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Аннотация
John is a test subject in a secret military research project. Betrayal within the ranks of project�s security officers, sets of avalanche of events leading to the deaths of two of John�s friends and to John finding himself at the edge of the dark abyss of death. Join him in his fight for freedom and revenge on the hot desert sun, in the hallways of underground facilities and help him discover his humanity.


Samuel Bohovic
HYBRID:
PROJECT VIGIL

To my family for their love
and to my friends for their support.
Both kept me going.
And to J for showing me what I can do.


ACT I � TEST SUBJECT


Chapter 1 � Awakening

John woke up on the cold floor of his cell. He couldn�t see anything, bandage was wrapped around his head. That could mean he has new implants, maybe eyesight augmentation like others have. He tried to stand up, but sudden pain in his left arm nailed him to the bed. He examined his arm. It was broken but the bone was fixed and healing. His implants assisted healing process in his body.
The cell door opened. Perfectly trained phrase came out of his mouth: �Subject Beta, serial number 6554.� Quiet steps echoed out of darkness, he recognized them before female voice said: �It�s me, not one of those military freaks. Stay still John, you�re going to be okay.� Along with serial numbers and codenames Doctor Caroline Blackburn and her team of scientists gave all the subjects names. This was secret project called Vigil, the goal was to create human-robot hybrid and train it to be super soldier. John�s heart started to beat faster: �Is Gillian okay?� Doctor injected something into his bloodstream: �She is unharmed but worried� about you. They could have killed you but Briggs called them off. Sanders did a good job on you, installed new stuff and fixed that arm.
John wanted to see again. Being blind frightened him. Like reading his thoughts Doctor whispered: �Just one reading from your implants and I�ll take the bandages down.� She slowly pushed small needle under skin on his neck until she found spinal cord. Freezing sensation pulsed through him. Computer detected device and sent readings from John�s implants. Another pulse went through his body when needle was pulled out of his neck. He lost consciousness for a brief moment.
When he came back to himself he was staring at the ceiling. New implants were interfacing with his system. He was curious about new abilities his eyes had. As all of his implants these were controlled by his thoughts. He zoomed on the ceiling then thermo vision, everything was green except red-orange figure of Dr. Blackburn. Doctor turned off the lights:
�Try night vision.�
World turned green and black, John saw himself in the mirror.
His eyes shined brightly: �I think everything works you can turn the lights on.�
With the lights on he could see how he looks like. Bloody clothes, face, he was covered with his own blood. �Doc?�
His voice echoed from concrete walls: �Am I still human?�
A mixture of surprise and anger settled on her face: �Of course you are! How can you ask something like that?�
John looked at his hands, black and blue contact spots on his fingers and palms. They allowed him to interface with computers. He recalled his last fight with guards. Countless kicks and punches hitting his body again and again.
�I mean I don�t feel like human.�
Guards laughing: �You can�t refer to human rights because you are not human!� The memory rushed through his mind.
�I don�t even know what it is like to be normal.�
He couldn�t remember anything before this: �I don�t even know what�s outside the Fence. I don�t even know where the hell I am. Damn it! I don�t even know who I am!�
At this point, rage was boiling in him. He shouted like never before: �Who am I? John? 6554? Hybrid?�
Paint fell of the wall after he punched it with full force. When he settled down Doctor was leaving: �You�ll soon know all answers, now put on new clothes and clean yourself up. Dinner is in thirty minutes.� And she left.
John showered not even bothering to take off his clothes. Cold water falling on his head, washing down dried blood. Again and again he recalled what guard said before he broke John�s arm: �You can�t refer to human rights because you are not human!�
That led him to question who he is? He knew that he is never going to know the answer. He knew that he is going to die here or at least he believed that. And he knew that there isn�t much time left for him. That�s why year ago he started to hack systems of facility through wireless networks so he and others have a chance to escape, but he was far from success. But is it really good idea to release them and spread out? They are too smart, fast and strong. Their improvements could be problem, they were secret but all the tech in here could save many lives and improve people. Human without improvements is nothing compared to hybrid like him. One hybrid is not enough, like one bullet is not enough to kill an army but billion that is different. Twenty hybrids here, they can rule the world, they can kill everyone here with bare hands. This thought crossed his mind often. They have opportunities, every day. Every day guards let them out from their cells for about ten hours in total, that includes food, tests, combat training, and two hours of free time after dinner. Everything under nonstop surveillance of armed guards and cameras. It is hard to even talk without being watched or heard.
HUD in his eyes told him that he has ten minutes, time to dress up. He liked standing in the shower he could do that for hours. He could think without hearing guard patrolling up and down the corridor. It made him feel less like prisoner. Sometimes guards came to beat him down for using too much water and he enjoyed breaking their bones before they used stunner on him, usually he woke up in medical wing. He was sometimes just ruthless killer, he had no regrets. He still remembered his first kill. It was five years ago but he�ll never forget it. It turned into bloodshed he killed ten guards before they took him down. After that he was reclassified for special training. Now he lost count of his victims. He would have tried to break out but Gillian always convinced him to wait. He would have been dead long ago without her and he knew it. Caroline always reminded him.
He put on his last clean clothes. Door buzzed and opened letting him out for a dinner with other subjects� and armed guards. �Well nothing here happens without the bad guys hanging around.� He told for himself. When he entered mess hall few guards were waiting for him: �There he goes! Our problem kid. Your arm hurts? I�m really sorry for that. What are you going to do? Call your mom? Oh, I�m sorry you don�t have mom.� John ignored him. He took his plate and started eating. At least food here was good. Rob sat next to him: �Man, are you okay? You looked pretty bad back there. How many, three on one?� John finished his soup and moved to steak: �Seven on one actually, but they went for Gillian not me.� Rob looked up on him: �John. You have to stop protecting her, you�re just getting yourself killed.� He hated this everyday conversation they had: �She deserves better than this and I don�t care if I�m going to die for it. Deal with it.�
After dinner they had two hours of free time. First thing John wanted to do was find Gillian. He knew where she is. They had a hidden spot in library without cameras, guards or microphones. She was there, sitting face turned to entrance, hugging her knees. Her long auburn hair covering left half of her face.
When he sat next to her she looked at him: �Good to see you are okay I was worried about you. I can�t imagine what would they done to me if you weren�t there. I wanted to check on you in medical wing but Sanders told me to stay out. I thought you are dead or something.� She said it in a very cold tone, tears rolled down her face. John swept her hair from her face and wiped tears with his finger. Small spark of static jumped between them: �Hey, we are alright. I�m not letting them hurt you, I don�t care if I die but they won�t hurt you. I promise.�
Gillian wrapped her arms around his neck. Her sweet smell filled his nose. These were the best moments of his life. Just sitting there in silence and darkness. Only way to survive this �Summer camp� as they called it. Finally after countless minutes Gillian said: �I heard you yelling. Was it because of what guard said about us not being humans?� She hated when someone shouted and John knew it: �Yeah. I�m sorry for that. I know how you hate it.� She pulled him closer: �You had a reason.�
They sat there in silence for almost an hour. Just the presence of one another worked as medicine to all wounds for both.
Gillian stood up: �We�re having outdoor training tomorrow. Finally outside again. I think I need to sleep some more for it and I suggest you do too. We�re a team and we need to be ready. Will you walk me back to my room?� John accompanied her to her door. There she looked in his gray eyes, she was four or five inches smaller than him so she needed to look up a bit: �Remember you don�t have to take all hits for me I�m a big girl I can handle a few.� John smiled: �OK, good night big girl.� She smiled too when she closed the door. He walked to his cell still feeling her arms around him. He washed his face and brushed his teeth. It took him seconds to fall asleep. Instead of nightmares or blank dreams he dreamed about Gillian. How she might look in sunlight? He will see tomorrow.

Chapter 2 � Angels of death

Night before action is always difficult. You can�t sleep, adrenaline racing through your veins. You sweat thinking about what might happen. Your mind running through every possible scenario. You are trying to relax but you can�t. He was going to be XO (second in command) today. Fourteen days out outside on stealth-recon mission on fresh air and with Gillian. And no guards looking all the time. Finally some privacy and freedom. They can try to breach the Fence. Looked like perfect two weeks. He read mission briefing on his computer hundreds of times tonight, so did everyone else.
5:00AM. Time to get up and running. Usually good and big breakfast preparing them for next ten hours of walking, running and digging in. Everyone was nervous, he could see that, even hear that from chatter around him. Then he slowly walked to the armory. There was a long table with equipment and two people in there. Armory master James, tough ex-SEAL in his forties repairing broken machine gun and subject Alpha checking weapons and supplies. When he entered James stood up: �You are early here Stump, preparation starts in two hours.� John had more interesting plans than waiting around: �I�m going to spend some time on the shooting range.� As he passed through doors to shooting range James followed him saying: �I must see this. Hey Alpha, you not coming?
John was the best marksman here it was reward for countless hours spend on shooting range. He enjoyed the challenge of hitting long distance targets. He picked up his favorite M39 EMR and enough ammo. When he was ready he pushed button to start. Targets popped up. No matter if they were close or far away, moving or behind cover he picked them one by one, one perfect head shot after another. With help of his brain implants and newly installed Aim assist, projecting trajectory of each shot, it was easy. After an hour he left shooting range with new accuracy record. James wrote this record on the blackboard in armory: �240 rounds fired, 240 head shots, don�t screw with Sb. Beta.�
Time to prepare for mission. John took his body armor, checked pistol, mounted ACOG sight on his M4A1 and synched it to his system. Then M107 sniper rifle. He weighted 50.cal round in his hand when someone laid hand on his shoulder: �That�s gonna hurt, hope you can see the bad guys.� Subject Alpha-Tom, John�s second best friend in here. Tom always looked serious, but he liked jokes: �Hey listen up! Everyone here knows that� uh� you and Gillian have a thing, you know what I mean. If you two want some time alone just say it, we can finish it without you.� John noticed something in his face. Is Tom nervous? �Ask Gillian.� Tom�s eyes filled with obvious desperation: �I already asked. She� agreed.� That small pause revealed him. John sighed: �You dirty little liar. You asked her, but she said no.� Tom lifted his hands in surrender: �Damn it! How can you know that just from my face? How can you know that she said no?� John smiled: �I know you long enough to know when you tell me lie and I know that Gillian would never accept something like this. And I can�t ignore her standing right behind you.� Tom walked away with his hands still raised in surrender. Gillian�s eyes looked tired: �Duty first, isn�t it. I will never like these sleepless nights. How do you handle it?� Tom and few others were watching them. �I got used to it. I think about you. What if something happens to you? What if you die? Life here might be violence and more violence, violence anytime, in any form. You are everything I have, you are my light here. That keeps me alive.� She smiled: �That�s nice of you. I hope you are ready. I wanted to mention that while you was entertaining James I stole some real ammo.� John wanted to hug her and then hug her again� but he had to control himself in front of others. On training missions they always used training rounds but she always managed to smuggle out some real ammo for them. Just for emergency situations or to have some fun. She was somehow reading his thoughts, maybe she could see it on his face: �You can hug me later when no one is looking.� Her smile was priceless. John was certain that he is melting inside.
When they were ready they assembled near the hangar door to wait for C-130 Hercules to pick them up. Doors finally opened, revealing open loading ramp of giant, dark colored plane with four turboprop engines. They loaded in silence. Twenty soldiers slowly walked into the plane. John stopped for a second to watch the sunrise.
Engines roared to life. During flight many of subjects prayed to their gods. John never prayed because there was no god he believed in. There was just Death everywhere. Instead of prayers he cleaned his rifle. It gave him power to take life. With it he could end this complicated game of nature. It was the greatest power he knew of. Some may say that he is ruthless. But he isn�t, he is just trying to survive.
One of the pilots came down and shouted: �Two minutes!� Everyone stood up, made final check of his or her gear. Ramp opened revealing sky behind. Soldiers started to jump out, two at the time. John pressed radio button on his helmet:
�Overlord, this is Dragon 2-1. Angel fall complete. I repeat, all packages are on the ground, over.� He heard uncommon static. Jammers? Frequency adjustment may be necessary. Command finally replied: �Copy that all 2-1. Proceed with mission.� He took a running jump through open ramp. His parachute opened automatically.
Landing went well, he landed on a plain near ridge line where they had to set up observation post. When he managed to bury his parachute under the sand he started to look for Gillian. That was easy task because she landed only few hundred meters south of him. She was covered with asphalt: �I fell into a natural asphalt, quite mess. Don�t ask how I crawled out.� John helped her clean her clothes. Then they moved towards ridge line to settle in.
�2-1 be advised, enemy patrol coming your way from north. Two hostiles and vehicle, confirmed heavy weapons. Recommend you to evade, over.� John looked north and saw jeep heading south. He crouched and raised his left fist. Vehicle stopped, two men jumped out and started to observe their surroundings with binoculars. John fell prone: �Hit the deck!� After hour John and Gillian still laid motionless. John started to slowly crawl towards two soldiers: �Looks like these guys aren�t going anywhere. I�ll take them out, you will cover my six.� John slowly and quietly drew his pistol and approached two enemies from back. Two quick shots with tazer round took down the first one. John grabbed other one�s throat, threw him on the ground and finished him with a shot. �Yeah, now turn around boy and throw your weapon away!� That words echoed in his head like train, there was no one else. He threw pistol away and turned face to new threat.
He was looking right into barrel of pistol aiming between his eyes. But there was something strange, his HUD turned red: !Warning! That pistol had live ammo in it. Soldier pushed barrel up to John�s forehead: �Now, you are going to die like the ones you killed before.� HUD flickered rapidly: !Warning! Where the hell is Gillian? She was supposed to cover me. First he spotted sun reflection on Gillian�s scope then soldier�s head exploded into a bloody ball and body fell headless. John was covered with remains of skull and brain. After he cleaned his face and clothes he went to check other weapons, all were armed with real ammo.
He sat into jeep and pushed comm button: �Regroup on my position.� Then he turned button and pressed it again, this time speaking to entire Dragon group: �All units be advised, we have encountered enemy personnel with armed weapons. Recommend you to evade. Any sightings of hostile forces report to me. Loot enemy ammunition if you can. If you are in danger lethal force is authorized. Watch out for traps, mission objectives remain unchanged, just find other observation position they could be waiting for you. 2-1 out.�
When he finished orders Gillian already stood in front of him: �I�m really sorry� my hands trembled so much. You think command has something to do with this?� One of stunned soldiers moved, John stood over him: �I don�t know, but I will ask them.� And pointed his pistol on two soldiers. They waited for them to wake up. First woke up after ten minutes, when he saw John and Gillian he tried to shoot them but his weapon released just empty �click click�. John kicked him hard into belly: �Who gave you real guns? Why do you want to kill us?� Soldier smiled: �I�m not going to tell you anything.� John took step back: �Then� you have no use to me.� And shot the soldier, sending pieces of skull and brain flying around. Then he did the same to second one.
John examined load of jeep. Everything there was real and dangerous: FGM-148 Javelins, explosives, land mines. It looked like these guys were preparing for something big. Both Gillian and John agreed to setup explosives around jeep to slow down any other patrols or search parties. They hid dead bodies under the vehicle so no one can see them from above. By the time they finished that all it was nearly sunset, John reached his hand to help Gillian stand: �Let�s go find someplace to rest. Somewhere safe� or at least safer than here. They walked in silence, they had to change direction many times to avoid being followed. Soon darkness covered their advance and they started to look for shelter.
_____________
Corporal Tarkovsky patrolled near ridge line, his task was to kill any hybrids coming around. Strange thing was that there was no one else, only him and pale rocks. Few hours ago he lost contact with two other patrols which meant he was the only one in this area. But entire day no hybrid came through. He was starting to tell himself: �This is weird man, really weird.� Something moved on edge of his vision, it looked like human. He ran after it after several minutes of search he found a girl trapped in a chasm, only way out was around him. He aimed, she turned around. �You should be two.� Tarkovsky asked carefully. Gillian replied in amusing tone: �Yes we should.� Corporals words were cut off as gloved hand covered his mouth and razor-sharp blade cut his throat spilling large amount of blood.
�His face was priceless.� Smiled Gillian: �They always follow me and then realize that I�m alone. This one is fifth in last two hours it�s obvious that they were expecting us, shame we had to kill them.�
John cleaned his knife urgently, James used to say: ��Nothin� is worse that dirty blade Stump.� John couldn�t remember why is James always calling him Stump. James had name for everyone for example he called Gillian Rose, maybe because she likes roses. While looking for shelter John talked to her: �You never liked all this war stuff did you? Nah, why am I asking I know you. You don�t like it, I wish you could be somewhere else, with your family, painting, playing piano, meeting with friends.� Gillian couldn�t resist smile: �And where do you wish to be?� John raised his rifle: �Wherever humanity needs me to be.� Before Gillian answered he spoke again: �I think I found a cave for us, hang on� Yeah it�s okay.� They spent ten minutes setting up camp for next two weeks. Unfortunately they couldn�t risk open fire so they had to survive freezing dessert night only with help of sleeping bags. Rest of night was silent, they were too tired to talk, it was amazing that they managed to keep watch four hours each until morning�

