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Forward:

This fiction is a work that I believe would be improperly defined as ‘crossover’. That word implies that elements of one world are stuck into another haphazardly and responded to ‘in kind’ by others, and I have made every effort to avoid that effect. I have played the games numerous times each, researched each of the games’ backgrounds, read up on their available historical time lines, taken information straight from the games themselves, even consulting perpetual calendars and real-world events, and attempted to more seamlessly mix them until there is no real way to extract any given element without pulling strings from the others. 
Where some names, places and people have been used essentially ‘whole cloth’, I’ve made certain changes that should be obvious as the story goes on. Many characters are variations on those found in the games, though with many others invented purely for this ‘mash-up’ scenario, and some of those characters created by individuals on the Steam Powered User Forum as well as the Fearfans.com forum. These are used with permission, where they occur.

It should be noted well that in no way does this fiction reflect how I personally believe each individual game’s universe works. Given certain canon events and characters are openly contradicted in this work, I don’t want it to be implied that I think ‘this is how it should be’ for any of those games. This is a completely non-canon work of fan-fiction after all. To say that I was inspired by only one of the three games would be a disservice to the others: all three – or perhaps technically ‘both’, since Portal and Half Life can in many ways be considered one universe – contributed their muse. They just happen to fit together in a way that I find appropriate.

The events in this story take place in a variety of times and locations, noted with the date/time stamps. They are organized not in chronological order, but in chapters based on similar concepts or in ways that move the reader through events I want to portray together. This is not, generally, how I most often write. However, it has allowed me to freely move back and forth to expand on ideas even if the events occurred in the ‘past’.
Also note that the events take place before the ones played through in F.E.A.R, mostly do not include information from its sequels, and shortly before Half Life 2/Portal (obviously, before Portal 2 as well). The events in F.E.A.R. can’t particularly happen given how things work out, however they may show a very strong influence in other ways.
In no way do I want to step on the toes of those who wrote the original stories and games. This is merely my take on three disparate and fantastic games, and I want to thank the incredibly talented folks at Valve, Monolith and Day 1 Studios for having provided me with the raw materials. 
Interval 1.0 – Influx
October 20, 1979
0900, Cleveland, Ohio

Exact Location Classified
There had been an air of nervous excitement in the lab all morning. This was the day that everything would either work or… well, they’d go back to fixing wires, adjusting balances, re-working calculations. As they’d done for the last four years. But for some reason the tenseness wasn’t an effect of disappointment or desperation, instead it felt more alive, more electric.
More like it was going to work this time.

They’d had small successes in the past, almost by accident. Thankfully there had always been a record of events from several angles: those clever door-frame monitors, small and almost forgotten remnants of the somewhat less successful ventures into voyeuristic spying that the company had done years before. Their company’s leadership had always absorbed the failures and worked them into new projects.

That was Johnson’s way. That was a long time ago.

Someone walked into the observation deck sipping at a Slurpee, and handed his companions a box of colorfully decorated donuts. 

“Glad you could make it, sir,” another man commented, and the first nodded without looking. Then the man squinched his eyes shut, stifling a groan, and noting that the others were mocking his sudden brain freeze. He was dressed much like the others, in casual slacks and a patterned long-sleeved shirt, thin tie, and a lab coat over everything. Simply because he was the senior technician on site meant that he could afford to be a few minutes late now and then, but today was special. Today, he made it into the nearby 7/11 and stocked up on munchies before arriving a few moments before the 9:00 tick. If today was successful, he’d be buying the drinks at the bar by nine tonight, and putting it on Aperture’s tab.
He sat back on one of the stiff backed, blue-cushioned waiting room style seats in the observation deck, and tried to think of something other than how much his eyes hurt. The facility had just been repainted, maybe it was the smell of the paint getting to him. Or, more likely, it was that the brain freeze had stung, or that he’d been up all night, or perhaps even that he just had a tension headache. Finally he decided it was time to move. Break was over. The others had taken all the donuts and one of them was even sticking his finger in the corner of the box to get at the lost sprinkles.

 “Let’s get this show on the road, shall we?” The man said, sucking down another chunk of flavored ice. They walked out of the observation deck, wishing that they could be up here to see this event from a different angle than they always got. The lab wasn’t where any of the actual machinery lay, that was two and three floors down. But this room monitored most activities; it was a hub, it was a well-worn tile floor that welcomed the same scuffling feet day in and day out, it was flaking metal that chipped from the old computer casings, when the same people stood leaning against them. The only thing different about today was the smell of paint in the upper offices, and … Well, that it would work.

Cheery faces lit up from desks along the way to the stairwell, greeting the group of technicians as they passed, some giving thumbs-up signs and nods with broad smiles. Corporate posters slung on the walls displayed almost exactly the same image.

It was probably Mike over in his ‘new guy corner’ nearest the stairwell entry doors, that had a radio tuned to the local FM station. It was blaring out a one-hit-wonder that managed to hit the top ten chart a few months before, Knock On Wood by the sound of it. The Senior Technician listened for a moment, head bobbing, and then smirked.
“We’d better,” Timothy Karnes muttered, smacking his lips around the extra-large red straw, and gently tapped his knuckles on the nearest table as he passed it. 

The others had already descended into the lab, making sure that everything had been set up properly the night before. Timothy was certain that no one had slept a wink, he certainly hadn’t. Any moment now the sugar rush from the Slurpee would catch up to him, along with the donuts he’d consumed in the car on the way here. He swaggered into the lab, its tall ceiling slung with dozens of light fixtures. He glanced up at the observation deck where he’d just been and thought for a moment he saw someone standing there, a guy in a suit, adjusting his tie. But there were no scheduled arrivals that morning, not from Corporate, were there? Well, in a moment he was gone and Timothy had his attention diverted away by the technician nearest him.

“We’re good to go, sir.” She said, nervous. Timothy liked it when she was nervous. It meant she was warm, and would undo the top couple buttons on her shirt sooner or later. On the pretext of examining the results of the go-lights on her console, Timothy leaned down from behind her. Oh yes, she was warm all right. And she smelled nice, her hair, he thought – it smelled terrific.
“Well then, let’s fire this puppy up and see what she does,” Timothy said, smirking, taking a good long look down her shirt as he stood. He could still hear the tinny sounds of another pop tune from the stairwell that bordered Mike’s ‘office’, and it made him relax a little. This would go just fine. This would work. There would be no explosions like last time.

It was an oddly non-momentous moment when a tech, buried somewhere on another floor of the facility, was told over the intercom to ‘fire this puppy up’ in so many words. Something did feel weird, but Timothy chalked it up to the sugar rush. Something crept into his throat, a knot, butterflies. His ears popped, leaving a strange buzzing sensation, like you would get after a very loud rock concert.
It certainly wasn’t like the last couple times. Nothing was burning, no smoke coming from vents, no alarm lights flashing. Not like the one time when they were all sure that their jobs at the Borealis Alternative Temporal Shunting Harmonics Investigatory Think Tank were done for. But Borealis continued to get funding no matter what had happened. They hadn’t had a visit from the suits in ages, leaving them to their tasks of discovering ways around time. Timothy almost chuckled, but the knot hadn’t left his throat.

The lights flickered, that was one indication that the power supply had been tapped. Well, so far so good. The humming from the florescent lighting was practically the only sound in the lab. Well that wasn’t true at all. Timothy only noticed it, because he had long since stopped hearing things like the endless whir and ticker-tacker of the computers that lined almost every wall of the whole facility. When they weren’t spitting out miles of readouts, they were beeping and blipping and doing all that stuff computers did.

Timothy wasn’t a programming man. He was a hardware guy. He got these lab-coated hotshots to work together because they, more often than not, had to summon him when one of their little devices broke. Eventually he knew more about how their machines worked than almost anyone in the place. He would be getting more than a raise and promotion for this.
Timothy blinked. There was another flicker of lighting, this time deeper, it went through the whole facility and he could feel it in his chest. He’d seen that before, but it looked like the redheaded fox that was indeed already too warm under her snug blouse hadn’t. She had a strange look on her face though. Not panic, but …

He strolled over to her desk again, and looked pointedly down at her cleavage. “What’s wrong, sweetie?” Timothy asked, and something noisy started booming down the stairwell – music? Well, whatever it was, it sure wasn’t the Bee Gees. Suddenly he was more distracted by that sound, because there were no others – it might have been the pounding in his ears, though. Timothy let his gaze wander up into the stairwell, where he saw Mike’s shadow suddenly moving around, followed by the young accountant’s abrupt appearance bolting into the lab.
“Did you just hear… did you hear something?” Mike panted, he looked tired, more tired than typical, more tired than he had moments before. “It sounded like someone just said ‘yee haw’.”

Timothy was going to give a pshaw noise to that, but then he noticed Betty’s response. He tried to distract himself by watching her ample breasts bounce with her breath, but that only lasted another second. His vision was getting foggy.
“I did, I heard it too!” She stood up abruptly, others were starting to mill around now – the lights were fine, for a moment longer. They began to flicker, all the ticker-tacker of the computers had ceased. Betty looked up in a weird half-ill way and hissed, “it sounded like Cave’s voice. But … but he’s been dead for five years, I thought!” Her voice rose with every word, a shriek by the end.
Timothy wasn’t sure what to think. Had he heard something? He wasn’t concentrating – he was dizzy now. The lights then went off and stayed off, abruptly replaced by the red emergency lighting that said their main power supply had just failed. Shortly after that, there was another weird jolt that almost felt like an earthquake but it shook nothing on the walls or desks, just … something inside him went sideways. It wasn’t just the sugar rush. No. Something was wrong. The red of the Slurpee boiled up inside his throat, combined with his blood.
Then Timothy heard someone across the room in an excited voice yelling.

“We did it! We di
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There was a massive shock of force that drove the ground apart. According to satellite images and telemetry from tectonic monitoring stations later on, it was as though a chunk of something solid had been projected into the earth’s surface as if from nowhere. Not propelled from above, which might indicate some kind of projectile attack. Suddenly there was something where there had been nothing.

Suddenly didn’t even begin to describe it: it was almost as though the shock wave was preceded by the sound of shrieking metal and screaming voices. But sound didn’t travel that fast, not on that scale.
It wasn’t sound, however, that woke a gaunt, sheet-pale 26 year old woman from her semi-slumber. She’d been curled over one of the rotting once-blue seat cushions from the nearest waiting room – one that hadn’t been used for ‘waiting’ in at least a decade by her count, except if you did count the skeletal remains of the last group… Her ragged, blackened fingernails dug into the foamy covering, and tore a chunk out of it. She would much rather have been removing skin from a visitor, but there were none since … when? She’d liberated those two skeletons of their flesh quite some time before, but she hadn’t done so with her hands anyway. Their flesh just melted off, bubbling and growing sticky like … Like candy? Like molten sugar. The memory made her mouth water.
The memory was not of sugar.

She wore a knee-length smock which had no arms, of linen. It had once been white, but she didn’t bother to get it washed any more. It would just get dirty – very dirty – again anyway. Just by wandering through her part of this facility. Her bare toes had long nails, broken and dark like her fingernails, and they pushed against the groaning, suddenly loose wall panel. Her dark, waist-length hair was unwashed and tumbled over her arms and body haphazardly. She was filthy, though recently she’d considered bathing. But why? Who cared?
She sat up slowly, mostly because of the ache in her mind. It hadn’t been a dream, then, because the walls were actually still shaking – hard. It could be that she had accidentally blown something up. She didn’t remember doing any damage in her dream, and there was more. Much more. She licked her full lips, wondering what she was actually sensing, if not the remnants of a vision.
This wasn’t… Like… Anything she’d ever felt before. Sudden confusion, and certainly that massive sideways jolt of the whole building – the whole of the Earth shuddered to the side. A massive earthquake? Here? Not according to the reports that GLADOS had occasionally given her. This area would be subject to flooding at best if there was a hurricane to the south; sometimes there were tornados but those hardly meant anything when you lived this deep in the ground. She pulled in a breath – there was dust in the air, she looked up and saw that a number of ceiling tiles had been dislodged and there was asbestos-laden fiber trickling down to her nest.
Then the screaming started. In her mind. Fear, anger, pain – those things she was used to. But this wasn’t so much pain or agony. This was a queer mixture of surprise, elation, confusion and something else Alma Wade had never felt before. There was no word for it, but it felt like a whole wave of people just tromped through her mind, and she was not going to take that crap.

For years she’d been here under the protective and obscene mockery of a mother – GLADOS – to keep her sequestered from everyone else in the project. The Enrichment Center was hardly enriching for her. Once it had been bright and clean, with new walls and hallways and rooms to explore. But now this was her private hell. Well, sometimes they sent her birthday cake, or even presents. It wasn’t always bad. But – but – but now there was this monstrous noise in her mind. She knew there could only be so many students over in Paragon sector … No, they were awake and attending their classes like good little children. They were scared and that was always fun. But they weren’t currently afraid of her.
“Please remain seated,” GLADOS started to say, her endlessly and falsely sweet tone ever so slightly wavering with a tremor of power loss. She came back online in less than a second, having forgotten what she was saying, but by then Alma had moved into a spot somewhere up in the corner of the ceiling, where a panel fell and she scampered into the air ducts. Why? Why not. She liked clamoring through them. 

GLADOS never liked it when she did, because she didn’t have cameras there. GLADOS futilely attempted to find a way to block the woman’s progress, but discovered that a good number of her circuits had been damaged with the shockwave a moment before, as well as something entirely unexpected jamming signals that she needed to communicate with other portions of the facility.
A new voice joined the wave of others, in Alma’s mind. But she knew this one. It was Cave. He wasn’t babbling or spouting a new rant about whatever-it-was-he-ranted-about. He’d been dead for a while, now apparently he was alive again, he did that on occasion. Alma had never really formed an opinion about him. Cave wasn’t like her own family. She could sense them nearby, along with the others that her father had created in his own lab. Cave was different. He didn’t judge her, or allow himself to be judged. And just now he was giving a mental twenty-one cannon salute to himself for some reason, along with a bizarre cheer that led Alma straight to his chamber.
“They did it, girlie,” his mind said, very clearly, and Alma spun down a chute which had once been blocked. The tremor just a moment ago must have shaken it free and Alma descended into the chambers where she knew the old crazy bastard had been stored all this time. “They really did it.” He sounded so happy, he’d let off a yee-haw earlier.
“They are pissing me off,” Alma spat as she landed and collected herself. Did she feel the chill of the floor? Or note the stink of rotted meat which had dropped from one of the vents she’d been storing things in? All she really cared about right at the moment was the fact that her head was in pain and it wasn’t because of something she’d done to herself. “I am going to have to do something about it.”

“Already done, girl,” Cave’s disembodied voice suddenly had a body, she heard him both with her ears and through his mental energy. He’d never liked the helmets on those suits that he’d been put into, so he’d ripped it off of his head as soon as he could move. It left a short mop of pale brown hair rumpled on the top of his head. He wasn’t unattractive, but his nose was too big, his smile lopsided, his eyes – his lava black eyes – were shining with joyful insanity. “But you go ahead and finish the job.” He nodded to Alma, as if tipping his hat.
“I wasn’t waiting for your permission, old man,” Alma said. Her own crazy eyes, once upon a time a pale blue, now normally appeared a shade of copper fire, burned red and yellow as she forced her will upon the world – and the voices in her mind stopped. There was a brief moment when everything stood still, particles hung in the air from the force of her mind. True, it was directed up and east, at the source of the offending newcomers to the scene. There had been others in the way, of course, there were people in nearly every direction around them, but she’d never cared much about collateral damages, and they were just more specs of annoying mental grit. It could have covered the entire planet in its scope, from the force of her psychic blast. Very likely, it had.
A wafting smell of highly charged ions and burning tooth enamel came through the chamber. Alma narrowed her eyes, nodding slowly. “That’s better,” she said. She heard GLADOS in another room nearby, echoing down the halls as well. Alma saw a smirk dance over Cave’s ruddy face. They’d apparently given him a reasonable copy of his own body – but she’d never seen him when he was alive. He was tucked into a prototype of the Icarus armor, someone’s stupid idea from how many years before Alma was born? Putting a madman like this into a super-powered clone body with protective armor that could turn invisible with a whim, and generate its own electrical field? Brilliant. But then they had also put her into a facility that also contained delicate computer and bio-engineering departments, several dozen children, and thousands of explosives.
“And now we’ll need to take care of some other business,” Cave said, making Alma wonder what he meant. His Southern twang was friendly in the same way the rattle of a snake’s tail could be. “You would like to get rid of this gla-dos wouldn’t you dearie?”
“I’ve tried,” Alma said, “but I-”

“She means well,” Cave announced, as though he’d ever had anything to do with the creation of Alma’s guardian, glancing upward at a broken camera installment on the wall. “But she’s just about ready to drop a su-pression field all over us, and I can’t have that.” He straightened up, popped his shoulders and laced his fingers together, grinning madly. “I’ve been inside her a long while, now. All those wires and gadgets hooked up to me? They’re worth their weight in gold.”

A flash of electric energy moved from Cave’s light-armored form and into the broken camera above, Alma couldn’t help but wonder what he meant. “Old man, you-”

“Hushup dearie, you make static clog the line,” he whispered, slightly baggy eyes closed as though listening to a symphony that only he could detect. He was: the electronic impulses forming GLADOS’s artificial intelligence cores sang to him. Though he’d always been crazy, Cave Johnson was also always brilliant. And he reveled in suddenly being able to move through a dimension that he’d never considered existed while he was originally alive: that of pure data. Once the shock wave from the Borealis’s appearance jolted his confinement canister ajar, he had acted as quickly as he could to get out of it. He could sense, without words, what the problem was.

The problem as he saw it, anyway, was that GLADOS was preventing them from exiting, and he meant to leave. It was like last time, the first time… This new body that Armacham had so graciously provided to him with the Icarus-stuff coating the bones. He almost floated when they dumped his memories into the cloned brain. The armor sparked to life then, as it did now. Cave connected to the mainframe that held the massive AI, and looked like a pop star doing it. He could take the filly with him, she wasn’t much to look at just now, but he imagined her cleaned up a bit, maybe with a proper dress and some shoes…

Alma’s eyebrow and lip both twitched in response to the obscene thoughts that the old man had for her. But then she’d had plenty of those herself, about far too many of the too-scared-to-really-visit-visitors in the facility above. All she really wanted was love – he wouldn’t give her that, but it might be closer than anyone else would dare to get. After all that had happened in her life, she would take what she could get.
By the time Alma finished digesting Cave’s thoughts, she realized that there was a huge thundering sound coming from everywhere. The blackish-graphite tiles on the hallways beyond her Vault were coming loose in succession, light fixtures were blowing out at the same pace. A vigorously pulsating greenish light grew behind them, though neither of them cared to look at it. It was just one more fancy effect in this pyrotechnic show. Had Alma looked, she might have felt it somehow familiar to her.
When the explosion above and somewhere a few blocks down the road rocked the area again, there were already plenty of bystanders to be engulfed in it. Alma chuckled, and Cave probably would have patted her on the shoulder had either of them still been solid mass. A ball of plasma shortly erupted from the east side of the facility, an explosion of that size or force could only have been a nuclear bomb or…
When the Borealis facility had vanished from the face of the Earth twenty seven years before, it was as though it had simply never existed at all. The basement-heavy building ceased to be, instead a small parking lot and a badly irrigated baseball diamond were in its place. Had always been in its place. There was not even a street address in books for it.
When the Borealis arrived near Armacham-Aperture’s Enrichment Center this morning, it displaced a portion of the power plant, two parking lots, and an underground fuel line. When it vanished again, it was in the form of a crater, its mass vaporized in an agonizing moment by Alma Wade’s anger focused on it. 
There was another shock wave, moments later. Not like a vacuum and not like the tide. Billowing like a ball of exhaust, the fuel tank below the power plant ruptured and immediately spewed innumerable particles into the air. Particles that still felt like people to Alma – but she was too busy laughing with Cave from somewhere else to notice.
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Lynne started screaming first – but that was something she’d been known to do on occasion. Unfortunately, Paxton also started screaming. And then Rex. Three others joined them, before the walls started shaking. Under other circumstances, this kind of thing would be thrilling, even fun for the kids. They had plenty of ‘shake box’ rooms to engage and challenge their young forms and teach them clever ways of getting around obstacles. But for whatever reason – and certainly not the least of which was because they were not in the ‘scary’ parts of the facility just now – there was pure terror in their eyes and voices.
“Now, we all know what to do in case of emergencies,” Miss Mossman said, trying to hold the students’ attention. She got a sudden, pounding headache, and added a little too sharply, “children!” It was positively futile: they were responding to something she never could – they were telepaths, and she was not. It was times like this when she was pointedly reminded of that fact. But there was something on the air, maybe in the vents? They were flapping as though the air conditioning was on high. Had that caused her sudden migraine-grade headache? What was going on?

Paxton thrust his head backward, still screaming, already hoarse. The others had stopped as they went unconscious. He twisted around, writhing, clearly trying to fight an invisible, pervasive foe, and struck his head against the table before collapsing behind his desk. Blood trickled from his face, a bad gash along the right side of his mouth. And as usual Melissa was there beside him in a flash – but she was silent, she wasn’t trying to pull him from a stupor or guide him back to reality. She was absolutely dead still, teeth gritting – doing something that Mossman simply would never understand: attempting to harbor the unconscious boy’s mind. But it wasn’t a familiar poke and prod – Alma was known to try this on occasion, her response was merely a routine that they developed to keep him from slaughtering people with his hands. He’d done so at least twice, with Alma somewhere behind his eyes, and Paxton’s mind desperately trying to claw his way back to its proper place.

Paxton wasn’t clawing at anything. His mind was as deadly still as his body, and it was obvious that this was a problem. More so than any other time, Mossman could at least tell that by looking at them. Melissa wanted to drop and cover him, mantle him like a bird of prey would cover its kill, but she couldn’t really move, in such surprise. Ten year olds should not have to deal with such things as watching each other die, or kill. Neither should they discover each other’s weaknesses so readily.
Geoffrey next to them had risen to his feet smoothly, so fast Mossman swore she only saw a blur. His nostrils flaring and steely eyes wide, he put a hand on his brother’s head and pulled it back sharply. “That bitch,” he said, and before Mossman could even chide him for swearing, he’d leapt to the doorway and was doing his ‘lookout’ routine.
For children, they certainly had some complicated mannerisms. Judith Mossman often wished that she’d never been assigned to them. It was only as a favor to Wade and even then only because he’d been sweet on her after his second wife died. The brown haired woman took a deep breath and swore she did smell something weird. It could be that the facility’s emergency system was doing something odd, was there a fire? It smelled a bit like acrid smoke. If there had been an earthquake, or more likely around here, an explosion, surely there was going to be some reason for it. Reaching for the intercom, she let herself look away from the children long enough to dial up the security center.

“Lynne’s out,” Martin said quietly to Melissa, of the darker-skinned girl who always sat in the front corner desk. “And James won’t wake up,” he pulled at Melissa’s shoulder. She distractedly looked from Paxton’s limp form to the red-head and beyond at the other sensitive empath who swayed in his seat. “Where are we going?” It was obvious that they needed to go somewhere. It wasn’t safe here if their strongest empaths were all completely out of their minds with fear.
Martin was such a sweet boy, younger than Mel and Pax by a year or two, everyone in the class was within five or so years. But they were in classes together based purely on ability, not age. Martin’s ‘sister’ Cricket slipped up to them, put her arm around her brother’s shoulder. She was strawberry blonde, to his brick red; she was taller and longer limbed, and wore a custom-built Icarus suit, where he was still in his Enrichment Center uniform of bluish-white. Together they watched invisible energies around Fettel and Melissa. Neither of them liked what they saw. Because they saw nothing.
Melissa gave one of those extra-long blinks that said she’d been trying to locate Paxton’s mind, and failing. Alma had clearly been here, Lynne always gave that particular shriek when Paxton and Geoff’s mother was on the war path. Geoff hadn’t been affected, that was typical too. “Follow Geoff,” Melissa finally said, then, “Bella?”

The eldest girl in the class, all of thirteen, was a willowy Asian who pushed her glasses up and looked down at the group of semi- and truly comatose kids who were the only ones still left in their seats by now. At her whim, they began to rise into the air. She’d gotten them halfway into the hall by the time Judith Mossman looked up and let the intercom drop. The frantic tech on the other side was stuttering and not of much help anyway. Whether he was stuttering because he was always like that, or another more pressing reason, Mossman didn’t know, and would never find out.
Melissa stood numbly in the middle of the class, moving her arms to push little Sandy out behind the others. “There’s nothing you can do,” she told the youngest in the class, “go on ahead.” Melissa’s face was so serious that Judith wondered how such a young thing could bear – or want – such personal responsibility. Judith walked out from behind her desk, looked down at the honey-haired girl, who blinked back up at her. She was so pretty, but then that was what her dossier had told Judith: eventually this would be… well, eventually might never come, if the walls didn’t stop coming down around them.
“You should come with us, you won’t be safe here. She’s turned,” Melissa said. She was so matter-of-fact.
“Turned, who – Alma?” Judith put her hand to her throat, habit.
“Alma was always turned,” Melissa said as she walked out carefully. The floor was shaking, and tiles were dropping from the walls. There was a distant clattering, hydraulics in motion – something they knew from the ‘enrichment’ portions of the center. The walls were reconfiguring, stairs being made or removed, ceilings turning to floors. “I mean GLADOS.”

Just under twenty students made their way from the room in a clumpy line through a series of hallways. Judith followed them with haste, not asking why they were headed in the direction they were, nor how Melissa knew that the guardian program had suddenly decided to go bad. Judith kept track of where each of the children were, they were all accounted for. At least she could do her emergency tasks.
Numerous ELL drones were scampering through the area too, their bright orange jumpsuits bearing the Aperture logo on the back, their spring-heels clicking in a way that high-heeled shoes never did. The lighting sputtered and died, but the group continued onward. One of the boys produced a steady grey light from his hand, as they found an emergency staircase. Had Judith been here slightly longer, or gotten used to the layout of the Enrichment Center a little better than merely from her own dorm down into the educational labs, she would have seen how Geoff was guiding them down corridors that GLADOS had little to no direct access to. They avoided the elevator, but that seemed the obvious thing to do in an emergency. 
Geoff avoided it, because she would trap them there. He had never liked elevators. They were traps.
Rex came around while floating in the stairwell and struggled to maintain his balance when Isabella put him down from her very strong telekinetic hold. Someone else grabbed at him, pulling him along behind Geoff along with James and Tina who had also roused from their state of shock during their procession. The elder Fettel brother guided them all down to the ELL’s dorms. He stood, sentry-like at the doorway until everyone was inside, then ducked in himself, shutting the large electronically locked doors manually. Why he knew how to do that was beyond the instructor as well. She’d read dossiers on all of them, of course. But seeing them in action was altogether different than reading about their subliminal or field training.
They were just children, Judith thought, though she couldn’t bring herself to feel sorry for them. Instead, she felt…afraid for them. She felt afraid of them, as well. Another rocking motion slammed her against the nearby shelf, toppling a jug of ‘milk’. She gathered herself up, but didn’t interrupt as Geoff barked orders to the ELLs who complied immediately. Instead she merely walked the edge of the wide, round, three-story high room.
“Why here?” Judith finally said mostly to herself, noting that there were other batches of students – apparently someone had telepathically contacted the other classrooms in order to group everyone down here. She brought her mental head-count to 45, that would leave around a dozen unaccounted for. Judith was too numb and her headache had not gotten any better, to do a full rundown of who might be missing. Momentarily, three of those dozen children appeared through an access vent, Alyx was among them so she knew it had to have been from the geography and geology center – a smaller class, others followed from the vents. With a relieved sigh, Judith considered the head-count done, minus the one problem child who hadn’t been scheduled for class today anyway. She wondered how safe that one was, but then worried about her own safety. Her heart and stomach sank when she realized that she and perhaps three other adults were the only ones able to look clear over the children’s heads in here.

Absently, Judith chided herself for not counting the ELLs. The ELLs didn’t much use their own dormitory, but this morning it was packed. Their familiar wide-eyed, round faces peered out from behind storage cubes and stacks of supplies. There were only a few others moving around in the room when it went dark. Not entirely: many of the ELLs had patches of glowing dots on devices hooked onto their arms or heads, one had a steady if thin red laser on her helmet that she studiously avoided shining in anyone’s eyes.
Whimpering came from several of the younger children. There was another violent heave, sideways, as an explosion rocked the facility. From numerous vents above there was a reddish glowing light, and for a moment Judith thought it was that the entire place was on fire. But she overheard another of the ELLs whisper to one of the children that it was always that color – always that red light, it meant the place was still alive.

They could hear her now, GLADOS’s voice chimed merrily down the intercoms, a sonic stream of nonsense punctuated by the rocky bits of static as she experienced power surges. “Re-re-re-remain seated-ed-ed, please, while the neurotoxin is distributed. I c-c-c-can’t force it down your lungs any faster, but you certainly have that option… O-o-o-on second thought,” she said with a gleeful chuckle, “don’t remain seated. Come out, come out…”

“Get those air vents covered,” Geoff said, and the ELLs nearby complied. They didn’t really know what neurotoxin was, but they probably wouldn’t like to find out either. Whenever any of the scientists in the other parts of the labs suggested they ‘try something out’ it almost invariably wound up being deadly or at least horrible. Though the ELLs weren’t telepathic, they didn’t need to be to know that they were the lab rats – rats that also happened to keep the place running. They were among the only competent adults in the room, it appeared, since one of the other surviving instructors had been hit by something as it fell and needed tending to. There were others Judith saw standing out at their full height, but her heart skipped a beat when she realized who, what, they were.
There were two of the Replica soldiers standing in the corner of the room; they’d probably been active a few minutes before, as they still had their guns clutched in their hands. But they stood without motion, breathing and somehow maintaining balance, their heads lolled downward in semi-comedic slumber. They were always around, dozens of them often prowled the halls or rooms. Practice units, they were typically called, an army in the making perhaps. Their markings indicated they carried blank cartridges in their guns, but their armor was dented and dinged with combat-type damage. They were light on their feet, quick, not quick enough to dodge bullets, durable enough to take a few direct hits.
But without Paxton to tell them what to do, there they stood; neutral, on pause. Melissa glared at one of them, as though trying to will him to leap into the body, but it did nothing, and she blinked away tears. She wouldn’t cry in front of the others, so she waited for a moment, steeled herself, then turned to kneel again by his side.

Soon, it seemed that the room was sealed off. Now, they waited in darkness, with the furious sounds of Hell screaming past the doors. Gouts of flame pressed under the doors from the second level, and Geoff once more insisted that they be packed shut with watered paper and cloth. Apparently the neurotoxin was highly flammable as well. 

Rex lit a small piece of paper on fire with a nudge from his mind, holding it in his hand like a cigarette. It was the only bright light for a time, even Nigel’s energy had been expended and he couldn’t make more of his own glowing. If Paxton had been awake he probably would have swatted it out of Rex’s hand and stomped it out, insisting that it was wasting their oxygen or something equally inane. Thankfully Paxton was out cold. Rex’s own unconsciousness had come and gone, but for some reason, he hadn’t had any visions. No one was standing over him trying to wake him up which would be normal. It wasn’t that this emergency’s seriousness was lost on him, it was that he truly was having trouble figuring out why he had been affected by the same thing that struck Pax and Lynne. Any other time he’d gone wonky like that was because he’d seen some distant stupid vision that they always tried talking him through to find out if it meant anything. They never did, but this time – he didn’t see anything. And he got the gnawing suspicion that it did mean something.
The still-unconscious children were placed apart from each other – Lynne would surely freak if they were closer than arm’s length, she was always like that with Paxton and Geoff. Melissa knelt quietly by Paxton’s side, where she’d probably weld herself if she had the tools. Martin and Cricket milled around now, both of them giving off a soft electric glow. They took care to move the little kids closer to the big ones. Alyx had pried one of the guns out from a Replica’s hands, not knowing it had no proper bullets. Brave little girl, where some were too frightened to budge from behind the storage cubes.
Judith Mossman fumbled around and found herself near the gaunt form of Doug Rattmann, who took her hand abruptly and kept her near whether she wanted to be or not. She didn’t refuse, she was too frightened of what was going on out there. Normally she wouldn’t get in the same room with the creepy man who had somehow convinced the higher-ups that he could teach. Putting children near this man seemed to be a terrible idea to Judith, but apparently he did teach well – programming and electronics, to her theoretical physics and mechanical sciences – and hadn’t gotten any complaints. But he certainly was closer than she really would have wanted. He said nothing, which was fine with her, his grating voice always felt like nails on a chalkboard to her.
She couldn’t move, held by his bony fingers around her wrist and waist. Where could she go, anyway? GLADOS hadn’t stopped talking – she was giving a body count now. GLADOS made it sound like a children’s poem. Almost like that horrible lullaby she’d heard, or any of the other things the AI had created in order to keep the woman, Alma, under control. Why did they treat her like a child? Alma certainly wasn’t – Judith had seen the wraithlike form of the Origin’s prize prodigy now and again, and she was very much an adult, almost her own age, from what it looked like. The other Origin contributors were around the same age, some of them even worked up in the normal sectors or at Black Mesa, they led lives. Why was Alma so dreadfully different?

For long minutes in the dark, stifling, tense dormitory, Judith Mossman reflected on how in the world she could have come to be here – and minutes more, when she thanked whatever God there might still be, that she was alive to see it. The body count, according to GLADOS, was over eight hundred.
When the rumbling of the air vents finally stopped, it was half an hour later. They didn’t dare remove the padding from under the doors, just yet, for fear that the toxins would linger. Martin took it upon himself to see what was going on elsewhere, and before anyone could stop him, he had found a power outlet. The weird smell of ozone and ash wafted up from it, he was gone for the moment.

Interval 1.3
May 16, 2006

0855, Black Mesa, New Mexico

BMRF / Sector C Test Labs

Yes, he’d been late. Gordon moved hastily down the last hall to the chamber where the others already had set up shop. They could wait, if they wanted him to push the button they were too scared to themselves, fine. They’d wait. Someone had taken his HEV suit’s helmet again, and he couldn’t spare the time to grab another. But he could still see the readouts that would be displayed on its HUD, reflected in a wobbly form on his glasses, and in mid-air projected from his suit.

Maybe he should have questioned why, why press it? Why push the button – whatever they gleaned from these experiments, he had yet to be authorized to even see the results. Didn’t they have some kind of drone or android … thing… that could do this just as easily as a human? Maybe he should just thank them for hiring him, the last year before Black Mesa extended their offer had been pretty lean, and he wasn’t about to take a teaching job for Armacham. Even if the kids were supposed to be ‘brilliant, like he had been at their age’. No. Way.
Gordon kept up several conversations in his head, as he listened to the HEV’s rundown of functionality. He’d gotten used to the slight pinch of the HEV suit within days, long before, and this was his sixth venture into the Lab itself. He tried to console himself by thinking, ‘this isn’t theoretical any more, this is practical physics’. It wasn’t working, he was still amazed as hell, like the first time. The Anti-Mass Spectrometer was an impressive device, to say the least. Sometimes, it looked as though it was alive, reaching down into its glowing pit below. They didn’t do these experiments but once per month, the intervening time was spent analyzing the data from the last batch of weirdly glowing orange-yellow crystals.
As he climbed up into the catwalk that supported some of the equipment he needed to operate, Gordon thought back a few minutes. He had been a bit shaken to see one of the scientists arguing with that government-man creepy dude. Whatever it was about he couldn’t spare a moment to listen in on their discussion but it seemed quite animated. Eli had been checking and re-checking one of the peripheral computer units, angry for some reason more or less akin to that which the other man arguing had displayed. Gordon knew that Eli was not confident in this experiment. He’d confided that the whole mess was something better left to nature. 
Gordon was never quite sure whether Eli was a truly religious man or not, but maybe today he could pray and maybe today there would be a god listening.

“All right, Gordon, if you would be so kind as to climb up and the start the rotors…” The voice came from a small speaker on the gritty console before him. The large room, bathed in mostly orange light reflected on mostly orange painted equipment, held a gigantic device that defied conventional senses. What always amazed Gordon was that parts of it simply hovered, unconnected to the main trio of metal fingers. Was it by the graceful forces of electromagnetism? It had to be, and they started circling the main unit when he squashed his thumb down onto the big red button. And now, the other rotors… As they moved, adding an electric, grey-blue light to the interior of the room, Gordon clomped to the ladder and got back down onto the grated floor.
Shortly the sample arrived, he only paid half an ear’s attention to the others up there. One of them wondered if something was amiss, but didn’t he always wonder that? Besides, it seemed to have sorted itself out – and like his older colleague had mentioned, Gordon was a highly trained engineer. He knew all this. He didn’t need to hear it yet again. Boosted to 105 percent, there was the cart. It could definitely have been done by a robot.
Robots were cool.

Something sparked on the edge of the sample cart, it had never done that before. As the sample vanished into the giant greenish beam, some strange force seemed to push Gordon sideways. He’d never been one to have vertigo, it was –
“Attempting shut-down! It’s not – it’s not shutting down!” Shouted one of the scientists, another yelling to Gordon to get away from the beam, neither of them holding any form of composure over this.

Whatever it was, it hadn’t just been Gordon’s balance. The entire unit above, the whole billion-dollar Anti Mass Spectrometer, was sparking and vacillating brightly. The walls trembled, part of a loose panel above came down clattering, metal on metal. This was so not good. Gordon tried to get to the blast doors – blast doors, he thought, blast doors kept blasts out from the inside but he wasn’t on the inside he –

There was a massive sideways twist to the universe. He could feel it from his vantage point on the floor near the blast doors that wouldn’t open. A sound tore through him, a bolt of noise that was echoed in the sickly greenish light that suddenly pervaded his vision. Then it was dark. He blinked, blinked again. He could hear his own breath echoing from the cup formed by the neck of his HEV suit, wondering whether this was Hell, or …

No, it was Hell. There were things watching him, he counted half a dozen of these weird eye-heavy heads giving off a thrumming chant. Electricity came from them, their clawed hands swaying at him… too many hands, too many eyes. Gordon staggered backwards, and there was another violent jolt that removed these things from his vision.
Hell was apparently heavily populated by bizarre shit, Gordon thought, when his vision cleared again and he saw creatures that defied description bounding across a mottled, almost organic looking landscape. His feet sank into the floor – had he been standing on something solid when those groaning eye-guys were watching him? It was all black there, now it was green and orange and –

Gordon came to, panting heavily and gasping for breath. He was on the floor, well he was on a floor, and it felt somewhat more familiar than the spongy stuff he’d been on a moment before. Had it been a moment? If the HEV suit wasn’t covering his arm, he could have read his watch.

There was smoke billowing from two of the AMS’s main rotors, and up from the floor where the sample had been delivered. Oddly, though not out of character for him, Gordon thought about the women down there – Green and Cross – and whether they were okay. If he had lived through this, they surely would, they had helmets on their HEV suits.

He rose to his feet, shaking, the floor was still dancing below him so he knew it wasn’t just his own nerves making him unsteady. But the blast doors – they were now slightly … Broken, they were broken, something huge enough to set a six inch thick titanium and steel door off its deep-set track, had left him alive.

He pushed his way through the blast door, and noted with a gulp of bile that the two guys responsible for letting him in were both dead. Whatever had bashed through the blast doors hadn’t been so kind to them, they were broken like toys, bloody. 

The exit was locked, and required a retinal scan to open.

Gordon looked down at the dead scientists, and pulled in a shaking, difficult breath. “It is going to be a long damn day,” he said.
Interval 2.0 – Isolation Ward
May 16, 2006

1100, Fairport, AL

Enrichment Center

The walls looked the same, but she glared at them none the less. White, grey, graphite, black. Nothing made of metal, at least not significant enough amounts of it to be relevant. Natascha glowered as she often would, at those walls, from her cot. The suite she had been put into was bigger than the girls dorms down on Level E, but that was because she had to have her own bathroom facilities. 

When the world had spun, an hour and a half ago or so by her count, Natascha had been half-asleep. She’d been through some ‘training’ the day before, and generally they let her sleep that off the next day, and thus she hadn’t been required in class with the others. She was disoriented, because in a dream state she hardly told the difference between reality and one of the Enrichment Center’s devious obstacle course rooms. So when she fell from her cot and tried to attack her way out of the room, and nothing happened except more shaking and a thunderous roar of … something beyond the walls, she knew it wasn’t just a dream any more.

The observation light on the camera in the room was off. That was a little weird. It meant that for the first time in nearly two years, she was … alone? Not that she ever knew whether anyone was watching her all that time, it might have been a real technician or psychologist, or security, or even just GLADOS on the other end. Or an empty seat. She didn’t do much to warrant 24/7 observation. Not after the collar went on, and even before then she promised she’d be good.

Empty promises, she smirked. 

But now, the light was off, and there was a distinct tilt to her room. Things slowly but surely made their way toward the west side of her suite, it wasn’t imperceptible or terribly obvious either way. But having been there for that long, she noticed it. Something was wrong, really wrong, outside.

Of course, with her suite being what it was, she had absolutely no way of finding out what was going on out there, until someone opened it up from the outside. Natascha tried to be calm. She really did. But even though she was often considered on the higher end of the Paragon spectrum for power level, and older than many of the other students, she was still a surly 11 year old girl with a foul mouth and an even more foul disposition.
So she spent a good fifteen minutes shouting at the door, listening for an answer, and shouting some more. She tried pounding her fists on it, fat lot of good that did: it was padded slightly, electrical insulation material also deadening most of her screams. She knew better than to try prying off any of the paneling: the two badly-re-grown nails on her hand after she tore them off trying it on day one kept her from doing it again. She still had trouble feeling properly on the one finger, and the other’s nail had grown in lopsided. She settled for pounding on the panel again and stomping away from it.
She paced. Natascha was not a patient girl, she could feel the energy welling up inside her and she really needed to get rid of it. Her platinum hair had started dancing away from her scalp, the most delicate reminder of her level of power. She could only gather so much from the limited power supply around her in her suite, limited even more because of the restrictive collar. But worse, she couldn’t discharge it without some kind of conducting material to aim at. 

Outside the suite, a sharp sound appeared and vanished as quickly as it had come. Displacement of air, suddenly fried and slightly melted wiring. Martin Quail shook himself off. The last half hour had been a bit… weird. GLADOS was crazy, crazier anyway, and tried to swat him where ever she managed to locate him. Thankfully she hadn’t been able to work around his powers – she had access to many places via computer or wireless lines, but he had access anywhere on the power grid.
There was a dead zone here, where he had landed. It stood in its own physical space as well as being self-sufficient for water, air and the like. The catwalks leading around it also connected to similar units nearby, though Martin wasn’t aware of anyone else actually living in any of those. Just the one. He wasn’t sure which one, but he hazarded a guess it was the first.
His bare feet made little noise on the metal catwalk, except for a very slight static-zap where he touched. He’d removed his shoes a little earlier, they were not helping him remain very silent. Like his ‘sister’ Cricket, Martin was quite good at stealth. He kind of regretted only being in his uniform, and not in his ‘suit’ – the dark, sleek under-garments of the Icarus shell. Martin was small: small build, small hands, petite. Most of the other girls liked to play dress-up with him, and he thought it was a riot. He looked pretty good in one of Isabella’s old dresses. Martin pulled in a breath, not at all confident that this other girl, one of the few who didn’t like playing dress-up (with anyone) even when she was still living in the dorms, would be very happy to see him of all people.

But he touched the access panel anyway. It came to life on its own, still powered separately from the rest of the facility which was currently in disarray. Two doors began opening: the outer door first exposed the ‘Warning, hazardous levels of electricity inside’ message displayed on the inner door; and then the inner, giving him access to Natascha’s suite. He knew she had to be alive, her housing unit was probably safer than the ELL dorms. He expected her to be standing there angry when those doors opened, but he maintained his position near the door. 
Martin also expected her to spring on him, or over him (which might be stupid, given the catwalk wasn’t a very safe place to be standing let alone jumping on), or knock him out of the way when she came out. But instead, she stood in almost the same posture as he, on the other side. 
Her hands were by her sides, though one was balled into a fist. Her head was aimed slightly down but her eyes were cast up at adult-head level. Maybe that was what her keepers had trained into her, he suddenly thought. Because when her eyes went down to greet his, they’d clearly been expecting an adult and not a pint sized kid like him. She was, like him, wearing the Enrichment Center’s typical student uniform of a bluish white jumpsuit, but she’d added a short-sleeved white shirt and beat-up denim shorts to hers.
Martin counted himself lucky that Natascha was more surprised at this than angry. “We need to get back to the ELLs dorm,” he said. “Things have… happened. I can’t explain them very well.”

“Where are Doctor Ryan and Kull?” Natascha managed to say, glancing up and down the catwalk, her own mind trying to wrap around Martin’s sudden appearance here. She wasn’t even certain how he knew where her suite was.

“They’re dead. They’re all dead.” Martin said. Either she didn’t notice, or didn’t care, that his voice choked and his throat constricted when he finally came out and said it. The enormity of what he’d seen was catching up to him. When Natascha was about to ask, he hurriedly said, “GLADOS killed everyone. Everyone but us.” If he started to cry now, she’d laugh. She always did.
Natascha’s mouth closed abruptly. She knew he wasn’t joking, and she knew he wasn’t all rabbity because he was terrified of her. After all, her powers could siphon his straight out of his little body in moments… Partially why the inhibitor collar had been put on her. That this wasn’t a joke, however, wasn’t as obvious to her as he’d have liked.
“Come on,” Martin said, trying to collect himself and act casual. “I can guide you down to the dorm, but it’s not easy. If GLADOS sees you, she’ll probably try and kill you too. She’s been after me ever since I started exploring.” To his credit, his voice didn’t waver. She could tell he was scared, more scared by something she hadn’t encountered yet.

“GLADOS’s job is—“

“GLADOS has turned on us,” Martin said, “I don’t really understand how, but it wasn’t just …” He shook his head, dark red hair fluffing around his face. He really couldn’t tell her – or anyone – just yet, what he had found. Not until he did further investigation, which might cost his life. “There are things I can’t explain in words. Let’s go.”
Martin carefully guided Natascha to one of the nearest catwalk exits, and finally asked her, “can you detect where rooms with power are?”
“Of course I can,” she spat. “I just can’t reach them,” she pulled on the inhibitor collar at her neck. “If I could, I would-“

Martin reached up – she was already at least a foot taller than he – and touched the collar. It unlocked, and fell to the floor, clattering on its way down to parts unknown. The facility seemed to be bottomless, a foggy, menacingly blue haze below them. Natascha looked at it, as it fell and faded into the darkness. The expressions played over her face in succession: confusion, anger, re-evaluation. Her static-grey eyes moved to his blue ones, and she merely nodded in thanks.

Between the two of them, it would be slightly easier to knock out any obstacles that GLADOS put in their way. However, there were plenty which hadn’t been directly the AI’s doing: half-collapsed halls, rooms which were filled with the bodies of employees – still seemingly grasping at the air as though clawing it would somehow allow them to breathe. Martin tried not to look at these people, but he recognized too many. Even Natascha was a bit shaken when they did come across her own keepers’ bodies.
The air had settled, thankfully, and the neurotoxin which had blown through the facility was gone or at least now rendered inert. It still had left an unpleasant scent, but that might have been the result of the dead bodies, too. After a few hours, the entire place would likely smell like a cesspit, after organ failure and voiding had their way with the bodies. Natascha thought it might be a good idea to simply hose the place down… Bodies and all, into the drains or the endless blue pits below.

In silence, the pair traveled over half the Enrichment Center’s width. They somehow got to a bleak hallway – one which both had seen too many times. “Let’s get through here as fast as we can,” Martin whispered. “I don’t like it here.”

“No one likes it here,” Natascha said, looking at the unmarked doors. They were spaced just under thirty feet apart, on both sides of the hall. Though there had always been some attempt to clean up, long, old, visible blood stains stretched from each of the doors. Almost all of the Paragon students had seen this hall, in nightmares or even in the flesh. What exactly went on in those rooms was something only the strongest mind could remember, because of the memory-blocking drugs being administered shortly after.

Martin was surprised when Natascha abruptly kicked in one of those doors, taking out some of her earlier anger on it. Within, a single operating table stood, lights off above it, waiting for someone to be placed on it. Simple cabinets and shelves lined the walls. No tools were left out, nothing half-completed, it was just there. A reminder of processes that were regularly performed. Natascha expected there to be something more sinister going on. Or at least another dead body. There had been some in nearly every corridor and room they passed already.
“Nothing scary about that,” Natascha harrumphed and turned back to Martin.

“Tell that to Lynne or Tina,” he remarked.

Natascha was about to launch into a tirade about the ‘weak willed’ girls – empaths both of them, who were more or less sensitive to any of the emotions around them – but then she stopped. Martin had removed her inhibitor collar. Normally, taking it off, or even trying, would have gotten her punished. Perhaps even brought into one of these very operating rooms in order to be … corrected. Though it took some doing, she eventually adopted the notion that perhaps Martin wasn’t such a bad little brat after all. And, that they were in a far deeper world of shit than she’d ever imagined.
Interval 3.0 – Inevitability
June 2, 1998

1130 Washington, DC

Exact location classified

He looked over the walls, they were stucco with a nice paint job. There were pieces of art on some, just sub-standard reproductions of boring office-style art, nothing to get worked up over. One of them had a safe behind it, the signs of wear when it had been moved to reveal the hidden slot were painfully obvious to eyes like his. Oh there was a mirror too, and he turned his eyes on it – indeed, eyes like his wouldn’t miss something small like a scrape in an arc shape, under the corner of a poor reproduction of a Picasso. They didn’t miss things like their own color, either, a stormy mix of blue and green, white and teal. He smiled at himself. 

He did look good. No signs of wear and tear, the few strands of silver that were mixing with his black hair looked excellent at his temples, and that was why he kept them. At the moment, his hair was just on the edge of too long for the military look, slicked back, widow’s peak still obvious and pointing down toward his eyes. He had dark eyebrows, over a long, somewhat hooked nose. Serious lines framed his lips, thin lips, he licked them. His perpetual five-o’clock shadow made his face darker toward the collar of his leather coat, though there was never anything to be done about that. He could shave five or six times a day, wouldn’t make any difference. If he looked long enough, he could swear he saw it grow. Ah, his one flaw. Internally, he laughed. Time for the show.

