regarding how a crack team of Citizen insurgents snuck through everything so easily, too many other issues required attention.
In addition, it seemed as though every individual affiliated with the OHU engaged in an attempt to crowd into the Institute for answers.
Finally, and worst of all, Isaac hadn't the slightest idea how to fix any of it. Managing the day to day had always been Sergei's task. Hell, organizing troops, planning patrol routes, and more or less everything else had always been Sergei's task. Isaac, though sharing the title of leader, came to the realization that he never did very much in the way of leading.
I gave balance, he told himself, seated at Sergei's desk in the Inquisition lobby. Dozens of papers were scattered about, none of which had relevance or made much sense. He had his paranoia, his crazy. I kept him from doing irrational things, right?
His own lack of confidence depressed him even further. How can I tell those people what to do if I can't even figure out what purpose I served in the first place?
Part of him wished Rick was around, in spite of the ill feelings brought forth by thoughts of the man. His jaw clenched in remembering the angry lecturing and insults while they scurried about the interior of Heavenly Bodies, but now Isaac wondered if Rick had been right.
"What am I going to do?" Isaac asked himself, under his breath so that the individuals in the room wouldn't hear him. Not that it mattered; his lack of instructions and nervous tension clearly enough displayed his state of mind.
Options cycled through his head, clouded by fears and concerns. Did we eliminate all of the Citizen forces in this area? Do they know how chaotic our base is? Do they know Sergei is dead?
A single factor appeared certain to him; the Citizens weren't going to settle back into attrition. This served as the first strike, and many more were sure to follow. He clung this idea, a terrible lifeline of impending pain and death, but with only one aspect to confident of...
He took in a deep breath, drawing the attention of the other individuals in the silent room. Many appeared more worried than Isaac himself. Rightly so. Their remaining leader is almost useless. I don't even have my goddamn gun anymore. Maybe I should've told Rick to come back and help with all this shit. He's got the knack for it, and I don't.
"The are two things we can be sure of right now," Isaac tried to make his voice sound strong. It worked, for the most part, but strain could be heard. "The first is that we of the Old Haven Union are facing a serious problem. Sergei is gone." Isaac stood from the desk. "I know I'm a poor substitute, but there's not much we can do about it except pick up as best we can."
"The second is related to the first," he continued. "The Citizens aren't going to stop with this one assault. If we don't pick ourselves up and get ready, then this fight of ours is already over."
A murmur of assent swept across the room. The atmosphere and attitude remained dismal, but at least a conversation formed.

"What are we going to do?" someone asked.

Isaac folded his arms, stepping around the desk. "I'm open to suggestions."

A few chimed in; various methods of running, hiding, and fighting were mentioned. An honest discussion arose from it, including bits of heated argument.
"...hide where? Shall we crawl back into the decay of Old Haven? If we consolidate our forces in fleeing, we remain an easy target for the Citizens. If we disperse, we pose too little danger to them!" One of Sergei's high-ranking men continued on a loud tirade. "Shall we all return to groveling beneath their rule? I'd rather die with honor!"
Another individual argued, "Is a glorious and worthless death the best option you can come up with? Do you expect all of the people relying on us to do the same and die for a meaningless cause?"
"Killing Citizens is hardly meaningless."

"There are other ways besides suicidal assault!"

"Coward!"

"Idiot!"

More individuals, more arguments, numerous insults. Isaac expressed opinions every so often, but he engaged more in considering each argument from an objective standpoint. After a while, when the volume in the room sharply increased for the fifth or so time, he felt a little closer to a solution.
"All right..." he said, unheard. Raising his voice, he shouted, "All right! That's enough. Obviously things aren't so good right now. We've got hard choices to make and not much time. The Citizens got a solid first strike in, but this doesn't mean we're just going to give up and let them slaughter us, right?"
No one in the room gave an answer; there were a lot of frowns and shifting glances.
"We can't fight them head on, but we can't just run away. One is fast and the other is slow, but either choice ends up with us not being too hard to take down."
The individual who argued for head-on assault, a long-time member of Sergei's camp, stepped forward and pounded his fist on the desk. "Why is that we suddenly feel as if our strength is not good enough to defeat the Citizens? Why do we go from equal combatants to nothing in the span of one evening?"
Because I don't know how to wage a war, even a small one, Isaac thought. Out loud, he said, "Because Sergei is gone. He had the ideas, the plans, the contingencies. He's the one who knew how we'd wage a full-scale fight."
"So since he is now no longer with us, and since it seems he was the one who handled all of the work," the man leaned in, "what purpose do you now serve to the Old Haven Union?"
Uh oh. Isaac clenched his jaw but otherwise managed to keep composure. "Look, this isn't the time to be arguing who gets to lead what. We have to keep a strong, familiar voice at the top to make sure we don't split loyalties. I'm here for a reason-"
The man gave a wicked grin. "And I find myself wondering what the reason was and if it remains valid."
"Shove off, Dmitri," someone grabbed his shoulder. "The Citizens aren't going to have any trouble if we start fighting amongst ourselves. Besides, no one in their right mind would want to follow you."
Another individual chimed in, "We're as good as dead if we don't keep it together." Isaac closed his eyes and professed a silent and relieved thanks when the antagonizing Russian scowled and stepped away.
Isaac took in a deep breath and drew himself up. Trying to appear and sound confident, he said, "We've always had a good chance here. We just gotta do it right. We have to do everything we can to survive, no matter what it takes. If we can manage to get this all figured out-"
"Then all of you will still die horribly," a sharp voice interrupted, "just like the Citizens, just like everyone else."
Flanked by the hulking creature, former Citizen Michaels stood at the entrance to the room.
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Checked, rechecked. Tested, retested.
Michaels drew blood from the woman five different times, scrutinizing the results over and over in stark disbelief. This must be why she's stronger, heavier.
Small confirmation was not comforting or sufficient. What the woman carried in her blood, how it arrived there... Too many questions raised; small theories only created a thousand others without answers.
The former Citizen scurried about for hours upon hours, half in panic and half-thrilled about the inevitable, monumental discovery he perched upon.
More brow-beating and irritable than usual, nearing forty hours without sleep, he took blood samples from another twenty individuals throughout the Institute. Cursing himself endlessly for doing so, he went into Claudia's room, gently woke her, and whispered soft comfort as he drew blood from her as well.
He checked his own blood. Three times.

Every single sample confirmed one simple truth.

"You're contagious," he said to Malcolm. "Do you have any idea what this means?"

The creature didn't answer, absorbed in what appeared to be heavy brooding.

Over the course of the day, Michaels had discovered that the tiny biomechanical organisms in Malcolm's blood, the ones which resurrected the charred corpse of Marcus Lexington Coleman, were evidently infecting what he postulated to be all of the individuals in Haven. He wished he had apparatus to test the air to see how transmissible they truly were.
Though concentrations of the organisms varied in the different individuals' bloodstreams, every single person he tested had a fair amount: including himself, including Claudia. The original subject, Nigel's female follower, appeared to have the largest amount outside of Malcolm himself.
The familiar desire for knowledge and research clawed at Michaels. He wanted very much to poke, prod, scrape, pull apart, and test every inch of the woman to see what changes had been made. He wanted to do the same to Malcolm, to discover precisely why he, as patient zero, exhibited much more prominent and obvious physical changes.
"Was the woman ever dead?" he wondered aloud, caught between professional curiosity and an impending sense of horror and dread associated with a city, a world full of Malcolm-creatures. "Is Malcolm so different because the organisms adapted to our physiology, or because so little of his was left when it found him?"
Malcolm remained quiet, in deep and concerned thought.
Michaels flicked the sanitary gloves he wore into a receptacle, stepping back. Rubbing his eyes, his mind mulled over the best course of action to take.
"The cult ritual involved the drinking of blood," he said. "Do you think it's possible that this increases the organism-count in their own bodies? It would validate the cult practices, as they grow stronger with every drop. Furthermore, it would explain their resilience. Or..." he tapped a finger on the side of his cheek, "perhaps this woman serves as an anomaly. What do you think?"
"No," Malcolm finally spoke. "All bad like her. Some worse, but all like her."
The researcher swallowed hard. "Then the situation is much more grave than we realized. No one else knows. They think the problem with Nigel is over. Gottfried, Rick, even Isaac. We have to tell them; they must be warned."
Immediately they departed after finding a holding cell in which to deposit the woman. Malcolm appeared quite troubled, but he followed along without hesitation.
Finding where Isaac hid proved no challenge. However, there were a hundred other individuals in the main lobby, the southern hub of the double-armed, cross-shaped Institute. Each person appeared to be vying for attention, information, and access.
Malcolm's presence proved very helpful, no one wishing to get into the freakish creature's way. The longest lack of advance came with the several people guarding the hallways doors leading to the Inquisition lobby, the north hub of the Institute.
Several minutes of arguing ensued, followed by Michaels expressing distasteful and anatomically improbable threats. Still getting nowhere, the former Citizen had been tempted to encourage Malcolm to force the fools out of the way, but no good could come from such hostility. Either the bystanders would object and try to stop them, probably only succeeding in tearing Michaels apart, or they would join in the frenzy and start a riot or revolution in the OHU ranks. Neither solution seemed intelligent.
Finally, the key to getting them to pale in terror and move to the side arrived in telling the truth. Michaels simply pointed to Malcolm and told the guards and everyone in earshot that the entirety of Haven was in danger of turning into something like the creature. Since he had been scurrying about taking blood samples and wasn't known for embellishment or talking to anyone unless he needed to, the guards took this to be honesty.
Hm. I do hope no damage comes from word of this spreading too quickly. A panic is not what we need right now, he thought while he and Malcolm traveled down the hallway. He heard Isaac speaking, evidently attempting to rally his people or calm them down.
"Good luck," Michaels murmured to himself before interrupting and telling them that they were all going to die.
"Michaels, what are you... how did you get back? When did you... why is that monster with you?" Isaac stammered through questions, stunned by the entrance.
The former Citizen rolled his eyes. "Yes, this is all of such pristine importance. Why don't we procure some tea and crackers so we can sit down and have a nice little discussion?"
Isaac scowled. "I don't know why you're interrupting or what you believe is so important, but we're too busy to deal with whatever melodrama you've got cooked up, doc. And don't think I've forgotten about your complicity and friendship with individuals of questionable status-"
"Yes, of course!" Michaels shouted. "Let's continue to waste time with moronic posturing! After all, casting aside a valuable individual because of grief, heavy stupidity and misplaced anger wasn't bad enough, you need to cling to that ignorance!"
"I'm warning you doc, this is not the time or place-"
Michaels walked forward and planted his hands on the desk. "There is no time, and if you continue to be a complete simpleton, this won't be much of a place very soon."
Out of a pocket in his lab coat, he pulled out a printed digital photo featuring a magnification of one of the blood samples. Front and center in the picture was one of the organisms, a biomechanical marvel which appeared a nightmarish insect when increased to such a size.
Isaac sighed. "Fine, what is this, and why does it matter?"
In Michaels' entire life, he couldn't recall ever being so angry. Unbidden by his own rational will, the researcher's hand shot out and grabbed the Citizen leader's collar. He jabbed a finger at the organism in the picture. "This was originally in that." He thrust his arm towards Malcolm. "This is now in everyone." He tapped the picture again before sweeping a gesture to the whole room.
Isaac's mouth fell open, the irritation he displayed mixing with confusion. "Wait, you're saying-"
"Are you deficient? Am I not speaking clearly?" Michaels tightened his grip on Isaac's collar. "Nothing is more important than this right now, so listen very carefully. I have strong suspicions that the very thing which makes Malcolm a nigh unkillable, brutally strong creature is now inside everyone in Haven."
"Now before you ingrates all begin to celebrate your newfound immortality, consider two small details. One," he held up an index finger. "Look at him. Though I have a mild suspicion the physiology of all those now infected won't alter to such a high degree, I have no precise idea."
Michaels continued, "Secondly, I have placed in holding a captive from the raving lunatic cultists of down below. Yes, Nigel's people. Do you recall our delightful evening with them? Yes, when you abandoned myself and a teenage girl to their mercies."
"Th-the threat was ended," Isaac said, flustered.
"Wrong. If the captive is any indication, these individuals contain the highest concentration of Malcolm's little infection. They are strong, and they are resilient."
Isaac paled. "Y-you mean...?"
"Oh yes. Most of them are probably alive, or will be again very soon." Michaels noted the gawking stares, some with considerable disbelief. "Yes, these organisms are capable of reanimating dead tissue, and yes, bringing the departed back to life. Poor Malcolm here was burned to a cinder back when he was human. Which reminds me," he gestured to Isaac, "keep an eye on Sergei. It's possible his heart function has resumed."
The OHU leader appeared to be on the verge of passing out. His expression turned to pure shock, and all blood in the region of his face drained away. "Sergei?" his voice came out soft and weak.
"Yes, but he isn't important either. What you need to realize and prepare for is Nigel. His people will return, and they will slaughter everyone, Citizen and OHU alike." Michaels paused, cocking his head. "Considering this principle of resurrection, probably more than once."
Individuals in the room, having been gaping in surprise while Michaels spoke, suddenly erupted in a flurry of talking and panicking. It startled even Michaels himself, who had to duck out of the way of a few people making a hasty exit.
The remaining people yelled, argued, and continued frantic behavior, save for Isaac who simply slunk back into the chair behind the large desk. He stared into nothing with a distant expression.
Michaels recovered and composed himself. He drew in a deep breath and shouted, "For God's sake, are you all children?!"
To his surprise, his voice cut through the din. More surprising yet, the various people fell silent, staring at him. Some appeared offended, but most seemed eager for someone to tell them what to do and think.
Good lord, I am not supposed to be leadership material. He grimaced as he noted Isaac's detached expression.
"What are you idiots gawking at?" He scowled, hoping to avoid being drawn in to their petty squabbling.
Someone asked, "What are supposed to do about this? How can we fight them?"
"Ask your fearless leader how best to throw lives away; I'm not interested." Michaels cast a glare toward anyone looking at him. A few turned away, nervous, but too many remained eager for him to provide a solution.
"Look, I'm not a military strategist. I am unaware of what capabilities this pathetic organization has, and quite frankly I couldn't care less. I do somewhat hope you figure out a way to prevent this catastrophe, but I have no ideas."
"Cut open the big guy! Find a weakness!" one of them called out.
A growl issued from Malcolm, and he drew himself up out of his hunching posture into one of menace. Even without the threatening wrath directed at him, Michaels felt a chill. Whoever articulated the idea did not press it further.
After a few moments of silence, a murmur began to sweep through the room. Isaac remained unresponsive, but at least there was progress.
Good enough, Michaels thought, turning to leave. 
"What does this mean for our attack plans? Are we still going to fight the Citizens?"
The former Citizen spun around, veins throbbing on his forehead. "How in God's name have you pathetic morons survived into adulthood?! Have you comprehended a single facet of what I've told you?!"
"This war of yours is over! The issue at hand is not whether or not you and the Citizens can continue hurling lives at each other, but whether or not you can save yourselves from multiple agonizing deaths!" Michaels felt a heavy temptation to order Malcolm to throttle the lot of them. He didn't know if the brute would obey, but given their idiocy and the one's suggestion of a living autopsy...
Michaels turned to leave, dispensing with any further tirades. Part of him hoped intelligent discussion would result from his badgering, but pessimism suggested all would meet a horrid end before any one of them entertained a useful thought.
"I have more work to do, people to warn of this impending catastrophe. I pray for the lives of those in your charge." Michaels jerked his head to the exit. Malcolm ceased his intimidation, falling in beside his former colleague.
OHU members babbled questions at him as he walked through the Institute lobby. Already his brief word at the Inquisition entrance to scare the guards into allowing him passage had spread and mutated. Dozens of individuals pressed in around, terrified and asking if they'd all turn into freaks and monsters.
Malcolm raised his head and bellowed. In a flash, the crowd surged away, giving time for the two to exit. Malcolm turned back, and with his glowing eyes speaking innumerable threats, no one dared follow.
Michaels' body trembled with intense anger and a small but growing fear.
Everything has changed, and no one is safe... he thought. I have to warn everyone I can about this, but will any of it matter? Even if they manage to set aside this conflict, what will happen?
Images of unending violence passed through Michaels' mind, horror and death filling the lives of everyone in the city. People tortured, their minds broken by pain and the inability to truly die. If the organisms continued to multiply, eventually everyone would be as indestructible as Malcolm.
Will every person who has ever lived and died be reborn? Michaels wondered with a chill. If Nigel's people continue their barbarism and cruelty, if they take control of the city... will everyone become like them: driven mad by unending pain and death?
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Rick stood, tossing aside the empty can aside. He offered a hand to Kaylee, who accepted and was pulled to her feet.
"This seemed like a pretty big waste of time." Kaylee raised her arms and stretched.
"Yeah..." Rick spoke in a resigned tone. "Even I gotta say this didn't accomplish much. Sure, there's a couple of pretty decent places, but..."
She shouldered her pack. "Whaddya think is taking Gottfried's people so long?"
"Beats me. They must've gotten delayed, lost, or..." he sighed. "I hope they're okay. I can't say I want to spend the evening trying to find them, but jeez, if they ran into trouble..."
"From who?" Kaylee asked, waving a hand. "Y'think maybe Isaac sent some people to grab revenge?"
He grumbled under his breath. "It'd be just our luck, but no, I'd wager his hands are full right now." Rick sighed. "Let's head back to the school, figure out if they maybe stopped in and stayed. I guess they could've mixed up the intended plan and waited there instead of coming out to find us."
"You think so?"
"Nah," he started walking, "I'm sure we'll spend half the night looking for a whole lot of nothing only to realize Gottfried changed his mind about sending them. 'Course, we have no way of finding out about any of it unless the high and mighty Inquisitor bothers letting us know."
Kaylee fell in step beside him. "Why do you trust him, anyway?"
"Aside from the fact that he pulled our asses out of trouble with Isaac, he's got resources, and our goals are the same. I don't really trust him much beyond that, since he's an Inquisitor and all, but hey... there's never been any reason to doubt him either."
Scowling, she replied, "Yeah, because the Inquisition was always all happy and kind to us all those years."
"Point taken, but things are a bit different now." Rick held up a hand as Kaylee prepared another retort. "I get it, I know. I'm pretty sure he'd use me up and toss me aside if it served his purpose, but he's got no reason to. I'm not in his way."
"What if he changes his mind?"

Rick shrugged. "Then I'm screwed, aren't I?"

"Oh great, I'm sure glad I'll probably be near enough to get dragged down with you."

They continued speaking as they walked. In truth, the entire day was almost relaxing. It would've been dull had Rick or Kaylee been alone, but together it practically provided a long leisure hike. Throw in the canned fruit for dinner, and we pretty much had a date.
He kept the thought silent, not wishing to receive a biting retort. He'd gotten enough of it throughout the day. Brief, aimless, and mild conversation ensued, and after a while of walking, they arrived at the school.
Complaints and irritation increased in short order, no hints of news to be found from anyone. Worse, the word of their newfound fondness spread to every sector and individual. Gawking and snickering filled the halls they walked in, other individuals offering snide comments and inquiries as to where they'd been all day. Good lord, is this the most interesting news they've got here? They don't even know us that well.
Far from endearing, Rick found himself growing more and more irritated. Most of it was due to the lack of Gottfried's delivery of the equipment, but the thought that he could've wasted the day in something more enjoyable without noticeable difference... it chafed at him.
Worse came the certainty that he now had to go out once again to make sure the Inquisitors didn't have trouble. Hours of dull searching... sounds like a thrilling evening.
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A horrible chill swept through Rick as he surveyed the terrible scene. Like something out of a nightmare, it was grotesque and morbid. He desperately wished Kaylee had stayed behind.
"Holy... mother of... shit." The last word elongated and emphasized, Kaylee gawked in disgust.
"I think we need to get out of here. Now." Rick tried to keep the edge out of his voice.
There were no bodies: only considerable blood, a scattering of shell casings and a few torn scraps of black clothing. All of whatever equipment they'd brought was missing as well, save for a jackhammer whose varied parts were smashed and strewn about.
A number of torn cloth scraps with the faint, eye-shaped Inquisitor insignias lay in a small pile. Taunting, Rick thought. How clever, they put out the eyes. In spite of the sarcasm, he felt considerable relief to find only clothing left behind and not actual eyes.
"There's no way this was Isaac," Rick said. "I don't think he even could... not to Gottfried's Inquisitors."
Kaylee pulled on his sleeve. "You're right; we should go. Before they come back."
"They?" Rick blinked. "You think you know who did this?"
She grabbed his wrist and pulled. "I do, and so do you. Let's go."
He clenched his teeth. "It's not possible."
"Doesn't matter. It's them, and we both know it."
Rick allowed himself to be pulled into motion, and they took off running. Their flight quick and spirited, neither wished to share the fate of the Inquisitors. Both Rick and Kaylee remained in good condition, and in spite of the usual lack of sleep and long exertion, they made it a solid distance before having to slow their pace.
"We weren't followed, were we?" Kaylee doubled over, taking in deep breaths.

"Beats me, but I don't think so. It didn't seem like anyone stuck around. Probably had to take the bodies back to..."

Kaylee stretched up, shaking out her limbs. "Back to where we already killed them all?"

"Or so we thought," Rick scowled. "Something screwy is going on. It'd have taken a lot of people to handle the Inquisitors because they're careful and not idiots."
He nudged her and jerked his head, indicating they should keep moving. They kept up a brisk walk instead of running. "I didn't think it possible for that many to be left. Hell, I didn't think they could have so many to begin with."
"Yeah, what is that about?" Kaylee asked, keeping a paranoid glance all around. "It's like they don't die, or something."
Rick's mind flashed to Nigel's mysterious disappearance, and a shudder crawled over him. "A second-in-command, or even another related group, I guess. Maybe someone disagreed with Nigel at first and took a bunch with him."
Wincing, Kaylee blew out a breath. "God, I hope not. How would they recruit so many?"
"I dunno; that's the screwy part. I didn't think Nigel could gather up so many crazies, much less have held a reserve or lost some of them."
They continued speaking, not accomplishing much besides increasing the nervous tension and number of unknowns in the situation. Eventually, they drew within sight of the school.
"What are we gonna do?" Kaylee asked. "If it's still dangerous down here..."
Rick closed his eyes, running a hand through his hair. "Yeah, I know. If they can take out a pile of Inquisitors..." He chewed his lower lip and furrowed his brow in thought. After a moment, he shook his head. "If they're able to regroup after last night, the first place they'll go is the school. If we get trapped there... God dammit all, I'm never going to get any frickin' sleep."
She winced. "Are you saying we've got to evacuate?"
"Hah!" He gave a bitter laugh. "We have to convince them to evacuate. After that, we get to help them do it."
"Are you sure we can't just stay at the school?"
Rick felt a sinking sensation. "I don't think so. A few dozen kept us locked down there for hours last night, and they could easily do it again until we run out of bullets or food. No, we've got to risk it and head for the surface. Hopefully, the lunatics are occupied with the new..." he winced, his mind returning to the bloody scene with the missing Inquisitors, "bodies long enough for us to slip away."
"This sucks," she replied. "Can't we just find someplace to hide?"
"I wish, but I don't know if anywhere is safe anymore, and being alone...?"
Kaylee stopped walking. "Holy crap."

"What?"

"This is it," she replied.

Rick reached out for her, confused, "Yeah, it's just a bit further..."

"No..." she said, distant. "This is it. We're coming to the end of it all, and..." she swallowed hard, and an expression of despair crossed her features, "...and we really are screwed this time, aren't we?"
Rick wished he could be comforting, wished he could tell her everything would turn out all right. In truth, however, he felt a similar foreboding.
"Pretty much everyone hates and wants to kill us, except for some schoolteachers, civilians, and children." Rick tried to express his best charming tone. "We're pretty much doomed to stay here in the dark and die. All in all, could be worse."
Kaylee didn't smile. "How?"