Chapter 3 � Deception

John woke up in a nice cave with good view of valley. Night was quiet except from wind and animals. Reports from other teams were fine, just few hostiles.
�What do we have for breakfast?� Asked Gillian who just woke up. John was trying to open vacuum packed army meal, but his numb fingers were unable of doing so.
�Appears to be baked beans with tomato sauce, but it won�t open. I can�t even pull trigger right now.�
�Right now you don�t need to shoot anything." Gillian sighed. Then she opened pack for him and grabbed his hands in warm grip: �Warm enough?�
Some kind of warrior instinct flashed through John�s muscles. Some sort of memory from past, urge to free his hands from hers. He needed to focus his entire mind to ignore it.
�Yes, much better.� John was confused, nothing like this happened before. Maybe he has too much adrenaline in his blood. Their cave was small, just about half the size of their cell. Entrance was practically invisible from distance.
No matter what people think army meals are delicious, but fresh food will be always better.
John watched beautiful sunrise, soon Gillian joined him in front of cave entrance. She looked really serious, she always looked serious after waking up. She had nightmares every night. John knew it, even if she refused to tell him. He was watching her entire night, shivering, talking from sleep, calling his name. John decided to ask her about dreams later.
First light touched her unusually colored hair, reddish brown near roots with black ends. She had smooth, pale skin now partially covered with dust. Her eyes changed color rapidly, she could do that thanks to the cornea implant, sometimes it was very funny.
�I think it�ll rain.� Announced Gillian.
�I totally agree with your assumption.� Reacted John. This short dialogue was absolutely irrelevant. Meteorological data projected on their retinal HUD so they both knew that there was a storm coming. This was used just to keep some communication between them during long hours of doing nothing. They could see thick dark clouds slowly getting closer.
Light flashed in the clouds. First drop created small wet crater in desert dust. Wall of falling water soon convinced them to seek shelter in their cave. Rain tried everything to get inside but cave remained dry. Accompanied by hum of rain they talked. Nothing unusual at all, but one question disturbed John�s mind long years after this.
�What do you feel when you kill someone?� Gillian often asked questions like this.
�Hard to say, I�ve never killed someone I know. But when I kill guard I feel� nothing, recoil maybe. You already killed few people, so why do you ask?� John wanted to maintain normal tone, but he sounded little annoyed.
Gillian turned her eyes away like into great distance. �I just wanted to know if I have same feelings like you. I hate myself for killing people. It�s horrible thing, I don�t understand how can you take it so easy. What they did to you John?� Now she sounded angry.
John had no reasonable answers left.
�I don�t know. Maybe I was turned into killing machine. But I think I can live normal life if they ever let us out. I wonder where they took us from.� He inhaled slowly, dry desert atmosphere mixed with storm water filled his lungs. �If we want to know who we are, we need to know who we were.�
They stayed silent for next eight hours. They even ate their lunch away from each other. I was weird, two young people, alone in the wild and not talking to each other. Storm wasn�t about to end any soon. Before nightfall it was raining more than few hours ago, John declined idea to patrol outside. Water could damage his rifle or cause a mudslide. No one would be out in this rain not even those trying to kill them. John brought his sleeping bag closer to cave entrance to guard during night and to maintain some empty space between him and Gillian. Best way to calm her down was to leave her alone for some time.
It could take few minutes or several weeks, time depends on food served in mess hall.
Till midnight nothing outside moved, thermo vision was clear, no sounds except torrents of water rushing down the slope. Flashes of light from lightning created strange silhouettes and shadows of rocks. John himself looked like a rock motionless, silent, his gun prepared to unleash deadly wall of armor-piercing bullets. Hypothalamus implant could prevent falling asleep for few days and putting John into state of sleep with normal awareness.
Something moved inside the cave. Gillian was obviously shifting her position closer to John. Every moment she was closer and she was up to something because her movement was confident. Sneaky and careful but confident. She sat next to him and slowly leaned against him.
�You should know I�m not mad at you,� Gillian began: �But sometimes you look like you are collapsing into yourself, fading in front of me.
John had to admit his mind often drifted away from reality, from blood and violence.
�I�ll stay with you, whatever happens I�ll be there.�
�I know you will, don�t worry about me I won�t disappear in my mind, you always remind me to stay.�
Her hand slowly moved to his right palm.
�You want to link our Systems, don�t you? Asked John calmly already knowing the answer.
�Yes, I want. I will worry about you less.
�You are aware of what Caroline said about it.�
�Yes, we shouldn�t try it because it wasn�t planned feature of System and it may be dangerous and no one is absolutely sure about what it might do to us.�
�You forgot to say that guy who created this system feature went mad afterwards.� Added John swiftly.
�Are you afraid John?�
�No, just making sure you�re aware of everything.�
�I don�t care what happens, I just want to do it.�
�Then let�s do it.�
Their hands moved closer and closer. A moment before they touched a blue spark of light jumped between them. Then they were flushed into moving world of colors, numbers and shapes, project scientists called this The Hybrid Sub-reality. It served as System base. Hybrids could access it easily, scientists needed tons of hardware to get in. Process window appeared:
>Uplink status: Established
>Connection: Subject.Omega-Gillian #7530#
>Synchronizing�
>Synched� proceeding�
>Core programming: Adjusted
>Memory: Balanced
>Link: Connected
>Testing� 100%
>Systems linked� 0 Errors detected
>Required actions: 1
>Proceeding�
>Data transfer: Commencing
>/

Series of pictures, movies, feelings and sounds played in John�s head. It took him few moments before he realized he�s watching Gillian�s memories. And she probably watched his. He saw their first conversation, their first mission together. John could see what she saw, feel what she felt. They fell asleep, that sometimes happened after entering into
Sub-reality. And so they slept not knowing what will happen next day�
________________
John woke up hearing gun fire. Tom�s voice sounded over radio, �We�re under attack!!�
Gillian slowly opened her eyes.
�What�s going on?�
�They are here,� said John �Ready to show them no mercy?�
She hasn�t said anything, just took her gun, armed it and crawled out of the cave.
John pressed the comm button: �Every armed squad put suppressing fire on those hostiles attacking Dragon 1-1. Everyone else withdraw to extraction point and call for evac.�
�John there are��
Loud �thud� interrupted Tom�s words. John knew what that means.
He jumped out of cave and looked through sniper rifle scope.
�Tom is hit!�
Meanwhile Gillian fired bullet after bullet.
�Get him out of there we will cover you.�
John found his target. He held breath, aimed and slowly pulled the trigger. Soldier�s head exploded, his comrade next to him had only few seconds before Death claimed him too.
Suddenly a column of white smoke shot to the sky. John turned his rifle to trucks on the road 1,5 miles away. There were enemies preparing to fire another Javelin missile.
First missile arched through air aiming for Dragon 1-1.
When it hit the ground it sent large chunks of rock flying. John checked Tactical Status Display on his HUD, Dragon 1-1 was marked as Lost.
�They are dead.� He told Gillian, but somehow he said it through their connection.
�What are we going to do?� Her question hung in the air.
�Tell everyone to run.�
John tried to contact others but there was nothing but static. Soldiers near trucks prepared another Javelin missile. Wild idea crossed John�s mind. He put his hand on Gillian�s arm.
�Go, find others and go to extraction point.�
�What do you want to do?�
�Buy you some time.�
�How you want to do that?!� She insisted.
�Just go!�
Gillian started to move away from John. John pulled assault rifle closer to him. He breathed fast and hard, rivers of sweat poured down his face, his heart raced. It was closer and closer, the final second, moment of death, sacrifice, call it however you want. Then he stood up and pulled trigger. Goal wasn�t to hit soldiers or trucks, they were out of range. He just wanted to attract their attention. Several soldiers pointed his direction. Then he noticed something horrible. Gillian was still standing there and watching him. There was no time to talk, missile was already in the air aiming for them. John grabbed her waist turned around and threw her as far as he could. Before he released her, John whispered in her ear.
�I�m sorry.�
John could feel pain through their connection, but he knew she is okay. Missile arched. He took a deep breath, pulled out his pistol. Another breath. John waited for missile to get closer, aimed and then tried his luck and fired. It exploded less than 20 feet away from him. Flames engulfed him, his body hit the ground then everything went dark.
___________________
Meanwhile back at base�
Doctor Caroline Blackburn sat behind her table enjoying glass of wine. There was no particular reason to celebrate, she just wanted to drink that wine she bought herself for birthday five years ago, last time she was out. Since then project proceeded so fast she couldn�t. When she was about to pour fifth glass someone knocked at the door.
�It�s open.� She yelled.
Young lab assistant Harper stepped inside.
�My apologies doctor Blackburn, I don�t want to interrupt, General Briggs wishes to talk to you.� He said. Caroline put wine bottle back to bottom drawer.
�Damn general, I want to drink my wine right now. Instead I�ll end up talking about government�s expectations for next year. Harper! Have you brought those boxes from storage?�
�Of course doctor. May I ask you something?�
Caroline was putting her lab coat on. �Ask away!�
�How much have you drank doctor?�
�Not enough Harper, not enough.�
She pushed him away from door and made her way to general�s office, leaving Harper standing there confused. Caroline had to admit, she drank more than she should. It wasn�t even evening.