He tightened his hand, releasing his fingers and sensing the fit of the leather gloves, snugged the other on a little, it was loose. His coat made a gentle sound as he moved, exactly as planned.
The sound of a chair creaking came to his ears. It was a big leather thing with large castors and thick padding, oversized copper buttons clamping the stuffing down. He gently looked away from the mirror with just his eyes. That way, he could see both the chair and his own reflection. His reflection betrayed a very faint impish smile, gathers of skin around his eyes more than his lips. Half a moment later when the dark-haired man in the big leather chair realized he was standing in his office, his smile broadened and he couldn’t repress a chuckle.

“Fuck!” The man in the chair blurted out, nearly jumping out of his skin, and almost clearing its armrests in his surprise. “I’d like it if you would knock first, Carver,” he said, trying to regain any hint of composure, but it was far too late – Carver was already giving that obscenely self-indulgent smile. The man adjusted his tie, re-seated himself carefully. He tried to relax, as he had been just a moment before while taking a look out the broad windows of his office.

It was a nice office, he’d taken it over from his predecessor and hardly bothered to change anything in it. In fact he hadn’t really even had the chance to settle in particularly, since the elections last November. 

“You had asked to see me,” Wilson Carver said, his voice was low and though he bore a smile, there was never a chance that his voice sounded anything less than menacing. “Senator.” Carver glanced away, back to the mirror, swept his eyes over the room’s reflection and noticed there was a second safe down below the roll-up writing desk. Antique, that desk. Like most of the items in this office, hardly ever moved, the desk was deeply embedded in the plush carpet. The carpet had a faint square outline where the safe was hidden.
“I –“

“You asked to see me,” Carver repeated indelicately, “so here I am.” As the Senator pulled in a breath and debated whether to argue the fact that he had not yet ‘asked’ anyone to summon him and in fact had only just a day ago even decided to bring Carver in on this, Carver took the two longish steps he needed to bring him away from the wall, and closer to the big oak desk that the Senator sat behind. “What manner of bad tidings might I be helping you out on, today?” He balled his hands into fists, they gratifyingly made the leather gloves upon them groan with a very slight sound – one that he was positive the Senator had heard because his eyes dropped down to look, then back up.
“Yes. Yes,” David Hoyle closed his eyes, and prayed briefly that Carver didn’t either vanish or kill him while they were shut. “I do have some issues that need attending.”

“Then please, let us forego the niceties of showing off to one another, and get to business.” Carver had to resist breaking into a broad smile at that – the blatant irony of it all was so amusing. He loved dealing in irony, after all. It was what he was created to do, and what he was best at. And he was good at so very many things.

Flustered, Hoyle put his hand on his desk and looked away, “Carver, I need you to make sure that some people remain silent about last month’s hydro-dam fiasco.” He glanced at a pile of papers next to his hand, “I’m sure that you already know who I’m talking about.”

“I’m sure I do as well,” Carver replied. “But for the sake of formality, and to ensure that I don’t make any mistakes, please do,” he waved his gloved fingers at the papers, “enlighten me.”

Hoyle quickly dug through and located a short piece of lined paper. It had been torn from a small notebook, and as Carver took it, looking to confirm a list of names he’d already been aware of, he scanned the desktop. “Where is the rest of this notebook?” He asked, and when Hoyle looked confused and gave that little double-blink he’d been apt to show, Carver elaborated with, “the notebook which has a deep imprint of these names on at least the next three pages worth of paper, which can easily be traced back to you, should this one,” he waggled the paper in his hand, “be found?” Even with the glove he could feel how the pen’s imprint had been left. He could probably emulate the Senator’s bold handwriting, he had a feel for it just by the depth of the dots on the I’s, the curve of a G. While he pondered the list of names themselves, Hoyle opened one of the desk’s drawers and fumbled about. Clearly, this was something he would have forgotten. Clearly, Carver was right to ask for it. 

Clearly, Hoyle thought, that bastard loves rubbing my nose in this.
He handed the small notebook to Carver, who glanced through the first few dozen pages, ripped them out, and handed those back to the Senator. “Why waste these?” He said with half a grin; they were doodles, obscene ones. Carver tucked the rest into his coat pocket, and took in a deep, refreshing breath. The air in the office was a tad stale, the windows hadn’t been opened in decades. Painted over, most likely.

“I will get on this as soon as I am able,” he confirmed, noting Hoyle’s nod. “Was there anything else, before I go?”

Hoyle watched the predator standing in the middle of his office, as Carver continued to look around the room. “Actually, there is, now that you mention it.” Carver did not look down to him, but Hoyle spoke again, “how are they doing? I can’t get a word in edgeways when Aristide is trying to chat me up. Never get the chance to ask.”

“They are magnificent, Senator. I believe I should be very proud of them. As you should, obviously, as it was your money that helped create them.” For the first time in the conversation, it seemed that Carver was thinking on someone other than himself. “They are an investment worth keeping, I believe.”

“That’s how Genevieve would describe them, yes,” Hoyle muttered.

“Why, Senator, I do believe you have a bit of an issue with Miss Aristide’s mannerisms?” Carver smirked. “Everyone does, everyone does.”

“Make sure that list gets taken care of,” Hoyle abruptly backed up to his ‘business mode’ routine. “I’m sure you’ll be discrete.”

“I am certain you won’t hear about it on the evening news, yes,” Carver nodded, “pleasure as always, Senator. No need to get up, I can escort myself out.”

As he turned, Hoyle’s attention was diverted by a raucous crow outside the window. Those things always bothered him. Scavengers. He wanted to shoo it away, the other birds that came to the small flower beds on the manicured lawn outside were far more entertaining. He looked up to find that Carver was gone, and then furrowed his brows.

David Hoyle marched up to the office door, yanked it open, and glared at the woman behind her desk, just outside it. There was no sign of Carver, he was fast, that was for certain. Hoyle leaned down and said, “the next time that peacock shows up, you’d better buzz me before he comes into my damn office, you hear me?”

The woman was a bit shaken by this, “sir I…”

“You heard me, just do it right next time.”
“Sir, with all due respect,” she was flustered and pouty, bordering on genuinely disturbed by this. “I don’t even know who you’re talking about? You’ve been in your office for an hour since your last smoke break, and no one’s been through here since then.”
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0300, Black Mesa, NM

Black Mesa Research Facility / Specific Location Unknown

Corporal Shephard was not having a particularly good time, slogging through Black Mesa. His Osprey, along with the rest of his squad, had been shot down. He’d been chased and …shot at? Was shot the right word? By those weird hoof-footed aliens. He’d been nearly killed by the facility itself – who the Hell let these people continue working on shit when there was goddamn toxic waste spilling out everywhere? Half the time Shephard didn’t know whether the shit he was walking over was caused by the disaster earlier, or if, more likely, it had been there for days or even weeks.

And what was with the endless series of bottomless pits? Who designed this place anyway? If he lived through this, he’d have to lodge some reports to the right authorities, or something. Because this place was a deathtrap waiting to happen. It was only a matter of time before something big like this – what did that scientist guy call it, a ‘Resonance Cascade’? – happened. They drew their cards, this time they got a crappy hand.

Adrian Shephard would have given anything to be playing a crappy hand of poker, just then. He’d let his mind wander, foolish of him, and he’d almost walked into a trap. It was, on examination, a trap that one of his own might have set. There were probably dozens of Hazardous Environment Combat Units on site here, his squad hadn’t been the only one in the air. Nor had it been the only one shot down by aliens, either. The thing that came flying by their aircraft when they’d just barely entered Black Mesa’s airspace? 

The Hell was going on? Big orange manta ray thing. Flying like it was nothing. Squatted over the other Osprey and let loose a fart of epic laser light or something. Down went Tango Bravo.
Yeah, it was a crappy hand all right. Once he’d managed to get out of the building looking for the crash site at the LZ, found the radio that the scientist told him about, they were already pulling out? Fuckers – he was already on the surface, but they weren’t going to head back to that crash site… No need, no survivors, they thought.
Adrian dismantled the trip-mine in front of him, took it off the wall, and set it in his pack with the others he’d been collecting. It was like a trail of bread crumbs. Only much, much messier.

He’d taken his gas mask off, retained his helmet. It was getting too hot for the mask, and though he’d wandered through some locations where he might have had to use it, he wasn’t dead yet. The night was young. There was still time for that. Besides, walking through waist-high shit hadn’t done him in. Maybe he just couldn’t smell any longer. He probably stank to high Heaven. And whatever those creatures were that kept showing up smelled horrible all on their own.
He ran his gloved hand through his light brown hair, mopping up the sweat from under his helmet. Though he’d been in training for this kind of mission shortly before deployment, Adrian never once thought that he’d be sent to ‘hazardous environments’ like his own goddamn country. Was this even normal? He didn’t know what normal was, any more. He’d seen too many bizarre animals appearing out of thin air, bursts of bright green electricity dropping them into the halls or practically on top of him. Where were they coming from?

The two-legged grey-green skinned fellas, they were easy to dispatch. They had lightning coming from their weird two-fingered hands, and they spoke some kind of gobbledy-gook that Shephard recognized as language, but he’d be damned if he could understand it. It wasn’t like any language he’d been briefed on, anyway. They were aliens. They didn’t speak English like in the movies. And then there were those gator things – squid-headed motherfuckers that spat acid. Good aim on those things, too. But they went down just like anything else. Then those goddamn … rope-tongued things hanging from the ceiling? One of those left what looked like an acid burn across his shoulder where it had latched onto him. Started pulling him up… 
He felt a little bad about shooting those dog things, though. In a way, they were almost kind of cute. For a dog that had a face full of insect-like eyes, three legs, and ran around in packs that could pulverize you with their ‘barking’… Yeah. Cute. 

Those other things… Turkeys with fangs. Plucked turkeys, walking around on skittery spider legs, leaping on you any chance they got. He almost laughed. Turkey would be real nice about now. Maybe he could spit one and roast it.
Adrian shook his head. He was tired. Damn tired. He had encountered a handful of other Marines, and in the process of getting the hell out of dodge, they’d uniformly gotten killed or lost. He was bound and determined to get out of this mess alive, but he was so exhausted from all the running and getting shot at…
Adrian pulled up to a halt near a storage room of some kind. He heard a distinct clack-clack sound, feet, shoes on metal. Light, soft, stealthy. He wouldn’t have heard it with his gas mask on. Something was following him. Or some one, at this point he couldn’t be sure.

He’d gone through almost all his ammunition in the last horrible firefight with three of those electric-slinging aliens and one bigger one that might have been a cousin to them. So now he was left with a couple options: grenades, one of those trip mines, only a couple shots in his shotgun left, there was his knife… The back of his mind whispered, or just let them come at me and end it.

It wasn’t that odd that he’d have some kind of suicidal thought after all this bullshit. 

It was odd that it wasn’t in his own voice. It was a woman’s voice. Whispered. Seductive, almost. Well fuck you too, he thought as hard as he could. That ain’t gonna happen.
He decided to move more carefully through the area. Clinging to the cinderblock wall, the Corporal inched around several shipping containers, trying not to let his gear catch on anything as he went by. He froze and held his breath when he heard more of those footsteps, a strange fzzzt of electricity, and then abrupt shots from a combat rifle. 

Another Marine, most likely about to be dead. There was another sound, a whizzing, almost like bees or a hornet, the sounds of impact, and a wet thud. Very definitely dead.

He hazarded a glance around the corner, and there was another of those big alien things, it had some kind of weapon anchored on its arm, and the buzzing projectiles from it spun into the air. Tracers, almost, little dart things to see them in motion. It hadn’t seen him, wasn’t aiming for him. He took that opportunity to head closer to the stairwell on the left. 

The buzzing got louder, he heard impacts on flesh like before. At first he worried that it was shooting at him now, but he felt nothing. He could have made it to the door at the top of the metal stairs, if only for the black-clad body that suddenly dropped from the ceiling and into his path in a brief haze of electrostatic energy.
“Fuck!” He couldn’t even control his mouth now, “the fuck is going on!?” He spun, this had been that thing’s target? It was still shooting, the little darts whizzing around objects and impacting nearby into the wall. Small chunks came flying out of it, throwing dust into the air. Adrian tugged on his shotgun, pumped it and emptied it into the beast. It fell, but he was pretty sure that it would have had to be injured already if it only took three hits. 
Ah, no, that would be because of the other black clad individual, who suddenly appeared in a spot of blue-white crackling energy. But she… he knew it was a woman by the hips, didn’t look too good. He glanced down at the black-ops that had been killed like a fly on the ceiling, another woman. Who sends women out to do this shit?

But the other one, in the middle of the room, she didn’t move. Just stood there for a moment, looking at the strange hulking alien that was now bleeding a greenish gunk onto the cement floor. It looked to Adrian as though she was as exhausted as he. He took half a step and she looked up sharply, but didn’t raise her weapon – if she even had one. There was the rifle on the Marine, some yards away from her, Adrian saw it as he walked very carefully and slowly down the stairs again. 
His own shotgun now empty, the situation seemingly not warranting a reload, he placed onto his back, snug in its special clip. By the time he approached the dead alien, dead Marine and live black-ops lady, she’d sunk to her knees and looked to be crying. It could be a trap, it probably was a trap. He kept going. Today was just one of those days. Why not. She didn’t appear to have any visible weapons, so …

She reached up and pulled off her helmet. Weird thing, very snug, almost insect-like. The armor itself was something he’d seen advertised in a Guns and Ammo magazine not too long ago: it was an Armacham suit of some kind. Two weird tube vent things on the back, special finger-hooks on the gloves, slight padding on the upper body, looked like Kevlar on the legs. Why couldn’t the HECU get equipment like that? 

Still the woman sat, helmet in her hands, but Adrian noticed she wasn’t looking at the alien. She was in fact looking at the Marine just beyond. Her voice was almost husky, weird coming from a girl that seemed very slender and not at all mature enough for it. “Did you know him? Was he one of your squad?” She said, not looking up.

Adrian furrowed his brows, “I… I don’t think so, my squad was killed practically before we got here. Does it matter? You gonna kill me or what?”

With that, she looked up at him, the faintest of smiles on her face. “You’re the one with the guns, you tell me.”
He opened his mouth, nothing came out. He shrugged, knelt by the fallen Marine, and looked for the dog tags. If he’d been pulling them off his fallen comrades up till now, he’d have been weighed down to immobility.

“It’ll be more practical if you took his ammo,” the girl said. “I can’t use it. But we’ll need it.”

“What’s this ‘we’ shit, sister?” Adrian said, glowering at her while forcing himself to take yet another fallen man’s precious ammo.
“This ‘we’ shit is that I don’t wanna die down here, just like you don’t. Whatever the hell happened here was a mess; they sent us in to clean up after you, it must be big. Very big. Corporate big.” She shook her head. She had short, dirty blonde hair. Sharp little nose, tiny little lips. “So if you want to get out of here, and I want to get out of here, let’s do that, and worry about what our bosses will think after we get out alive.”

She stood, tucked her helmet under one arm, and extended her hand to him from where he knelt. 

She was right, of course. There was no point in fighting. And at any time she could have clipped his head off with those weird metal bits on her hands, or feet now that he looked. He took her hand, she was strong – she almost lifted him off his feet without straining. There was no name tag on her uniform, he noted that as she was reading his own.

“Corporal Shephard,” she said, looking up at him. Big brown eyes. His weren’t so big and were less brown and more green. “Are we heading that way?” She nodded toward the door he’d been trying to reach. He didn’t want to take his green eyes off her brown ones.
“We are, …?” He gave a little nod and grunt, and she laughed. He swore it was actually music to his ears. He noticed that he hadn’t stopped gripping her weirdly two-fingered, gloved hand – big fingers, ninja fingers. But she chuckled at that and shook his hand instead, allowing him to gracefully back out of that stupid embarrassing moment.
“Renee Hart,” she said. “Armacham sent me, there aren’t many of us left either. But I don’t know if my new career choice will be a popular one. If we… If we start encountering any more of my guys,” she started up the stairs, “you let me take care of them. You’re way too slow to take us down.”
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0815, Black Mesa, NV

Black Mesa Research Facility / Specific Location Unknown

Rosenberg, Vance and the others were safer now than they had been, and Barney Calhoun breathed a sigh of relief. There had been so many things wrong with yesterday, he couldn’t have counted them even if he’d been inclined. But now, there were a couple truckloads of scientists, guards, an injured Marine and a rogue Armacham assassin drifting down the dusty freeway that led away from Black Mesa. 

Oh wait. That would be where they would be headed, if only this gate would open up.

“I can just blow it up,” Dr. Walsh said, tiredly but with her humor intact. She also wasn’t joking: the woman was a walking arsenal, and had almost tried stealing the Armacham girl’s armor right off her. Barney was pretty sure that Armacham’s armor division had stolen the idea from her own, the only thing missing were those spout things on the back…
“It’s nothing a little elbow grease won’t solve,” another of the scientists grunted, though he himself was too busy harrumphing about having lost his precious casserole that morning to actually help. 

So Barney looked over the gate again. It wasn’t rusted shut, but it was old as hell. No one had bothered with this part of the facility’s grounds-keeping for years, it looked like. Weeds grew out of old grates, discarded probably when the newer portions of the facility were built. There was a gate house, but it was merely a glorified outhouse now, since its control panel had disintegrated and its power cut. The wheels on the gate were the problem. There was a small gap, small enough for maybe Dr. Walsh and the Armacham girl, Renee, to slip through – but even then, that would leave their SUVs on this side, and anyone with a proper waistline shit outta luck.

Renee apparently could just leap over the ten-foot bar-and-girder structure with ease. Again though, that left their stuff. She wasn’t quite strong enough, even enhanced as she apparently was with what she kept calling ‘the Icarus’, to budge this long-unused object. She also kept muttering about how ‘a mech could do it’, but the last thing Barney wanted to find out was what she meant.
Dr. Marciella Walsh sized up the problem and finally gave a pshaw sound, “just… move. Get the trucks back there.” She tossed her head, short black hair coated in a fine sheen of the dust and ash that flew in the desert morning air. Barney was about to give her a piece of his mind, when he turned to face her – and came straight into line with her laser sighted rocket launcher.

“Do not ask where it came from, Calhoun,” she said with a laugh from the other end of its barrel. “Do. Not. Ask.”

Barney slipped to the side, adjusted his flack vest, and nodded to her. They backed the trucks up, as far as they would go, nearly into the half-collapsed tunnel they’d had to blow out to drive them through. Most of the scientists cowered back beyond even the trucks, only Renee and Dr. Magnusson stood out to watch up close. Magnusson trusted Walsh implicitly, the ballistics expert and he had usually conspired on projects together until more recently when he was put on Anomalous duty. 

And Barney… Barney Calhoun wondered where Gordon was, just now. Because he’d missed most of the fireworks, apparently. He had a feeling in his gut: Gordon was okay. Gordon would make it through this, just like he had. After all, he owed the man a beer, and Gordon never turned down a free beer.

When the whistling of the rocket launcher turned to a gashing, rending-of-metal explosion, Barney only blinked a little. He’d seen so many explosions in the last twenty four hours he could say this one ranked on the tiny end. The rocket had dislodged the gate from its track, making it far easier for Renee to then grab onto it and yank it – what, two tons worth of metal twisted into a party favor – far enough apart to pass the SUVs through. 
Barney volunteered to drive the nearest vehicle, one of the rescued scientists in the other truck had already set himself behind its wheel. Both of the SUVs were filled more with misery than hope at this point though. Was this it?

Barney looked in the cracked rear-view mirror. Half a dozen people. A couple crates of weapons and some armor bits that Mars had collected from her lab, another couple boxes of scavenged food. Beside them, a similar arrangement in the other, battered Black Mesa official vehicle that Mars herself had stolen a year before. 
She was a wily one: the tunnel that they’d driven through had been her own doing over the years. Siphoning explosives and excavation crews from the Black Mesa construction budget – and paying the workers for their silence with her own considerable salary. She’d stockpiled up the food and weapons, protective gear, batteries and whatever else over the last few months. 
The first time Barney and she had met, back when he was still reasonably new to the place and fresh out of his only semester of college, was in an air duct. That had become habit for he and Gordon, leaving obscene notes for her to find, she appropriately placing her own comebacks for them. If there was a location in Black Mesa that she didn’t know about, it hadn’t been built. That was, apparently, because she didn’t sleep, and the dorms were ‘incredibly boring and useless’. But her tunnel hadn’t been fully completed, and she’d never been able to secure the exterior escape hatch, something she chided herself for as they’d loaded the trucks and gotten settled.
Now she sat beside him in a stolen vehicle with embezzled items, smelling of primer and ash, but smiling – because she really did love explosions. He truly wanted to say her smile was infectious. But he just couldn’t bring himself to grin when he caught Eli’s eye in the other vehicle while driving through the gate.
The sheer sense of loss that this man had gone through today was apparent on every pore of his face. His dark skin had smudges of blood and grime on it, graying afro and beard having collected their share of detritus. His wife was gone, his daughter in a far off place that he now very clearly regretted ever having sent her to – if only he could see her. Alyx would be okay – she had to be okay, everything else was wrong in the world, but his daughter had to be all right.

Azian… The light of Eli’s life had gone out. She very clearly hadn’t made it out of her lab before the catastrophic failure of the radiation dampers. Barney only hoped that she had died quickly, though given the way Eli looked at the last remnant of her – a small piece of jewelry that she always wore, which he’d collected off her when they did find her – Barney thought she hadn’t. Eli had taken it from her hands, with it a very hastily written note that he would not share with anyone else.

Kleiner tried consoling Eli, and Barney was glad for once that Magnusson was in his vehicle and not over there. The man would say something revoltingly insensitive. In order to lighten the mood even just a tad, Barney turned on the radio in the vehicle, as they started down that dusty road.
At first he found nothing but static, and then the emergency broadcast signal on half the local stations. But soon, a voice clearly came through. Barney instantly regretted having turned it on.
“… effort to maintain order and safety there will be security checkpoints at all borders, county lines, and major intersections,” the official said, his tone absolutely no-nonsense. “Violators or anyone attempting to cross without thorough search will be detained.”
“Detained my ass,” Mars grunted, leaning her head on Barney’s shoulder in exhausted sorrow. “How much you want to bet I run out of ammo before they do?”

“Well this is just a fine to-do,” Magnusson said, folding his arms across his chest, “it was your suggestion, Marciella, that we head this way, wasn’t it?”

“Don’t start with me, Arne,” she replied, indigo eyes slowly closing, “I’m not psychic. I would have thought they’d want people to survive; you know, to question.”

They would have started arguing if not for Barney’s abrupt punch on the dashboard which turned the radio off. Mars winced, when he chided, “Quit it, both of you.” His voice was tired, still had a tiny twang of his mid-western upbringing. “I say we get to wherever we can, and if there’s a checkpoint we deal with that when we get there.”

“Ready with guns, or hands up?” Rosenberg sighed, pushing up his glasses, “Either way we seem to be in the same spot as before.”

“Except that now we’ve got –“ Mars said, eyes flickering open wide, and then she suddenly grabbed the wheel, jammed it hard to the right. Everyone gave out yelps of surprise or pain as they were tossed around. The vehicle bounced off the paved portion of the road, and shortly the second truck did likewise – only they had figured out why. It wasn’t a checkpoint.

It was a wall of dust, ash, and what looked to be train cars, heading directly at them. It billowed perhaps a thousand feet up, pieces of it lit with the now-familiar green bursts of energy that signaled a new addition to Earth’s ecosystem. It was yet half a mile away, but there was no escaping this monster of a storm. Tornado chasers, Barney thought absently, would have paid a bundle to be right here right now. He’d have paid a bundle to not be here right now.
Barney backed the truck up next to the other, and they huddled together, apart, as it buffeted them with a force Barney estimated to be ‘middling, been through that around hour 3’. The cars separated a bit, but neither of them were tossed aside or flipped. They saw the ash swirling overhead, though the strongest force of it looked to have been above the ground by a few feet, climbing as it passed.
In moments, it was over. It reminded Barney of a car wash run in reverse, the windows and exteriors of the trucks were absolutely plastered with the brown-grey ash – it was more ash than dust or sand from the desert. A train car carrying twenty five tons of corn syrup had been deposited about fifteen yards from their position by the road and was leaking onto the ground. Another left a littering of live cattle – well, live was not the right word… But they were alive. Still alive.

They heard Corporal Shephard in the other truck laughing with relief. They were indeed as alive as they could be, even with the world trying to kill them. Barney liked the Corp, Adrian by name. They had come across Barney’s own gathered group of scientists, Shep and Renee already having teamed up with Mars and Arne. If the ‘enemy’ was already trusted by Mars, Barney realized, they were no enemy. Barney had stifled his thoughts of guilt: he’d been responsible for defending himself and the others against some of the Marines that had been sent into Black Mesa. 

Barney didn’t like the thought of killing people, they were just guys like him: found a good job and did it as best they could. As a security agent at Black Mesa he had never, once, thought that it would come to this. Killing soldiers? He was pretty sure that Shep had the same idea, whenever the subject was brought up of shooting. And… well, all those other things in the way? At least those were things they could shoot at with impunity and a guilt-free trigger finger.
A brightly green-orange ball of energy zapped down nearby, followed by others. How convenient.
More of those ‘other things’ appeared, dropping to the ground in confusion and probably anger. Where were they coming from? Barney knew the answer to that, he’d been to Xen himself during this incredibly fucked up journey through Black Mesa. And now they were coming out here? Outside the facility? That was just terrific.

“I told them to be careful with the specimens,” Rosenberg said, “I had no idea that more specimens would be coming here.”

“Monsters, more like,” Barney said, as he exited the truck. He had to clean the windows off, and Simmons had the same idea for the other vehicle. Someone tossed Simmons a pistol and he looked at it like it was… well, a gun – he’d never fired one before. He passed it back, and Colette in her HEV suit tumbled out in order to play guard with Barney. Colette Green was a decent shot, nailing one of those nasty spitter-critters before it could even start to huck up its acidic volley.
“I’d like one of those suits about now,” Barney said, distractedly firing off a couple shots at the little crab-things spindly-legging themselves toward the trucks. Satisfied after it flipped into the air and twitched, dead, Barney scanned around for another target, found none. He used his arm to dislodge the ash from the driver’s side window, and Colette appraised her suit with a grin.

“You’d be surprised at how much more space you take up in a car, with it,” she chuckled. Then she raised her gun and Barney instinctively mirrored her – but paused.

What had appeared nearby in another green flash was one of those bipedal things that spewed electricity at you. But … This one was different, very slightly. If not in appearance, then in its actions. Instead of shaking it’s big-eyed head (not bug-eyed, Barney momentarily thought, like the conspiracy theory books always went on about) and immediately firing on them, this one stood there, tilted its head while looking at them.

Barney was flustered when he heard two of the doors on the cars, one from each, clack open and dislodge a passenger. He maintained his pistol sight at the creature, but spared a glance to check who had gotten out and who he’d have to herd back in. They were like a litter of cats, and herding cats had never been a specialty of his…

Rosenberg and … Eli? Eli had a haunted look on his face, but he intently studied this alien. Still it stood there, shifting its weight from one sharp-hoofed foot to the other. It looked at its hands, flexed the littler one that sat in the middle of its chest, as though frustrated at what to do with them.
Barney holstered his pistol, slid over to the scientists, while Colette maintained her defensive stance. “Doc?” He said, and Eli blinked slowly. The aching lines on his face from the last few hours softened a little. He looked at the creature as though trying to determine what it was thinking just by …
“They aren’t enemies,” Eli said, gruff voice also showing the day’s wear. “Not any more.” His white lab-coat was encrusted with blood and dirt, shredded at the arms and hems, a bullet hole or two had torn through during some of their more heated exchanges with the Marines on the way out. Still, he took a step forward, then another. Eli extended his hand, hands used to touching his beloved wife and child, hands used to adjusting dials and typing commands. 

The creature stepped up carefully, exactly as careful as Eli. It had the greenish metal collar and arm bands that the others of its kind that had been abruptly yanked from their world to this one, but for some reason it seemed that they were no longer needed, no longer important. Was this thing an escaped prisoner? A refugee? Like them? Barney watched in a kind of awe – he knew that Eli was the most sensible, intelligent man he’d ever met, Barney trusted his instincts. Eli could have been killed in an instant, if that thing decided to fire off its energy at him. It did not.
Eli’s hand touched the alien’s, two-fingered with those weird short stubby claws to his warm, dark skin. A faint violet glow seemed to come from the alien, its eye in particular changed from a brilliant, blood red shade to a more bluish purple. The alien spoke, words that sent a shiver through Barney’s body.
“Ahhhr, gaharra alla lillimah,” it said. “Free… Maaan.”

The strange violet glow subsided. Eli gave a smile, it started as a hesitant, worried glimmer – but as the others came from the trucks, it broadened into one of his truly warm and welcome, toothy smiles. “They’re no longer slaves,” he said. “Gordon freed them. Gordon did this,” Eli turned to face the others, “he says they owe the ‘free man’ their own freedom.”

“Well I’ll be,” Barney sighed. 
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1220, Fairport, AL

Enrichment Center

They were going to run out of supplies, even though the ELLs could generally avoid getting caught in GLADOS’s traps. Bringing food, water and other emergency supplies down to their dorm was difficult. Some of the vending machines upstairs in the more normal portions of the building had already been looted, they were working their way downwards. Though that wasn’t much of a solution, since the farther down into the facility they went, the ELLs found fewer and fewer useful caches. Medical supplies? Well, they needed only a few. Sandy was quite able to take care of scrapes and cuts, even the broken bones that one of the students had endured when he almost got clipped by GLADOS’s shifting walls. 

She was of little use, however, in doing anything about the more serious problem of where Paxton’s mind had got to. Geoff had said to Melissa who kept vigil beside his brother for two days before even rising, “Sandy can keep his body from dying, long enough,” but whatever that meant to Melissa, it was not going to cut it. Eventually she had to start doing more with the others: her memory was quite sharp, and once she got into the flow of things she could easily direct people where they were best needed. When Geoff said they had to find some kind of fortifications for the south-east doors, she sent three students, one who could cast a strong force field around them, another who could sense and manipulate metals, and the third who had a reasonable pyrokinetic streak; and an ELL who could then transport whatever largish pieces they’d be finding.
Others seemed bored. The lights had come back on, but they were the sickly yellowish color that meant about half the power was down. Martin confirmed that: he also confirmed that the entire area around the facility had been cordoned off by Armacham’s forces. But they were doing nothing to get in, they were basically keeping people out. It wouldn’t surprise anyone if they thought every single person inside the facility had died.
They had other things to worry about, too, inside the Center.

Within a day of the initial disaster, strange things began happening – stranger than usual, and that meant downright bizarre. Small green balls of energy began appearing, at first only a couple, but then after a while, it was an almost constant stream of them. Each and every one seemed to bring something new.

Eventually, the creatures would be named: headcrabs, houndeyes, bullsquid. Antlions, though those were few and far between even later. Gonarchs, controllers… and Vortigaunts. As if there wasn’t enough to deal with already, there were creatures now that had no business being on Earth, let alone within a facility like this.

GLADOS had a field day with them, when she could find them. The students could hear her occasionally rattling off what room she’d seen something scuttle into, and then deploy turrets into it. The venting system that had been reasonably popular after Cave’s death – and after the other Aperture engineers actually made them work so they didn’t simply obliterate whatever was pushed into them – became a nightmare howl through the building that signaled certain death for something.
Because they could deposit storage cubes, people, turrets, or in some cases live headcrabs almost anywhere in the facility in moments, every corner was suspect when the vents were active. Thankfully many items clunked around in them and made distinct sounds, and the vents themselves were quite loud. No one made the mistake of entering one of them manually, not after that one ELL did.

“We’ve got to stop her,” Geoff said, looking around at the handful of kids that he knew best. But there were other ears on the conversation, as well as minds, prying in and waiting for the results. “GLADOS is a threat, and she’s got to be taken down.” He sat, gargoyle like, with his feet on the seat of his chair. Mossman would have chided him had they been anywhere else. It gave him a position of height, authority, he could survey the room from there. He and his brother both had the same fair skin, Geoff’s a bit ruddier, and Paxton’s a lighter shade. They also shared their dark hair and grey-blue eyes, eyes which would normally sweep across a room like this in unison and each pick up details to share with the other. With only one of them awake and watching, Geoff almost felt blind.
“I found something,” Martin said, quietly, and when all eyes turned to him he blushed briefly, then said, “her … her personality cores have all been … kind of infected with something. Like a virus, I guess.” He paused, “And she keeps saying she’s protecting ‘them’.”

“The cores? That would make sense,” Melissa said, but Martin shook his head.

“No, she’s not talking about those. She’s talking about people.” He was clearly uncomfortable thinking on this.

“Who?” Geoff said, “she was supposed to be protecting us.”

“No, she was always supposed to be protecting your-… Alma,” Martin corrected himself: Alma was not particularly a welcome name, but she almost invariably, in times past, showed up to spy on conversations about ‘their mother’. “So now she keeps saying that she’s ‘keeping them safe’, and … I think she means Alma and Cave.”

Melissa blinked, sneered, “Cave… Johnson? He’s dead.”

“Yeah?” Martin said, “that hasn’t stopped him from reprogramming her,” to that they leaned back and collectively drew in breath. “Thing is… Thing is they’re not there. I haven’t seen either of them.”

“Alma’s always around,” Teddie Kim said, “but… maybe that’s just me,” he glanced around, eyes used to seeing things such as mental energy and traces of power use. “Maybe it’s all just old energy.”

“If they’re not here, why is she doing it then?” Isabella said, “I mean, that’s just –“

“Crazy?” Geoff said, darkly, “yes, it’s crazy, she’s nuts. She’s always been nuts. I’ve never trusted her.”

“Geoff, you never trust anyone,” Isabella said with the hint of a smile.
He shied away from her eyes with his own half-grin. “We’ve got to take her apart.” He glanced up at one of the adults who had been slowly but surely inching his way toward them bending his ear. “And you’ve got to help us.”

Douglas Rattmann looked down at them, sunken brown eyes in an almost skeletal face. He made no attempt to look innocent of listening in on them.

“What do you know about where GLADOS’s personality cores are stored? Or how they’re put together?” Geoff said, pointedly. 

“I have schematics,” Rattmann said – his voice was quiet, but it set them all on edge. He paused longer than necessary, before adding, “but I won’t help you destroy her.”

“You’ve got to!” Martin said suddenly, breaking the tension at the table and covering everyone’s gasp of surprise, “you know enough to—“

“I know that I spent years of my life building her. Hundreds of people did.” He seemed willing to ignore the fact that all of those people were now dead at her ‘hands’. “She’s the … the pinnacle of artificial intelligence research. She’s far too important to simply break.” He was animated, almost like a parody stick-figure in his motion. “You kids just don’t understand what she means to m—to us, to the world!”
There was an uncomfortable silence around their little table arrangement. Leave it to students to find a few planks and chairs, organize themselves again. They’d also established sleeping areas, a kitchen, and other such needs that the ELLs had had all along but rarely used. 

Rattmann continued to gaze at them, but he wasn’t angry now, he deflated and let his long hands drop to his sides. “It’s just… she’s our life’s work.” He said, voice barely a whisper. Clinging on to the past. “And besides,” he said more confidently, “there is essentially no way to over power her, she’s got defenses to prevent … outside shutdown.”

Cricket flickered her eyes from her brother to Rattmann. “Who says it’s going to come from the outside?” She stood up, her Icarus suit as always making her slightly bigger and bolder. “Between the three of us,” she nodded toward her brother, and then pointedly glanced over at Natascha who was busy arguing with someone over a shred of food, “we don’t have to get near her defenses in order to go through them.”

Rattmann seemed to digest that, his fingers trembling as he pushed them through his already-disheveled brown hair.

“I … understand how you’re concerned about GLADOS being important and all. But… even if we shouldn’t demolish her, we still have to disable her,” Melissa said, almost pleadingly. “We’ve got to be able to get back to the dorms and the other parts of the facility safely.” Her amber colored eyes didn’t like meeting his: what she sensed in him wasn’t something she ever wanted to come right up close to. She watched his eyes narrow and close again, as she said, “somehow, that means she’s got to be stopped. And I personally don’t care if it’s by destroying her or by disabling her.”

Rattmann kept his eyes shut. “You have such a big vocabulary for such a little child,” he hissed, and then added, “as long as she’s not completely wiped out. I’ll … I’ll help you. Promise me. Swear it,” he leaned in, restraining himself from grabbing onto Cricket’s neck – she was closest and it was right there and his long pointy fingers drew away from her when she filled the air near her with a bit of static in automatic defensive response. Mossman, watching this quietly from the other side of the group’s huddle, would equate that moment to the Wicked Witch of the West trying to remove Dorothy’s ruby slippers and being foiled by a spark of magic, making her recoil. Rattmann was such a cartoon of a person, every move exaggerated, every emotion played out on him physically. He was easy to read, telepathy had nothing to do with it.
After a moment of that telepathy echoing across the table between the students, the kids gave murmuring agreement to his demands, and watched him stride away. Sometimes he seemed so … normal. This was not one of those times.

“That guy is a freak,” Cricket said. Melissa noticed her friend was shaking a little, and butted her head up against the padded shoulder of her suit.

“Martin,” Geoff said, his voice was stable, it was the only thing they had sometimes – Geoff didn’t lose his temper often, and he rarely yelled, but then that was the biggest clue in any situation that things were not going well. If he did punctuate something with anger, it was going to hit the fan pretty quickly. Martin gulped and looked at Geoff. “Do you really need schematics?”

Martin looked away. He shrugged, “I think so. There are … well there are broken parts, circuits that should be there that aren’t, some that are like… all melty.”

Geoff’s deadpan look at his companion, and a brief splay of his fingers in a questioning arc urged Martin to add, “like if you take a look at a circuit board, and then… melt it.”

“And normally,” Cricket added, “that would damage a real circuit board, but that’s not what my brother means.”

“Then what does he mean?” Geoff said.

“It means that the circuit board is … is… imaginary, virtual. Simulated,” Martin stretched for words. “I can see it in my head, I just…”

Abruptly, Melissa looked around the room and called out, “Tina? Could you come here a minute?”

The empath, black-haired and with dark eyes, smooth tanned skin, and a lasting fear of contact with Alma Wade, came over to their table. She was only eight, a year younger than Martin. She’d rabbit away like Lynne sometimes, but at the moment she knew whatever plotting was being done here at this table was important.

“I need you to connect Martin and Geoff, let them share.” Melissa said. To anyone not telepathic, or used to this kind of talk, such as Judith Mossman who stood nearby, it sounded somewhat sinister – it wasn’t like ‘sharing a piece of cake’. To Tina, it merely meant that someone knew something and needed to reliably get that information to another brain.

She didn’t have to touch either of them to do this, but she did anyway. It was habit: she extended her hands and they each took one. Silently, they ‘connected’. Silently, Mossman wondered what it felt like to be a human, mental conduit. And what it could be like to have no secrets, no privacy. She shuddered. They were so unlike children should be.
Tina didn’t really listen in on their conversation, mentally. She closed her eyes, it was always easier to do this without the interruptions of people’s faces leering at her. Martin’s touch was gently electric, each time anyone touched him it generated a tiny static shock. Geoff’s hand was strong, firm, but he didn’t crush hers in his fingers. Exactly the right amount of pressure. The fingers that enjoyed tightening on a pistol trigger held hers for a few minutes, and when they let go, the weird transfer of information was complete.

A cascade of images, whatever Martin saw in his mind was far weirder than most people’s memories or imaginations. Bright lines of blue-white against rich velvety black, communication within a system. What he demonstrated to Geoff was that even though those lines might break normal paths, new ones had been formed where they intersected with others. Quite a lot like how a Human brain worked, if a portion was damaged, others took up the slack.

And now, apparently, that feature had allowed GLADOS to bypass certain restrictions on her programming entirely. She had isolated bits of her own program, in order to… To kill over 800 employees – her makers, her keepers… And to ‘protect’ the invisible personages that had probably long since left the building.

Or had they? Martin’s worry crept into Geoff’s mind, joined the doubts that were already there. They knew that the stasis area stored more than just Cave’s body – there were others there, no one was allowed into the vaults. Those vaults had been the epicenter of the Synchronicity Event – it would come to be called that much later.
Since both Cave and Alma were known to just come and go as they wished, using far, far different means, no one was really sure. Were they gone? Really? Alma could teleport herself, an ashen trail sometimes drifted down to the floor where she’d been. No one knew her range, no one really knew how she even did this at all. But one thing was absolutely clear: she could be on one end of a room, and then in literally the blink of an eye, she was right in front of you. 
And Cave… Well, he hadn’t bodily gone anywhere in the 12 years he’d been stuck in the facility. But his mind? Oh yes – those ‘wires and gadgets’ that Armacham had installed mainly to monitor his mental and physical condition were of far greater use to him than they ever expected. Whether he’d have been a good candidate as an Origin donor or not, no one would ever really find out because he’d been dead so long. But this cloned body of his had its own way of dealing with those wires, his mind was restless. He’d worked out where he was, how he got there, how to get around it.

Cave had been venturing around the Enrichment Center on and off for years, and no one really knew. His own mental energy couldn’t manifest itself like Martin could do – he was bound to his body, and his body was in stasis. So he could be anywhere. Lurking in a desktop computer in a ruined section of the facility? In a power control unit on one of the hydraulic systems? Downloaded into a laptop connected into the mainframe?

But now that he was physically unbound?
They just did not know.

Alma’s presence would be far easier to track, but also far more dangerous should she attack. As always, even if they did get out of the ELL’s dorms safely, she could drop onto them – physically she’d done so mostly to adults; psychically, no one was safe.
Geoff pondered these things, trying to make more sense of Martin’s ideas than he was likely able to. It was far harder to formulate a plan of attack against a virtual enemy, than a physical one. But at least he clearly understood the need to remove the virtual danger before attempting to dismantle the physical one.

In further silence, the group waited. They’d already tossed out as many ideas as they could, and Geoff mulled them over one by one. With Rattmann’s potential aid, Martin could…

“Where is Rattmann anyway?” Geoff said, looking at the dark walls of the dorm, and not seeing his slender shadow anywhere.

“I think he ...” Melissa said, then cut herself off. Worried, she said, “I think he went up to his office. I mean, he left the dorm.” She looked up to the second-level doors, they were slightly open – but that was all right in general as this was now their territory.
“Does he think it’s safe for him?” Cricket gasped, “that’s crazy.”
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It was, in fact, what Doug Rattmann was doing. Believing that it was safe.
He’d made it up to his office actually without incident. That could have been because the area was half-broken from the main systems, a major power unit had failed during the earthquake and dislodged any of the wiring that would have allowed GLADOS to move the walls. It was, according to Rattmann’s clouded opinion, because GLADOS still loved him.

Rattmann expected there to be the flickering lights, the disarray from heavy motion that the facility had gone through, blocked doorways and fallen items. He hadn’t really understood or even acknowledged the ‘body count’ that GLADOS gave in those first hours.
And now he did.

He had to fumble his way through a hallway that clearly had been a last-ditch effort on the part of the staff to survive. A dozen people, people he knew, worked with, sat across the table at lunch with; people that had forgotten to invite him to parties, people that argued with him on any little detail of his work… They were piled in a terrifying display of agony. Some were butted up against the far wall, arms still outstretched to the ceiling panels, trying to get padding or glue or something to fill the gaps. Many were huddled in balls, a couple clutched each other. They’d all died rather abruptly, and with the facility being sort of tilted, the ones on the wall side were still there because of gravity and little else. Well, their vomit and chunks of lung might have stuck them there.

It was shocking. It was horrific.

They were blocking his office door.

Once Rattmann managed to get the stiff, disgustingly familiar bodies away from the door, he didn’t have to think twice about what to do. The fallen filing cabinet was an issue, he should have known it would wobble and land drawers-down on his desk. The desk was tilted and the drawers had half slid out of their tracks, making it hard to open and shut them. It wasn’t helping that it looked for all the world like there had been …
“Someone has been in my office!” Doug Rattmann bellowed, his voice raising in pitch as well as volume. His angry posture of balled-up hands and shaking bony shoulders took a more menacing turn, as he wheeled on the door and stomped outside into the dimly lit hallway again. “Was it you? Peters, you could never stand me! I was more brilliant than you could ever be!” He kicked at one of the dead men, then hunched down near a woman whose brunette locks were still up in barrettes but whose face appeared to have lost most if its makeup as she clawed her own eyes, “or you, Aaaaaammmmyyyy,” he pronounced her name almost as a howl, “they went with your wiring diagram at the last moment, I just know they did!”

He vented his frustration madly on the already-dead bodies, a thick puddle of blackened blood and waste below them smacking whenever he tried pulling an arm or leg up. After a moment, Doug Rattmann froze more out of surprise than anything else.
“Dude, it was me, I went into your office to see if you had any Cheezee Poos left.”

The sparse hair on Rattmann’s arms stood up, quite like it would if one of those kids with the electrical powers came near him. From behind, Rattmann might be mistaken for another corpse – so gaunt, loose lab coat flung carelessly over his narrow shoulders. His hands shook, went into tight fists. He could hear it now: the distinct and casually annoying rustle of a foil bag as a fat hand went into it, grasped those orange-colored pieces of Styrofoam they called food… Pulled out again and were stuffed into the froggy face of –

“Mapes!” To Rattmann it was a curse, a word befouling his own lips as he said it. He’d pivoted on one foot, now standing angrily facing the gigantic man. They were so dissimilar, physically and in personality. Their only commonality, it seemed to anyone who knew them both, was that they were singularly unpleasant to be around. “You—“

“I went in and you didn’t have any so I left,” Norton Mapes said, as though anyone else wouldn’t mind him rummaging around in their personal effects. 

While he stewed in sheer red-sighted anger, however, one thought came to Rattmann, and he blurted it out, “there were bodies blocking this door.”

“Oh, yeah, them,” Mapes said, thickly around the smacking of his grotesque lips. “I got in through the air vent.”

Rattmann’s lower right eyelid flickered upward, twitching on its own. He didn’t try to stop the tic. It was inconceivable that such a massive, rotund body could have fit into the air vents that he simply couldn’t respond. If he’d said ‘Diversity Vent’ maybe. Maybe. Even then, most storage cubes had a smaller girth than this ginger-haired monstrosity did. But there wasn’t a Diversity Vent in his office.

Mapes continued to push his hand into the bag of Cheezee Poos and come out with more of the foul-smelling snacks. They’d left orange stains on most of Mapes’ clothing, face, and hands – a small trail of them could be seen on his way into the hallway behind him. That is, what could be seen around the massive bulk of a programmer. 

Where Rattmann lived up to his name in visage, bony and pointed, all of his features a bit trembly at times, Mapes was indescribably fat. How he’d gotten that fat on his IT lackey salary, or perhaps even in his 25 years of life, Rattmann couldn’t even grasp. 

That he was standing there eating Cheezee Poos and not dead from neurotoxins that GLADOS had flooded the building with four days prior, suddenly caught up to Rattmann.

“How can you not be dead?” Rattmann bellowed, utterly devoid of any coherence. “How can eight hundred people wandering the halls of this facility die and you are not one of them?!”
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A variety of expressions greeted Rose Green, from cheery expectation to glum resignation. “Now, the rules are as usual: PE level only, no external catwalks or rooms. Nothing that’s bolted or screwed down gets moved. Invisibility is acceptable, invasive deception is not. The game ends after half an hour, or if everyone is found. Any questions?”
Hands went up. She knew what they’d be asking, but it was best to air anything before the game started. Rose had been happy to enter the Armacham-Aperture Enrichment Center’s instructional program. After all, she and her sister had contributed DNA to create at least one or two of these kids. Neither had any particular attachment, but they both knew. She made a point not to choose Chet’s question first, but playing favorites was something that the instructors were discouraged from doing anyway.

“Isabella?” She said, and the eldest of the bunch stood.

“Why,” the girl sighed, “do they always do the seeking? It’s no fun playing hide and seek with Geoff or Pax, they always find everyone.”

Both brothers let off snickers. It was something they could do together that proved beyond a doubt that they were Paragon’s ideal test subjects. Rather than let them gloat, Rose held her hand up and shushed them gently. They straightened up, but both showed the same glint in their grey-blue eyes. 

“Because this exercise is supposed to train you to hide better,” Rose said. Not the first time.
There were other reasons. Not the least of which was that neither Paxton nor his elder brother would hide. They both steadfastly stood all but in plain sight, literally daring the ‘seeker’ to tag them to bring them in. Not one single seeker had succeeded, even then. But she was reasonably sure that Isabella would then resort to another tactic – and she was proven right a moment later.

“I don’t want to play this baby game,” Isabella pouted, crossing her thin arms and huffily looking away.
“Drama queen,” Chet said, and Rose encouraged him to be nice with a stern pursing of her lips. “It’s not a baby game,” he muttered. He added his question a moment later, “what about distractions?”

Rose pondered that. Looking over the group of twelve children, summing up their abilities, some of which were just now blossoming, she decided, “acceptable, but as long as they’re physical. No mental impediments, that’s ‘invasive deception’.” She glanced at one child in particular, “that means you, Chandler, illusions of the physical sort that everyone can see only, nothing that affects the mind.”

Chandler nodded, but had the same gleam in his eye that Paxton might: he liked to cheat, and there had been times when he hadn’t been found out – because both Geoff and Pax were willing to try overcoming the illusions he could cast into their minds and seemed to enjoy the challenge.
Rose gave a simple nod, the game had begun.

The others scattered, leaving the Fettel brothers waiting by their instructor. Though she knew it wouldn’t make any difference, Rose chatted with them to keep their attention focused on her. They remained in a small observation room directly next to the white-tiled interior of the main Physical Education center. A long, waist-and-up window allowed easy view of the whole area beyond. A number of typical school-ground activities were available there: basketball court, hand- and racquet-ball, four-square and the like. Other areas outside had their track and field setups, tennis and baseball. Many of the staff enjoyed these areas, not just the children, they’d actually been installed for the adults. 
From the large room, though, there were numerous corridors and anterooms, stairwells and outcroppings. Sliding panels revealed nooks and climbing areas, ropes could be dangled down, rafters exposed. The room could be reconfigured easily, though asking GLADOS to do so often required a delicately worded request. 