"I dunno. Probably couldn't, but I'm trying to make you feel better."

She frowned. "Great job."

"Hey," he set his hands on her shoulders. "I've said it before; I'll say it again. I won't let anything happen to you."
This brought at least a bit of a smile to her face. "Not if you can help it."

"Damn straight," he gave her shoulder a squeeze, "but let's get going. Lots to do."

Kaylee nodded, moving in for a quick hug. "Okay."

With the tiny bit of comfort added to their troubling situation, they continued onward to the school.

 
 
 Chapter 13: Out of the Ashes
 

"Well," Michaels said, noting Malcolm's irritated glare in his direction, "this could have gone better."
The pair sat locked in a holding cell, captured and nearly killed after crossing into Citizen territory. Demands and pleas using anger, appeals to reason, and even a small amount of begging had been ignored by the Citizen sentries, who had debated whether or not to shoot the intruders.
Malcolm had not wished to go quietly, but Michaels, keen on not being riddled with collateral fire, begged him to allow the capture. "Our arguments will not be strengthened by the presence of unconscious or dead Citizens. We're here to warn them."
However, no insisting, logic, threats, or anything budged their captors. Michaels demanded to see the man in charge, Herman Gottfried, or any former member of the Natural Philosophy staff, and he rattled off a dozen other random names from the Citizen hierarchy in hopes of getting proper respect.
Through all of it, the captors had displayed a growing irritation and discomfort at his words, especially when he expressed the truth of the infection and a brutal invasion force. However, they remained steadfast, dumping the prisoners in a holding room. Malcolm could probably have smashed through any wall, door, or guard to freedom, but Michaels urged him to stay calm.
"I'm sorry," he said, not for the first time. "How was I to know they'd refuse reason?"
"Escape."
"No, for the last time, we can't give them reason to doubt us."
Malcolm grumbled under his breath, sounding close to human with the complaints.
"Someone important will come here. My name can't have been forgotten so easily in such a short time. As a member of the Advisory Council before the uprising, I didn't hold formal authority, but there was..."
He trailed off at Malcolm's deepening glare, which served to remind Michaels of to whom he spoke. It was actually a bit funny, but he stifled a smile and laugh so as to not upset Malcolm further. Yes, I know you used to be a member as well, used to hold my seat at that, but then why do you insist so often to deny your memory as Marcus?
Malcolm displayed enough irritation without needing further antagonizing. Though Michaels had never been opposed to measures of verbal abuse, poking an angry bear while locked in a small room with it seemed unwise.
More time went by, growing apprehension staving off the desperate boredom. What is taking so long? Could it be that they decided not to tell Gottfried or their leader? Am I so unimportant now in the Citizen camp? The possibility of his declining significance bothered him more than he cared to admit.
Worst of all, even in the face of such serious problems, he couldn't avoid thinking about Claudia. Aside from the idealized fondness, he wondered at the possibility of the micro-organisms assisting in the reversal of the horrid conditioning. My horrid conditioning...
However, before he could strangle himself with foolish hope for too long, the lock clicked, and the door opened.
By God, he hasn't changed at all, Michaels thought.
Inquisitor - High Inquisitor, Michaels reminded himself - Herman Gottfried stood in the doorway. The upright posture, the neutral yet piercing expression...
The same clothing, watchful eyes, and the same air of confidence, Gottfried gazed back and forth between the two captives. From the corner, Malcolm radiated animosity, but Gottfried indicated no notice.
"Citizen Michaels. It has been quite some time. You are well?" The question was almost a statement; only the barest shades of inquiry lay in his tone.
"As well as can be expected." He gestured to the room with both hands.
"Ah, yes, our apologies for detaining and keeping you waiting." There was no actual regret in Gottfried's voice. "The Citizenship has become anxious and untrusting, and rightly so considering the current circumstances."
This mindless chatter won't do, Michaels thought. "Enough. You are well, I am well. Marc-" he coughed, hiding the mistake. "Malcolm is rather annoyed at my insistence on us being captured, but he is perfectly fine otherwise. With no need for further pointless pleasantries, perhaps I can tell you why I risked my life in coming here."
Gottfried's face betrayed the tiniest hint of amusement. He gestured for Michaels to speak.
"From your lack of alarm, I'm going to assume those idiot sentries decided to refrain from telling you anything. Very well, I'm sure they'd have gotten it wrong."
Michaels launched into the description of his day, the battery of tests, and the conclusion behind them. As he spoke, he noticed the High Inquisitor's expression changing from passive to frowning to outright troubled. This is probably the most emotion I've ever seen from the man, he thought.
After highlighting the OHU reaction to the news, Michaels finished off his explanation. "...then your bumbling sentries captured us, debated executing us on the spot, and generally ignored what is obviously a very serious situation."
Gottfried folded his arms. "You're absolutely certain of your results?"
"Some is extrapolation." Michaels gave a shrug. "Our captive subject may have been an aberration; Nigel's people may not hold the highest infection concentration."
"Yet their behavior and resilience would suggest a possible inhuman element, including rituals which could bolster the organism-count," replied the High Inquisitor. His jaw clenched.
"You understand then why this is important."

Gottfried drew in and released a deep breath. "Of course. The problem lies in convincing Davidson of this."

Michaels frowned. "Will there be a problem?"

"Undoubtedly. He dispenses trust to no one, loyal Inquisitors and former Citizens being no exception."

"Perfect," the frown deepened into a scowl, "have I wasted my time, then?"

"It's possible, but I'll see the two of you over there immediately. Hopefully, this news will make him reconsider his current course of action." He gestured toward the open door.
"And what course would this be?" Michaels asked, following Gottfried out of the holding room.
The High Inquisitor replied without looking back, "All-out assault."
Michaels let his head loll backward. "Heaven save us... I swear they all think of nothing but blood."
Gottfried didn't reply.
"Regardless, time is short. Against my better judgment and at horrendous risk, I can't possibly in good conscience allow our allies in Old Haven to remain unaware of the danger surrounding them. Whether or not this Davidson will heed my warnings is immaterial, as the two of us," Michaels gestured to the silent but still annoyed-looking Malcolm, "will need to continue onward."
At the mention of Old Haven, Michaels noticed Gottfried's jaw clench and concern quickly sweep across his features. Goodness, it seems I was wrong. He truly has changed if he betrays facial expression twice in one conversation.
Michaels wondered what concerned the High Inquisitor. He thought about asking but didn't receive the opportunity. Arriving at their destination, it appeared as nondescript a building as any other, inside and out.
After waiting in a hallway for a few more minutes, they were led into an office. Michaels instantly disliked the man they faced. He was pale, tall, thin, and radiated a smug superiority. The man, Davidson, spared a glance at each individual before seating himself at the desk. He didn't react to Malcolm.
"What is this about, Gottfried?" he asked, not looking up.
"These individuals have discovered vital information." Gottfried stepped forward, quickly highlighting the findings of the two guests/captives. During the explanation, Davidson ceased examining papers on his desk and folded his hands, listening.
"Quite a... tale," he said when the High Inquisitor finished, his halting manner of speech grating on Michaels' nerves. "Is there any reason to doubt their findings?"
Gottfried shook his head. "They came here at no small risk. The situation down below appears much more worrisome."
"Yes. A situation you assured me was already handled." Davidson raised an eyebrow.
"This new information was hardly available last night." Gottfried didn't miss a beat. "A days worth of such research is far beyond what any here could accomplish, even if we had the proper equipment."
Davidson quirked a smile. "Indeed."
"Yes, this is all very fascinating," Michaels cut in, scowling, "but what do you intend to do about it?"
The Citizen leader favored Michaels with an expression which suggested he thought very little of the former Advisory Council member. "Nothing... perhaps? I admit a strong skepticism toward your findings. If this proven to be true," he gestured at the ever-silent Malcolm, "would we not see more of his kind about?"
Michaels rolled his eyes. "Not necessarily; we don't know the first thing about this technology or how it might adapt from host to host. It could be any number of-"
"Yes, yes, fascinating." Davidson waved him off. "I'll consider what you've said. Take them to a holding area for the time being."
"You can't do that," Michaels said sharply. "This is far too important to bury, and there are many more individuals who need to be made aware of it!"
Davidson's attention turned toward a map of the city, ignoring the former Citizen's outburst. The High Inquisitor set a hand on Michaels' shoulder, gently pulling him toward the exit.
"Listen here, you pompous idiot." Michaels shrugged off the hand and stepped forward. He leaned over the desk. "I don't know what arbitrary stupidity allowed you such authority, but you place in jeopardy not only your own people but the lives of everyone in this city by ignoring me."
"And you're an antiquated relic of a system whose leadership failed," Davidson replied, raising his head to peer at the angry Michaels. "Your word on anything is all-but worthless to me even if your news cannot be ignored. I will discover for myself if you speak any truth, and then, perhaps then, we shall speak further."
Gottfried gripped Michaels' shoulder again, pulling with greater insistence this time. The former Citizen experienced the wild urge to twist free, leap over the desk, and throttle the man, but he released the desire as Gottfried half-dragged him toward the exit.
"High Inquisitor," Davidson spoke. "How fares the other matter?"
Gottfried paused, and the same clenched jaw and expression of mild concern crossed his features. "I don't know. They haven't returned."
"Pity," Davidson said with a frown. "Please inform me once you know anything."
"Of course." He gave a slight bow and shoved Michaels out the door, and still without speaking, Malcolm followed.
Outside and on the street, the High Inquisitor turned toward the former Citizen. "Fool. Does antagonizing Davidson serve your purpose?"
Michaels held on to his anger. "Was any harm done? Would the man have listened either way? Haven't I already wasted considerable time on this useless endeavor? Davidson's an idiot, drunk on power and clueless to reality, but he'll learn. Oh yes, he'll have plenty of time to lament his stupidity when Nigel's fanatics are chewing on his entrails for all eternity."
"I don't disagree," Gottfried sighed, "but mind your temper. If you seek to make alliances and friends, you can hardly expect much when providing such strong hostility."
Michaels waved a hand. "I don't need friends; I need people willing to look beyond their petty desires long enough to notice the demons creeping beneath us. If he wishes to ignore my warnings and endanger all of his people, then just deserts will be his."
"He may yet be convinced," Gottfried replied. "He's not as unwise as he seems; he understands-"
"Whatever," Michaels cut him off. "It's no longer my concern. Malcolm and I need to get moving. Do you intend to prevent us from doing so?"
Malcolm finally provided a reaction, drawing up to his full height and tensing his body. He stared at Gottfried and leaned forward slightly, as if challenging the man to attempt it.
The High Inquisitor frowned. "How could I? Though of course you jeopardize my tenuous position with Davidson by leaving on such terms."
"I'm sure you'll find some means of saving face." The former Citizen gave a humorless smile. "I wish a good day to you and hope the idiot will see reason before it's too late."
Gottfried didn't reply, and without hesitation, Michaels and Malcolm continued on their way.
Worse and worse it seems to get, Michaels thought. I wonder if there is any point to continuing.
 
 
******
 
 
In what to Rick's mind was an act of supreme mercy on behalf of the universe, convincing Desmond and Olivia to abandon their homes had not been at all difficult. It took two minutes of hasty explanation before the married couple sprang into action, ready and willing to facilitate the process.
The challenging part was getting the rest of the civilian population moving, and thus Rick felt the universe once again cackling wildly at his meek efforts.
Olivia and Desmond trusted Rick and heard a detailed description of what Nigel's fanatics were capable of. They knew the stakes, the looming threat, and worked immediately at goals of protecting their people.
Various other individuals were not so willing. Non-combatants especially balked and complained, moved far too slowly, and didn't respond favorably to being shouted at to move their asses.
Geez, half of these entitled shits must've been Citizens or something, he thought. I can't believe they managed to live this long.
Cass found him again, apparently recovered from the shock and horror of their journey in the red light district. She tagged along everywhere he went, plaguing him with teasing and questions about his newfound relationship with Kaylee while chastising him for leaving her and Michaels behind.
On the plus side, she expressed no reluctance to add extra yelling and even minor punching, cursing, and scratching to the, "Get your asses moving," effort. Since Kaylee was embroiled in other areas, likely doing the same, Rick had been left without a blunt and tactless presence until Cass had come across him.
Thankfully, there hadn't arrived any sign of attack nor any indication of imminent danger, aside from the bloody and bodiless scene with the Inquisitors. Still, Rick's muscles knotted at the thought of being ambushed. We might be able to fight them off, provided there aren't too many, but a lot of people would get hurt.
Escaping to upper-Haven and begging the Citizenship or the OHU for sanctuary seemed a folly course of action. Anything beats the kind of demise we'd risk by staying. This has to happen.
Gradually, through many threats and the occasional kick, the flurry of movement buzzed in the school. Most of the time was spent gathering and dividing as many provisions as could be carried, locking the rest away for thoughts of eventual return. Some individuals dawdled in their preparations, and some had to be shouted at for packing beyond necessities.
All in all, the ordeal took less time than Rick expected. Out in front of the school, Desmond and Olivia had divided the hundreds into easily manageable groups. A solemn promise held that no time would be spared for those who wandered away or were unwilling to follow rules. Headcounts were quick, efficient, and Rick thanked the stars that a proper level of fear settled into the group.
Of course it won't help if someone panics and runs off alone, he thought, but a little fright might keep 'em in line.
Kaylee came jogging out of the school, reporting no sign of stragglers, and a few others followed shortly after with similar news.
A crowd of annoyed and/or terrified civilians stared at Rick, waiting for him to dole out further instructions.
No speeches. Let's just get going, he thought. Making a sharp gesture, he called, "Move out!"
The crowd started walking, their footsteps and whispers echoing.

"I really wish there was some way we could keep these people quiet," he murmured to Kaylee, falling in step beside her.

"I just wish we could go faster," she replied.

The pace was slow, barely above strolling. It made sense enough; they couldn't deal with people collapsing, and there were those with injuries, like Quinton, to consider. Not to mention they walked with a fair amount of children, but still...
"Yeah," Rick agreed. "Faster would be nice."
Kaylee slipped him a coy smile. "Okay, so on a scale of one to ten, how badly do you want to ditch these people?" She kept her voice quiet, and no one overheard the callous statement.
"I don't think they've invented a number high enough," Rick said with a grim smirk, "but by God I'll see them to where they need to go before I prance off to parts elsewhere. My thrice-cursed conscience has to be all uppity about it."
Kaylee reached over and punched him on the arm. "Don't be such a wuss. It'll be fine."
Some of his tension broke, and he gave a genuine laugh. "Yeah, I guess you're right, but the sooner I don't have to worry about this flock, the better."
 
 
******
 
 
Isaac knelt over Sergei's body, staring at his deceased comrade. "What am I supposed to do now?" he whispered.
No answer was forthcoming, but still he watched, hoped, and prayed for any sign of life to return. Believing Michaels to be correct meant Sergei would heal in time, which created a wonderful prospect. It also meant many more terrible things, especially if Nigel's people were to recover quickly and press advantage.
Sergei appeared slightly less dead to Isaac's eyes, but it was probably wishful thinking. There may have been more color in his skin, and maybe there was a twinge of a pulse trying to start itself up. It was drawing close to a day since his death, and Sergei didn't feature bodily stiffness or a particular stench.
Even if Michaels was correct, it didn't seem like there would be any way to tell when Sergei would wake up. He wondered if some kind of medicine or bandaging would help, but upon reflection the miracle of the organisms or whatever bringing the dead back to life was probably good enough on its own.
Doesn't solve the problems we have right now, though, he thought. He might not even get the opportunity to come back if everything goes to hell.
Isaac heard movement behind him, and he spun around, surprised. The tension washed out of him upon viewing the individual. "Ah, Tanya. You startled me. I didn't think anyone else'd come down here."
Tanya appeared pale and sickly, leaning against the doorframe and shaky on her feet. Her face was covered by an oval mask, and it gently provided oxygen to her damaged lungs. She looks awful, but I guess it's no wonder, Isaac thought with a slight shudder. She's lost the one person in the world she cared about before being blown up and inhaling a deadly toxin.
The medic who'd treated Tanya had expressed her lack of dying as some kind of miracle. The mere fact of her ability to move around under her own power was a phenomenon all its own.
She pulled the mask to the side, speaking in a rasping tone. "This is the place where we keep our dead. You have yours, and I have mine."
Something in the way she spoke made Isaac's insides clench. "Yeah," he said, "I guess you're right."
Tanya drew in a breath from the mask and moved over to another covered body. She knelt down, drawing the sheet back. Eugene's eyes were closed. There was no rise and fall of his chest; he appeared every bit as dead as Sergei.
She reached down and touched Eugene's cheek. "The mewling children cry of demons in our flesh, demons to make the dead rise again." She looked up at Isaac.
Hope, Isaac thought. She wants me to confirm the rumors so she can have hope of Eugene returning.
He stared at his hand, disquieted by the thought of tiny creatures burrowing around inside it. "I don't know, Tanya. I got the doc's full, yelling report on it, and this whole thing is so far beyond me."
"I should not have survived, no?" She smiled, using one hand to tuck a strand of hair behind her ear. "Does this make me the walking dead? Does this mean all of those who rest here will rise soon to rejoin us?"
"Wish I could tell you; I wish I knew anything at this point." Isaac ran a hand through his hair.

"You are troubled." It wasn't a question.

"Yeah..." he said. "It's been such a nightmare. I just don't know what to do. Sergei..."

She nodded. "Both of you were great idiots in many ways, but Sergei understood some small parts of fighting and leading his people. You very clearly do not." The long statement left Tanya short of air; she replaced the mask and drew in slow, deep breaths.
The rebuke stung, especially spoken in frank honesty and not from a place of spite. It would've been much easier to handle had Tanya been angry or insulting, but she spoke a simple statement, one which he knew the dire truth of.
"Yeah," he felt a heat rise to his face. "Everything's so messed up, and I'm a shitty leader. I didn't know if we stood a chance against the Citizens, but now if the doc is right, and Nigel's coming back..."
Tanya raised the mask. "What does one do when times are hard and survival is in question?"
Isaac cradled his head in his hands. "I don't know. I just don't know."
The woman stood. On wavering feet, she moved to his side and gripped his arm with surprising strength. Staring into his eyes, she said, "I heard you say it before: one does what is necessary. If there is no option save a glorious death, then so be it. Face what comes without fear or hesitation."
He didn't break away from her gaze. "What if survival, survival for all of us, requires something else, like cowardice?"
Tanya's body shook with light, rasping laughter. "Isaac," she said, "while I have spoken otherwise on many, many an occasion... there is seldom cowardice in the action most intelligent."
She released his arm, swaying for a moment on unsteady feet. As the thought of needing to catch her crossed his mind, she gained balance and walked back over to Eugene. Kneeling down, she kissed his forehead and replaced the sheet. She stood, this time with no imbalance, and walked from the room without another word.
Isaac stared at her the entire time, mind whirling with thoughts and ideas. One came forth, solid, strong, and casting aside any others. He stared down at Sergei's body. You'd hate it. By God, you would for sure.
However, something seemed right about it. For the first time since hearing of his comrade's parting, the burden of leadership lightened, and the insecurity of not knowing the correct path faded away.
Isaac set off immediately, ready to gather the higher-ups and tell them of his plan. Some part of him knew convincing them would be tricky, but the same confidence which cut through his doubts told him he would succeed in it.
He smiled. Cowards we may be, but I'll be damned if this isn't the smartest play.
 
 
******
 
 
So far, so good, Rick thought. No one's died or run off. Our pace isn't too terrible either.
He sidled up next to Quinton, who plodded along with a slight limp. "How's the hide? Your wound tear open yet?"
"I think the doc stitched the clothes into my skin," Quinton grumbled. "I'd have had better luck having the kid take care of it."
Cass scowled at the old man. "Listen here, grandpa-"
"Never had any kids, thank God." Quinton ignored her. "Annoying little critters, don'tcha think?"
Rick surveyed the dark streets for the thousandth time. He replied, distracted, "Oh, I don't know. Some aren't so bad, I guess."
"Oh, pardon me for saying," the old man mocked. "Can't say anything bad about 'em; you probably want the new missus to start firing off a few little ones before too long, eh?"
Rick's eyes went wide. "No, of course not! Why would you-?" He clenched his teeth upon hearing Quinton's cackling laugh.

"What's the geezer huffing about?" Kaylee jogged over to Rick's side.

"Nothing!" Rick replied, a bit too quickly.

Kaylee raised an eyebrow. "Okay..."

"Rick was just getting made fun of, again," Cass jumped in.

"Ah, well, that'll happen," Kaylee nudged him in the ribs with her elbow.

"Christ, what's wrong with you people?" Rick scowled. "I come over here to ask how the geriatric here is doing and comment on how well he's moving with injuries and dust for bones, but all I get is scorn."
Quinton laughed more. "Poor guy."
Rick clenched his teeth. "Can we at least try to pretend like the situation is serious here?"
The old man clapped a hand on Rick's shoulder. "Son, if you live long enough, you might learn that there's always a situation to be serious about. Find moments of joy, because if you're gonna die, you might as well do it with a laugh in your gut."
Muttering to himself, Rick stepped away from the old man, who began a conversation with Cass.

Kaylee followed. "Bit touchy?"

"Haven't I earned it?" Rick said with frown. "Also, did he just tell me to lighten up? Me?"

She shrugged. "You are pretty tense right now. Have been for a while."