Caroline stormed through general�s door.
�You wanted to see me?�
General lifted his sight from computer screen.
�We�ve got a� doctor are you drunk?
�I consumed large amount of alcohol but I don�t consider myself drunk.�
�I�m serious doctor. I appears that few our squads went rogue and attacked test subjects.�
Caroline�s mind examined that sentence very carefully.
�You mean YOUR men are killing MY work?!�
General sighed.
�We have two K.I.A. and one M.I.A.�
�In English general, please.� Caroline demanded.
�Two subjects are dead and one may be alive.�
Caroline was now sure he is serious.
�Which subjects?� She asked fearing the worst.
�Alpha and Delta are dead, John may be alive. They were hit with Javelin missile.�
Caroline fell to nearby chair. Even if John was alive he would be crippled.
�They called for evac, they will arrive in thirty minutes. I suggest your team should prepare.�
Caroline took her phone. She selected Sanders in contact list, her hands were shaking when she tapped call button.
�Sanders. You know what happened?�
�Yes I know. We have prepared our equipment but we have no idea about damage done by flames and blast. Come see me near medical wing.�
She unwillingly released the phone and let it fall.
�Who is responsible?�
She was just about to leave, but she decided to make general feel bad.
�You know what? I don�t want to know it! But I hope you know who did it. Otherwise you can be damn sure if John survives, he is going to kill you all. So you�ll better find out who is behind it.�
Then she closed door and walked away.

Sanders was already waiting for her. Doctor David Sanders was tall, muscular surgeon in his early thirties. He just talked to cyber engineer and implant manufacturer. He looked worried and others looked interested. Caroline waited for engineer and manufacturer to leave before she talked to Sanders.
�I hope you know more than I do.�
�Yes, we have received some information about damage done to John. His skin was burned over 80% of his body, his eyes are practically destroyed. Blast torn off his right arm and both legs bellow knee. We�ll be lucky if he survives. And if he does, we�ve never encountered this kind of damage.�
Caroline was trying to stay professional, however that was harder every second. However she had an idea how to solve Sanders�s problem.
�Do you remember Spectre?�
�Yeah, strange stuff. You don�t want to? Sanders shivered.
�Yes. That�s precisely what I want to do. Do we have schematics for it? Caroline put her hand on his shoulder
�They are stored in our database. But, it would transform him into� something else. Implants of that size it could kill him. Caroline! Are you listening to me?�
�No, David! There will be no discussion to this matter! I�m chief scientist of this project! That means I make the call.�
And I said that John gets Spectre implants.� Caroline shouted.
After few seconds she continued in normal tone.
�If someone is responsible for what happened to him it�s us. Now we need to focus on getting him in one piece. �
Sanders nodded and started walking away.
�You�re right. I�ll send our order to manufacturing labs. By the way, Gillian� Gillian� she is going to need help. I think you should take care of her when they arrive.� Then he made his way to his office.

Last five minutes before helicopters brought in survivors were the hardest moments of Caroline�s life. When they arrived Sanders refused to let Caroline see John. Then she saw Gillian, curled into a ball in darkest corner of hangar. Her bulletproof vest was laid nearby, she obviously threw it away.
Caroline approached her slowly and tried to help Gillian stand up. Before she could do so Gillian raised her hand to stop her. Gillian waited for everyone else except Caroline to leave hangar. Then she let Caroline to hold her hand and lead her through empty hallways of base.
Gillian looked more like corpse than a person. Mud and sand covered her face, she had scratches all over her body. John threw her far enough from explosion but it was a long fall.
Caroline led Gillian to her apartment. Apartments were most remote underground part of base, Gillian was first subject who saw this part of base. It could be sealed off from rest of facility in case of fire or uprising. Caroline wanted Gillian to stay in with her tonight. She washed Gillian�s face with wet towel and waited for Gillian to fall asleep. Then she left her alone and went to check on progress in medical wing�

ACT II � THE LIBERATOR


Chapter 4 � The Spectre Protocol

John was in Sub-reality again, he had no idea for how long. You can keep up time conscious but not for long, time in Sub-reality can be slower or faster and nobody knows why. John was bored of walking around endless world of Sub-reality, he played his memories again most of them were inaccessible, he even tried to reprogram some of his implant functions but he couldn�t. That meant someone was hooked into his cybercore functions and was doing something. John could tell one thing, whoever was doing it or whatever was the person doing it was big, all core activity was of the charts. It looked like the person was rewriting all core functions. It meant that he�s still alive and that he has a chance of recovery. Suddenly process window popped up right in front of him:
>New core firmware installed
>Rebooting�

Everything went dark for a moment. Then new Sub-reality started to appear around John. Something he never saw before. Lines of blue pulsing light on the floor. Giant, blue, glowing sphere in background. First time John saw objects that weren�t contained in his memories. Multiple process windows rose from the floor.
>New core detected� running diagnostics
>Core clock rate 100 petahertz
>A.I. Compatible�
>Advanced Combat&Control installed
>HiSense chip connected
>Spectre series implants installed
>Memory: Recovered and loaded
>External hardware detected� initializing
>!Error! Code 5x427
>Manual activation required
>Lockdown authorization: Sanders, David
>Subject: Ready
>Stasis mode: Releasing

John woke up in real world. At first he couldn�t see or hear anything, soon he was staring at the ceiling.
�Ok, John you woke up. You can�t move because your body has been severely damaged. We�ve repaired the damage but external implants aren�t active. I�ll activate them one by one. Eyes first, they had to be replaced. What you see now it�s just basic sight. Activating now.�
It was Doctor Sanders talking. Suddenly John could see far better, new HUD loaded and his hearing also improved.

�Now slowly lift your right hand.�
John did as asked. He nearly screamed from shock. There was mechanical arm instead of original one. He flexed mechanical fingers and formed fist. Then observed artificial muscle fibbers and the place when arm was connected to his chest. John was sure this arm is much stronger than than normal one.
�It has a blade built in, try that out.�
As soon as John thought of the blade it ejected from upper side of forearm. One inch wide and one foot long titanium alloy blade.
�Cool. I guess you�ll have to deactivate it for security reasons.� John said looking turning his eyes at Sanders.
�Not necessary, it isn�t sharp. Now if you feel well enough we should test legs.�
John was surprised like never before.
�Legs?!�
Sanders sighed, it was time to tell John the truth.
�We had to replace your arm and both legs because they were torn of by the blast. You did a great job by hitting that missile with bullet, it dispersed the blast so you wasn�t hit by full force. We also upgraded your under-skin armor, cyber core and internal SSD memory drives.�
John accepted that as unchangeable truth. From now on he was more machine than human. So extensive augmentation must have taken weeks to finish.
�Doctor? How long I�ve been out?�
Sanders gave a short look at his wrist watch.
�Two months, three weeks, five days, ten hours, twenty five minutes and some seconds. Longest time in stasis mode in our lab. Briggs wants me to show you your new equipment before you can rest. Let me help you stand up.�
Standing on new legs John felt like on a ship in middle of storm. He had to hold on everything in reach to walk over to table with equipment. He was familiar with most of weaponry. There was also a set of some kind of heavy armor and circular object, five millimeters thick and two inches wide with black spot in it�s middle.
�So�� Sanders began his explaining. �This is Spectre Mk.4 Tactical Armor for special operators, like you are now. It�s equipped with artificial muscle fibers same as you arm is made of to compensate it�s weight and grant you more strength and it also provides protection from bullets. �You may find anti-missile flare system useful.�
That last sentence sounded very ironic.
John picked up that circular object he noticed before.
�And what�s this?�
Sanders brought some books from nearby shelf.
�You are holding experimental A.I. Drive, the one your core is adapted for.�
�And� how does it work?� John asked.
Doctor grinned.
�It doesn�t. Drive contains only basic software and development tools, you�ll have to create her. These books should help you.�
�Her? How do you know it�s a woman?� John had plenty of questions by now.
�Our studies have proven that humans react better to female voice. To program her you have to hold the drive in your hand or insert it to USB slot in your bionic arm.�
It looked like fun to John, but he wasn�t sure about what Gillian might think about it.
Soon after John tried to put on every single piece of armor and tested it by walking around the room doctor let him sleep. Doctor also promised to let Gillian know that John is awake.
Next day the first person to walk in John�s room was Caroline. She brought more books about quantum computer and artificial intelligence and she wanted to talk about link John and Gillian created between their systems.
�What you�ve done is dangerous and I think I made myself clear when I said that two years ago.�
She doesn�t even look angry just upset.
�We knew all the risks. Someone has to try it so you can study it and maybe figure out how it works.�
After three hours long argument John came out as winner. Caroline brought even more books for payback. John was reading a lot those days, he wanted to finish A.I. as soon as possible. Programming was difficult but with all those books and his cyber core he proceeded quickly. When Caroline calmed down she even offered to help him. John always thought that she studied medicine because everybody called her Doctor Blackburn.
But she wasn�t, she was robotics engineer and brilliant programmer. She rewrote his core functions. She was the only member of scientific staff who wasn�t doctor, but everybody called her so. It was meant to show that she is equal with rest of the team. Over time she became chief scientist after Conrad Welers who created system link function.
It took few days to convince guards to let Gillian see John. By then John was able to walk on his new legs. Gillian jumped into his open arms and whispered.
�Never ever do that again.�
�Which part? Throwing you away or shooting down a missile?� John said jokingly.
She laughed and released her tight hug.
�Both. How�s your arm?� She asked while exploring black muscle fibers with her hand.
�Fits well, but always when I try to pick up a mug I tip it over and I can�t feel anything.�
John was really clumsy, turning over pages of books was nearly impossible.
They talked for two hours. Gillian told him how they escaped from soldiers and about rumors saying that something big is happening on the higher positions after the attack.
After another month John was allowed to return to his cell. It looked same as before there were just new clothes, bookshelf and toolbox to maintain bionic parts. Caroline accompanied him all the way and now was organizing books. When she was done she said.
�We worked long enough. Activate your A.I.�
John held the drive in his hand stroking the black spot with his thumb. Then he looked at Caroline: �It�s already activated.�
Hologram of nice looking blonde rose from the drive:
�Hello John. Good morning Doctor Blackburn.�
Caroline was surprised to see it working, John created first fully self-aware A.I. She couldn�t see it but she could hear. John breathed deeply.
�Claire, you know what to do.�
Claire looked concerned.
�Are you sure? Your actions might cause more deaths among your friends.�
John inserted drive into slot in his arm. Now he was responsible for one more living creature. Him and Claire, they were supposed to take care of each other. He knew that if he dies it will be end of her life as well.
�This could be my only chance, our only chance. Do it for me, for Gillian, for you, for everyone.�
�Yes you�re right. Disabling security protocols.�
Door buzzed and opened. Caroline just stood there with open mouth.
�What do you want to do?� She asked John.
�Making things right, take your team to safety, I�ll seal the apartment section after you are in. Please, don�t try to stop me��

Chapter 5 � I�m not alone

John walked out of his cell to the hallway. I was now or never. Guard patrolling the hallway almost instantly aimed his weapon at John. He fired two rounds, John was just running towards him. Everything slowed as HiSense chip turned on and increased his perception. Only John maintained his speed. He turned his body before jump, bullets hit him but they harmlessly ricocheted from under-skin armor. In middle of jump he ejected blade, he knew it was sharp because he cut his finger two days ago. Then John gave his full strength and delivered punch to soldier�s chest, penetrating his ribcage and puncturing heart. Soldier gasped for air.
Every cell door opened, subjects started to walk out. First one to speak was Gillian.
�What the bloody hell you think you�re doing?!�
�Getting us out of here,� Said John turning to others. �We have been imprisoned here for years. They trained us to be ultimate soldiers. New level of evolution, the best humanity can offer. They want us to fight for their cause, we don�t even need to believe the same thing as they do. We were supposed to be their sword and shield. But for what cost?!
I see thirty cells, but only eighteen soldiers. Ten of us have already sacrificed everything for whatever those people up the chain of command want from us!�
John made a pause. �I say that their enemies aren�t our enemies. I say that those who killed Tom, Kate and others are our enemies! They see us as assets, they can throw in and do whatever they want with us! We shall show them we�re people! Yes, maybe we�re half machines but we�re not animals, we think, we feel. You don�t have to go with me, it�s your choice, first time in history of this place you have a choice. Now! Who�s with me?�
Everyone raised their hands.
�Then let�s move out! Head for the armory!�
Claire sealed off armory from rest of facility so their way was clear. James wasn�t there, most likely he went away as soon as most of security systems failed. John was looking for one thing in particular, his armor. If he�s going to break through barricades and fortified positions and of course army of soldiers, he needs that armor. It also gave him power, power to destroy� and it was bulletproof.
�John, are you okay?� Claire asked.
�I�m just thinking. With all these enhancements, I�m more machine than flesh. Do I still have a soul? Or was it lost in all that steel?�
John picked up his rifle from nearby table.
�Yes, you have a soul,� Claire said �Without soul you wouldn�t have any feelings. And you have feelings, you love Gillian, you want to protect her. That�s feeling.�
John never thought of his feelings for Gillian in that way, but he knew Claire was right.
When he had everything he needed it was time to give orders to others. When he walked into main armory everyone was ready and standing in a line. Gillian made a step forward.
�We are ready.� She said not looking at him.
Now it was John�s strike force and he was proud of it.
�Behind that door our future and freedom awaits.� He said pointing at the door.
�But there are people willing to stop us,� Everyone looked a bit nervous.
�What they see is just bunch of kids playing around with loaded guns. What I see is an army. There is more of them I admit, but we have been created to beat the odds.�
His speech was short but effective.
�We will proceed through main hallway and capture central intersection. Then you will break into two squads, Alpha and Bravo, Alpha will dig in there and hold position, Bravo will go and fortify scientific labs and protect any non-military personnel there, if you find labs empty go and protect apartment complex, I�ll go for Briggs and data storage. Everyone with me?�
�Yes, Sir!� Mass response came. John smiled.
�Then let�s move out!�
So they moved through base meeting no resistance. Entire base was sealed, Claire had to open every door in their way. Initially she locked up the facility but guards slowly regained control.
�Heat signatures, room, right side.� Claire informed.
John signaled everyone to hold position at the door. He could hear voices coming from inside. Sounded like three men.
�Man, entire station is in lockdown.� First one said.
�Damn! Can someone explain how subjects got out?� Another asked.
Finally last one spoke. �Could you just shut up? We�re stuck in here until somebody lifts the lockdown.�
Quick glance through small glass window built into door confirmed that there were soldiers inside. John bashed his helmet twice with fist.
�Breach it.�
Subject behind him moved forward, slowly planted breaching charge on the door and backed away. Voices echoed from inside again.
�Guys you heard that? Somebody is messing with door.�
John made a step back and gave a nod.
�Fire in the hole!�
Blast sent door flying. John walked in with guns blazing, taking down three hostiles. They died before they realized what was going on. Strike force moved forward. Central intersection was empty, John was sure it was a trap. Central intersection was only way to move to other parts of base. It was big room with catwalks along it�s walls. John saw it only few times in his life, now there were big steel crates on the far side of room and small benches few feet away from strike force. John signaled them to stop.
�I don�t feel well about that room, it�s too exposed. Peter, take half of us, wait on the catwalks and cover me. Rest of you will come up behind me if something happens.�
Everyone nodded, there was no need to say anything they were perfectly coordinated.
John walked to the middle of room. Suddenly soldiers came from behind those steel crates, at leas twenty of them. And John�s worst enemy captain Grayson with them.
�Stop right there John, it�s over. Throw that gun away and turn around with hands above your head.�
John didn�t move.
�So you can shoot me like last time? Ain�t gonna happen.�
Captain laughed.
�Come on, listen to reason. You are no one John, you don�t have anything. You�re just test subject we can kill, just number we can remove from the list, you have no name, just John. You are alone, even with that fancy armor of yours you�re going to die.�
All around catwalks and behind John subjects started to appear.
�He�s not alone.� One of them said.
John raised his rifle and muffled his helmet speakers so he could speak only to hybrids.
�Leave captain to me!�
Then he spoke loudly again.
�Now! I say, surrender or die. What is your choice captain?�
Soldiers raised their rifles and captain laughed again.
�I swore to never let any of you lab rats out. I will never surrender to you!�
John walked towards him.
�Then you give me no choice. Open fire!�
Soldiers never stood a chance. They fell like rotten fruit from tree, captain was now the only one standing there. John grabbed his throat and lifted him off the ground. John was taller that everybody in facility and with armor, captain was one foot of the ground when John held him in his eye level. John let his emotions flow through him like a river.
�Tell me why I shouldn�t kill you?� Asked John taking captain�s revolver from his hand.
Unfortunately captain was choking too much to answer. John threw him on the ground and shot his right knee.
�That�s for Tom!�
Then he shot left knee. John was sure his eyes were red like melting iron burning his insides.
�That�s for Kate!�
Captain screamed from pain. It couldn�t stop John. There was no room for forgiveness or mercy. John released every single piece of anger and hatred he accumulated over years. He shot right elbow.
�That�s for the pain you caused to us.�
Every part of John wanted to finish him, but he wasn�t done yet, so he shot left elbow.
�That�s for destroying our lives.�
Finally, gun barrel touched captain�s forehead.
�MY! NAME! IS! JOHN!� And he pulled trigger.
Blood was all over the floor and walls. Part of John�s revenge was complete. There was sudden feeling of satisfaction in his mind and soul. He fired last round into captain�s chest.
�End game, jerk.�
John had no evidence that Grayson was behind the attack, he could be or not. John still wanted to kill many people, mostly ones responsible for the attack. Strike force was already split in two squads when John turned to them.
�I know this was a cold blood execution, but some people just deserve to die. After all he has done to us he gave us no choice but to kill him and his men. One day everyone must die. We continue as planned.�
Samuel stepped forward. �What is your call sign?
John wasn�t thinking about that. Suddenly he thought of his codename in official files.
�Crisis.�
They continued as planned, John headed for Briggs first. Again hallways were empty Claire managed to keep this part sealed. It was strange to be alone here, John wondered where are all guards they should be sealed inside. John found Briggs in his office drinking whiskey and looking at photo of his family. There was a piece of blank paper and pencil in front of him.
�Hello John. What do you need?� He asked.
�Names.�
General took a pencil and wrote twenty names, folded paper and gave it to John.
�These men are responsible for the attack. I can�t tell you where they are. They were taken into custody and transported away. Are you going to kill me now?�
John put paper into his pocket.
�No. Briggs, you are a good man. You have family and you have been always nice to us.
Stay here, someone will pick you up when we�re done.�
Then he turned around and headed for data storage.
Halfway to data storage he met Caroline. His first reaction was to pull trigger, but then he saw white lab coat. Bullets missed their target.
�Hey! It�s me!� She shouted from door she took cover behind.
�What are you doing here?� John shouted back.
�I wanted to find you. I guess I succeeded. Can I come out now?�
�Yes, you can.� John sighed.
She carried small metal briefcase in one hand and pistol in another.
�You�ll need this to get inside data room.� She handed him her ID card.
�And this to interface with system.� She opened briefcase and took out tablet with USB wire. Tablet was armored from one side and covered with blue contact foil on other side.
�There should be a slot for it on your armor� here got it.�
She fastened it to John�s thigh.
�There you go.�
She picked up pistol from the floor and observed John. John was much taller that her.
�Caroline?�
�Is there something you want to know about data storage?� She asked.
�No, but that pistol you have� it�s empty. You can�t shoot anyone with that.�
John gave her his pistol.
�I thought you have proper training. Be careful with that.�
She nodded and walked away the way John came.
After few minutes of walk John ended up in front of dark hallway leading to data storage.
�Claire? Why are the lights out?� He asked.
�Uh� I don�t know. Power in this part of facility was cut off.�
John activated night vision.
�Let�s take this slow.�
Total blackness engulfed them. Only sound was echo of John�s steps. Hallway was empty but John was sort of scared anyway. Suddenly Claire reminded him of her developing personality.
�John you should know that I�m afraid of darkness.�
�No kidding? John grinned.
�I mean it.� She claimed.
�Don�t worry I�m here with you.�
John knew that A.I.�s can learn, they can develop themselves, it fascinated him in some way. You could see only wires and chipsets, holographic projection maybe, but there was a person inside. Green color of night vision filled John�s mind. Hallway was empty like hallways before. John proceeded quickly until his eyes found dead body in a lab coat.
John inspected the body. It was Harper, he had broken neck.
�We�re not alone here.�
From that moment he checked every corner and looked back every few steps.
�Crisis 0-1 you still there? Come in Crisis.� John could hear gunfire along with caller�s voice. HUD displayed who calls.
�Crisis 0-1 here. Go ahead Alpha 1-4.� John crouched in a corner with good view on data storage door.
�They are pushing hard, requesting immediate assistance. We can�t hold this position without support, over.� Voice said.
John switched comm channel.
�Bravo 0-1 what�s your status?� He asked.
�We�re all clear, Crisis, over.� Gillian spoke on the other side.
�Alpha needs ground support. Move to their position ASAP. Expect no resistance on the way. Do you copy?�
�Affirmative Crisis, moving to RV with Alpha. We�re two minutes out, over.� There was sign of adrenaline in her voice.
�Copy that Bravo, Crisis out.� John never thought that guards could create serious offensive. Now he has to focus on his task, then he can think about guard�s ability to counterattack.
He tried to unlock door with Caroline�s ID card. Everything was powered down, lock included. John cursed.
�Anyway we can power it up again?� He asked Claire.
�I don�t think so, wires were damaged. That�s only wooden door, nobody expected someone to use brute force to get inside so I think you can kick it in.�
John looked at the door more closely.
�You should have told me earlier.�
Door fell after first kick. Data terminal was still online because databases had their own power generator which turned on after normal power grid went down. John approached it with smile of a madman, finally he will know everything.
�Throw your gun away Stump!�
John turned to face new threat� James. He was holding assault rifle. They stood there aiming at each other.
�I told you to drop your gun.� James repeated.
�You first.� John grinned.
�You just refused an order soldier. I don�t want to do this the hard way.�
John didn�t move.
�You think those guys who attacked you and nearly killed you and your girlfriend just woke up with that thought one morning?�
John had a dark feeling about what James just said.
�No Stump, they made a plan for it months ago. They even elected a leader of their group.
But he�s not on the list.� James revealed truth slowly.
�Who�s the leader?� John asked.
James smiled.
�Those idiots couldn�t even think of anything useful to kill you, so someone helped them.
That plan would have gone well, but you survived and saved others. You ruined MY perfect plan to get rid of you and retire.�
John was burning from inside again but maintained calm voice.
�So you wanted to kill us.�
�Yes and I still want.� James said shooting two rounds into John�s chestplate not doing any damage.
John threw his rifle away. He wanted James to suffer. John directed first punch just under ribcage aiming up. James fell forward gasping for air and John bashed James�s face against his knee guard. Then he threw James against a wall and ejected blade. And stabbed and stabbed until there was just bloody hole left in James�s chest.
�I trusted you!!� John shouted hitting wall with his head.
�I thought we were friends!� He tore concrete from walls.
John continued to demolish walls for several minutes until he sat down leaning against one side of data terminal. He was breathing hard.
�John, focus! I know it�s not easy but we have to finish this.� Claire�s voice was calm.
John forced himself to stand up and connect adapter tablet to data terminal. It took them few minutes to crack password. And few more minutes to copy all data to John�s internal drives. Only one thing surprised John. Project Vigil wasn�t only one facility. There were dozens of them. Locations were unknown to both John and Claire. John picked up his rifle and dusted it off.
�Let�s go, freedom is waiting.
When John arrived to intersection fighting was over. Gillian walked right towards him.
�Everyone is okay. They stopped few minutes ago and then this guy comes with raised hands and says that he will only speak to you.� She reported using neutral voice.
�You searched him?� He asked giving her his rifle.
�Personally.� Gillian signaled Dave and Jeff to bring prisoner to John.
�John, may I ask what happened?� She asked with little sign of worry.
�Long story.� John realized how he looks like. Blood on his armor mixed with concrete dust.
�So who are you?� John asked their prisoner.
�I�m agent Jeremy Hudson from Pentagon, Office for Vigil project. I came to discuss terms of our surrender.� He said reaching his hand forward to John.
John ignored Hudson�s hand. �You say you want to surrender?�
�President has already signed official document aborting this project and retasking our office to take care of you in outside world.� He looked serious.
John turned around to look at Gillian. Her face said: �I don�t trust this guy.�
He took of his helmet and came closer to Hudson. Their faces were only few inches apart.
�See my eyes Hudson? They aren�t real but artificial. Original ones burned after your men hit me with missile so my arm and legs. Tell me. Why should I trust you? Why should any of us trust you?� John was sure that from this distance Hudson could see differences between normal eye and John�s eye.
�I don�t expect you to trust me. You have to go and check it out.� Hudson kept looking straight at John.
John walked away waving Gillian to come.
�I�ll go check it. If it�s okay I�ll radio you to come.� He explained his plan.
�I�m going with you. Today we had enough solo missions.� Gillian put her hand on his arm.
�Fine.� John wasn�t in mood to argue with her.
�Jeff if we don�t call you in thirty minutes you shoot that bastard. Copy that?� John gave last orders.
�Gladly.� Jeff responded.
John took his rifle from Gillian, put his helmet on, checked ammo and waved them to go.
Before they entered hallway leading to exit they had to step over dozens of bodies of dead men.
After they were far enough from intersection Gillian asked.
�What happened in data store room?�
�James.� John sighed. �I had to take him out.�
�I�m sorry about that.� She said.
�No need for that, he planned that attack.�
She stayed quiet for a while.
�I think he died like the guard who hit me in front of you.� She said.
�Worse.�
That answer silenced her.
They found facility entrance wide open. Outside John could see tents, cars, people but no soldiers. Young woman approached them. They aimed their weapons at her. She raised her hands.
�Chill out people. Nobody�s gonna hurt you. Now put those guns down it makes me nervous.� John lowered his gun. She looked more confident now.
�That�s it. I know you guys are not going to trust us. Don�t worry, what that guy from Pentagon told you is truth project is over. Scientific staff was evacuated through back entrance. You��
�I take it from here Jennifer. Go help Thomas with computers.� Caroline pushed her aside.
Jennifer jumped from surprise of hearing her superior.
�Of course Doctor Blackburn.� And she ran away heading for closest tent.
John spoke through radio to hybrids still inside.
�It�s clear, you can come out now.�
After few minutes they came out. They shoot each other�s hands, high-fived and everyone said the same thing to John: �You did it. Thanks.�
Only Gillian avoided him.
Caroline waited for them to finish their celebration before she led him to one of smaller tents. There was a bed, table, chair, wardrobe, bucket, towel and three metal army crates.
�This will be your home for next day or two until we arrange necessary stuff. You are free to move around camp and area of base. Shower is just around corner and Gillian has tent right next to yours. It�s lunchtime so take your armor off and head to the canteen. Soon someone will explain who will take you to live with them.�
John nodded and she left him alone.
�Claire, what do you think about this?� He asked.
�Sounds like you are free. You�ll live better life. I can�t wait to see how world looks like.� Claire shared her opinion with John.
John took off armor and put it into the biggest of three crates. Then he went to canteen to eat lunch. He couldn�t find Gillian anywhere so he just walked around campsite. Soon Sanders walked up beside him.
�I was told to find you and tell you who is taking you.� He said.
�So?� John asked.
�You are going with Caroline. She�ll take care of you, in fact she forced Hudson to assign you to her.�
John had one question for him.
�Who takes Gillian?�
�She�s going with me.� Sanders walked away after answering John�s question.
John felt good about it, he knew that Sanders is a good man.
According to his watch it was time for dinner. He already searched entire camp for Gillian so he hoped to see her there. But she wasn�t there. He went to his tent to clean armor from blood. When he entered he noticed small paper on his table. It was Gillian�s writing:
Meet me near western end of camp today at 08:00 pm bring blanket, I don�t plan to spend night in the camp.
L.Y.
Gillian