After the traditional minute of allowing the other students to settle into their hiding places, Rose pressed an intercom button and announced, “ready or not, here they come!”

She leaned back against the wall, watching with more than just an instructor’s interest. How and where each of the children hid was important, of course. She did note who stuck with their favored spots and who deviated: Isabella hardly bothered, she didn’t want to play and would leave her long black hair dangling over one of the staircase handrails. Rex had found a good place; Rose turned on several of the innocuous cameras that lined all of the facility’s walls and watched those rather than peering out and possibly giving anyone away. Even Chet was pretty well hunkered down, how he’d managed to climb up to one of the scaffolds she wasn’t sure. He wasn’t in great shape, an echo of disappointment flitted through Rose’s mind. 
The brothers exited the observation room without hurry. They’d taken a good long look around the area first, then Geoff and his brother stalked off in two directions. Both of them looked like miniature predators – they swung their heads around in unison though they were a hundred yards apart already. They weren’t actively telepathic with one another; that’s what Rose had been told anyway, but she didn’t believe that for a moment. Maybe something deeper, they were brothers in a truer sense than most here. They might as well have been two little tigers sniffing out their prey.
Isabella was tagged by Geoff, and he matter-of-factly went on to his next target. The ten year old girl floated through the air, back to the base room, bored look on her face and hair trailing in two long ribbons. She entered the observation room and waited as patiently as she could for Rose to dismiss her. That didn’t happen; instead, Rose instructed her quietly to sit by one of the monitors and watch the other children as they hid.
“Isabella, you know you’re supposed to at least try to hide,” Rose said, making notations on her data-pad. “I know you’re quite good at it if you try.”

“I don’t need to hide,” Bella countered, chin on her hand and elbow pointedly on top of the image of Martin clinging under a beam. “Why isn’t Martin invisible?”

“Because he’s conserving his energy,” Rose said. “So is Damon. See how he could duck right into that shadow?” Rose pointed at the long dark streak across the otherwise bright floor, and Damon, motionless beside it. “Either of them needs to practice more, I think.”

“Maybe that should be a rule, then,” Isabella said, “if you’ve got a power, use it?”

“You just want to float out of their way – which you could have done, I might add,” Rose chided the girl, who smirked and went back to watching this stupid kid’s game. She didn’t need practice. Her powers were quite strong.
Today, Paxton seemed to be in a mood: when he found Cricket he pretended to walk on by her as she had wedged herself into a corner that was just behind a door frame. She wasn’t in her Icarus prep-suit, nor was her brother Martin, so they had to work harder at their electrical-based invisibility than normal. But just as it appeared Paxton was going to round a corner and look elsewhere, and as Cricket seemed to breathe a sigh of relief, he literally sprang back with his arms up and mouth wide: a blood curdling scream that could be heard from the observation deck.

Cricket’s scream also split the air, turning to hysterical laughter on the way back. While she was on her way, what appeared to be a storage cube walked across the upper catwalk, and was tagged by Geoff who sprang upwards perhaps ten feet before clambering onto the support beams nearby and leaping down onto Rex’s hiding place.
Surprisingly, it took Geoff until almost the end of the half-hour to locate Chet, Rose was suddenly proud of her sort-of-son. Perhaps it was that he unexpectedly got physical and hauled himself up there. Good, Rose thought. Otherwise the event went as was typical for the boys. They crossed paths about halfway through, sweeping past each other’s trail and double checking. They exchanged no words when they passed each other, just a long look. How did they know where to look? Who did they choose to follow? Those were questions Rose would ask them privately in their debriefing session. They were the only children that got a debriefing.
When everyone was back, Rose congratulated Chet for holding out the longest, and dismissed the group.
Interval 5.1
May 24, 2006

1945, Fairport, AL
Enrichment Center / Exact Location Unknown

He finally came back to them. He came back different, but he came back. Paxton’s eyes shot open and his body stiffened up, suddenly animated for the first time in eight days. He wanted to shriek, scream, yell. He opened his mouth and nothing came out, like a nightmare. He didn’t know where he was: he wasn’t in his dorm, he wasn’t in the classroom, he wasn’t in a lab… So convinced that this was in fact a nightmare was Paxton, that when he did finally gain control over his body fully, he sprang off the cot that they’d tucked him into and bolted straight into an air vent. 
The ELLs had uncovered the vents in their dorm, having been assured by Martin or one of the others that GLADOS’s supply of neurotoxin had been exhausted the week before. They’d never thought of covering them to prevent escape, they were, as evidenced by their own frequent use of them, a means of escape. Vital.

More than ever, vital. It was sometimes the only way to move into the dangerous areas of the Center to find what little food might be still sitting in undisturbed corners of the place. All the ELLs knew how to duck into these spaces, almost from ‘birth’ out of their cloning vat. The children had always enjoyed playing in them, but now it was more serious.
So when, moments later, Melissa had a sudden urge to vomit – hard, she did so abruptly and didn’t bother apologizing to the others at their little table – and began chanting over and over, “no, no, no, no,” they allowed her easy access to whatever space they could, but it wasn’t to a vent. She ran blindly, and in the back of her mind as well as from the main room, she heard voices begging to know what was happening, where she was off to – what was going on?
Melissa first stopped at Paxton’s cot – it was empty, the dark charcoal colored blanket left in an unruly pile on the floor. Frantic, she looked around the room and saw nothing immediately of use to determine where he’d gone. The room was one of two dozen exactly-the-same spaces, fitted with a sink and a bed and nothing much else. Since the vents basically all had their grille covers removed anyway, it was not out of the ordinary to find the black maw squarely resting up on the higher portion of the wall. The girl spun and was about to sprint out of the room, but she ran straight into Geoff.

He didn’t budge, he took her wrists as she flailed around, not in anger but to stop her from pummeling him with them and prevent her from leaving in a deranged rush.
“He’s awake, I know,” Geoff said. But apparently that wasn’t what Melissa’s issue was. She was more frantic than before, at being held there.

“I know!” She twisted around, and Geoff’s grip didn’t let up. Randomly she yanked back as hard as she could, and he instinctively gripped harder, unexpectedly her wrist broke. Her hand was at the wrong angle from her arm, she suddenly favored it, twisting around to relieve the pressure. Her wrist, which had been covered like the rest of her bones in a carbon-fiber growth element when she was three years old, the Icarus process, to render it unbreakable, was exposed to the air in an abruptly angular tent of skin.

With that done and the impact of having caused it, Geoff pulled his hand away from her arm, and she attempted to cool down from whatever it was that was bothering her. Geoff whispered an apology, but it didn’t seem like she even needed one nor noticed it. The pain allowed her to concentrate, though she still shook with an energy that bothered Geoff. Others were gathering now. Geoff helped her steady her hand, and she set the bone herself: she’d heal. She always healed.

“Then why—“ Geoff started to say, and Melissa’s yellow eyes turned to his with a fierce desperation.

“Because he doesn’t know what’s happened!” She breathed, and in the next moment blurted out, “he’s gone out of the safe zone and GLADOS is out there waiting for us to come into her halls!” The realization hit Geoff as she said it, but still he maintained his own illusion of calm.

“He will be fine,” Geoff said, holding Melissa’s heart-shaped face firmly with one hand. Her eyes shut tight, he could feel the rest of her body trembling, and in an uncharacteristic move, pulled his arms around her to hug her tightly. “He’ll be fine, he will.” Whether he said it to affirm it to her, or convince himself, even he couldn’t say for sure.

When Melissa had finished shaking, and her wrist was virtually healed, she looked over Geoff’s shoulder to see a host of eyes upon them. She squinched hers shut again, and pressed her face into Geoff’s shoulder. Once she relaxed a little, however, she felt something intense and impossible to describe – a hunger mixed with a terrified, deep, self-loathing.

“Oh, Pax,” she whispered. She felt the tensing of Geoff’s gut, he knew what she’d just felt, as intimately as she. “I …” She glanced upward, at the vent, then back at the piled blanket on the floor. “Boost me, he went through there.”

Geoff complied, but did not follow her. Instead he turned to glare at the others who were dumbfounded by all this. It had been all of two minutes since she’d barfed up what little food they could throw together, after all. Lynne was somewhere, not quite hysterical, but surely sensing the same things as Melissa had. As Melissa trailed after Paxton, Geoff set about busying everyone with other things. His brother would be difficult to deal with, after all that had happened.

The two times that Alma had fully taken possession of his body, it was a lot like this. Geoff recognized the ache in his mind where his brother had been, a gap suddenly filled again but this time there was a raw, almost pulpy texture to the feeling – or maybe that was just the very fresh image of Melissa’s wrist coming apart… The first time, Paxton-the-mind, Paxton-his-brother, had vanished and come back after gouging out one of their keeper’s eyes and slitting his throat with a nearby dinner knife. The hard edge of guilt and fear bore into both brothers’ minds. The second time, after Paxton had strangled another scientist and Alma had retreated just as he died in Paxton’s hands, laughing, that edge was more frantic, harrowed, angry. The nest within Geoff’s mind that he had made for his brother was ripped to shreds by that jagged energy. It threatened to drive Geoff mad. Geoff apologized, silently, and retreated from the hard grey stare that Paxton-the-boy gave on returning.
So he’d had to take up in Melissa’s mind. Perhaps it was because she could heal – she took it better than Geoff could. But that didn’t mean there was no connection left between them. Far from it. It was merely that neither of them displayed that link. Maybe because they didn’t want to show it off to Alma, lest she sever it permanently.

And now?

Now, Paxton was above in a hallway where the still, stiff dead were lurking at every corner. Geoff tried to distract himself, but he knew that his brother was waking up to the horror show that GLADOS had been inflicting on them for the last week, and it made his own gut want to leap out of his mouth.

Upstairs, thankfully, Paxton hadn’t made it into the corridors which GLADOS still controlled. The once-familiar rooms were all one shock after another. The lunch room with the aquarium in the middle of it: the shockwave had dislodged the tank, the fish had sloshed out and died, leaving glass and sticky plants on the floor. There were a handful of people laying in their own filth, tables upturned and chairs scattered. The uniform fitting area: someone had actually taken their own life, obviously, with shears stuck into their sternum; while another of the adults still huddled head-down, duck-and-cover, her hands had fallen backwards as decomposition claimed soft tissues.
Paxton ran, still confused and distraught. He was also in tremendous pain – his head hurt worse than it ever had, his body ached all over. And more, he wasn’t nearly as agile as he expected himself to be, slipping around corners and bashing his head into an overturned table as he fumbled through the place. If this was reality, he wanted nothing of it.
There was no one greeting him, or even chastising him for running through the halls. Only the endless number of corpses, lab-coated or suited-and-tied, empty eye sockets and gaping mouths, blind and silent. Worse: he couldn’t feel any of his Replicas properly. Sometimes they could harbor his mind, sometimes there just weren’t enough of them to pack against Alma’s will. But now there was nothing? He’d been commanding them as long as he could remember, since he was four, and the Icarus treatment had left him growing bones of superhuman durability, super-light weight. The Replicas were as much a part of him as Geoff was, and Geoff had shut him out – wisely – in self defense. The Replicas couldn’t do that, could they?
It was more than an hour later when Melissa found him. Unlike Paxton, Melissa knew the dangers of running blindly around now, and had to take care that she herself didn’t stray into GLADOS’s realm. She had no training to rely upon for tracking, like Geoff did. Melissa had to use conventional searching, and attempting to tune her mind to his. She heard him first: he was taking shallow, quick breaths, breath that shuddered every couple moments with retching.

The hunger had gone, and been replaced with a desolate shock that Melissa hoped she’d never feel again. She sensed there was more going on in his mind, but the images and ideas were quite strange. Very … adult, not like his mind at all. Thankfully, not like Alma’s either.

The young girl had always had a clear, easily searched memory. Unbidden, startled, Melissa thought back to something he’d said once, after awakening from a horrifying nightmare: I can taste their fears. It made far more sense now. Lynne had said that even from where she’d been in the dorm arrangements, effectively on the other side of a long hallway filled with other people, she could feel his nightmares. They didn’t speak of those dreams to anyone but each other, but Lynne and Melissa understood: they were always, always after Alma had interfered with him. Melissa just knew this was the culmination of those nightmares.
The light was on in the room in which Paxton was pressed into a corner. That didn’t help much, Melissa realized. Because that meant she could see.

She could distinguish the interruptions in the week-old stains on the bodies, where his hands and teeth had torn at flesh. Rotted flesh, which was why he was retching now. There was blood, but it was all old – dark, tarry, it smelled horribly but this stink had pervaded the entire Enrichment Center by now. The grotesque remnants of a trio of scientists lay lumped in the middle of the room, with haphazard portions missing.
Paxton himself switched infrequently between forcing his body as hard as his feet could push him into the corner, and sliding along the wall to try and rid himself of the chunks of flesh that he’d eaten. It was his own blood coating his face and chest, clearly he’d torn at his own skin before – or probably just after – realizing what he’d done.

Melissa tried not to be crying at him, to be brave when he looked up to see her in the doorway to the lab; the moment his eyes met hers she burst into tears. But they weren’t for herself: she wasn’t afraid, she wasn’t mad, and she wasn’t even particularly offended. She was more relived now to see him – living and breathing and moving on his own – than anything else. She tried to express that relief mentally, hoping that his mind wasn’t so scarred now that he’d miss it. That he’d been consuming human flesh in a fevered state of madness, that wasn’t important at all.
He looked so small, to her. He’d been kept alive by Sandy’s power, but there was only so much that she could do: he had started to waste away from not being able to eat. He was so hungry. But it hadn’t been purely hunger that drove him to do this, and Melissa knew it. It was the nightmares he’d had: prophetic perhaps, implanted suggestions by Alma more likely. Compelling him to take secrets from the flesh – the mind only shared so much, the body held many more secrets.

“I can taste their fears,” he repeated, clearly sharing that memory with her, eyes glazed over, as he sat back into the corner.

Weakly, Melissa smiled and wiped away her tears. “More likely, Paxton, you’re tasting the neurotoxin that killed them…” He looked at her and tried to comprehend: the fears, they were real. Weren’t they? They played through his mind, he began examining them more consciously.

Would she accept the ring? Would they have to move out of state if they were fired? Did anyone ever like her? Was she just ugly? Had they hidden the evidence well enough? Memories that were not his crept around inside him – were part of him now. Other things from their lives landed on his neurons as well: the code to a locked filing cabinet, a chemical compound that needed to be patented soon, the phone number of a law firm.
It was so confusing.

Paxton forced his head to turn and look toward the center of the room. Lab-coated figures, people he knew recognizable now only by their identification tags, dead in a rancid pile, limbs suddenly dragged out from under them and with long chunks removed. Part of a neck, an exposed rib. There was nothing left, nothing left inside him now to void but his stomach churned again, his weakened abdomen hurt so much.

But finally he realized: they had been dead – he hadn’t killed these people, not like Brookes or Denver had fallen before to his own small hands. It was true that he and Geoff were being trained to be weapons, but controlled ones, guided ones. Not murderers, savage, like that. Slowly, he lifted his hands and looked at them, eyes darting over the fingers until he put them into fists, and crushed them slowly against his own eyes. There was none of their blood on them, only his own. He sobbed, and Melissa heard him whispering.

“Don’t tell them,” he said. “Please don’t tell them.” He drew his legs up, and hunched himself into a ball. “Please don’t.”
Melissa looked around and found a spare piece of paper towel. She had small hope that the sink in this lab still worked but she tried it anyway, and to her surprise reasonably clean water came from it. Calmly, now, she knelt by Paxton and pushed the towel over his face, dabbing at the blood and grime and bile. She quietly assured him that there was no reason to worry about telling anyone anything. Her ministrations and calmness were genuine, and the nest that she had built for him was still strong and warm, welcoming, safe, within her mind. Finally he turned his face up, eyes closed, and relaxed to it. He’d opened up the small wound on his lip that he’d incurred at his desk when the Event happened: for whatever reason, Sandy wasn’t able to fix it. Melissa hoped that the deteriorating flesh he’d come into contact with didn’t infect it or any of the other long nail-gouged cuts.
“A lot has happened, Paxton,” Melissa said after some time and a lot of slow, deliberate cleaning. “It’s … very dangerous out there now.”

“Out there?” He said, hoarse. He gagged again, and Melissa waited for him to finish up before wetting down more paper towels. He removed his white tee-shirt, it was not something he wanted to keep with him – it stank now, but … no, that was everything stinking. He started to regret having come to his senses. He regretted it even more when Melissa spoke again.
“The Enrichment Center. GLADOS has turned on us. You’ve been unconscious for eight days.” 

He was so exhausted that all he really could do was blink at her in response. She eventually told him what they knew had happened, the spotty reports that Martin could get back to them on his jaunts through the place were all bad. When they could get any kind of radio or television reception down in the ELL dorms, all they found were local stations and all of them still had emergency patterns on them. The phones didn’t work, at least the outside lines. The inside lines were where GLADOS enjoyed listening in or playing a prank on them, now she could track their movements with them. And they didn’t dare try heading outside: GLADOS controlled essentially every exit, and the ones that she might have neglected or not had access to were collapsed in the shockwave, impassable, so said the ELLs.
She felt him searching, mentally reaching out with those specific tendrils of power. She knew what he was looking for.
“There are just the two, Pax,” she said. “All the others died from the toxin.”

He felt, finally, what he was looking for. The old confidence came back, weakly at first, to his face. It took a little longer to grow back into his body, and he really didn’t want to take a deep breath to clear his lungs, given what he smelled. He gave a little smirk and then winced, touched his fingers to his wounded lip. “There are just two in the facility,” he said, straightening out from his fetal curl. “But there are more outside that are still alive.”
Interval 5.2
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In the ELLs dorm, it had gotten quiet again. Most of the kids were asleep, Rattmann had yet to return from his search but had still been in contact every once in a while over the intercom so they knew he lived. Judith paced, tiredly, hungrily, and wished there was more she could be doing to secure their safety. Or just get out, she’d like to have gotten the hell out of there for good. She was not the most ‘motherly’ type, and knew they didn’t look to GLADOS for it. But then again the only good comparison the children might have around here was to Rose, Eden’s mother, and Rose hadn’t…

She hadn’t made it out, her sister Colette would be so sad to learn this, Eden had hardly recovered from it herself. The geology class’s last session apparently had trapped her below a display unit during the Event’s shaking, and none of the young children, even working together, were quite strong enough to get her out. So many of the youngest in the facility had been in that class. It was one of the few times that there had been no Icarus project subjects around: they would have been able to lift it. Or Isabella, Judith almost chided herself for not thinking to send the telekinetic girl out to rescue…

Send a thirteen year old girl through unknown twists and turns in a series of air vents, into an area which had already been flooded with neurotoxins. Judith took in a shuddering breath, sighed, and kept pacing, purely because she didn’t want to lay down – she might lay down and die.

When the Replica soldiers in the corner stood to attention, it nearly startled a scream from her. They were such an omnipresent fixture to the children that none of the sleepers stirred. They gave a quick appraisal of themselves, short words that affirmed: awake, dorms, where were their guns? It didn’t much matter, Alyx had been fiddling with the weapons for days now, and though they had only been fitted with a cartridge of blanks before, they might shoot damn near anything, now. The Replica located them with a sweep of its head around the room. How they could even see in this dimly lit, broad domed chamber through their helmets was beyond Judith’s reckoning. It picked up and examined the guns, appraising the changes to their ammunition, and waited for further instructions.
It caught up to Judith a moment later: the Replicas were moving. Earlier, Geoff had said that his brother had awakened, told them all how he’d rabbited away and that Melissa would take care of that. And then, Geoffrey let the subject drop. Instead of allowing the others to ask questions he couldn’t answer, he demanded updates on how much food they had, who was sleeping in what shifts, and the like.

He was eleven years old, Judith thought. He was eleven and he commanded these children – four dozen of them or so – as though they were troops. And more importantly: they obeyed him. Like the Replicas obeyed Paxton. The ELLs looked to him as well, though they’d take orders from anyone, child, adult; though no longer under the sway of GLADOS’s voice.
Judith heard a strange sound – no it wasn’t so strange any more, but it was certainly getting on their nerves more and more. A zapping, foreign sound. A bright green light appeared and vanished just outside the dorm’s lowest doorway, and Judith turned to the Replicas.

“There’s something outside now, it’ll probably… need to be killed,” she placed her hand up to her throat. If she’d worn a Crucifix it would have been clutched in her fingers, but she hadn’t been encouraged to wear one. Though they were hardly communicative outside their own little bursts of squadron-style chatter, the Replicas both marched to frame the doorway and glanced outside.
It was a little headcrab, and though they hesitated momentarily – what was it? There were no words for it in their distant controller’s mind yet – both shot off single rounds (one had been an ink pen, the other was a fork) and the thing flipped over, twitching. Far more interested in the ordinance that had come from their weapons, the Replicas examined the business ends of their guns more in detail, and left the dead creature where it lay.
Judith knew it was safe now, and something more than motherly instinct, a basic urge, made her walk out to the hall and pick the thing up. “We’ll be able to cook this,” she said, more calm than disgusted.

Quite soon after that, Paxton and Melissa appeared in that same doorway, greeted by those few who were awake in a subdued but genuinely happy manner. How would the other, sleeping children respond now? When their friend had finally come out of his coma? They would probably do better than Judith would, given the same circumstances if she had been that young. Judith watched as Paxton and Geoff, who had awakened with the discharge of the Replicas’ guns, stood eye to eye. Geoff took his brother by the shoulder, gently with one hand, and they walked into another more secluded chamber.
Melissa walked up to Judith, who was trying to look busy with the dead headcrab. “You didn’t expect them to hug or something, did you?” She said, a grin on her lips. Judith chuckled out a sigh.

“Is he all right?” Such a seemingly simple question.

“No, he’s not. But that’s for him to explain, not me.” Melissa said. “Things are … difficult for him now. But we’ll have more reinforcements soon,” she nodded toward the Replicas. “He’s found others outside the Enrichment Center, and they’re going to work their way to us.”

Mossman allowed the girl to wander away, she must be quite tired. In the kitchen, the woman began removing the bones and… beak-thing from the headcrab. They’d lost one student so far, Micha, to one of these things. It would leap with its small, strong hind legs onto the head of its victim, and then …
Judith shuddered. The poor boy’s skull was ruined, but he had been alive as the thing bore into his brain. And he turned quickly, turned into something else, something that was no longer Micha. Even Sandy refused to try healing him, too terrified of the results of the attack. Hunger had driven Judith to realize that this little creature was meaty – and whether it was okay to eat, they’d learn in time. If they kept showing up on their doorstep like that, it might be a blessing in disguise. They were definitely going to run out of supplies. Some of the ELLs seemed to think that their stored goods were being looted.
Geoff sat across from Paxton, both of them cross-legged on a cot. They said not one word, but it was very clear that they were sharing mentally. Geoff’s face was passive, not cold, not judgmental, just listening. It was Paxton who surprisingly had much more emotion on his own sharp-featured face. Panic, fear, confusion. He’d grown a bit gaunt in the days that he hadn’t been eating, the red lines of fresh, self-inflicted wounds drew Geoff’s eyes. He got to that part. Finally Geoff’s eyes fluttered closed, his brow furrowed a little.
You learned things from week-old dead bodies, Geoff thought directly and intimately to his brother. That’s what she wanted to teach you, isn’t it?
“I didn’t want to learn,” Paxton hissed, But I did anyway.
It was a hard, rocky subject to traverse. And Paxton seemingly wanted to keep what he’d done to himself, that was fine with his brother. That Geoff would not come out and tell people, hey my brother just cannibalized our dead scientist keepers, was not even in question. Like Melissa, Geoff could keep those secrets. Besides, Geoff had far more to tell his brother, fleshing out more of what Melissa had been able to tell him earlier, and with more direct images. Paxton didn’t feel up to speed, even though he knew now what had been happening.

He was so very, very hungry. The thought of eating anything made him want to retch again. But he’d have to eat, he needed to re-grow muscle tissue. Even though he was likely stronger than most others still, he didn’t trust his strength. 

But then he didn’t trust anything any more.

He had not yet shared where he’d been. Not with Geoff, not with Melissa. He wasn’t even positive of where it was, really, but … It wasn’t one of his safe spaces, it wasn’t any space he’d ever been. And it had terrified him.
Paxton Fettel did not like being terrified. He did not like trying to find a hiding place. Worse: he did not like being hunted. Alma had hunted him enough. He couldn’t get a clear idea of where he’d been. There weren’t any images left over from his stay, hardly any memory other than a shredded mosaic of mind-curdling tunnels and springy walls that often sought to absorb anything that came into contact with them. But Paxton did not want to return to that hiding place. It was the least safe he’d ever felt, being chased by something nameless and formless for what felt like days, then being alone and lost in that place without any idea how to leave it. If it had merely been the blackness of death, from which he’d returned, he might feel quite different.

It had not been death. He was positive of that. As Geoff left him to his thoughts, and the morning distinguished itself from the night, Paxton noticed another shadow on the wall. A slender one; he looked up at Isabella, who was offering him a plastic cup with some stale cereal and water – they had run out of milk.

“You’re right, Bella,” he said, and she tilted her head. Long ribbon-like hair drifted away from her, she almost always kept it animated with her telekinesis. “I don’t want to play hide and seek any more either. That game sucks.”
Interval 6.0 – Release Forms
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“They’ve responded very well,” one of the technicians commented, but it was obvious to everyone already. A pair of scientists with their Armacham lab-coats and skinny ties sat at a wide control panel, with a group of Suits behind them. The observation room was big enough for everyone, but there were two people in it that the others gave a wide berth. One was Genevieve Aristide, who acted like she owned the place, though whether she herself actually had funded all of this was unclear. The other was Wilson Carver, who always acted like he owned any place. Since they had taken up spots on either end of the observation room, the others within clumped nicely in the middle, where their actions and mannerisms were best watched, by either of those two people.
Genevieve was too thin to be called merely slender, and though she was reasonably attractive, she gave off such an air of smug superiority that even Wilson remained at arm’s distance from her. She’d been the only woman he ever met that tried to get closer to him than that, trying to sell herself, maybe trying to seduce him. And for whatever reason, he didn’t appreciate it: she wasn’t on his agenda for entertainment, and she certainly wasn’t the type, mentally or physically, who could handle him. He had to remind her on numerous occasions that he wasn’t exactly what he appeared – and certainly nowhere near her age, which generally shut her up. He was considerably younger than he looked, and he didn’t look a day over thirty, but she did know why.
She kept her light brown, slightly graying hair in a short bob that might have looked far better on a woman half her age. Her small brown eyes shifted around the room, always in motion. What she saw were a bunch of rich men, impressed by what she’d shown them. Since she didn’t feel like displaying herself in a slutty dress, and wasn’t quite rich enough to simply produce the funds herself, she needed to draw in the investors to keep up this work. The work spoke for itself, unlike many other projects she had shown them that were merely dry Power-Point presentations and charts in dimly lit conference rooms.
“As you can see, gentlemen,” Aristide said, her voice lilting in that annoying manner that grated on anyone who knew her more than a few minutes, “the Paragon students have already displayed the traits that our design team intended them to have.” She could have named him, Harlan was standing right there, fuming. It was one thing to be called up away from his work to discuss that work with her. It was another when it turned into this sales pitch bullshit. But apparently there was only one good day this month that they could all be gathered up – politicians and businessmen, men with money and power – so today was the day they got to display their wares. Might have been nice to get more than a voice mail and then an urgent page to the effect that he was needed.
Harlan Wade was reasonably sure that the students they were showing off had known well in advance that today would be a big day. The group of students that had come and showed off their weird talents treated much of this event like a school show. They knew it was more serious than that, but since they were going to be able to let loose with whatever they had going for them – the visible ones anyway – they went on with smiles.

“So these kids are what, psychics?” Asked one investor, the one who wore too much aftershave. “Pyrotechnics, tricks,” he grunted.

“Oh it’s no trickery,” Harlan said, and thankfully Genevieve kept her mouth shut. “We’ve been developing techniques for locating, supporting and training those with unusual abilities. They each show specific genetic markers for such things…”

“We’ve patented most of those,” Genevieve said, getting a chuckle from the others. She urged Harlan to continue, the show was started below.

“With those markers and our ability to select as well as splice them together from scratch, we’ve seen many amazing results.” He quoted from one of the Enrichment Center’s brochures. “From electrical manipulation,” he noted when a brilliant bolt of electricity danced through the room, centered on the white-haired girl that stalked past, “to more sedate visual camouflage,” he gave a little chuckle, bushy moustache twisting into a happy arc as Cricket and her brother Martin suddenly appeared in the window of the observation room – twenty feet above the floor. They both waved, though they couldn’t actually see the people on the other side of the window they were on. Cricket in her smallest-they-could-make Icarus armor suit, and Martin in a basic black undersuit with the same gloves and shoes as his sibling, that allowed them to climb walls. As they went down, both of them could be seen flickering in and out of sight. A pyrokinetic or two lit up the air again, and lovely Isabella drifted past, elegantly flying on her own telekinetic power. That elicited a good number of gasps, it really was something to see a human flying. “We’ve come a long way from bending spoons, gentlemen.”
Though most of the suited men were nodding, quietly appraising their investments, a few seemed to need a little more nudging. That was fine. This event had, after all, been planned from the start with that in mind. When the group of flashy students had finished parading around the wide room, that left a pair of dark-haired boys, more sedate, both wearing simple white clothing with the Armacham logo on the back. They waited, patiently. Their posture was professional, they didn’t fidget, they weren’t nervous.
“Some students display one talent, others several. With our training here at the Enrichment Center, their powers have the potential to change so many aspects of our lives.” Genevieve explained, and then with a grin added, “and much more. This particular pair exhibit the hallmarks of superior breeding,” Genevieve flashed a smile, “Icarus treated individuals seem to display much more aptitude at physical tasks than their untreated companions. Their training has been extensive.”
“I don’t think it’s ever been in question,” said one man in a dark blazer, who now represented the Department of Defense, “that the Icarus project would retain its funding. But these … these are children,” he sounded on edge. “What kind of training could they possibly have that—“

Carver leaned down to one of the techs, and suggested in his darkly hushed voice, “show them.” When he moved, others slightly shrank away from him. Those were the ones who knew him. They also noted that oddly enough, Carver had let his hair grow out – a pony tail? On an assassin? It was kept in a perfect, straight tail that split his otherwise very broad back into two very broad shoulders. Not one of the other men could figure out how a man his size and strength found a tailor able to cut a suit to look like he wasn’t really all muscle.
The tech nodded once, and then pressed an orange button on the console. The lighting in the main room below changed: from a fully lit glare off the blue-white tiles on the floor, to a more dim, suffused yellow. There was deceptive illumination on some of the wall panels, graphite colored boxes that absorbed sound as well as serving several other purposes in the Enrichment Center. Down on the floor of the forty-foot-cube of a room, Paxton and Geoff stood alone. They knew they were being shown off, both of them stood looking up at the reflective window of the observation room above.

Suddenly a clattering of metal on tile brought attention to the sides of the room: a series of wall plates had moved aside, and some … junk? Pipes and assorted pieces of scrap had been dumped there. The brothers glanced across each other’s direction, then moved to their chosen side of the room, picked up pieces, and stood again facing one another from the sides of the wide area.
It was clear that some of the suits in the observation room thought this was just inane – but then realized that the children were handling solid rods of metal, not just ‘playtime’ foam toys. They could—

“They’ll hurt each other,” one of the men said.

Wilson gave off a clipped laugh, and said nothing more. He was tall enough that he didn’t have to move to the window to get a good view. He knew what he would see anyway.

Genevieve however took that opportunity to seat herself delicately, posed on one of the consoles, casting a practiced gaze down at Paxton and Geoff. Harlan Wade, hanging back near the inner door, tried to stop himself from being curious or acting impressed, and he failed at both. They really were amazing children. That he’d contributed to their creation as well as their genetics was something that Genevieve herself had impressed upon him: was to be left unmentioned. He glared at the back of her head, took off his square black-rimmed glasses and wiped them though they were always clean.
Below, Geoff had chosen a single, long pole. It could have been a little too large for his hands, but he held the weight expertly. His brother found two smaller, shorter lengths – and then they ran at each other. Most of those watching above missed the first impact of metal on metal, wincing. If the boys hadn’t been merely nine and ten years old, their handling of the impromptu weapons might have been a little more practiced, Wilson noted to himself. Then again, who practiced with spare plumbing and rebar?

“You’ll see that Geoffrey is faster and quite a bit stronger,” Genevieve commented, as the boy swung a long arc with the pole, and Paxton narrowly grazed it over his head, deflecting the blow with both pipes he held. He was ready for the next spin Geoff set upon him, holding his ground, pipes crossed. It was his turn to go on the offensive, Paxton leapt over his brother’s weapon, adding a double-strike to Geoff’s mid-section with both of them on his landing, behind his back. “And that Paxton,” Genevieve smirked, “fights dirty.”
“That isn’t dirty fighting,” Wilson commented, but he too was smiling down on the prodigy pair. He watched them with lidded eyes, appreciating the care with which they swung leaving themselves guarded and not open to counter-attack, how they balanced while their weapons were striking each other’s, their footing. All of it was subliminally trained, but none had been demonstrated until now. This was raw, new to both of them, at least for the particular weapons they’d been given. “He fights smart,” Wilson added with a slight nod as Paxton thrust his foot at his brother’s shin, kicking it out and escaping the brunt of Geoff’s attack. “He uses whatever is available to him, to the best of his knowledge.”
“The Perseus project allows us to utilize their abilities to their fullest,” Genevieve echoed him, as the boys continued to dance around each other. “Their training is subliminal, inserted during artificially induced sleep cycles.”
“You knock them out and put –“ Another of the men said, but he stopped cold when Wilson’s hand had found its way to his shoulder, exerting a tiny bit of pressure.

“Yes, they are unconscious and trained without the lengthy, expensive, process that adults require,” he said, casually. “And now that training is being reinforced, to make certain it’s taken.”
Wilson’s narrowed eyes sought Genevieve’s and she purposefully avoided looking over to him from her side of the console. Had she brought some of these men here just to piss him off? 
“It is standard procedure for the Icarus subjects,” she said offhand, “all of the soldiers that you’ve been so eager to snap up for your projects, Doctor Breen, have had this same training.”

The bearded man ground his jaw around a little, and felt it necessary to shrug off Wilson’s hand. “I do not purchase soldiers, Miss Aristide,” he said.

“The point remains the same,” Genevieve said, flippant, “your drones receive the same treatments and specific training, surely you know that. Whether it is training to fight, or more mundane tasks such as assembly, construction or… hazardous materials handling.”
Right when the mood would have turned slightly sour, several of the others watching the sparring below jolted back a little, in sympathetic reflex. Geoff had landed a solid hit across Paxton’s mid-section with his weapon, and sent the boy backwards a good number of feet. Paxton’s mind recovered first, it would take some time for his body to do so. Before Geoff could re-balance and close in on him he threw one of the pipes he used, striking his elder brother on his left shoulder, leaving an imprint. The echo from the pipe’s loud clattering some feet away rang through the room. A spot of blood started to show there on Geoff’s shoulder a moment later. They showed no signs of either acknowledging the wounds, or pausing to catch their breath. Paxton fled with the remaining pipe, circling around his surprised brother.
Wilson didn’t mention that he’d contributed to some of their training. To some in the room, that would be painfully obvious. What was odd to him was that the rest were more interested in seeing how the boys fought each other, rather than that they continued on regardless. It wasn’t their strongest point, sparring like this. Nor was this the point of Perseus proper.
“Paxton’s got at least two broken ribs,” Wilson stated, “and Geoffrey, a dislocated shoulder. They will fight like this until they’re both too exhausted to move.”

“I still think it’s cruel,” said the first who objected, the new DoD man. “But the point is made. This Perseus project of yours, though, what exactly are we supposed to do, put children on the battlefield?”

“Oh hardly,” Genevieve waved her polished nails at the man, “Perseus is far more than this.” She gave a little nod to the technicians and the lighting in the chamber below changed again. From two doors on opposite ends of the room, a string of armored, and heavily armed, men appeared. “The Replica Soldiers are the much bigger part of the program.”

The moment that the troops began surrounding the boys, Geoff responded with a yell, raising the long piece of metal with one hand up to his chest, and turned his attention from his brother, to them.
“They won’t be able to shoot at him, properly, without hitting each other or risking ricochets.” Wilson muttered, half-disappointed. “But the Replicas aren’t built for close up combat, I don’t think they’ve even had that training.”

“Yes,” Genevieve said, a broad, snake’s smile crossing her thin lips. “Let’s see what he does with that.”

“What who does-“ was the general question started by several of the onlookers, but then it became clear. A trio of the troops approached Paxton, aided him in standing, and assembled themselves as a guard around him. Geoff meanwhile was busy dodging the nine others. Several had their weapons out, and given Wilson’s reasoning did not try shooting yet. They were silent, no radio chatter or shouts from them.
Geoff leapt over their heads, still slightly favoring his left arm, but with the pole in his right. He was shockingly fast, he’d pushed two of the soldiers out of his way with the pole spinning, knocked a third over with his outstretched foot, and all but impaled a fourth with the butt end of it behind him. Within moments, five of the Replicas had been incapacitated and Geoff was heading over to Paxton and his group. Geoff was good at this. A whistle escaped one of the Suits’ lips, appraising this.
The trio of soldiers raised their weapons in unison, and didn’t hesitate in spraying the area with bullets. As if to demonstrate that they were using live ordinance and now had the space available to use it, several shots struck the observation window, obviously not breaking it, that would have been a disaster. A number of the men in the observation deck ducked, Wilson mentally commended them for actually reacting.

“They’ll kill him!” One of the suits exclaimed, “this is insane!”

“Watch,” Wilson said, still just gazing straight at the action. There was smoke obscuring where Paxton and his guards were, but it was obvious now that Geoff wasn’t anywhere to be seen. Suddenly he sprang from behind one of the disoriented soldiers, having used them as a shield, swinging the pole like a baseball bat – knocking one of the guard-soldier’s weapons from his hands. As he came around with the weight of the pole adding to his motion, Geoff planted it on the ground and did a deadly mid-air kick at another of the guards. The soldier impacted the wall, some twelve feet away, and another of the uninjured units went to take his place.
Still without speaking, the Replicas moved as one to guard their smaller companion, and that began to dawn on the group in the observation room. There were six Replicas still standing. It looked like one of them was going to grab at the pipe that Paxton had thrown earlier.
“Paxton has been practicing,” Genevieve noted, with a pert grin. Harlan could swear he saw dollar-signs swirling in front of her eyes. He excused himself from the display, unable to stomach the business end of this deal. 
Paxton had been practicing. He was able to command a hundred Replicas with ease, a small number of them like this in close quarters was nothing. But he’d also been swiping collected Shakespeare editions from the facility’s library, and flirting unconsciously with most of the girls. Geoff was the warrior of the pair, in the truest sense, and Harlan almost regretted that he wasn’t the part of the show that got the spotlight at times. Harlan tried to convince himself that the fact that the boys would receive memory-removal of this display would make it so they didn’t hate each other outside of the demonstration. They didn’t hate each other, but some day they might wind up like this, fighting as though their lives depended on losing the other’s… He much preferred it when they practiced cooperatively – though whether he thought that because he cared about them, or because of his own distantly guilty conscience he couldn’t say and didn’t want to think about it. After having been chastised himself, for certain of their punishments on mistakes the boys had made, he doubted that guilt was misplaced. Harlan went back to his office in another section of the Center, and lamely attempted to get back to work.
Back in the combat chamber, Geoff rolled to the ground, came up with two smaller pieces of pipe, easier to manage now that, apparently, his shoulder had healed well enough to move properly. Paxton and his trio of guards had moved to another corner, Geoff was fixing on them when the other three soldiers scattered, two of them shooting their automatic weapons, and the third bearing his own pipe in hand, attempting to come up behind Geoff. Once more he spun with such speed that the men in the observation room could hardly even see him, spin-kicking the Replica that was behind him so hard on the helmet that his head all but preceded his body to the floor. He sent the two pieces of metal in his hands as deadly projectiles at the other soldiers, impaling both of them in the gut.
“It’s a game of attrition now,” Wilson whispered, smiling.

“It’s not a game,” one of the nearby men said, “what is this?”

“This is project Perseus,” Genevieve said, “telepathic command over a number of cloned soldiers, drones, really. Each capable of fighting for their lives on their own when they’re activated – as any of the other soldiers the Department of Defense has used over the years. But under Paxton’s command,” she glanced down as the boy had recovered enough to send two of his guards off to fight with his brother, while he himself bolted to retrieve another weapon. “They act as a unit, doing everything he tells them to. As you can see, their tactics are still in need of a little polish. But he’s young yet.”

“That- that boy is commanding them with-“

“With his mind, yes,” Genevieve said, delighted, “the Replica soldiers you see there are created directly from his DNA, grown to effective adulthood, and given the subconscious combat training common to all of the Department’s current purchases.” The DoD representative gave a little chuff and straightened his suit coat with a grin. Now he understood. His predecessor was right, to give Armacham funding, after all. “They do not bear any of their own personality traits, nor do they act on their own – even to eat – until they’re activated.” She paused, “ideal soldiers, who do what they’re told, and don’t endanger their commander, who can control them from a safe distance away from them.” A bigger, bolder, and outdoor exhibition would be in order, sometime soon. Genevieve made a mental note of that.
Geoff had dispatched the pair of Replicas with his hands, though he was clearly showing signs of tiring from this now. The blood on his shoulder had spread, but wasn’t being replaced by new color. Paxton held his ground, last guard holding the sub-machinegun pointedly at Geoff from beside him. A standoff, though now that Paxton had had the chance to rest up, and Geoff was winded, he might be the last one standing. Wilson nodded to the tech, who toggled the lights, and immediately the boys stood down. Panting, neither of them dropped their weapon, but they didn’t attack any further. The Replica left unharmed stood oddly with its head in a slump, weapon at its side, and awaiting any new orders.
“Those Replicas haven’t been Icarus treated,” Wilson said, “if they had been, it would be a different outcome entirely.”
“If they’d been treated,” Genevieve added with a business-womanly chuckle, “we’d be begging for more funds than ever.” The Icarus process, though done to hundreds of their ‘full production’ clones every year, was still expensive enough that other companies didn’t attempt to emulate it: Armacham still had the complete corner on that market. Obviously they were still conserving their resources while working with these training sessions. “I’m sure that this demonstration has allowed you to see where your funds are best distributed this year, gentlemen, Senator,” she nodded to Hoyle who had been silent the whole time, but maintained a reasonably impressed expression.
The room’s door opened, they filed out. While Genevieve was in the brightly lit lobby beyond, chatting and flirting and offering drinks like a good hostess, Wilson stood and watched the boys as they slowly wound down from their fight. They would be trembling, enough adrenaline yet pumping through them to make sitting still an impossibility. They’d purge it later – probably in the labs as their memories were copied, analyzed, erased. They would not be among the children now being introduced to the investors, nearby. That would be far too dangerous for everyone involved.
Beside Wilson, Wallace Breen watched as well. They both noted that three of the Replicas had in fact been killed, while the others were in various states of injury. Those without much damage collected their fallen partners, under the watchful eyes of their commander, a nine year old boy who still had trouble breathing deeply from the broken ribs. The soldiers left the chamber, in proper rank lines, the room below fell silent. The room above was similarly quiet, even the technicians had gone.
“Like the good Senator,” Wilson said, slightly startling Breen, “I’m sure that you are far more interested in the practical applications of perfected cloning, are you not?” When Breen did not reply, Wilson let a smirk slip across his lips, “it’s no secret. I know that Black Mesa has a small cloning laboratory tucked away, for instance,” Breen turned with his eyes wide, “but that you haven’t had nearly the success that Armacham or even Aperture has had in that department.” He tsked gently. “Such a shame. Perhaps Black Mesa should concentrate its own research on… farther distant points.”

How much does he think he knows? Breen thought to himself, but then realized: he doesn’t ‘think he knows’. He does know. Too much. Wisely, and to his credit, Breen remained silent. He looked up at the taller man’s eyes with his own darker blue ones – made even darker by the lack of lighting in the area now. But Wilson’s seemed to glimmer, and he’d seen that light in weirdly similar eyes, before.

“I …am,” Breen finally said, “but I doubt that you’re the person I need to speak with about that.”

Wilson tolerated the disrespect in Breen’s tone: no one was listening in on them, they were all in the lobby greeting the bright, flashy little prodigies, there was no harm done to his ego or his reputation. After all, he was on a self-imposed vacation, and also bearing a prideful high from watching those magnificent boys perform. No need to threaten Breen, he was an ally, at least for the moment.

“Fair enough,” Wilson said, nodding gently. “Perhaps the Senator would be more happy to provide some input, then, in private,” he glanced out at the bright lobby, Breen following his gaze but clearly uncomfortable looking away from the taller man. “Good day, Doctor.”
And for the first time in months, Wilson Carver walked out of a room to join the other investors.
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1330, Fairport, AL

Enrichment Center / Above Ground Secure Area
They didn’t bother with police line tape, instead a series of trucks had gone past the entire eight-mile-long stretch of road depositing bales of razor-wire, cement blockades, and troops. For more than a week, those troops had been standing guard around the entire Enrichment Center’s core. The gaping hole where the explosion occurred was being investigated by dozens of highly trained technicians and scientists, but was also a no-fly zone: they had anti-aircraft weaponry installed as well as two hastily built watchtowers to check for ground incursion.
The troops were a mixture of U.S. Marines and Armacham specialized units, at first anyway. Reporters were kept at bay by either of the groups, though the problem of some kind of interference made it difficult if not impossible to broadcast from the crater’s area anyway. Though the Enrichment Center had clearly sustained irreparable damage itself, and had only the faintest, most disturbing warning signs of great loss of life, the main concern to those set upon the site was to determine the cause of the crater on the east edge.

There was no contact from the Center, though Armacham press releases indicated they were ‘making headway’ in contacting those they believed – or said they believed – were still inside. If they’d sent anyone in, rescue teams or cadaver-sniffing dogs for instance, wouldn’t someone have seen them? More visibly, though, there were HEV-suited and radiation-protected people crawling around the crater, digging, analyzing, sending off to storage the things they found there.
The scientists were finding weird things. Very weird things. This was supposed to have been a parking lot, a power plant, and what was left of a fuel line. They’d found the remains of those easily enough. But they’d had to dig for them, past a layer of what could only be called highly compressed dirt. Dirt that was in no way, shape, or form native to this area.

They were finding charred pieces of lives. CD cases with wedding pictures and videos. Forgotten half-eaten burgers from the nearby fast food place. Laundry and shopping lists, charred at the edges. Typical of items that the staff of a large place like this would have in their vehicles.

They expected that much, the parking lot’s cars were still being gone through, though it never looked as though any one of them could have held enough ordinance to cause this kind of damage. They’d ruled out a car-bomb early on, because of the depth of the detonation. Aside from the obvious fuel line, there hadn’t seemed to be any kind of evidence that a bomb did this.

From above, it had the appearance of both an impact crater as seen on the moon, and a highly explosive volcanic eruption. A faint cone shape emerged as they dug deeper. All their data was leading to a divergent set of issues.

The first was that something entered the crater’s area. The second and more profoundly disturbing was that whatever it was had been explosively vaporized from an outside source somewhere below and to the west. 
What they could explain was, however, vastly overpowered by what they could not: they found 8-track tapes and cassettes from the Seventies – in perfect condition; a purse with concert tickets – unused – to a show from a band that hadn’t been together for more than twenty years and at a venue in another state. In fact, when they looked closer at that purse, it had a woman’s identification card from … Well that couldn’t be right. Aperture didn’t have a Cleveland, Ohio facility. Never had.
The scientists kept working, reporting their findings to their superiors, and being shuffled on and off site through complicated decontamination tunnels. No one could say what they’d been finding to anyone outside the site, of course. So they’d established a number of small trailers for the duration, where the scientists could rest and eat, shower, collect their thoughts. They weren’t allowing anyone to visit, naturally. Some tried to call home, but found that even after a week or so, their cell-phones did not work. 
It was not lost on some of them, however, that this very same thing was going on some thousand miles distant at Black Mesa as well. Chatter between the scientists that had been called in on this site indicated that a few of them had been tapped to head there as well. They were sure, however, that most of those scientists were not being let anywhere near the interior of Black Mesa to examine it up close. Many of them had connections to the military-funded research facility, and with Armacham’s presence some clued in to the fact that a corporate cover-up was imminent.

They wisely kept that thought to themselves. The press came up with it all by themselves. They would be dealt with later.
It was starting to rain, over the crater at the Enrichment Center. Big blobs of wetness gathered on the plastic sheeting that was spread across the area, landing in a crackle of sound. A good Spring rain might cleanse the area; a good Spring rain might wash away evidence.

The rest of the Enrichment Center’s perimeter was secure, the crater marking its farthest-east point. But it was very obvious that things had happened in there that went well beyond a shockwave and earthquake. The explosion had rocked the entire Fairport area, causing significant damage to many of the older buildings. There had been minor loss of life, plenty of injuries, lots and lots of property damage. So of course they assumed the worst for the inhabitants at ground zero.

Whoever – or whatever – caused this had to be discovered sometime soon. A few locals expressed dismay that anyone even lived or worked near the Enrichment Center. Spooked by it for years, it was true that many of the nearest buildings – old factory sites and industrial warehouses mostly – were devoid of population beyond drifters and rats. But there were still newer construction sites, office buildings, places that sustained considerable damage whose owners needed reassurance by their Insurance agencies that this was either an act of Nature, which they wouldn’t cover, or an act of Terrorism, which they also wouldn’t cover.
Pretty soon it wouldn’t matter anyway. Pretty soon, the Portal Storms would come. 