"I haven't slept for a while. Things have been crappy for a while. We're still stuck babysitting this crowd for a while. So yeah, maybe I'll stay tense. Y'know, just for a while."
Tossing her hands up, Kaylee replied, "Whatever then. I'll leave you to it." She turned away.
"Wait, don't go..." Rick gave a sigh, reaching out. "Please don't be petty."
Kaylee smiled. "It's not about being petty; you're just not much fun like this. You wanna brood? Fine by me, but I ain't gonna hang around for it. It'll just make me cranky."
Rick wanted to object, but there was nothing he could say. He sighed again. "Sorry; I'll try to lighten up." He passed a long, sweeping gaze over the surroundings. "A little joking is fine, but we need to keep up our guard."
"Hate to break this to you," Kaylee eyed him with a skeptical look, "but we aren't a fighting force here."
"I know that," he replied, irritated, "but what were we supposed to do? Stay there, die a slow but certain death? At least with running we've got a-"
She waved him off. "Hey, you don't have to convince me. I'm with ya all the way, boss."
"At least the way is not too much further, thank God."
Rick was right; their intended exit path lay just ahead, though it'd take a while to squeeze everyone through the tight space. Then the next worry would be where to go, who they'd appeal to for help, and so on.
He fell into silent contemplation, dozens of possibilities and approaches to try. Kaylee continued walking beside him, a comforting presence to be sure, and evidently knowing him well enough to recognize deep thought.
Blocks swept beneath them, wrapped in the familiar questions from the crowd of how much further, where they were going, why they left in the first place, and others yet. Rick provided absentminded answers, not wanting to bear the burden of constantly easing their minds.
I've got my own worries to deal with, he thought.
Nearing the destination, Rick jogged to the front, getting ready to begin dispensing instructions on how to proceed. He wanted everything to progress in a clean and smooth fashion. Enough trouble would be had once they reached the surface.
As he turned the corner, he experienced a moment of half-startle before his body jolted into full attack mode. Trouble, it seemed, was already waiting for them.
Nigel, alive and grinning wildly, stood alone at the entrance to the building they sought.
No hesitation; he dies now! Rick thought, reaching for Isaac's revolver.
Movement and decisions passed between heartbeats. Rick's hand touched the grip, and Nigel's grin faded.
"Fire that weapon and a fury shall descend like none you've ever seen!"
Nigel finished the threat in the barest instant before Rick drew a bead. Something in the man's voice, something commanding and brutally honest made him hold his fire. Part of him wished the weight of the trigger was just a hair lighter. For better or worse, damnation or salvation, the gun would have fired. Rick knew in every fiber of his being that the shot would have struck true.
It took every ounce of effort for him to avoid dropping the weapon to his hip and fanning the hammer until naught remained of the bastard but a smear. For reasons unknown even to him but ruthlessly compelling all the same, he didn't fire.
God, what am I doing? His finger tightened again. I have to kill him. God, no hesitation, not again!
Rick took a breath and steeled himself to take the shot.
"Seven hundred of my loyal children have you surrounded!" Nigel called out, the grin faded, replaced by genuine disquiet.
He expected you to back down; he's off guard. Take the damn shot! a voice shouted in Rick's mind. Seven hundred... Gods... another whispered. What if he's telling the truth?
Goading thoughts highlighted the impossibility of survival against such odds. If he's telling the truth, then everyone is screwed, and I'd be a fool not to take the chance to drag him along. If he's lying and I miss this opportunity...
Nigel seemed to read Rick's mind, as he thrust out a hand. "Wait! One opportunity exists for the survival of your flock! One only!"
Rick hesitated again, cursing himself for the weakness he displayed. Just a little squeeze, the voice urged him on. End this farce. Don't play his games.
"Oh my God... How...?" Kaylee gawked, horrified.
Don't let him do this, the voice whispered. Don't let him...
"Shoot," Kaylee said in a meek tone. "Kill him again, Rick. Kill him now. Don't let him do this," she echoed his thoughts.
"Only one opportunity," Nigel repeated, his expression serious with none of the ridiculing humor or any hints of fear. "If I speak one word, or if I fall..." he made a quick motion across his throat. "All of your people here will die."
Bare seconds had passed between the moment where Rick had spotted Nigel and the torturous decision to shoot or not. The civilians began to catch up, murmurs and questions sweeping through the crowd behind him. If they realize what's happening, they'll panic. Oh dear God...
"Keep them in line, Richard," Nigel spoke in a warning tone. "They have the opportunity to survive, but fleeing..." he turned his palms upward, as if somehow the slaughter of hundreds existed out of his control.
Speaking of hundreds, Rick thought. He said he had seven hundred of his followers around us. Is that even possible? How could he have so many?
"Calm yourself and your flock, Richard. I will not ask again."
The use of a name which didn't belong to him boiled Rick's blood, and again a brief internal struggle of whether to shoot or not ensued.
"What's going on? What's happening?" Desmond's voice came from behind, the schoolteacher digging his way through the crowd.
With heavy doubts and heavier sorrow, Rick lowered the revolver. "Trouble," he whispered, not taking his eyes from the cult leader.
Desmond drew in a sharp breath. "Is that him? I thought he was dead." 
Rick gave a fraction of a nod, flickering a tiny glance to Kaylee at his side. She didn't speak, frozen and horrified.
"Please, no one move!" Desmond called out to the crowd. Questions resounded, a confused and apprehensive murmur. "Please, keep quiet, and keep calm! It is very important that you do so!"
By some miracle, the simple request caused the murmuring and questions to cease entirely. It's good they trust him, Rick thought.
Nigel eyed the unholstered weapon clenched in Rick's hand. For a moment, he appeared poised to comment, but instead he broke into a wide grin. Rick didn't know if he'd ever felt such hatred in that moment.
The cult leader basked in his own arrogance. His expression was one of smug triumph, and again every ounce of Rick's will went toward not blasting him into the next world. You haven't won anything yet, you monster, he thought.
"Excellent, very good Richard. You have many around you worthy of respect. I admire it." Nigel paced a few steps, his arms folded behind his back. He drew in a deep breath and released it in a sigh of contentment.
"Can you sense it?" he asked, excitement in his voice. "It's so... so intoxicating, this fear. It simmers in their blood." Nigel spun towards them. "Your blood."
The cult leader raised his arms skyward and bellowed, "Fear in their hearts!"
A response came, deafening and like rolling thunder. Voices crashed in all around, hundreds and more spiking a moment of numb terror in Rick's mind.
"FEAR IN THEIR BLOOD!"
Nigel cried out again, "Fear in their hearts!"
"FEAR IN THEIR BLOOD!" the roaring response came.
"Fear in their hearts!"
"FEAR IN THEIR BLOOD!"
The mantra echoed all around, followed by the anxious, bordering on terrified, whisperings of the crowd of civilians. Desmond, his voice and manner seeming unaffected, passed word through to keep calm, to not panic.
"Ah... I'm afraid some days I cannot help myself. Your flock is filled with so much delicious fear," Nigel took a few steps forward, "but I am nothing if not a man of my word."
He continued, "Dearest Richard and Kaylee. Your hearts bleed this same terror, and what I wish from you this evening is a choice."
Rick's insides clenched. Even with full knowledge of Nigel's terrible followers in vast quantities all around, part of him wished he had shot the bastard before this horrible damage could be done.
"Yes, a choice." Nigel grinned. "You see, we will eventually take everyone in this city into our embrace. We will cultivate the desperate dread in every single soul until it boils over, and then we will feast upon that fear in a song of Light without end or equal."
He swept a gesture. "Yes, all will be ours, but for tonight... tonight..." He straightened. "The choice is simple. Much more of this delicious terror can swell in these people, and in you yourselves, Richard and Kaylee. I ask you to decide who we will take this evening. The two of you... or all of them."
Rick's mouth went dry, and the air squeezed out of his lungs. A horrible, numbing cold spread across his body, and for a moment he had no inkling of what to say, do, or think: a moment which stretched on and on.
We can't... scattered thoughts leaked through. Too much... we have to finish... we just started... not like this... why does it have to end like this?
He finally broke away from gawking at Nigel, covering his mouth with a hand. He turned to Kaylee; her expression mirrored his anguish. She looked up at him in a terrified, sorrowful daze. The sight caused tears to well up in his eyes, his own despair yawning wide beneath him.
"Decide," Nigel said.
Rick hardly heard it. He and Kaylee lost focus on the world surrounding them, locked in each others' gaze. Too many thoughts rushed by: hopeless and impossible fight or flight, unfinished business, shattered hopes, and selfish desires.
Plain as day, her expression betrayed the desperation in his own heart. Every fiber of his being cried out to choose her, to choose the greater evil and allow so many to die in his place.
"We can't..." he whispered, and her glimmer of hope, the frantic desire to survive, vanished into a mask of pure despair.
"Why not?" she said in response, voice choked with emotion. "Why shouldn't we save ourselves?"
Rick's body trembled, and his knees felt weak, ready to give out at any second. "Could you live with it?"
Tears spilled down her cheeks, and Rick's heart flailed as if to burst from his chest. More than anything he'd ever known in his entire life, he wanted to scoop her up and run, to destroy anything preventing his path.
He wanted to kill Nigel, to rain hate, death, and destruction over all of his cursed followers. He wanted to smash Haven, this city of lost and terrible souls. He wanted to scour the earth of its terrible presence and wipe its existence from all living memory.
He wanted a quiet life. A calm place for them to live, to allow their strong fondness to grow into something more. He wanted the wonderful mysteries and unknowns of the future to be spread before them, to discover and share each one with her. He wanted life, life with her if such a possibility existed.
Rick did not want to die.
A horrible death at that: a fate he'd never have imagined in all his years fighting, hiding, running, and scraping by on not much more than sheer luck.
No, Rick didn't want to die, but every bit of him knew he had to.
Locked in their little world within each other, Rick viewed the same plight and sorrowful acceptance in Kaylee's eyes. Tears flowing down both their cheeks, they folded into an embrace.
"I'm sorry..." he whispered.
"I know," she replied. "Me too."
A moment of clarity settled over him, accompanied by a wave of intense regret. This person, this woman would have been everything to him. Her brash charm, her subtle cunning, the simple fact of her mind and soul mirroring his own... and her willingness to sacrifice herself and all future happiness in the simple act of doing the right thing...
Rick realized he loved her. Not fondness, not lust, not anything small, petty, or transitory.

Love.

Their death was imminent, and nothing seemed more important in his entire life than telling her this one simple truth.




He broke the embrace, staring into her eyes. "Kaylee... I... I lo-"

"Nigel is your name, is that correct?"

Their spell, the tiny bubble Rick and Kaylee spent unknown moments in, shattered, and the remembrance of surroundings crashed in all around.
The crowd behind them remained silent, and quick glances revealed no small amount of wide-eyed fear. However, their focus was not upon Rick and Kaylee, the subjects of their redemption. They watched something else...
Rick blinked, finally noticing the presence of Desmond and Olivia, the schoolteachers having stepped in front of him and Kaylee.
Nigel retained his smug expression but raised an eyebrow. "Yes, Nigel is indeed my name. What do you want?"
"Introductions are always a very polite thing." Desmond smiled his soft smile, creasing lines across his face. "Don't you agree?"
Some of the satisfaction on Nigel's face slipped away. "I suppose, but what-"
"I heard about the little wall of leadership, so I'm sure you already know who I am," the schoolteacher laid a hand on his chest, "but in deference to politeness, I'll introduce myself. My name is Desmond. This is my lovely wife, Olivia."
More of Nigel's expression disappeared into wariness and light confusion. "Fine, I still don't-"
Desmond interrupted, clasping hands at his waist, "And you are Nigel, a man with a very intriguing reputation. Isn't that right, dear?"
Olivia, displaying the same lack of fear as her husband, said, "Oh yes, very intriguing."
Hints of anger began to show on Nigel's face. He opened his mouth for some manner of reply, but Desmond continued speaking.
"I apologize for interrupting, and I do understand your proposal was intended solely for Rick and Kaylee here. However, they appear to be somewhat taken aback, so Olivia and I decided to act as their advocates in this discussion."
Nigel's eyes narrowed. "There's nothing to discuss; they need to make-"
"A choice, yes," Olivia spoke, her voice clear and calm, as if she were discussing philosophy or the weather instead of life and death. "However, my husband and I saw an opportunity for a counter-proposal, if you're willing to hear it."
The cult leader's expression indicated no desire to listen, but the schoolteachers carried on before Nigel could object.
"What we have is a choice between a couple of lives and many," Desmond said. "This stands to reason that these two, their lives, have in some way equal value in your mind to the many."
Olivia continued the train of discussion. "What we propose is thus: two other lives, if considered important enough, could be exchanged for those of Rick and Kaylee."
Rick's insides clenched again. He opened his mouth to object, but Desmond waved him off with a subtle gesture. No, they can't. Please, I don't want them to...
The irritation Nigel displayed fell to wariness, perhaps even curiosity. "And whose lives would you consider equal. Yours?"
Desmond and Olivia exchanged glances, giving each other a quiet, loving smile. "Yes," they spoke together, Desmond continuing alone, "our pictures were on the wall. The two of us must feature some level of importance."
"Certainly," Nigel replied, "but I don't hold the same value for your lives as theirs."
"Ah," Olivia spoke up, "but what you haven't considered is a principle of greater reward, with inconsequential risk."
Nigel raised an eyebrow.
The conversation progressed in what felt like slow motion to Rick. A train wreck, a brutal, destructive force he had no power to prevent. He felt sick and weak, incapable of useful action. Kaylee appeared to be in a daze, her eyes unfocused and expression blank.
All the while, against anything Rick or Kaylee would ever have wished, Olivia and Desmond did their best to absorb the terrible fate.
"You have already related your goal of everyone eventually falling to you, correct?" Desmond asked.
Frowning, Nigel nodded.
"It stands to reason then that Rick and Kaylee, as well as all of these other fine individuals, will die at the hands of you and your people," Olivia spoke, her voice without pleading or concern.
This drew another nod.
"Another aspect we believe we understand is the importance of fear, of abject terror in your ritual," Desmond offered. "Possibly a means of enriching the blood, which also seems quite important."
The married couple appeared to be alternating, switching back and forth with each facet of the discussion. Had Rick retained presence of mind, he might have seen their lucid argument and rotating style as a means to keep Nigel off-guard, perhaps a bit confused. If he'd held said presence of mind, Rick also may have noticed its success.
"In any case," Olivia continued, "we come back to risk versus reward." She motioned to her husband.
Desmond swept a hand. "Each individual here is not yet at the pinnacle of fear they can experience. I'd wager, considering Rick's initial aggressive reaction, that he and Kaylee are not yet there either."
Olivia set a hand on her husband's shoulder. "Allowing Rick, Kaylee, and all of these others to live provides an opportunity to allow greater enrichment of what you seek. They will grow more and more afraid, especially after the events of this night."
The silence of the crowd abated, slipping into a murmur.
"We can strongly assure you," Desmond said, gesturing to himself and his wife, "the two of us are at the absolute pinnacle of our disquiet over your influence. Thus..."
"Thus you are best served to take those ready for harvest, allowing the others to ripen further," Olivia said. "It poses small risk considering the certainty of your eventual success."
Rick recovered small portions of concrete thought during the period of silence which ensued. A deep, unwavering gratitude accompanied by crushing guilt assailed his emotions. "You shouldn't do this," he said in a murmur, barely moving his lips. "It's not right."
Desmond, not having taken his eyes away from the in-consideration Nigel, smiled. "Of course we should," he replied softly. "For reasons too numerous to count."
"Why?" Kaylee whispered, her entire body corded with tension.
"Youth versus age seems obvious," Olivia half-turned her head, cocking an eyebrow. "Pardon the romantic in me, but young love is something to protect and cherish as well."
Rick scowled, making less effort to hush his tone. "That's just stupid. We want to survive as much as anyone else, but we-" He stopped, casting a nervous glance at Kaylee. She gave him a firm nod. "We aren't worth it."
Nigel remained in thought, rubbing his chin and not speaking. A few individuals were now pressing forth with fearful questions about what was going on, who was shouting, if they were in trouble, what Olivia and Desmond were doing, and so forth. Rick, anger providing recovery to his muddled thoughts, opened his mouth, intending to re-volunteer himself for the terrible death.
"Don't be an idiot," Quinton's growling tone spoke from beside him, the old man having moved forward. Cass was next to him, her face white with terror, but she didn't seem capable of speaking.
The old man continued, "If you don't consider your youth and status as worth something, use your head. Between them and you," he motioned to both couples, "who's got the better shot at keeping these folks alive?"
Rick opened his mouth to answer something like, They do, of course; they've done it all these years, but Quinton frowned at him, creasing lines on his face.
"You know better," was all the old man said, and it held true. Intelligent survivors who managed a community was impressive, but they never had to deal with much in the way of direct conflict.
"You two are better at this leadership crap," Rick replied, feeling lame.
"Some things, certainly. Survival in these conditions?" Desmond finally turned toward Rick. He waved a gesture at Nigel. "He'll return for the rest; I'm sure of it. Will you be ready? Will you allow him to do as he says, to take all of the others?"
A lump of emotion rose up in Rick's chest. That's where it is. I'll have to fight Nigel's horde... again. What could Desmond and Olivia hope to do against him? For that matter, what hope do I have?
Rick wasn't quite ready to let it go. "The kind of hell you're facing... I can't let you do it."
"There's no allowance or otherwise; no best choice." Olivia touched his arm. "Our usefulness to the cause has run its course. It's up to you to save them, to lead them out of this place. What we may suffer is tiny compared to the hope you bring of a better life for these people."
"Besides," Desmond gave a soft smile, shifting his coat to reveal what Rick recognized as a couple of grenades at his belt, "we don't intend to make it easy."
Without waiting for Rick's response, the other man turned back. "Well, Nigel. It appears you've come to a decision?"
Nigel stood ready, waiting for them to finish the discussion with his arms crossed behind his back. "Yes, I have. Your proposition is interesting, and I have to say I had thought of nothing like it. All of your summaries are more or less true," he gave a wicked grin, "but lucky for you, you'll have the opportunity to understand what we do and why firsthand."
Desmond remained unconcerned. "Does this mean you agree?"
The cult leader nodded. "Yes. I don't doubt you've had a few last-moment, encouraging words for how to stop me or some other nonsense, but I don't care. This ploy of yours is well thought-out, but simple in so many ways." Nigel waved his hand. "You believe these two can help keep your pathetic people alive. I assure you they cannot, and I assure you that your sacrifice is meaningless."
Then why agree? Rick wondered, clenching his fist.
"All shall be mine, and I am not concerned about their little flight, nor will those surfacers whose skirts they'll hide behind cause any worry. I agree to your proposal for one simple reason. The two of believe you are as afraid as you can be? That you understand real terror and pain?" True malice shone on Nigel's face. "I wish to challenge that."
The pure, animal desire in Nigel's eyes, the anticipation and joy of causing harm... Rick's hand tightened on the revolver. I hope you get nice and close, asshole. I hope Desmond blasts you three miles past hell.
"I'll wait a while," Desmond said under his breath, showing no fear to Nigel's threat. "Give you time to get everyone out."
Olivia swooped in for a quick hug on both Rick and Kaylee in turn. She whispered in his ear. "I imagine Nigel will get pretty upset when we spoil his ritual, so move everyone quickly in case he comes back. Take care of our people, and take care of yourselves."
Tears streamed down Kaylee's cheeks, and she choked up, unable to speak. Though experiencing more anger than sorrow, Rick likewise couldn't find much for words. Gratitude seemed inadequate and stupid.
"We won't forget this," he finally said, grasping Desmond's hand.

"Good," the man replied.

A heavy scowl on his face, Quinton gave a sharp nod to the schoolteachers. The married couple smiled before turning towards Nigel.

"We're ready," Desmond said.

"Good," Nigel said. "Follow me. I assume you don't need restraint?"

The schoolteachers shook their heads. With a smile to his wife, Desmond offered his arm. Olivia took it, and as if on a romantic stroll, the two moved off without the slightest bit of concern or worry.
Nigel held the same wicked grin, one which promised terrible things. It made Rick sick to his stomach. Bastard's so eager to cause pain, he thought. Give 'em hell, Desmond.
The cult leader spared no further threats or time on the crowd of people or individuals in it. Rick, Kaylee, Cass, and Quinton simply watched as Nigel and the schoolteachers moved out of sight.
Few words were spoken; none gave comfort to any of the people left. Questions went unanswered. Eventually people took the dismal expression on Rick's face and his consistent silence to mean he wasn't planning on enlightening them, so in full mercy, they shut up.
No time to mourn, no time for anything but continuing on. God bless 'em, the people moved with purpose and few complaints, and before he knew it, the process of getting them to the surface city was well under way.
All the while, he listened to the horizon, waiting for a soft and distant boom! to signal the schoolteachers' end.
 
 
******
 
 
Desmond and Olivia held light conversation during the time which followed. No fear, no concern, no mild anxiety of any kind presented itself during the walk.
A few of Nigel's people melted out of the shadows, moving to flank their leader. The married couple watched, exchanging the occasional whispered analysis.
It was a good opportunity, though unfortunate neither schoolteacher would likely survive to tell anyone about how Nigel's cadre functioned.
They appeared as any other group of individuals with an elevated, near-worshipped leader. Instead of the fervor and insanity most often displayed, they talked and whispered as normal, rational people.
For the most part, anyway. There was almost a tangible reverence, and though neither Desmond nor Olivia could catch any of the conversation, it became obvious how important Nigel's word was.
"Strategy, you think?" Desmond whispered.
"Probably. I doubt they'll wait long before heading up to the surface." She gave his hand a squeeze.
In spite of their mostly relaxed attitude, both Desmond and Olivia experienced slight twinges of discomfort as a heavy stench of decay grew more and more prominent. Initially, they had wondered if Nigel would bring them all the way back to the red light district for the ritual, but the direction wasn't quite right.
Also, as opposed to sidestepping the dumping grounds for the above fallen, Nigel appeared to be leading them toward one. The married couple exchanged a look of mild distaste, but they both steeled themselves. Neither wished to give Nigel the slightest satisfaction.
The smell intensified, foul and nauseating. The analysis and conversation between the two fell to a minimum, their efforts focused upon not becoming sick. It couldn't have been much further, but still they wondered what purpose existed in this path.
Other of Nigel's followers came and went, seeming unfazed by the horrible stink of the area. Each messenger appeared to bring good news from the satisfied expression on Nigel's face. Such a thing would undoubtedly be bad for everyone else, but the married couple couldn't catch any details from the reports.
They reached their destination, and with the simple of act of gesturing, Nigel proved to Desmond and Olivia that their hearts contained room for shock, awe, and even a little more fear.
Neither schoolteacher knew what to say. The actions being taken by individuals standing atop a pile of deceased bodies were not grotesque but instead impossible. Desmond and Olivia had expected to see atrocities, to be paraded in front of the worst behaviors humanity could inflict upon one another. They expected to be threatened with such action and to thwart it with a noble death. They expected terrible things...
...not miracles.
The dead were piled high, and the odor they released overpowered the married couple's senses. They wondered at the depths of filth, decay, and disease this place held. Several of Nigel's followers crawled over the top or circled around it, watching and listening with great care.
As Desmond and Olivia observed, one of the cultists stepped forward and moved several bodies aside. Digging through the pile, Nigel's follower pulled one of the corpses out, except...
The woman's eyes were open, and her mouth moved. Once free of the pile, the man knelt over her, murmuring softly. The woman drew rapid breaths, in and out, and her displayed confusion and fear.
Several minutes of this went by, and the woman began to weep. No obvious injury appeared present on her body, but she occasionally cried out. Whether from an emotional or physical source was uncertain; either or both seemed plausible.
At first, the schoolteachers considered several things. Was a survivor dumped like the rest of the dead by mistake? Had they assumed her injury to be fatal? Why the lack of a merciful death in such a case? How, then, did the already injured woman survive such a long fall? Why did she appear to be without any obvious wounds?
The questions remained unanswered for quite some time, until the cultists extracted a second survivor from the pile. Nigel stood, smiling with pure self-assurance while surprise in the schoolteachers continued to mount.
Time passed, and a third was brought out. Then a fourth.
Dead men and women were rising, being brought to new life. Impossible, yet it happened in front of them all the same. More bizarre was the tenderness shown by Nigel's people. Those with new life were not harmed or antagonized, far from it. The first risen woman had been led away by a cultist who offered his arm to assist with her unsteady balance.
"This is impossible," Desmond said, eyes wide.
Olivia squeezed his hand, her careful, calm composure slipping. "This is why they have so many people. They're..."
Nigel broke into a wide grin. "Yes. We have been granted the power to raise those who have been fallen, to give them new life and purpose. Soon, all shall know the glory of rebirth. All shall feel the sweet agony of life taken, cleansed, and returned."
He tilted his head. "The two of you will take considerable effort. Strong-willed individuals are reluctant to part with past lives, but several cycles of rebirth should dull those memories. You, like all others, will serve the Light."
Olivia gasped, covering her mouth, and Desmond clenched his jaw. This was not what they'd expected. Death and rebirth, repeated unto insanity?
No, this wasn't going to be allowed. Tearing his eyes from the impossible, frightening, and miraculous sight, he drew Olivia in for a tight hug. Every part of him wished he could spread word of this... this recruitment of Nigel's army, but escape would've been impossible.
They'll have to find out for themselves, Desmond thought, tears in his eyes. He drew back, smiling at his wife and clasping hands. "I love you," he said, drawing one of her hands to a grenade on his belt and grasping one himself.
She smiled at him, and all worldly concern melted away. "I love you, too," she said.
The shouting of surrounding cultists didn't penetrate their final moments together. Pins were pulled without hesitation, and if they'd have spent one tiny moment to look, they'd have seen fury on Nigel's face.
But one tiny moment of elsewhere attention would've been too much time apart. A flood of memories, joy and sorrow, crossed their thoughts as they gazed into each others' eyes. A good life, Desmond thought, viewing the same satisfaction from his wife.
With pride and love in their hearts, Desmond and Olivia embraced, one last time.
 