It was 7:36. John abandoned his plan to clean armor instead he grabbed pair of warm socks from wardrobe and blanket from his bed. Before he set off Caroline visited him for few minutes.
�Can I borrow Claire for tonight? We have something she can help us with.�
John carried Claire all the time with him. Now he pulled her chip out of arm slot.
�Do you want to go?� He asked her.
�If I can help I�ll go.� Her hologram smiled �And besides I think you and Gillian want some privacy.� She added so quietly that only John could hear it.
John gave chip to Caroline. �Handle with care. Like if you held a baby.�
�Don�t worry.� Caroline said giving him one of her encouraging smiles.
At 7:56 John arrived to the western edge of campsite and she was already there waiting for him. She held a folded blanket.
�You ready for our first camping without risk of being killed?�
John smiled. �Of course.�

Chapter 6 � Feelings

They walked through dry grass over small hills. Gillian was leading most of the time. They were at least two miles from base when they arrived to a small campsite for two people with campfire, tent and basket filled with food and drinks. It was situated next to hill with few bushes. About twenty feet away along the hill John could see lake.
�You prepared this all day?� John asked while looking back to see if anyone followed them.
�Yeah, after I showered I decided to make us a private celebration of freedom.� She said raising her hands to height of her shoulders like if she was showing him something awesome. Well� this was awesome.
�Who gave you everything you needed for this? I can�t imagine how you could smuggle it all out.� John threw his blanket next to basket.
�Remember Jennifer? She is smart and sees things most people can�t. She caught me when I was trying to steal something from kitchen. She asked me what I need and brought it to my tent in an hour. Hope she�s not going to be in trouble for it.� Gillian was obviously proud of herself. She sat between fire and basket. Then she noticed that John has pistol with him.
�Damn it, John why you took weapon? We�re free. That means nobody wants to kill you anymore.� She was worried. She was afraid John wouldn�t be able to accept freedom. That he did this all just for her not for himself.
�I know we�re free. I just don�t believe we won. I�m afraid that my enhancements will be a problem. I was built for war.� John couldn�t use any different word than �built� to describe his the process he�s been through.
�What your heart tells you?� She asked. She smiled with one of those John-melting smiles.
�It says that I should enjoy this because it can be last day we spend together.�
�That�s what I wanted to hear. Come on sit down. Do you want a strawberry?� She pulled the basket closer to her and took out plastic box with strawberries.
�You have strawberries? Send �em right over here.� There were only two kinds of fruit John would kill for: strawberries and dried apples. Gillian leaned over to him and gave him strawberry. She unclipped his weapon belt. John reached to stop her, but he couldn�t. He let her throw it away.
�Jennifer gave me some wine for us to celebrate. She said that we might want to try something new.� Gillian announced while she poured two glasses of wine. It took them few minutes to find out that wine tastes awesome. John ate all strawberries in plastic box Gillian just watched she looked like she�s thinking. John saw some movement in the bushes he thought it must be some kind of animal. Gillian moved closer to him, so close that he could see small scars on her hands.
�John, after so many years I think our relationship should move a level up. It�s even more important now that we�re free.�

Chapter 7 � Goodbyes

They woke up at dawn, ate all food left, packed the camp and headed back. There was no need to talk, they could read each others minds.
Back in camp Gillian went to return basket and tent. John decided to clean his armor. When he entered his tent Hudson was waiting there. He was looking closely at disassembled armor.
�Waiting for me? Or just hanging around? John asked taking Hudson by surprise.
�I wanted to ask you something.� Hudson said calmly, still looking at armor.
�Go ahead then.�
Hudson took a deep breath.
�We spent enormous resources on this project. You�re the best we�ve got. Now the situation is calm but I don�t know if we can keep it that way. Wars will be and our enemies are getting smarter and stronger. We need something that could give us an edge over them. I hate to say that but our prospects don�t look good.�
He turned his eyes to John.
John, we need you. We need you in that armor, with a gun, shooting people. Maybe not right now but soon.�
Hudson indeed caught John�s attention.
�That a job offer?�
�Yeah. You tell set the terms.� Hudson looked almost desperate.
John liked that offer sounded fair enough.
�I can keep my gear. I can go to college. I will get paid for what I do and I will always get the full story, no secrets. Deal?�
A smile appeared on Hudson�s face.
�Deal. I knew we can count on you.�
Hudson left John�s tent. When he was far enough he lit a cigar and took out his phone. He called his boss.
�What is it Hudson? Hope you have good news, I�m sick of bad news right now.�
Boss was upset with current situation.
�Crisis agreed. He set reasonable terms I�ll inform you.�
�Good. Remember, we have to take every advantage we can. Don�t see it as a human or machine or mercenary. Crisis is an asset nothing more.�
Call ended.
John cleaned armor quickly, but it already started to stink of rotten flesh and blood. His blade was equally dirty. For what he was about to do he put armor on. When he was done he went to look for Jennifer. He found her in her tent after asking several people for directions. She was writing something on her laptop.
�Oh shit! Why are you wearing that thing again? Something went wrong? Are you going to kill us all this time?�
She almost fell off her chair when she saw him.
�Hey! Calm down I just need something. Gillian told me that you are good at obtaining stuff.�
�Yeah, sure. What do you need?�
She looked like Sanders when he actually cares about something.
�Four metal shipping containers, flatbed cart, backpack and your access card. Wait with it in front of main entrance in a hour.�
John hoped that she can get those things.
�Okay I can handle that. You should know that Gillian really enjoyed your little camping outside.�
She smiled.
�You talked about that?� John was surprised.
�That�s what girls do.�
She giggled.
John was about to leave but one more question came to his mind.
�What�s your last name?�
Her face said it before she did, those curious eyes, black hair and smart look.
�Sanders. I�m Sander�s daughter.�
John left her tent with a smile. He headed to tent where they left their weapons yesterday.
Couple of soldiers were packing when he came there. They looked at him waiting for what might happen.
�Hey guys I have orders from Hudson. I can take whatever equipment I want.�
�Hudson was here first. We�re packing for you.� The closest one said.
�How much?� John was curious.
�Your weapons M4A1, M107A1, M39 EMR, all with enough ammo. Grenades, flashbangs, C4 charges and weapon accessories also we packed you SCAR-H as a goodbye gift. That makes four crates of equipment.�
Soldier was reading from a list. Then he pointed at four crates in the corner.
�We will take them right to Blackburn�s car.�
Two of them picked up the biggest crate with sign �Ammo� on it.
�Thanks guys that�s very kind of you.�
�Just doing our job.� One of them said with a laugh.
The one with the list spoke again.
�You�re John right? I�m Matt nice to meet you.�
�Nice to meet you too.�
John really liked Matt and his squad. They were new here so they weren�t like other guards.
�Hey John, heard you are best shooter here. Want a little competition?�
Mathew handled him Dessert Eagle while his squad mates built two rows of empty beer cans on other side of tent.
�You�re gonna regret this. You first.� John couldn�t resist a shooting competition.
Mathew took down all cans one by one, it took him about a minute.
�Now you John.�
John�s combat systems prepared firing solution in few milliseconds. He took them all down in fifteen seconds. Soldiers watched him open-mouthed.
�Can you show us more awesome stuff?� They asked all at once.
John smiled.
�Which one of you is the heaviest?
One of them stepped forward.
�Me.�
John waved him to come closer. Then John lifted him of the ground and held him above his head.
This way they spent entire hour. John had some fun and he made eight friends. It was sort of sad moment when he left them so he could meet with Jennifer. On his way of he took two breaching charges.
He walked through centre of camp. Everyone was looking at him. His steps were accompanied by �thud� of his armored shoes. Jennifer was already waiting for him with everything he requested.
�So, what it this we�re going to do?� She asked when he arrived.
�Looting. Follow me.�
They walked into underground facility. Jennifer pushed the cart, John walked in front of her.
Now he could see results of fight. Blood, pieces of flesh, grenade explosion marks, bullet impact holes. When they turned right Jennifer looked around her trying to see everything.
�I�ve never been in this part of facility. I was always in the labs or apartments. What is here anyway?�
�Storage, manufacturing plant, power plant and morgue.�
Their first stop was morgue.
�Stay here! I have something I need to do.� He took backpack and pushed the door.
He found himself in white room with table, chair, computer, and locker for autopsy reports. He headed to computer, plugged in his contact tablet and started to browse files. All subjects deceased more that six months ago have been cremated and disposed of. But ashes of Tom and Kate are still stored in Cells 02 and 06. He headed to storage cells then. Door was sealed. No way he�s going to breach it.
He returned to computer, he looked for a way to open the door. He couldn�t find anything.
He started to think about using all explosives he had and try to breach the door but then a wild idea formed in his head. He focused on renewed connection between him and Gillian.
�Hey Gillian� you there?� He talked to her using the connection hoping that his words will reach her.
�What?! John is that you?� Her confused voice came back.
�Yeah me, I need help.�
�Can�t it wait? I�m in shower right now.�
�Can you find Caroline or Claire or anyone who can open this damn door?�
�Give me a minute.�
Ten minutes of silence followed. Then Claire spoke over radio transmitter.
�I was very lonely, sitting on your table, but Gillian came to talk. She informed me that you require assistance.� Was that a hint of sarcasm?
John was trying to open the door using brute force of his armor.
�Do you still have control of facility systems?�
Door in front of him unsealed and opened.
�I still possess full control of facility.�
John was glad to hear that.
�If you can open every door in my way that would be fine. And� you can always call me when you are lonely.�
He proceeded to cell 02. There was an urn inside small cabinet with glass door. He broke the glass with fist. Urn was ceramic marked by metal plate:
Subject Sigma
#6572394
Female
Age: 17
Born: 25. April 2003
K.I.A. 24. April 2020

John�s thoughts darkened. �A day before her birthday. And I couldn�t do anything to save her� It was my fault I should have aborted mission.�
�There was no way for you to know.� Jennifer was standing behind him.
Same process with cell 06.
Subject Alpha
#65017209
Male
Age: 18
Born: 6. June 2002
K.I.A. 24. April 2020