But before then, this Spring storm began to bleed down from the heavy skies. It drew the dust downward, attracted spare particles. Even after a week, the rain gathered the microscopic detritus and particulate mass from the very air, and the ground ran red with what had been left behind by Alma’s anger. It was as though the rain could coalesce the remnants of the dead, their blood coursed back down into the Earth. Literally: the scientists proved it later, that the rain apparently contained the mixed blood, bone, cement and plastic of whatever had been where this crater existed now.
Closer to the middle section of the Enrichment Center’s wide protected zone, however, the rain was pure. It was refreshing, actually; a few of the Marines on the site lifted their grim faces and let the water cool them. When one of them looked back down, blinking away the big drops of rain from below his helmet’s brim, he thought he saw movement in one of the big Armacham troop carriers.
But those weren’t…

“Hey, what?” One of the men said, as several of the carriers’ back ends scrolled open, their roll-up doors making a distinct clatter. The vehicles were black, with the white triplet of diamonds connected as a pyramid, one with the circle of angled grey slashes in the middle – Armacham-Aperture’s corporate logo – on the sides. They were big enough to be considered ‘wide loads’, so they still bore a soggy red cloth flag on each corner; had been set onto the gravel roads and apparently forgotten. 
A little more than a week ago, they had been brought in for a new demonstration. A scheduled event that would have won over the pocketbooks of a half-dozen extremely rich men from Europe and the Middle East. That event, obviously, had been indefinitely postponed.

Now, they were opening to display strangely lit canisters within. Something out of a science-fiction movie, a bit of steam or smoke shot out from each canister, obscuring the interiors, as movement blocked the reddish-yellow lights.

And then a troop of men came from each: forty in all. Five of these transports lined the long north road belonging to the Armacham-Aperture Enrichment Center. All five seemed to be showing exactly the same motion now. Booted feet tromped down three metal steps from the roll-up doors, scattered left and right as their ranks filled. 
They wore typical Armacham body armor: a grey-green helmet with a gold-hued visor, faces obscured and protected by material. Some had tall shields and thicker, lighter colored padding over their bodies and shoulders, while others were more or less equipped the same as some of the Marines who watched curiously. All had belts slung with ammunition, their chest and back armor suited to carry more. They all had the Armacham logo on one shoulder, with another, less easily recognized pattern above it: the abstract lines of a winged horse. Some had another insignia on their opposite shoulder, a patch that had one of several snake-based designs. White-grey-green-graphite digital camouflage was woven into their canvas pants, tucked into those durable boots that sank into the wet ground.
The Marines got chatter on their radios. “All units, what the hell is going on out there? What is that activity?”

One of the men nearest an Armacham trailer hesitantly put his hand to his com unit and replied. “Sir, the… there are troops, additional Armacham troops. I guess they’re being dispatched.”

“Negative,” the static-laden voice said, “negative, Armacham has issued no orders. Confirm again, what is going on?”

“If I knew sir,” the Lieutenant said, “I’d be the first to tell you…”

Motion caught everyone’s eyes as the Replica soldiers formed into their distinct units and began marching, weaponry at the ready, shields visible, toward the entrances of the Enrichment Center. If they acknowledged the Marines it wasn’t obvious. They were clearly searching for any available openings. Though a good number of Marines parted to simply let them through, not really knowing whether Armacham was sending the men in or what, some were reluctant to do so. 
Their orders were that no one got through without prior authorization. There had been none. They presented arms, drew aim on the troops. Warnings were issued. Trigger fingers tensed.

The Replicas didn’t even spare them a glance, those closest took quick chest-high aim and eliminated any resistance. When the other Marines saw their comrades fall, they moved into action – but expressed confusion. Most remained confused as they bled out on the wet gravel, Replica boots tromping by their heads the last sound they heard.

Within a few minutes, the first Replicas reached the main north entrance to the Enrichment Center. There, they discovered significant structural damage. They moved on, some digging through the fallen tiles and broken walls until one indicated they’d found an elevator shaft. Another said a lunch room had a hole in the wall through which they could see the red light from the interior of the Center.
Almost as quickly as they’d come, the Replicas vanished, an ant-trail into a massive hive below the ground. Radios on the Marines helmets still cut in with static as their commanders demanded to know what was going on. Radios that went unanswered. A helicopter’s distinct thrum filled the air but by the time it got overhead, the only thing the soldiers within saw were their own troops laying dead scattered across half a mile of roadway, and the sickly yellow glow from within the Armacham transport trailers illuminating patches of ground. The deployment and stasis containers inside them remained open, waiting for their owners to claim them again, for around twenty minutes. After that, they sealed tightly – and anything within them was trapped like a bug in amber.
Within the facility below, Paxton stared up intently at the dark, half-broken ceiling, not seeing it at all. A familiar triumphant sensation filled him, if he’d been older he might have even called it orgasmic. They were back, he could see once more, he could feel again. He’d felt so… bare, exposed, without them. It was raining outside. It was a disaster in the entrance hall. He pressed them onwards. Come to me, he called. Come to me, show me.

Paxton’s brain had been made very well indeed, by his design team. They hadn’t really understood why, however, after his Icarus treatment and his subsequent training with telepathically controlling his troops, his vision centers began to change. Well documented changes, albeit confusing; ones which, had they done much more research on non-human mechanisms, they might have seen the similarities between his brain and any given insect. 
He preferred dragonflies to wasps; bees over ants. Any of them saw through a myriad of lenses. Paxton saw through a myriad of eyes; distant ones with legs and hands, stingers and pincers in the form of rifles and knives.
They showed him simultaneously: bodies had been left where they lay, at every hall and room’s door. Most of the loose objects on the walls and surfaces – paintings, coffee pots, books once on shelves, computer screens; they had all tumbled down from the impact, and it was clear even to his young eyes that they had almost uniformly fallen in a sharp push from one side of the building. They showed him more of the same as they picked through the top levels: tossed objects, dead people, broken walls. Paxton had never been through those halls, doors or rooms. His curiosity could be satiated quickly with all the Replicas to do the exploring.

As his Replicas spread, looking for further ways down, Paxton’s mental map expanded. It would be difficult to use elevators that had no power, but they could reach other floors through them by climbing, at least. The hole in the break-room wall, however, was where a good number of them concentrated their efforts. Another team headed into a stairwell, more or less attempting to directly locate their master.
A cadre of the Replicas assembled to look over the existing hole. It was between two support beams, bent by the force of the explosion, but kept from breaking like the fragile material between them. They would need to expand it slightly, or more likely cut around the beams through the broken tile walls. Much of the Enrichment Center was hollow, apparently, built as a sprawling hub with coolant turbines below – or perhaps just open to the pits of Hell, it was difficult to distinguish them just by looking.

Two Replicas hauled the bodies nearby away, while another picked up the rubble and made the way more clear. Another team came in, where they’d found the tools to cut through the tile, rebar and sheetrock was a mystery to all but Paxton, who still stood almost motionless with a broad smile, below them by half a mile. These were mundane tasks. These were tasks that he’d never had to perform before.
Some minutes later, others in his extended net of power ran into their first sign of GLADOS. A room lined with turrets: little, friendly white-domed turrets. Each with their single red eye peering out with a laser sight, three sharply pointed feet balancing them delicately on the slightly-tilted floor. Normally, Paxton didn’t think much of them. They fell over too easily to be of much use. It still hadn’t really caught up to him: that GLADOS was no longer their protector, the one who kept Alma away from them, and kept their Center operational. These were her tools, her own distant drones set to do her bidding.
When the turrets all started aiming that red line of sight onto his Replicas, and filled the room with a chatter of happy greetings, “There you are!” “I see you!” “Could you come over here?” “Activated!” it only caused a little curiosity on his part. However when their armor-piercing rounds flooded the hall and killed the three Replicas in the lead, the others scattered and found secure locations beyond where those now-sinister red seeking lasers could not quite reach.

“What the fuck was that?” One of them said, his voice a gruff echo of what Paxton’s might become in a few years. “Turrets are no longer friendly,” another announced in the same voice. “Taking them down, grenade out!” A third lobbed a single grenade high, its arc would place it somewhere among the middle of the grouping of turrets. The floor’s tilt slid it a bit farther, so when it exploded only eight of the ten turrets fell – squealing in their high-pitched child-like voices. The remaining two still begged in their own high echo of a voice, for the men to come out from hiding and let themselves be shot full of holes. Friendly holes. Apertures, if you would.
They received a dozen rounds a piece from two Replica’s guns, and in their own adorable way fell to their sides, red eye-lights flickering, adding a dismayed, “I don’t hate you,” and “shutting down.”
“Be on guard,” one of the Replicas reminded the rest, “we are entering a hostile zone, repeat, this zone is hostile until proven otherwise.”

Thus warned, the information spread among the Replicas. It would have been of immense help if Rattmann had returned with those schematics, or at least a good architectural blueprint of the Center. He had not. Most were beginning to doubt he ever would.
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BMRF / Exact Location Unknown

“I never in my life thought I’d be wanting to fight my way back into this Hell hole,” Shephard grunted, snugging down a strap to the SUV and taking one last look at the results. He and Barney would be driving, they were making several trips. Back.

Back into Black Mesa. 

It hadn’t taken more than a day for the military forces to actively start patrolling the area around the large facility. But it was large, and that was to the escapees’ benefit. Mars knew the inside of the place, not the outside, though, and admitted that she’d be of far more help shooting at the shit that came after them. The boys, she laughed, would have to enjoy the view from their seats, with the pair of women standing up, aiming rifles through the sun-roofs of each vehicle. It was a view that neither man could possibly ignore. After all, Renee and Mars were built about the same, petite, slender frame with terrific power in their arms… And glutes to die – or probably be slapped silly – for.

Adrian checked his six, oh yes, he’d die for that ass right there. He leaned the seat back a bit, almost entirely unconsciously. If he didn’t die first, he and Renee might even – she kneed him in the throat gently, giggled, and went back to checking the rifle’s sights. It hadn’t been her that sent a seductive message to die at their hands, a few days back: that had been the other assassin. But if Renee was actually able to read his mind, she appeared to be okay with almost any other thought he’d had…
He glanced at Barney in the other vehicle. They were of about the same age and build, though Barney’s hair was black and his eyes were forest green, Adrian’s hair was cut much shorter, lighter, eyes a more hazel shade. They each eyed the pieces of black-clad ass beyond each other’s shoulders, grinned like idiots, and exchanged an enthusiastic thumbs-up, before getting on with the plan.

The plan was to essentially break into the front entrance of Black Mesa, and dig through whatever they possibly could, in order to set up a base of operations. It had become very clear that any and all survivors were not going to be ‘interviewed’, they were going to be shot on sight. It didn’t much help that the alien creatures kept arriving. By now though, after Eli had established some kind of communication with the one, all of the bipedal eye-heavy Vortigaunts were peaceful. Vortikind, that’s what they called themselves, or at least what Eli could pronounce of it. They were in no more danger of being killed by Adrian or Barney’s guns.
They kept getting killed by the Marines and artillery set up in a distant perimeter around Black Mesa.

They kept getting killed by people in their kitchens holding whatever cooking equipment was at hand when they materialized randomly. By cars on the freeway. Machinery crushed them if they happened to show up in an unlucky place. Many of them though, lived through their abrupt and odd teleportation. Uniformly they gave off a keening, loud song on arrival, if they hadn’t been injured or killed in the meantime. If they heard something in response, in their own language, they homed in on one another. 
Then they began heading, on foot, their weird forward-backward hoofed feet, toward Black Mesa. Some would make it, most would not. However, as time went by as well, they all seemed to share an intimate knowledge of the English language. That helped them explain themselves, display a universal understanding of peace, comment on one’s surprise being shared by all, and plead for their lives to be spared.

A small number of them converged at Black Mesa reasonably quickly, they trotted very fast with those double-bent legs of theirs. They might have been mistaken for ostriches or emus running along roads: there were some ostrich farms catering to exotic meat lovers. But they had no feathers… Instead, they had a trio of arms, and heads bearing four eyes that swung back and forth to examine the area around them and little trumpet-shaped ears that picked up far more than sound. Small, sharp teeth in their oval mouths that made pronouncing some English words difficult, meant to some more scientifically-minded folk who were able to study them that they were meat eaters.

They really didn’t want to eat Humans. They didn’t. Some tried explaining that. The only Humans who knew it in their hearts, however, were those Humans who had a welcoming smile and a camp fire started up in a secluded canyon under the shadow of the Black Mesa itself. To those, these Vortigaunt arrivals were confirmation that there really was intelligent life beyond Earth, there really was civilization possible in conditions that seemed remarkable and even hostile.
Their group grew slowly, steadily, over the next few days. Between Shep and Mars, it was decided that they should never try and use the same entrance to the facility twice in a row – and it was Arne Magnusson of all people who did the math needed to formulate the ‘perfect routes’ between their hiding spot and these entrances. Taking into account increased observation and activity, he muttered to himself, drawing lines and fiddling with a pen, he grimly announced this would get harder as time went along.

By the time they would all be in the facility, if the place hadn’t been nuked (as Mars gleefully suggested it would be), they could start directing the stray Vorts to entrances more easily by using their own communication network: the ‘Vortessence’ which had allowed them to directly access Eli’s language centers, and communicate with him at first. They were clearly telepathic (clearly to whom exactly?) Eli claimed. Between that, and their strange alien bellowing, directions could be given and not one Human – beyond Eli – might know what they were saying.

The place inside was a mess. Black Mesa had been shaken up a lot by the Resonance Cascade. But unlike its eastern counterpart the Enrichment Center, there had been no earthquake or other events to do further damage. Even if a nuke was dropped, or the ones that were in the facility went off somehow, it could be much safer where they were within, than outside. That said, the Cascade had done considerable structural damage to most of the compound. Many areas were too old to travel safely before then, and were now collapsed or inaccessible. 

However, with Mars vanishing for hours exploring on her own, she got back to their impromptu base near the Lambda Labs section with reasonably good news. The first, there were signs that others had survived, but she hadn’t found them. The other…
“There are three sections that have open access to the surface, and obviously the military are focusing their patrols there.” She drew in the dust that had formed on the nearby meeting table, in lieu of a map. “But there are two more that we can use basically without them knowing.”

“Please don’t tell me it’s the solid waste pipes,” Barney groaned as her hand drifted over the north-west edge of the facility’s finger-plotted outline, “please, just…”

“No one said you have to use them, Barney,” Gina Cross said, chuckling.

“Indeed,” the Vort that Eli had befriended, now known as ‘Adam’, said. “Though my kin have olfactory sensing apparatus, the scent of waste products here is merely unpleasant, and not overwhelming.”

Barney stood staring blankly at the wide, red eyes of the Vortigaunt, blinked, and nodded. “I think you mean you don’t mind the stink, right?”

Magnusson was about to say something rude about Barney’s intelligence, but Colette elbowed him in the gut. She glared at him, he pretended to look offended. In a group of more or less brilliant scientists, some of them would have gotten the joke. Though many of them considered Barney to be on the lower end of their scale, it was very clear that he was devilishly clever, and easily adapted to the conditions around him. He was cheerful, honest, and according to the women-folk, quite dashing, even though he’d gotten a deep gash on his cheek that would probably leave a scar. Some girls dug scars. He joked about it with them.
But he still missed Gordon, they all did. The Vortigaunts couldn’t really tell what had finally become of the man, but they were sure that he was ‘safe’. Gordon Freeman’s closest friends, Eli, Barney and Isaac Kleiner, held a bit of a vigil for him. But far more personal and powerful, was Eli Vance’s farewell to his wife. Gordon was safe, distant from them by who knows what amount, but safe, Azian...

She would not be coming back to them. Over the days following their escape, Eli attempted to get over this by busying himself: fixing the equipment they would start using again if they could, plotting journeys to and from the entrances where Vorts – and other refugees from the desert – could be let in. But he withdrew from the others, even Barney and Izzy, for hours at a time. They let him be, but kept watch just in case he did anything rash.
Oddly, it was the Armacham girl, Renee, who discovered what it was that Azian had written on the small piece of paper that had been clutched in her hand as she died. Hart was not an imposing figure, to say the least. In fact she was barely half a head taller than Mars, leaving her smaller than both Colette and Gina by a good margin. She slipped past people without leaving a trace, and watched Eli even without her armor’s invisibility on.
“Eli,” she said, not startling him: he knew she was there, “what is it you have there? Will you tell me?”
His shoulders trembled. Renee didn’t know him from Adam – the Biblical one, not their newly named Vortigaunt friend – but there were many things she could tell about him just by looking, and by listening to his companions discuss him when they thought he couldn’t hear. Here was a good man with a brilliant mind, a man who had been on top of the field. But now, he was broken. His spirit clung to whatever life it could, and his body was strong, but… He tried not to show his grief, and for the most part succeeded in convincing the others that he was fine. 

“If only … I could have reached her in time.” He said. He set something down; the photo in a broken-glass filled frame: his wife, himself, his daughter, smiling for the camera only a few years before – a memento grasped in haste from his office as the world fell apart around them all. His voice was gruff, deep, a bit hoarse from the day’s work down in the lab. He had hoped his tears were expended after this many days. They were not. “And if only I could… reach my little girl,” he opened his hand, displaying the small jewel box that Azian had worn since she herself was a young girl. Renee quickly noted its presence on the woman’s neck in the photo. “She wanted Alyx to have it,” he explained, pulling the wrinkled, blood-stained note from his vest pocket and not bothering to wipe away the new line of wetness pooling below his eyes. Renee tilted her head, gently picked up the note from his numb hand.
Azian’s script, though hurried and obviously written after she’d been pinned, was distinct and clear. Straight, blocky letters. The writing of a scientist. The words of a mother: I will always be with you. Alyx should wear this. It was my mother’s, and her’s before. I love you.
Renee placed the note tenderly back into the older man’s pocket, where she’d seen him take it out. She patted it, and then curled his fingers around the locket, holding on to them with one hand as he wept, and dabbed at his face with her other. “We will find her, your daughter… She’ll be fine. She wasn’t here when this happened, she’ll be fine and you’ll give that to her, and you can be together.”
Interval 7.0 – Interlude
May 18, 2006

*timestamp missing or incomplete*

*location unknown*

“Time to choose, missster Freeman. Time to … choose.”
Gordon stood numbly, worn from that long damn day that turned into two. He wasn’t sure what the hell had really happened. Wasn’t positive it was real at all. Black Mesa was probably history. He hadn’t seen it for some time. Not since leaping through the gigantic portal made in Lambda Labs, as though he had any clue where it led. Not since coming to this place, the tech at Lambda said it was called ‘Xen’, and Xen was pretty fucked up.

But he wasn’t sure that he was even there any more. Right now, there were what might have been pinpoints of stars zooming by and tremendous speeds (the speed of light was 299,792,458 meters per second but did that even count wherever he was?) or maybe they were fairies, he couldn’t tell. Otherwise it was black and quiet and smelled way better than those floaty islands he’d had to navigate in Xen. 
The most recent memory Gordon had was of a rocking, massive explosion pushing him upwards into the soft, springy ceiling of a huge room. Yeah, that was because he’d just fired a rocket into this … gigantic alien cyborg baby’s open head. It had been speaking to him, earlier, but he wasn’t sure he hadn’t dreamed that too. You are man, he is not man, for you he waits, for you. What the fuck did that mean? It also called him by his name, which was pretty damned disturbing. Nowhere near as disturbing as that ballsack of a creature that took almost every last piece of ammunition he had left to kill.
Yeah. Pretty fucked up, it was all too weird for words. And he knew some words. (Observation of Einstein-Podolsky-Rosen Entanglement on Supraquantum Structures by Induction Through Nonlinear Transuranic Crystal of Extremely Long Wavelength  Pulse from Mode-Locked Source Array… How about that for some words?) For the moment though, he stumbled back physically and mentally, and tried to comprehend what he’d just heard.

Choose. Between a loosely defined job offer and what was it? Oh yeah, a battle he couldn’t possibly win. That was not the worst choice he’d ever had, and he’d considered some shitty jobs. His qualifications as a theoretical physicist had maybe played into getting the gig at Black Mesa, maybe. More likely it was Izzy trying to collect his friends in order to pad him against the bullying from Magnusson. But he’d wound up doing nothing more than pushing carts and toggling buttons on antiquated consoles, and drinking with Barney after fetching Kleiner’s keys for seven months, not doing theoretical physics. If he had a choice, he’d have spent more time drinking. Barney owed him a beer.
Choice? Oh yeah.

It wasn’t the best choice either. On thinking about that worse choice though, all in all, maybe taking the jump into a new little green explody portal ball… thing… would at least be better than dying, or dying badly. There had been plenty of chances to do that in the last forty-eight hours. It wasn’t as easy as deciding between paper or plastic, but there was something to be said about pondering the choices. If what he was doing was pondering, it was narrowly close to sleeping.
Perhaps if Gordon had rested before being given that choice, he might have taken a different tactic and started questioning the man giving him the offers. Perhaps he’d even have slugged the guy – since he’d taken all the weapons Gordon had been lugging around, even the crowbar, who takes an engineer’s crowbar? He’d have to have used his fists. Armored as they were, that might not have been a bad idea at all. There was way more than blood on them now anyway.

And he had slept, a little. Right after launching that rocket. Why had he done that? He wasn’t sure, and probably would never find out. Not if he was being told to jump into another green ball of energy that led who the fuck knew where? Gordon had spent a precious two hours in that launch bunker. First looking up at the endless New Mexico night sky and wondering what time it was, and then waking up abruptly from the HEV suit’s warning of being energy-depleted. Before launching the rocket (which was pretty damn cool, probably the best press of a big red button he’d ever done and certainly the most memor…no, that would have been his causing the Resonance Cascade) he’d ridden the old mine-car rails around the parts of Black Mesa that had been closed since the 70s, like they were some kind of theme park thrill ride. That was kind of fun, come to think of it. Except for the ducking all the Marines’ gunfire and getting zapped by poorly insulated wiring in the walls…
Where was he? Oh yeah. Pondering. He backtracked in his mind again. If he kept reminiscing on how cool the individual events of the prior two days had been – ignoring the fact that they were only thrilling because of his constant state of panic – he might choose the wrong option and take that ‘no chance of winning’ battle. He hadn’t been too bad at hitting shit. Might help there. Right. Hitting. He’d hit a good amount of alien life, and it twisted in his gut that he’d also had to hit a large number of people. Sure they were trying to kill him first, but that didn’t make it okay. Hitting this guy standing here, that wouldn’t be hard or wrong.
The guy wouldn’t know what hit him. Skinny, tall, but older. Couldn’t be in that good of shape, the way he looked in that blue-grey suit. And who the hell wore a violet tie with blue? Cripes, even Izzy wasn’t that bad at color-coordination. He stood there waiting, waiting for Gordon to choose. Gordon’s vision was grainy, maybe that was just the grit that had collected on his glasses. 

How hadn’t they been lost? Miracle of modern science, he thought. Gordon’s consciousness wasn’t doing too well as he pondered this decision. Thankfully, the HEV suit he still wore kept him mainly upright. He was almost too tired to walk in it, anyway. He was also too tired to raise his fist, and decided to take the ‘job’ offered to him almost entirely because of that. If he couldn’t beat this guy to death easily, he might as well just leave. Gordon forced his foot to drag over the metal floor…
It was a familiar floor, a Black Mesa tram car. He absently wondered if it was the same one he’d gone to work in, the da…couple of days before? The open door displayed a bright, almost neon green ball of energy. It spat along the floor, tendrils reaching in. It cast its color across everything, the ceiling, the windows, the seats, even himself and this suited man – he’d never learned the man’s name, but he’d seen the guy around. Spooky as shit. 

Gordon recalled having seen him on the other side of windows, never-opening doors, down hallways, on catwalks. He’d been there at Black Mesa for a while, likely longer than Gordon had, but he’d been in there the whole time that Gordon had just spent chasing aliens and beating down unruly Marines. How had he even survived all that shit? Was he guiding Gordon along? Or just watching like some kind of perverted bureaucrat? The guy had taken his weapons – maybe he should have been glad he hadn’t stripped him down to his civvies and … yeah. Whatever. 
He’d also been there to ‘congratulate’ him on having done-in the giant-cyborg-mutant-baby-head…thing. Why? What had been so freakishly important about that thing? Wait, wait, someone else had mentioned it, it had been keeping … something something… something about portals between Earth and Xen… for you he waits, for you.
But now, here was this guy playing chauffeur? Sure. Whatever. Gordon was done thinking, done trying to justify what he’d been doing, he was almost done standing up. Those filthy blue and white plastic seats in the tram were looking pretty good… He stepped again, every fiber in his body hurt. There was no more morphine in the HEV suit. Who puts an addictive substance in an industrial hazard suit?
Gordon walked slowly and tiredly into the ball of energy, preparing himself for the gut-twisting motion that it always signified.

“Wisely done, missster Freeman, I will see you up ahead.” The man’s voice grated on his ears, sounded as though he were praising a puppy for having peed on the grass instead of the carpet.
Just before he entered the portal, however, Gordon paused, half-turned his head to the left, and looked at the man again. “Doctor,” he said. The man’s eyebrows went up, brightly storm-green eyes betraying some amount of surprise or bemusement. Quizzical, he tilted his head as though allowing Freeman to continue. “It’s Doctor. Doctor Gordon Fr…Freeman, theoretical… physicist.” Whether he walked, stumbled or fell into the portal was irrelevant. He was gone in a bright flash, as was his consciousness.
Interval 7.1
15 seconds later

“Wisely done, indeed,” one of them said, the faint overtone of mockery may have merely been accidental, but then again there were very few accidents on his part. The other took his eyes off the sparking green portal, betraying a very slight surprise.

“Needlessly risking his notice, I see,” the older of the two said. He adjusted his tie out of habit, to show his disapproval.
“He wouldn’t have seen me. I’m all the way over here,” which was true: he’d draped his arms over the back of the last tram seat, stretching his booted foot to the window across the narrow aisle and resting it on the once-white trim. It hadn’t hurt that he’d also been invisible at the time. As he moved, he became more easily seen. “Besides, those glasses are garbage. His peripheral vision is shit.”

“None the less,” the elder said, quietly, “in the future, I suggest … avoiding such possibilities.” Each of the double s’s were stretched, hissing, lingering perhaps. Maybe he was just trying too hard to sound completely over the top sinister in the presence of a mere mortal.
“Noted,” the younger said. He dropped his foot back to the floor, stretched and shook his arms free of the seat. Standing, adjusting his long leather coat, he also noted that the boots gave him at least another inch on the older man’s height, which threatened to bring a smile to his face. To distract himself from such amusement, he got to business. “The … situation at Armacham will need taking care of,” he said plainly. “I will handle them. The children are managing things better than anticipated. However there have been … considerable losses.” He paused, and then said, “I think they will manage that, though, too. In time.”
“Good, good,” there was a pause, “Black Mesa’s… administration… has seen fit to make a tactical retreat.” That caused the younger of the pair to squint and give off a distasteful sneer. “Indeed. As such he has presented us with … fewer viable alternatives.”
“Leaving our beloved Miss Aristide to work with,” the younger commented bitterly, “oh thank you.”

“She will prove most useful, I am certain. Do not dismiss her so easily.” The elder took a rasping breath, “Mister Breen on the other hand – forgive me, ‘Doctor’ Breen –“ he waited and got the amused chuckle from the younger who had obviously heard Freeman’s last words, “retrieved his backups shortly before yesterday’s … final test.”
“Well he’s lucky they don’t store those clones at the Auburn facility then.” Finally, the elder’s lips broke their horizontal shape with their own careful version of a grin as the younger pondered aloud. “It will take him months to get the hang of them. They’re not like learning to drive, after all. And he shows practically no Origin-worthy potential, unlike Hoyle.”

“If he gets the chance to actually use them,” the elder replied, “I am certain that the good Senator will find ways to instruct Breen. It is not, after all, such a difficult task. Even for those… lacking …in that genetic spectrum.”

“And you would know,” the younger said, with his uncontained amusement at the situation drawing a gentle chuckle. They did deal in irony, after all. Sometimes, ‘irony’ was replaced with ‘outright fabrication’ or ‘ridiculous understatement’.
“And you?” The elder said, flickering his eyebrow with his own wry smirk to go along with it. Wilson offered a broad, proud grin to that. However, he grew more serious again, when the elder said, “the Senator will require … monitoring. He needs to be reminded of his… importance to this situation.”

“I could handle that too, if you need me to?” Wilson sounded almost too eager. He sensed that killing him wasn’t going to be needed, but at the very least he could scare the shit out of the Senator as much as he wanted. Plus if he’d allowed Breen to hole up in his Seattle facility, that might work just fine. Have them all in one place.
“Not… just yet.” The elder appraised the younger again, and offered a more deserved smile. “If he … neglects his responsibilities, I am certain you will know when to step in.”

Carver seemed faintly disappointed with that, but considered the options: keep the Senator alive and working toward their eventual goal, or cut him out of the picture entirely – that left too much of a power vacuum. The elder drew a breath in, bringing Wilson’s attention back to himself.

“I must say, I am … pleased at your progress. At the risk of … bloating your already considerable ego about it. Congratulations.” His glittering green eyes met the other’s, bore very similar fine lines around them.
“It was difficult finding this… place, I’ll admit that,” Wilson claimed as he took a glance around them. His dramatic pause in describing it as a ‘place’ wasn’t from the strange speech patterns that the elder showed, it was more because the word simply did not fit. The ‘tram’ was still ‘moving’ through ‘space’, but it was merely an illusion, at least to him it was. To Gordon Freeman, it had been very, painfully real – if he’d been in a better, more alert state of mind, that would have been different. To the elder, this was all merely a momentary construct in his own domain. Wilson said, “but then that’s the point, isn’t it? I do enjoy challenges.”

“Indeed,” was the reply.

Neither of the men were what one could call chatty that day; it had been, like Gordon’s, very long. Both had done their jobs, both had decided what to do next. Both knew perfectly well that they should have been looking out for another factor – neither had counted on encountering it so soon though. This was an inevitability they were prepared to face, occurring unexpectedly early and without their direct control. It was not a worrisome complication, but it might impact their future endeavors. Both looked at each other as though he might speak of it, didn’t, narrowed his eyes in amusement, and turned away again with a smile. Neither of them wanted to deal with it, either. Like the rest of the events they’d helped orchestrate, it would work itself out if it could. And if it could not, well… There were always other methods to fall back on.
With that slightly uncomfortable pause behind them, Wilson’s mind ticked on another issue. “I thought you’d been keeping up with one of those Marines,” Wilson said, distracted by the points of light whizzing by. He wondered absently if he could eventually learn to manipulate them, here, while not in his own space. “What happened there?”

“An… interruption, in the form of a young woman.” His elder said, “unexpected, but potentially beneficial. We shall see. Time invested in him may not have gone to waste.”

“I notice that there were no orbital attacks on either of our targets,” Wilson pressed, “Should I …?”

“No, I think… perhaps,” the elder said, folding his fingers around his tie again, “this will work itself out nicely.” The elder once more took in a long look the younger, and added, “as long as we do not discover each other working at… cross purposes.”
“Was that a threat?” Wilson said, and though he knew it was meant as a joke, his elder corrected him.

“Hardly, Wilson,” he said, “you know how little I engage in such petty activities.” There was a mocking, gentle smirk on his thin lips, and he examined his nails, brushed off his shoulder though there was nothing collected upon it.
“The moment you call me Mister Carver, is when I’ll start taking that seriously,” he said. Formalities were their strong suit, however. “I won’t take a job unless you approve of it, sir.”

“That is what I meant, of course,” the elder man nodded. 
He looked slightly tired, there was a darkness below his eyes, hollow where Wilson’s were still energetic. His jaw was a bit flatter, his hairline faded a little more making the widow’s peak pronounced, his nose a tad fleshier. Wilson’s jaw was darker, the relentless progress of his beard seeing to that. Wilson’s hair was longer, though not yet even past his ear, he wasn’t sure why he preferred it to the elder’s sharp but silver-strewn crew-cut. Wilson considered himself much better with fashion. Maybe that was because he wasn’t exactly the same. He was a custom job, unique. And, his … original? Was not Icarus treated, now was he. 

Their eyes, however, were exactly the same. They carried the same dramatic impact when someone was caught in their grey-green-blue depths. Their eyes saw, perhaps even reflected, the same energies, lines drawn between spaces, times, and dimensions. The elder blinked his first, glanced at the still-open tram door to look at the sparking green portal, and drew in a breath. “Until next time,” he said.
That was as much as he’d get, Wilson decided, so he gently nodded toward the elder reflection of himself, and stepped backwards into his own so-called space before the tram ceased to exist.
Interval 8.0 – Free Will
January 21, 1974
1005, Seattle, WA

Armacham Headquarters / Western Division Conference Room

The Aristides sat near each other, father and daughter, looking over the rest of the gathered men at the wide oak conference table. Genevieve noted bitterly that she was the only woman in the room, and she was often looked at either as a novelty or intruder, more likely a secretary that had decided to sit down with the big boys for their discussion. Where was her steno pad, then? They had note-takers. They weren’t visible in the room, that was certain. The day before, she had overheard – that was wrong, she had been meant to hear it, her father spoke nice and loud – Stephan chastising one of the old guard, men with old ideas and old cars. ‘Why was she going to be at that meeting and not him, she’s barely out of grad school?’ 

‘Because’, Stephan asserted, ‘she’s already done more for the company than you have in twenty five years.’ That brought a genuine smile to her face. So he had been watching her ideas, approving her plans, because they were good, and not because they were hers.
Even without complaining about the boss’ daughter, he wouldn’t have been at this meeting anyway. Only the big-wigs here: her father, Stephan, Wooten from Research and Development, that new guy Wade from Genetics, and a few scattered folks from Marketing, Manufacturing, HR… There were others from the legal department, and two more or less ‘special guests’ seated across from the Aristides, from the Department of Defense.
“So tell us about this project you’re working on,” one of those two said, he was eager but tired. He’d muttered about plane rides from across the country, Genevieve considered playing nice with him. He was cute, he was powerful. She’d noticed him take off his wedding ring and pocket it when he arrived.
The senior Aristide glanced over to Wooten, who – like most of the older employees of Armacham, had a practiced smile and a good reputation for getting funds. Didn’t matter if he was selling cars, pancakes or bone-plating.
It was the last, which he was selling today. Wooten was a good bit larger than Stephan, barrel chested and loud voiced. That might have been very deceptive to most who saw him, too: he was a brilliant engineer, he’d done work in chemistry and rocketry, which led him to Armacham and their projects to launch light-weight satellites. From there, Genevieve had learned, a drunken doodle on a bar napkin was what led them to this day.
The lights in the wide room were dimmed, and the slide projector which had been set up earlier was uncovered by another of the nearly-invisible hosts. They were crawling all over the place, actually; taking notes, delivering fresh water to the table, snapping silent photos, making sure everything went smoothly. If there was one thing that Stephan Aristide liked, it was a smooth operation.

“We have known for several years, from developments at NASA, as well as our own projects,” Wooten started with the first slide, of a space capsule that had recently been launched. “That there are certain deficits in the human body, and every launch and mission depends on the health and durability of the men in these capsules.” He switched the view, a basic anatomy chart. “Losses of muscle mass, bone density, essential tissues that leave a space-man floundering like a fish when he’s come home from a long weightless trip.” It was true that there hadn’t been many of those yet, but clearly he knew about the experimentation that was done. He’d headed up part of that department.
The slideshow went on, displaying how weightlessness took its toll on everything. But since certain developments in his area of expertise had been made, Armacham was able to show off the first prototypes of a process they called ‘Icarus’. Though the legal team remained silent the whole time, simply there to make sure no one said anything resoundingly stupid in the presence of government agents, everyone else gathered there had their role to play. Some talked of the benefits to the economy, the cost of the process was high but manageable, particularly with government funding. Manufacturing and tooling, surgical outfitters – everyone would benefit. Each department involved got a word in.
For more specifics to the process’ description, however, only a couple of those at the table had that information. Harlan Wade had been brought on later in the game than most. A geneticist, biochemist, he was genuinely thrilled to be working on such a project, and it showed in his glittering grey-blue eyes. Though they downplayed the somewhat disastrous potential side effects, it was clear that he could dull the DoD men’s fears about that.

“We’re developing technology in tandem with the Icarus process itself, which can easily be adapted to other projects,” he said. He had dusty brown hair kept short but laying limply over his head. Like most of the men there, he had a bush of facial hair kept trimmed nicely, a thick mustache over his lips. “There are … certain ways to determine ideal candidacy for the Icarus process,” he said, as the slide on the drop-down screen showed a simple DNA strand. “Once we’ve determined whether a candidate is appropriate, it’s much easier to manage the results.”

“You’re checking people’s DNA?” The younger of the two DoD reps asked, “isn’t that kind of… I don’t know, science-fiction?”

“Hardly,” Stephan chuckled from the other side of the table, “everything we do here would be called ‘science fiction’ if that were true!” The rest of the men gave their own voiced laughter, and though it clearly did not allay the man’s concerns, they went on with the show anyway. If they let more questions like that derail things, there might be an ethical discussion, and that would be too dangerous to risk. DNA testing was in its infancy around the world’s medical community. At Armacham, it was already effecting changes in their privacy policies. And their list of patents.
Stephan Aristide blinked and refocused on the projector screen. On it was showing a boiled-down graphic of an injection site. The Icarus process bonded, through a series of injections and surgeries, a form of bioengineered carbon-fiber on and into the bone of a subject. Though they didn’t get into the technical details – the law team had already hashed that out with the group – it was clear enough that this process somehow aided in slowing muscle and bone loss. Microgravity such as found in a projected space station or on the Moon, or even during travel to other planets, was the main culprit of such loss.
“The fibers almost literally weave themselves into the bones of the subject,” Harlan summed up, “and this has numerous beneficial results.” The results not spoken of, however, had very little to do with microgravity and space exploration. Those unspoken benefits were very, very gravity bound.

“And as long as the subject conforms to the genetic norm,” Harlan interrupted himself when he saw the faint look of dismay on one of the visitors’ faces, “the basic template that suits the project’s needs, a… a checklist if you will,” the DoD man nodded back, “the process permanently increases the bone’s ability to grow and maintain itself. This also extends to muscle tissue, tendons and joints.” He paused, the slide changed to show a pair of young men in Armacham jumpsuits, their hair gently splayed around them, their feet not touching the floor. “In our simulators, the first of these prototype Icarus subjects have been maintained in effective ‘zero gravity’ for the last eight months, and shown no losses whatsoever. They’re healthy, agile, and just as strong as when they went in.” 
This seemed to impress the DoD representatives, they drew the slideshow to a close. The law team would take over from there, presumably, once the lights came up they were already snapping open their briefcases and readying NDA forms and contracts. Before they finished, however, they heard a clearing-of-throat which obviously expected to draw attention.

“What is the success rate?” The older of the DoD reps asked, and Wooten glanced over to the law team. They gave him a simple nod.

“Currently we’re looking at a seventy-two percent rate of full plating success,” he said and the DoD man deflated.

“What about the other thirty percent?”

“As with any experimentation,” Genevieve said, her voice startling the men and drawing a smile onto her father’s face, “there is always some chance of failure. However, that doesn’t seem to be an issue with most other activities, a thirty percent failure rate has never stopped most baseball players from going to the World Series.” She gave a pert little smile and noted the bemused appraisal from the younger DoD man. “The individuals that Icarus has… failed … are being cared for with the best facilities at our disposal.” 

“Yes but what happens to them?” The man pressed. 

“That, my dear Mister Santini, is classified,” Genevieve said, making it sound like the cookies weren’t done, don’t try picking them up, they would burn you. “Suffice to say that they have all entered this project with full knowledge and authorized any treatments themselves.”

“They know the risks,” Wade added, “and risks are always present. NASA knows that all too well.”

They looked to be mulling that over. It wasn’t so long ago that a failed venture killed a trio of perfectly sound-minded men in a capsule that hardly made it over the top of the launch scaffolding. The entire avionics industry in fact, was rife with them. Daredevils? Well, according to some. They too knew the risks. They were, in Wade’s words, willing to take those risks to further mankind’s best interests.
When the meeting broke up, sending Stephan and Wooten with the DoD men for drinks, sending the law team back down to their labyrinth to work on details, it sent the younger members of the teams into a brief smiling high. Genevieve watched as her father walked down the long hallway to his office with the others, only faintly bitter that she hadn’t been invited to join them. She smiled and curled her fingers in a ‘come hither’ manner at Harlan Wade, who took a glance around the now-empty room with an amused look. He strode behind her happily, after all, there was more champagne in her office, they could share it and toast the failures.

For being safely in their cages, two thousand miles away at the Icarus site.
Interval 8.1
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1400, Fairport, AL

Armacham Corporation / Auburn Offices

“It’s what you’ve been doing for a while, isn’t it?” David Hoyle asked, and Genevieve beside him nodded deeply.
“It got to be too … expensive to keep working on new subjects. After all, the Department of Defense likes it when their soldiers work. We found ones that did, and worked with them.”

Soldiers in two small projects had been placed as ‘control groups’ within military bases. Hardly anyone really noticed them, the dozen men looked like everyone else: shaved heads, fit bodies, voices fresh from dropping. Brown haired, brown eyed men.

Exactly the same man, in fact.

They didn’t place more than three of them in any given region. Each of the soldiers was given a number and a name, obviously. A background and some pictures of home. Implanted suggestions of life. Falsehoods that they themselves believed wholeheartedly. They were not born to this world. They were made to it. Custom made, designed by Harlan Wade and his team of genetic engineers. He’d truly hit his stride there, Genevieve thought. Now if only he’d shave that ridiculous mustache.

“I can see the profit margin making a huge difference there,” Hoyle said. “It’s what kept my father’s company from folding, anyway.”

They were mostly silent, watching the development of the new batch of cloned men. Below the catwalk they stood upon was an assembly line of sorts, from mysteriously bubbling tubes grew human life. Though neither Aristide nor Hoyle could – or wanted to – completely comprehend the raw science of it all, they knew they liked the results. Hoyle’s family fortune had been well spent on his share of this new industry. It was already beginning to turn a profit: bioengineering tools, hardware and machinery like the ones found below in the lab. Not ‘like’, they were the ones his family’s development firm had made for Armacham. 

With all the advances that Armacham had been making in the genetic engineering field, far and away stranger than any science fiction that was on TV now, Armacham was poised to truly corner the military market, or any market which required people. They could – with reasonable ease – duplicate anyone physically with precision. They could add or change features, select for build, gender, muscle mass. Those quirky genetic markers that had plagued the early days of Icarus were ones they simply decided to remove from whatever subject was inserted. If they couldn’t do that, they knew better than to put them into the project at all. Thankfully, and even Genevieve breathed a sigh of relief about it, none of those markers were related to the typically dangerous ‘skin color, nose width’ – they were scientists. Not Nazis. Should any outsiders begin questioning their ethics, they were covered. 
Plus, they didn’t have issues with creating a Replica that wasn’t destined to enter Icarus. Anyone’s samples would do just fine for that. Anyone with enough money, of course. Creating a ‘true’ clone, one whose memories and thoughts mirrored their original, however, was done in a different department nearby. And that cost considerably more.
So now, with the potential to remove ‘real people’ from the battlefield, David Hoyle had also gotten it into his head that his political career could swing into high gear with this process. It would. Genevieve certainly believed it, and he didn’t need her help to bolster his own ego. 
The social ramifications of removing any ‘new subjects’ from the military, however, were where they both had started to run into trouble. Clearly, there would never be a day when it could be said publicly that ‘we’re replacing all the soldiers with Replicas’ – even though on such a basic level that was what people wanted. They wanted to be safe, they wanted to know that their borders were secure and their distant investments were protected. They didn’t want their boys going overseas and dying in a nameless dirty town or being gunned down in a jungle. 
Why then, were they so resistant to the idea that they could keep their boys at home, where they belonged?

“Something stupid about free will,” was what David had said that one night. They wanted the illusion that they could choose to send their children off to war, watch them die, and grieve over their ashes. They wanted to have peace at the cost of blood. They wanted the military bases to keep pumping money into local businesses, and supporting the economy, he punctuated that with a stab of his fork over his dinner plate.
Genevieve and David had discussed that at length, numerous times. It was one thing they agreed upon vocally, usually over dinner. It came down to economics, a subject which both of them had mastered long before. But there was an element which frustrated them to no end. Genevieve had jokingly repeated something she’d heard from some comedian, “society would be great, if it wasn’t for all the people,” or words to that effect. It rang too true to her. People, she claimed, should know their place. Some were natural leaders, some were fit for nothing more than drudgery and toil – her company could provide those drudges, but others insisted on arguing for ‘real people’ having those dreary tasks. If everyone, even those slow ones, fell into place, did their part, they would all benefit.

Since her place had almost always been at the top of a very nice, very big heap of money, she’d never had to seriously consider any alternative views. Plus she’d learned long before, while in college, that she could talk her way around sticky bits even to the point of people believing that she shared their views, often even twisting their own to suit hers.
Those views had come into conflict with some of Armacham’s employees, but she simply blew them off and went on with her daily tasks. Her father would be retiring soon, and she was not going to take anything less than his position in the company. Times had changed, of course. New investments and links to other companies – Aperture for instance, her first major move as a young exec some eight years prior to annex the company after certain legal indiscretions on their part – were making the board of directors list get longer and longer. As long as she kept herself insulated with allies, her spot was assured.

Even if she didn’t, there was still a consistent move to keep her as the figurehead if not the actual leadership. It was good, they claimed, to have a strong woman visible as the ‘head’ of a company as large and complicated as Armacham. It brought bile to her thin lips that they would think she’d settle for that. Her father had been visible, he had been the face of Armacham and the muscle behind it as well. She was stronger than they knew. Perhaps it was just that there were too many fingers in Armacham’s pie, and different views on what ‘strength’ meant.
Perhaps her less-favorite board members merely needed the right… incentives, to see things her way. 

David quietly said, “what about more… directed applications of this process, Genevieve? More private ones.” She blinked, glanced back down at the cloning tubes. Someone was moving a sample into one, she followed their motion and pondered. She knew he didn’t mean ‘dirty’ ones, but what exactly did he mean?

“I mean,” as though reading her mind, he added, “what about that project that Aperture has started working on, their brain-wave controllers?”

It suddenly clicked in her mind, yes there had been that memo. Aperture was making strides, but they always seemed to be stumbling about their own feet. Like a drunken centipede. They could hardly be called advances if they unerringly ended in embarrassing failures that had to be swept under the rug. Fortunately they did still produce some gems. That, and they were an ideal tax write off. Aristide turned to face her companion. The look on her face indicated he should elaborate, which he did.
Hoyle explained what he knew: because of safety concerns, they’d been working on robotic systems. Not like the clunky assembly line armatures at a car plant, but real robots. Ones that could simply replace the people that kept dying in unfortunate industrial accidents. They had had less success developing a computer system complicated enough, so far, to control the things though. And that was why they began experimenting with placing people into enormous nets of sensitive wiring; control the robots as though they were really right there in them. It had its up side. The down side was that at least one department of Aperture had been copying this very room’s ideas: to clone things, and use the clones instead of ‘real’ people.
Not that it would matter in terms of corporate theft, they were blanketed under one company umbrella. They shared secrets like that frequently enough. If they were working on a duplicate process they could always access it or even fold it in to Armacham’s work. 

Aperture being what it was, however… That specific down side: they were trying to grow just brains to put in the robots bodies. They had hundreds of robots already. Ready and waiting. Genevieve rolled her eyes and pressed her manicured nails into her forehead when Hoyle got to that part. She waggled with her other hand to continue, it could only get worse, right? Brain to brain connections did work better, he’d seen a report. Specially trained people could maintain a robot working with an object for a while, but only without distractions. They claimed it felt unnatural, working through the eyes of a cold machine.

But then when they tried it without a ‘robot brain’ in the way… The one success they had shown, with a brain (who knew where that had come from) that they’d squelched into a robotic shell and connected up to a similarly arranged net of wires in reverse of the ‘hot-box’ on the other end… It worked very well, three four-hour long sessions. Until the body on the robot overheated and cooked the brain inside it.

It also cooked the brain of the guy in the hot-box, but that was irrelevant. People at Aperture were all crazy enough to do that stuff, let them do it. Let them be the guinea pigs. But it had worked. Well enough that the operator insisted he could feel through the robotic hands, they’d been fitted with pressure and heat sensors, before those heat sensors melted. Hoyle expressed his belief, “it does have the potential to be applied to this project.” After all, nerves worked better than wires. They didn’t need robotics, they had Replicas.
“Where are they getting their raw materials from?” Genevieve asked, the whole thing sounding rather morbid to her. “I haven’t seen any requests for it, that would be something I would hope my people here would send across my desk first.”
“They’ve been using their in-house … collections team, for that. Wade mentioned it, didn’t he?” Hoyle said, “they have a much wider variety of samples than we do… than you do, here,” he corrected himself with a wink.
“Oh! From that horrific bring your daughter to work day thing?” Genevieve said. Now that might be a legal disaster waiting to happen. She needed to get her law people on that, make sure that everything was covered. But Wade’s name rang another bell in her mind. He had been fiddling with that crazy daughter of his own, she’d been unruly and apparently was a bit of a pyromaniac to boot … His project, Origin wasn’t it? She could hardly keep track of what everyone was working on. There were so many different things she had to pay attention to. No one in this company could do it all. 

No one… alone.

“You ever get the feeling that you need to be in two places at once?” Hoyle whispered, “I know I do.” If he wasn’t a mind-reader, she wasn’t sure who could be. She decided that later on, she’d find out whether Hoyle had been tapped by Wade for that Origin project. And if he hadn’t, to get him on it.
Genevieve pondered this whole development, and looked down at the yellowish-orange containers that supported quickly growing human tissues. “I think I should make some calls,” Aristide said, putting on her professional mask. “District Attorney Hoyle, I do believe you’re a man after my own heart. I’ll have one cloned, and sent up to your estate.”
Interval 8.2

April 11, 1982
1730, Fairport, AL

Residential Area / Street Address Classified

“I’m sure… I’m … sure there’s a reason for it,” Harlan Wade stammered. “Sharon would never have left a… the oven wasn’t on, was it?”

“No sir, doesn’t look like it was from what we can see, though the gas line probably blew that into pieces too,” the investigator sat with Harlan, trying to keep it casual, trying to keep him from bolting into the remains of his house. People were known to do that, stupid of them, thinking it’s brave. “It’s still too hot to enter, it’s just not safe, I’m … I’m very sorry.”