 
 Chapter 14: Harmony
 

Dozens of OHU members, led by Isaac, trekked through the streets of upper-Haven. They carried no weapons, and they made no attempt to hide themselves.
Several individuals were uncomfortable, angry at the chosen course of action. Isaac guessed many would like nothing better than to put a bullet in his head and attempt to seize command of the OHU.
However, enough individuals agreed with him. They chose the only option which could result in survival for the greatest number of people. A few of those who objected actually abandoned the OHU and everyone, gathering a few possessions and moving off to somewhere unknown. Isaac didn't object; he made it clear that no one would be forced to follow him.
In spite of ill feelings, not many held strong objections. In truth, numerous people expressed relief at the choice. Too many years of against-odds fighting had filled their lives. It wasn't enough to struggle in vain, to be driven into hiding, hunted and killed.
They'd had enough.
With Isaac at the front, the high-ranking members of the Old Haven Union marched through the streets, crossing through the barrier, past the ever-blaring propaganda. They knew sentries had to be watching, but no one opened fire, yelled for them to halt, or made any attempt to slow their progress.
They marched, fearless and ready to accept whatever fate befell them.
 
 
******
 
 
Michaels and Malcolm crossed paths with Rick and Kaylee not long after leaving Gottfried's care. The researcher was shocked to see them leading a few hundred civilians through one of the exit points, the occupants of the school having evidently fled.
"I suppose my warning isn't exactly necessary now. A shame I wasted this time," Michaels had said upon moving over to Rick, who walked with Kaylee.
Initially, Michaels thought perhaps his first statement may have been too callous, as the pair provided no response of any kind, hardly acknowledging his presence.
With one look at the despair on the many faces of the crowd, it became obvious that something terrible had happened. Rick and Kaylee remained stoic, and Quinton muttered a gladness to see Michaels alive, but a somber shroud had descended upon the entire group.
Those schoolteachers are gone. Oh dear, Michaels thought. He asked Rick and Kaylee where they were, but again he received no response. Annoyed, he continued to hassle them until dragged aside by the old man.
"Leave him alone. Got a lot on his mind."
"Who doesn't?" Michaels replied in a harsh whisper. "What I have to tell him is of the utmost importance, but he won't even look me in the eye!"
The kid, Cass, stepped over. "Seriously doc, just shut up for a bit." She featured a frightened and despairing attitude.
Michaels scowled and opened his mouth to scold the child, but her appearance gave him pause. Sighing, he relaxed a fraction and dropped his voice. "Fine. At least tell me why everyone is so dismal."
She did.
"Dear lord..." he whispered once she finished speaking.
"Yeah..." Cass closed her eyes, wiping a tear from her cheek. "I don't know how they're managing. I can't think about anything else; Desmond and Olivia were such good people..."
Michaels couldn't imagine what the two survivors felt, rescued against their will. Kaylee held Rick's arm and leaned up against him, a new but not unexpected development. He thought of Claudia, closing his eyes for a moment.
"Come with me if you like," he said to Cass and Quinton. "I'm going to speak with them now. It's very important."
"No, you go ahead. Me and the kid'll stay here. They don't need to be overcrowded right now." The old man waved him off.
With Malcolm trailing behind, Michaels migrated over, and the researcher stepped in front of Rick and Kaylee, blocking their path. The pair stopped walking, both staring at Michaels with blank expressions.
"I understand what you've been through tonight was difficult," the former Citizen began, seeing no reaction, "but I'm afraid things will get no less so. I have discovered something important, something equally amazing and terrifying."
Rick's face displayed no interest, but at least he seemed to be listening. He's not trying to shove me out of the way, which I suppose is good, Michaels thought.
He launched into his findings, the potential for immortality they all likely bore in their blood, and the renewed threat Nigel and his people represented. Rick's face changed little during the brief explanation, save for a slight frown. Kaylee listened as well. Upon hearing of the immortality, she cursed Nigel's name and stormed off, moving toward the old man and the young girl.
"Finished?" Rick asked when Michaels stopped speaking.
"Yes, but what now do you intend-"
Rick shoved his way past the researcher, making a slight hand gesture for people to continue. Michaels was about to object, to begin flinging insults when Rick turned back for a second and motioned for the former Citizen to follow.
"Sorry, don't mean to be rude," Rick said, passive. "If what you say is true, it's more important than ever that we keep moving."
Oh, Michaels thought. I see. He opened his mouth to repeat his question, but Rick interrupted.
"There's only one thing I can think of doing right now," Rick said. "A couple of things, but they're related."
Michaels listened, allowing him to speak.
"Escape's the best shot, but tunneling doesn't seem very plausible right now. So..." Rick wilted, sighing. "We have to reach the Institute and see if we can shut the field off."
A chill swept through the researcher. "How can you think this possible?" he asked. "The defenses up and down the spire have annihilated anyone who's tried. That's assuming Isaac doesn't shoot you on the spot, or do you intend to assault the Institute with this pitiful little-"
"Stop talking," Rick cut him off, a hard, threatening edge in his voice.
Michaels obeyed, eyes going wide.
"I don't have all the answers. I don't get why people think I do or why they'll cast themselves into hell for that belief." Rick didn't look at the former Citizen while speaking. His tone contained harsh, bitter emotion. "This is the goddamn best I can do."
Swallowing hard, Michaels tried to find something to say.
Rick looked over at him. "If we don't get out soon, we're all going to die in the most horrible ways. If what you say is true, it'll probably be more than once. Now more than ever is it important for us to find a way out, and this is the only option we've got. Maybe if Nigel spends a few days preparing, we'll have time to make it work. If not, we need to consolidate a defense. Going to the Institute covers both options."
Michaels was surprised to find himself in agreement. He gave a nod.
"Good. You're probably the only one who knows much about the Institute, so I'll need your help."
"Not only," Michaels jumped in surprise to hear Malcolm speak, seemingly for the first time all evening. The creature had been silent for so long, Michaels had all but forgotten about him.
Rick favored Malcolm with an inquisitive expression.
The creature considered his words. "Not only him. Me. I will help. I know the place. I know its secrets."
Nodding, Rick said, "Good."
Michaels asked, "What about Isaac?"
"Whether it means surrendering or beating him to death..." Rick replied, his voice hard. "I'll do what's necessary."
 
 
******
 
 
Word of the OHU approach reached Gottfried's ears less quickly than he'd have liked. However, none of the Inquisitors sent with equipment had returned, and the loss of so many helpful eyes and ears left him with less opportunity to catch wind of news.
Implications raced through his mind, and Gottfried immediately ran to Davidson's office, cursing when he discovered his industrious leader already departed.
No weapons, no sign of threat or fear. They're walking, and no one is stopping them. The messenger's report played over and over in his thoughts, followed by possible implications to outright speculation.
All of the variations came down to two distinct possibilities: surprise attack or surprise negotiations.
Considering how they appeared unarmed, how Davidson was likely engaged in setting up a place to halt their approach and have them covered from all sides, and how the OHU had fewer combat-capable individuals than the Citizens to begin with...
"A surprise attack appears unlikely," he murmured. Perhaps they wish to create a truce of some kind. Gregory Michaels did express his warning to them as being met with a mixed reaction. Perhaps they feared little chance of survival alone.
Gottfried found himself desperate for more information, lamenting the likely loss of too many faithful Inquisitors yet again. The organization had already lost much of its roster, and it seemed unlikely to recover.
The High Inquisitor chastised himself for such pointless worries in this time of crisis. Many things are of greater concern. The principles of the Inquisition and its body can be rebuilt.
For the first time he could remember, a wistful smile crossed Gottfried's lips. The thought of a stable society, a stable world in which he could recraft the policing body to represent higher utility and efficiency. None of Julian Wresh's idiotic power-mongering: a clean entity dedicated to perfecting the balance between freedom and control.
The idea held so fresh and compelling to him that he had to regain his bearings, walking without direction for a few blocks. Sadly, the time it took to alter his course brought rationality back into full swing. The prospect of rebuilding society and one of its functions only mattered if enough people stayed alive.
Or sane, he thought, considering Michaels' talk of immortality and endless death. The prospect of youth and freedom from lasting injury had its appeal, but...
His thoughts trailed away upon catching sight of a gathering of Citizens. Gottfried drew his walk into a brisk jog.
In time, he spotted the tall, thin form of Davidson, flanked by several imposing and well-armed guards. Behind these were a large number of regular soldiers, all geared up and ready for a fight. As the High Inquisitor neared, he could see weaponry sticking out of the windows in the flanking buildings for several blocks.
It appears Davidson has the situation in hand. Hopefully he handles this well.
Gottfried picked through the crowd, frowning at the couple of individuals who tried to block his path. The guards gave him a wary eye but allowed passage.
"I expected you sooner," Davidson spoke. "The loss of your Inquisitors is difficult, is it not?"
There was no reason to be dishonest. "Yes, most difficult."
"I fear I hold no great sorrow for your... loss. As you are aware, I am not fond of the Inquisition, but any deaths are... regrettable."
Gottfried gave a nod. "Thank you, sir." The sympathy was a bit unexpected, but the High Inquisitor found himself genuinely grateful he received even that much.
"Your analysis of this situation?" Davidson kept his gaze upon the empty street, stretching before him.
The Citizen leader didn't bother asking if Gottfried knew the circumstances, but it was just as well. The High Inquisitor thought he could hear the sound of numerous, distant footfalls. If they're getting close, we won't have much time to speculate, he thought. Out loud, he said, "Two concrete possibilities exist. One is foolhardy."
Davidson nodded. "Yes... a battle would go poorly for them. A truce may not progress any better, but I won't make such a decision lightly."
"Your intent?"
Tapping an index finger on his lips, Davidson replied, "I am unsure. Slaughtering them may be the most expedient choice, regardless of their objectives."
A twinge of tension set in Gottfried's jaw.
"Hm." Davidson said, glancing at the High Inquisitor's small reaction. "I assumed you would find this course unfavorable."
There was no denying it. "It seems unnecessary," Gottfried said.
"It might be the best option for morale, and it contains the least risk. Our foes... forever crushed?"
"We live in uncivilized times, to be sure," the High Inquisitor replied, "but are we to descend into barbarism? Our predecessors ruined this city in such action. It would be a shame to repeat their mistakes, even in the name of expediency."
Davidson put on a thoughtful expression.
"Regardless," Gottfried continued, "the Old Haven Union, whatever remains of it, may not be our only hostile party."
"Then you believe the arrogant researcher who you allowed to escape so easily?" the tall man raised an eyebrow.
Gottfried ignored the jab. "It's not a matter of belief but of prudence. If they are a portion as formidable as has been reported, they could pose a serious problem. If they ambushed and killed my Inquisitors..." he trailed off, clenching teeth.
In the distance, a mass of individuals began to take shape. They moved with purpose and without hesitation, growing closer with each moment.
Davidson drew in a deep breath. "I admit... the report of former Citizen Michaels caused some concern, but I have difficulty appreciating his word."
"Obstinate and arrogant he may be," Gottfried said, "but in my experience: honest to a fault."
"Hm. You may be right," Davidson replied, folding his arms behind his back and turning his attention to the approaching crowd.
Nothing more was said while a large number of OHU members continued forward. The man in front was the one called Isaac, an individual not terribly bright in the High Inquisitor's opinion. Gottfried hoped he wouldn't be quite so idiotic as he'd been in their previous encounter. He appeared to have a good start at least; the man carried a long pole, the top of which bore a scrap of white fabric.
Isaac stopped several paces away from Davidson. A silence hung in the air: heavy, thick, and permeated with a deadly tension. Gottfried drew in shallow breaths, knowing full well how little it would take to create a bloodbath out of this meeting. A sense of hatred permeated the vicinity as well, but to Gottfried's surprise, few of the soldiers he could actually see wore it openly.
Davidson and Isaac stared, sizing each other up. Moments dripped by, and Gottfried wondered idly if the OHU leader intended to speak.
"Good evening," Isaac said, answering the High Inquisitor's question. "My name is Isaac, and I am in command of the Old Haven Union forces."
"Citizen Jeremiah Davidson," the Citizen leader responded in a cold tone.
Isaac bowed his head. "We've come here carrying no weapons, marching under the sign of truce. We've been recently told that a problem is rising which threatens everyone in the city. I assume the doctor has reached and informed you by now as well?"
Davidson gave a nod.
"Good." Isaac cleared his throat. "Then, it is in the spirit of mutual gain which we offer to you, first and foremost, our services in an alliance to fend off this problem. Second, in the goal of continued survival for all individuals in Haven, far beyond this and whatever other evils plague us here, and as a show of our good faith..."
Isaac swept a glance across the Citizen soldiers, both on the street and those in buildings. He turned back to Davidson, taking in a deep breath.
"We also offer our unconditional surrender."
 
 
******
 
 
"Halt! Who goes there?"
"Cram a sock in it," Kaylee said, stepping forward with a scowl on her face. Though still in mild shock and feeling heavy sorrow for the sacrifice of Desmond and Olivia, she knew a lot of work needed to be done.
The sentry blinked, surprised. "Oh, it's you..." his eyes widened, viewing the crowd stopped a few dozen feet behind her, "...and two hundred other people?"
Kaylee waved at him to lower his weapon. "OHU takes any who ask and are willing to work toward freedom, right?"

"Uhh... I guess, but there's really-"

"So what's the problem then?" Kaylee folded her arms.

The guard scratched his head. "Nothing, I suppose. The higher-ups are out right now. It'd be nice to ask Isaac about this, but..."
Kaylee narrowed her eyes. "Where did they go?"
"They went to negotiate a truce and surrender with the Citizens."
"Come again?" Her eyes went wide. Oh, Rick's gotta hear this, she thought.
"Yeah. I don't get it, really, but it seems we can't hold out on our own anymore. Probably wouldn'ta been a problem if Sergei was still alive."
Her mind whirled, wondering how Isaac could have possibly come to such a decision. "Who knows?" she said in a distracted tone. "Maybe he's right."
"Sure. I mean, maybe. I guess if I didn't think it was at least a little right, I'd have taken off with the others."
"Others?" Kaylee asked.
He tilted his head. "You been gone a while, huh? Missed a lot." The man shrugged. "A few people didn't agree with Isaac's decision. He didn't force 'em to stay, so they decided to take off. God knows what they're up to. I think they're dumb to be by themselves, especially with all the demon talk."
Everything this man said appeared to be between something surprising and utter nonsense. She coaxed more information from him, realizing that Michaels hadn't been terribly discreet when talking about the nano-whatsits. Rumor, conjecture, and fabrication had morphed the story, and this particular guard seemed to have been told about some hideous, unkillable monsters who were ready to boil out of Old Haven and slaughter everyone with vicious claws and teeth.
Not far from the truth, but whatever. "I'm going to get some of these people settled, okay? I know it'll take a bit to get their names down and get them squared away in empty quarters, but these guys are refugees. The demons you heard about drove them out of their homes."
The guard's eyes went wide. "Sh-shit. Are th-they going to be coming here next?"
Kaylee shrugged. "Who knows?" She walked by the frightened sentry, signaling the group to move forward.
The guard out front of the Institute was less cooperative. Threatening, arguing, and doing her best to frighten him accomplished very little.
"You realize me and my hundreds of refugees could beat you to a pulp and no one would care?" she asked, patience wearing thin.
The man smirked. "Some 'refugees' they'd be, then. You probably won't get much by threats, you know."
Kaylee continued the debate for several more minutes. Part of her wondered if simply marching the individuals by him would succeed, as he appeared to be engaging in nothing more than disagreement for the sake of spite.
"Enough," a ragged voice called from the interior, familiar yet difficult to place. "Your shouting will wake the dead!"
Tanya, Kaylee thought. She doesn't sound so good.
The thin blonde woman walked around the corner, confirming both her identity and status. Tanya appeared shabby, worn out, and half-dead. She held an oxygen mask against her face, which had a pale, sunken, and exhausted look.
"Oh. It's you." The Russian woman gave a slight frown. "Where have you been? We assumed you died."

"I was-"

"No matter." Tanya coughed into her arm. "Why are you yelling at this man in the street at this hour?"

Blinking, Kaylee searched for an appropriate response. "He's saying we can't enter the Institute!"

"Who is 'we'?"

Kaylee quickly explained the situation, including the noble and terrible deaths of Desmond and Olivia.

Tanya nodded. "Yes, I see. We will find them places to stay in this area. Have them remain out front for the time being, and we shall see where we have some room, yes?" Kaylee agreed, and the other woman turned and shuffled off into the Institute.
After smirking with full smugness at the guard, Kaylee jogged back over to the main group. A thought occurred to her while she moved. Yikes. Tanya was being civil. What the heck happened to her?
Rick crouched near the edge of the group. Cass, Michaels, and Quinton were with him, but no one spoke. Malcolm stood a distance away, ever aloof. Rick stared off into nothing, in deep thought; Kaylee and everyone else knew how heavily Desmond and Olivia's sacrifice weighed upon him. Since talking to Michaels on the way over, he hadn't said a word.
He raised his eyes, still not speaking but the question evident all the same.
"Yeah, we're good." Kaylee gave a thumbs up. "Tanya of all people pulled rank on the guard to shut him up. Sorry it took so long."
With a nod, he returned to his distant vigil.
She clenched her teeth, chafing at his withdrawal. Kaylee bit back a scathing insult, worried insensitivity would create further isolation. Glancing about the circle, Kaylee winced at the sight of similar, dismal introspection on the other faces. Good lord, it's contagious. Maybe not yelling, but I have to do something.
Kaylee knelt next to him, brushing a strand of hair out of her face. She stared at him with an earnest expression, not moving or speaking until he turned toward her.
"Come with me," she said, offering a hand.
Rick hesitated, but a slight furrowing of Kaylee's brow spurred him into reluctant action. He took her hand, and together they walked away from the group.
He sighed, finally speaking. "What do you want, Kaylee?"
"I want you to get over this quiet, whining crap." So much for sensitivity, she thought with a wince.
Taken aback, he developed a hurt expression. "How can you say that? Gods, Olivia and Desmond might not even be dead yet. They might still be suffering because of-"
"Because they thought, they knew, you could handle taking care of their people," she interrupted. "Are you so intent on proving their choice wrong that you'll throw out their sacrifice altogether?"
"No, I wouldn't-"
She cut him off with a sharp gesture. "Then what are you doing now? Moping, staying all quiet? They don't need someone sulking in the corner. They need someone who knows what they're doing. Someone they know they can trust."
"Oh yeah?" Rick's face lit with anger. "Maybe I need five goddamn minutes to wrap my head around this shit! Maybe I need to take a deep breath and figure things out before I jump back in with half-baked schemes and sarcastic quips. Couldn't I have at least gotten a little bit longer to think in peace?"
The urge to relent and back off pushed against Kaylee, but she held her ground. "You don't think I want to let go again? Cry a little, punch some walls? Sorry, no more time for it. Pick yourself up; there's work to be done."
"What, not even five minutes when all we're doing is waiting?" He gave a half-hearted smile.

She eyed him warily. "If I leave you here for five minutes, can you pull yourself together?"

He tilted his head in consideration before nodding.

With an inward sigh, Kaylee stood. "Five minutes. Mope, cry, curse; do whatever you need. If I catch a hint of it when you walk back over, I'm kicking your ass." She walked away, back to the group.
The brief amount of time since Rick's departure accomplished apparent wonders for the individuals. Michaels, Cass, and Quinton had ceased their silent consideration and instead engaged in soft conversation.
"No, no, no," the researcher shook his head, "simple tissue damage isn't going to be enough. Few of the cultists will be incapacitated by flesh wounds, and their zealous nature and augmented bodies may keep them fighting beyond what you might think."
Cass frowned. "What about hitting vital organs?"
"Yes, anything of that nature will cause incapacitation. We can't count on anything but physical damage sufficient to cease effective motion. Any wound they do receive might heal in time-"
"-but the longer they stay down, the better," Quinton finished the thought.
"Correct."
The only individual continuing the quiet introspection was Malcolm. Not surprising, I guess. She walked over to him, allowing the others to continue the macabre conversation.
"Hey."

He looked up at her.

"Haven't seen you much around lately," she said.

Malcolm gave a slight shrug. "Much happening."
"I suppose..." she replied.
The awkward, halting conversation continued for a short time, and a slight pang of regret resonated within Kaylee. We weren't all that close, she thought, but being around him was never this weird.
"Well, in case I don't get a chance to later on..." she stretched up from her crouch, "I wanted to make sure to thank you for all you've done. Most of us would be dead a few times over without your help."
"Welcome."
Kaylee wanted to ask more of him, to find out how he was coping with memories and identity. She knew it had caused him some amount of strain, but he always held himself at such a distance. He helped her, saved her, so many times; she wanted to repay a portion of the favor but didn't know how.
Tanya's approach halted any further thought on the matter. The blonde woman limped and half-stumbled. She looks terrible, Kaylee thought. Gottfried never mentioned any specifics, but maybe she was hurt during the Citizen attack. She wondered with a chill where Eugene was.
The woman waved Kaylee over. "We have several places available for them to stay. Are you the one in charge of these people?"
"No; he'll be back in just a minute."
"Hm." Tanya crossed her arms. "I should also have you know situations may not remain as they are, with Isaac's proposed plan. He and the others may already be dead for all I am aware."
"Yeah, I heard about the surrender. He's actually going for it?"
Tanya shifted her weight with a wince. "He held concern based upon your Citizen's findings." She motioned to Michaels. "Since you are not lying about what happened to the poor schoolteachers and the simple fact this Nigel appears to have returned from the dead..."
Kaylee gave her head a slow shake. "Never would've expected Isaac to do the smart thing."
"It is most unexpected," Tanya replied. "Sergei's loss was very difficult for him, as was the fall of too many others..." Her eyes grew distant, and a soft, sad smile crossed her lips.
Aw damn. Eugene... Kaylee thought with a frown. "What happened?"
"Killed." Tanya bowed her head. "Saving me from my own reckless stupidity."
"I'm sorry." Kaylee didn't press for details.
Tanya waved off the apology. "Color begins to return to him. I have removed the bullets from his body and have dressed his many wounds. I hope he will regain consciousness sometime soon."
Kaylee blinked. "Huh? He's... not dead?"
"At first I thought it imagination, but no longer," Tanya smiled. "Your doctor friend was correct about this immortality. My survival is proof enough, but Eugene will walk among us soon. I know it."
"Wow," Kaylee replied, dizzied by the thought. Sure, Michaels had babbled about the healing powers of the crap in Malcolm's blood, and she knew Malcolm himself was reborn of a dead Citizen. I guess I never actually believed it. Not completely.
To a certain extent she still didn't, but she held no doubts that Tanya fully believed it: Eugene had died, and now signs of life returned to him.
"Yes," the blonde woman nodded, "this is truly a time of miracles."

Kaylee opened her mouth to express baffled agreement, but she fell silent instead.

Rick approached, his five minutes concluded.

From his posture, facial expression, and tone of voice, Kaylee knew her bout of chastising did the trick. Nothing but the slightest hints of his former glum appearance remained.
Kaylee raised an eyebrow. "Okay?"

He gave a nod. "Yeah." He looked at Tanya. "You helping us out?"

"Yes," she replied.