John put both urns into his backpack and went away from that place.
They walked towards manufacturing facility. The place was huge. Crates, weapons, machine parts, machines, wires, computers and a lot more. John was looking for one machine in particular.
Jennifer broke silence with question. �What are we looking for?�
�3MD.�
�What�s that.�
�Mobile Multifunctional Manufacturing Device.�
John found that name when he was downloading database.
Jennifer turned right after a while. �Got it! Right over here.�
It was prepared for shipping out packed into wooden crate with sing �3MD.� John used blade to open it then he grabbed handle on it�s side and pulled it out. It looked like steel cube with several handles, buttons and lever. John pulled the lever and opened the workbench. Interface was adapted to hybrids. Instead of touch screen there was contact foil.
�Find cable and plug it I want to test it first.� John looked at Jennifer.
She ran away between crates and tables to find power source. Suddenly alarms went off.
Jennifer returned with fear in her eyes. �I just plugged it� and� and.�
Lights turned off and two of them were left in darkness. Computer voice echoed through silence.
�Reactor malfunction, emergency power supply depleted, system shutdown imminent.�
John peered into darkness.
�Well� shit.�
He lit two lights on front side of his armor.
�See those small boxes? Take as much as you can put in this crate.�
He said and gave Jennifer one of crates from cart. Then he picked up the 3MDand put it on the cart next to empty crates. He pushed cart to separate room where computer components were stored. John kicked down it�s door. I looked like someone was looting before them shelves were half empty but there was everything John wanted. He took everything what was left it wasn�t much, just enough to fill one crate. He also took few screens and holo projector and placed them on 3MD.
�What do you want to do with all this stuff?� Jennifer asked looking at empty shelf.
�I don�t know yet, but I have some ideas. Our last stop will be armory.�
�What do you want there?� Jennifer tried to move the cart but she couldn�t.
John left that question unanswered. He pushed the cart through dark corridors until they came to armory door. There was no way to open it normally so he put all breaching charges on it. They stepped back and John blew it up. There were few things he wanted, rocket launchers, mortar and some more guns.
�Is this all you want from here? Guns?� Jennifer was upset.
�No I want ammo too. Look for big green boxes with �80mm� on them.� John said jokingly as he placed mortar to last crate. After they loaded ammo on already overloaded cart they headed out.
Sunlight blinded John when they came outside. Caroline was waiting for them.
�Where the hell have you been? We�re leaving in 60 minutes and you do what? You go inside and gather whatever you can. I don�t even want to know what is in those crates and why you are taking that machine. I don�t care take what you want, nobody will miss it. Jennifer get someone to bring it to the truck so they can take it to my house. John, go back to your tent and pack your things.�
They went to do what she said without saying a word, John took backpack with him. For some time they went together, before they parted their ways they shook their hands.
�Thanks for help down there and with Gillian. I hope we�ll meet again.� John said and then he went away.
Gillian waited for him in his tent.
�Why are you here? You should be packing.� He gently placed the backpack on his bed.
�I want to spend some more time with you. They want us to live separately as far from each other as possible. Do you need help with armor?� She put her hands on his chestplate.
�Some help wouldn�t hurt.�
They couldn�t find a way to cooperate to take off armor so John did it by himself.
�We should go. It�s been almost an hour I can�t believe they don�t have machine for this.�
John locked his armor in a crate.
�You should build one� wait you don�t need to. You are not taking it with you, are you?�
Gillian was worried.
�It�s not that simple.� John said while picking up backpack.
�What is it John?� She stood in his way.
�I�m going back.�
�When? Why? You don�t have to. You can live normal life. Is it because..?� She looked at his artificial arm.
�I have to. Have you seen those marines? They were about to start they guard duty here and I would most likely kill them after some time. Now? They are going to war. I don�t know where. I don�t know why. We were supposed to be there instead of them. After so many years here� I don�t think I can do anything else.�
He looked at his artificial arm.
�All they gave me here was knowledge and tools. And soon it will have to return the favor.�
�What if you die? I don�t want to worry about you.� Tears appeared in her eyes.
�I can�t die till I have something worth fighting for� you are that something and lives of those men. I can save a lot of them.� He gently stroked her cheek with artificial hand.
�You are right. But promise me if something goes wrong you�ll stop.�
�I promise.�
She cleared the way for him. John paced through half-empty camp with backpack on his back and crate in his hands. Gillian was right behind him with her possessions.
Everyone already waited near several cars. Caroline stood next to dark green Land Rover.
�Leave this here I�ll load it. Your squad waits for you and you should say goodbye to Gillian.� She said when he came closer.
She was right they waited for him, stepped in line all of them dressed in civilian clothes.
He walked in front of each of them.
�Orders, Commander?� Someone asked.
John stopped.
�I am no longer your commander. You fought by my side for your freedom. Now you should live long and happy life free, free of all evil you came through in this facility. My friends. A moment of silence to honor our fallen brothers and sisters. Their sacrifice shall not be forgotten. We�ve already avenged their deaths but that doesn�t mean we should forget.�
Only wind interrupted their silence.
Subjects went to their cars. Only John and Gillian stood there.
After ten minutes of saying �Goodbye� and several hugs and kisses they both sat in their cars, with tears in their eyes. Gillian watched John disappear in the distance�

ACT III � JOHN BLACKBURN


Chapter 8 � John Blackburn

As they drove away from facility gate John focused all his attention on small connection signal indicator on his HUD. When �Connection lost� icon appeared he bashed his head against airbag cover.
�You�ll see her again, I promise.� Caroline said to prevent him from ruining her new car.
John noticed something in his pocket. He pulled it out. It was Gillian�s dog tags and half of her necklace. She cut it at half and hung it on ball chain of her dog tags. She must have put it into his pocket when they hugged for last time. Her necklace was opal stone she found once on a mission. John hung it around his neck next to his dog tags.
�Where�s Claire?� He asked after a while.
�She is plugged in my computer doing some stuff. Meanwhile, load this in your core.�
Caroline gave him blue disc that was used to install applications. John loaded it immediately. For a second everything went dark then he saw hundreds of new things. He saw world map entire and real one, he connected to some sort of worldwide network, he could see his actual location and movement speed.
�What the hell is this?�
�The Unlocker. Now you know how Earth really looks like, you can connect to the Internet and much more. There are still combat applications in you I think you can delete them.�
Caroline was� excited, all her work over years. They put it in one subject and it worked.
�No, Caroline. I can�t delete them. I made a deal with Hudson. When I come through university I�m going back in active duty.� John said holding the dog tags in his hand.
�What? Why?� They almost crashed because she wasn�t looking forward.
�I�m a soldier. It�s in my bones, my blood, my mind, my implants. You built me to fight! I can�t just live whole life knowing that normal people are dying in a war I was supposed to fight.�
�I understand.� She said �There are more things you should know about you. Hybrids live about 10 times longer than normal human, that makes almost 1000 years. You can�t be poisoned, irradiated. You can starve for months, live without water for weeks. Even if that doesn�t help you can enter stasis mode until environment improves. And more, everything is in the user manual.�
�Hybrids have user manual?� John asked because he thought it was some kind of joke.
�The one about you is more than 1500 pages long, it also contains maintenance and washing instructions.� She responded with a smile.
�Are you kidding? Because it�s not funny.� John was really annoyed by this.
�No I�m serious. You should read it. It should be on that disc.�
John browsed contents of disc again and found it. It took him few milliseconds to read it.
�Done. Caroline? How it began? Where you took subjects from? Why you used children?� Those questions burned John for years.
Caroline sighed.
�I knew this was coming. I was recruited in early stage of your development. I was supposed to take over core programming. Main purpose of project was to give our troops an edge. Most of you were orphans but� some of you were kidnapped for their talents. Don�t ask who I don�t know. Children learn faster, their minds can absorb more information. Children�s bodies are more adaptable to implants. We�ve done extensive genetic changes in you. It�s been sort of extreme but we thought we�re doing the right thing. Some subjects were more successful than others. The result was the ultimate soldier� You.�
John remained silent after that, he needed some time to process it. They drove for three hours without stop. There was mostly desert around them but John could see forests in the distance.
�We have to make a stop on next gas station. I need to go to the toilet.� Caroline said and she looked at GPS display for nearest gas station.
�You are still a classified government project so we have to be careful. Don�t take off your shirt and wear these gloves. Try not to get into a fight. Remember you are faster, stronger and smarter. And here is you cell phone, custom built for you. Claire printed your ID papers and other stuff you need. It�s all in a envelope on back seat next to my computer.�
She gave him cell phone and his old gloves he used for shooting training.
�Got it. What if my cover is blown?�
Caroline pulled a paper out of her pocket.
�Try to explain. Tell the person that this can�t get out on public. If not possible C.I.A. directive charges the person of treason.�
�What if I�m in danger of being killed?� John wanted to make everything clear.
She gave him the paper.
�Then you are allowed to use your abilities, lethal force authorized if necessary. It�s all written in here.�
The paper she gave him, rules of his release. Among all only two stood out: You have to preserve confidential nature of your existence. You may not in any way be in contact with other Hybrids.
Until they stopped on a gas station no one spoke.
�Have a walk if you need.�
Caroline said that, grabbed her things and stepped out from the car.
John checked the envelope. He looted it�s contents and put them into his pocket. He decided to go and have a walk. According to his HUD the time was 16:27 and they were somewhere near border with Utah. �Hell, this country is big.� John thought for himself.
�Claire, where are we headed?� He asked looking on a back seat.
�Breckenridge in Colorado.�
�Why don�t you form a hologram? A.I.�s must be common out here so what�s the matter?�
John pulled her chip out of Caroline�s computer.
Claire showed herself only as a four inch tall figure.
�No. You created first self aware synthetic intelligence, me. This was possible only thanks to you. You are the Creator of my kind. Also, without enhanced eyesight or screen you can�t see me.�
�Wow, that�s good. Now let�s have walk. My feet are so stiff I can�t even feel them.� John inserted her into A.I.D. slot and they set off for a walk.
�You can�t feel your feet. Remember? Dodging a missile, oh wait! You actually shot down that missile, with a pistol.� Claire formed a human-sized hologram and walked beside him.
�Claire, don�t be sarcastic it�s not polite. If you could track Gillian that would be more useful.� John observed a lizard in the grass.
�Caroline promised you to see her so I don�t think it�s necessary. Anyway her signal is blocked.�
Caroline was already coming back so they had to cut the chatter and go back to the car. John sat to driver�s seat.
�Whoa! Careful there young man you can�t drive. Or am I wrong?� Caroline asked.
�Car, APC, tank, helicopter, plane. If it has wheels, wings or rotors I can drive it.� John answered while starting the engine. She sat next to him, Claire�s hologram sat on the back seat. John looked at her.
�You show yourself to get closer to humans even if they can�t see you. Is that your own upgrade of yourself?�
�Correct. You allowed me to do my own changes. I used this opportunity to develop myself. I wish I was accepted by organics, which might be easier if I look and act like them.� She smiled.
�You are making me proud of you Claire. You are already smarter than your creator.� John said turning around and letting the car move.
�Why you turned around while you talked to her? She�s within you.� Caroline asked looking confused.
�She is there you can�t see her, but she sits there.�
�Wait I can see her I just need to wear these.� She searched for something in her pockets. It took her some time before she showed him some sort of sunglasses. She looked through them.
�Why you didn�t make her look like Gillian?�
�Claire choose to look like this.� John gave Claire full control over herself after she was created. Since then she trusted him with everything.
They drove in silence for two hours and two minutes.
�Do I have soul?� Claire�s question came unexpected.
John searched the Internet for possible outcomes of his answer. But there weren�t any real sources, only fictional ones. First thing he found was a fictional story about this question resulting in exile of organics and 300 year long war between organics and synthetics*.
�You have emotion-like feedback to your surrounding. So yes, you have a soul.�
Even though Claire was marvel of computer engineering, she was still just a prototype. John decided to let her develop herself because he didn�t want her to be shaped by someone. He wanted her to be advancing at speed comfortable for her.
�I may have soul, but I don�t have a body for it.� She said in sad voice.
�You don�t need it. It�s not external beauty that should matter. Everything important is inside. Because inside is who you are and that�s the only thing that should matter.�
John liked where this is going, she will learn a lot from this.
�Why do you think so?�
�What do you see when you look at me?�
John wanted her to think about it. She would remember it anyway, but if she thinks about it she remembers more of it.
�I see unusually tall teen with exceptional abilities.�
�Good. And now what do you know about me?�
He could feel her chip build up heat.
�Based on overall evidence you are a mass murderer. You are afraid that you are addicted to war. Your augmentation gives you more tools to hurt others. But there are good things inside you. Your love for Gillian, you have only one primary objective. Protect her at any and all costs. Trust me, she wouldn�t be happy if you die without her saying a goodbye, without any reason that would benefit her and without fulfilling her dream.�
�What is her dream?� This A.I. obviously knew more about Gillian than John thought.
�Life with you. This dream is useless if you are killed in action.� She said leaning forward into space between front seats.
�Tell me, how many people tried to kill me.� John guided her to his point of view.
�105.� Their faces flickered in John�s memories as she said that.
�How many of them survived?�
�17 of them, that�s 83.81% casualties.� Claire�s math skills were perfect.
�That�s the price we had to pay.� Caroline said sadly.
�Wasn�t it too much for one subject, one soldier?� John asked.
�No, it wasn�t.� Caroline and Claire answered at once.
It ended their discussion. Soon Caroline�s head fell to one side as she fell asleep. They crossed the border of Colorado few minutes after midnight. John decided to stop for couple of minutes to stretch his legs, even the artificial parts felt stiff. He also wanted some time to check the news. It was Saturday morning and apart from prices of bacon rising(Oh no!) nothing interesting was going on. John had this feeling of having some trouble ahead of them. He opened back door of car and looked for weapons box. When he found it he unclamped the cover and grabbed pistol and one magazine for it. He loaded a clip into the pistol but kept safety on. He closed the box and back door. Before proceeding with traveling he put the pistol under his seat. Fuel indicator was very low they had only about twenty miles left. John consulted map in his HUD.
�Next to me.� Claire answered before he even asked where his wallet is.
John reached back for it. Claire was trying to touch his hand, but she was just a virtual object so her fingers came through. John ignored it and put his drivers license into his wallet. He found 150$ there, enough for some petrol. Even though it was middle of the night the traffic was increasing as they drove closer to gas station.
John put the gloves on. Only people on gas station were two policemen drinking coffee in front of the shop and group of four bikers smoking behind the corner.
John parked next to fuel stand that was closest to shop. He plugged the car in and waited for the tank to fill. His phone started to vibrate. Words �Jeremy Hudson� lit up on the screen. John touched the green button and raised the phone to his right ear.
�Crisis here. What is it Hudson?�
�What�s your status?� Hudson�s voice was flat, no emotions.
�Refueling. Anything else?� John said with same flat voice. Cops were looking at him.
�Just checking. And I wanted to let you know that I pulled few strings and now you are C.I.A. employee. I made you a I.D. card in advance it should be with other things.� John could hear typing on a computer along with Hudson.
�That can�t be legal.�
�Who cares? We say if it�s legal or not and remember it�s just last resort if something goes wrong. Keep your head down and everything should be fine.�
�Few people care Hudson. Also why can�t I meet others?�
�I�m sorry John, not my call. But I think I can go around that if you do something useful. And let me know what college you want to go to so I can get you there.
�Will do. Crisis, out�
John ended the call. Then he went to the shop to pay. Bikers watched him even more closely as he walked around them.
The cashier was watching news, something about North Korea making threats of nuclear attack.
�They are not gonna attack us. We would kick their asses.� John said to catch his attention. Cashier turned face to him.
�Why do you think so?�
John handled him precisely counted sum of money.
�Because I would be deployed.�
�You a soldier too? I serve in Army Reserve� Cashier�s interest in John obviously raised.
John laughed. �Army Reserve? You guys don�t even know how rifle looks like.� Then he started to walk towards the door.
�Who are you then? If you are so cool.�
John didn�t even turned his head to answer he just said. �1st SFOD-D*.�
Cashier most likely doesn�t know what that is. All John knew about his military classification was that he is member of Delta and should have rank of Corporal. Bikers still looked at him it already started to annoy him. He thought a little insult wouldn�t hurt. So as he walked past them.
�What�s up ladies? Do you like my muscles?�
Soon he heard heavy footsteps behind him and smell of cigarettes flooded his nostrils.
�You just called me and my fellas ladies?� Voice came from behind.
�Hey! Turn around when I talk to you!�
John felt adrenaline build up in his blood just like before good fight.
<Don�t do anything stupid.> Claire said in his head. John turned around to face the origin of the voice.
�What is it m�lady?� They stood just few feet from the car, John wished he had his pistol. �Weapons don�t give you 100% chance of victory they just give you better bargaining position.� He remembered when Gillian said that once on shooting range.
�You want me to hit you?� Biker was trying hard to intimidate John.
�I want you to try, but I warn you. It could hurt you a lot.�
�What can you do to me?� Asked biker amusingly and swung his fist aiming for John�s face.
John caught his hand mid air. �This.� Then he used his artificial arm to deliver punch to man�s jaw. John let the fist he held go just milliseconds before he hit. That sent the man flying. Two other bikers went after him. John took first one down with elegant leg sweep.
Second one grabbed John�s arm. John grabbed him too and smashed him against a concrete column. The police officers were looking elsewhere.
�You aren�t going to arrest me?� John asked them.
�No, �bout a damn time someone kicked their asses.�
John sat back to car and drove away. John felt satisfied. Maybe he just made new enemies. Over years he had many enemies. None of them were lucky enough to survive. This country looked so calm and peaceful. Green forests, cold streams, rocky mountains.
People here had no idea who just moved into their lands.
They stopped few miles away from Breckenridge just before dawn. John needed Caroline to drive the last part. So John waited for her to wake up. Suddenly he couldn�t resist the thought that they lied to him. He reached for pistol. Checked the rounds� real. He grabbed Caroline by front of her shirt to wake her up. Aimed at her head and yelled.
�Where is she?! Where�s Gillian?!�
He woke up from the dream. His face and hands were covered with sweat. He must have fallen asleep while he waited for Caroline to wake up.
�Damn it keep your shit together John.� He said for himself�
* Refers to fictional Geth-Quarian conflict
*Popularly known as Delta Force 1st SFOD-D is official name