Though they were across the street, both could still feel the heat from the blaze. The gas line had been turned off, more than twenty minutes before. How it was still occasionally sending gouts of fresh flame into the evening sky was beyond the fire chief. All the residents in the nearby homes had to be evacuated, of course. No damage had occurred to any of their homes, thankfully this ultra-hot blaze had been contained to the Wade’s house. 

“Sir,” one of the firemen tromped across to the pair, his big boots weighed with tiredness as well as thick insulation. “Sir I think… there’s…” He leaned in a little and was obviously trying to avoid Harlan’s eyes, “we think there’s a body in there, probably his wife.”

Sharon hadn’t been out, her car was in the garage. She’d already finished her errands and had probably been home a while. She’d been taking care of Alma, who had for whatever reason been quite angry at her father.

Ever since he married Sharon, that is. 

He was drained, Harlan sat with his hands numbly in his lap, watching his home burn down. He’d come home to find half the Auburn Fire Department on hand, and for whatever reason they’d already stopped using their hoses on the blaze. It was like nothing could extinguish it. Why bother wasting the water? It would burn itself out at some point, and as long as they kept the other homes watered down and secure, it wouldn’t be spreading.

“We’ll try and get to it, as soon as we can, Mr. Wade,” the investigator said.

“There’s something else,” the fireman added, and this time he leaned in so that Wade couldn’t hear. The investigator blinked and made a sour face.

“That can’t be right,” he said, then he excused himself, waved over another person to keep watch over Harlan in the meantime, and walked away with the other man.

“I swear I heard it, sir,” that man said. “There’s a child in there, I just know it.”

“There is no way, son, no fucking way that there is a kid in that house,” he growled. “You’re hearing things. Someone left a TV on in another house.”

“Sir, with all due respect, I heard her say things.” 

“Things…? Things like what exactly?” This was getting on his nerves. There had better be an explanation for the fire itself, he half expected it to be a drug lab by the way it just suddenly went up like that.

“She…” the fire fighter rubbed his eyes with his gloved hand, leaving a smirch of ash. “She wants her mother.”

“Well ain’t it a little too late for that,” the investigator said, well aware that he sounded like a complete jackass.
“That’s just it sir, the … the body we found, Sharon Wade, most likely?” The investigator nodded, and the younger man continued. “That’s his second wife. Not his daughter’s mother. We’ve been getting some of the records, seems his first wife died a little over a year ago.”

Ah, that would make more sense, he thought. Angry kid, finds mom’s cigarettes and matches… But… even a child playing with matches or a lighter couldn’t possibly have done this kind of damage. Most he’d ever seen in that kind of case was a kitchen or single room lit up from a loose piece of paper or trash can. Even Christmas trees didn’t go up like this.

“Well, Jonesy,” the investigator said, “you might try seeing if she comes out for you. If there really is a kid in there, and she’s still okay? Maybe it’s not as bad as we thought.”

He looked at the brilliant orange-red flames, licking up past what used to be the second floor’s balcony. Yeah. Maybe it was just the exterior of a house that burns with such a hot temperature that glass from its windows exploded all the way across the street – embedded into the cars parked across from the Wade house, in fact. 

Ned Jones didn’t really want to head back into a house that refused to stop burning.

But he heard her. He had. So he placed his helmet back on, flipped down the visor, and bundled a fireproof blanked over one arm. He’d need it, he figured.

He went past the broken and half-burnt fence, through the neighbor’s yard, and into the side of the Wade residence, where the garage met the main portion of the house. A side door was half off its frame, only one hinge keeping it from falling entirely. He kicked it down, glanced around, and entered. It was bright: everything just glowed. If it wasn’t openly on fire, it was still so hot as to be glowing. Terrific. He had to be very careful walking past anything, in that case. Didn’t want his ass to burn just because he leaned over a table.
Ned picked his way through the kitchen, noted that yes, there was the oven and no, it was not lit. “Little girl? Alma isn’t it?” He thought that’s what the records said, Alma or Edna or something short. “I’m trying to find you, can you hear me?”
“Here I am,” she said, standing barefooted on the hallway floor, staring up at him. He nearly hit the ceiling, she hadn’t been there a moment before, how’d she get there?

He knelt, carefully moving his visor up. If she could speak, breathe, be okay there, surely he would be all right.

It was so hot. She didn’t look like she was out of sorts at all. He gasped and blurted out, “I’ve got to get you out of here, all right? The house isn’t safe, and your daddy is worried sick about you.”

She just blinked. Her huge eyes, probably blue but in this light they looked purely red, closed and she nodded once. She let him put the blanket over her, wrap her up, cover her black hair and tuck under her ash covered feet.
They made it out the way he came, through the garage, and the neighbor’s yard. He strode across the street, some of the displaced neighbors cheering for him – he’d brought someone out? The little girl? That was wonderful news! An ambulance was on hand already, just in case – too late for Sharon, but wouldn’t it be a good thing for little Alma to be okay?

Harlan stood, moving through the gathered firemen and police, shoving them aside roughly. Any other time, that kind of behavior might have gotten him arrested. But now? His little girl was safe. They could let it slide. They might not have, if more of the reports they’d gotten from social services had been read. Harlan wasn’t known to be a patient man, nor a particularly gentle one.
Within moments of Alma’s rescue, for whatever reason, the house suddenly ceased to burn. A plume of black smoke rose in a tower now, and a number of the firemen nearest rapidly picked up their hoses and made it look like they were doing something to it, rather than just watering the neighbors’ lawns.

Harlan took his daughter from the fireman, pushing back the blanket and pawing at her hair, her face. He was so relieved. She didn’t much seem thrilled about it, she didn’t put her arms around his neck or cry. Instead she looked at him, glaring.

“Mommy didn’t like her,” she said. But anything else she had to say was muffled by Harlan, wailing, with her crushed to his chest.

Interval 9.0 – Ethical Dilemma
June 1, 2006

1630, Fairport AL

Enrichment Center / Exact Location Unknown

He’d found the Core schematics, and lost them, twice, since leaving the presence of those horrible children. They hadn’t been so horrible before, when he actually delighted in answering their questions about programming and circuit boards and code. They looked up to him. He liked that. He was so much better at those things than they were.

Than they could ever be.

And now they were just like everyone else he’d met in his life: they were jealous of him, his achievements and his knowledge, his power and ability. They were playing a game of King of the Hill in there. The brats that took command – that Fettel boy, the older one with the eyes that looked right though you… And even he deferred to the younger one, it was incomprehensible how they could think a little boy was their leader. Compared to himself? They had to come for him: he knew this place, he knew GLADOS, he had the power here!
How even the husky-voiced Judith Mossman looked to that boy for guidance… What a farce. She should have come with him. She had been warm (hot and exhausted) and welcoming (didn’t struggle) that first night in the dark, she relied upon him for his strength and bravery in the face of the shockwave. His memory of the event might have been different from hers: the way her eyes gleamed in the red emergency lighting, as though begging for his caresses. Her mute acceptance of his embrace. Until those blasted children once more called out for her aid, not his, but hers, and she went to fix whatever unimportant boo-boo some kid had inflicted on themselves.

Rattmann clamored down through a Diversity Vent, exited over an office that overlooked one of the mobile ‘shake box’ rooms that he’d help create to enrich the children. Moments later, he heard the rattling of the powerful propulsion jets, ducked, but then winced as a loose radio and pile of broken computer parts rained down on him from the delivery port. He could swear he heard GLADOS in the distance, giving off a rich chuckle. He wondered what she’d found funny.
Part of the reason Doug Rattmann was having trouble hanging on to those schematics – which he in all likelihood would never deliver to the children anyway – was that the blasted facility was so hard to navigate these days. Places which he’d known for years were now twisted in on themselves; rooms had been completely destroyed, turned inside out. Halls were not where they should have been.
Or, that GLADOS had been trying to kill him. The smashing walls? Stairs that suddenly retracted? Acid covering the floor? Gouts of blast-furnace flames? All probably just an error, some glitch that had been sparked by the earthquake and explosion, routing combat sequences into the wrong areas of the facility. She seemed a bit addled, was it. After all, she would never want to hurt him.

That fat Mapes, on the other hand, oh how he deserved her wrath. Somehow he’d rooted out and stolen three of Doug’s private stashes of food and water. Those times, Rattmann knew he couldn’t lay the blame on those freakish ELL clones: there was the distinct odor of Cheezee Poos left in the area each time. 
It was much easier to hate him than the pie-faced ELL girls. One of them, Thell by the scrawled fabric-marker indicator on her jumpsuit, had even kept him company for a while. When she started to complain about the quality of his care and the fact that she couldn’t feel her feet any more, he suggested it was time to move her along to one of the still-functional Emergency Intelligence Incinerators, upon which she fell silent. He doubted she could have gotten out of the storage cube at that point, it had been a while since he’d fed her. It had been a while since she complained, as well. Also, he’d forgotten which of his many dens she’d been stored in – there were dozens of exactly the same storage cubes scattered around. It occurred to him at some point that the fresh smell of death was brighter than the pervasive, old stench that still wafted around the place.
Ah well.
The skinny late-middle-aged programmer exited the office into a blackened hallway, scuttled under a hydraulic panel as it moved back and forth, trying to get his bearings. Since the Enrichment Center had been built, he had been part of it. Once merely a humble programmer, working on Aperture’s in-house communication system – something which slowly evolved to include the internet and other networks and finally into many of GLADOS’s communication designs – Doug had prided himself on making his presence more and more necessary. Learning how to operate heavy machinery, the basics of power systems and hydraulics like the one which glided over his head now. Architecture, too, civil engineering. Of course, none of those things came with a degree or stupid piece of paper from a university, not like any of the people they hired to do them.

But all those people were now dead.

It was a pity that GLADOS couldn’t reach through the whole Enrichment Center with her motion-activated panels and pressure-sensitive devices. Because those parts were filthy now. Reeked for days and days with the stench of those dead people Doug hated so much. But in her portions… 

It gleamed. She’d sent some of the androids off to clean away the bodies that couldn’t be shaken loose from the wall or floor panels. Some had been squished, many left bloody trails. But at least they were gone from the Vault. His hunger-drained imagination left him wondering about the piles and piles of bodies down there in the blue-grey depths? Doug was certain that he had been the only Human to have actually seen the bottom of the cooling chamber, at least after it had been excavated long before. Once it had been a sleek, dark, peaceful place. Near the deepest of the water-tables below the city, cool instead of hot. A place that made his sinuses ache from the pressure, so deep underground was it. Now, he only imagined it was moldering with the corpses clogging the drains and grills. What a shame.

Rattmann continued through the facility, almost always moving. If he stayed in one spot too long, Mapes might find him again.

The game of cat-and-mouse he played with Mapes had gone on for some days, but then after about a month, stopped. Rattmann ceased to count days and nights, all but blissfully unaware of the events going on around and outside the facility. Eventually, even the Paragon students believed him to be dead.

Perhaps that was why, when they came across his mad scrawls on back walls and in hidden dens another month later they seemed quite surprised. They didn’t know he watched them, sometimes. When he could, he crept around their dorms and walkways… He had to be careful though: now that the other Fettel boy was awake and around, those soldiers were awake and around too. Like the kid needed an entire platoon of soldiers to play army with or something.
Doug Rattmann slunk off to his one last secure den, brooded, and drew on the thickly stained walls. He’d left drawings and information for himself scattered around the entire facility. Only he knew how to put them together into anything coherent. Schematics? He didn’t need any. He could reach GLADOS’s cores himself, long before they could, and …
He should. He should do just that… The clattering of an empty can of beans against the metal floor was all that was left of him a moment later. 
Interval 9.1

August 26, 1987

1200, Fairport AL

Enrichment Center / GLADOS Vault

“It’s going to be fine,” Harlan said, “just fine. Relax.”

He splashed water on his face, rested for a moment over the sink to steel his nerves and let the water drop off his nose and mustache. He came up and looked at himself in the restroom mirror, blinking away the soapy water, and dabbing at his forehead. “It will be fine.” He repeated to himself. There was no one else in the restroom, his nerves however betrayed him as he put his glasses back on: for the briefest of moments, he saw her glaring at him in the abstract tiles reflected in the mirror behind him.

He spun, there was of course no sign that his daughter had been there. Or even that the tiles made a pattern remotely like a face.
He couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d had for the last five years, that Alma was a curse – and he was doing the right thing by trying to rid himself of it. But … only she knew that. Only she knew everything. There was something beyond his ken that bothered her ever since she’d killed Sharon and driven off anyone else that he’d tried to get close to. Harlan caustically considered the brief ‘romance’, if you could call it that, with Genevieve that had quickly broken up, something that he did appreciate about Alma’s ferocity. He was fierce. There at least, they were similar.

Maybe he deserved to be alone, alone like he was leaving his little girl in this sterile facility. He missed Sharon. He had loved Christina. He thought he could have loved Denice. But there was this little hellion of his, always lurking, always staring, boring her eyes right into them until they vanished, one after another. Sometimes screaming at her, sometimes… Sometimes at him.
If he hadn’t done it himself, using his fists stupidly, instead of a tender touch. He knew it was his fault too. But he felt Alma’s claws in his mind, always there: always trying to make it purely his fault, purely his doing that she was who she was. He pushed back, Harlan knew it, turning the tables. It was always the same spiral, he wound up drinking himself to sleep most nights on it. Any shrink would have said it right out. Perhaps he blamed her for the death of her mother Christina. 

Of course he blamed her, it was the same echoing voice in his head, every single time. Every time. Of course he blamed Alma for Christina. It wasn’t him, it wasn’t his anger, it wasn’t his hand.
There had never been much doubt that Christina had fallen down the stairs. She’d been weak, anemic in fact, since Alma’s birth. Prone to sudden outbursts of screaming, sobbing, madness. Her family claimed that she’d never had such moments before, though their eyes said something different. Their eyes were guilty. There was always someone in any family that got swept under the rug or kept their picture turned around on the mantle, an aunt or a weird uncle or…
No, that was just paranoia, Harlan reminded himself. They were good people, she was sickly after the birth of their child, and she slipped at the top of the stairs. Yes, there were bruises on her, and yes, he even admitted that he caused them. But her death? It was not on his hands, he hadn’t even been home. Whatever moment of doubt was in him, had passed. He dried his hands – there was no blood on them – cleaned his glasses, and walked into the brightly lit hallway. 

Plenty of other people were there, this would be a fine day. He hadn’t been involved directly with the creation of their new ‘babysitter’, instead Harlan had continued his research and work with genetics on their ‘Origin’ project. With the number of people who actually had daughters to bring to work, the Enrichment Center seemed a godsend. Five years before, he’d done exactly what the Aperture posters suggested: He brought Alma for testing. Why hadn’t he thought of it before?

He was a geneticist, he knew there could be untapped potential there. In so many children that they’d analyzed before, so many of the samples that had been taken and used in the Armacham cloning and Icarus departments. Couldn’t he find a … well a cure wasn’t the right word. A cause for these things? Or even a potential use? When Origin was properly introduced they would surely be hailed as …

Marshall was there, already, soaking up the praise and flashing his bright, expensive smile. He turned and greeted Wade, introducing him to the few people who hadn’t already known who he was. Groups of technicians mingled with scientists and investors. Always the investors… And Genevieve was there, joy. But she had every right to mingle, to be proud of herself. Her connecting the dots and her chatty methods had gotten the funding for this monster of technology that had a scale model sitting on a wide desk in the center of the room.
Harlan didn’t bother listening to her speech – he’d read the contents already, made sure there were no mistakes. She didn’t make mistakes. She made sure that other people knew that, too: but she covered her ass, generally seeking out those who did know, to erase any problematic points.

That she’d tried to erase her own indiscretion with him, that had been a turning point in what was left of their relationship. He demanded she think twice at least, it could be for the best… make her look more well rounded if she had the child. She didn’t believe that – he was just so guilt ridden over his first. But she relented at least partially, and instead of an abortion, Genevieve allowed their child, a girl by its genetic chart, to be merely extracted and put into stasis. No mention of Gen’s relation would be made, of course. So when this girl grew up she wouldn’t really know.

But she was not a daughter yet. She was no one’s child yet.
And she was nothing like Alma. Nothing. The genes didn’t lie, whatever it was that Alma had in her had come from Christina’s side of the family, he presumed. Because this second daughter he might some day raise was so normal it was ridiculous. He didn’t have to try very hard to convince himself that he was given another chance, with this accidental conception. Whether Genevieve thought so or not, he could relieve himself of the guilt and toxic thoughts of his prior mistakes.

His first though… His first daughter was going to be the genetic foundation for a line of psychics. They’d found others. They were from all around the world. They came in all different colors and backgrounds, most ages too. They would be sent here: to Origin. Harlan and Marshall headed up this program, selecting their subjects, perhaps mixing and matching. It would be fantastic. It would be science fiction. 

Far from Genevieve’s disgust or annoyance regarding children, Wade and Disler both seemed to enjoy their presence, they’d gotten used to the prattle and giggling and tantrums. They would be creating new children from the subjects that came here, from the Daughters program, hell, Harlan thought, from wherever they wanted to get genetics. Armacham’s legal department wasn’t thrilled. But they had worked overtime to secure everything they would need for this venture.
The Enrichment Center would be their home base, and the children… Their amazing, new children were going to be watched – along with Alma of course, far more closely – by a new artificial intelligence program… Program? No, she was a facility.
The Genetic Latency Aggression Deterrence / Observation System. GLADOS, more commonly. Through her, almost every part of the Enrichment Center – from the offices and testing chambers, labs, to most importantly an isolation vault where Alma could be allowed to play all she wanted without causing trouble for anyone else – could be accessed. Viewed, recorded. Hundreds of sleek white-plastic-enclosed camera eyes watched from many corridors and room corners. 

Since he’d been working with the Aperture people so long, on and off with his normal Armacham projects, Harlan had no issues regarding privacy. Some in the Armacham side of things expressed a little worry: wouldn’t it be a bit too ‘Big Brother’? Being watched like that?

And as if to quell their fears, GLADOS spoke for the first time.

“H-hhhhello,” she said, almost as though clearing her electronic throat. Hundreds of speakers throughout the entire building rang with her voice. “And welcome to the Aperture Science Armacham Technologies Enrichment Center.” Her voice was half-flat, a weird deadpan of feminine origin but filtered through what Harlan was told were hundreds of micro-brains – she was in effect attempting to be as passively pleasant as she could be to everyone there. It was a bit unnerving, but as she continued to speak, Harlan admitted it grew on him. Of course it did. She had subtly changed the tone, pitch and volume until everyone’s brain waves exhibited a better approval rating.
“Ppp-please help yourselves to refreshments,” GLADOS continued, and a section of wall in the wide observation room dislodged itself, pulling backwards, and was replaced by a table of plates, gift bags and goodies. Another brought the drinks (which threatened to slosh over their plastic cup rims, the table stopped just in time to avoid a sticky sangria-tinted disaster), a third held a large, brown-frosted cake with the Aperture logo expertly designed into the swirls of coconut on top of it, each slice punctuated by a maraschino cherry. The techs seemed delighted – though that one skinny guy with the unkempt brown hair, laughed a little too loudly, too long. People moved away from him. “Caaaaaaake – cakecakecake –“ she sputtered a little, static abruptly interrupting her speech, but then without any aid returned a moment later, “and party favors are-are-are available, but don’t forget, a clean Aperture is a safe Aperture.”

It was like nothing they’d ever seen or heard. No, that wasn’t completely true. By the time GLADOS had gotten more chatty, it almost sounded to Harlan’s ears like Genevieve’s patronizing rich-girl lilt. He didn’t mind it though, today was actually going well. Marshall and Harlan helped themselves, though the cake did taste a little odd – maybe it had been stuck behind that wall somewhere a little long.

Those who were working on Origin proper got to mill and meet with the techs and programmers that had created GLADOS. They congratulated each other, asked obscure and highly technical questions, got equally obscure and technical answers. It was a brainy party, but a loud, long and happy one.

Five years they’d worked on her, very long years – she’d been reconfigured when this Origin project was introduced. But then most of them thought it was a far better application for this brilliant work. To be overseeing the welfare of their kids and watching the facility’s back so to speak – rather than merely to be put into an ice inhibition device on some boat in the North Sea. Armacham had abruptly decided to pull their entry that competed with Black Mesa’s project of a similar bent, when it looked as though once more, Aperture’s scientists were heading in all directions but the one relevant to their project.
Though that did mean that all her mobile Cores were not going to see much use: encapsulated for ease of transport, replacement parts that made up her glorious being. Without any given one of them, she was still GLADOS. They’d be rolling in replacement parts for decades, there was no way anything could go wrong with her. The finest materials went into her actual processing core, it was over the deepest part of the cooling chamber and was kept at a constant temperature even with all the massive processing that each part was required to do. They’d modeled her after a Human’s brain as much as they could, only a Human really could care for another, right?

Any nay-sayers generally regarded the lack of Aperture’s ‘human element’ as a weakness, not a boon. 

Even Harlan Wade knew that was a lie. The less contact any Human had with Alma, he thought while scarfing down the cake, the better. And soon enough, Alma would be very briefly the star of this show. They would get to watch how she behaved, their first real test subject in the Enrichment Center’s environment.
Alma herself had been given a mild sedative, before being placed in her new environment. Had she ever been allowed a pet, she would have equated it – as many in the room did – with a Habitrail and she was the hamster. However, the place was suitably rich with things to distract her. Toys, games… GLADOS enjoyed playing games. (Where some of Alma’s human babysitters refused to even speak of her ‘games’, at least three of them had been found dead of bizarre suicides later.) Classroom-style educational outlets abounded in her so-called Vault. Labs, offices and other more conventional scientific facilities had been built around all of this. It was all coming together at once.
Since it was close, and since it would be redundant to do so again in a few days, they also treated the start of the Origin project as Alma’s birthday. She would be eight, so a miniature version of the black-forest cake that the technicians enjoyed was sent down to Alma. GLADOS set off streamers, buzzers and dropped some balloons, and thankfully Alma didn’t seem to care that no one Human was with her to celebrate.

“I bet my kid would love that,” Rose Green said when Disler came near, “… it’s a bit of a shame that Alma is so… unresponsive.” She seemed much too young to have a child, but then her own daughter was hardly a year old, and would remain nearby in the rest of the Enrichment Center for quite some time to come.
GLADOS went through her paces for the folks up in the observation area as well as to gauge Alma’s baseline responses to things. She carefully used plastic-sheathed metal arms to play catch, and robotic hands to play patty-cake with Alma, pretend to put her to bed, tuck her in. As the girl lay in her new bed, closing her eyes, GLADOS gently tilted the floor panel below the bed and rocked her into a very real, if light, slumber.

The gathering up in the observation room cheered, it was perfect. They could get on with Origin, without the distractions that even typical parents might. The rest of the children in the Center enjoyed the benefits of the place now too: if their parents had to stay the night working on a crunch-time project, there were dorms fit for a few nights stay. Even classrooms were being fitted, Disler made sure that the right instructors would be interviewed. They couldn’t wait to really give this place a workout.

Interval 9.2

June 29, 2006

0330, Fairport AL

Enrichment Center / Exact Location Unknown

He really would have to get rid of all the junk in here. The bags crinkled a lot, the cans clattered, the five-gallon containers, now empty of milk, water or whatever else they’d contained were apt to make a racket when he kicked them. Empty aluminum cans were crushed and tossed into corners, those corners were now almost rounded with the piles collecting in them. His nest far more greatly resembled a rat’s, than Rattmann’s ever had.

Norton Mapes also considered that he needed to start working out a bit. The last time he’d had to escape one of GLADOS’s traps, he’d lost his shoe, and so now he had to walk around barefoot. And … well, with all the crap on the floor it was no wonder he didn’t want to do that. He could still wiggle his rotund ass through most spaces in the place with ease, or at least with effort. But too much effort left him out of breath, and that sucked. He risked detection by both GLADOS and those Paragon brats.
He’d had to learn how to brave obscene heights, walk across catwalks hundreds of feet above nothing, dodge lasers and gunfire. It was required of him, he had to get to the spaces that people just forgot about in here. They hadn’t installed the right equipment the decade before, now he had to do it himself in order to get results.

Now he evaded GLADOS’s eyes and fierce rattling gunfire, the live fire course wasn’t where he expected to find anything, but more equipment sat there waiting for him to get at it. He’d become quite expert at locating spare parts, needing them for far more than just what he was being paid to do.

He had built his nest to be as comfy as … well, he couldn’t say as his college dorm or his bedroom at home, since neither of those existed any more. Plus, he hadn’t gone to college, didn’t need to – passed off a number of faked degrees with flying colors, just another facet of his skill anyway. And his home? Pffft. Here, though, here he could settle in for the long term – and had, for just about three years now.

No one had been here but him, in that time. No one spied on him, practically no one even knew he was there most of the time. He came and went to ‘work’, until a couple months ago anyway, but never went anywhere but this nest. From his nest, however, he had collected views of so very many parts of the Enrichment Center. He didn’t want to leave it, not just yet.

After all, he had a job to do, and Genevieve paid very, very well. She’d have a place for him over at Armacham central, waiting, when he was extracted. But he really did have to secure this place before then. He had contingency plans, some for GLADOS, others for another distressing emergency like the Event, and more for the spare employees that had walked the halls not long before.
The kids, they were never going to be a problem. He’d made sure that whenever they were brought into the labs for … testing, testing they called it, what a laugh, that they were also implanted with a very subtle suggestion of fear to enter a particular hallway. It had worked for years, and he had no doubts that his nexus of screens and systems was safe.

But he did have to continue coming and going, finding food and scrounging snacks. At least water wasn’t much of an issue, there was a restroom up the hall, and though it didn’t have a properly functional shower, he could still get what he needed. GLADOS however was a problem now.

She knew where he was, she was just unable to get to him. There was no Diversity Vent into this place, of course. There was actually not even an air vent, not one that circulated the same air as the rest of the place. So when GLADOS dropped a bunch of those annoying little-girly-voiced turrets, he heard them before they were anywhere near him. He broke the catwalk they’d been put on, their tinny, saccharine cries made him laugh. Then she sent her last batch of bots. He’d had to barricade one door, the robots almost made it through. They were nightmarish: they had bodies and the basic shape of a human, their heads were carved out, like pumpkins, waiting human brains that never came. But they were clunky things, Armacham could have made much better units. If they had, he chuckled snidely to himself, he’d have been dead meat like the rest of them long before.

He bitterly reminded himself that if Armacham had made everything here, rather than allowing Aperture to do it, none of this would have even happened.
Norton really did wish that he had the luxury of being allowed some music or entertainment. But as it stood, the room he had established as his base of operations was still close enough to trafficked areas of the Center, that would be impossible. He would have been heard, so he occasionally just downloaded some porn and watched it without sound… This room was sealed away, capable of almost airlock-quality suction on the doors. Originally from here, he had been assigned to make sure that the Origin brats didn’t mess anything up – or at least, that they didn’t get killed by the combat units that had been installed nearby. 
He prided himself on having been able to adjust to the conditions Aristide required of him. A programmer by trade fresh out of high school, a lot of the employees seemed to dislike him – and his expertise. Where that idiot Rattmann’s was mostly in his own mind, Mapes’s skill actually showed in his work. He was also disliked for his salary, and how he had shot up on the pay scale in a reasonably short time. But that was, once more, because he did good work. 

How he’d come to be in the direct employ of Aristide, however, was a secret that he, and she, intended to keep. He could (and had) make almost anything up about it: from obscene and unlikely scenarios of meeting in a bar, to having been hand-picked from the gifted program at his school, none of them actually resembled the truth of the matter.

He was likely to try and forget the truth, or anything for that matter, if it would make her happy. Aristide’s personal revulsion of the man was often lost on him, because he was one of those people – like her college classmates – who believed her when she told him she trusted him, and wanted him for a longer-term project.

Not too much longer, now, though, Mapes thought. The communication lines had come back not more than ten days after the Synchronicity Event – the name of which he learned at the point that he contacted Aristide from his nest. He’d been keeping the rest of the Center in the dark, resorting to physically cutting the lines at times. Genevieve wanted the students in here to be isolated – truly so – to see what they were made of.

Some of them were made of scary shit, others not so much. They were a match for GLADOS and her tricks, at least. Which was why he tapped out a message: any time now. It fluttered up into the atmosphere, caught by the Armacham spy satellite and beamed down to the corporate HQ a few miles away. 

He got a brief ‘message received’ back, then nothing. He didn’t expect them to extract him from the place immediately, of course. But ‘any time now’ would not be misinterpreted. 
He’d set up the surveillance cameras and run the detector lines. The place was still alive with activity, all of it now centered on the Vault where GLADOS lurked (and what the hell exactly had happened to that freaky Alma chick? He hadn’t seen her on any of the monitors and that was itself a bit suspect that something really had hit the fan in there) or in the ELL dorm. He had taken a trip down into an old storage area, somewhere that he learned later was effectively the epicenter of the Event, and seen a disturbing number of opened, broken Armacham stasis vats. 

On one of them, he was pretty sure he recognized the name plate: Cave Johnson – the name rang a bell. When he did do the momentary research on the name, using his portable computer link, he was a bit shocked to discover that the old dead founder of Aperture had been stored here like so much canned ham and beans. It was a little more shocking to see the discarded insect-like shell helmet of an old-school Icarus suit laying on the ground beside a few gnawed, rotted human limbs that were very likely Alma’s work. That could not be good. He headed back to his nest with haste.
Even if this not-quite-dead dead guy or a very alive Alma were out and about, the kids still had to be watched for progress, analyzed, sensed and recorded. Not like they hadn’t been before: there was no room they had access to normally that wasn’t hooked up to a monitor somewhere else. Now though there was really no one to watch. No one alive anyway, and like him, no one originally paid to do that job. If GLADOS wasn’t watching, he was. Anyone could watch them, if they could reach this nest. He’d leave it to whoever came to finally relieve him of this achingly boring duty, to clean up the place. Fuck it, he thought. Make them work for it.
He was pretty sure that Aristide wouldn’t just abandon this project, after all the money she’d dumped into it. They could repair the facility, rebuild. Then again there were those weird green lights and the new aliens that kept showing up… Almost got hit by one of them as it spat snot at him on its way down into the bottom of the coolant pit. Norton Mapes actually had no clue what was really going on outside, yet. His opinion however, on the rebuilding and continued use of the Enrichment Center, was one shared by a good number of investors as well as Genevieve Aristide.

He spent another six days waiting, and finally got a ping, one simple light that would only come on for this reason. “Finally,” he said. Mapes waded through the detritus of his den, shook himself free of it and locked it behind him – his replacement would most surely know how to get in, right? He left a faintly orange trail of footprints on his way to his private escape hatch. A helicopter waited, and he noted someone getting out on the other side while he was escorted to it. He never saw who was replacing him, it didn’t matter. The helicopter wobbled with his considerable weight when he got on, and vanished into the evening skies.

Interval 10.0 – The Belly of the Beast
July 2, 2007

1600 Black Mesa, NV / 1700 Fairport, AL

Concurrent Location Stamps / Exact Locations Unknown

They had been working without authorization, or overt observation, for months, and now it was finally going to pay off. The Vortigaunts had been of the most help to them over the last year, patching minds through to each other when mere sound or electronic transmissions failed them.

On one side of the connection, a deep and old, long forgotten silo had come to life. Even though it was quite risky, with the Portal Storms being unpredictable things, and the still-pervasive presence of the military on low-grade alert, Black Mesa tossed another rocket into the skies over New Mexico.

On the connection’s other side, half an hour later, a tensely quiet and altogether too young group of people waited it out. How much longer? It had to work, it just had to work. They had the same nervous, expectant eyes upon their machinery as those fifteen hundred miles away, but their faces were less lined, filled with more hope than harrowed looks.

At 5:32 by their clocks, all of their hearts collectively leapt into their constricted throats as a static-filled screen jumped to life and cleared abruptly.

On it, a test pattern – unfortunately not a face or ongoing transmission – appeared. But it didn’t take very long after that for the striped colors and black gradients to vanish, and be replaced by one of those faces they’d so dearly hoped to see.

It took only moments more for both sides, for there was a similar screen on the distant end’s room to display to them, to break out in jubilant hooting and hollering. Even the Vorts, or perhaps especially them, howled in communion with the Humans: their efforts had not been in vain, all the work and planning, difficult long-distance discussions, and instruction from the elders on one end to the youth of the other, had paid off.

There was now a working, secure, satellite linked connection between Black Mesa’s refugee scientists, and the Enrichment Center’s refugee students. No one needed champagne to be passed around, spirits were already high. Isabella brought Alyx to the battered seat nearest the main camera, the girl could hardly move she was so happy. It was likely Isaac who brought the elder Vance to the same, far more battered seat in the Black Mesa communication center. They shared what everyone called a Vortal moment. It was one thing to have a mental, psychic connection to people, which most at the Enrichment Center had. But Alyx… she’d never actively touched another’s mind outside of the Vortigaunts who came to protect her. But if there was no spark between she and her sire, one had to be blind not to see it.

Her father Eli wept again. But his face was so bright, broad cheeks bursting with pride. “My little girl,” he said, gruffly as always, “you did it.”

“You did it, daddy,” she claimed. “We didn’t have a rocket.”

Both were speaking the truth. The Enrichment Center, even with its combat training areas and military android training sections had no externally offensive weaponry. But Black Mesa, being a fully funded (at least, before the Resonance Cascade) military research organization, still did. In fact they had several missiles and rockets lying around in various states of repair or readiness. Of course, some of those had to have their nuclear payload gently dismantled before they could let anyone near. 

In addition, however, in the Enrichment Center, the communications machinery as well as sensors, networks and mechanical devices had to be created from scratch, mostly by the young Alyx in order to pick up any possible transmissions from her distant sire.

How had she known to do this? With the Vortigaunts having first contacted Eli, and his solid, continued trust in them, they learned that his child, the only surviving member of his family aside from himself, was so very far away. And the concept of family was one that the Vortigaunts understood on a level that even Humans had a hard time attaining.
But space meant little to the Vortigaunts. As they always had done, no matter where they had lived or under what conditions they toiled, they could communicate in ways that mere Humans could not. Not just with their bellowing, ultra-low-wavelength heavy voices, which could carry for dozens of miles to reach their own sensitive ear-spouts. But more importantly, and as Eli had, early on, instructed them to exploit as much as possible to evade Human entanglements, they could link minds together like a hive. They didn’t need to be physically present to do this, though it usually helped a bit.

Each Vortigaunt bore their own personality, and even a new name now that they realized Humans needed something to call them individually. They themselves required no such monikers, they knew one another. Intimately, wholly. They had a kind of network of memories that went far beyond a Human-style system of notes and written histories. Their identities were not lost when they joined the All-In-One. But their memories and experiences were shared immediately, passed around to those who needed the information. In that manner, those Vortikind that slipped between Human realms and their own more eclectic ones could be asked to pass along pleas for safety, wishes for reunion, ideas and concepts for others to use.

So strong was Eli’s love for his daughter, and indeed hers for him, they had no trouble locating this little AlyxVance. She was among a blessed community, they said. At first Eli almost had thought they meant she was dead among the angels that he still, in some small way, believed in – but they clarified soon enough. She was working with the telepaths and prodigies where she’d been left at the Enrichment Center, and was safe.

Of course, by the time they knew that, the now-outlawed scientists had also discovered that there had been another horrific disaster at just about the same time, directly where she had been left. ‘Safe’. The Vortigaunts had to relay to Alyx that her mother had perished, but they did so very gently, with their own exotic words blending with English. They did not fear the ‘interval’ as they called it, death to a Vortigaunt was merely a pause, where the physical ceased, and the Vortal began anew. Alyx didn’t believe in angels. But she did believe the Vortigaunts when they told her that her mother was beyond, in a realm far more calm and peaceful than she could imagine.

They were also able to convey, to those in the Enrichment Center, that their kin distantly at Black Mesa had been involved in a most unusual accident – one which they suspected had been started here. Judith Mossman was shocked to learn this: Black Mesa, in ruins? The possibility of a Resonance Cascade with the analysis process she’d read up on – and tried to get hired to participate in – was very slim, very low. But… She looked around and realized that the monstrous energy that Alma Wade had let loose that day had shaken the world. It couldn’t have been mere coincidence, these two events happening at the same time.
The Vortigaunts that were closer to the Enrichment Center than Black Mesa began homing in on it – had collected around not just Alyx, but as mentors to some of the Paragon students. This wouldn’t be  looked on with much approval, by Armacham’s people when they eventually began sending folks down to the Center again. But once things settled it was obvious that they would not be parted from Cricket or Alyx or Teddie. For very different reasons: they were there to instruct and protect Alyx, as per her father’s wishes. But Cricket was apt to learn how to use her electric controls more effectively – the Vorts could produce their own bioelectric field, very similar to hers and Natascha’s. Teddie Kim was gifted with a sight that allowed him to tap into the Vortessence and see auras and power connections – what might have been called “ley lines” hundreds of years past and in fairy tales. Through the Vorts, they learned much more than any Human, non-gifted instructor could hope to teach.

They avoided the white-haired, sullen and dangerous Natascha – instructing her on the use of her already incredibly strong command over electric energy was out of the question. She did nothing to hide her disgust at the Vortigaunts, though she never attacked them, and they never goaded her. They claimed she lacked the patience to learn how to do anything more than she already knew. That wasn’t something that came as a surprise to anyone.
Isolated on occasion, Alyx had continued to tinker with whatever her small, seven-year-old hands could reach. She’d done so before her stint in the Enrichment Center and even on trips back from it: in her mother’s lap, or on Eli’s, or sitting with Uncle Izzy, or even on that one occasion, standing eye to eye on Gordon Freeman’s knees as she fixed his glasses at his birthday-slash-employment party. Whenever Alyx went off rummaging around in the Center, someone generally had to go fetch her – she’d forget to eat or even sleep while she was constructing objects and humming to herself. She escaped GLADOS’s traps with ease, not just because she was small and lithe, but because one look at a room from her hazel-sage eyes and she knew what traps would await her.

Eli directed her to concentrate on communications hardware. Surely there were ways to get around the obviously-damaged lines there at the Center. If someone was watching them do these things, they never spoke a word of it to Armacham’s central offices, or they never caught on. Or indeed: Mapes’s replacement may never have survived his first few days in the Center. Perhaps if Mapes had continued on his vigil there, he would have seen the types of wiring and hardware that the little girl was dragging around the place. She’d assembled her own nest of screens and wires, keyboards and frequency tuners. 

When asked, “what do you need me to do?” Alyx would glance at Melissa for edification. Melissa would read them, getting a good workout for her own skill at genetic sensing. Then she’d relay to the girl just exactly what whoever it was, could do. Alyx, for at least three months straight, commanded almost more attention from the other kids, ELLs and Replicas, than Geoff or Paxton got. They snuck through the facility, dragging lines of wiring behind them and fixing those that were already there – but cut. Alyx herself learned some new curse words when she located a spot where Mapes had been before: a clean slice through six thick fiber-optic bundles, and a still-smelly sheen of Cheezee Poos dust as the evidence.

But even though she worked sometimes round the clock, she was still just a child. She needed rest, she needed something else to do and learn, educate her or entertain her. There was no doubt at all, however, when they got the first ground telephone line to work again, that her efforts were worth while. It was difficult at best, but they got a single message out to Black Mesa’s core phone system before Martin warned them of an intruder on the line. Using that, knowing that it would be terribly risky on both ends, it was decided that the pair of underground and highly classified facilities would need a more reliable connection.

Thus, on Black Mesa’s end they began work on another launch. Gordon had fired off one readied rocket that sent a satellite into orbit shortly before he vanished, one which failed to do what they’d hoped. When the first echoes of the Resonance Cascade blasted through Black Mesa, and the Xenian aliens began tumbling toward Earth, the prevailing minds thought it was purely by accident, and could be stopped by firing off a powerful transmitter to knock out the invasion’s openings. They were hardly happy when they learned that it wasn’t due to the Cascade, but Nihilanth, that was poking holes in the fabric of space. It would have worked. If only they’d pointed it at Nihilanth.

Still, they had a viable launch silo and plenty of people left who knew how to use it. Strong backs to pull down barriers erected by the HECU to block transportation carts – Barney and Adrian joined up with the HEV suited Colette and Gina, aided by the deceptively delicate looking Renee whose Icarus-laced bones allowed her to beat all of them without a sweat. Clever minds to work out trajectories, devious plotters to factor in outside issues. Between them and the Vortigaunts to keep watch for any new dangers, in the time it took to get a proper reception unit built at the Enrichment Center, they’d put together and prepared for launch, their communications satellite.

The Portal Storms could have nudged it out of line. The occasional bombardment from the military or Armacham troops might endanger it on the ground or in the air. Soldiers might have even stormed the place, the launch pad was easily reached by helicopter. But those things did not get in the way. Arne suddenly insisted that the launch be done now, now now now and they went ahead. Only because the Vortigaunts knew this, were the children on the other end ready.

A small, elegant and compact communication satellite poised in the nose-cone of a long, sleek rocket leapt from the maw of Black Mesa’s caldera. The rocket was noticed, but by the time the local military had spotted it, it was long gone – and because Mars had insisted on distracting them with two other rockets from the other side of the place, it would take the outside world much too long to locate the valuable payload in the night sky.

All this culminated one afternoon, with the raucous celebrations of both parties going on long into the evening.

But still it was not enough. Not that they couldn’t trust the lines, but instead… Everyone on both ends knew they had to do something more – something to bring families together, to unite siblings and friends, establish new bonds to replace those they’d lost.

Colette learned of her elder sister Rose’s death, and wept. Her younger niece, ten-year-old Eden was alive, having been one of the students who scrambled to safety behind Alyx and the others from the Geology class, plus Chet, who had proven himself more than once in the intervening months, she could be proud of them both. Her elder niece, Deena, had graduated from the Center’s school and moved on to college before any of this happened. Of course, from her end, Colette couldn’t contact Deena either, without risking the security of the Black Mesa folk.
Judith Mossman gushed with praise toward Eli and his team, and he among others remembered her application for the job that Gordon was granted. He wasn’t hesitant when he claimed they would be needing her at Black Mesa now. In the Enrichment Center, the only other two adults besides herself (and Rattmann – whom she neglected to even mention), were a scientist who had been randomly visiting one of the classrooms to ask for some chalk, and the instructor for the Biological Sciences. But they had both been killed along the way by invasive wildlife. As for the children at the Enrichment Center… 

Well, it seemed they hardly needed adult supervision at all these days. And where it was offered, often enough, it was tactfully refused. They were so self-sufficient that Mossman found herself wondering at times whether they themselves were even human any more. She’d gone for months now with only the mysterious Vortigaunts and the ELLs to talk to, knowing better than to trust a discussion with the Replicas since Paxton could at any time actually possess one of them to chat – she’d fallen for that once, maybe twice. Okay maybe several times. For an eleven year old he certainly knew how to pour on the charm, and she’d never forgive him for that one grope he got in.
But now that it was possible to exchange information such as technical specs, analysis of plans, or even just bat ideas around with her peers once more, Judith decided she’d be more at home in Black Mesa. It felt ironic to her that she … didn’t feel like such an idiot around the adults who had declined her employment application a couple years before, than around a batch of children whose educations began and ended right here in the Enrichment Center.

Somehow, they would have to do something – probably very complicated and involving fifteen-syllable words that Alyx was still just learning – with what remained in the Lambda labs, as well as bits of technology that Aperture had been working on: small, local portals. They’d been working on these things, at Aperture, for twenty five years and had enough success to keep a few people working on the project. They showed very, very little progress. Until Alyx found one…
The ELLs used them on occasion, but the hand-held devices were extremely dangerous and unpredictable. Whenever they got wet, say, from a spray of blood as a turret shot holes into the poor girl holding it, it would explode. But from what Mossman knew, having kept up on the subject as much as she could while teaching at the Center, Lambda’s multi-dimensional discovery of Xen as a relay or gate, coupled with the energies manipulated by Aperture’s own theoretically perfected portal guns… They might be able to create portals that could connect the two structures physically though they remained distant. 

The big words were brought out, and once they started geeking out on science it was as though the intervening year had been bottling them all up – like a soda shaken and laying in wait for someone to open it. The adults continued their discussion as the younger students drifted into another room to be loud and let off steam.
Geoffrey and Paxton quietly observed, beside one another. Geoff perched in a crouch, as he would typically do, upon the back of a wide lobby sofa, and Paxton leaned slightly on the arm of it. They watched the adults, Mossman now explaining to Eli the more detailed account of what had happened the year before, expressing her worries and doubts, and her confidence in the children that kept her sane and safe. Eli appeared impressed, but then he had to be: his little girl was among them.

They trust us not to turn on each other, Geoffrey thought to his brother. But do you?
Paxton blinked a few times, unsure of both what Geoff was getting at, as well as his own opinion on it. Finally, he nodded. We’ve been through turnings, before. Mother turned on us, GLADOS turned on us. Rattmann and Armacham have turned their backs  on us at least. The whole population of the world are becoming savages, I say let them. We’re warriors, brother. The undercurrent of his mental voice whispered in self-loathing, he would have said ‘not murderers’, but settled for not thieves or vandals. He was about to add more, even drawing in a deeper breath as though he’d continue the conversation aloud. But Geoff had other ideas.
I swear, Pax, Geoff held up his hand with his silent words, if you start quoting poems again, I will turn savage on your skinny ass.
Paxton burst out laughing, pushed his brother indelicately off the couch, and went to join the party.
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1700, Fairport, AL

Enrichment Center / GLADOS Core Storage

It had become very obvious that the Enrichment Center was as big an embarrassment to Armacham, as Black Mesa was to the government. People kept going in and not coming out. Some wanted to blame the children, but there was no evidence that they’d done any harm to those individuals that had been sent to observe them.
They weren’t the problem. GLADOS was the problem. Over a year before, when they’d pulled Mapes and dropped Lou Cortez down there, they had expected Lou to start transmitting his reports within the week. They never came. Even though they waited for two months. They put in Kiefer, and though he did establish a link, after another month there was no contact from him. Someone thought to warn Aristide of the possibility that GLADOS really had been the culprit then, and – uncharacteristically for her – she listened, and did not bother to send another spy into the facility. They’d been working their way down the chain of experts, and it wouldn’t do to waste that much talent on this project. As always it boiled down to a profit margin.

Instead she told the ATC forces still stationed as guards around the location to stand down and allow whatever happened, to happen. That meant they would stop shooting at the headcrabs or other vile otherworldly creatures that arrived, which then made their way into the Center. Rain broke a pipe or two (or it was probably the Portal storms’ weakening of it that helped) and part of the Center’s upper field area was cast at an angle into the air with the gout of water likely flooding areas within. It left a gaping hole through which wildlife could enter. Aristide didn’t want those children coming out and making a nuisance of themselves, though. If they’d be allowing anything in, the ATC men were told not to let anything out.
Through a variety of methods, they were still picking up life signs and motion within. The power systems that redundantly dotted the area had been tapped, since the primary power source had been vaporized a year before. Those kids were still in there. Alive. Thriving, in fact. Disturbingly though, all indications were that Alma Wade was not in there. Even Genevieve Aristide was not fool enough to think that she’d died. Disler had informed her that there was strong evidence to the contrary, in fact. He was concerned that anything happening in there would be interpreted the wrong way, and provoke an attack.
Of course, he was concerned. That was probably because his annoying nephew Rex was still in the facility. He just didn’t want them to send their orbital arrays raining high-intensity-particle-based Hell onto the place once and for all. There was compelling reason to keep the facility around. Maybe they could salvage it once the children either died or got out of it entirely. For the moment, more pressing issues were being addressed with the Board and reconstruction of their other, more broadly useful structures. The Center… well, it would be a big money pit no matter how they looked at it. The Board allowed Aristide her pet project for the time being. If it started cutting too deep, they might start examining other options.
That had been months ago.

Once the children did arrive outside, considerably later, some of them for the first time in years, the few Armacham troops still paid to guard the place were extremely surprised. It had, the young ones said, gotten safer inside. They didn’t say exactly why of course. They had to have some secrets.
It was only after they found – at long last – the schematics to the facility as well as GLADOS’s original Core layouts, that they could effect their escape properly. It would have been all but impossible to exit the way the Replicas had gotten inside – that window of opportunity with the broken wall and entryway they’d cleared lasted all of three days, before the next major Portal Storm rumbled through the facility and reduced their work to rubble once more.

The students kept expecting to find, inside the Vault’s industrial mechanism’s vast labyrinth, grim remains of Rattmann – but instead they discovered only his scattered trail of blackened handprints and scribbled madness on hidden walls. After having read a few of them, it struck Martin that there was a pattern to the writing. He used it as best he could, not trying to write it down on his own wall or piece of paper – Martin could easily visualize each layer of information as he’d found it. He saw the pattern again, pieces were missing, he went looking for them.

Maybe it was just luck that brought him there to one particular section of the PE department’s cube-shaped danger zone. Martin had managed to grab the thick black-bound portfolio that contained GLADOS’s prototype designs, which Rattmann apparently abandoned in a bare room. Moments later Martin realized too late that the very walls of the room he was in had been the trap: and he’d fallen for it. He shrieked as his foot caught under one of the sliding panel walls, the room shrinking rapidly. It then shook, and the square beside him fell to pieces in a blackened, sparking heap. He was pushed by the opposite panel through the rubble opening. There was no space left between the walls of that room, now. A sticky end he’d narrowly avoided. 

Natascha stood on the other side of the blackened square, perched on the hydraulic piston now devoid of its deadly end, and offered her hand to the boy. She was cackling loudly, crackling as well with energy, her white hair entirely on end, and for a moment Martin worried that he was going to die by her hand anyway. One thought from her, and Martin’s or his sister Cricket’s powers were blown out for hours. Natascha zapped into the room, discharging what was left of that dangerous field around her. Once she stopped giving off her excess energy she seemed much more approachable. Together they made their way for a second time through the facility, Martin limping along until they were intercepted by Sandy and everyone else.