"Good." He turned away from them, calling out in a loud voice. "All right, everyone listen up! We're going to organize with this nice lady to discover where each of you are going. Group leaders please come over here in an orderly fashion, and work with her to figure things out. Be patient, be polite, and get to it."
Individuals jogged forward. Rick motioned for Kaylee to follow, and they walked over to where Michaels and the others were seated.
"Okay," Rick said. "I need Malcolm and the doc here to come with me. They know the Institute and the area we need to get to."
He turned toward Cass and Quinton. "You two need to get a watch posted. Try to find a couple others to help out, and keep in mind Kaylee here might know good routes and vantages. There's sure to be some trouble if Isaac comes back, and it'd be nice to have a warning. You can maybe coordinate with other OHU, but don't count on it too much."
Quinton grunted acknowledgement, nudging the reluctant Cass until she provided a nod.

"Go ahead," Rick spoke to the hunkered down group. "I'll catch up in a sec," he said to Michaels and Malcolm.

Without complaint, the two former Citizens moved off. Rick eyed Cass and Quinton. "You guys, too."

The old man gave a knowing smirk, rising. Flexing his wounded leg, he nodded in approval. "C'mon, kid," he offered Cass a hand.
With a frown, the teenage girl took his hand, rose to her feet, and followed him toward the civilian group.

"We'll keep our eyes open," Kaylee said to him. "You guys just figure out whatever you can."

Rick smiled at her. "We will." He moved close and pulled her into a hug. "Thank you, Kaylee. You were right."

Feeling his warmth, she closed her eyes and rested her head on his shoulder. "Of course I was."

They pulled back from the embrace, smiling at each other and clasping hands. "Be careful," he said.

"You too."

After another lingering moment, they broke contact and turned in different directions. Kaylee jogged after Cass and Quinton, quite pleased to see Rick's renewed focus.
 
 
*****
 
 
Gottfried's nerves buzzed with anticipation. For certain, he'd predicted the possibility of surrender, but its reality provided something else entirely.
His hopes for Davidson to react in a capable manner held intact as well, careful negotiations filling the last several minutes. Most of it revolved around civil treatment of the OHU individuals, but Isaac threw in a plea for his people, assuming they succeeded and survived, to be considered for Citizenship status.
A bold suggestion; many will be against it, Gottfried thought.
To his surprise, Davidson did not dismiss it out of turn. The Citizen leader expressed the difficulty and reluctance toward such a concession, but he admitted the slight possibility.
Much of the dialogue had revolved around terms and conditions beyond the next day or so. The conversation now turned towards what would happen right away.
"We will be... immediately reassuming control of the Institute and all of its functions," Davidson spoke.
"Of course," Isaac replied, "provided none of my people in that region are required to relocate from their current dwellings." He held up a hand. "There's plenty of space to go around up there; I just don't want my people kicked out. The civil treatment thing is really important."
"Of course, and this is acceptable. However, I intend to relocate every Citizen to the Institute region tonight. Is this possible?"
Gottfried tightened his jaw. Such a large undertaking so soon? He couldn't tell if the act would be insane, foolish, or prudent.
Isaac appeared no less surprised. "That's a pretty big move for your people, isn't it? All at once?"
"Yes." A murmur swept through the nearby individuals on both sides. "However... we must consolidate our power in the location best suited for it. If there is a situation to deal with, we must prepare ourselves adequately. If not, reconstruction of the city must begin at the ideal location." Davidson folded his hands.
"I suppose..." Isaac developed a slight frown, "but it's a bit sudden."

"Hesitation provides no advantage. Immediate action may. Is this acceptable?"

The OHU leader scratched the back of his head. "Yeah... I'd say so. Can you get your people organized?"

Davidson returned a passive stare. "Yes," he said with a hint of impatience.

"All right, I'll need to get back then. Loan me one of your people who has the population numbers, and we'll figure out how to house your Citizens."
"Very good." Davidson turned and walked away, followed by the body guards and the High Inquisitor.
The Citizen leader waved individuals over and passed instructions without breaking stride. A few developed expressions of anxiety or mild distress when ordered to accompany the OHU.
"Gottfried," Davidson spoke without looking toward him. "You return with them as well. Bring any Inquisitors you have and a small force of soldiers. Ensure a secure area, as we shall be following shortly."
The High Inquisitor considered the request. Not unreasonable. Potentially important. "Certainly, sir," he replied. "A moment, however?"
Davidson stopped walking and turned to him, mild annoyance on his face. "Yes?"
"Are you certain this is the wisest course of action? As the man said," he gestured in the direction of the OHU party, "it is rather sudden for such a large undertaking."
"The loss of your Inquisitors and the report from Gregory Michaels cause rising concern," Davidson said. "This movement is... opportunity. Retaking a position of high strategic value in addition to having numerous important resources cannot be considered unwise. Especially doing so prior to... unforeseen difficulties."
Gottfried considered his position, giving a nod after a moment.

"Very good, you are finished?" Davidson asked.

"Yes."

"Then be off," Davidson turned and began moving again.

The High Inquisitor watched the tall man depart, surprised but not displeased by the turn of events. Can it be these people are not as blind and idiotic as I had thought?
Gottfried disregarded such idle musings, focusing upon the work ahead. Much required accomplishing.
 
 
******
 
 
Every fiber of Michaels' being wished to abandon Rick and Malcolm and instead check on the welfare of Claudia. He had been unable to think about anything else since meeting with the civilian party from Old Haven. The death of the schoolteachers provided a festering unease, and the long day of traveling, yelling, and still no sleep for near two days poured a strong weariness into his body.
He made a subtle exit when Rick began shouting at the sentry posted outside of the Inquisition section of the Institute. Seems as good a time as any. Malcolm watched his departure but said nothing to prevent it.
Through the halls he went, ignoring his tired legs and increasing to an urgent jog. In her state, Claudia rarely said or did anything. She followed his instructions, managing to eat and use the restroom without serious issue, and much of her time was engaged in sleeping. And not much else, he thought.
Michaels held himself back from bursting into the room. Drawing in a few breaths to still his vibrating nerves, he reached over and slowly opened the door.
The orange glow of her nightlight bathed the room, spilling over her sleeping form. He noted the slow rise and fall of her breath, and a quick glance about revealed nothing amiss in the room. Michaels released a quiet sigh of relief.
Of course nothing is wrong, he thought. Why would there be?
Stepping softly, he crossed the room and knelt by the side of her bed. Though he hadn't made much of a sound, Claudia stirred, turning over and stretching. Michaels winced, having not wanted to wake her.
He remained motionless, and her breathing settled back into a slow rhythm. Reaching over, he brushed a strand of hair out of her face. At his touch, her eyes fluttered open.
Drowsy confusion crossed her features as she blinked up at him.

"There, there," Michaels said in a soft voice, hushing her. "It's only-"

"G-Gregory?" she asked, hesitant but speaking clearly. Recognition, perhaps motes of intelligence lay within her eyes.

A pool of cold shock spread across him. Since the conditioning process, she had never spoken his name in spite of being reminded countless times. She's almost... almost lucid!
Excitement coursed through him, and he clasped one of her hands. "Yes, yes Claudia! It's me. Do you... do you remember?"
She turned her head away, trying to pull her hand out of his grasp. Too eager, he didn't release her, and she pushed at him, crying out in discomfort.
Surprised, he let go, and Claudia scooted to the back corner of her bed, leaning up against the wall with her knees tucked in. She gazed at Michaels with mild distress.
"Claudia, what's wrong? It's me. It's Gregory." He reached for her, but she cringed away.
He searched her face, her eyes, for some mote of the brief intelligence and recognition she displayed a moment earlier, but... nothing remained. Perhaps there was nothing to begin with, his thoughts whispered. Perhaps she didn't even say your name: all conjurings of your flailing mind.
Michaels drew back his hand, sighing with disappointment. "It's all right," he said, "I won't hurt you."
Some of her discomfort disappeared, replaced by wariness. She didn't move away from the wall.
Michaels stood. "I'm sorry to have frightened you. I'll leave now." He walked out of the room, hanging his head in bitter disappointment.
"There you are," someone called from down the hallway. Michaels looked up, seeing Rick moving toward him.
"Why did you run off?" the man asked, irritated. "Is what we've got to get done not important to the mighty doctor? I mean, if you can't help, say so, but don't run off doing your own thing here. We don't have a lot of time, so-"
Michaels shot him a glare. "Yes, I understand. Shut up."

Rick raised an eyebrow in response. "All right, fine, I won't push it provided you drop the cranky shit. Okay?"

"Very well," Michaels responded in flat tone. "Lead the way."

 
 
******
 
 
The relocation proceeded well, for the most part. Citizens grumbled and complained about the entire affair, but at least they moved quickly enough.
Personal effects were gathered together, some Citizens clinging to more than others, and individuals set off in small groups toward the Institute.
The move was efficient but disorganized. Individuals balked, questioned Davidson's sanity, and a few refused, but little time became dedicated to convincing them otherwise. Most fell in line at the notion of being left behind, and all in all the sudden relocation went as well as could be expected.
After picking up important materials from his office and delegating others to collect the rest, Davidson and his entourage prepared to leave. Though impatient, Davidson realized the importance in not hurrying to abandon the rest of the Citizens. The grasp he held on leadership wore thin by this whirlwind decision, and it wouldn't do to aggravate his people by suggesting he cared little about them.
It provided time to gather more items of note and worth. Davidson fully expected to take possession of and set up his new office that very night. Thus, having the proper materials on hand right away would prove helpful.
A certain amount of time passed, and Davidson decided to let whoever remained catch up as best they could. Sufficient support staff stayed behind as guides, ensuring no one was left behind save those refusing to leave.
Davidson carried a briefcase, and his bodyguards hauled dufflebags containing the rest of his effects.
They managed to travel four blocks before something occurred.
A booming noise filled the air, curious and indistinct. It sounded vaguely of a thunderclap or explosion, but something was different, and the reverberations fragmented, separating out into something which sounded like...
Voices? Davidson wondered.
Silence pressed in all around; each of Davidson's group paused, glancing about and tightening grips upon weaponry.

Seconds dripped by. Nothing happened: no further sounds.

Davidson drew in a shallow breath. "We should consider moving. Quickly."

No sooner did he finish his statement before a high-pitched scream sounded behind them, the volume indicating somewhere close by. It hung in the air, piercing and terrible, until abruptly cut short by something else unseen. Davidson's mind swept across the field of possibilities, landing with certainty on the one most probable.
"No, stop," he grabbed the sleeve of the closest guard, the entire lot appearing ready to investigate. "We need to leave, n-"
The Citizen leader was interrupted when another of the booming, choral shouts filled the air. This time, with ears better attuned, Davidson determined with clarity that it indeed belonged to a group of people.
A large group, he thought, anxiety growing. He had no particular desire to leave any of the stragglers behind, but...
The echoes faded, and Davidson spoke with rising urgency. "We need to move. Now!"
His guards exchanged glances, hesitating, but a third booming cry filled the air. The echoes faded, dissolving into varied, indistinct shouting and screaming. Spurred to action, Davidson's group took off at a rapid clip.
Shouting, further agonized screaming, and a few scattered gunshots resounded behind them. They passed by small groups of slow-moving Citizens, who were confused by the activity. Davidson spared little time outside of brief and harsh words to get them moving more quickly. Before long, a large group had collected together, not-quite running but frightened enough to do so at any slight provocation.
The frenzy of yelling, fighting, and what Davidson assumed to be slaughter continued, its volume not decreasing from distance. They're following. Dear God...
In his entire life, as a Citizen, then a prisoner, then a leader to the Citizens, nothing had worried him much in terms of physical harm. He planned, considered, deduced, never fought. He didn't even carry a gun.
Davidson wished he had one now as the pace cranked up another notch, the group growing nearer to panic. A couple individuals decided quicker motion and further distance provided the best option, so they ran ahead. A few others followed suit, going so far as to abandon the items they carried. Davidson couldn't blame them, but his long-legged and wiry runner's physique had never actually been used as such.
Already he could feel the pace, the last several minutes wearing at his weak endurance. He contemplated having one of the larger guards carry him but immediately disregarded it upon considering the few dozen Citizens the group had collected. Having subjects here see such profound weakness would undermine their confidence in my ability. I must persevere.
A blur of motion burst from the shadows on the right side, ramming into one of the running Citizens. The tackled woman released a terrified scream, and a flashing blade in the assailant's hand silenced her in an instant.
The sudden violence exploded panic in the running party, more than half taking off at a sprint. Others froze in place, including Davidson himself. The assailant snapped his head up from the dead Citizen, baring teeth and launching himself at the nearest target.
Deafening weapon reports filled the air as one of Davidson's guards drew and fired his pistol. The attacker shuddered under the impact, taking another five steps and three bullets before going down.
Another scream issued from the halted party, and attention snapped over to an older Citizen gaping in horror at a knife protruding from his chest. The attacker, grinning, stood several paces away, drawing out another knife and preparing to throw.
Davidson scrambled behind his bodyguards, horror and panic seeping into him. Numerous shots rang out, muffling the wounded Citizen's screaming. Davidson squeezed his eyes shut.
Rough hands grabbed and hauled him into motion, reality swimming for the Citizen leader. Images came to his fractured, terrified senses: the knife thrower already down from a hail of gunfire. The wounded Citizen laying upon the ground, alive but abandoned. Blood spattering his face as one of the bodyguards took a hurled brick to the skull, crumpling and likewise left behind.
More violence, more running, more death, and all of it blurring to indistinction in Davidson's addled mind.
 
 
 Chapter 15: Punishment
 
 
The hours passed with ineffectual research and study on the area above the Inquisition. None of the files they discovered had any amount of information detailing the security system in place or indeed any information regarding Franklin Lange's intentions for the city after his death.
Michaels made brief mention of rumor regarding Citizen One's contingency against assassination and uprising, but nothing he'd heard suggested a city blackout and turning the Institute spire into mausoleum and deathtrap.
A helpful OHU member provided further detail on how the basic attempts in exploring the upper floors of the Inquisition spire resulted in utter disaster. Deadly traps filled the elevator shaft and any upper-levels accessible by stairs. Numerous incursions resulted only in dozens wounded and worse, and thus, Isaac and Sergei made the decision to seal the areas off.
Rick, Michaels, and Malcolm decided the elevator shaft first would provide the quickest option, or so they thought. Tearing down the welded doors had proven easy enough, but then the process became much slower.
Careful study of the elevator opening revealed the car out of sight, presumably somewhere high above, with automated turrets hidden in the walls of the shaft. This discovery arrived when Rick attempted to catch a glimpse upward using a shard of mirror. The weaponry provided the barest hesitation before targeting and annihilating the shard, almost taking Rick's hand with it.
Further experimentation of tossing objects of different sizes created the same brutal response, and thus began exploration into the files and potential nature of the defenses.
"We can't find anything because there isn't anything to find." Michaels kept up an attitude of brooding impatience, and it grated on Rick's nerves. "Citizen One either kept the records to himself or made sure none of it was recorded in the first place."
Rick replied, gritting teeth. "Do you have a better idea? Ooh, maybe we can start tossing knick-knacks into the shaft in the hopes that the turrets run out of ammo sometime this year."
"Perhaps you can hurl your own foolish self into the breach and spare us your idiotic sarcasm," Michaels shot back.
"Ah, I got it." Rick snapped his fingers. "Your ego should be big enough to deflect bullets, so how about you go first?"
Malcolm, hunched over a stack of files and sifting through the documents, released a grunt of irritation, and Michaels seemed to bite back his next retort. It wasn't the first time Rick and the doc had started bickering, and each argument ended in being silenced by the creature.
Rick sighed. Frustrations mounted with the time spent in lacking results. He contributed to the disagreement as much as Michaels... but dammit if the doc's bloody pouting doesn't make me want to piss him off more.
However, prudence suggested a different approach: an attitude somewhere between sympathy and groveling to keep Michaels in a calm, collected state. Screw that, Rick thought. Maybe I'll just ignore the whining and try to focus on cooperation.
Rick stepped forward in front of the yawning death trap. Hands on his hips, he blew out a breath between pursed lips. "All right, this is going nowhere. Finding-"
Michaels interrupted with a sharp laugh. "Is it? I hadn't noticed."
Shooting him a dirty look, Rick continued, "Finding an easy-access off switch might not be possible, so we need to try something else. Do we have any options for disabling power sources?"
"I profess no expertise," Michaels scowled at Rick, "but to my limited knowledge, I'd wager we can't reach their wiring without digging through the walls here," he jabbed a finger at the wall above the elevator, followed by motioning to the open door, "or in there. Switching to the stairwell route may provide a better option."
Rick chewed his lip. "As you mentioned, they don't get up to the, uh, council chamber thing. So not only would we have to contend with breaking more sealed-off areas, but we're just as in the dark about the kinds of death those places can dish out. Not to mention whatever amount of ceiling we'd have to crack through if we even got that far."
Presumably noticing the halt on research, Malcolm set down his stack of papers and stood. Rick hardly paid attention; the creature didn't provide much in the way of insight or suggestions, so these occasional, often futile brainstorming sessions didn't involve him.
"What do you suggest, then?" Michaels folded his arms.
"I'm wondering if there's anything we could use to, well..." Rick stared at the opening, shaking his head and giving a helpless shrug. "I dunno. Blow them up?"
Michaels hesitated, as if considering a sharp retort, but his brow knit and whatever potential insult did not spring forth. "Such a tactic seems folly. We have no means to properly set explosives inside the shaft without considerable risk."
Rick nodded, rubbing his chin. "...and a grenade not cooked quite right will fall back down. Maybe we could toss together some kind of quick adhesive junk. Y'know, chuck a grenade up the shaft, sticking it to the wall? You gotta have some kind of chemistry kit around here."
"This sounds like a terrible idea," Michaels replied, an expression of distaste forming.

Malcolm stepped over to the elevator, passing between the other two.

"I'm just jawing, doc, trying to get creativity flowing."

"Admirable in some fashion, I suppose, but perhaps keep the absurdity to a minimum. Desperate though we may be, I doubt we wish to convince ourselves to take rash action. The number of horrible things which could result from improper detonation is not small, and don't forget that the spire houses a potent reactor."
Rick grumbled in frustration, nodding agreement. It's bad enough he's right about this, but now I can't even fault him for being a smug jackass about it. He turned back to the opening, willing the yawning space to release a plausible solution.
Malcolm stood near the edge, engaged in similar consideration. Maybe
he'll finally contribute something to the conversation... Rick thought. "Any ideas?"
The creature didn't speak, not that Rick believed he'd add anything, but he continued staring. Malcolm slid the glove off of his injured hand, flexing and twisting it around.
"Looks like your arm's getting better, eh Malcolm? At least now you'll be able to-"
Rick halted speaking as Malcolm quickly stripped off his trenchcoat, scarves, and hat, casting them aside. God, I'll never get used to that, Rick thought, staring at the dusky blue skin of Malcolm's arms and the alien structure of his face.
He opened his mouth, intending to ask what Malcolm was doing when a portion of the creature's plan dawned on him.
Before the jumbled objection could spill out of Rick's mouth, Malcolm swooped down, snatching up a portion of the broken elevator door. The creature spun around, using momentum and inhuman strength to hurl the object up the shaft.
A heartbeat of silence ensued.
The sounds of apocalyptic gun-fire issued, the turrets ripping into their target. Gunfire screeched in the elevator shaft, ricocheting, bouncing, and echoing to a cacophony of horrid racket.
Rick scrambled backwards, hoping to avoid any collateral spilling out of the opening. He wondered at Malcolm's possible intention of damaging a turret with his projectile just before the creature leapt into the elevator after it.
The horrific and deafening gunfire continued on, and Rick could only stare slack-jawed at the opening. Deadly fire continued to drill into the walls and floor of the elevator shaft, and spent shell casings rained into view.
Michaels shouted something, unheard in the noise. Rick focused his attention on the opening, cringing when indistinct bits of crushed metal fell in clumps.
In Rick's imagination, the noise became ever-so-slightly less deafening, and more of the twisted metallic remains crashed into the bottom of the shaft. Not able to get close enough to identify whatever it was, Rick's first thought wondered if they were the remains of the elevator door shard Malcolm hurled as a decoy target.
A heavy wham! resulted in the bottom of the shaft as the shredded remains of the door slammed into the machinery already present, and Rick realized the other falling bits were destroyed turrets.
The gunfire slowed to only one or two sources, and Rick could now hear the screech of metal as the turrets were torn from the walls. After another few moments of this, the gunfire ceased, and the last few bits of shell-casing and crushed metal clanged their way down the shaft.
The room fell to silence, but Rick continued to hold his breath.
One last shape blurred by and slammed into the bottom of the elevator shaft, this one large and non-metallic.
Oh shit, Rick thought, rushing forward and heedless of whether or not all of the turrets were fully disabled. "Doc! Get over here!" He shouted as he leapt into the pile of mechanical wreckage.
Ignoring the metal debris which stabbed and slashed into his skin, Rick found Malcolm's bloody and shredded form. A gasp sucked into his lungs, no conceivable way in Rick's mind that the creature could still be alive after so much punishment.
On his hands and knees, sharp machinery biting into his flesh, Rick threw his arms around the creature and pulled, hauling Malcolm over toward the elevator opening. Michaels reached down and gripped Malcolm under his arms.
"Ah!" the researcher cried out, falling to the lobby floor at the elevator edge but hanging on to Malcolm. Veins stood out on his forehead, and he said sharply, "I can't lift him alone. Get up here!"
Leaving behind more bits of his skin and blood, Rick pulled away from the pile and hauled himself up into the lobby. Giving Michaels a hand, the two men pulled Malcolm out of the shaft and set him on the ground.
"Dear God..." Michaels said, covering his mouth and turning pale.
Malcolm appeared entirely wrecked. Every inch of his body was covered in blood, and countless bullet wounds peppered his body and extremities.
"Jesus," Rick breathed, "what the hell was he thinking? Is he dead?"
The creature coughed, releasing a jot of blood and causing both men to jump. "No, he's alive..." Michaels said in an awe-struck tone. "Though I... though I can't imagine how..."
Yet even as mangled as Malcolm seemed to be, Rick realized any other individual would've been converted to a cloud by the amount of fire in the elevator shaft. "He's something else, isn't he? And you say..." Rick swallowed hard. "You say Nigel's people are like that?"
Michaels didn't tear his gaze away from Malcolm. "Not even close, thank the heavens. Not yet, anyway."
Small favors, Rick thought, wiping sweat from his forehead. I wonder-
"Holy shitting... good... God almighty!" a female voice cried out. "What the hell happened?"
Kaylee stood behind the Inquisition desk, eyes wide and gawking.
Rick waved a hand in Malcolm's direction. "He..." he trailed off, unsure of how to actually describe it.
"To his own personal detriment," Michaels spoke, his tone and expression distant. "Marcus decided to manually deactivate all defenses in the elevator shaft."
She rushed over and knelt at Malcolm's side. "How could you guys let him do this to himself? Is he even going to be okay?!"
"He just threw himself right in!" Rick held up his hands in defense. "He didn't even say anything. There's no way we could've stopped him."
Kaylee ignored him, cradling the creature's head. "Malcolm! Malcolm, can you hear me?"
Wet gurgling issued from Malcolm's throat, a sign of slight life. Kaylee checked him over, listening for breath and heartbeat while occasionally tossing Michaels and Rick dirty looks. Though no fault of the situation belonged to him, Rick still felt a bit of shame.
Awkward tension mounted in the several minutes passing without communication. Malcolm regained consciousness but didn't speak and must've been in tremendous pain. Kaylee whispered to him, but Rick wondered from Malcolm's expression if her attempt at tenderness annoyed him. Maybe that's just how he looks when lightly inconvenienced by brutal injury, Rick thought with a chill.
More time passed, and Rick gradually drew away from sympathy, moving toward the rising urgency his task represented. He also wondered why Kaylee had left her post, assuming she'd had some important news to tell.
"Listen, Kaylee-"
The doors banged open as numerous armed men flooded into the room. Rick's hand went to the revolver on his belt. An instant passed where he considered drawing it, but instead he sighed and put up his hands. The soldiers surrounded him, brandishing weaponry and shouting for him to get on his knees. Rolling his eyes, he obeyed.
Kaylee appeared surprised. "Oh yeah, I was going to tell you-"
"I didn't think you'd have the stupidity or nerve to invade OHU Central, Rick," Isaac's voice came from the hallway, tinged with irritation, "but I guess it gives me the chance to..."
Stepping into the room, Isaac trailed off upon viewing the scene of the open elevator shaft and the bloody, tattered Malcolm. Rick smiled as the man's mouth worked up and down, at a loss. What now, jackass?
 