Chapter 9 � Home

It took Caroline almost an hour to wake up. John decided to check his C.I.A. I.D. card.
�Agent Sgt. John Blackburn�

�I guess I was promoted. Hope I�ll be paid better.� He said for himself.
<You aren�t paid.>
�Damn it!�
It was 9am Saturday 1st of June. Caroline drove them slowly through the town. John could see people everywhere. Walking, buying groceries or just talking.
�We should buy some food too. I don�t plan on starving.� Caroline parked in front of supermarket.
�Do you want to go with me?�
John put the sunglasses on. �Yes I want.�
He noticed that everyone was wearing short sleeve clothes and he wore long sleeves to cover his arm and he also had gloves and jeans. That can attract some unwanted attention.
They walked towards supermarket. John took time to observe every person within twenty feet and with his fast senses he had plenty of time to do that.
�Maybe we�ll meet some of my friends here and I can introduce you to few more people.� Caroline said smiling.
�If you say so.�
�You should smile a bit.� She said.
�Smile?�
�The thing you do with your face when Gillian is around.�
�She isn�t around anymore.� Last memory of Gillian flickered in his head. Then he laid sight on approaching man. The moment their eyes met they recognized each other but both John and the man remained silent and kept walking.
�You know that man?� Caroline asked concerned.
�Yeah, he shot me once and I shot him back but not just once, about ten times.� John said.
Caroline just sighed.
While shopping John discovered lots of new things. Ice cream for example and he also saw humans in their natural environment. But he still had suspicion for most of them. He even counted the change the cashier had given him. Caroline ordered him to carry the groceries to the car.
�We should buy you some clothing.� She looked at nearby clothes shop.
�Done.� John just ordered clothes online.
�Have I told you that we have to spare money until I find a job?� She looked at him
�Government gave me 10 million compensation for what they did to me so last thing I need to do is to spare money. And don�t worry I�ll keep most of it I�m going to need to pay for school.� He really received a compensation on a bank account with his name.
�Fine, just be careful.�
They drove to the southern part of town, up the hill to Gold King Way. They stopped in front of nice house with big windows facing them. I had two floors and basement. A woman stood next to the fence gate.
�The hell is she doing here?� John asked.
�She gives us the key from the house. I got this, stay in the car. Never thought life with you would be so hard.� Caroline sounded annoyed.
�Deal with it.� John corrected position of his sunglasses.
It took about ten minutes to arrange all things. Then Caroline knocked at John�s window.
�Unload!�
John reached for pistol under seat next to him and unloaded it then he put it back to it�s box.
A car pulled over in front of next house, Caroline smiled on sight of it�s passengers. John put down his sunglasses to see them better. A man and woman. Immediately after stepping out the woman headed towards Caroline.
�You are back! Where have you been those years?� The woman asked while hugging Caroline.
�Work.� Caroline said trying to evade the question.
Then the woman caught sight of John.
�And who�s that? Your boyfriend? He is very handsome.�
John pretended to look for something in the car.
A flash of panic ran through Caroline�s face.
�No. Actually he is my son. His name is John.�
John stopped pretending and shook hands with the stranger.
�Nice to meet you, I�m subject� I mean John.�
She smiled.
�Nice to meet you too John. I�m Miranda Stonebridge, I know your mother for years.�
Miranda would talk a lot longer but Caroline stopped her.
�So now you know each other. Miri excuse us we need to move in.�
�Yes of course, I�ll come later.�
She said as she left.
�Who the hell was that?� John asked when she was far enough.
�My friend from college. Don�t worry she is nice just sometimes a bit over-talkative. Now carry your things inside before the rest of it arrives.�
It took John over two hours. He picked a bedroom on western side of second floor he also claimed basement for weapons and equipment. He was about to start setting up computers in the basement when rest of things arrived in big truck. They brought everything John took and more. Looks like Caroline was the one looting before them. John carried most of things to the basement.
He started to set up database and multiple screens. His space was limited to two small tables, he ordered new furniture online with several other things. Garage was part of basement but car was still outside. Suddenly a door at the top of stairs opened, Caroline yelled at him.
�Come out from that damn cellar John! We have guests.�
Then a softer female voice said.
�I can just go down, no need to yell at someone.�
Soft footsteps on the stairs helped John remember one thing� he has all his weapons on a table behind him. There was no time to hide them and there was nothing to cover them with.
�Hi, you must be John.� The soft voice said from behind him.
He turned around.
�Obviously. And you are?�
He faced a black haired girl about his age. She smiled, he couldn�t see much more in dim light of computer screens.
�I�m Emily Stonebridge, I�m your neighbor. Why are you holed up in this dark basement anyway?�
John thought of a lie that would explain why he has to wear gloves and long sleeve clothes.
�I prefer darkness over sunlight.�
�Why?� She looked confused.
�I�m allergic to sunlight, it affects arms and legs. I can be out for some time but not too long. That�s why I�m down here.� He was a good liar, years back C.I.A. agents taught him in case he is interrogated by enemy. Shock in her face changed to surprise.
�I didn�t know that.�
�I don�t blame you for that. Let�s go upstairs it�s complete mess down here.�
She looked around.
�You�re right. Let�s go.�
John hoped that she couldn�t see the guns.
�Good. You can help me get UV filters on the windows.�
He wanted to put screen foil they used back in facility on the windows so he can have bigger screens for computers. Now he had someone to help with that. While they worked she asked a lot of questions.
�What do you like to do in your free time John?� Questions like this. Questions he didn�t have answers to.
�I like to read, run, computer stuff and sometimes I went shooting with my father. What about you.� Lies, lies, lies except running.
�I prefer hiking over running, I can take you with me if you want. Mountains around here are so beautiful. I also like to take photos.� She had sweet voice, Gillian would hate her.
�That would be nice. I could use seeing some trees after so many years in desert.� That was truth. He saw almost every terrain during training, but spent last year in desert.
�I�ve always wanted to see desert.�
�It�s overrated.�
Like this it went on for about thirty minutes until all second floor windows had screen foils on them. They stood in front of the big window on front side of house.
�Why those UV filters have wires in left upper corners?� She asked after installing last one.
�Check if laptop in my bedroom is turned on and I�ll show you.�
<Claire, you ready?>
<Always.>
Emily came back from his bedroom. �It�s turned on.�
�Now watch this.� John watched lines of code on his HUD.
<Configuration is complete.>
All screens lit up with data from John�s memory drives. Photo of Gillian was on the biggest part of screen.
�It works.� He knew it will, but didn�t really believe it.
�Who is that? Your girlfriend?�
For once John rather decided not to lie. �Yes, she is. I miss her.�
�What is her name?� Damn it, she�ll never stop asking.
�Gillian.� The more he was thinking about her the more pictures appeared. He just raised his hand and swept them away from screens. He really missed her, after less that 24 hours.
�Will you ever see her again?�
�One day maybe.� And anyone in my way will die a horrible death. John added for himself. His thoughts summoned pictures of fighting.
�What�s that?�
�Just some games.�
When their guests left the house it was late afternoon and John was hungry. When he came down to the kitchen Caroline was expecting him.
�How much you told her?� She asked with interrogative face.
�She has no clue who I am, thinks I have sun allergy. What about the other one, Miranda it was?� John inspected contents of fridge.
�Good, I hope you behaved nicely. Anyway what were you two doing upstairs? Don�t worry I told Miranda same thing, Claire sent me message with details. What a smart A.I.�
She gave John a plate with few sandwiches.
�She helped me set up the screen foils. What else Miranda wanted? Except the thing about you having a son without her knowing.�
�You used that? Good idea. They want to put some meat on the grill tomorrow, we�re invited.�
Their conversation in the kitchen lasted for hour. After it John went back upstairs to have a look at something, computers in basement can wait for now. He took the sheet of paper from Briggs and began to work. There was a small version of living room upstairs so he was comfortable. All he knew was on the big screen. Soon he added a photo to each name, later a personal file from C.I.A. database. It was hard to hack through it. At first he tried if he has access with his ID. Few times he went down for something to drink. Most of the time Caroline was on the phone. When he sat down again he had no ideas how to move forward. He started to focus, slow down breathing, focus. Sub-reality was same as he left it. Instead of thinking about the names he decided to find out more about Emily.
�Why do you spy on her John?� Claire asked.
�I want to know something more, that�s not spying.�
�So you�ll have a file on her, some dirt if you need to blackmail her.�
�You think I�ll have to?�
�Maybe.�
When he gathered what he could, there wasn�t much dirt he could dig up but lots of information on her. He woke up from sub-reality. Sun was about to go down judging from light. Twenty names, photos and some personal details were on the big screen.
�Where are they?�
�I don�t know yet but I�ll find out.�
�Good, good.� He was satisfied with Claire�s progress.
�What do you want to do with them?�
Most of the men were from special forces. Recruited in early stages of project.
�They know how to kill hybrids. They already killed some of us. If they ally with wrong people we�re all dead. These men must be eliminated.�

Chapter 10 � �Normal� life

�If I may ask. What happened at that oil rig? Frontier?� Caroline said over Sunday breakfast.
�We screwed up.� His memory played it again as many times before.
He was in the helicopter heading for oil rig hijacked by some terrorists. He was young but it was his sixth real action. It was just before dawn, he could see first light on the horizon.
He turned his NOD�s on to see the rig not so far away. �One minute!� He pulled charging handle of his M4A1 backwards, round was loaded into the firing chamber. It wasn�t so long after he was woken up when Pentagon gave �greenlight� for them to go in. Four squads of Hybrids alongside with two squads of SEALS were about to attack from air and sea. They landed on the rig. All lights were out. Then the hell broke out. They were everywhere! John found himself pressed against a wall in the middle of firefight.
�That�s not enough do blow a oil rig up causing an oil spill of enormous size.� Caroline interrupted his story.
�There was more.�
�RPG incoming on the right!� John ducked behind some crates, after the rocket exploded he sprayed shooter with bullets. He loaded his last mag. Somebody yelled. �Ammo status!� �Last mag!� John answered. They needed to get the bomb squad to disarm explosives around drilling mechanism, but they were pinned down by RPG and MG fire. �Suppressing fire!� John yelled so everyone heard. At once all of them lined up their guns and hammered elevated platform where all enemy fire was coming from with bullets. Bomb squad moved through. As soon as they opened the door they ran out. �We set it off! Jump off the rig!� John didn�t think twice, he leaped over the railing to the sea. Above him rig disappeared in flames. He hit the water hard. After he managed to catch his breath he contacted command.
�HQ this is Crisis. We�ve lost the objective.�
�So that�s it. What about Sierra Leone?� She asked further.
�You said only one a day.� John turned her audio recorder off. Caroline wanted to make record of every mission John participated in. Not all of them have been such a mess like this, just some of them.
�You know that�s the worst part of it.� John spilled some coffee over his right hand, but he couldn�t feel it.
�What?�
�It�s not the standing over coffins of your comrades that makes you miserable, not even healing your own wounds. It�s that feeling in your chest. You know you did your best and despite that you failed and they paid the price. You know you did what you could but it wasn�t enough.�
John went back to his search. He moved the chair to better place.
�We�ve got twenty names and we want to kill them all��
�You want to kill them all.�
��and I want to kill them all. I don�t know where they are. Claire tell me you have something.�
____________________
30 minutes later
�John, you can�t do this!� Claire wanted to convince him while he was still at home deciding what weapon he should take.
�He is here. I�m not risking it what if he tries to kill me again?�
�That�s different. Now you go there to kill him.�
John was determined to kill the man. The one he saw yesterday. He couldn�t believe they released all of them. This one lived alone, no family and not so far away.
�I�m going out.� He just said to Caroline.
�Okay, just be back for lunch!�
He jumped into the car and drove it out of front yard. He drove at 100 miles per hour, nobody seemed to care.
When he was there he jumped out of the car with pistol in hand. Door didn�t give much resistance. What John found inside wasn�t what he expected. The place was empty except�
Audio recorder started playing:
That moment I saw you I knew. I knew you will piece it together and you�ll come. Come and kill me. I don�t want to say that I regret what I did. I just� I don�t want to give you the pleasure of killing me. But I want the pleasure of killing you�
Then John noticed it, wires everywhere. The house was set to explode.
When you knock on hells gate tell them I sent you�
John walked back slowly but he started running soon. Explosion threw him across the front yard.
�I thought we went to kill him.� Claire said after he dusted himself off.
When John came home Caroline was about to serve lunch.
�How was your ride around town?� She asked.
�Don�t pretend you didn�t hear it.�
�Yeah, I knew you would be blowing something up.�
John gave her a death stare.
�Wasn�t me. Someone tried to blow me up.�
�Explains all the cuts and bruises on your face. Looks like it ended like Frontier.� She grinned.
�Go to hell.�
After lunch John took care of his wounds because his face looked like if he dragged it across a dirt road. After he wiped the dust and blood it didn�t look so bad. John wanted to look good for their evening visit, he didn�t want people to be curious. Good excuse wouldn�t hurt. John thought that he should abandon his plan to kill those men. At least for the time he is here. Peaceful life could be fine. He could find some time to build all the machines he could use in battle.
____________________
Next day
On their visit to their neighbors John met lots of new people, actually it looked like there�s half the town there. Mr. Stonebridge was a good man, funny and fair and he also liked shooting. He promised to take John to local shooting range. He even offered John a part time job in his shop. John kindly refused because he wanted to go to college.
After some brainstorming with Claire they agreed to build a magnetic cannon. It may seem as an easy task, put some magnets on a tube plug it in and see what happens. But it�s not that simple. It will be controlled remotely, it has to be able to take some damage, provide long range fire support, 50 miles would be nice, rate of fire about 4 rounds a minute, automatic reloading. Power requirements and overheating will be a problem. Most of parts will have to be ordered from bigger manufacturers but essential electronics could be made at home with John�s resources. By the end of day they had blueprints, filled out orders and time schedule. It should be ready for first testing in two months.

It was few hours after nightfall. John, some other hybrids and several squads of Marines waited for signal near some city in Iraq. Flashes of light ascended to the sky from anti-aircraft cannons. Somewhere a bomb exploded sending a huge fireball upwards. John watched it through a scope of sniper rifle. 
�So what do you see?�
�I got two MG nests, four mortars and a truck. There are about twenty insurgents.� 
Next to him was their CO for the mission his name was Cole or something like that. 
�What about the building behind them?�
�I can�t see anything or anyone but looks like solid hardpoint, they could be holed up there just waiting for us to try to cross the field.� It could be a trap John thought.
�It�s just three hundred feet of ground and we�ll cross it.�
John watched few more minutes before radio chatter started. First was status report, all units were ready. Tanks were to attack from highway and infantry was supposed to attack from here and meet with tanks on the highway.
�All units, Irene!� Irene was signal to commence the attack. 
John put the sniper rifle on his back and took his M4 from the ground next to him.
�We�re ready. Run!�
They sprinted through the open field hoping that nobody will notice fifty marines.
When they were about halfway to wall dividing them from insurgents John heard sound of mortar firing.
�Mortaaaaaaars!!! Incoming!� He yelled as loud as he could. Then he heard familiar �Whoosh� and explosion behind him. Wall wasn�t so far away so he ran without stopping. He climbed over the wall and took cover behind some rocks. Machine guns started firing, bullets hissed past his head. There was no way to shoot from his position, but car wreck provided enough cover and good view. However he needed to sprint through machine gun fire. When he saw the gunner was reloading John got up and sprinted. Other gunner spotted him. Bullets hit the ground around John, but he didn�t stop. He jumped behind the wreck. As he thought all MGs were exposed to him. Lining up the rifle was easy but then someone shouted.
�Artillery strike incoming!�
Two 155mm HE rounds reduced MG nests and their operators to dust. John stood up.
�What the hell? I was just about to kill them.�
�There will be plenty of others.� Cole said.
�We could�ve spared artillery support for later. Now the whole goddamn city knows we�re here.� 
�RPG!� 
Before John could do anything it exploded few feet in front of him.
John woke up in his chair. His heart was beating so fast he was afraid it might jump out of his chest.
�What happened next?� Caroline asked when he later told her about it.
John came back to himself being dragged behind a rock by a medic. Long piece of metal was sticking out of John�s arm.
�I�ll just carefully take this out buddy. It will hurt.� The medic said.
�Oh, screw you! I�m a warrior not a pussy!� John grabbed it, tore it out and threw it on the ground. As he said building was enemy hard point with machine guns and RPGs. John took cover next to soldier with rocket launcher.
�Can this thing make a big enough hole in the wall?� John asked.
�Of course, sir!� 
�Then wait for my go and send it!�
Soldier looked confused, he looked at his commander.
�Do as the man says!� Was commanders response.
�Someone get me two primed mortar shells!� John yelled at others.
When everything was provided John put down all his weapons except pistol and grenades on the ground. He took mortar shells in hands. Cole came to him.
�Whatever you want to do, there will be another artillery strike in ten minutes.�
�There is still intel we need in there. I�m going in.�
John set up a timer on his HUD and then he gave the nod, missile launched forward and so did he. All enemies shot at him at once. But he ran anyway, with two primed mortar shells in hands. Any other soldier would shout some battle cry, but John didn�t. He just carried out orders, there was no honor in it, no glory, just another mission, another order. He jumped inside tossing mortar shells aside letting them explode on each side of room. After he hit the floor he pulled his pistol and knife out of their sheaths. Everyone on first floor was dead so he ascended to the second. Right when John set foot on second floor a man came charging at him across the hallway. John stepped aside and let him hit the wall behind and stabbed his neck from behind. First room. A man standing in front of a window didn�t notice John. John kicked him out and killed the other one with two shots. He kicked down door to last room. Immediately guy right behind door wanted to punch him with AK-47, but John was faster. He cut open man�s abdomen. Another charged at him, there was no time to react so they crashed together and fell to the ground. The man was a top of John. John fired few shots hoping to hit something and he did. He hit another one who emerged from smoke while the other one was trying to choke John. John hit him with his left fist, again and again until he crushed man�s ribcage. Then he shot him.
�How did you get out?�
�I took the intel and jumped out of the window.�
�That�s insane.� Caroline said while chewing her toast.
�Yeah, that insanity let me live long enough to kill few more dozens of people.�
After breakfast John went for a walk around town. He liked this place, people were so friendly, trees and plants everywhere and fresh air unlike the filtered one in his cell back at facility. It all seemed so peaceful he couldn�t believe they trained them to fight in such places. All fighting was on Middle east. Of course they trained them to fight there as well, but not so much. But most of all they trained them to never fear the enemy. And John never feared, sometimes because he was brave, sometimes because there was nothing to fear or when there was no time for fear. His fellow soldiers described his actions with words like insane or crazy.
John could sense stress in people�s voices. The word about house blown up has spread all over the town. Some people have seen him drive away from there, he was new here so nobody recognized him and fortunately none of them bothered to remember his registration plate.
He decided to wear sunglasses at all times after Emily pointed out that his eyes �look strange�.

Chapter 11 � The call

July 1st 2020
John was making his way home from hiking trip with Emily. Over time she became his best friend, of course he had more friends. The day was cloudy, that�s why they went hiking. Nobody had any suspicions about John, his magnetic cannon was ready for testing, he wanted to test it while was away for two weeks. John could do whatever he wanted and that was the best feeling he had in a long time. He found himself a quiet place in the hills where no one could hear him and he built a shooting range there.
Emily was just talking about some rare animals which live around in the forest when John�s phone rang. John figured it would be Caroline, she called often because she was afraid he might burn down the house or the town. But it was Hudson, from time to time he came to check in on John but he never called.
�Hold on a second, please.� John told Emily.
John cleared his throat and pressed the green button.
�What�s up Hudson?�
Hudson sounded stressed and John could hear voices behind him.
�John! It�s good to hear you.�
�What is it?� John knew some shit is about to happen.
�We have a situation here. I wanted to call you before you read the email they sent everyone involved.�
John opened his inbox using HUD. There was an email.
�I see. Kim again.� John said.
�They fired missiles from shore. We shot most of them down but one penetrated our defenses and took down one of our patrol ships. We manage to keep it secret but it won�t take long before Korea goes public with it.�
�What do you need me to do?� John knew what Hudson wanted.
�We are assembling a strike force to sabotage missile facility. It wouldn�t be so hard but a bunch of people insists that you should go in with them.�
�What if I don�t want to?� That wasn�t an option.
�John, we have presidential order. You have to.�
�Fine. But I want something in return.� Why not to gain something? John thought.
�What do you want? We�ll get it, just not too much.�
�You know who I want.� John was getting closer.
�I�ll make some phone calls. Maybe I�ll get you to see her but no promises.�
�Agreed. Send someone to pick me up ASAP!� John ended the call.
�Who was that?� Emily asked confused.
�Just a friend. I need to hurry home.� With that he started running. When he came home he found the biggest bag he could and put weapons and equipment in there. Meanwhile he heard a car pull over in front of the house. Few seconds after Hudson stormed through garage door yelling. �Move! Damn it, they fired more missiles. We�re waiting for you. Take the armor they�ll never know what hit them.�
Then he noticed the cannon. �What is this thing?�
John carried his stuff to the car.
�Mk-1 Magnetic cannon. It�s not tested.�
When they were in the car and rode for some military base nearby John wanted some more details.
�So. What are they up to?�
�Hell, if we knew I would tell you. I think they want to try us before invasion.� Hudson looked concerned.
�Invasion?�
�There�s been a report or maybe two that they are recruiting people for their army. Also they buy a heaps of old Russian tech. Arising conflicts in Ukrainian DMZ gave them cover to do it. We want to prevent the invasion South Korea, or at least delay it long enough for us to prepare.�
�Prepare how?�
Hudson gave him desperate look. �You.�
�What�s the objective?� John asked but in corner of his mind he knew.
�Blow up as many things as possible��
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