Before trusting the heavy treatise to be filled with exactly what they were looking for, however, wiser heads decided that they’d need to really test it first. It might be faked, printed out in any of the hundred offices still connected to GLADOS’s circuits. She knew what they were looking for, she’d even said so on occasion. It was obvious that Rattmann had told her, she had no eyes nor ears on the locations that they’d discussed this plan.
So Chet had to – had to – pick the thing up and make sure. The images that filled his mind and paralyzed his body rang true: though it was found seemingly only in spite of it being an obvious trap, this was the real deal. Rattmann had only handled this book in two distinct eras: most recently recovering it and depositing it onto the slightly raised surface of the trapped room in which Martin found it, and earlier when he was almost unrecognizably young – proudly adding his own annotations to the concept charts nearly twenty years before. It had otherwise, apparently, sat in a filing cabinet that had very nearly fallen bodily into the Coolant shaft, and before that had essentially never been moved. Others had touched it, all very old signatures, all people that had died or moved on long before the Event.
The schematics and floor plan were only of limited use, this wasn’t the ‘finalized’ design, merely one of the steps before the place was dug out of the ground and built up into the grand monster of a facility it had become. But it was more than they had before. Since the facility had been originally built many years ago, additions and changes had been made. The entire west wing of the combat training sections weren’t even shown on the schematics. That had to be taken into account, along with the Event and GLADOS’s active and deadly alterations. But the basics were the same, they could see that much in the layout they had been accustomed to all their lives, and now they had a good idea of what to do.

According to Martin’s quick examination of GLADOS’s design, which took up more than two thirds of the thick book, they’d have to retrieve a minimum of five Cores and reprogram them if need be, then disengage the current ones, and replace them.

The Cores they needed to locate were nestled somewhere in the vast girder lattice that descended into the upper portion of the Coolant pit. Getting there would be dangerous even without the occasional lurching of the world or the already settled-in headcrab infestation. Permanent turret emplacements and some seriously deranged defenses had been planned on the route, but no one could guess whether the decorators went with that idea or … no, they undoubtedly did: this was labeled as an Aperture project by the letterhead on the book.

But it would be do-able. As long as the expanse of shelves they were stored in hadn’t been compromised during any of the Event’s shaking, it might even be a reasonably quick job to locate the Cores. 
No one brought up what might happen to them if the Cores weren’t okay, or weren’t able to be retrieved, or couldn’t be reprogrammed. Everyone, on the other hand, thought it.
They had to believe it would work. They could rely on each other’s powers to protect or heal up, the Vortigaunts could power up individual pockets of long-dead Center generators if they needed to explore dead zones, and Isabella actually volunteered to fly them out once they knew they wouldn’t be shot down. They could reprogram the Cores using a variety of their mechanical and electronic powers, or even just plain typing in commands once they hooked them up to a separate, secure and dedicated system.

The plan’s second part was far, far more problematic. GLADOS’s essential structure rested over that Coolant pit as well. They’d be redundantly making trips back and forth over the most dangerous portions of the Center and that appealed to not one of them. However, they would not only have to bring the Cores into a safe place to reprogram them, but then effectively turn off the whole facility to take her down without completely destroying her – a single well-placed bolt of energy from Natascha, they were convinced, could have done that. It would have in all likelihood also destroyed their only method of escape. Martin assured them after more and more research that destroying GLADOS at her own site would also bring down the whole place around their ears.

They had grown up with GLADOS: the crazy babbling nanny that kept Alma away from them by and large, that sang them to sleep with deceptively sweet words, that treated them with greater respect than she ever showed the adults in the place. They didn’t want to destroy her, though it certainly remained an option. If she could be turned back, given a fresh start, these children, who were far less innocent than they appeared, wanted to give her that chance. Their original desperation in the early days after the Event had given way to refreshing challenges, serious, life-threatening challenges. Ones they had met, mostly. 
GLADOS’s control over the Enrichment Center was fractured at best and appeared in fits and starts now, extending perhaps over one third of the facility’s entire volume. But it had once been complete. There were precious few places in the whole massive place that she hadn’t reached, that her designers hadn’t openly wanted her to be. Her cameras still turned their steady eyes upon the children even if she was incapable of acting. She reminded them of this at every opportunity. Many of the speakers scattered around the common dorm areas that the students lived and trained in had by now been burnt, blasted, melted, shocked, pounded or otherwise ripped from the walls so that her endless taunts couldn’t get to them any more. She still spoke, sometimes in riddles and rhyme – most times simply spouting angry nonsense and challenges to them to come greet her on her turf.

She would, also, occasionally sing to them in her sarcastically sweet voice, and some of them would sleep easier because of it.

While Martin and the others pored over the designs and layouts, working up their plan of action, the Fettel brothers looked to be bored out of their minds, and a bit sullen. It was Martin’s show until he knew enough to make it all work, it would be handed to them when he needed everyone to be ready and organized and set it into motion.
“It’s kind of hard to punch your way through this,” Rex chided them, with a smug smirk on his lips. “Isn’t it.” His words stung both of them, deeply.
Geoff and Paxton stared at him with the same intense glare on their sharp, somewhat dirty faces. As Geoff was a year older, he was starting to shoot up in height, now half a head bigger than his brother. Though they had not had any official subliminal training dumped into their minds since before the Synchronicity Event, they continued to spar with one another, or whoever thought they could take one of them in a ‘fair’ fight. They didn’t fight fair, according to Alonzo, whose slightly visible shield made of highly concentrated air molecules should have protected him… Except while he was distracted – just like Geoff distracted him by kicking the dangling overhead lamp and sending confusing shadows everywhere. Even Paxton without his Replicas was more than a match for most because of his training if not his strength, and Geoff… 
Two months before now, Geoff had stunned even the Vortigaunts when he ‘accidentally’ punched his fist through a reinforced concrete wall, narrowly missing Paxton’s surprised face. Paxton didn’t even move for a minute or two, looking beyond his brother’s shoulder at those exactly-as-stunned faces in the room, unblinking. Waiting for his brother to either actually strike him, or walk off. Paxton’s very slight trembling could only have been seen by his brother, and Geoff wasn’t looking. Geoff removed his hand from the wall after many moments spent with his eyes tightly shut; shook his fingers free of dust, left the room without meeting Paxton’s eyes or his mind. The rebar in the middle of the hole was bent. There was no blood on it. He was growing stronger by the day, it seemed. His reflexes, faster than ever. His reflexes: the only thing that spared Paxton’s life.
Word of this spread very quickly among the kids, as it would any other gossip. Telepaths being what they were: images of it, memories of it also spread very quickly.
They had their moments of brotherly competition, more and more; their days of brotherly camaraderie less and less, it seemed. Though in spite of that, or perhaps because of it, Geoff, one strange morning not too long before today, stood at his brother’s dorm door and stared at him as he washed up. Unnoticed – or just unacknowledged – he entered, stood quite close. He waited for Paxton to come up from the sink, shake free some of the water, and then reached over to hold Paxton’s head still so he could get a good long look at his face. He lingered, looking at Paxton’s worried, confused eyes, still-wet forehead, across his face. Geoff’s motive, expression, and mental energy were completely unreadable to Paxton’s mind for the moment, and he did try to read it. In all honesty Paxton was too surprised to move at first, then too frightened when he realized his brother’s hands might very well crush him; and he admitted it freaked him out a bit, not being able to even glimpse into his brother’s mind for an explanation of this. 
Finally Geoff had pushed his fingers over Paxton’s forehead, smoothing down his wet hair and said, quietly and with genuine relief, “you haven’t had any nightmares in ages. I’m glad.”
Paxton blinked rapidly, as Geoff then simply dropped his hands off his brother’s face and walked away. It was true, though. How he’d known that… Was far more mundane:  he explained at lunch that Paxton hadn’t been screaming and waking everyone up. Though that caused a bit of a fist fight, they still laughed it off as Sandy fixed their bruises. They took every opportunity, as most brothers would, to mock and praise each other in turn. Never mocking, though, when their lives depended on cooperation. They had been forged as a pair: weapons, with their own forms of armor. And they had been forced on many, many occasions to fight one another in battles to show their subliminal training had taken. It was true that those memories had mostly been wiped from their young brains. Their bruises were healed quickly in the stasis vats. Sometimes, they still felt the pain of broken bones and deep cuts. Sometimes, they remembered, bitterly, what they had done to each other without shame or hesitation on the whim of their elders.
But still, neither of them could be disputed as the kings of this anthill of theirs. Even by Rex: particularly when they walked side-by-side around him that one afternoon a few days later, down in the dorm’s hall where he thought he’d get in a relaxing nap.

“You’ll be on protective duty,” Paxton said, startling Rex a bit. Just before Rex could retort however, Geoff gently bumped into his left shoulder with his own. Pinned, Rex attempted to keep composure. Then he realized why.
“What, for getting the Cores?” Rex suddenly said, “are you insane?”

“Probably,” Geoff gave a slow chuckle and stared pointedly at his brother from around the pretty-boy who fancied himself too good for this operation. “I mean, after all, why would we waste your good looks on something as unimportant as saving our asses from GLADOS?”

Rex sputtered a little, he’d been practicing his pyrokinetic powers, sure. And he’d been able to light solid metal on fire. But what if a vision jumped him while they were down there? Hadn’t they considered that?
He could see though, by the serious and hard glint in Paxton’s steel-shaded eyes, that they had. They had considered everything. Each team bringing back a single Core at a time: because trying to heft five of the things would be tough for the children and make it all but impossible to evade detection. The teams being made up of defender, retriever and scout: it had worked in the past, it would continue to benefit them, and few traveled faster than many. Enough time for each group to rest up: just in case a second wave was needed, if the Cores brought back weren’t in good enough condition to use. A living breadcrumb trail of empaths and healers: they would be needed along the way. 

So now, apparently, it was just a matter of assigning the short-straw to whoever they thought deserved it.

He didn’t have to play this game with them. They could get the ELLs to do all this. Rex unconsciously began to pout. 

“That crap might work on the girls, Rex,” Geoff flicked his finger at Rex’s protruding lower lip, “but it’s definitely not going to work on us.”

“It’s not a game,” Paxton reminded him. “The ELLs are too terrified to go there any more, and I can’t say as I blame them.” Wait: When had Pax ever read his mind? That brought a tiny check to Paxton’s step, dropping him half a stride behind them in the hall. He chuckled and added, “I’ll admit it’s not the most pleasant thing I’ve ever done.”

Oh now that was just mean. Rex glared at the floor as he walked, trying to blank his mind from Paxton’s, not even really sure how, and then came to a halt next to his dorm’s door. “I’m going to get some sleep then, if that’s all right with you two? Mighty kings?” He swirled his hand around and exaggerated a bow. Geoff rolled his eyes and looked away, but Paxton gave a sharp nod and a self-important grin.

“That will do,” Pax said. They moved on to their next victims: Tina who would be on sense-watch along the exploratory trail, and Melissa, who would be on the second team as a meat-shield. At least they’d established a good safe route to their own dorms, and no longer had to rely upon the ELLs crowded, but still essential, hub.
The ELLs that Paxton had originally intended to be helping out, were indeed too frightened and emotionally worn out from their endless brutal encounters with GLADOS to do much more than open the doors to the main Coolant area for those who would go in. They had hardly been able to even say that. It was in their defeated expressions, their body language, and – to Pax’s mental perception – a kind of fear that he recognized all too well. That meant that it would come down to the children themselves taking care of the whole thing, and Paxton immediately shifted over to assessing their viability for each team without even missing a beat. 
Though some of the kids at that meeting (which Rex deigned to miss) protested it – loudly – Paxton himself had shouted them down. If the ladies didn’t want to risk their lives, and didn’t feel they could be trusted to do so adequately, for whatever reason – cowardice? Injury? – so be it. It was no insult to them that they wanted to remain far away from the Cores and GLADOS’s chambers. They needed absolute confidence in themselves to pull this off, and if they didn’t have that, no one could rely on them. If someone had suggested that Paxton be forced to make nightly strolls through his mother’s domain to take her unrelenting psychic beatings, he’d bloody well be declining that next voluntary trip. Geoff’s well-timed reminder that he had been freed from Alma’s curses probably aided in that. While he could hardly be said to like most of them, at the very least Paxton understood the ELLs.
Each of them had, over time and direct, constant exposure to the children, begun to exhibit her own very distinct personality and desires. They were, according to Melissa, about “forty percent the same” – genetically speaking, whoever their ‘father’ was probably carried that tan skin and dark hair and their wide face structure. They had an assortment of ‘mothers’ that distinguished them. Some were quite tall and gangly, others rounded and curvy; a few had dark brown eyes, most a light blue; numerous variations on hair color and texture were found among them. They often bore replacement parts or additional mechanical equipment: mostly knee-springs which helped them survive long falls or jump distances, strengthened elbow joints and shoulders that allowed them to lift greater weights, even cybernetic eyes that shone in the dark. But what really made them different … 

Kyell and Zoell enjoyed playing chess – Zoell actually gave Paxton a run for his money at the game. Shyell and Didell were unafraid of heights and were always willing to replace light bulbs and scamper up into the rafters. They’d lost a dozen of the girls since the Event, but they had considerably stronger survival instincts than Paxton’s Replicas. If Paxton wasn’t paying attention, any number of things might happen to the soldiers. Any number of things had happened to them. The ELLs were tired of losing their sisters. True, there were still some twenty-odd of them that slept in shifts in their big dorm room now. But they were no longer considered a disposable – Expendable Labor Life-form – commodity. The adults of the facility had never considered them anything more than biological robots. They had used and abused the poor things for decades, and that example was likely the reason Paxton behaved as he did toward his own Replicas. His keepers had never stopped him from merely allowing them to die. There were always more where they came from. He didn’t know where that was, and until more recently had no reason to care.
The ELLs were made on-site along with some of the prodigy Origin children. Melissa had been shown around when she started truly exhibiting her genetic-tuned powers, and enjoyed pointing out where she recognized ‘family’ members in each spliced embryo. Maybe if they could make more… Melissa could do that for them. They’d still have to implant the necessary training sequences, similar to the Replicas’ military training. But that part of the facility was powerless anyway, and lay just beyond a key GLADOS-controlled point. It would have to wait until …
Even if they did make more, it wouldn’t help Paxton with his ever-dwindling supply of Replicas. The ELLs actively noticed him poking around their minds, and didn’t like it when he did. Their minds, he realized after his first few weeks back among the living, were much, much stronger than typical non-psychic Humans, and more flexible than most Origin students. And though he could force them to become his eyes and ears briefly, he didn’t care for it either. 
They were girls, and he much preferred his cloned selves for any of that. Too many distracting, weird parts in the way. Plus he’d already decided he liked being on the other side of those weird parts. They were soft and warm; he was growing up very fast, starting to appreciate those features. The fact that Melissa was a girl, and let him in to spy through her eyes or even speak for him, had not even occurred to him yet – she was his sanctuary, a lovely temple that he’d worn a rut down the mental stairs into. Her own still-young body was nothing like the ELLs yet. 

Melissa respected the ELLs, but distanced herself from forming any particular attachment to them. It only hurt more when one of them was killed.
The ELLs, however, were curious about, and confused by, the Replicas. They knew that Paxton controlled them, that wasn’t the issue at all. What they didn’t understand was why they weren’t like them: individuals. The process was mostly the same, the results nearly the same in terms of use, but… But Kyell’s favorite color was green, where Didell’s was yellow. Shyell liked to wear a bandana over her dark hair, while Zoell had actually shaved her head one day (by accident she claimed) and decided she liked it that way.

The Replicas… did not do those things. They merely responded with the same set of generic comments about what time it was, whether there was any enemy activity, and the like. They only ate or performed basic biological functions if Paxton remembered to command it. Thankfully they required very little food – their metabolisms were highly modified to accept almost anything to eat. Otherwise they rested, scattered here and there around the facility as he needed them: sleeping on their feet. Sometimes getting decorated with party hats, being pantsed, or having rude signs slung on their backs in the meantime. They might as well have been those half-decapitated Aperture robot drones at that point. They did not respond. They were made that way, no point in creating personalities when they were literally going to die upon use. Even Paxton referred to them as it, and not he, when he addressed them.
Plus, the ELLs knew when Paxton was messing with them: if a Replica did tell someone their favorite color, it was invariably “red, the color of your blood, of course,” the answer, as well as the full sentence structure, being what tipped them off. They had caught on to that long before Mossman did.
But some of the girls displayed a remarkable aptitude for things that mere janitors and construction drones had hardly been intended to do. Chell was among those, curious and level headed. She’d been the one to offer her own prototype hand-held portal device when Alyx wanted to see it. And more, she asked to have it back when Alyx was done with it so she could test it herself.
Alyx was still working on that. Her father and Judith apparently had some ideas for it’s use and if she could make her daddy smile the girl took every opportunity to do so. It would probably make him smile enough to break his face, if he could have been there to see Alyx make the portal gun work properly under water.
That would come, however, after their Core retrieval efforts had been completed. 

Because the children could maintain mental contact – they had continued to practice and by necessity gotten better at certain things like mental speech and locating one another by pinging like mental submarines – they could effectively maintain ‘radio silence’ along their journeys through the Center. The array of empaths and telepaths could spot each other, extending the effective range of any given individual. 

Judith Mossman stood numbly in the doorway of their planning room, once a conference room that would have been used for effectively the same thing by adults. It twisted her throat tightly that these children were basically ready to throw themselves at the single most dangerous thing in the Center. Now that Alma was apparently gone, GLADOS had replaced her as the sinister presence that spooky stories were told of late at night. A few of them even expressed how they missed Alma’s sudden mental and physical presence; at least she was human.

They did not say those things in the Fettel brothers’ presence. She feared what they might do if they had. After Geoff’s uncontrolled show of strength not too long ago, anything was possible with that boy. And Paxton? He’d been hurt enough.
Mossman wished there was more she could do. She wandered away, too distracted for her own good. When she vanished from the hall, no one spared a notice of it, because they were all too busy organizing the Core attacks.
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Several Hours Later

The first of the groups made their way into the Coolant shaft, beyond which they could see the endlessly changing maze of the Combat centers on one side, nearer where they were holed up. On the other end lay the Vault, as well as their eventual, actual goal: GLADOS’s huge containment chamber. They could only barely make out the dark mass that was GLADOS, and from their entry point had no clear visual on the Vault, which was quite close to their destination. Before anyone headed into GLADOS’s central unit, they’d need to pass through far too many hazards to count, and locate the Cores.
Everything would be completely for naught if they discovered the Cores missing, broken or otherwise inaccessible. So they held out hope, it was all they could do. As a team, six to start with that would be whittled to three as the relay telepaths remained wherever was safest, they crept along the catwalks. 

At first it wasn’t bad. There was a stray breeze from above, where there was a huge crack in the ceiling, the outdoors completely inaccessible except for those who could levitate; water still dribbled down from the broken main but had already done its damage to the structures below. Nigel had point, able to produce his steady, blue-shaded light without interruption now that he’d had a year or more to practice. He had been so ashamed that it had petered out that first day. Now, the dark-skinned, black-haired boy could create a light so intense that it burned eyes – or electronic sensors. Or in a strobe effect that hypnotized the Houndeyes that still occasionally roamed into the facility.
Corey and Leigh were his companions: an indispensable and inseparable pair of fair-skinned boys who had a combination of powers that could literally pulp things between them – forces of attraction and reflection. Since they would not be put on different teams, obviously, they came together like this. Corey’s straight, pale blond hair clung to his head, exactly the opposite of Leigh’s brunette curls that often seemed to be floating away from his own skull. 
Nigel stopped them at the edge of a broken, sheered away catwalk. It looked like the shockwave’s work, there was rust on the broken metal edges of the floor grill, it had to have been this way quite some time. It was there that they left Bruce, their first empathic way-station. Bruce didn’t fidget, but he wanted to be elsewhere. He was the youngest of those chosen for these duties, and while he felt very proud of himself for that, he was also apt to need reassurances by the elders whenever he did anything. They would pat his sandy-blond locks, nudge him back to his tasks. He hoped he didn’t screw this up for everyone.
Carefully the rest descended, both Corey and Leigh using their abilities to float them all down the twenty foot gap to the catwalk below theirs. Most of the catwalks that wove through the interior of the Coolant shaft and the Facility space proper, were supported only by long, slender cables or the occasional structural beam. They were redundant, plentiful, but deceptively so: some were tilted to make ramps over nothing, some had come loose and yawed to the side making it all but impossible to cross. 
The one they descended to didn’t sway or shudder with their weight, that was one thing Paxton had assured them would go better than him even attempting this with the Replicas. They were adults – in full body armor – and had the weight to match. Many of the students, however, even without being Icarus treated as most had been, were still child sized and weighed little. They could make leaps of twenty feet without injury – the Icarus kids, anyway. Getting back up would only prove problematic for one of the teams, and they would be going last. With luck, someone else would be rested up and headed back there to help them up by that point. Each of them relayed to Bruce and therefore back to Paxton and the others, what specific changes to the ideal route they had to make. There were many.
They’d decided to use Isabella’s powerful levitation only for the final step of this whole arrangement, when it would matter the most that she be uninjured or refreshed. Melissa’s friend was restless, she worried about it but didn’t let it distract her from preparing for her own journey into the shaft. Bella was getting a bit more stand-offish to everyone anyway, and not merely because she was the eldest.

For these younger ones on the first trek though… They looked around themselves and tried to keep calm. 
Seen from above, the Enrichment Center’s outline would resemble a rectangle with two broader circles at the west end and middle. The power plant and such would now be considered another circle: the crater caused eighteen months before. The Vault was situated closer to the eastern walls than GLADOS’s chamber – which was nearest the center of the whole place. The Combat arenas and living quarters, offices and such were clumped on the surface and western nexus. All that said, though, as the Replicas had shown Paxton, the entire unused interior of the covered excavation was hollow. So at times, the travelers had only the path directly under them as a reference point. All else was swallowed by the depths and darkness and unnerving silence punctuated by equally unnerving distant taunting from GLADOS.
They finally came closer to a wall, the north wall, and followed it to get their bearings. Through Bruce, Martin assured them they were well on the way, and going in the right direction.
The walls of the area surrounding the Vault were blackened, rusted in places, but had never been covered by the bright, white-blue paneling that much of the inhabited areas carried anyway. It was clear that they were getting closer to the origin point of the Synchronicity Event. The tilt to some of the once-horizontal beams was obvious. Structural supports here and there had been broken free during the Event or the Storms, with stairwells dangling off them haphazardly. Sometimes the only thing connecting a catwalk to its original location was an accidentally-looped cable that had caught it as it fell. Blown out steam or gas lines erupted outward in angry daisy-shaped bursts, now cold but sometimes still wet. Gaping holes where those broken lines had impacted a wall showed rust and … 
“Is that blood?” Chris, the second of the empaths in the conga-line, said, examining one four-foot high jagged hole. Nigel came to look, changing the color quality of the light his hands cast and bringing dramatic shadows across the area beyond. Most of the gas and power lines ran east to west along this north wall, from the power plant and to the rest of the facility. No wonder they’d had trouble getting power: great sections of conduit had shattered. Layer upon layer of walls and gaps riddled this whole place, this was merely another of those gaps. 
“Looks like it is,” Leigh said. “Probably Nashell’s.” The last of the ELLs to enter this zone recently had never come back. Had a headcrab killed Nashell? There were indications of it, they even heard the distinct skittering of the things on the other side of that hole.
If the kids had Paxton’s training and senses, or were not already on edge and itching to get their job done in a hurry, they would have noticed that the blood was stained in several layers: some old. A little: much, much newer. 
They left sedate, freckle-faced Chris at a point where he could easily still signal Bruce with a laser pointer if they lost mental contact, and where he could clearly see and easily kick away any of those headcrabs from the nearby infestation. If worse came to worse, he was also able to force healing to speed up in others: somewhat difficult, but he was still older and stronger than Sandy, and no one wanted to risk their best healer. If they could make it back to him, he’d be able to help long enough to reach her. The others turned a corner, and vanished into the Vault’s vicinity.
Tina was less nervous than she expected to be. It was weird though, she almost felt like there was hardly any danger. Until GLADOS moved the walls again. From this vantage, underground, still some distance away from the exterior of the Vault’s four-story high, double-football-field wide area, all the pistons and gears, hydraulics and cable lines that the Aperture-Armacham Enrichment Center’s living spaces were made of, were visible whenever anything moved. She’d lived among those spaces, Tina always knew that the walls had to be moved somehow. It was a mess of angular joints, swivels, daisy-wheel gears, and it was something out of nightmares.
Some of the inner chambers actually had been built with secondary walls surrounding them: smaller panel units allowing them to be opened directly out to this huge cavern. The entire facility could be rearranged, if the power was fully on. Below, though, a mind-boggling distance stretched and was dotted with shining pipes and familiar fans.

That didn’t make it any easier to grasp, this ‘air flow’ issue that had been made, to keep the Coolant shaft open like this. On seeing it for the first time, any number of people had decided that it had been a deal with the devil, instead. 
Rooms could be jogged all the way from the Combat center into the Vault or any point in between, within minutes. Varying sizes and shapes: hallways, nooks, conference rooms, a theater, stairwells… All modular and all hanging in the half-light from the Coolant shaft illuminating them from below in a rich blue color; the power cells and circulation units above casting their own reddish hue downwards. A twilight gallows bedecked with spare rooms.
It was one of those spare rooms which swung at them, with hundreds of panel walls coming apart in sequence to make room for it along the ceiling-embedded tracks. The noise was deafening, and then –
Corey pulled Tina up to him rapidly, as Leigh set up a repulsion field that only barely blocked the huge room from slamming full force into them. It jogged just a few degrees, hit the steel plate wall where they had been, which shuddered and threatened to shake them straight off their already-tenuous footing. Half the mobile room cracked, crumbled in bits and drifted down in chunks. The rest of the room threatened to fall from its gantry, somehow remaining firm. But that merely meant if she tried it again it would be a jagged crushing death GLADOS offered.
“M-m-mMISSED!” GLADOS blurted out, her voice echoing through the Vault’s speakers nearby as well as from the very room she flexed around as a weapon, carrying with it static and a disgusted kind of electronic growling. She tried moving the room to follow them, but thankfully a break in the tracked gantry’s pulley blocked it. “If-ififififif IF you would stand-stand-staaaaaaa-nd STILL,” GLADOS continued, “I – I – I could kill you.” She added a moment later, a hollow and distant kind of echo chilling them to the core, “you all deserve to die.” 
The sharp twang and hissing of a snapped cable alerting them to a danger she hadn’t directly caused. A counterweight once used in an elevator shaft, possibly the same one that the Replicas had found on their entry to the facility, spun down through the air, broken loose by the impact of the room against the wall. At least that was something Leigh could take care of more easily. His bubble of repulsion force kept them reasonably safe for the duration after that, though it would leave him exhausted by the time they got back up. They still had the youthful hope that they would return. They vacated that spot as quickly as they could, judging by the ‘ammunition’ still available to GLADOS, the next teams would also be dodging building-sized battering rams.
The turret emplacement that they were supposed to have been on the lookout for had long since been destroyed. The little turrets that spoke in childlike voices had three very delicate pointed feet. Ones that, as Paxton had observed before, were of little use if the floor was tilted or shaken. There had clearly been thirty or so of these things, lined up on shelves. They’d all been jostled off the wall-slung platforms except for one. It dangled upside down, its little titanium foot stuck in a portion of the grating that was also dangling. It faced the wall, forlornly flickering its sensor light, and speaking only when it realized there were targets nearby: “could you come over … here?”
The kids ignored its plea. Tina actually felt outright sorry for it.
Since they were the first in, it was assumed that they’d be bearing a fair amount of responsibility to find the best way down. Like scout ants, they would report what they found, keep trying if they were blocked, until they got to the Cores, and would then return on that same trail – if it was safe enough, obviously. Other little scurrying ants would follow. Mentally, the pinging of minds for reassurance kept the Vortessence bright. They hadn’t been killed, they hadn’t been squished or lost their way. The distant goal was almost within their dancing antennae’s reach. Their trail wasn’t made of pheromones, instead it was pure mental energy.
Paxton still didn’t like ants very much. Quite aside from this exercise, his tactical expertise in planning the venture that mirrored them, he would much rather have imagined worker bees reporting back to their queen. 
Geoff gave him immense crap for that thought.
The ants in question reached the far corner of the Vault’s zone, and had finally found the scaffolding and massive-scale storage area beyond. Down there, somewhere in the hazy, violet-colored depths, were the Cores. The layer upon layer of crisscrossing metal bars and girders were growing faintly more visible as they got closer. The Vault was off to their right, and GLADOS’s central unit back behind them, also on the right. If the entire hollow chamber that formed the Enrichment Center had been lit, it was possible they still wouldn’t be able to see across the whole facility and not just because of all the dusty mist in the way.
The Cores were supposed to be stored on ‘8-R’ and that was theoretically just barely visible on a line of sight from their angle. Obviously, spotting anything in this murky cavernous place was all but impossible. 
The trio of explorers left Tina reluctantly, but her mind still smiled at them and they could feel her confidence. Nigel turned his fingers into flashlights – searching up and down the exterior beams across from their current narrow catwalk, for any sign or marking. Knowing that this huge storage space went from 1 to 30, from A to FF, and each section was around 45 feet wide by 15 deep by 20 or so high… They still actually weren’t sure where they had come up to the thing, it just faded away in all directions. And they’d deviated from the schematics’ directions numerous times on the journey so they knew they couldn’t be up at the top left corner like they wanted to be.
They knew also that GLADOS’s eyes would be on them, so close to the Vault. That would possibly complicate things much more: assuming she could see the wall, she would definitely see them on it. She had. She was already getting the bug spray out. Off in the distance across the building, the Diversity Vents came to life.
The boys didn’t immediately see any identifying marks. But what they did clearly notice was that any of the rectangular storage shelves to the leftmost of the place were completely ruined, melted probably from the explosion of the nearby fuel line. Sure enough, the long searchlight beams that Nigel created were swallowed up by the jagged blackness of the six-foot-wide fuel pipe’s open end. So they couldn’t head directly down, in any case. Also, the angled, broken contents of them clued them in that these shelves and structures might not be as stable as they’d like, to climb about on.
“There, there’s one,” Corey said, as one of Nigel’s bright lights passed over a circular, painted area. It displayed the number 5, and the letter D. They were able to locate 4 and C directly below the catwalk’s abrupt end. They started plotting out just exactly where they were in relation to it all, and their hearts just sank. The scale on those drawings that they’d looked over, the architectural designs? It just didn’t seem right when seen from a 9-year-old’s height.
8-R. Plotted out by Martin and Paxton, it was to be a quick L-shaped jaunt, to avoid having to zig-zag around a diagonal, which looked quicker on paper than it could possibly be in real life. Turn it upside down, a 7 was what they now had, and what with the Vault’s proximity to the upper part of that 7, the route looked much more like a staircase to Nigel. A really big, really scary staircase.
8 … the average age that the students had been when the Synchronicity Event occurred. Horizontally, it was half a football field length away, not that any of these kids had ever been on a football field. The one above their dorms? It was something their keepers meant to bring them up to, but the Enrichment Center’s activity rooms were much easier to configure, far faster to reach. And they didn’t get rained out, or sun-burnt. A football field length on these girders wasn’t so terrible a distance to balance, with or without powers, with or without a large ungainly ball filled with incredibly complicated circuitry. The only drawback was that column 8 would take them directly opposite the Vault’s chamber walls if they meant to descend there. They didn’t have the luxury of exploration time, just now, so the most direct route would have to do.
But R… R was a vertical designation.
Section R would be hundreds of feet below. Nigel sent a thought up to Tina. I might need to come back with the other teams, this place is darker the farther down you go. Tell them to grab lighting and maybe ropes to climb, we don’t have nearly enough telekinesis around here.
Tina gave him a pinged ‘heard you’ response, and passed that message along. They were getting used to this method of communication. Even if they had any, they couldn’t have risked using technology like headsets or hand-held phones for fear of GLADOS picking up the transmissions and homing in on them – and down here they just didn’t work anyway. Too much interference left over from Alma’s presence for one thing, normal phones hardly worked around her.

Plus, they were telepaths. In a profoundly child-like way, the entire Paragon group still outright enjoyed showing off their abilities even if it was only to one another. Who could be silent the longest, who could broadcast at the longest distance, or to the most people at once. Even when their Armacham keepers and instructors were putting them to the test, they’d never or very rarely really cut loose. Something – mistrust of authority, dislike of individual instructors, fear of failure in an adult’s eyes – held them back.
Now, now that they were on their own for a year, they had to fend for themselves. Even manage to keep one another alive – their lives did depend on finding food, did rely on constant patrols of familiar corridors for new threats, did tie them together as a family even if they shared only genetic codes on a chart somewhere. Some weren’t friends with everyone. Others still were shy or selfish.

But they’d become, individually and as a group, something quite impressive. And, in no small part due to their keepers prior reminders that they were superior, they all had a bit of an ego to boot. No one wanted to be known as ‘that unreliable kid’, or the one that got left behind. Few ever lashed out or mocked anyone about how scared someone was. 

Everyone was scared. 

Nigel was terrified now, as he jumped across the twisted catwalk and onto the ledge known as 4-C. He scaled down the first of the girders’ heights. It was not the height he minded, and Tina up there knew that perfectly well as she kept a gentle psychic hand on his shoulder. He wasn’t really sure what, if any, single thing might be wrong. It might have been the endless clattering noises from the Vault itself, which were growing by the moment. It was like a living thing now, GLADOS was throwing a tantrum that shook the whole facility. Jabbering panels and crushers, spiked walls designed for who knew what purpose originally, slamming into each other like they were trying to eat anything in their path.
Once upon a time, the Enrichment Center provided exactly that: enrichment – bodily skill and mental preparedness – to those who entered certain sections. Combat courses run by the old military-grade androids that Aperture built, later filled with Paxton’s Replicas, on occasion also held daring competitions for the children, sponsored by Armacham’s scientists. Who braved the most gunfire (that was Melissa, though she hated to admit it and had to be forced into the area by their keepers, fooling her into believing that someone was in there needing assistance), who leapt uninjured across the farthest-apart columns (Geoff’s domain, the only other competition he had was from Isabella who cheated and flew around him), which of them stood the longest near the blasting flames (Ross, who had since fallen to his death during a Storm) or endured a painful acid bath from slipping into one of the nasty vats of the stuff (Donald, whose only regret was that he was embarrassed on getting out, as his clothing had all been dissolved away). 

But now these threats were very real. The educational center, combat training, and live fire courses were built all the way across the facility from GLADOS’s protected shell, and just that much farther away, therefore, from Alma’s Vault. However, GLADOS never let that get in the way of utilizing the same tricks and traps throughout the entire place since the Synchronicity Event. In fact she had probably learned more about how to kill them, than how to train them, while they were put through their paces for Armacham’s investors.
The Vault’s walls unfolded, the box-like structure coming apart and moving on huge mechanical daises and platforms. Not all of it: the portion they’d seen first, the bit nearest to GLADOS’s monumental chambers, didn’t seem to be moving at all. Whether that was because she didn’t feel like endangering her own enclosure, didn’t think it necessary to waste the energy on it, or couldn’t move them for lack of power, they surely didn’t know. It didn’t matter, either. The whole rest of the Vault that Alma Wade had been raised in from the age of eight and roosted mainly within until she was twenty-six, had come to life. Shaken off its dusty hinges, spilled into the dark void below a collection of old clothing and furniture, toys that had been torn to pieces or melted, skeletal remains from long-dead visitors as well as a couple who had been caught in the neurotoxin much later… Fragile connections were broken: air vents that Alma had used to exit and re-enter the rest of the facility, power cables that sparked and crackled as they brushed each other, support beams keeping portions of the Vault contiguous snapped as the monstrous Vault became the physical embodiment of their lifelong fears. Alma had lived there, killed there. Perhaps Alma had even worn off on her mechanical keeper. 
The thing had all but sprouted eyes and a gaping mouth: GLADOS was watching all right. Dozens of pinpoint lasers danced from the turrets already lined up and re-steadied on shelves, daggers of light from her metaphorical eyes.
Keep going, she’s just showing off, Tina nudged them, from above.

It’s working, Nigel replied with a half-grin.
Corey and Leigh couldn’t reliably maintain a levitating posture without a reference mass big enough to bounce off of, which meant that they had to climb down just like Nigel. They had always done well both apart and as a team, in obstacle course events, their Icarus-reinforced bones helping to soften the blows that their enhanced reaction speeds couldn’t dodge. But their powers of repulsion and attraction (mass-based abilities according to one scientist, simple telekinesis to another, who argued about it even as they lay dying with neurotoxin creeping into their bodies) relied upon closeness or distance from a reasonably large, stable surface. 

There was not much of that here, they realized, aside from the fly-swatter-like panels that GLADOS continued to swish at them. Missing by a few yards, this clearly angered her to an extent that they had rarely seen. The panels trembled at the ends of their jointed arms. GLADOS gave off an entirely new noise: an electronic scream of wordless anger. 
They were just barely out of her reach.
A moment later, another strange sound filled the air. “Wheeeee!” It was the gleeful, even more childish voice of a turret – “Ow! Ow ow ow ow!” The brightly white shell of the little turret shattered into sharp pieces upon impacting the nearby support beam, its laser eye swinging wildly around and a spray of bullets spat out of its guns, and then it faded into the haze of the Coolant pit. A springing panel under a Diversity Vent in the middle of the Vault’s battle-map-like surface vibrated, settled back into place, and GLADOS fired up another round. A second little turret fell onto the Aerial Faith Plate, springing into the air heading directly for them.
They had been just barely out of her reach.

The second turret belched out its own armor-piercing rounds at them long before it hit the wall. But it too clattered downward in a spiral light show of red until it was far out of sight. They saw a line of the damn things being fed into the Vent, probably being siphoned from the far side of the facility. There were thousands of turrets there.

Tina relayed this new information to Paxton, directly. This time, knowing that everything could be on the line, he sent a number of ELLs and a cadre of Vortigaunts to shut down the Vent’s pressure system, and didn’t let any of the orange-jump-suited women complain about it. Tina pinged the boys on the scaffolding: attempting to shut down that Diversity Vent, keep going.
Trying to keep their cool, Corey and Leigh pressed downward, following Nigel’s softly glowing form. If they kept going just long enough, GLADOS wouldn’t even be able to aim that far below the Vault’s floor. But they were still somewhere up near the top edge of that second stair avoiding the great twisted girders on the left.
The third and forth turrets crashed into each other before they cleared the Vault’s edge, tumbling down ineffectually and apologizing to each other. The fifth, however, got a good, clear arc over the thirty-yard space. In it, from apogee on down, it spat a steady patter of bullets. Up above, Tina winced – Corey had been struck, all but attracting the bullets with his own power as he tried to swing around the nearest girder. But he kept silent, gritting his teeth and sticking himself to the far side of the thick metal beam.

Nigel had paused below them by one row, backed up to the farthest portion of the scaffolding where there were bundles of pipes and brackets texturing the wall, reducing his own glow to a minimum. When another pair of turrets grazed the trio and gave Leigh a bit of a hair cut (much, much too close for comfort) Nigel waved them over. Corey came first, holding his injured arm. He’d be okay, like most Icarus-treated subjects, he healed rapidly. Not as fast as Melissa, but he estimated that by the time they got down to the R platform he’d be mostly just bruised instead of bleeding. If they got that far, obviously. Plus he didn’t need to use his arm to carry things like the Cores: he could just stick them to himself. That’s why he was the retriever, and Leigh was the defender.
Another turret volleyed into the space past the Vault, “I see yooooouuuuuu!” It sang, rattling their platform with a rhythm of bullets. Suddenly, Nigel screamed as his companions winced and ducked.
He’d gone dark, Corey and Leigh feared the worst. They saw a light, bright, pulsing, that dropped down and appeared to bounce off several girders along its way. GLADOS laughed, heartily and deep. “G-g-got you, little firefly,” she gloated.
From closely behind one of the platform’s wall-mounted beams, Nigel grabbed at his companions and stuck his dark fingers over Corey’s mouth so he didn’t yell. Go, now, he mentally whispered, startling both of the boys with the intensity of his mind, feel your way if you have to. She thinks I’m gone, I don’t know if she even cares about you two.
Numbly, half on the cusp of grief over losing their friend, and elation that he’d survived, they complied with his wishes. They did feel their way down, since Nigel couldn’t be discovered to be alive. Too much existing light still shone around the platform Nigel was on, so he felt a bit trapped. Instead of panicking, he concentrated on sending a message to Tina, scratch that, this way is not going to be good without more defensive support, we need to avoid the whole grid in front of the Vault and there are too many missing sections to head straight down.
A moment passed, and then through Tina he heard Paxton’s distinct mental energy demanding to see what the issue was. Though he risked falling, Nigel relaxed and opened his mind. He remembered being told once, all Pax needed was a visual. An appraisal of the situation that he could then use to hopefully fix this quickly failing mission.

Nigel’s mind was strong, confident, focused. Bright, like his power. It was hard having someone as strong-willed as Paxton in his mind, he’d never experienced it before, and had only heard complaints from those beyond Geoff and Melissa that had.

Most of the kids didn’t have difficulty simply communicating with one another. The brief touch of mental energy could be like a feather’s softness, some flickered like faint flames, others with further abilities felt lighter than air, or cold like ice, bristled with electricity. Paxton… while he could merely spy on people’s thoughts without them even noticing, the moment he had to actually commandeer a brain it was like having a bulldozer scoop the inhabitant out of the way and deposit them just outside their own, locked, back door. The boy sensed Paxton moving his hands to feel the presence of the girder Nigel hid behind, shifting his weight to test how much give there was to the platform itself, gently tilt his head and focus on the brighter Vault beyond the dimly lit wall. He looked up, barely casting his head around to take in the setting and return to hiding before being seen.
With great relief, Nigel felt that back door to his mind re-open, almost as a vacuum sucking him in behind Paxton’s wake. Apparently, that was all he needed, the briefest glimpse. If that was all it took for him to command his Replicas, it was no wonder he could manage so many of them at once. That reconfigured insect-inspired visual cortex of his really did come through for that.
We can build a shield, Paxton said, moments later. Broadly he announced through any available telepath, not just those on the way toward the Vault, That route is too valuable to lose. Hang on, stay where you are, Nigel. Corey and Leigh will be fine once they’re past the Vault. Keep going, you two. Nigel was right, GLADOS doesn’t know you’re there.
Corey and Leigh didn’t think too much of that, but they continued on none the less. The Vault itself had faced up what looked like columns 5 through 20, rows C through F, and could see well beyond those, particularly if the outer walls kept folding around like they were. The going was harder, only in that it was ridiculously dark as they went down. But it was quieter, the girders were solid and eventually around level H actually had ladders instead of just a few broken rungs here and there to cling to. As though deeply underwater, the light faintly glimmered on the tops of objects. There was no hint of lighting units on the scaffolding: not even ones built into it.

Leigh was reaching the limit of his weak telepathic range, sending the thought up to Nigel who stifled a chuckle: what goddamn moron doesn’t install lights in an underground storage center? 
By now though, they had both gotten used to the darkness, and were reasonably confident as they moved around. There were storage cubes by the hundred, along with a massive amount of scattered junk. Broken boxes, some with the old Aperture logo on them, many with the Armacham brand, a few with U.S. Government markings. One section bore an entire, sealed shipping container – the next and the one after that too, into the distance, which could have been the original function of the whole wall of storage. 
The plan was originally to use the ‘Aperture Science Vertical Scaffold Relocation Platform’ that had been indicated in the schematics – a freight elevator by any other name, similar to a window-washer’s pulley unit, suitable for putting unused military tanks (that was level L) or boxcars filled with what warned of toxic waste (N) or anti-aircraft weapons (P) on. The group wasn’t too happy to discover that the lift had broken only two years after the facility was christened, a note scribbled, probably by Rattmann, on the margin of the page describing it. No one had bothered to fix it, and obviously only the lighter weight items could be carried off of the thing now.
Some of those extremely heavy weights had been there so long that they’d started to fall to the next level anyway – with the help of the Events there were whole sheered off sections that Corey and Leigh carefully passed, and added to the list of things to bring for the next trip: anything to make it a smooth, uneventful climb back up. Crossing a fifteen-yard beam in the dark had gotten too normal and boring! Try sprucing it up with a five foot gap in the middle! How about a missile launcher straddling the beam, that would make a terrific decoration for that 15 inch wide support girder.

Mind the gap, GLADOS would say. The gap was now their only source of light. Well, that and the occasional red beam of a rapidly descending turret. By the time Corey and Leigh reached level R, and started heading across the last section to column 8, they realized that this whole layer of scaffolding was…

We found them! Corey blasted his happy mental voice upwards, there are tons of them – they’re loose since the quakes. Clearly some had fallen down into the ever-roiling depths, over their broken restraining bars. A path was almost visible, the light filtering down from above was just enough to detect where a person could walk through and do an inventory count. 

They knew that, because there was a dead woman laying there, inventory clipboard in her hand, where she’d died more than a year and a half ago – probably to Alma’s mental force, it was unlikely the entire Coolant shaft’s area was fit for distributing neurotoxins. She wore a helmet which had a built-in light, dead a few days later. 

From far above, Tina relayed that Martin wanted that clipboard and anything else the girl had on her that seemed relevant. A moment later, she added that Paxton suggested they remain where they were: a slight change of plan. They could afford to move a few of those Cores up as far as they dared, to shorten the trip for the next team who were already on their way with a number of metal sheets torn from the very walls that had once tried to kill them.

Melissa, Cricket and Damon were attended by Kitty and Jared: Kitty carried the first wide piece of metal with her hands, rather than her mind (and was the only child in the place who might very well give Geoff  a punch he’d never forget), and Jared was already working on softening up the metal’s edge in order to ‘weld’ it onto the scaffolding.
They had an … interesting time crossing the same gaps that the prior boys had passed. However, Cricket was able to simply scamper up to the nearest solid wall and climb invisibly across it, Damon had no trouble turning invisible enough that GLADOS couldn’t see him as he used the cables to descend, and Melissa… She just stood there yelling back at GLADOS. A stream of profanity that she usually reserved for her keepers attracted GLADOS’s attention well enough that the others slipped by. As long as the crazy AI didn’t outright destroy their system of catwalks, it wouldn’t be out of the question that she could stand there and bat back insults all day. 

When the dust and debris cleared as GLADOS’s hefted ‘hallway on a stick’ struck Melissa, the girl just spat out pieces of drywall and picked crap out of her hair. As Jared determined the best way to attach the protective panels would be at an angle so that anything GLADOS threw down at them would bounce harmlessly off, and not get stuck behind, Cricket and Damon each found their way down avoiding notice.
Things were going reasonably well, but so slowly. And no plan ever seemed perfect when met with reality. 
Flustered, impatient at her seeming uselessness, Isabella had abruptly insisted on leaving the protected portion of their dorms.  She swept by in mid-air, picked up and flung the remaining three metal panels through the massive underground space herself. Bella could easily traverse the entire length of the Facility in minutes. The panels protected her from several attacks. She left them near the others on the scaffold and would have swooped down to pick up as many Cores as she could – perhaps with designs on saving the day – but GLADOS had more tricks up her metallic sleeve.
Though it was a vaguely familiar blue light beam that trained on her as she rested near the intersection of 6 and D, it was an explosive rocket that GLADOS fired, not just a little turret’s tickling fingers of bullets as heralded by their red sights. Bella saw it coming, and would have been able to dodge it, if not for her hair, long ribbons of which she still enjoyed trailing behind her. Vanity that caught in the ragged edge of a broken support beam and trapped her in place. Thankfully she was still in mid-air as it hit her, but… it was still explosive.
Get her the hell out of there, NOW, Paxton’s mind bellowed into theirs, as though the thought hadn’t crossed their own. Jared, keep getting those panels fixed. Kitty, grab Bella – Alonzo and Natascha are on their way. Be ready with as many of those damn Cores as you can hold.
Melissa gasped for breath – he’d been watching through her, unapologetic, angrily yelling with her own mind and mouth at the same time. Kitty sprinted as fast as she could behind the safety panel, fumbling for Bella’s hand. The telekinetic gave off a weak, high-pitched scream, so many parts of her were broken. 

GLADOS laughed and laughed. “I – I – I can do this allll-lll … -all day,” she reminded them.
Quite possibly because Paxton had recently thrown himself to the forefront of her mind, Melissa was far more angry than afraid. When Kitty did manage to bring poor Bella, limp and rag-doll-draped over the younger girl’s shoulder, past Melissa’s spot near the Vault’s corner, her amber eyes lit up and glared at the Vault’s reconfigured shape. GLADOS was throwing those rockets now, though unable to guide them very well since it seemed certain portions of the Vault’s floor were starting to give way. They had been semi-rusted in place, hardly moved in years, and were now bearing the stresses with fractures along many joints. Explosives shaking the place up obviously didn’t help.
Too many minutes went by: as Kitty and Bella reached the haven above where Chris attempted to at least stabilize the injured girl, Alonzo and Natascha breezed past Bruce. He wasn’t showing the best of expressions, but he held out bravely. Melissa’s mind begged, faster, faster get here faster, though neither Alonzo or Natascha could hear her directly. When they did finally reach Melissa, she pulled them into the darker recess behind a short, jutting wall by her catwalk station. GLADOS had run out of spare rooms to throw that had contiguous tracks to the location, and was concentrating her efforts on those below at the scaffold.
Wordlessly, Melissa aimed Alonzo down toward Tina and the group on the scaffolding. He’d be fine: he too had been practicing, and now could maintain that strong shield of air even with all Hell breaking loose around him. He’d need that – Hell was where Melissa appeared to be sending him.

The scaffolding itself was now on fire, old wooden pallets and smaller shelf units on the large shipping-container-sized blocks reduced to piles of flickering rubble. Through that, Jared melted the metal panels they’d dragged down there into a durable and much more physical shield than Alonzo’s. The missiles that GLADOS sent down to them were weakening the scaffolding, but that shield would hold long enough.
They could see, through the smoke anyway, the brightly white hair and distinct electrical snapping around Natascha, up on the opposite wall. Why wasn’t she coming down here? Her hands were needed –

If the clattering of the Vault’s reconfiguration, the explosive percussion of the rockets against the scaffold, staccato turret gunfire, distant ceiling tracks groaning with the weight of pendulously rocking spare rooms, and GLADOS’s mad electronic guffawing weren’t loud enough, one sound cut through the entire underground chamber that caused a more-than-momentary deafness on the part of anyone or any thing that could hear, over the entire Coolant shaft.