 
******
 
 
A recent and monumental surrender. Individuals of questionable enmity status invading his home. The deathtrap elevator yawning wide open, ready to prey on anyone with the slightest curiosity. Oh, and the freakish alien thing in a bloody heap on the ground.
Yeah, Isaac thought, staring at the creature. Hell of a day.
Uncomfortable silence ensued, the surrounding soldiers looking to him and the eerie Inquisitor guy, stepping in a moment later, for instructions. Rick glanced back and forth, hands raised and appearing impatient as opposed to fearful. The attitude annoyed Isaac.
"Please lower your weapons," the Inquisitor said. Isaac chafed at the man, Gottfried, giving instructions, especially ones which favored that arrogant bastard, Rick. However, contradicting one of the individuals he surrendered to not long before seemed foolish, so he held his tongue.
"Gottfried..." Rick relaxed, flashing a grin which Isaac desperately wished to strike. "Good to see you."
"Rick." Gottfried greeted him in a noncommittal tone. Isaac couldn't tell if the High Inquisitor was happy to see the man or not. "Is he going to be all right?" Gottfried pointed to Malcolm.
"Beats me-"
The former Citizen cut in. "I believe so, but it may take some time for him to recover." Michaels waved a hand in the direction of the elevator shaft. "He decided to manually deactivate the defenses."
Isaac's head swam. He'd been present for the initial attempt at exploring. What had remained of the poor soul's body would've barely filled a teapot. How the freakish alien thing survived without getting torn to pieces, Isaac didn't know.
Gottfried dispensed quick instructions, and a couple of the soldiers left to find a gurney or rolling table.
"So do you have any idea what else is up there?" Rick hooked his thumb upward before lowering his hands, speaking to Gottfried.
The conversation carried on without Isaac's input. He listened and held a dour expression, unhappy of important events occurring without his say and doubly so with Rick's involvement. Unfortunately, he didn't know what was going on or why, and his authority while in the presence of varied Citizen soldiers was likely tenuous.
"...never heard of any such defenses," Gottfried concluded speaking with a shake of his head. "Julian Wresh possessed several details and conjecture of Citizen One's potential control. However, he dismissed them in favor or pursuing his ambitions, and whatever data he possessed has not been recovered."
Returning with a wheeled bed, the soldiers knelt by the wounded creature. At first, Kaylee appeared ready to fend them off, but instead she helped transfer him into the bed.
Michaels stepped forward. "Considering I have no information detailing what may be waiting in the council chamber above and won't be able to provide more assistance than the High Inquisitor here, I feel I should tend to Malcolm."
Rick gave a shrug. "Yeah, okay. We'll holler if we need you."
The researcher gave a slight frown before motioning for the soldiers to follow him with the bed. Kaylee went along as well, her expression concerned.
Gottfried, Rick, Isaac, and a handful of guards remained. No one spoke for a time.

"Okay Isaac..." Rick sighed. "How do you want to do this?"

Isaac turned back from the exit, scowling. "What do you mean?" 

"You've obviously got some issues here, some pent up anger you're desperate to express. So what do you want to do about it? A little insulting? A scuffle?"
Is he making fun of me? Isaac wondered, gritting his teeth. In truth, he couldn't quite tell. Rick didn't have the characteristic smug attitude he brandished when trying to be funny. Instead, the man seemed weary to the point of exhaustion.
"We really do have important stuff going on." Rick pointed to the open elevator. "If you have anything in mind to cool your jets right now, we can give it a shot. Otherwise, if you've got any notion of what else might kill me up there, I'd love to hear it."
The prospect of pummeling Rick was a little too appealing in that moment, but curiosity won over. "What is it you're doing?"
"Long and short? We're trying to get to the spire to see if we can shut down the field."

Isaac blinked. "Why?"

Rick raised one hand in a shrugging gesture. "Life here sucks. Might be something better out there."

Though the prospect was unnerving, Isaac didn't find himself in complete disagreement. Even more so, the thought of leaving Haven, leaving all of the strife, hatred, and violence behind...
Isaac understood now that Rick and his people had nothing to do with the ambush of nights prior, including Sergei's untimely but potentially short-lived death. He realized that he still didn't like the man much, but...
Prudence won out.
"All right," Isaac said, letting his dislike slip toward grudging acceptance. "Fine. We don't have to fight. We don't have to do anything."
Relief flooded across Rick's face. "Oh. Good." He drew the large revolver and set in on the desk. "You can have this back, and you don't have to apologize. I think it'd be too weird if you did."
Isaac picked it up, turning the weapon over in his hand. Holstering the pistol, he gestured to the elevator and changed the subject. "I don't know much about the building, but I can probably get you set up with some equipment. Tell me what you have so far."
 
 
******
 
 
After listening to numerous reports of the prey's movements, Nigel smiled. Collecting together, are they? I thought they'd attempt to make their inevitable end challenging.
In truth, this held as one of the few options Nigel believed they'd pursue. Splitting off and burrowing into hiding would have meant a drawn out hunt to find each pocket of survivors, but consolidation meant one crushing, swift action, over all too soon.
Nigel felt a bit of disappointment. Finishing off all of the unborn too quickly would leave many of his people idle while they continued preparations. The eventual goal, once every denizen of the city gathered under the power of the Light, was to sweep beyond Haven, to bring their message and blessing to whoever lived beyond the walls.
He didn't relish the thought of long months without activity while his army built beneath him. At least when raising forces for the assault against the fools of the OHU and Citizenship, plenty of hunting, gathering, and other occupying actions could take place.
Upon reflection, he supposed discovering the secrets to moving beyond the walls would consume effort in itself, but such an intellectual and potentially laborious exercise held little appeal compared to the thrill of the hunt, the sweet aroma of terror, and the glorious pain of rebirth.
Some hope remained. Though he didn't expect excess difficulty, the cornered animals up in their pathetic pillar of science and technology might develop ferocity enough to survive, at least for a while.
Who knows? he thought. Perhaps they'll drive us away a few times before being swept aside. Impatience was a human flaw, and he understood the need to move beyond it. Being granted immortality made the passage of time a trivial concern, and Nigel knew his ever-growing and unstoppable force would overcome any obstacle given long enough.
All who fall rise again. This path and its power has been granted to us, instilled in our very essence. We will not forsake it, and we shall not be denied.
Only one facet of recent events disturbed him. The man and woman's deception and coward's end to their lives... Nigel frowned at the remembrance of his inability to bring them into his fold. He knew their denial of his gift harmed only themselves, but it still bothered him as a small failure, a tiny marring in the body of his work. Perhaps their scattered leavings could be drawn together, restored, but... Pride is as foolish as impatience, he thought, focusing upon the more important work ahead. 
More reports, further details. All appeared well, in place, and ready.
 
 
******
 
 
Rick dangled in precarious fashion underneath the stationary elevator at the top of the shaft. He had recently finished securing safety ropes when a shouting racket, coming from the Inquisition lobby, echoed from below.
Aw, hell, what now? he thought with a scowl.
He contemplated staying put and working his way toward the access hatch on top of the car, but God only knew what the shouting below meant. Maybe the Citizens are here with different ideas, and maybe I'll get chucked into a holding cell.
Heavy benefit existed within even the slightest amounts of cooperation between Citizens and OHU, and Rick admitted he'd never imagined such a thing could occur in his lifetime. Isaac's grudging forgiveness and assistance came as a surprise, but the OHU leader wasn't calling the shots anymore. Should I bother going down? It's not like the Citizen pricks will listen to anything I have to say.
Dangling for a bit, his eyes drew across the many points of twisted mechanical wreckage throughout the shaft. He winced as the image of Malcolm's tattered body returned to his mind. It'd be a shame for his effort to be nulled by some jackass, but...
Desperate times, he thought, sliding down the rope. Gotta make sure everything is on the table.
Rick recognized the tall and thin form of Citizen Davidson leaning on the desk, taking shaky sips from a bottle of water. Rick's first thought was one of disdain as he recalled his unpleasant encounter with the man days earlier.
However, not an iota of the smug self-satisfaction or arrogance remained. Davidson's eyes stared into the distance, his hands trembling and face spattered with blood. Someone else's, from the look of it, he thought, stepping out of the elevator shaft.
Isaac and Gottfried held grim expressions, and Rick sighed. "Let me guess," he offered. "We have a problem."
"The traveling Citizens were ambushed," Gottfried said. "Many have already arrived and are being settled, but Citizen Davidson's group was hounded much of the distance here."
Rick passed a glance over to the Citizen leader. In spite of the man's previous jackass attitude, he felt sorry for him. "Is he going to be okay?"
"Of course I am, you idiot," Davidson spoke up, still shaking and appearing only half-aware of his surroundings. "I merely... I merely need a moment to... to collect myself."
Well, my sympathy's dried up. Raising his eyebrows, Rick tilted his head at Gottfried, implying the obvious question of whether or not Davidson could handle anything at present. The High Inquisitor shifted his eyes to the Citizen leader for a moment before inclining his head.
Great, Rick thought. Another bloody cook in the bloody kitchen. Isaac seemed no more happy than Rick to see Davidson, but he refrained from saying anything. Probably because he doesn't have much of a position after surrendering.
"All right," Davidson said, standing up taller. Out of a pocket, he pulled a handkerchief and wiped the not-quite dried blood from his face. Sweeping a glance around the room, he took a deep breath.
"All right," he repeated. "I am uncertain of whether or not I yet believe in Gregory Michaels' talk of impervious, immortal foes, but I fully understand what we face is quite troubling. As little as I trust the individuals in this room and as... much as I'd enjoy locking many of you away..." He eyed Rick.
Davidson folded his hands behind his back, motes of confidence returning to him. "...you all have your uses."
He looked beyond Rick to the open elevator shaft and the extra coil of unused rope on the lobby floor. "You are trying to access the areas in the spire. Why?"
Rick hated bending to Davidson's so-called authority, but it was quicker and easier to explain the full situation.
"Then..." Davidson narrowed his eyes in the most condescending fashion. Rick preferred it when the guy had been cowering in fear. "...what is it you intend? What purpose is served by shutting down the field?"
Folding his arms, Rick opened his mouth to reply, but Davidson waved him off. "No matter, I suppose it's obvious enough. Continue your work for the time being, but keep in mind you may be summoned to aid in our defense if necessary."
Davidson straightened his clothing and moved around the desk, seating himself and leafing through the haphazard papers. Settling in, the Citizen leader called over his guards, Gottfried, and a few soldiers in turn, dispensing orders.
"Halt resettlement efforts and see to it that any allied with us comes to garrison the Institute. This place must be defended for as long as is necessary, and we may not have long to prepare ourselves." Several individuals set about the task.
Anger rising, Rick again opened his mouth to express some variety of insult. Gottfried caught his eye and gave a quick shake of his head. Rick gave him a questioning look, and the High Inquisitor merely tilted his head in the direction of the elevator shaft.
Get back to work? Rick thought. That's the best he's got for me? Why the hell should I bow to this guy who was pissing himself in terror five seconds ago?
Gottfried gave his head a firmer shake, further encouraging with a slight gesture. Grumbling under his breath, Rick turned back to the elevator. Picking up a small tool set, he passed one dirty look back into the lobby before ascending.


******
 
 
"Are you sure he's going to be okay?" Kaylee asked again, concerned of Malcolm's lapse into unconsciousness once more.
Leaning over some documents, Michaels sighed and set them down. "Yes. For the last time, yes. Malcolm will be fine. He will be perfectly fine. In fact, as I'll tell you once again, he'll probably be up and about within the hour."
Kaylee had sensed around her fourth or so inquiry that Michaels began growing weary of her presence and questions. She still didn't care in particular or feel guilty about it, even as she neared the twelfth or more time.
"It's just-" Kaylee started.
"No." Michaels raised his head abruptly. "No, I refuse to continue working like this. You have to leave. Now. Go assist with defenses, go bother Rick, or whatever else. I don't care what you do as long as it isn't here."
"But-"
Michaels pointed to the door. "If I hear no hint of your mindless questioning for one hour, I will allow you to return. However, if you say one word, one single word, then I'll make it my personal mission to see you never set foot in this lab, ever again."
Kaylee's eyes widened, surprised at the threat. Though the doc tended towards large ego and crankiness, something a little more than her hassling seemed wrong with him.
Regardless, she decided to leave him in peace without testing his resolve. She felt his annoyed glare follow her while she exited, and after brief consideration, she chose not to look back.
Halfway to the main Institute lobby, Kaylee wondered where she should go. Rick's probably tinkering in the elevator after letting Malcolm absorb the punishment, she thought, upset.
She didn't actually blame Rick too much, but Malcolm held such power and good intentions in everything he did. Kaylee regretted the distance growing between them, and it didn't sit right with her to see him so badly hurt.
Her feet carried her through the lobby and a gathering crowd she paid little attention to. Out into the open air, many more people wandered about, some shouting at the few nervous soldiers assigned to help them.
What a mess, she thought. Nigel and his psychotics could sweep in here with no trouble right now.
Kaylee found Quinton and Cass sitting on the steps some distance away from the commotion, having returned from their patrols. The old man appeared to have scrounged a deck of cards from somewhere and was teaching her a game.
"Kaylee." Quinton grunted a greeting before turning back to the teenage girl. "You sure you never played cards as a kid?" His voice was blunt, disbelieving as he revealed his hand.
She snorted. "I never did anything as a kid. It was all education and keeping my 'fertile, young mind' occupied. That's the way most of the parents I knew did it; rigid rules involving talking to your children as little as possible. Cards and other games? Not a chance. Ah!" Looking down at the cards she held, her face lit up. She set them down on top of Quinton's revealed set, grinning. "This means I win again, right?"
The old man's eyes widened before descending into a scowl. "Luck," he grumbled, shuffling the cards.
Kaylee watched them play a few more hands. In spite of his gruff nature, she suspected Quinton of taking it easy on the teenage girl. His gnarled hands snapped cards with blurring haste, and she had no doubts he could stack the deck and deal just about any cards he wanted. Heck, he might even be giving her good ones to make her feel better.
Her suspicions increased when Cass won eight out of the next ten hands. Quinton, you sentimental geezer, she thought with a smile. The girl laughed and clapped her hands at each victory, less of the crippling fear and sorrow in her eyes.
The streak would've continued had Isaac and the High Inquisitor not approached, brushing off questions from varied nearby individuals.
"Your assistance is required," Gottfried said, motioning to Quinton and Kaylee.

"For what?" the old man asked, passing the High Inquisitor a wary eye.

Isaac stepped forward. "We need a few people we can trust to keep watch further out."

Kaylee let out a groan. "What, you actually trust us now? What if I said I was the one who stabbed Sergei? Would that get us out of this run-around duty?"
The remaining OHU leader stiffened his posture. "I... I understand my error in accusing you," Isaac said with excess formality, "and I apologize."
"Oh really?" Kaylee smirked. "As long as you're sincere about it."
"So you'll go scouting then?" Isaac looked at her, ignoring her sarcasm.

She sighed. "Do we really have to? Maybe Nigel will give his people the night off."

Gottfried's mouth tightened. "Do you suggest we risk everything on this foolish hope?"

"Well, no, but-"

"We require skilled individuals to watch and provide early warning if any of Nigel's followers draw near to the Institute," Gottfried said.
"I'll handle it." Quinton set down the deck of cards and stood.

Kaylee rolled her eyes. "Yeah, yeah, I'll go too. Wouldn't want you to get stabbed again."

"Fine," the old man replied.

Cass raised her hand. "What about me?"

Isaac and the High Inquisitor looked at the girl, uncertainty on their faces. Before either could come up with any lame excuses or tasks, Kaylee said, "I got an idea." She motioned toward the Institute. "Malcolm got pretty torn up by some old defense turrets, and the doc seems to be in a huff about something or other. Could you go keep an eye on them for a bit?"
Cass gave a shrug. "Yeah, I guess so." She uncrossed her legs and stood, dusting herself off before moving toward the Institute.
With a slight bow, Gottfried said, "Thank you. See to your own task right away. If the evening's events are any indication, they may attempt an assault at any time." He turned and walked away without further comment, Isaac trailing behind.
Kaylee released a slow breath. "I'm ready to go. How 'bout you old timer?"
Grunting an affirmation, Quinton started walking. The prominent limp he displayed earlier had all-but vanished, and he no longer favored or held a hand to his side. The healing works, she thought, shuddering.
She stretched upward quickly before jogging to catch up. As she threaded her way through the various individuals crowding the Institute area, a curious notion formed in her mind.
Kaylee couldn't tell who was who between Citizen, OHU, and civilians from the school. Sure, the occasional face looked vaguely familiar, but most everyone wore dirty, rough, or tattered clothing. Further yet, most everyone held an expression between fear, discomfort, and confusion, and no particular indicators gave away affiliations.
Oh isn't that lovely, she thought with a bitter frown. We're all the same now.
 
 
******
 
 
Gottfried breezed back into the Inquisition lobby several minutes later, the rest of the tasks complete and his footsteps echoing in the silent room. Upon viewing Davidson at the desk, poring over documents and imparting instructions to subordinates, Gottfried wondered if the man even remembered being terror-stricken half an hour earlier.
"High Inquisitor, good." Davidson waved him over. "How is everything progressing outside?"
"Poorly," Gottfried replied. "Too many individuals are without concrete instructions, so many are wandering about the vicinity."
Davidson developed a slight frown. "Disappointing but unsurprising. What of the rest of the Institute?"
"Decent progress. All entrances save for the front have been barricaded. The first floor should have individuals armed and prepared for combat at each window. Currently, we're working on subsequent floors, and then more focus can be given to individuals outside."
Davidson's frown remained, but he nodded. "As well as can be expected. Continue your..."
The Citizen leader trailed off as a loud, metallic squeal issued from the elevator shaft behind him. Eyes widening, Davidson turned toward it.
"Shit, shit, shit!" Rick's bellowing voice drifted from above. "LOOK OUT BELOW!"
A clanging wham! resounded in the shaft, followed by hideous screeching and a rush of moving air.
With no hesitation, Gottfried reached over the desk and grabbed Davidson. Wrenching backwards, he hauled the startled Citizen leader over the marble top and to the floor as a deafening crash shook the room.
 
 
******
 
 
Sliding up the side of the elevator, avoiding anything which looked like it might have carried electricity, hadn't been too difficult for Rick to accomplish. Neither had squeezing into the narrow space between the car and the top of the shaft. The curse-laden efforts of opening the hatch and a few minutes of tossing random objects to check for traps provided no serious trouble. Even contorting himself through small hatch space proved painful not but not lengthy.
Good thing I haven't been eating much lately, he had thought, rolling his shoulders.
Prying the elevator doors apart, however, took effort. Considerable and frustrating effort. Laboring for several minutes with a flashlight in his teeth, he finally discovered catches which secured the door closed. He had to employ a small prybar to wedge the gap slightly open enough to then use a pliers to bend or twist them free.
Even with the latches loosened, the doors remained heavy and reluctant to move. Pushing, swearing, wrenching, and laboring, Rick managed to shove them all the way open. The instant this occurred, the elevator car shuddered and groaned. Eyes wide, he froze for instant. Uh oh.
A metallic squeal tore into his eardrums, and the car lurched several inches downward. Cursing loudly, he leapt up to the hatch and bellowed a warning before diving toward the exit.
Screeching resounded as the elevator car dropped away, but Rick had little time to contemplate it as he landed in a short hallway with a jet of flame launching towards him.
With a cry of alarm, Rick rolled to the side and felt the wash of heat across his back, singeing his hair. Pressing against the wall face first on the ground, he prayed the thrower didn't have any sweeping action, or else he'd get cooked in short order. The blistering heat continued for a moment before the fire cut out and died away, leaving him in darkness.
No sounds of the falling elevator continued, so he assumed it fell the entire way or stopped short somewhere. Indistinct shouting echoed up the shaft, and Rick released the breath he'd been holding. "I'm okay!" He called in a hoarse, winded voice. "Sorry!"
He took a few breaths and blinked the sweat out of his eyes, feeling the chill and wash of adrenaline finish its course. Unknown perils all around, Rick did not wish to move. Temptations and cowardice begged him to inch back to the open elevator and make a rapid descent.
Craning his neck, Rick caught a small playing of illumination from his still active flashlight, the lens pointing at the opposite wall. Chewing his lip, Rick made a snap decision and pushed away from the wall, rolling.
The fire trap ignited again, flooding the hallway with heat. Rolling quickly, Rick banged his head into the opposite wall, dazed for a moment while the flame held and cut out.
Stinging of minor burns throbbed on his back, and he coughed from the stink of singed carpet. Reaching down, he pulled the flashlight from underneath him and pointed it towards the end of the hallway.
His eyesight flickered with shadow images from the sudden, repeated brightness of the flame, and the flashlight didn't have much power. Playing the beam into the adjacent room, Rick couldn't see much: a ramp, maybe some chairs and a table.
A pilot light for the thrower? he thought, moving the beam away and squinting at a tiny bluish light some distance away near the ceiling.
Clinging to the wall, Rick twisted himself around and rose to a standing position. No fiery death resulted, so he sidled forward.
Rick reached the edge of the short hallway. Moving the light around, he saw the circular council chamber described by Michaels earlier. Aside from the flamethrower unit aimed at the entrance, no other traps were obvious.
Noticing no swivel mechanisms to point it away from the entrance, and considering he didn't know how to disable it, Rick decided to leave the flamethrower alone for the time being. Maybe I'll try to take a look at it in a sec. I sure don't want them to send someone up to get crisped.
Shining the light forward, Rick cringed and took a hesitant step forward.

Nothing happened.

With a slight trickle of relief, he kept his body tensed for an emergency leap and took another step.

Still nothing.

Beginning to wonder if the danger might have passed, Rick took a third step.

Illumination burst forth from all sides, blinding floodlights activating from various places on the walls. Rick froze in place, hearing no gunfire, explosions, swinging blades, falling rocks, or any other kind of deadly trap.
The middle floodlight winked out, revealing a man standing behind the podium. Wearing all black, the individual appeared youngish with a severe expression of arrogance and authority. He stared at Rick, or at least appeared to.
"You have violated the sanctity of this resting place in spite of obvious warnings." From Michaels' description, he knew this to be a hologram, a young version of Citizen One, the deceased Franklin Lange. Rick marveled at the shocking quality of the image and its recorded message. If he hadn't known better, Rick might've thought the hologram was a real person.
The message continued, the man speaking harshly. "No profit is to be found here, so know that your efforts and death have been in vain."
Oh, this isn't good, Rick thought as mechanical whirring issued from the walls. The floodlights dimmed, revealing numerous pieces of automated weaponry sliding out of hidden panels. Rick's mouth went dry to see the heavy amount of death leveled at him. More flamethrowers and turrets, tear gas launchers - what, so people can't get away?! Rick wondered, gawking - coils for arcing electricity, and something which appeared to be a laser gun or death ray...
"You have three seconds to contemplate your fate." The image spoke. "May the gods condemn you for this desecration."
The next few instants crawled by, terrifying and slow. With no time to retreat, misery and regret filled his heart. Doomed and defeated, shoulders slumping, he thought, I'm sorry, Kaylee, before closing his eyes and waiting for the end.
Nothing happened. Seconds passed.

Rick opened one eye. All of the weaponry remained pointed at him, but nothing fired.

The image of Franklin Lange remained in front of him, but it appeared frozen, halted in the middle of the recording.

Unsure of what to do and worried that motion would resume the recording and its murderous conclusion, Rick held still.

A speaker crackled, and a squeal of feedback echoed in the room. A voice, soft and mumbling, said something Rick didn't quite catch. Execute operation... what was that?
The voice rattled off numbers and random words.
After a few seconds of this, the speaker cut out. The mechanical whirring resounded again, all of the weaponry retracting into the walls. In bare moments, the circular room returned to a normal status, no indication of horrific death hiding within its walls.
Rick released the lung-burning breath he'd been holding. A glitch? Some kind of counter-program Lange didn't know about? He still didn't dare move, but cautious optimism and a curiosity toward what could've saved his ass trickled into his thoughts.
Before he could brave a first breath or step, the image blurred and disappeared. Twin cylinders on each side of the podium retracted into the floor, and the floodlights cut out entirely.
"Okay..." Rick muttered in the darkness. "Now what?"
Noticing his death grip on the little flashlight, Rick relaxed a fraction and resumed his hesitant steps forward. Torn by opposing desires to run as quickly possible and to avoid springing the "desecration" trap again, he moved around the crescent-shaped table. He kept a wary eye on the podium, half-expecting the image to spring back with a, "Gotcha!" and immediate death.
Such an action didn't occur, and Rick found himself facing a simple set of double doors at the back of the room. He reached forward, expecting more traps, but the left door opened with ease, not even locked.
A spiral staircase leading upward lay beyond the doors, and it creaked and shuddered as Rick climbed. At the top, a seamless hatch was present with no window, latches, or any discernable method of opening. Blinking, Rick put his hand on it. Am I going to have to haul a cutting torch up here?
Just as he considered returning back the way he came and braving the possibility of the council room murder-trap again to procure equipment, the door released a loud hiss. Mechanical whirring resounded in the small area outside, and after a moment, the hatch creaked open.
Bracing himself for the sight and stench of multiple rotting corpses, Rick pulled at the door. A hiss of stale air washed forward, but no sickening odor came with it.
Slipping through, his eyes immediately went to first the large corpse, obviously Victor. The man's flesh had drawn close, but the body appeared well-preserved in the sealed room.
Another body sat in a chair in the center of the room. All manner of tubes and wiring appeared to snake into the full-body suit he wore, and the seat was surrounded by monitors and other electrical equipment. Unlike Victor, the corpse didn't even appear slightly decayed. The man looked ancient in age with heavily wrinkled, mottled, and loose-hanging flesh, but if Rick hadn't known better, he might've thought the man was only unconscious.
"You're here..." an awestruck voice sounded Rick's on left.
Rick spun, shining his light into the shadows and tensing his body to fight. He drew in a sharp breath, shocked by who he saw, so much so that he didn't notice the hatch closing and sealing next to him.
"You're here..." Elijah, very much alive, repeated.
The former leader of the under-Haven enclave and the man responsible for the uprising, Elijah appeared thin and shabby. Several months of facial and head hair grew unkempt, and Elijah's eyes featured a distance, perhaps a light madness, which Rick found disconcerting.
Elijah spoke again, seemingly half to Rick and half to himself. "Is this a new form of punishment, or have I simply forgotten? You cannot be here to release me, or is it you'll now share my torment? Didn't I open the door for you? Or no... perhaps you've always been here..." He stared at the ground, speaking rapidly. "New or old? Real or not? Have you, too, offended the Gods? Are you to stay here now, undying? But no, I saw you through the monitors." He pointed to the screens by the corpse in the chair.
"Elijah, slow down. How...?" His feelings of animosity toward Elijah for causing the darkness and leaving Rick to be blamed for everything abated, replaced by pity and confusion. "How on Earth are you still alive?"
"Alive?" Elijah looked up, eyes wide. "Oh... no, no, no... I'm- I'm not alive. I've been dead, you see. Dead quite some time. Like him," he waved a gesture at the corpse in the chair, "I continue coming back, reliving these terrible times. Punished for eternity."
Rick frowned, knitting his brow. Michaels' chatter about immortality rang in his thoughts, but the concept still seemed so bizarre, so impossible. He tried to find adequate questions, but nothing came forth.
"You must be dead as well, to be joining me here." Elijah developed a pitying frown. "I'm so very sorry, Rick. Sorry to have betrayed your trust, and sorry that my actions have brought you to suffer here with me."
"Where... where exactly do you think we are?" Rick asked, tilting his head.
Elijah seemed taken aback. "Why, isn't it obvious? We're in Hell."
 
 
 Chapter 16: Discord
 

Quinton's attitude held quiet and aloof for the first portion of their walk-around, but he warmed to neutral after a while. Kaylee suspected he preferred to work by himself, trusting his own instincts and methods without having to worry about or rely on anyone else.
She understood and respected this well enough, so she allowed him peace and quiet.
Their patrol revealed straggler groups of Citizens and OHU members hurrying towards the Institute, but the last they'd come across had been quite a bit earlier.
"So far so good," Kaylee said. "You think maybe Nigel decided to take the night off after all?"
Quinton grunted in response, neither affirmative nor negative.
The search continued, both relaxing a bit more as time passed. Another half-hour went by before Kaylee and Quinton caught the very obvious sign of trouble.
At first, both simply squinted in the darkness, wondering if they were losing their minds or if the mass of people approaching from the distance was real. After a few seconds of blinking and growing alarm, they exchanged glances and started running.
"That was a lot!" Kaylee shouted as they moved. "Right? A lot?"
Quinton met her eyes, his breathing labored. He gave a nod.
Behind them, a wall of individuals advanced at a march. A long distance off, it seemed Kaylee and Quinton hadn't been spotted, but moving through cross-streets revealed more large groups on a slow approach.
"Why are they moving like that?" Kaylee asked, already knowing the answer but not wanting it to be true. "All open, not even trying to hide their numbers?"
Quinton met her eyes briefly, raising an eyebrow as though the answer was obvious. He held a stitch to his running, a lingering pain from his wounded leg, but he kept up the pace without any problems.
She focused on running. Warnings might not help. These guys aren't going for subtlety because they've got enough people to overwhelm us. Dammit.
 
 
******
 
 
Michaels breezed back into the lab. "My suspicions were correct. It would seem a few of our deceased in the morgue are now breathing again."
The girl, Cassandra, sat in a swivel chair with her knees tucked in. "That's a good thing, right?"
"After a fashion," he replied. "Were everyone not running around trying to set up this place as a fortress, I'd suggest we ought to move them elsewhere. It's safe enough for the time being, though, and we certainly don't have time for it." He eyed the unconscious Malcolm. "How is he?"
She gave a shrug. "I looked him over like you said. The wounds have all closed up, but he still hasn't moved. Do you know why his skin is blue?"
"Something to do with the genetic traits of the original host, I would imagine." Michaels checked Malcolm's pulse rate.
Cass stared with wide eyes at the body on the table. "Are we all going to look like him?"
The researcher replied, "It's possible, although I believe the subsequent generations of organisms expelled from his body are more attuned to our physiology. He is likely a hybrid, but now the devices can enhance without altering. At least, I suspect as much. Time will tell."
Michaels continued to bustle around the lab, examining blood and tissue samples and conducting quite a bit of business Cass didn't understand. He doesn't seem to care that we're probably going to be dead in a few hours.
"Remarkable," he said, "even injured and losing considerable amounts of blood, the concentration of the micro-organisms does not seem to have changed." He held up a glass slide with a sample of Malcolm's flesh in it. "It seems his tissue houses large masses of dormant organisms, ready to awaken upon injury. Perhaps it's a function to allow for expelling them with regularity, spreading them all around. Regardless, it's absolutely amazing."
"Does that mean you can take some from him and give them to us?" she asked, changing the subject. "Like, can we make our guys as strong as the people coming to kill us?"
He waved a dismissive hand. "Of course not. I suppose I could run about injecting people with Malcolm's blood, but it takes time for the organisms to make their alterations to muscle and bone structure. At best I suppose it would make them come back more rapidly from their inevitable injury and death, but they wouldn't see any strength or speed enhancement within a few hours."
Cass frowned. "Then why are you bothering with this?"
"What should I do differently?" Michaels snorted. "Should I cower in a closet and hope no one finds me? Perhaps I should secure a firearm and join the rabble at the walls? Or perhaps I should continue my own work and ignore the constant shifting of idiotic politics and patterns of hatred."
Somehow I don't think Nigel's people are going to let you keep working while they chew on your guts, Cass thought. Trying to keep from causing excess irritation to the doc, she switched gears. "All right, so what are you working on, then?"
Michaels sighed. "I'm trying to discover if there's a way to use the organisms as a means to reverse the conditioning process."
"Oh. This is about that person you care deeply about, right? The one you mentioned before?"
He nodded. "Claudia. She's in a room of the Institute, upstairs. Just before the uprising, she was declared a traitor by the former High Inquisitor. He had someone use my process upon her."
Cass swallowed hard. "Sorry, doc."
Michaels waved it aside. "What worries me is that a solution of a physical nature may not be able to fix the psychological trauma induced by the process."
She gave him a blank stare.
"The organisms can repair damaged tissue, and I would assume they can return normal function to neurotransmitters, but will this suffice? Some of Nigel's followers and Nigel himself have been driven mad by death and rebirth. Their tissue, their bones, blood, and brain matter have been restored, so why do they continue with their cruelty, madness, and sadism?"
Cass sort of understood what he spoke of, but one thing didn't quite click with her. "Some people are just born rotten, right? Nothing's wrong physically, but maybe they turn out to be killers, or maybe they just become jerks." She stared pointedly at Michaels.
"Or they change, sometimes into a nicer person. Whatever," she waved her hands back and forth, "I guess what I'm trying to say is even if a bashed-in head or messed-up neurons can get healed... Scars, memories and stuff, or just bad, hidden personality things... maybe they go deeper than what these little guys can fix."
"Ah," Michaels held up an index finger. "You've come to the heart of my problem."
She understood. "Oh. You're wondering if the conditioning thing can't be fixed by them."
He nodded. "Not every quirk of psychology holds a physical component, at least by our current understanding. Repairing damaged neurons and balancing neurotransmitters, for example, might not restore a person to functionality."
"Why not try? Get a big needle, grab some of his blood, and try it out on your girl?"
Michaels frowned. "It's not so simple. There are risks involved. It probably wouldn't work, and lord only knows what side-effects might occur."
"Aren't we all in serious danger of getting chewed to bits here?" Cass asked, giving him a condescending look. "What's the harm in trying? She's probably going to get as temporarily or repeatedly dead as the rest of us, so why not get in a minute or two of happiness before it happens?"
The doc opened his mouth to respond, but instead he seemed to stop and consider it. He shook his head. "No, it's foolish. How could I...?"
Cass lit upon an idea. "Are you more afraid of her getting hurt or her waking up and blaming you?"
"Blaming me for what? I would never have-"
"You created the process," Cass interrupted. "C'mon, anyone could tell it eats at you. I bet you even feel a little bad for the rest of the people who've gotten this done to 'em."
Michaels said nothing, frowning.
"You know I'm right, and hey, even if she does blame you, a couple minutes of arguing is better than nothing, right?"
A small, oddly wistful smile crossed the doc's lips, as if bickering held some kind of allure. Crap, he's a weird one, she thought.
"Very well, then," Michaels said. "If we're to die, we may as well attempt something impossible, stupid, and potentially miraculous first." He smiled at Cass. "Care to assist?"
 
 
******
 
 
Rick's body hadn't been evident in the tangled wreck of the fallen elevator, which now blocked easy access to the shaft. Without the man present to chastise for the accident, Davidson and Gottfried returned to coordinating the defense. Two of the guards in the room set about carefully pulling out pieces of the wreckage, but there wasn't manpower for anything else.
Davidson explained the plan to each squad leader, elaborate details repeated over and over. Gottfried came and went, verifying and ensuring the tasks were being conducted all around the Institute. Isaac tagged along, assisting in general and providing a symbol of obedience to OHU members skeptical of defending alongside Citizens.
Gottfried found the mild cooperation encouraging, no squabbling or fistfights thus far between the new allies. They're likely too exhausted, terrified, or confused to object at present, he thought, considering the whirlwind activity of the evening.
Bleary-eyed individuals randomly assigned to the windows received firearms, also handed wood-scraps and an assortment of nails, screws, and other fasteners. With the materials, they also were given hammers, bricks, and other blunt objects to be used to erect a crude barricade. The defenders could still fire through the windows, but attackers would have to push through one more small layer.
More circles of defense were set up progressively closer to the central area of the Institute. All available guns and ammunition had been passed out. The people at the outer layer received priority, and in total, fewer than half of the defenders received a firearm.
And hardly enough ammunition to last ten minutes. Gottfried wondered if anyone had realized how low the munitions supply had gotten. Weeks of minor skirmishing created no large drain on resources, but all available weaponry firing in tandem would cause very quick depletion.
Isaac trailing behind, Gottfried conducted another sweep outside. Only a few stragglers hurrying toward the Institute remained instead of large, confused crowds. Good, he thought.
About to conduct a brisk walk around the bottom level hallways and rooms, Gottfried squinted into the darkness. A pair of figures were approaching, quickly. A twinge of tension dissolved as the High Inquisitor noted the returning forms of Kaylee and Quinton.
"They look like they've been running," Isaac said. "That can't be good."
No, Gottfried thought, preparing himself for ill news. It likely isn't.
 
 
******
 
 
"Hell? What do you mean, Hell?" Rick asked, wondering just how crazy his ex-leader had gone.
Elijah cocked his head. "Is this so difficult to understand? I died. I... remember dying. My heart," he laid a hand across his chest, "it stopped... it couldn't handle what I'd done. Yet I remain here. He," he pointed toward the corpse in the chair, "is also dead, but I've killed him... countless times. He refuses to stay dead."
Rick's mind swam at the implications. How many who've died are alive again? This is nuts. "Listen, it's not the afterlife or some kind of punishment. You remember-"
"I refuse to stay dead. More than once, I think..." Elijah looked at Rick with a pleading expression, seeking either refutation or confirmation; Rick couldn't tell which. "I can't remember... I can't remember eating, or drinking, for... how long has it been? Years? How could I not be dead?"
More than a bit crazy, I'd wager, Rick thought, trying to find the best way of explaining the situation to Elijah.
"He wakes up, and I kill him. It is my punishment, the cycle of Hell I must endure because of my betrayal. Have you...?" Elijah squeezed his eyes shut. "I can't remember if you're part of the cycle or not. Are you?"
Rick held up a hand. "No, I'm not. This isn't Hell, Elijah. It's something else entirely, and you've just gone a little batty from it."
Elijah looked at him, confused.

"Malcolm!" Rick snapped his fingers, lighting upon an explanation. "Do you remember Malcolm?" Rick asked.

Eyes going wide, the older man gasped. "The demon!"

Oh lord... Rick winced. "Yes, I suppose, but not exactly. It's complicated. Y'see-"
"Is he not my tormenter? Does he not keep me locked in this horrible place, forced to relive my moment of selfish weakness for all eternity?"
Rick blinked. "Uh... yes and no. Yes, as in he's the source, but no, as in it's not his intention or fault..."
Elijah stared with a confused expression.
"It's complicated." Rick ran a hand through his hair. "Okay, so you know how he's big, strong, and near-indestructible? Yeah, the stuff that makes him like that is contagious, I guess. So now we're all like him, can't die, and... well..." He gave a helpless shrug.
Rick thought he detected the slightest tinge of Elijah's former, intelligent and discerning nature. "Eternal life, you say? Endless cycles of death and rebirth?" Elijah gestured at the monitors. "I watch a little from time to time. I know it's not real, of course, but would you say much of existence is a constant struggle?"
"Yeah, but-"
"And you suggest we aren't actually in Hell?" Elijah smiled his familiar, heartwarming and kindly smile.
He makes a compelling argument, Rick thought with a frown. Sighing, he said, "Look, I get that this doesn't make much sense, but I need your help. Bad stuff is happening-"
Elijah leveled a condescending gaze. "Terribly surprising."
"Yeah, I know, but it's why I'm here. We want to turn off the field. Do you know how?"
"Of course I do," the older man replied. "I am the creator of this place in our former reality and I'm sure here as well. Over the years, my hands and mind crafted the wonders of the terrible, terrible city. This place, my Hell, has been recreated from my memories to bring forth an eternity of suffering."
"Um... okay then. Since none of this is real, will you turn it off?" Rick asked.
Smiling, Elijah said, "Of course not."
 
 
******
 
 
Citizen Jeremiah Davidson pretended to work.
Leafing through documents both on the desk and in his briefcase, he jotted aimless notes, nonsense words, and sometimes nothing at all.
In truth, there was nothing to be done. He and Gottfried finished defensive strategy and coordination quite a bit earlier. Implementation lay in the hands of others, and he'd be damned if he would stand at the walls himself to defend.
However, he felt it important to hold a calm and functional appearance. Business as usual, he thought. They must see a calm resolve to conduct necessary work in an orderly fashion.
More than the thoughts he repeated often to make himself feel better, it took every fiber of will he possessed to keep the pen in his hand from shaking.
Davidson was terrified.
The chanting of Nigel's innumerable followers began a short time earlier, a buzzing murmur heard even in the Inquisition lobby. Nothing about the approaching troops held subtlety. They didn't attempt to hide their numbers or spring a sneak attack. Kaylee and Quinton's report sped the progress of locking-down the Institute, but the gradual advance of the enemy meant the early warning hadn't been necessary.
Their confidence, their unhidden, fearless advance drove a hopeless terror into the Citizen leader. The mind-numbing drone of their chant made him want to scream out loud, find a dark corner, and fade from notice. So little hope seemed present. Ending the conflict and uniting Citizen and Old Havenite meant nothing in the face of overwhelming, crushing odds.
Worse was the uncertainty. No doubt in his mind lingered regarding Michaels' warning. The plague which now crawled in the veins of every Haven denizen made futile any hopes for a quick and simple death.
A hush fell over the room, the chanting of the horde outside stilling. Gottfried and Isaac stood by to protect the Inquisition lobby, and countless others had joined the defenders at the outer wall. Floors of offices, labs, and other places, windows crowded by terrified OHU members and Citizens...
We cannot stop them. He checked his watch, seeing the early morning hour. A terrible certainty fell over him, a knowledge that he wouldn't live to see another sunset.
Silence disappeared into a roar of voices which seemed to echo inside Davidson's mind. The attack was beginning.
 The pen in Davidson's hand trembled, and this time he could do nothing to stop it.
 
 
******
 
 
Nigel's people hurled themselves at the walls of the Institute, clambering over their dead to get at the doors and windows.
Gunfire spilled forth from the defenders, and dozens, hundreds of attackers fell. Grenades tumbled out, blasting apart scores of the cultists.
It made little difference.
On the second floor, Kaylee cursed as the weapon she carried ran dry after only a few minutes of careful targeting and sparse fire. Next to her, Quinton continued snapping off shots with his ancient bolt-action rifle. The stack of ammunition beside him remained healthy, but only one or two guns firing when the rest fell empty wouldn't hold off the attackers.
The deafening noise of gunfire spilled out of the Institute, hot lead pouring into the charging people below. Already the noise abated; Kaylee knew she wasn't the only one out of ammunition.
Leaning out of the window, Kaylee hurled random objects, mostly chunks of brick and stone, down at the attackers. They advanced closer and closer to the Institute with each passing second, and fewer were cut down. In certain locations, several drew near enough to pound on the doors and windows, to tear their fingernails in attempts to climb to higher floors.
Jesus, Kaylee thought. We really can't stop them.
 
 
******
 
 
The noise of shouting and gunfire filled the hallways of the Institute. Death and suffering reigned all around, and Michaels ignored it.
No fear, not even annoyance at the horrid racket of the battle entered his thoughts. Instead, excitement vibrated in his body. I never realized reckless, half-baked experimentation could create such a thrill, he thought.
He carried a small kit with two syringes. One contained a heavy sedative, to relax Claudia into a deep sleep. The other held a filtered sample of Malcolm's blood, swimming with thousands of the infamous organisms.
The building shook from an unseen explosion as he and Cass opened the door to Claudia's room. Not sleeping, Claudia remained in the huddled, fearful position she'd been in on Michaels' previous visit.
"It's all right Claudia," he said softly, moving over to her side. At his approach, she cringed, hugging her knees closer. Little wonder she's afraid; there's quite a bit of activity outside.
Cass poked her head into the room, stepping inside and closing the door. Only watching, she didn't say anything. Michaels considered it a great kindness.
Accustomed to injections and blood draws, the half-minded version of Claudia seldom struggled against Michaels. This instance was no exception, though she did try to push him away a few times before allowing the first injection.
Within minutes, her eyes glazed, and she curled up into a deep sleep.
Michaels gently rolled her over, wiping clean a spot on her arm. Another detonation rumbled nearby, and a twinge wondered if they'd have any time to speak of at all. They won't get her. I won't let them, he promised.
Taking a deep breath, muttering a short prayer to a God he seldom believed in or considered, Michaels plunged the needle into Claudia's arm.
 
 
******
 
 
When Rick had asked why Elijah refused to help, the old man had merely waved a hand at the monitors. He hadn't spoken since in spite of continuous questions and prodding.
At first, Rick stood by the corpse of the ancient man, Franklin Lange. He stared at the console on and in front of the chair, hoping to figure out how to turn off the field by himself. Numerous controls spread about the area, none labeled or hinting at particular functions.
Without intending to, he quickly became distracted by the images on the monitors. Different sectors of upper-Haven featured dark and empty streets, but cameras displaying the exterior and interior of the Institute painted quite a struggle.
Rick thought he felt vibrations, but none of the apocalyptic noise bled through. "This room must have some powerful sound-proofing..." he muttered.
From what he could see, the battle was going decently well. Interior cameras didn't reveal psychotic cultists running amok inside the Institute, so it appeared the attackers hadn't broken through the outer line of defense. Yet.
A pang of irritation struck as one monitor switched over to Michaels' lab. The doc nowhere in sight, only Malcolm remained in the room, stretched out and unconscious on the table. The feed boasted no significant detail or resolution, but Malcolm seemed a bit less mangled than before.
Maybe he can help out when he wakes up, Rick thought. Maybe
I should get down there.
As well as the defenders were doing, and though many bodies piled up outside, the intensity of the assault held intact. Nigel's people pounded at the building entrances, and many were trying to scale the walls, to reach the second floor windows. No one came close to breaching yet, but the cultists maintained a high level of tenacity. Rick frowned, wondering if anything would do any good at this point.
"Ah, you see it now," Elijah broke the silence. "Good."
Rick raised an eyebrow.
"Hell's army pounds at the walls of your castle. Shall I release this evil from its prison? Shall I send it forth to pillage other kingdoms?"
"For God's sake, Elijah, this isn't Hell, or... a medieval countryside for that matter." Rick pointed at the monitors. "Those aren't imps, demons, evil knights, or whatever; they're people. Crazy, violent people, but still just people."
Elijah crossed his hands behind his back, much more lucid than he had been prior. "My greatest sin in life was the selfish desire for revenge. Undying soldiers or demons, Hell or reality, am I to reverse my actions now? Or is it wiser to stay the course, to keep this foul city contained?"
Balling fists, Rick spoke between clenched teeth. "You're just going to condemn everyone, again?"
"You see the monitors. Nothing can be done. The demons will soon break through. None worth saving will remain. You test me with false reality, but I will hold true. I will not fail again."
"God dammit, Elijah. There's always something. Always a way." Rick desperately wanted to believe it himself, but a not-small part of him understood and agreed with his former leader. His words echoed hollow; he knew there were no hidden tunnels or magical escape routes. It's too late. What good would turning off the field do, now, besides letting the crazies out after they kill us?
He stared up at the monitors, feeling more than a little hopeless.
 