It was Natascha, on the catwalk, held in place by Melissa’s slender arms so she didn’t lose her balance – sending a thick, extremely bright bolt of electricity into the gap between the Vault and the ceiling. It was the last bright object in the whole place: the Vault instantly went dark and silent, save for the extremely distressed chirping of the turrets and their sideways-tilting arcs of bullet fire. Bits of scaffold still glowing from explosive impacts were the only other forms of light.
Melissa’s hearing – of course – recovered first, with the exception of Natascha’s, who either didn’t care, or was immune to it. 

Nigel’s light returned more than a minute later: he finally realized that they were in near-complete darkness now if they hadn’t been before, the fires above went out quickly, most things that could burn, up there, already had, and were nothing more than charred shadows of themselves since the explosion of that fuel line long before. The bright lights that the Vault had provided were now gone. Pieces of the Vault itself slowly slid into the pit below, broken parts that would have been shaken loose momentarily anyway. Otherwise, it remained motionless: it’s power hookup and thus most of its complicated controller circuitry rendered completely overloaded by Natascha’s lightning.

“You killed it,” Melissa said, breathing a sigh of relief. Natascha was grinning broadly, but she also wasn’t crackling with her typical energy field either – everything she had, went into that arc of energy.

“Why didn’t we do that to begin with?” Natascha said, and then winced.

Because it was supposed to be the last resort, Paxton reminded her quite harshly. Don’t do it again, the whole point is to keep the Center functional.

Melissa was pretty sure he knew she’d told Natascha to do it, she’d have to have some words with him when they got back. Plus, the only reason she’d let Natascha loose on the Vault was because Melissa herself wasn’t able to leap the gap to wrestle with that rocket launcher anyway. She’d planned on it, the moment she saw what it could do. Maybe there would be time for that later: she was sure she heard GLADOS over in her still-functional areas grumbling about that.
For now, there was only the danger of falling on the way back up, with their Cores in hand, and getting those injured some help.
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“Correct me if I’m wrong,” Paxton dared them, “but I believe some things didn’t exactly go as planned.” 
Their wounds had mostly healed, Sandy having nearly exhausted herself on repairing the damage done to Bella before moving on to anyone less seriously injured. Uncomfortably, several of the raiding party members sat around the long white table, in the brightly lit conference room that Paxton and Martin had declared to be their base of operations. They had hardly had time to sleep, certainly few of them had eaten or bathed, and only Tina and Nigel had found time to put on cleaner clothes – Bella’s were ruined, she had been given something from her own dresser. Everyone looked disheveled, worn, smelled of smoke and oil. One of the Replicas stood just outside the room’s door, Paxton’s way of ensuring them some privacy for this discussion.
Though Geoff was seated near his brother, he remained silent. He was opposite the door, and actually seated, both of which seemed a bit odd for him. But then he’d been acting odd lately. It had surprised a good number of the kids when, as things went bad in the Vault, Geoff sprinted down to the Coolant entrance to retrieve Isabella himself, and waited – very much like Melissa had done when Paxton was unconscious – by her side as she was healed. If Geoff was angry with what Bella had done, he gave no sign. But very clearly, Paxton was furious.

Thankfully he didn’t waste his breath on the numerous changes or contingencies which had to be accounted for. Everyone already knew those. The main points he wanted to address, however, were dwelled upon for hours before the meeting had been called. He had, as almost always before, shared his thoughts only with his brother and Melissa, and even she was a bit taken aback by his mental tone when he didn’t get what he wanted to hear out of Geoff.
It wasn’t, Pax insisted, something that could be hashed out as easily as glancing over each other’s minds and saying ‘okay that’s fine’, though why he asserted this she wasn’t sure. They’d had emergency meetings, and planning sessions for hunting down food, rescuing strays and the like, but this whole venture had been so much more that those things. It could be expected that he’d place more importance on this of all ‘missions’. But Melissa thought it was ghastly, how big it was to him. And how much his mind swirled with a red, unfocused anger. No, that was not true: it was aimed at everyone else, but Melissa had a feeling it should have been pointed at himself.
Overnight, the fifteen Cores they’d pulled up were examined for their soundness. Martin was working with the viable Cores now, in a room with shielded computers, which he was using to make sense of their programming. The ELLs and Vortigaunts who had been sent to stop the endless pull of turrets through the Diversity Vents had earlier announced their success, having disabled the suction ports at key points along the route from the Combat Arena to the Vault. If they really, really needed to reconnect them, they could – at least they hadn’t completely destroyed that system.

Paxton’s anger at the loss of the Vault, though, seemed very irrational to most, confused some: most particularly Natascha. “We couldn’t use the Vault anyway, you couldn’t even go there when GLADOS wasn’t against us.” It was well known, and often a sticky discussion topic, that while Geoff could and had braved approaching Alma’s Vault in those days, Paxton shied away from even the idea. “Why bother keeping it powered?” She said, “it makes no sense. What is the word…” The table began to charge with energy, none of it hers, when she looked Paxton in the eye and said, “you’re sentimental? About your crazy mother’s jail?”
Geoff spun sideways out of his chair and quickly pushed his hand into Paxton’s way, as his brother clearly meant to leap over the table at the girl. Pax’s angry, clawed fingers dug into his brother’s arm rather than futilely swinging into the air over the table. The elder’s cool eyes and very measured expression were more what Paxton allowed to stop him from doing so. He didn’t have to clutch Pax’s dirty shirt or chase him off from outright scrabbling at either himself or Natascha. He did, however, gently lower his brother the six inches he’d been off the floor the whole time. 
From over his shoulder he checked, Natascha looked far too smug. Geoff said to her, uncharacteristically poetic, “even if it’s the house where we were beaten, it’s still the only house we knew.” Those were Paxton’s exact words for it, not three hours before. Natascha sneered but looked away, shaking her head. Geoff felt the tremble of his brother’s heart, through his chest where his fingers were planted. He paused, “it’s done, Pax, let it go.” Those too, were words spoken just a few hours earlier, by himself. 
Only when he felt his brother’s tense body lean back and relax and Pax let go of his arm, did he remove his warning hand from the boy’s chest. He knew he’d hurt Paxton with his fingers deeply pressed into his flesh, he could almost feel ribs. Geoff carefully sat back down, pulled in a deep breath and pushed it out, blowing at the pile of papers left on the table from the night before.
That anger defused, Paxton was still left simmering over other issues. For the first time, it seemed Paxton could not adequately convey his ire: things had simply not gone smoothly and he intended to find out why. He, an eleven year old boy, paced through the room and spoke, a stream of consciousness that he rarely offered to others. What he kept returning to, and what began to stir an angry wave in Melissa, was that he believed the teams were unreliable. Compared to? His Replicas, his only frame of reference beyond himself and his brother.

They gathered, as he wore a path over the tiled floor and spoke, that he was so used to them just doing as they were instructed, and was left all but dumbfounded at the lack of ability that his friends, his family, showed. He said something about it endangering everyone, leaving questions in his mind about any confidence he could have in their reliability… that finally snapped Melissa.

She stood abruptly, angrily. Her honey-colored hair pulled back into a still-dirty puff behind her neck bouncing a bit, the only part of her that wasn’t tense. “Don’t you dare,” she yelled, slapping the table hard with her hands. She stepped around the other chairs and their inhabitants and stomped up to him. “Don’t you for one minute tell me that we’re unreliable, Paxton Fettel!” She was just as furious as he’d been – but no one moved in to stop her from approaching him. Very likely because no one was disagreeing with her. And she was the only one of them that he’d listen to at this point: Geoff had given up the night before.
Paxton was older than Melissa by only two months, they had always seen eye to eye, literally and figuratively. At first he stared, trying to keep from losing this battle of wills. But he could see in her own golden-hued eyes that she wasn’t going to back down, and he was not at all sure how to deal with that. She’d never, really, been angry with him before. They’d had childish arguments and spats, like any of them might. But ever since Geoff’s mental ‘nest’ had closed and Melissa had opened her own mind for him to take refuge in, a few years before the Event, she had never even so much as raised her voice at him. Always offering a soft word, warm comforting hands, and her gentle, careful mind when his mother had scalded his. She was far from gentle, soft or warm now, and her mind was shut. Likely, that was what caused the biggest impact on him.
“We are not your clones, Paxton. We are not your soldiers. We are your friends and we did everything we possibly could within our limits and beyond.” She was apt to throw her arms in the air, Geoff made sure to be ducking. “Everything we did hurt and we were still able to get this done. The result is still the same, we still got what we came for.” She drew in a steady, deep breath. “So don’t you dare compare us to your brain-dead Replicas, because we’re not. And,” she snapped her finger into his chest – painfully punctuating her words as his eyes finally dropped and found their way only to the floor, “they couldn’t have done it.” She let that sink in. “You’ve even admitted that,” she said, withdrawing her hand, balling it up by her side.
Just at that moment, with just those words, Paxton’s expression changed radically, from a surprised and somewhat petulant grimace directed at the floor, to a confused, self-examining worry, eyes darting across the middle-distance. That was it: even if he could have sent his Replicas in, he would have failed. Paxton’s fingers trembled and he forced them to be still. Failure? At least in his own memory, the concept rang true: flawed though it might be and blind to certain moments, he had never failed when he’d set his mind to something.
Melissa’s anger was ebbing, but not her hurt. She did however carefully begin re-opening her sanctuary, the smooth marble of her cool and welcome mind. “Sometimes, Paxton, things don’t go the way they’re planned, and sometimes people make mistakes. But that wasn’t what happened last night. Last night, we did what you asked of us. And we did it because you asked us to, not because you commanded it.  We all came back alive,” she flashed another angry look at Bella who sat mutely on the other end of the table from them both. “So I do not want to hear, ever again, that you think any of us are less reliable than your Replicas.”
Spent, she leaned her hand against the table, gripping it for support, and waited. Everyone else at the table held their breath. Paxton didn’t walk from the spot, but he wasn’t still. Faint emotions touched his face, his thin eyebrows creased gently, eyes searched the floor and the walls, jaw tightened and released, lips tensed and were bitten. Finally his eyes closed, and his shoulders slumped into a rounded, defeated posture. None of them, even Geoff who had seen his brother so many ways, at least: and remembered it, had seen him thus.
Except for Melissa – when he had looked, to her eyes, as a shadow of himself; pressed into the smelly, bloody corner of a lab. Shrunken by days of starvation, weakened by madness, broken by shame. She hoped fervently he would be able to salvage this moment as he had that one. Sometimes, sanctuary was not enough, and she had to gently push him into the very things he feared. He had always come out stronger. He hadn’t crept back into her mind, yet, he wouldn’t until this was resolved. That was his way.
He dragged in a shallow, hesitant breath. Paxton swayed and stepped back once, clearing a little space between himself and Melissa. “I’m … sorry,” he said, little more than an exhalation. But he blinked harder, and steeled himself, or at least tried to. His jaw trembled slightly. “I am so very sorry,” he repeated. It was possible that he’d uttered those words to his keepers at times, he wasn’t sure. He tried not to remember, but for some reason, there were images competing for space in his mind. Images supposedly long-gone. 
Though he looked around the room, he met no eyes, not even his brother’s, nor Melissa’s. Staring at the table, he pulled words from his throat with difficulty, trying to make himself believe them. “You’re… completely right. I should be glad that no one died. And I am glad – We didn’t … lose anyone. We did get… what we needed done.” Whatever strength he had faded from him, as he breathed in again and shook his head. “You’re right. I should never have compared you to my soldiers.” Words started tumbling out of his lips in a rush, a justification? An explanation? “But they’re all I ever knew how to … how to expect anything from. And maybe I … put my expectations so high they…” He abruptly stopped himself, no, that wasn’t what he wanted to say at all. If he said that, they’d think he was a total ass, and they’d be right. Instead he resorted to a simple, “I apologize, you all did everything so well. I … forgot that the rest of you aren’t … you don’t have the same expectations as I do, of each other, or of me.”
There was no doubt that some in the room would have liked to see him crying over this. He did not, instead he straightened and looked around the table as he thought to himself. At least no one interrupted him. They were careful enough around him to know better than that. Some expectations of him were higher than others – but none were higher than his own. His own were made and formed by years of… He had a small revelation: it wasn’t about what he expected. It was about what he wanted.
What he wanted was to be told he’d done everything perfectly: generally throwing Replicas at things and avoiding being killed, himself. What he wanted was something elusive. A flickering of memories that were wiped out in an electronic flash by his keepers, as he floated in a tank somewhere near Geoff’s, their broken and battered bodies being made sound once more. 
It had been all he could get, he was so trained to accept that as a reward for having impressed the right people. 
Paxton’s eyes looked to be summing up each and every one there. These were the right people, Paxton decided. These. His friends, and his family. His keepers could go to Hell: they’d made him this way, and now they were gone in a flash and, hopefully, in a twisted screaming mess of agony. He hadn’t even realized they’d had such a hold on him, even outside their training sessions. He and Geoff were warriors: designed, made and forged by men who were too afraid to fight their own battles. Men who had entertained themselves by watching children – brothers – try to kill one another time and time again. He could be his own keeper, at least now that he knew he didn’t have to impress those men. 

He’d been told by these people, and realized he should have listened better: they had done everything he’d asked of them, and more. Yes there were collateral damages, a hand played too early. But far more good came from it than bad, they’d carted out three times the number of Cores they’d originally wanted, as well as getting a good look at a lot of other potentially useful items stored on that gigantic wall. He tried to wrap his mind around the idea that this had actually been a job well done. If he were his keepers, he would praise himself too. And he would be his own keeper – Paxton had always been able to adjust. This was just another adjustment to the way he did things.
With that almost-instant reassessment done, a calmness and familiar confidence came back to him. There it was, Melissa thought, through the fire at last. The heat of his anger faded, fluttered away like ashes, almost visible, and a part of him that would always be welcome reclaimed its spot within her mind.

“Let’s start over,” Paxton suggested, mostly to himself. “Tina, you and Chris and Bruce did exactly what was needed. Without your eyes and ears, they’d never have even gotten to the wall.” Though Tina was the only one of them there, she smiled and nodded to him – passing his words on to the pair of surprised boys who were in other distant rooms. She was willing and happy to forgive Paxton’s rage, even if she didn’t quite understand it, and at least it’d never been aimed at her.
Paxton managed a proud nod to the next, “Nigel, you were brilliant, and I don’t mean that as a pun.” Nigel stopped glowing, even as he started grinning. “You scared the shit out of Corey and Leigh, but you … You kept your head on straight, and you let me into it even though I know it’s – hard, thank you.”

They’d surely never heard that before. 

Reluctantly he leveled his eyes on Bella, who sat as quiet and still as she could. Even her hair wasn’t animated, she’d apparently been about to cut it off when she had healed enough to move. Geoff had stopped her.

“Isabella,” Paxton said, his eyes returning to a bit of their normal, narrow, guarded appearance, “what you did was impossibly stupid, and I’m not going to say otherwise to make you feel better about it. You were supposed to wait so you didn’t get hurt. You’re fast in the air. You’re strong with your powers. But … We can’t afford to lose you. You could have gone out to check the wall, look up the defenses GLADOS had, maybe even pick up the Cores, I know you thought about it,” he glanced at Geoff, “but what was decided was that you weren’t going to be able to defend yourself well enough, to be invisible since you won’t wear the Icarus armor, you weren’t supposed to go anywhere until we knew what would be needed.” He licked his thin lips, cleared his mind, and it was difficult, because Isabella was so high on his brother’s. But even Geoff admitted that what Paxton wanted made more sense than Isabella flying out, alone, being spotted, swatted at, killed. It would have gotten them nowhere.
“And you, Natascha, were supposed to be our big guns.” Paxton tapped his fingers around his arms, possibly something he’d picked up from his keepers when they were irate.
“I don’t see the point in scolding me,” Natascha grumbled. Obviously, the wall of anger that Paxton had wasn’t completely demolished as he threw his head around to express his ire. “She told me to do it,” she added, and Melissa gave her a brief nod: even if Paxton didn’t acknowledge it, she herself would.
It was Geoff that spoke, “we’ve been trained, Pax and me, for warfare. Nothing else.” Paxton slowly nodded, guessing that in his own subtle way Geoff had been listening in to his thoughts earlier. While his brother spoke, Paxton collected his own wits. “I think what Paxton … neglected to consider, is that you don’t have that training. You can’t know what we know about any of this –“ he indicated their table which still had roughly sketched plans, picked up and tossed around the crumpled remains of several which had to be discarded as the assault went on. “Plotting and tactics, plans of attack.”
He didn’t remind his brother verbally that what they were doing now was called a debriefing and was supposed to be productive, not just a gripe session, but Paxton caught that. Pax wondered, maybe Geoff had come to the same decision regarding their keepers as he had – long before. Would have been nice to be let in on that one. 
Geoff continued, “And one lesson we learned is that … it’s not wise to throw your biggest attack first. You test your enemy. You wait, you try the least that you can. If that doesn’t work, then you start going with more firepower or more defenses.”
“We were taught,” Paxton added, more confidence in his tone now – probably because his brother still agreed with him on most of the issues at this discussion, “that you don’t start with a nuke, and end with a punch. The big guns are for the grand finale. And both of you were the grand finale.” His eyes switched from the electric wielder to the telekinetic, adding, “and that was if you were needed at all. You do know how many others were glad they weren’t out there? It wasn’t a game,” he thought back to Rex and his own relief at not having to be sent down there, since his team was Geoff’s.
The girls, so completely disparate in appearance: black and white hair, long and short locks, tanned and pallid skin, looked at one another with the same expression, a bit defeated. 

“We know your limits now,” Paxton said, “at least yours, Natascha. It’s a wonder you didn’t electrify the whole goddamn building.” He kept his gaze on the white-haired girl, “You … came in at the wrong time, and we lost the Vault,” he held up his hand to silence his brother, “we also lost our element of surprise. GLADOS knows what to expect now, when we do have to deal with her.”
The white-haired girl snorted, and put her feet on the table trying to blow it off. She knew he had a point, but she also knew that she shouldn’t have been taking the whole blame for her action. “She told me to do it,” she repeated, hands both pointing across the table.
Paxton exhaled and reluctantly looked back at Melissa. He couldn’t maintain the same accusatory glare at her that he’d built up for the others. Instead, the shifting of his weight and the tilt to his head begged her, why?
“It was all I could think of,” Melissa said, trying to impress upon him that there might have been other minds on the playing field that could make their own decisions. She got more agitated and pointed her hands in emulation. “The … rocket launcher? She sent rockets after them, and she nearly killed Bella.” Geoff’s idea to duck with Mel’s arms flying around seemed to be rubbing off on Paxton, who gave her room. “I don’t think it was so wrong to try and stop her from doing that.”

Paxton licked his small teeth, looked away, and nodded. “Will you …” He took a quick glance at Nigel, then his brother, and then back to Melissa. Nigel, who had most recently harbored the full force of his mind for the first time. His brother, who still did at times, their hunting and training was made much easier that way. Melissa… “You let me in, I was there. I know what it looked like.”
“Well then I’d like you to admit that it was damn near the only thing to do, Paxton,” Melissa said, “and because you were there,” she stuck her finger up to her own temple, “you know perfectly well what I was ready to do.”

Geoff’s tilted head and raised, questioning fingers caused Paxton to roll his eyes and look away, abruptly deflating and shaking his head as he said, “she wanted to jump on the Vault’s rocket launcher, and keep it busy.” He stared at Melissa, as Geoff’s own dark eyebrows indicated surprise, “which was a crazy, stupid thing to even think. And I know you’d live and everything, but… I’m glad that you didn’t, and I admit that destroying it was the only option left.” The words tumbled from his mouth, clearly not happy to be saying them in front of so many people, and not just her.
Bella remained silent, appeared to be thinking, but even though there was ample opportunity for her to fill the next moments with her voice, she did not. No apology, nor an explanation, or even an admission of having made a mistake had been uttered, though she had thanked Sandy and Chris for their efforts to keep her alive. It was beginning to worry Melissa.

Melissa let Paxton lean around behind her, getting a better view of those at this side of the table. He stepped behind Geoff’s chair, saw the two others.
The single ELL, Rayell by name, who had been elected by her sisters to come to the meeting, fidgeted as Paxton looked at her. To her, though, he openly smiled. It wasn’t a false grin, he was genuinely pleased. “You girls and the Vortigaunts came through with that Vent issue. Honestly, I wouldn’t even have known where to look for those pump stations. You did well. Thank you.” Rayell gave a plump-lipped smile in response, that was something the ELLs had very rarely heard, thanks for any of their work. Coming from him, it was a trophy she’d cherish.
None of the Vorts had felt it necessary to be thanked or watch others be chided for their roles. None were in the room, by their own choice, though they had been invited. Some wondered whether they declined because they didn’t care for too many of the kids who were at the meeting: they were known to avoid Natascha with a quick vacating of the area. But then there was Paxton – his command of the Replicas perhaps struck too close to home. They had been slaves too long. There was something else, seemingly whenever they were near him. Something about him made them uneasy. But then, plenty about Paxton made a lot of people uneasy.
“Jared,” Paxton’s eyebrows lifted and he put his hands on that boy’s shoulders to show him off to the rest, “came up with the idea to angle those panels, so I want you to understand – like Nigel’s ruse, that was brilliant, and appreciated.” The otherwise nondescript brown-haired, brown-eyed boy smirked and nodded. Pax paced back again, hands clasped behind his back, looking very officious.
Paxton was almost done working his way around the table, choosing his words more carefully now that he could think straight again. Melissa was nearest, but obviously her eyes most difficult to meet – so he moved to his brother. “You didn’t get to do shit except wait for your girlfriend to get healed,” Paxton dodged Melissa’s quick, swatting hand, “no, I’m serious. He’s here to make me look good.”
“I would have gone on the last trip,” Geoffrey reminded Paxton, “but I was –“ he glanced across the table, to Bella who was blushing enough for the both of them. “Making sure my girlfriend was okay. If that’s all right with you?” He knew Paxton wouldn’t let up until that was said. He made a pfft noise, “even if it isn’t all right with you. I don’t need your permission.” 

The tension in the room had dropped to a reasonable low, and finally Paxton dared to look at Melissa’s face again. “You put up with so much of my shit, Mel,” he whispered. “And I can’t thank you enough for that.” For everyone else in the room, it was a dramatically comedic moment when they thought she’d hug him or he’d grab her and kiss her or some other embarrassing private-time mushiness (they were still kids after all) – but motion at the door to the room drew their attention off each other.
“Forgive our unexpected intrusion, young Humans,” a Vortigaunt peered into the room with his long head lowered and crimson eyes half-lidded in a respectful pose, “The… EliVance is concerned regarding the whereabouts of the Mossman, as she has not communicated with Black Mesa at their most typical hour.”
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With the discussion from the debriefing fresh on everyone’s minds, but the lessons learned already taking hold, Paxton didn’t yell at anyone about where Mossman might have gotten off to. After all, she was the only Adult they really had in the place. Everyone’s assumption mirrored his own: she was supposed to be the responsible party and be able to take care of herself. 
She hadn’t been very vocal about anything that the students did, at least not after Paxton got the bulk of his Replicas into the building for patrols and protection duties. That weight – the protective motherly type of weight that apparently settled on women her age (as seen through the eyes of ten year olds) – had largely been lifted by the steady tromping of armored men as they gave brief reports through the long halls. 

And she had started showing the stresses of being the only properly born-and-raised adult. While the Vortigaunts could council her on some things, they weren’t Human and she still wasn’t sure whether to completely trust them. Her behavior toward the Replicas, however, was curious in the sense of the word that she was obviously willing to ignore the fact that they had no personalities of their own. Whether Paxton’s mind was in one or not, he noted her chatting with them – or at them – quite frequently. Even the ELLs thought that was weird. She was desperate for any kind of interaction, the kind that children – even such special ones – could never provide for any adult.
Mossman had been very, very interested in getting to Black Mesa. Since they had opened up the communication satellite earlier in the year, it was obvious that she had skills they needed over there: her specific education, after all, had never really been geared toward teaching elementary school. Sometimes too eager to beg out of watching the kids plan, to return to her vigil at the communication room, Judith seemed to be warring with herself most of the time. Quietly, internally, a tide broke down solid stone: abandon children who had occasionally looked up to her and done some of the most amazing things she’d ever seen, or seek refuge with people who needed and understood her?
Had she just vanished now? The Vorts had already searched for her in her dorm, in the classrooms, communication center, access halls, and many other locations she was known to frequent. The one relayed this information to Paxton, who came from the conference room followed shortly by a few of the nearer kids. It seemed to them that even Paxton was at a loss now. It would have been more useful to them if Mossman had any kind of psychic energy about her, which she did not. 

They saw each other as a variety of bright spots against the darkness of the Vortessence. Most had adopted the Vortigaunt words for it: there weren’t any in English that came even close. Searching for one of their own minds was easy, even lesser powers caused some kind of glow. Looking for a normal one… not so much. It was like seeking a spot of indigo against black.
“Maybe she fell,” Tina suggested, but the Vort who had come to inform them of this event swayed back and forth, their way of saying ‘no’ with body language.

“If the Mossman had met an untimely demise,” he said, “we would clearly see her impact upon the Vortessence. Such a thing was not discovered.” Amos was the Vort’s English name, he closed his three smaller eyes, lidding his larger fourth, “even your own very gifted Vortal seers have not detected her passing, the TeddieKim or the Lynne would have become … agitated.”
“That’s an understatement,” Paxton muttered, “keep looking out for her then, if you would, we’ve… still got to keep going with what we’re working on. I don’t want to spare a search party yet.”

“It is with wisdom,” Amos said, folding his central hand in respect, “that the young leader speaks. The success of yonder raiding party has surely stung deeply into the enemy’s mechanical heart, and Ula’behh ha-keh, she-who-is-broken,” their term, one of many, for GLADOS, “will not likely abide further trespass into her convoluted corridors without aggression in response.”
Amos’s grumbling, alien voice trailed off, and he ignored or perhaps could not interpret the open-mouthed stares on most of the children he addressed. Even Paxton stood there for a moment, digesting it. His brother abruptly slapped him on the back of the head, causing everyone else to jump away and Paxton to fall forward several feet.

“Give them smaller words so we can all understand them, Geoff said; no, no, they should know the language as it was ‘meant’ to be heard,” Geoff parodied his brother’s words, “you idiot.”

“GLADOS will be pissed,” Paxton sheepishly translated, rubbing the back of his head. “Thanks for the concussion, brother.”
The others gave off guffaws or merely chuckles, as they split up from the meeting room. Some went to rest, shower, collapse. Others found their way to the kitchen. Geoff went to see if Martin and Alyx needed anything. Paxton swaggered off to locate Sandy – he really did have a concussion after all. Melissa remained behind in the conference room. Isabella hadn’t risen either.

Finally, unable to bear the silence as the group split up through corridors and away from the room, Melissa went back to stand where she’d been before, beside Geoff’s chair, opposite the dimmer corner where Isabella still remained. “What is with you?” Melissa demanded, “you’ve never been like this, Bella.”
Though Cricket was possibly Melissa’s best friend, Isabella and the honey-haired girl had always shared a great amount of their lives. They were proud of each other, they competed with each other, they occasionally almost treated one another in the way that Geoff and Paxton did: as siblings, rather than merely friends. It was no surprise that Geoff had fallen for her, Isabella was growing up faster than the younger girls: she’d always be a petite, slender woman, but a woman was what she’d started to become. Isabella remained silent for a moment longer, and then looked away.

Distantly, she said, “did you know what I was being trained for, Mel?” Melissa furrowed her eyebrows and shook her head. Though they’d been close, sharing what the Keepers did with them was very rarely something any of the Paragon students did. It was as close to taboo as they had. Moreover, not everyone even knew what their specialized training sessions were eventually going to produce. For some it was obvious, they embraced their work as Paxton did. But for others, whatever they learned they kept to themselves, and however it was rewarded or alternately punished for mistakes, even more private. For most, private was the least of it, they didn’t even remember. For a very few, the brainwashing and memory erasure didn’t take as well – if at all.
“I was being groomed as an assassin, a spy. For Armacham. My dossier says ‘infiltration specialist’, but it really means a spy.”
“But what does—“ Melissa started, but Bella raised her head and glared back. Her dark eyes were hard, her beautiful lips were in a sneer.

“I am so useless in this place,” she spat. “All that stuff Geoff and Pax said about their training to be warriors? Well I do have an idea of what it means. How you’re supposed to act, how you know things without being told. Then you get … Stuck, caged into a role and you can’t break out of it no matter how much you try. I’m… I’m wasting my potential, wasting all that training and work, I went out there,” she threw her arm back, toward the east wall, “so I could feel like I’m not so completely useless to everyone, to myself.”
“You aren’t useless,” Melissa said, but she already felt that her words were going to be wasted. “We do need you.”

“Needing me and needing what I am supposed to do,” Isabella said, low, “are very different, Mel. You know that… Or you will know that.” Her eyes flickered down, looked back up, “probably soon enough.”

The younger girl wasn’t sure what to say about that, or even think. Isabella softened her gaze, fine lines of black eyebrows furrowing behind her still-clean glasses.

“I… I don’t envy you, Melissa,” Isabella said. She stood up, still so much more graceful than any acrobat or dancer. “I’ve read your dossier. And even if you don’t know what you’re for, here, you will.” Her mind was closed, whatever she knew, Melissa wouldn’t pry for. “But … as for me, I …” Finally she looked down, and Melissa saw the drops of tears leaving her face and splashing onto the table. “I don’t belong here. I … can’t stay here.”

“But we don’t even know if it’s-“ Melissa said and was once more interrupted by the sharp tone of her friend’s words.

“I do know,” Isabella hissed, “because I’ve been outside. You think I haven’t seen the light coming in from that water main break? Really? That I wouldn’t want to fly out there and see what it’s like? We’ve been in here more than a year without even trying to dig through it.”
Melissa wanted to be angry, to think that she’d been betrayed – but couldn’t bring herself to blame her friend: she was a bird, and birds apparently needed to fly to feel alive.
“You… you’ve been trapped here and you’ve been okay with that. This is your hive after all.” Isabella continued, her words confusing Melissa a bit, “but I… It’s not okay out there,” she said, a little more conversationally. “It’s a mess. And Armacham… They’ve got the place locked down even with our comm room running.” She glanced away, “I took a terrible chance then too, going outside. Paxton would have yelled at me just like today if he knew.”

“What about Geoff?” Melissa asked, “did he know?”

“Of course he knew,” Isabella said, drawing in a sniffled breath and wiping her hands over her wet face. “And he told me to stay, we talked about it. I couldn’t have brought you all out there – we would have been gunned down.”

“Does everyone want us dead?” Melissa groaned, and Bella’s expression told her what she already knew. “Seriously? But Bella what… what would you do?”

“I don’t know yet,” she said simply. “But I promise I won’t leave until all this is done. After all, I’m one of the big guns.”

The pair carefully approached each other, and though Bella was nearly fifteen and Melissa hardly past eleven, Melissa was still much taller. They embraced, it wasn’t a cold, distant hug – but it was drizzled with tears and broken by gentle sobbing from both of them. “I won’t say anything,” Melissa said. “But you should. It’d be best if Paxton knew. Maybe not until this is over.”

“He’s got plenty to worry about already, and…” Isabella tossed a half-smile over her shoulder as she floated out of the room, “I’m supposed to rest up for the big event.”

Melissa was left in the room alone, wondering what Bella had seen in her dossier. She was pretty sure that it had been what one or more of the scientists had been taking notes in, over the years, as they watched her work. Melissa had always been close to the genetic engineers that had created them all, and knew that working with them on isolating and identifying Origin-worthy genes was part of her training. She hadn’t needed the intense subliminal sessions that Pax and Geoff … and apparently Bella and everyone else did, though she did have them. She knew her own regeneration rendered much of the memory erasure and drugs useless, but try as she might, she couldn’t recall what those subliminally induced skills were supposed to be about. What else was there to it? Should she worry? And should she go looking for this dossier? Right at the moment, no – she decided it was time to take a nice long shower, and wait for the word on the Cores.

**

Geoff’s appearance at the secure-room’s door was welcomed by Alyx, who immediately grinned and bounced up and down. “We’re working!”

“I can see that,” Geoff said, hesitant to do anything more than smile at her. He wanted to tussle her hair or give her a hug – she was always so energetically friendly. But twice in the last hour he’d managed to injure his own brother, and knew his own pent-up anger about Bella’s injuries was still stewing in the back of his mind. He couldn’t risk hurting Alyx, he’d never be able to apologize to her father for it. Geoff entered their domain: it smelled clean, of new plastics and faint electrical discharge.
The room had been used for very similar tasks in years prior: on long, grounded benches and worktables, sat endless miles of wiring and circuit boards. The room was tall, with long dangling light fixtures, some of which had been broken and hung at jaunty angles – still with their lights working, or more probably been repaired by Alyx in the meantime. It wasn’t easy to see the floor, metal parts, plastic screws and fiber optic lines which had been scattered into a massive pile from their normal shelves during the Event had been left to lay for the most part, but picked through as needed. None of the kids really wanted to organize this stuff after all. The ones who might need it anyway, didn’t care and always seemed to know where they could grab what they were looking for.
Martin grunted, hunched over and completely absorbed in his psychic examination of the current Core at his work station. Whatever programming it needed, he could do both manually with the keyboard and monitor, or more likely with his mind. After that one connection that Tina allowed him to have with Geoff, Geoff’s appreciation for his art had grown.

Alyx spun back and handed Martin one of the many tools that were scattered around the room. How she knew which of them to pick up was an absolute mystery to Geoff, since the boy hadn’t actually said anything more than ‘ugh’. The tools all looked bewilderingly similar to Geoff’s eyes: fifteen lengths of wrench, a dozen different screwdrivers, wire cutters and pliers with all manner of ends, things that heated or were magnetized, all sorts of devices that he’d never once had the inclination nor the training to work with.

He could, however, distinguish something else in the room apart from everything. “Alyx, what is that?” He asked.
She was more than happy to show it off. Over on ‘her side’ of the room, a side which was considerably more cluttered but also more clumped with half-built objects than Martin’s mere mess, there was … something bigger than usual. “This is Dog!” It had clearly been put together in the last few hours, because it bore one of the distinct Cores as its heavy ‘head’. The sleek, blue-white capsule-shapes of a gutted turret or two were built into its body, though it had no normal legs yet it sat upright on one large hydraulic-lift like prop, and what looked like a dozen miniature pistons moved the head up and down. “Well actually it’s Dynamically Operational Guidance Guardian / Independently Energized. But that’s way too long, so I call him Dog!”
The round core-head swiveled, and the red lens opened wider, shrank, spun on its axis. It clearly seemed to see Geoff, and something down on the bottom end of it started moving. A squiggling lump of banded, twist-tied wiring rippled, dragging with it some square feet of the mess around it on the floor. A distinct burning scent came from it.
“Oh look he’s wagging his tail! He likes you!” Alyx cheerfully said, and Geoff gave a weak, horrified smile in response. “He’s not done yet, I’m still finding parts. But we can’t get the parts until you get GLADOS fixed and that’s what Martin is doing.” She handed him another tool, whether he’d asked for it or not. Turned out he’d need it in a second or two anyway. It looked as though Geoff could do very little here. Either watch and be wagged at by some mechanical monstrosity, or feel like a useless fool – or, he settled for bowing out, offering to bring back something to eat at some point. Martin had been in there since three in the morning, but he’d always been more eager to play with these things than eat or sleep. Alyx… probably did sleep in there. He could easily imagine the little dark-skinned girl curled up in a nest of those cords and wires.
It was up to Martin and Alyx, Cricket, maybe even Jared, now. To make sure that the Cores they had would reset the system and give them control over the facility again. Had they ever had control over it? If any of them were like Rattmann, the only person he’d known who had been there from the start, it was something he doubted the people that made GLADOS would have been able to pull off, themselves. Geoff didn’t know more about it than that, it was their show, and they’d figure it out, and be duly rewarded. They would deserve it, all of the cheers and relieved hugs and clapping – like the others had gotten when they came back with the Cores.
Paxton, however, hadn’t been among those cheered and applauded and hugged last night. And that had stung his pride, deeply. Geoff felt a bit bad, too – Pax had worked most of it out, with Martin’s input only bringing them to the staging point before then. Paxton and Geoff had gone over many different suggested routes, but it was him who wanted things done in such-a-way… Geoff rarely argued with his logic – unlike any other feature his brother displayed, it had essentially never failed before then. Why start thinking on it now? But oh how he’d fumed, teeth gritted and face trying to look happy or pass off a grin to those who’d come back covered in GLADOS’s spare parts and thrown technological bile.
The elder Fettel brother had never really liked the spotlight that his brother enjoyed. But then, that had been trained into him too: he was a warrior, not a commander. He absently wondered, had he always been content with that role? What had gone on the hour before, in Paxton’s mind as he fought with his inner lab-coated demons, wasn’t new to Geoff. He’d come to terms with his own ‘liberation’ from their keepers some time before, as Paxton had guessed. But the difference between his training and Paxton’s showed there too: Geoff was reasonably secure in being called the ‘strong one’, to Pax’s ‘smart one’. No one could suggest that Geoff was in any way average, there, but who was around here? Geoffrey however, had been trained up to do, to think in terms of the immediate surroundings, quickly analyze and effect any needed changes. To do what Paxton or others up the chain of command wanted of him. He made his own decisions when there were no other authority figures, obviously, he wasn’t a Replica and he would never be ‘helpless’.
He’d played eyes and ears for Paxton many times, when they were younger and getting used to their new strengths. If Geoff felt slighted by their creators, when Paxton kept getting more and more things to do, and he was left to be ‘the strong one’, he never let that show. It did mean that he was often bored, more so than Paxton would admit to then or now. Pax always had the Replicas to keep him occupied. Geoff kept training himself. Almost always out with the hunting parties now, on barnacle patrol, rooting out nests of headcrabs, and more importantly trying to locate safe routes through the Enrichment Center. Now that it was just GLADOS, he actually felt it was far easier to do.
Geoff alone had walked through Alma’s domain unscathed, when she was still there. Not for lack of trying, he could still feel her howling, twisted maelstrom of a mind attempting to get through his defenses. Apparently those defenses left him unsuitable for Paxton’s training; they made him somewhat stunted psychically speaking, as well. But he was still four-sixths, still showed a tremendous aptitude on any of the Paragon system’s charts. Four sixths, not two thirds: their four shared donor parents. Maybe Melissa was right, those last two donors of his had probably weakened whatever it was that Pax’s pair had given strength to.

But Geoff had held Pax’s mind, once upon a time, inside that well-defended brain of his. To keep him safe: the first time… The first time Alma had beaten them, Paxton was such a fragile young child. Geoff hardly older, but far, far less easily shaken by her mind. When she would start appearing, ashen footsteps or bloody ones on the walls, a startling reflection in a mirror, the haunting laughter of an unseen child… Paxton immediately dove for cover, mentally. Times after that, Pax came wordlessly into the safe zone Geoff offered him, but Geoff had started to notice it. Paxton was originally like a quiet mouse, holed up inside a warm wall, with solid beams to support him. If Paxton’s nest was destroyed, it was because his changed demeanor was unexpected – from within, those walls were softer and meant to be friendly, allowing direct access to whatever he needed. Tearing them up with his now-frantic fangs and claws… It could have destroyed them both from the inside out. Paxton’s inert body would not have risen, with him still trapped inside Geoff’s mind.
From the outside though, Geoff’s mind had always seemed cool, smooth stone. Unbreakable or perhaps even invisible to Alma. She must have known that Paxton had been hiding within him sometimes, but been furiously unable to do anything about it. Until she’d gotten past their defenses, Paxton had broken that second time under her spell, and… Geoff just could not maintain his own identity strongly enough, felt himself slipping away into the same raging storm of fire and anger. The nest had been doused with gasoline, and Alma burned so brightly…
He’d never really felt attachment to their mother, Alma was a monster. He’d always known that – he had heard the scientists and keepers say it and he believed them. But Paxton … for whatever reason, he’d never been able or willing to give up on her.

And now the Vault where she’d been kept, the house where they’d been beaten, was gone. He looked at the great dark patch of it off in the deep blue distance, as he walked to get these things off his chest. Geoff had tried, really tried, the night before, to understand why Paxton was so set on keeping it around. He couldn’t then, still didn’t. Pax was sentimental over it. In the same way that he was sentimental about his keepers’ praise. The Vault was the kind of place that Geoff wished they’d never had to confront, if only Pax would see that. Some battlefields should be left to their ghosts.
Paxton would become a problem to himself, and to everyone around him, Geoff realized, if he was ever actually bored. While the everyday activities here kept them all on their toes, their lives continually in danger, it was all very fine and good: they both had things to occupy them. What would happen when GLADOS was turned off? When, if all went according to plan, the facility was no longer turned on itself and they could leave?

The question remained unanswered, because Geoff realized his feet were off the ground, and he was being tugged upwards by a thick, ichor-covered tentacle. Barnacle, he thought. Not today.

He caught his foot on the hand rail of the catwalk he’d been distractedly strolling over, pulled himself back to the floor with it, and then grasped the tentacle itself. “Not. Today.” He grimaced, and yanked it from its cemented grip on the distant concrete ceiling. Normally they would disgorge the remains of whatever they’d recently eaten in a foul pile below them when killed, insides simply turning outward. This one didn’t get the chance, he’d pulled it out by the root-anchors, along with a good chunk of the ceiling.
It undulated, perhaps still alive, with its ring of teeth probing for whatever might still come into its maw. It reminded Geoff of a headcrab’s ‘mouth’, they were probably related in some distant way. He’d never been too up on biology and wildlife studies, plus he wasn’t sure anyone had ever written a book on these things.

He would have been wrong: Black Mesa’s xenobiology lab had one. It even included several extremely clever potential uses for the things, not the least of which was as a self-propelled grapnel and line.
Geoff however didn’t have any further use for the alien invader except to take out his pent-up aggression on, which he did. Eventually pulping its exterior into oozing, bloody submission and kicking it off the catwalk in disgust into the blue depths. He felt much better after that.

**

Paxton’s swagger through the facility’s halls, peering into rooms and peeking behind doors, eventually led him down the same path as the others had taken: to the dining hall, where he hoped to find Sandy. His gait turned less swagger, and more punch-drunk stagger as he went. Finally when he did locate the younger girl (who was, thankfully, eating with the others as Chet had suggested in another room) it devolved further into a stumbling fall. His aim however, as always, was impeccable. 
He planted his face directly into the couch seat next to her, adding a muffled ow, and did not bother trying to get up. “Blunt force skull trauma,” he said, a bit deliriously, “is not fun. Do not try it for yourself.”
“Oh Paxton,” Alessandra groaned, putting her sandwich down on the table nearest, “what now.”

Several others, including Natascha, laughed even harder than they had a few minutes earlier, and the white-haired girl the loudest. “His brother wholloped him a good one,” she said, swinging her hand through the air and laughing again.

“And what started this?” Sandy sighed, but she saw a silly grin on the boy who had managed to lean himself sideways to look up at her. 

“No, this time, I deserved it.” He snickered and winced, with equal intensity. His eyes were unfocused and bloodied, not just blood-shot, there was also a trickle of blackened blood coming from his nose: never a good sign. Sandy tried not to look shocked.
Sandy huffed, turned from him to her food, ignoring the other kids who were still laughing and reenacting it for those who hadn’t been there. “Well I can’t do this here, there are too many people who don’t want you to get healed,” she looked pointedly at Natascha, who feigned innocence.

“Sure you can. I… probably shouldn’t be… moved, anyway…” Paxton addressed the couch once more, and Sandy decided he was correct. His hand had slipped limply down to the floor and he was pretty clearly unconscious by the time she spoke again.
“You know, I’m still tired from all of last night’s work,” Sandy commented, placing her left hand on the back of his head and noticing that it did seem a bit… dented. “Stop laughing, it’s not funny,” she said to the others, who did so out of reverence to her power, rather than respect for who she was healing just then. 
“I thought you needed positive emotions to heal well,” Chris said, kneeling by Paxton’s right side, checking for pulse and such. After returning from the raid himself, he was proud for having contributed what he could do for the small cuts, scrapes and bruises that had been gotten by the others the night before, after Bella had been rushed by. At least he could pick up the things that Sandy shouldn’t waste her power on. He had little more to give: his power accelerated natural healing, it did not substitute for surgery.

“Helps, yes,” Sandy said. The Vortigaunts nearby curiously looked on. Their own experiences with healing Humans so far had been limited. Most of these children could heal quickly anyway. Primarily those who bore the distinct Icarus vouch’kallah, a word they claimed meant ‘sign’, but anyone who had delved a little deeper into their language knew it had the connotations of ‘taint’ as well as ‘brand’. They found it most curious that Sandy’s Vortal power drew from everyone around her, in a true sense. She was clever: in order to be less distracted, she let the others get back to eating and chatting. As long as no one was yelling or angry, under her tanned hands almost any wound knitted quickly. The Vorts present did not contribute their energies – not unless she asked. And even then, this was Xkah-shuu’vahh, but what the title they’d given Paxton meant was still their own secret.
Sandy munched on her sandwich in her right hand, while her left expertly delivered a nudge here and a pinch there – psychically speaking. Healing Paxton was old hat, by now. These boys. Paxton’s skull, like the rest of his bones, was coated with the Icarus-process stuff, and while Sandy had been told that it was there to make the bones more or less unbreakable – she’d seen plenty of breaks. Their bones healed quickly, though, all she really had to do was put it in the right configuration first. Melissa had taught her that: her own incredibly rapid healing factor would heal her however she was broken up, but that meant re-breaking and setting things, if they happened to fall together wrong.
“He’s not breathing very well,” Chris whispered, not sure whether that would help her or interrupt.

Sandy continued with more intensity, after Paxton’s skull was fixed and her sandwich consumed, she had to move on to heal some of the hemorrhaging in his brain. And fix those horrifying eyes: drain the blood from the tissue, let it settle deep within the bones, it would be of more use there. She all but spoke to each part, as she healed it. Though she appeared to be concentrating with the effort that, say, a child doing their homework might show, she became physically tired from it none the less. She sat back in a huff at last, dark eyes lolling and her little bare feet kicking against the couch.
“Now I’m hungry again,” she said, and Chris smirked, got up to fix her another sandwich. 

They had, at long last, been able to locate a storage maze which apparently even the ELLs hadn’t been aware of. It was rather dangerous to reach, and was itself still covered by GLADOS’s watchful, baleful red eyes. (Was that why she wanted to fix Paxton’s eyes?) But now they had plentiful food, and knew better than to squander it. There had yet to be any contact from the outside of the facility to restock anything: food, medicine, or other goods. Even though they had been able to speak with Black Mesa, they couldn’t just call out for pizza.
The non-native wildlife was helping a little there, too… Sandy actually preferred the taste of headcrab to regular crab – or whatever it was that was passed off as crab meat in those cans. 

Paxton stirred, and Sandy smoothed down his hair. With some effort, he managed to flip himself over, but didn’t bother to rise to the seat itself, just laying on the floor with his head against the couch. “Thank you,” he said. Sandy blinked, and then peered down at him. She felt around on his head again, but didn’t seem to be finding what she was looking for.

“He must have hit you way harder than I thought,” she said, half-serious, “he knocked some manners into you.”

He chuckled, weakly, and winced again. And with that, Sandy noted – with her big black eyes that could see so much more than what color shirt he was wearing and that his nose had begun to bleed down it before locating her – the distinct Geoff’s-hand shaped print bruising up on the middle of his chest. Instinctively she reached down but he held up his hand.

“Not that,” he said. “I … think I need to keep that for a while, I need to learn from it.” 

She fiddled with her pony tailed hair, glanced at the notch that had been taken out of his lip during the Event. It had scarred up, finally healing on its own, even as she or Chris couldn’t make it do. “Like that,” she touched it, he blinked and nodded once. “What did you learn from that?”

“That there are some places I don’t want to go back to,” he admitted.
Interval 10.4
November 13, 2007

0700, Fairport, AL

Enrichment Center / GLADOS Primary Function Containment Unit
The days had gone by in a blur for some, but with aching stillness for others. Martin’s review of the Cores led to some interesting discoveries. There were Cores that had only the most marginal operating systems on them, and ones which contained very specific programming. Many of those in the latter category were contaminated by Cave’s overwhelming reprogramming efforts. How he’d managed to affect the Cores that were stored separately, Martin determined, was that they had their own power supply. Cave had reached through tiny batteries, ones that even Martin’s power couldn’t have used to sense through, or at least to move through.

By the end of the second day, Martin had to be forced to take breaks. He was starting to babble to himself, argue with the Cores. Some wondered if he had been affected by the Cave-imposed virus. He’d be fine, Tina linked him up with Sandy – she fixed him.

While he was busy, the corridors and paths they would have to take to get into the Containment Unit had to be plotted out and secured. At first, Paxton wanted to have teams clear them out – but then before anyone got to it, changed his mind abruptly. In doing, the others also realized, they would be tipping their hand again.
“She’ll have time to prepare,” he said, “so let’s not give her that. She knows we’re coming, but not from where.” Three teams, two of them mostly diversionary: he’d learned that trick from Mars, with whom he spoke sporadically at the Comm center, putting into effect some of the training tactics he’d all but forgotten about in the last year. There had hardly been reason to worry about an organized attack on his part, as attacker or as the defender. He couldn’t afford to waste any of his Replicas on their normally deadly training, once Geoff reminded him that that was what they used to do for their keepers; they’d stuck with sparring instead of larger scale practice.
On Geoff’s suggestion, they kept Bella and Natascha on different teams. GLADOS would know either of them by sight, at any rate, but it would also give them a chance to review the situation before sending either of them in to strike.

Kitty would be carrying the Cores, aided by Corey (“pardon the pun”, he kept saying) – sticking them to her, her only complaint being that they sort of obscured her range of motion. She looked for all the world like a mess of jawbreakers that had melted together on top of a gingerbread girl. But she would only be sent in after Natascha, Cricket or Martin had their way with the power supply and main Cores. As for Bella, she would wait until they required pulling out, to really cut loose. They knew that she could very easily lift far more than her own weight; two by two was better than none at all coming out of there, if things went bad.