 
 Chapter 17: Despair
 

Half an hour of melee-based defense held after the last bullet was fired from the Institute. With an attitude between cornered-animal terror and will-to-live zeal, the united Citizens and Old Havenites smashed, stabbed, clawed, and in various ways fought tooth and nail to keep Nigel's horde from breaking through.
Cultists climbed the walls; they fell back to the ground. They pressed in, bashing against the entrance with sledgehammers procured from deceased Inquisitors, but robust doors and a heavy barricade slowed their progress. They shoved themselves towards the windows, but the defenders held.
The first breach occurred on the eastern wing. The hole in the wall from Davidson's earlier sabotage provided access to Claudia's lab, and even screwdrivers, bricks, and small hammers bashed against the walls for long enough could break through to areas beyond.
Given entry, Nigel's people swarmed in. Though countless lay dead and awaited rebirth from the damnable immortality plague, more than enough remained active to bring the fight inside.
Another breach resulted in the Natural Philosophy wing, and a few attackers knocked aside defenders and crawled into second floor windows. The continued hammering at the front entrance started to break through.
Nigel watched, satisfied by the progress of his loyal people. All would be concluded in short order.
 
 
******
 
 
With the task underway, Michaels became concerned about the increasing noise of shouting and fighting in the hallways.
"I think we might have company, doc," Cass said nervously. "Should we stay and hide here? Barricade the door?"
He frowned. Suddenly the principle of ignoring the attackers and going about his work seemed folly. Even if Claudia regains her mind, the monsters here will tear her apart. Why did I focus on such foolish obsession when... His thoughts trailed off as he beheld the peaceful, sleeping woman he cared so much for. It all felt justified from a simple glance, but it didn't change the peril they faced.
Michaels stared at Claudia. "Maybe there's something..."
"Huh?" Cass asked, confused.
Straightening his posture, feeling a resolve harden within him, Michaels said, "Yes. You stay here. Turn the lights out, and shove anything you can in front of the door. Make no sounds, and don't allow anyone inside."
Cass paled, swallowing hard. "For how long?"

"Until I return."

"What if you don't?"

Michaels paused at the doorway. "Then I presume they'll find you eventually. Do your best."
He closed the door behind him.
Already the sounds of shouting and struggle nearby seemed much louder and more threatening. A few friendly soldiers rushed by, carrying assorted makeshift weaponry. Michaels followed them, hoping to get to his lab unscathed.
Furious, brutal fighting filled the hallways, dozens of individuals locked in close combat. Michaels ducked in, around, and through the fracas. He avoided attention, pushing allied individuals toward foes who noticed him.
With the help of two hastily recruited friendlies, Michaels slipped through the brawl. Aside from a few minor bumps and scrapes, he sustained no injury.
Once inside his lab, he had the troops bar the doors with IV stands, rolling tables, and anything else handy. Pounding sounded from the outside on the heavily boarded windows near the ceiling of the lab, but there seemed to be no immediate danger of the cultists breaking through.
His eyes lit upon his goal and intention. Malcolm laid motionless, unconscious on the table. Staring at the odd creature who was once a former colleague, he murmured, "You're needed, Marcus. It's time to wake up."
Ransacking through the cabinets, Michaels withdrew a package containing a long syringe. He tore it open, moving over to Malcolm's side. "I don't know how he'll react, but I doubt it will be pleasant, so prepare yourselves," he said to the pair of soldiers.
Without further hesitation, Michaels lined up the proper entry location and jammed the long needle into the creature's chest. Depressing the plunger, the clear liquid poured into Malcolm's body: into his heart.
The creature's eyes flew wide open, and he burst out with a deafening bellow.
 
 
******
 
 
"You're welcome to stay here if you wish," Elijah said. "You'll share in the cycle of my punishment, but you'll be safe from the demons. They cannot reach us here."
Fat chance, Rick thought, watching the losing fight inside the halls of the Institute. There's no way they won't get up here eventually. "You can't think this has happened before. This isn't part of your cycle," he said.
Elijah sadly shook his head. "I have trouble remembering, these days. It's been so long, who is to say what has and has not happened during my time of punishment?"
"For God's sake, it's not even been half a year!" Rick shouted, pounding his fist on the console.
With a small shrug, Elijah replied, "As you say."
God dammit, there's gotta be a way out of this. Maybe... Rick sighed in frustration, flipping through the cameras. "What about Victor?" He tossed a gesture to the other body. "Is killing him over and over part of your punishment?"
Elijah drew in a sharp breath, his expression horrified. "No, of course not!"
"Then why is he here with you in Hell?" Rick didn't attempt to hide the scorn and mockery in his voice.
"Wha- well, he's here, of course-" Elijah stammered. "His body is here as a constant reminder of how my greatest... my greatest friend and ally sacrificed himself to my selfish ends. He embodies more than anything the consequences of my betrayal... 
Elijah's tone deepened, filled with anger and remorse. "He is here to torture my memory, to prove that no matter how many times I choke the life from my bastard father..." he thrust a gesture at the corpse in the chair, "...I cannot bring him or anyone lost during the many years back."
Rick's mind still balked at the concept of Elijah killing Lange over and over. It makes sense with the resurrection thing, but why is it Victor hasn't come back?
"I'm so sorry, old friend." Elijah knelt at the large man's side. "I wish somehow... somehow I could make it right."
"Elijah," Rick asked. "How did Victor die?"
"Saving me," the older man replied. "My pride, my arrogance killed him."
Rick bit back a retort. "What killed him?"
Elijah sighed, gesturing to the walls. "Hidden projectors created a flood of the sterilization field's particles. A final effort by my father to thwart any who dared venture this far. Victor pushed me out of the way, but his entire body..."
Remembering Malcolm's arm, damaged much more deeply and for longer than any other injury he'd seen on the creature, Rick felt a surge of adrenaline course into his body. "Elijah... is this device still working... and can it be moved or positioned?"
The other man cocked his head. "No, I'm afraid not. I destroyed the projectors before I killed him, before I died myself. Either way, they wouldn't be able to be moved."
Rick's heart fell, a wave of heavy despair squeezing breath from his lungs. This can't be it, he stared at the futile, losing battle on the monitors. There must be...
One of the camera displays caught his eye. On screen, Rick saw Michaels shove a large syringe into Malcolm, and the creature appeared to release a horrific shriek. Rick imagined he could almost hear the agonized bellow.
Peering into the screen, the doc didn't look scared. Far from it, determination was etched across his features.
What's he up to? Rick wondered.
 
 
******
 
 
Malcolm's ear-splitting scream lasted for several seconds. Before Michaels could ponder whether or not pumping the creature full of adrenaline had been a less-than stellar idea, Malcolm reached out and grasped his throat.
Stars exploded in the researcher's eyes, breath squeezed off in an instant. Michaels never imagined such pain. Gagging for air, he struggled against the impossible, crushing grasp of the creature.
Blackness engulfed his vision. Sounds dulled, bleeding through the haze of his dying mind. He whispered apologies to Claudia and everyone else in his thoughts...
It took several seconds for Michaels to realize Malcolm no longer held him. Painful, wretched breaths dragged down his windpipe, and he opened his eyes.
Glaring down at him, featuring an expression of wild, psychotic rage, was Malcolm. The creature plucked the long syringe out of his chest, a rumbling growl escaping from his throat.
Why did I do this again? Michaels wondered, rubbing his throat.
"Malcolm," Michael's spoke in a strained half-whisper. "I'm... I'm sorry."
The creature released a snarl, causing the researcher to cringe backward. He clenched a fist, bearing down on the cowering man.
"Listen, listen!" Michaels threw up his hands to ward off attack. "It had to be done. Nigel- his people have breached the Institute. They'll kill everyone!"
Malcolm stiffened, tilting his head.
"You have to help us..." Michaels coughed, producing a sensation of broken glass sliding down his throat. "There are too many. We can't- we couldn't stop them."
Breath hissing in and out, Malcolm's body rippled with unspent fury. Energy boiled beneath his alien flesh, but he stared down at Michaels. "Howw?" His voice came out in a half-snarl.
Michaels cleared his throat, trying to ignore the wretched pain and the frightening creature looming over him. "I don't know how. They seem," he ran both hands across his thinning hair, "zealous to a fault. Perhaps Nigel himself is the key. Perhaps you can," he swallowed, wincing, "perhaps you can capture him, use him to negotiate or to draw them away. Anything to give us more time!"
A scowl developed on the creature's face, and he provided a single nod. Tensing, he leapt to the upper window of the lab, well-boarded and secured from enemy entry. Barely hindered, Malcolm smashed through it with ease and moved out of sight.
 
 
******
 
 
Quinton and a dozen others at her side, Kaylee punched, kicked, bashed, and fought with wild passion. She used anything and everything she could to stave off the attackers.
There are too many! her mind cried out as her body continued fighting. Whether pure adrenaline or enhancements from Malcolm's infection, she fought with strength and speed beyond anything she'd known before.
It made no difference.
One by one, her allies fell around her, unconscious or dying. Quinton grunted as knives slashed into his chest and abdomen. Fighting on, weakening with each passing second, two of the cultists leapt upon him, pounding and stabbing.
She lunged, smashing a shard of brick into one attacker's head. The man toppled off. Bellowing a battle cry, Kaylee turned to the other one.
Something hard struck her in the back of the head, and she lost all conscious thought in an instant.
 
 
******
 
 
The battle drew toward a close, and many of the weak and fearful prey surrendered, hoping for mercy.
Nigel spared their lives, for the moment, and he even ordered his people to leave them intact. There would be plenty of time to see to the unborn, once the entirety of the Institute was quelled.
As much as he enjoyed the frenzy and the feel of life crushed between his own hands, he allowed his followers to handle the assault. Though nothing could harm or stop him - not for very long, anyway - his people needed his wisdom, his guidance.
In spite of the formidable barricade, the front entrance smashed inward, and his followers swarmed inside. A few minutes of intense brawling later, the area became secure, and larger groups of his people moved to assist in other places.
The sledgehammers pounded at the next set of doors, into the sanctuary of those who watched, the all-but extinct Inquisitors.
This final area would be breached, any remaining figures of leadership would be taken, and the battle would end.
A satisfied smile crossed Nigel's lips. The city, and everyone in it, will be mine, very soon.
 
 
******
 
 
The terror in Davidson's heart rose to a crescendo as the pounding on the doors to the Inquisition lobby grew more urgent.
Gottfried stood next to him, his expression hard as iron.
We've failed. By God, we've lost everything! Davidson's mind cried. This wasn't supposed to happen. This wasn't-
A crash resounded from above. Davidson threw his arms over his head as shattered glass from the skylight spilled over him. He cried out in fear, and a dark shape thudded into the ground in front of the desk.
Dear lord, what now?
 
 
******
 
 
Hatred, intense anger spilled into Rick's midsection as he watched the monitors. That smug, murdering bastard, Nigel, strolled into the Institute lobby without a care in the world. The stinking reverence his thugs displayed sickened Rick, but there was nothing left to be done. A few of the cultists hammered on the door to the Inquisition section, and it wouldn't take long for them break through.
By God, I should get down there. Won't amount to much, but maybe I can strangle the life out of that sadistic, filthy-
The stream of insults died as the camera in the Inquisition lobby, including a stone-faced Gottfried and a cowering Davidson, displayed a shower of glass. A dark form Rick immediately recognized as Malcolm dropped and rolled onto the marble floor.
Ignoring everyone else in the room, the creature sprang to his feet and walked over the entry door which threatened to give way at any moment.
"So you woke him up, Michaels, but what good can one guy do?" Rick muttered, squinting at the screen. "I guess it's worth a shot, but I don't know..."
Holy crap.
An idea tore into Rick's mind, burning by all of the building despair.

Eyes wide, he turned toward Elijah. "Do you trust me?" he asked.

Elijah blinked, surprised at being addressed. "Odd question. I suppose I do, but I still must refuse to-"

"Shut up," Rick interrupted, nerves vibrating with hope and possibility. "Have I ever, in any of my years serving your purpose, ever, ever, ever given you any reason to doubt my judgment?"
"Well, no, but..." the other man stammered, taken aback by the sudden intensity of Rick's demeanor.
"You must trust me. There's no time to explain it all." Not looking away, keeping his expression of pure sincerity burning into Elijah's eyes, he pointed at the monitor. "There is one chance here. One moment where timing could change all of this."
Elijah flicked his gaze over to the screens. Doubt formed on his face.
"This is what you've been waiting for. This is where your actions can break this terrible cycle. This is where you can repay everyone you've betrayed, and where you prove the lives lost due to your actions are not forgotten!" Rick could see him caving, ready to relent. "I promise you can reverse it if anything goes wrong. Hell, we might not even get the chance to use it, but none of that matters. You need to get it ready, now!"
Drawing in a deep breath, eyes wide, Elijah hesitated for an agonizing moment.

With a nod, he stepped over to the console, pressing some sequence of commands.

Rick didn't pay attention to it, his gaze fixed upon the monitor.

 
 
******
 
 
The door cracked and splintered. Whatever obstacles behind it slid backwards.
"Yes, more!" Nigel shouted to the several individuals hammering and shouldering against it. They backed off to get momentum behind them, one last push to open the door. This is it, Nigel thought, excitement pounding in his temples.
An inhuman bellow tore into Nigel's ears as the double doors burst toward him, shattered by some unknown force. Nigel's followers were hurled backwards, a massive creature smashing into them and sending them flying.
Nigel jumped to the side, avoiding being knocked down by shards of the door or his people. Rolling, he leapt nimbly to his feet, ready to face whatever pathetic last attempt these fools-
His jaw dropped open. The demon!
The inhuman monster stood in front of him, brutish and alien, muscles rippling and body shaking with clear fury.

"Kill it!" Nigel screamed, thrusting his finger toward the beast.

Without hesitation, the many followers in the lobby descended upon the creature, hacking, stabbing, and overwhelming.

Another deafening roar cut loose from the monster, shaking the room. Bodies of cultists flew in all directions as it burst free, a whirlwind of brutal strikes smashing Nigel's resilient people.
The sounds of cracking bones filled the air, and blood spattered upon the floor. One by one, the beast smashed, pounded, flung, and in several ways destroyed every individual near him.
Nigel's people, those not yet unconscious or dead, fell back in wonder, terrified by the monster's ferocity.
Blood dripping from its hands and splashed across its form, the creature fixed a gaze upon Nigel. Stalking forward, its breath hissed in and out, accompanied by a predatory growl.
The cult leader snatched up a sledgehammer. Brandishing the weapon, he shouted. "Come then, demon! You cannot hope to-"
Roaring in fury, the demon launched itself at Nigel. Before the cult leader could even begin to swing the weapon, the monster's shoulder smashed into his chest. An audible crack resounded, and Nigel let loose a scream of pain as his sternum and ribs gave way under the impact.
His vision pulsed red. Nigel tasted blood on his lips as the creature lifted him from the ground and continued charging, crossing through the broken lobby doors. A rush of wind coursed over the cult leader's body as he flew through the air outside of the Institute, the demon hurling him downward. Bones cracked and shattered as he slammed onto and rolled down the steps, and Nigel released another shriek of agony.
Smashed to ruins, innumerable bones broken, he stared in terror at the beast at the top of the steps. Glowing, hateful eyes bored into Nigel's very soul.
All fell to silence, the demon taking the steps one at a time. Slowly, the monster advanced, blood dripping from its hands and its hellish breath hissing in and out. No sounds of the conflict in the Institute continued, and Nigel caught a glimpse of his followers surrounding him.
They stood all around, watching in pure awe.

"Help me!" he cried in a horrid rasp, blood issuing from his throat.

No one moved. They looked on as the creature finished its approach and stood over their leader.

"You cannot win!" Nigel screamed, the pain in his body unimaginable. "I have the power of the Light! I cannot be defea-"
The beast lunged down and seized him by the throat, cutting off any continuation of his speech. Gagging, vision blurring, Nigel struggled in vain against the strength of the creature.
The monster drew back its other fist, preparing to strike. Nigel tried without success to squeeze out a scream as it propelled toward him.
 
 
******
 
 
"Now!" Rick pounded against the arm of the chair, not caring about the corpse next to him. "Do it now!"
 
 
******
 
 
A sickening crack filled the air as the bones in Nigel's neck shattered under the impact of Malcolm's fist. The cult leader flew several feet and crumpled outside the Institute without sound or further movement.
The instant Nigel hit the ground, blinding morning light burst from the heavens, bathing the Institute and entire city within its warmth and glory. Walking to stand over the body, Malcolm passed his gaze around the immediate area. Raising his arms to the sky, he released a deafening roar.
All of the cultists who hadn't yet entered the Institute watched, eyes wide. Those inside had ceased fighting at Malcolm's first bellow, turning back to the windows to see Nigel's end. Everyone had stared at the monstrous creature, forgetting about their conflict as he crushed the cult leader.
Their eyes then turned to the forgotten sky and its miraculous reappearance. After the echoes from the creature's roar faded, silence fell over the city.
Malcolm stared down at the body. He turned his head, revolving a piecing gaze across the remaining followers. Those inside and out of the Institute watched, speechless. Malcolm gave a grunt of contempt, ferocity radiating from his unstoppable form.
One by one, those outside fell to their knees. Person by person, a murmur swept throughout the stunned denizens in and out of the Institute. None of the fighting continued, all of the combatants too awestruck and surprised by the sudden return of the sun.
Time passed, and one by one the followers of Nigel made their way to the square outside. Never more certain of anything, they knelt before the creature who defeated their former prophet:
The monster whose actions returned the sun.
After a time, growing irritated with their scrutiny, Malcolm departed. The cultists abandoned the battle and left their broken, fallen leader behind. With a few Old Havenites and Citizens joining alongside, they all followed the demon instead.
 
 
 Epilogue: Exodus
 

"Your departure comes as somewhat of a surprise," Gottfried said to Rick, shaking his hand. "The city finally knows a measure of peace, and you decide to abandon it in favor of the unknown?"
"Hell. Freakin'. Yes," Kaylee said with conviction. "You couldn't pay me enough to stay in this dump."
Two days had passed.
An instant of terror had been wiped clean by infinite relief and joy when Rick discovered Kaylee's body, noting a second later that she was alive. Since then, the two had become inseparable. More than that, upon discovering the dissipation of the threat and finding out that other people were handling the aftermath, the two of them immediately gathered provisions and prepared to leave Haven.
Rick drew in a breath of fresh, clean air, enjoying the warmth of the sun on his skin. "I can't argue with the lady, Herman." The High Inquisitor frowned at the informality. "There's a helluva lot of work to be done fixing all the broken crap, and we sure don't feel like pitching in. Plus, I'd bet we won't be the only ones to leave, and we definitely want to beat the rush."
They stood at the western wall, its exit no longer blocked by the impenetrable and deadly sterilization field. Rick had his arm around Kaylee, and they were both eager to depart.
"Yeah," Kaylee chimed in, "and I don't wanna be around for all of the walking dead stuff. Explaining this miracle of alien technology and symbiotic organism crap hurts my head. Yeah, I guess it'd be nice to see some of the people we lost over the years, but quite frankly..." she trailed off, looking toward Rick.
"We just want to get the hell out before something else goes wrong," he said with a grin. "Honestly, I'm surprised you're staying."
"It served as the best option before, but now with unity among the population..." The High Inquisitor gave a shrug.
Gottfried had escorted them to the wall, the only individual to do so. Normally at his side, Isaac did not accompany them, still clinging to the slightest bit of a grudge against Rick. Quinton was dead but, like many others, clearly recovering by the miracle of Malcolm's plague. Tanya, injured yet again but having survived the attack, bid them farewell, and Eugene regained muddy consciousness long enough to do the same. Sergei seemed almost ready to wake as well, but neither Rick nor Kaylee cared enough to see his return.
Michaels bid them a curt farewell, and Cass hugged both with tears in her eyes. Rick offered for her to come with, but the girl hooked a thumb and said that the doc and others had been growing on her. "Plus," she had said, "the guy needs a lab assistant something awful, and the old man's gonna need help once he gets back up and about."
Davidson reluctantly allowed the son of Citizen One to take on an important role in the city's reconstruction efforts. Though wide-eyed, paranoid, and still convinced he was stuck in Hell, Elijah provided a great deal of useful advice and information. He and the bodies were taken out of the spire, the area and its control over Haven stripped away.
Rick wondered if Victor would ever recover from the damage done by the field. He also wondered what would happen to Franklin Lange, if the new administration would allow him to return to any prominence or even a normal existence once the inevitable resurrection kicked in.
More yet he wondered at others, if those left in pieces by battles fought long ago would see recovery. If those reduced to naught but bones and ash would rise again. If he and Kaylee, if everyone, would remain young forever, if those old would revert back to their prime, if this infection of immortality would spread to the rest of the world...
It all hurt his head to think about.
Malcolm, with a cadre of worshippers behind him, disappeared into Old Haven. Rick would've liked to say goodbye to the new prophet, to thank him or anything else. However, no part of him wished to return to that terrible place. God only knew what would happen: if Malcolm would lead them out of the city, stay in the darkness, or return someday to finish the job.
In truth, Rick didn't care much. The near future in Haven was bound to be chaotic, and knowing the city, he figured it wouldn't take long at all before people started fighting again. As much as he wanted to go beyond his promise to see Desmond and Olivia's people past Nigel's threat, he felt his time in Haven to be at its end.
Rick hoped the situation in the city would stay peaceful, but he and Kaylee agreed right away that it wasn't worth sticking around to find out. Exploring the wilderness, surviving on their own... it was what they both wanted.
Gottfried bid them a crisp farewell, turning on his heel and walking away.
"Maybe we can check in sometime to see if everything's gone back to shit," he said, opening the door which led out of the city.
"Like hell," Kaylee replied, punching him on the shoulder.
Staring at the landscape and bathing in the glorious mid-morning sun, they stepped out into the unknown world, ready to face its mysteries together.
 
 
******
 
 
Citizen Gregory Michaels hesitated, not injecting the latest sedative into Claudia's body.
The past two days had seen him reluctant, too afraid to allow her awakening. Cassandra badgered and urged him to cease being such a coward, but it didn't stop him from keeping her under.
He insisted more time would be beneficial, allowing opportunity for her mind to heal without strain. This excuse continued far longer than reason dictated, and even Michaels admitted as much to himself.
"What will I do if she's still the same?" he had asked, tears in his eyes.
"You'll keep trying, that's what. You'll keep working until you figure out how to bring her and all the others back." Cass scowled at him. "Right?"
Those words echoed in his mind, and with a deep breath, he put the needle with sedative away. Sitting by Claudia's bedside, his hands shook, his heart raced, and he waited for her to awaken.
What felt like hours passed, and when Michaels didn't think he could stand another second of it, she stirred.
Holding his breath, gripping her hand, he watched as her eyes fluttered open. She met his gaze.
An eternity of ambiguous expressions crossed her face, beginning with confusion. The brief uncertainty tore at Michaels' heart, but warmth and cautious happiness flooded through him when a genuine smile spread across her face.
"Gregory," she whispered.
 
 
 ######
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