Alyx felt left out. She was half a year older than Sandy (so important, those half-years, to children who still measured their lives in single-digit numbers) and Sandy got to go with the teams, at least to the entrance where Martin’s team went. But no one – particularly Alyx’s father – wanted to risk her, and with his wishes being paramount, she had to obey. She busied herself with working on Dog, but still could be heard to mutter and grumble about it. She’d done enough for them already, helping fix the damaged replacement Cores. A Vortigaunt was placed with her specifically to make sure she didn’t try running off to help, as Bella had done before her.
Then there was Rex. His penchant for pouting may have warranted him some mockery in the meantime, but he stood proudly, eye to eye with Paxton, and accepted that he would be out there burning holes in shit, in so many words. A couple of the girls expressed how amazing the whole event had been, he was a bit jealous actually. No better place to prove his worth, then, than in the heat of battle. He even mostly dropped the resentment toward the ELLs about it, after seeing the damage that GLADOS could really do.

Since the ELLs were only peripherally interested – or capable, due to their terror – in helping directly, their skills and tools would only be of so much use. They tried to instruct one or two of the children on how to use a blowtorch or other such tools, and decided that it would be for the best if the assault teams used their own powers instead.

With Rex’s ability to create a focused, short and incredibly hot flame, they could burn through walls to create exits and entrances that GLADOS couldn’t account for. To keep the kids from hurting themselves on the edges, as well as to assist in a kind of “numbing” process for the circuitry itself, Kayla was chosen for her cryokinetics. She’d be able to cool the edges, make plastics very brittle, and super-conduct objects if need be, to overload circuits.

 This time, unlike before, Paxton’s Replicas would come in handy. They would be able to simply mow down turrets in the halls, destroy GLADOS’s camera installments, and pave the way for the smaller, quicker, and uniquely capable kids. Even Natascha said, “it’s good to have an armed escort,” and relished the fact that she’d be able to use her power unfettered at least along the way.

The large group of children left behind, mostly the younger or lesser-powered ones, were being tended by the ELLs and the Vortigaunts. However, three Vorts were to go with the groups, one on each team. The added firepower as well as communication ability outweighed any personal issues the team members had with them. 

The teams would split up and follow careful routes. Most of them were familiar enough with the halls they’d once been able to walk through, and only as a last resort would they retreat into the air ducts or the now-disabled Vents. There were still hundreds of turrets in some parts of those Vents, packed in tightly, and talkative as ever. Some of the students had tried getting them to shut up, but that only led to the discovery that the Vent glass was, in fact, breakable by bullets.

In the three days since the loss of the Vault, GLADOS had been far from silent, however. In the last year and a half, the program had tried everything she could think of to get the students to come out so she could kill them. From simple begging to pretending to be broken and in need of repairs. They almost fell for that one. Neill had. Their third loss, and the only one specifically due to GLADOS’s direct interference. 
But now she knew that they were on to something. So she renewed her efforts, reinforcing her old standbys and inventing a few new taunts.

“Just ignore her talking,” Paxton warned the groups in their ‘war room’ before the big day, “we’ll be keeping track of whatever she’s saying,” he indicated himself and Nigel, who was ‘already dead’ as far as GLADOS was concerned, and his skills wouldn’t be of much use out there now. “So if she does start actually threatening you, we’ll give you a warning.” 
Their telepaths once more were at the ready, daisy-chained through the halls where they were still safe (safer by far than they had been on those ridiculously shaky catwalks and hanging hallways), with long enough range to keep easily relaying information as needed. Simon had been added to their mix, but he had a companion in Chris to make sure that his body remained safe as his mind jaunted outside of it.
Damon, Donald, Alonzo, Leigh: defenders. Damon could render himself invisible even to GLADOS’s eyes, Donald could simply soak up anything toxic they encountered to aid getting past it. (And there were pits of sludge still eating their way slowly through the pipes, where it all came from, no one could even say.) Alonzo had rested up from the prior assault, Leigh knew his own limits now, and being separated from his friend Corey was only a minor inconvenience to either of them.
Ruben, Graciella, Rex, Jared: attackers, directly able to manipulate the surroundings. Even GLADOS wouldn’t know how to stop Jared or Rex from melting her components physically, Grace’s telekinetics were barely under control, but if she had a good target, there was nothing stopping her from propelling a chair or desk at it. Ruben could take that same desk and accelerate it until it burned. 
Geoff went with the main group; he, Rex and Alonzo forming a spearhead, behind which a line of kids could follow. Without saying a word, Paxton nearly got another concussion implying that Geoff wanted to be on the Core team to keep an eye on Isabella, but it was actually true that he was needed on the direct distraction team. He insisted it was because Geoff could watch for both other spear-points as Paxton dwelled just behind his eyes. Though, once more unspoken, it was because Geoff would be distracted too much by Bella on her team.

They could do this thing. They had to. It was their only real hope of clearing the way outside. They just had to focus. They had all grown in that year and a half. Some significantly gaining in ability, others blossoming a new use for an old power or two.
Martin went on his electric jaunts, cycling through areas he knew well enough to call circuits. He appeared gracefully at the top of GLADOS’s chamber, on the dark exterior wall. He’d once thought that he could have simply pulled all the wiring off of it, disconnecting the Containment Unit from the rest of the facility. But it just did not work that way. So much redundancy making sure that every part of the Coolant system was also involved in controlling portions of her brain. A sensible construction feature if the program using the place hadn’t been so insane. Plus there were other connections in essentially inaccessible floor and ceiling grids. Wireless transmissions, the kind that Martin really couldn’t do anything about, were how many of GLADOS’s impulses and communication were done from within her chamber.

One team was coming through the single hallway that connected her chambers to the interior of the Enrichment Center, through various offices, labs and storage rooms. Getting there would be hard enough, Geoff was handling that. Another team would follow Martin, indirectly, to place the Cores from the top of the chamber. GLADOS’s actual business end started far, far below, Geoff’s team seemed like it was half a mile down from the top of the Containment Unit. The third team would arrive through an access tunnel, mirroring Geoff’s team’s direction only much deeper down, and hidden from view as they descended.

If the Vault was well protected by space and its own defenses, GLADOS’s Containment Unit was ten times worse, at least on paper. From the building’s blueprints and their own observations in the meantime, they knew there were different angles they could have used. But there were no guarantees that any of the access areas and tunnels even existed, so they had to make sure most of those were even present – the only exception Paxton made to the rule that they’d wait it out. If the kids got caught in some underground tunnel, he claimed, it would haunt the place – and him – worse than Alma had. 
But they did have to explore somehow… Fortunately on the first day of waiting, as Martin was still working with the Cores, Jamie had come to Paxton with the most unique answer: Headcrabs.

Well, perhaps not headcrabs, but the houndeyes. Those dog-like creatures loved him. They were extremely dangerous, with a patch of somewhat faceted eyes dominating their ham-hock, bull-dog shape at one end, two legs on the front end and a single paw-like foot on the other. Like headcrabs, their ‘mouth’ was under their belly, watching them eat was an exercise in madness. They hunted with a powerful sonic burst attack that was magnified when they used it in packs. Normally it was incredibly stupid to mess with them. They were colorful, glowing in blue and green with vibrant stripes. Very pretty. Very dangerous.
Jamie had walked by in the morning with a trail of headcrabs, though; all chirping and chittering like song birds, waiting to be fed little scraps from his breakfast. The sight of them was enough to send some of the kids into fits. But that morning, Paxton, (who had hardly moved from his spot on the couch where he’d been healed the day before, pretending to plot things out and be in deep thought, when he was actually just trying to force himself to sleep off the miserable feelings he’d brought upon himself earlier) suddenly perked up with interest.
“Jamie? Those things… are following you, right?” He asked, and of course Jamie nodded and grinned widely. “Can you tell them to go over there?”

A few minutes of watching Jamie herd the things as they jumped up onto the couch, stood in a circle doing the ‘wave’, and finally left the lunch room via an air duct leading to his room was all Paxton needed.

“And the houndeyes, they obey you too?”

“Much better than the headcrabs,” Jamie said. He didn’t really need to be told: “I can send them where you need them… they can tell me what they find.”

So in that next vital day, a pack of houndeyes ran around the place – they hardly even sparked notice on GLADOS’s part any more, she didn’t bother wasting energy on killing them. She probably figured they would help her whittle down the population of the place. The houndeyes were remarkably well behaved, as they went from corridor to corridor. They could sneak into dark places, ‘sound off’ to get an echolocation imprint, and move freely once they knew where to go.

This allowed Paxton to reduce the potential disasters in that underground section considerably. He plotted out once more, this time more fully taking into account each of the team mates’ strengths and weaknesses. It would be dark, and surely filled with things only Donald would easily pass; it would also be all but un-patrolled by GLADOS’s presence. Only the Center’s vertical portion would be particularly dangerous. But the groups couldn’t all go that way, no one would risk a single strike like that. At least no one Paxton had ever studied – or been subliminally trained by. 

Melissa would be with that group, as well – her regeneration paired with Donald’s near-invulnerability could help them carry each other through any of those acid pits, and she’d be needed when GLADOS started getting uppity and start shooting rockets... Originally Paxton wasn’t planning on assigning her anywhere; it was her glare and feisty assertion that she’d go get him some coffee while he was busy running the company and would he like a sandwich while she was at it, that made it perfectly clear that his ‘girlfriend’ wasn’t going to be left out of this, if Geoff’s was out there too. It did make sense, as well, when it came down to Paxton being able to immediately tap into his more comfortable eyes and minds.
It would take Melissa’s team longer to reach the area below the Containment Unit, so they were sent away first. Cricket wanted to be on her brother’s team, but Melissa suggested that her suit, ever-present and useful, could provide them all the light they’d need in the close, dark tunnels. Levi was their Vortigaunt, James played their telepathic link until they got to the end of the vertical portion of their route. Ruben and Grace rounding out the team could shake up the floor panels to breech the Containment chamber itself. 
For their particular route, they encountered only minor resistance in the form of a nest of headcrabs – tossed into the air by Gracie’s insistent telekinesis, and fried to a crisp by Levi’s jolts of energy. Most of their trip was done in the narrow confines of access tunnels, some dripping with condensation, others still tilted a bit from the original Event. It would be almost impossible to get back up through this tunnel, but they weren’t planning on having to. When their route turned horizontal, heading under the facility, Geoff’s team was dispatched.

It didn’t take them long to get the resistance that Melissa’s trip had lacked. But then, they already anticipated that much. Rather than slink about in un-patrolled corridors or conduit nooks, this team was all about being watched. They left Simon and Chris near a quiet spot just above a long, broken, white-paneled room, after dispatching a number of wall-slung rocket launchers. Once, that room had housed turrets; two were still stuck in the Vent above them, providing a bit of chatter but little else. They’d clearly been among the last summoned up by GLADOS a few days before, stopped in their path by the ELLs and Vorts breaking the pump stations down. Thankfully their bullet resources had long been wasted and the shells sat in great heaps below the cracked Vent. 
Ben, their Vortigaunt, kept one of the Replicas with them alive, that first surprise rocket launched at them had nearly taken its arm off. It didn’t need two hands to shoot: it could be fixed later. They reached portions of the facility which joined directly to the inner cavern. Some walls were simply broken open and the floor tumbled away into the blue depths. The modular rooms that were suspended in the middle of the abyssal central area, the ones which GLADOS had used to attack the kids on the wall before, would have been attached at some of these jointed locations. Following the inner wall wasn’t too hard at that point. The rooms turned from drywall and panels, into rusted, exposed metal; each new floor they descended into showing less and less use over the years. A few places, however, still showed them that Rattmann had been there: his insane scribbling decorated small chambers or broken-panel housings. 
They were being watched carefully in these adjoining rooms. Every one of them had a camera in the corner, or somewhere near in the hallway. Rex and Kayla forced the group through a hole between two rooms, one a paneled unit, the next an observation chamber that overlooked the cavernous interior of the Facility, and that action caused GLADOS to go silent for a moment.
“C-ca-careful,” GLADOS warned, “Ap-Ap-p-perture Science urges the use of s-s-sanctioned portals only!” Several shaking, noisy moments later, as Geoff, Natascha and Alonzo ducked into the next room, what appeared to be a metal sheet dropped like a guillotine between the rooms. Several light fixtures set into the upper portion of the first room stopped working, it was clear she’d put that there from outside. Geoff didn’t waste any time, glaring at the panel and noting how thick it was: almost razor thin. He sneered at GLADOS’s nearest camera, and then shouted to Rex on the other side.

“Can I punch my way through this?”

Rex laughed loudly and begged Geoff to proceed. He dented it a couple times, eventually deciding that between he and Alonzo they could simply blow it backwards. If Leigh had been on Geoff’s side, this wouldn’t have been an issue: but since he was on the ‘safe’ side, he couldn’t risk shearing off the observation room which held the others. It wouldn’t fall far, but the fall would surely kill them anyway. Alonzo forced his powers to a very narrow wedge which would guide the panel out, Geoff burst at the thing with one final blow. A good foot more of wall panels around it came apart when he did.
“Ooo-ooooh,” GLADOS crooned. “A show of ff-fff-fff-force!”
“Watch out,” Leigh commented quietly as GLADOS cackled and the others stepped past the obstruction, “might be electric next time.”

“I’ll take care of that,” Natascha cracked her knuckles, and Geoff merely returned Leigh’s smirk.

They had reached the last offices above the floor of the whole place: they could make out from their new vantage point the great, blue expanse of the Coolant shaft, extending out in all directions; in the center past the long jutting glass-walled hallway, GLADOS’s Containment Unit loomed. Almost directly below them, somewhere under the red-painted (or was it badly rusted) grid-work of floor panels and pipes, Melissa’s team waited. Above… 
Above there was nothing to see but a crisscrossing of half-broken, often slanted catwalks that bled up into the darkness. Somewhere there… Martin’s team was on their way to the center of the big dark block resting there in the focal point of the facility. 
This will work, it has to work, Geoff thought. He felt, suddenly and oddly, incredibly small, looking up at this monstrous chamber. GLADOS was within, and took up – his brain couldn’t even conceive how much space it filled. 
It will work, Paxton thought back, even though Geoff hadn’t consciously broadcast. There was another statement, a nudging of encouragement: our brains only weigh two pounds. Geoff gave a mysterious chuckle and smiled up at his brother, while the others looked on a bit confused.
Martin sat comfortably – even if he looked like he was in quite the weird position braced with his feet under his butt, in the upper corner of a pipe enclosure. His head pressed into the metal above, shoulders both touching walls. He was in his full Icarus suit; though his, like his sister’s, had been modified to create one small enough for a child to wear and work right. His didn’t have the two long slender shoulder vents that hers did, where hers had no direct weapons built into the hands and feet. With these suits, they would be able to climb almost anywhere – vertical, horizontal, sideways, upside down. Martin had learned from Cricket’s mistakes: don’t bother trying to climb under loose ceiling tiles, push them aside and climb over them instead. Even with the weight of the suits, their light bodies hardly dented a normal tile, but easily took them out of their trays if done wrong.
He missed having Cricket near him on a trip like this. She’d make a joke or spark someone’s ear. He waited for his team to slowly crawl their way up through a dizzying series of pipe-works. Apparently there were ladders in some spots, but others where they had to squeeze through spaces that they were sure the Replicas down below would never be able to fit. Even Elam, their Vortigaunt, had a bit of trouble with his hooves catching in places. Isabella was the first to arrive, and below her floated Kitty. Their own little Diversity Vent delivery system, someone had joked.

Corey hurriedly paced after the pair of girls: if he got too far behind, the Cores would probably start to get loose from Kitty too soon and the last thing they needed was to break one. They went as quickly as they could across the narrow pipes, hearing the coolant within them as it cycled through GLADOS’s huge brain. 
Martin had had to explain to some of the participants: the Cores controlled her personality, not her functions. As long as the Cores she had on her down in the main chamber below were stricken with Cave’s virus, she would be like this. All the rest of her brain functions, held at varying locations in the huge cylindrical shaft under them, involved sensing and processing data such as her camera installations, pressure pads, and brain waves. She would be able to manipulate door locks, any room with the mobile wall arrangements, each room’s temperature and lighting: the entire facility was at her fingertips –or more accurately, the facility was her fingertips. And eyes, and toes, lungs and guts, teeth and claws.
Paxton and Martin had stressed, perhaps unduly often, to Natascha that she not attempt to disable GLADOS’s brain. The Cores? They were open game. Without the Cores, GLADOS was just a facility. At least… In theory.

But also in theory, if that brain started to fritz out, the entire facility would go out with a bang. A very, very big bang. Their success on this mission would make the difference between getting out of here alive, and getting out in the form of vapor. 
Martin wasn’t sure exactly when it was that they had decided, as a group, that they would eventually need to leave. It was probably because of Mossman’s constant bitching about there not being a teleporter connection to Black Mesa yet. Maybe she’d be better off… 
Martin clamped down on that horrible thought: he liked her as much as the next kid. She was a nice person, but man she was weird sometimes. She’d get all clingy to the Black Mesa people, anyone could see that she wanted to bolt the Enrichment Center and hang out with the other grown-ups.

Sometimes she was so immature, Martin thought. She was probably just off somewhere hitting on a Replica and wondering why it wasn’t feeling her up.

Martin waved over the others, as they arrived. They were very near the ceiling – a thick beam directly above them, that the coolant pipes followed and near which another dozen or so were slung. According to the original blueprints and plans, GLADOS’s vital functions and the facility’s temperature had to be maintained together. If she overheated, the whole place would follow. The coolant fans moving the air around were mostly for the Humans running the place, all the important temperature control was done with liquids and radiating heat sinks. Those stretched out like thick strands of hair, tentacles, circuits on a board, away from the great deep pit, then into and out of GLADOS’s Containment Unit.
The Unit was not quite directly over the Coolant Shaft’s deepest portion, it had a bit of floor jutting out in order to place large support pillars below it. The Shaft was circular, unlit but still somehow glowing with that ever-present blue shade. The coolant-filled pipes all dropped down into the shaft, wave upon wave of liquid inside them sloshing and cooling down in the process: her lungs, her blood. Somewhere in the shaft was a pump, her heart. The facility above ground looked to be almost a mile long east to west. It looked – to Martin and the rest – to be at least that tall top to deep bottom.
“Do not touch anything but the outer walls,” Martin warned the group as they prepared to enter the Containment Unit. “When we get in there, there should be a series of ladders and catwalks. Some of them might be broken but we’re okay with those, right?” 

Jared grinned and nodded. “If there aren’t, there will be,” he said.

Martin glanced at each one in turn, the only unreadable face was that of Elam, whose big red eyes shifted around, looking with curiosity at everything. “We need to get down far enough to see the floor.”

“We should have just used the route Geoff took once they made it in,” Mike said, sounding a bit bitter.

“I also need to check for damage along the way,” Martin assured him, “and take out any other defenses that she might have. There’s no guarantee that Geoff will be able to talk her out of it, Mike. Plus, you’re stationed up here, for us, right?”
Mike Becket nodded, sure that Martin was aware that he’d rather be down with Geoff or Ruben, but he was one of their more reliable empaths. If something started to go wrong… he’d be here watching. What might be fixed by him relaying this information, he wasn’t certain. Didn’t matter. He’d gotten to beat the crap out of a headcrab or two on the way. Those things seemed to be breeding somehow…

Martin nodded to Mike, who relayed they were ready to start their drop. The red-head triggered an electronic latch as gently as he could, though he was sure that under different circumstances GLADOS would have noticed it. Right now, she clearly had her circuits full with the rest of the teams. Bella floated in first, her hair tied in one large, bound up braid and tucked into a nest at the back of her neck. Once she was inside, she carefully helped Kitty in. Kitty was just about to start laughing: they had to remove the Cores in order for her to even get through the access hatch. Reassembled with Corey’s help on the other side, the rest slipped through without incident and they began to edge around the inside of the massive structure. 
Melissa, from far below, was doing the same: they’d found the right panels to break loose, and emerged on the floor below the massive Containment Unit. Nearby was a pillar that another trio of smaller coolant tubes wove through, and the group would be using that section to access the floor of the Unit above. Out in this strange landscape, the pervasive blue mist coming from the Coolant shaft nearby, Melissa dared to stand for a moment. She too felt entirely too small, but enjoyed the bizarre view anyway.
This was her hive, she thought, her honeycomb. Now if only she could get rid of the bears.
Above her, she could sense Geoff’s team, in the connection hall. As her group approached the pipe pillar, she turned and saw him and the others, at the very end nearest the observation chamber. It didn’t appear that GLADOS had any eyes upon them, so she gave a little wave and vanished into the twisting mess of pipes.

There is so much machinery under here, Melissa relayed, through James over by the far wall. All of the wiring and such seemed to spiral toward a point nearby, though clotted and clumped bits created knots in mid-air. Something made Melissa uneasy about that. The only thing that came to mind was hair, caught in a spinning rotor: her own, a disposal once had nearly scalped her in the kitchen. Can this room … rotate?

It better not, James thought back. He briefly consulted with Paxton up above in his safe observation room. Pax says no, there aren’t any gears or ways for it to twist around. And he says head for the far side away from where you climbed up. Geoff’s team is going to show up on the near side of the place.
Surround her, Melissa assumed correctly, give her too many targets, confuse her, while Natascha does her zappy dance.

Under the floor there were so many wires and tubes to get around, Melissa gave another brief warning: this is going to take some doing. It’s more crowded down here than the whole tunnel was, it’s like a spider web filled with crap. It was bewildering how scary it suddenly looked, too: the place wasn’t really moving, but it seemed to writhe with life, likely because their light source was flickering itself. Cricket warned that the wiring was live, she could only drain so much of it. Natascha would be able to use most of this energy; her, not so much. The swirl of wires that they’d seen branched out as they passed that particular beam, another and another beyond it could be seen. Each support beam seemed to be its own cosmos, galaxies of strands, spinning without motion but glimmering with the occasional stray spark.
Paxton once more entered Melissa’s mind directly to get a better idea of what they had been presented. It’s worse than Alyx’s work room! He blurted out, and the rest on the mental channel got a chuckle out of it. Martin’s group are doing all right, when they get to the half way point I’ll check on you again. Don’t do anything crazy. Melissa admitted that she didn’t even notice when he was watching through her, any more. Just watching. Anything else was painfully – sometimes literally – obvious. She hoped he didn’t do something to stop her from jumping in front of rockets, this time. There would be rockets: a big, heavily insulated and armored box nearby boldly warned of its contents. Several more of them littered the area, Cricket’s flickering light brought out the warning signs bright yellow and red lettering. They would have tried disabling them, but not only did they not yet know how, but didn’t dare let her know there was anyone down here.
Geoff’s team was getting a little antsy now. However, there was nothing immediately threatening them. They’d left turrets and rocket launchers, laser grids and smashing walls behind them. He, like Mike or Natascha, would rather be doing something, more than just standing around.
I think GLADOS lost some defenses when the Vault went down, Simon said, startling them. His astral, ghostly form stood, gently wafting at the edges, invisible to GLADOS – and to normal eyes. None of their eyes were normal, but to Geoff he was transparent at best. Rex, Leigh and the others saw him with some solidity. Ben, if anyone had asked, would claim that Simon’s true form had been released from the bonds of flesh, and brightly glimmered in the Vortessence.
“You’re probably right,” Geoff said, quietly. “The things she hit us with were all from outside the rooms. I think she’s gone a bit blind too.” Well she had, after Ben had stuck his electric-powered fingers in her eye. GLADOS had assured them at every turn, that they weren’t going the right direction – the more insistent she got, the more they knew they were on track.
Should I go ahead and check what you’re walking into? Simon asked, and Geoff nodded. The gangly, tan skinned boy – or at least his mental projection – slipped past the group, through the Emancipation Grids – none of which had, thankfully, emancipated anything they needed. At least one Replica’s grenade pouches had vanished with a weird floating-away of blackened bits as they vaporized, back a ways in the facility. There hadn’t been any grenades in them, thankfully. 
No one knew what the Grids did to explosives brought with someone, at least now that they were ‘unauthorized’. Normally the faintly visible blue fields had been used to prevent anyone from stealing items from inside labs or production rooms. They also seemed, in years past, to be used for the occasional root canal, removing teeth or dentures of the older scientists who complained later about it. GLADOS had never been able, or willing (wishful thinking on their part) to tune the Emancipation Grids to actually kill the children. Though the Vorts were still apt to zap them first and render them temporarily broken before walking through them, just in case.
Simon returned moments later, and relayed that there were four rocket emplacements, already up and waiting for any arrivals. No free-standing turrets, there were no Diversity Vents into the Unit. Surprisingly no movable panels, crushers, smashers or other moving parts along the bottom walls. There were remains of people, a few folks who were the unlucky ones to be first in line when she started spreading the neurotoxin, he’d guessed. They hadn’t been swept away by any of the androids or panels like the rest of her domain. A small antechamber had places for desks and supplies, where he’d found the bodies. Where they could probably hole up if they needed to avoid the rockets. 
It’s … really… Simon started to say, and Geoff finished for him.

“Scary? Big? Big and scary?” 
Yeah, that. Simon shrugged. This is some crazy shit.
Natascha was going to mock Geoff, but then realized she was, herself, scared out of her wits at the thought of all this. She was crazy. She wasn’t stupid.
“Keep watch. We’re waiting for—“ Geoff cut himself off, a momentary ping from his brother put a grim smile on his face. “Let’s go.”

Martin and the others above had snuck down a long set of curved catwalks, then down alongside another huge coolant tube. Each of the tubes connected to a different vertical slice of the computer within. Martin knew from the blueprints that the walls themselves were over one hundred yards across, and the processing units that had been stacked like layers on a cake and then surrounded in their coolant icing, had to be close to eighty. This far up, it was quite warm. He hoped it got cooler down farther, it was no wonder so much energy had to be devoted to temperature control. Somewhere just shy of the ceiling, the room had also become octagonal, Martin wondered what, if anything, was in those corners cut off, since the exterior of the place was still square.
He hadn’t seen the expected defenses yet, either, which bothered him when he pinged back to Mike above. They reached a junction point, having to either climb over another ungainly coolant pipe, or – just wait for Bella to lift them over it. On the other side, however, Martin made a discovery.

“This isn’t good,” he whispered, trying to keep his voice as low as possible. He pointed at two items of note: one, the broken panels on the wall, and the other, a still-sparking box which had apparently been magnetized and stuck to the nearest layer of processor shell. A deadly gun emplacement, they noticed the ripped-free line of ammunition which snaked back into the wall.
That’s what’s in the corners, Martin thought, grimly. This hadn’t been present in the original plans. Ammunition. He clearly addressed Paxton, as he thought: no mistakes here. Make Natascha aware that the entire area above her is filled with explosives.

Mike relayed it, but didn’t even need to. Paxton’s angry cursing on the other mental end was directed at the hundreds of already-dead scientists who made this place. Paxton collected himself, gave that warning to everyone, and went back to monitoring whatever insane babble GLADOS was offering Geoff’s team. 

Wait, what? Melissa caught it, they’re feeding ammunition… Through the walls under the place, to these turrets as well, probably. She looked around. They’d reached the far end of the crawl space, seeing thick lines of flat, heavily braced arteries which must have been for those installations. Yes, they led into the corners. I feel way, way less safe just now, Melissa admitted.
They’d crawled through waist-high acid, to get here. Well, she and Donald had. They endured so that the others could scamper over their uplifted hands… and had to wait until Melissa’s legs healed up enough to continue. Even that looked far more appealing to her, than sitting there next to what equated to a mountain of missiles.
**

Up above, Martin had dispatched Damon to scout out the next area: with a keen eye for those wall emplacements. If even one of them started shooting up there, GLADOS would know where they were. It had probably been pure luck that this first one was broken, they couldn’t rely upon luck for the rest of the trip down. If worse came to worse, they could rely upon Bella to lower them down, clinging to the wall where they knew it was safest, but even then he didn’t want her tired out from it when they did get down.

Damon’s mind pinged through Mike above. Found one, it doesn’t see me. What happens if it starts shooting? Won’t that … you know, hit the brain? You should be able to disable it, though, right?
Martin bid the others to remain where they were, he flipped himself invisible and scampered away clinging like a bug to the great metal walls. Sure enough there was the next gun, slowly rotating. They’d come into the Containment Unit and begun their trek in a clockwise manner, hoping to spiral down and appear somewhere on the east wall. Geoff’s team was meant to enter from the north, Melissa’s from the south. If they had to drop straight down, which was looking more and more likely given that Damon had then found several more of the gun emplacements, it would put them right beside Melissa’s entry point. Not a bad place, given that GLADOS’s Interactive Node would be looking away from them.
Paxton interrupted Martin’s train of thought, through Mike. Don’t touch the guns. There are bound to be more of them on the way. Leave them, go down directly. We’ll deal with whatever happens when it happens and you can always go back for those repairs when we’re done. Don’t get shot, don’t tip her off. Just be ready to replace those Cores as soon as possible.
That would make more sense, and with a bit of relief Martin crawled back to his friends, they waited for Damon to get back. He was the first to be floated down, to the lowest area which Bella could fly him at a distance. Since he couldn’t be seen, he could scout out the area as well. She wished she had practiced this more: Isabella was far better at lifting anything close to herself. When she felt the strain of that distance (since his weight was hardly the issue), as Damon was about to slip out of her psychic fingers, she placed him on one of the lower coolant tubes, not willing to risk being seen herself, by drifting too far downwards.
If Isabella was afraid to enter the main chamber, she wasn’t showing it. Paxton had called her actions the other day impossibly stupid; Geoff had whispered to her as she was being healed, that it was impossibly brave. She knew who she believed. 
From the middle space under the others, above Damon’s new resting spot, Isabella stretched her powers, bent the world’s will to suit her own. Jared was next, he could make a shield out of the wall for them to hide behind. Elam then came down, balanced on those sharp hooves. Martin wiggled down the wall on his own, half-way visible simply so they didn’t think he was a threat. Corey made his own way down as well, hovering slightly away from the wall, vertical motion with his attraction power wasn’t so bad after all. Kitty was the last down, Jared made room on their impromptu platform for her and the Cores.

Silently, they conferred with Mike about the situation. Pax says hold your position, he said. He wants Geoff to move in and see what happens.
With some relief, they got to rest up a little. With growing distress, they started getting a better idea of just how big the Containment Unit was. Half a dozen small humans and their Vortigaunt friend, perched on a twelve-foot wide metal pipe. It was dark, the walls were of black metal this far down, still. Small pinpoints of light filtered down from above, blocked by the massive coolant tubes – the top of the Unit had reasonably good lighting. It didn’t make it too far down. Stripes of light broke up the bottom of the area, but that was one step lower than they’d gone, and where the walls turned from metal to concrete. Above into the distance the facility’s massive brain stretched, pipes and tubes and wires meshing it into the exterior walls. How they had managed to get that far without just falling from fear, none of them knew. But it was bright below and they concentrated on that. It was the white shine of GLADOS herself, her chamber an inverted throne. 
Spinning parts could be seen from down below, where Geoff and the others stomped through the glass hall. Angled beams and crossbars cast shadows over them. The last few feet of this hall were open to the Containment Unit, and they could see right in. Paxton sent the Replicas past Geoff, sliding in and establishing that there were only the two dead scientists at the workstations, and that there were, indeed, four active rocket launching pods below GLADOS.
Thankfully, it appeared that GLADOS’s vision was poor, this close to her own domain. The searching blue beams on her defensive rocket launchers on the other hand, might easily detect anything within her octagonal room. Such as Melissa’s team who were just now poking up through the farthest section of the room. They knew it was dangerous, but they’d found a large device behind which to hide.
The Emergency Intelligence Incinerator, it was called. Apparently, Cores had had to be destroyed before. Other intelligence would have been done away with too: shredders were so last-decade. They could all guess that Armacham or Aperture had destroyed its share of employees or evidence with it. There were graphical instructions on many of those potential uses, plastered directly on the unit’s enclosure. 
A few minutes earlier, Grace shook an access panel above them apart and they broke through the worn tile floor, making enough of a hole so that the Vort, Levi, could pass through it. The big, warm incinerator blocked most of this motion, but it was going to be a tight fit. Cricket switched herself invisible, and went into the upper corner of the nook the incinerator was in. Donald took a spot peeking out over the top of the Incinerator – a charcoal black rim of heavily insulated metal below his face. Grace and Ruben hunkered down on each side of the base, as Levi and Melissa took quick looks out around them.
They could see Geoff and the Replicas, with Rex and Alonzo lurking just outside the edges of the entrance. It appeared that GLADOS still thought Geoff’s team was all that had come for her.

She spoke, though she had been doing nothing else for twenty minutes. She now aimed her words directly at Geoff. “Well you’ve found me,” she said, her tone was flat, unimpressed. “Congratulations.”
“Thanks,” Geoff said conversationally, with a broadening grin. 
“Was it worth it?” GLADOS continued, her ‘nanny’ voice replacing her prior tone. “Because, despite your violent behavior, the only thing you’ve managed to break so far is my heart.”

“Really?” Geoff quipped, “because I thought we’d broken a whole lot more than that.”

GLADOS dropped her voice even further, darkly reminding him, “I’d just like to point out that you were given every opportunity to die like all the rest of your precious ff-ff-ffriends, but you even screwed that up. And now you’re h-h-here, good people don’t wind up here.”
The sob story didn’t seem to be distracting Geoff. “Looks like you left a mess in here,” he threw his hand toward the bodies who had been dead at their desks … possibly since before she distributed the neurotoxin: Geoff noted silently that both of these men had throats that were slit open and lay in dark long-dry pools of their own blood. Neurotoxin hadn’t done that. He couldn’t have expected Simon to notice a detail like that either, how kind of his keepers to have given him that ability.
GLADOS paused a moment, and gave an odd tsk tsk sound. Around the massive room, as well as through the entire facility, her words echoed. “They deserved to-“

“Did you learn that from my mom, or what?” Geoff said, walking boldly into the middle of the antechamber. The others took that as their cue, though it looked like Kayla was having second thoughts. They spread out and took up places behind the tall, white-plastic Aperture Desk Enclosure Units, shelves to normal folks. 

GLADOS wasn’t too impressed. “I – I – I did,” she said, caustic spurts of static punctuated her words. “And you sh-sh-should have listened to her.”

Geoff glared up at the computer’s ‘user end interface’. She dangled upside down, a twisting cascade of wiring came from the very walls, sleek white enclosures encapsulating pieces of machinery, flashing screens facing each wall, and oh yes – the Cores. They dotted her surface, looking somewhat out of place. GLADOS was suspended above the floor by a good number of feet, and a wide, semi-circular staircase and platform was under her. Textured blue-white glass that featured in some rare executive rooms up in the rest of the facility, set into dark metal frames. There was another of those platforms just above where the bulk of GLADOS’s shape broke from the massive ‘brain’ above her. It was actually quite pretty, Geoff thought. 
It was a shame there were four round-headed, laser-eyed military-grade rocket launcher turrets under it. All of them were looking directly at him; well, one was having trouble turning all the way around and its targeting beam danced around the back wall.
“You know why we’re here,” Geoff said. Perhaps Paxton had nudged him a little, trying to talk to GLADOS might seem a bit crazy, but the alternative was going to leave the place very, very messy.

“Well you’re late – late – laaaaaate to the party, and somebody already cut the c-c-cake.”

“The cake was poisoned anyway,” Geoff goaded her. “You know they’re not even here any more, don’t you? Cave and Alma? We destroyed the Vault, there’s no one left in it now.” He was progressing into the main octagonal chamber, slowly and steadily. Rex and Alonzo hung back a bit, Alonzo wasn’t wasting his protective shell just yet, so they’d want to cling to that anteroom.

GLADOS wasn’t having any of Geoff’s chatter. “You – you yooooooooou have been a very, very, bad boy.” Two of the rocket launchers made sounds, less cute than the turrets by far. They’d heard those rocket units firing up during their journey down here, everyone in Geoff’s group clung to the walls, scrambling to put something between them and the oncoming rockets.

Both missiles hit the floor exactly where he’d been, but Geoff was nowhere to be found. No, wait, the third launcher cast its long blue searching eye beam across the wall and spotted him. He was above the entrance, as the smoke cleared he remained perched on the narrow ledge. Above him was a massive video screen, one which was flashing in the same angry manner as the rest visible through the room. A dazzling series of images were being broadcast on them: pictures of knives, guns, and explosions, interspersed with the occasional hand-crafted doily, dolls, and quilt patterns.
“You should hold st-st-still,” GLADOS suggested, “I have a surprise for you.”

“I’ll bet you do,” Geoff said. He remained where he was, checking his options for escape.
Careful of the walls, Paxton reminded his brother directly. If Martin is right…
Just get the others in the room, more targets, remember? Geoff thought back. Paxton clearly wanted to play this a little more carefully, Geoff heard the Replicas grunt out an order to the effect that they should start their distractions, and then abruptly the two of them strode into the big room.

Within moments, Geoff’s party had started. This seemed to thrill the artificial intelligence to no end. “Oh look, you’ve brought your ff-ff-ffriends. I didn’t think you had any, because you’re so unlikable. They can have some too.” GLADOS began to swing, above her platform. From that angle, she looked for all the world like a bound person, knees bent, arms snugged behind them. Below the Cores which grew like cancers at random angles along her ‘body’, at the very bottom of the dangling machinery, Geoff could make out a rectangular, white box. It had a single orange colored ‘eye’ in the center of it: somewhat anticlimactic for her ‘face’. He expected perhaps a screen with a simulated face, or a mechanical skull, or even a human skull. Not just this let-down of a box. Apparently, though, her field of vision was poor from that upside-down angle, and she wanted to get a personal glimpse of her latest visitors. She continued to swing, though her motion was quite limited, and the pervasive hum of the room’s machinery began to fluctuate with her efforts.
Scattering like mice, the children ran through the room, spreading themselves as though starting a game of hide and seek. But they had far more plans than just finding a corner or beam to cower behind. Rex threw the first punch at one of the rocket units from a good number of yards away, with his hand acting as a flame thrower. It hit, causing the launcher to spin a bit in electronic agony for a moment before seeming to shake its head, and return to searching for enemies to blast, scorched eye lens sparking. 

It was quite an impressive display however, lighting up the chamber with a red-orange glow. The rest of the room was lit from the floors and only by the walls, where large circular light units framed four opposing sections of the concrete and metal walls. It was unlikely that this room had ever been ‘bright’, what with the incredible amount of darkness looming from above. Beneath GLADOS’s platform there was another single light, a campfire-flashlight to make her more spooky, perhaps.

“You can’t scare us any more, GLADOS,” Geoff lied, “give it up. We’re not impressed.”

Right about then, Leigh repelled a rocket in mid-air, it bounced upwards and back toward her – striking the top platform above her screen displays. The room seemed to shudder with that: the entire body of the GLADOS unit was still suspended within the shaft and connected to the walls, it vibrated and everything went with it.
“Was that supposed to h-h-hurt?” She blurted out, “you c-c-can do better than that. Just keep running. I can wait f-f-for you to collapse in exhaustion…” GLADOS paused, seemed to be gearing up for an assault. Two of the launchers aimed back at Geoff, while the one Rex had attacked obviously attempted to train onto that boy. 

They both realized that the rockets were somewhat slow on the draw. Even so, with the scorch marks and faint furrow that the first two had dug into the tile floor, they knew they’d still have to be careful. None of their healers were quite near enough to save them if anyone took a direct hit, and the Vorts would require silence and concentration to fix any wounds.
Three rockets went off in near-unison, their chiming lock-on sounds akin to a doorbell rung by Death. Geoff leapt up to the wall-slung video display, feeling the heat and pressure from the explosives that went off under his feet. “Missed me,” Geoff said, “you can do better than that,” he mocked her from behind the video panel.
Another pair of rocket blasts struck where he’d been, breaking the monitor but not dropping it to the floor. GLADOS gave off a scream, “That’s it, now-now-now I am going to kill you.”

“You’ll have to catch me first,” he called, from even further up the wall. How he was managing to remain there all but unsupported was a mystery: except to Cricket, who had invisibly planted herself above his head and was holding on to his arm. “You know, I think you would have been better off as an ice breaker, GLADOS. You’re pretty crappy at breaking us.” Paxton had to be supplying some of the taunts Geoff was using: no one had ever heard him say so much in such a short time.
Donald and Levi exited their safe haven from behind the Incinerator, and with the discovery of a Vortigaunt in her chambers, GLADOS became infuriated. Ben joined him a moment later, skipping along with his big red eyes taking everything in with an eerie calm.
“Y-you you you brought vermin with you?” She squealed, “they’re not fit to mop-mop-mop the floors!”
“Such insults are unbecoming,” Levi said, raising his arms and applying a green jolt of energy to the nearest launcher. That same one managed to squeeze out a rocket in the meantime, which Levi barely dodged. Perhaps it was his oddly jointed legs: if he’d been human, he would have tripped over his own feet in the process. Ben took his turn zapping it a moment later, the things were quite durable. He would have commented on that, but he was too busy moving through the room to spare the effort.
We’ll have to disable those turrets before doing anything more, Paxton’s comment rang through their minds. Kayla, get close enough to the one in front of you and freeze it as best as you can. The girl gulped, she’d stopped running around looking for a place to hide, and though it was obvious she wasn’t thrilled with the idea, she checked her step and turned on the turret. Two other beams from the other launchers began searching for the best way to stop her, but she touched the round sighting-unit and sucked away all the molecular energy from it. It crackled, some of is internal parts were unaffected, but that didn’t make much difference: it couldn’t swivel, its jointed arm was seized.

Graciella, hit it, Paxton suggested. The young girls both felt much, much better about their participation in this venture when the first of the four launchers exploded into a dazzling shower of sparks and tiny parts.
Paxton’s Replicas had run out of ammunition attempting to damage the rocket launchers. Plus, the one’s arm was still all but useless. He made the decision to have them flank Natascha, and directly addressed her. Her mind was sharp, edged with all the same electric energy that made her hair stand on end. When they’re clear, take down the core nearest to you. Not all of them: we don’t know what each one does. One at a time. And be careful not to miss.
“She’s still moving,” Natascha spat, but she appreciated the meat-shields that he’d offered to her. They kept dodging around, Natascha was looking for the best angle on those Cores, and it wasn’t getting any easier with the room filling with noise and smoke.
“How about this,” GLADOS asserted, her voice having changed a little to give the children a little pause for thought. She sounded almost … motherly again. “I’ll use my lasers and draw a line down the middle of the facility, and you can live on one side, and I can—“

“Save it,” Geoff said, leaping down from the wall and out of Cricket’s hands. He sprinted – so fast, so very fast – up the half-circle of stairs and onto the platform below GLADOS. “Just shut up. You’re done, GLADOS. You can stop now. There’s nothing to protect. We don’t need you, and Alma is gone.”

GLADOS swung harder, but she couldn’t quite manage to knock him over the railing. If he’d been as tall as an adult, that would have been different. He looked up, there were several stacked spinning parts, each wider than the last, leading up into the bulk of the processing unit. They were tubular, shiny white plastic enclosures, emblazoned with the Aperture logo on them. 
She snarled, “I – I – I’m glad th-th-they’re gone,” her eye unit swung around and peered at Geoff, the mechanical iris spiraling down to a pinpoint, “it means you’re an orphan now, and that’s funny.” 

Geoff tilted his head, and squinted at her. “Kind of hard to be an orphan when you’re genetically engineered, don’t you think?” Abruptly he slammed his fist directly into her ‘face’. The swinging unit undulated with the hit, though her piston-driven neck took the bulk of the energy, and nothing actually broke.

“Well I can s-s-see I still stillstillllllstill have to teach you some manners,” GLADOS growled, shaking her boxy head and leveling her eye upon him once more. The searching laser eyes of the three remaining launchers had never stopped moving, there was a growing din of chiming ‘lock-on’ sounds and the rockets firing, explosions regularly assaulting their eardrums. 
Behind Geoff, on the floor, Melissa was busy nursing a vaporized hand, and it appeared that Levi had taken the bulk of the hit meant for her. Whether the Vort was down for the count, Geoff wasn’t sure. Natascha couldn’t get a good clean shot at the Cores, not with him standing there, so Geoff flipped himself back down to the floor to see about helping to disable another launcher.
“All right, I ad-ad-admit it,” GLADOS said, trying yet another soft-voiced apologetic trick. “You’ve impressed me, you’ve all done an excellent job. This has all been part of a test protocol. You may return to your do-dor-rrrrrrrmatories.” She paused, and the three launchers lifted up in unison, as though to drop back down into their enclosures.
No one believed she’d actually stop, though. And they would be right. “I remember you,” GLADOS hissed, and aimed at Natascha as though by accident, with all three stray beams barely locking on before they had reached the floor. The white-haired girl’s eyes, opened wide and still scanning for a good vantage to hit a Core, were blinded briefly by the lights that suddenly hit her, and she tried to cover her face. One of the Replicas shoved her aside, the other pulling her the rest of the way. All three rockets struck the same spot – vaporizing the soldier with one of them. However, the other two struck the south-west wall with an incredible combined force. It shook the room, and caused what appeared to be a very slight fissure in the concrete wall.

Avoid that area, Paxton’s shout came through their minds, unfiltered, he was watching through as many volunteer eyes as he could. However, his command wasn’t enforceable. Or, perhaps, GLADOS knew what they’d suspected all along. She seemed to be trying to herd them into that area.
Tense minutes went by: Natascha still half-blind and unable to focus on an attack, Rex and Ruben both attempting to blow rockets out of the air or stop them in mid-flight; Damon, Corey, Jared and Elam from above being dropped as carefully as Isabella could manage it to get the injured out of the way.

“Ru-ru-run you little ru-ru-rugrats!” GLADOS cackled, “You can’t-t-t escape, you-you-you’ll die here with me, won’t that be-be-be beeeeeeee-nice?” GLADOS began singing one of her disturbing lullabies, rocking herself in time with it.
Geoff suddenly noticed that the end of the glass hallway had been sealed off. Had there been an obvious reason to block open the doors there, he’d have thrown a desk in it – but the Emancipation grid in the way would have destroyed that anyway.
It looked like Levi had died, and Ben wasn’t doing much better with his dwindling supply of energy spitting from his two-fingered hands. The third, Elam, had dropped down to the floor to replace his fallen companion. They chanted, “voo’hi-chackt, voo’hi-chackt,” something the kids had equated to a death-curse. But even though they were shocking the launchers, GLADOS had initiated a manual override on the beams. They no longer merely tried to find whatever was closest to fire upon.
She was aiming for the rift in the corner. The moment Paxton seemed to see this through the eyes of his remaining Replica, he tried to urge everyone away from it. But Martin was still over there, clinging to the wall with his half-visible cloak cycling through its repair mode and attempting to fix his own leg. He’d been struck by stray glass stirred up by one of the rockets, it had killed the lights in that corner. 

There has to be a way to get those Cores disabled, Martin thought at whoever would listen, as he struggled to remove the long shard of glass from his thigh. With or without the turrets, there has to be—
“Get down from there!” Cricket shouted, from across the room. To her enhanced reflexes, her speed making everything move in slow motion, she watched as another trio of rockets lit up from their floor-fed enclosures. She couldn’t possibly make it across the room, and there would be no stopping the explosions.

There was an explosion. Three smaller ones preceded it. In the stunning shockwave, the room – the world – shook. It was almost as violent an explosion as the original Synchronicity Event, to them. The confines of the room magnified the sound, blasted their ears into numbness, knocked them all off their feet and sucked the air right from their lungs.
A hole in the corner wall bled a rain of ammunition. Strands of belt-fed wall turret bullets, a hail storm of loose rounds, fell from it and spilled downwards, somehow not having caught and exploded. The outer shell of the Containment Unit could easily be seen, dark, slick, and with its own fissures glowing beyond a jagged, crumbling, smoking mess of a hole.

No one’s hearing came back quickly, not even Melissa’s. Some of the children remained the floor, either playing dead or stunned into motionlessness. The tumbling ammunition would ignite, GLADOS would see to that. Once the air cleared enough for her to do so, Cricket screamed for her brother – he was somewhere, he wasn’t dead, he wasn’t! She could see him from her angle on the wall: he was blown into the crater in the wall, but she saw his suit flickering just below the burning edges of the outer enclosure. 

If GLADOS was taunting them still, none of them could hear it. Their minds were numb as well, or Paxton wasn’t speaking either. In the chaos of failing lights, the walls shaking, and the endless shiny cascade of metal-encapsulated death coming out of the storage area, it appeared that only one of them was close enough to do anything to save this otherwise impossible situation. And he did so.
Not more than ten seconds later, three more rockets struck the corner, in GLADOS’s hope of suicidal madness. And while they did hit the corner, blowing out the back wall and causing some of the bullets to burst in their many dozens on the floor, it became clear that their flames would not pass through to the bulk of the explosives above. 

Alonzo stood in the hole, a sphere of his strongest force pushing up at the rest of the ammunition, having isolated the existing, still-burning bullets along with himself. He glared back into the room, injured, dazed, on fire. 

Now, Paxton screamed into Natascha’s mind, anything you can hit, hit it now! And she obeyed. A more delicate shock of lightning sprang into the air from her, around her remaining bodyguard, and struck the three Cores that she could see as well as the fourth which was close to them. Though GLADOS was still swinging back and forth, quite hard, this angle and this moment were all they had. If any of them could hear, they would be deafened once more by this attack.
Abruptly the room shuddered again, two of the rocket launchers tried engaging the still-open wall, but the third was leveling itself on Natascha. She was dragged along by the Replica left to her, reasonably safe.

Alonzo however, could not withstand another pair of blasts. Just as the rockets had fired and were on their way toward him, GLADOS’s eye unit flickered and went dark, she slowly swung to a smoking, crackling halt. Natascha’s bolt had done its work. The pair of launchers drooped to the floor, motionless in the same instant, while the third never got a chance to lock on.
But their payloads still struck the hole where Alonzo stood. One passed all the way through, leaving a trail of smoke behind it as it careened into the Coolant Shaft beyond. Alonzo’s body was flung by the other, his telekinetic air-shield vanished as though turning off a light. Martin had been in there somewhere… Blown with the force of the explosives collected into Alonzo’s shield, now he was also falling, past the jutting platform where GLADOS’s Containment Unit stood, and into the Coolant pit as well.

Nigel heard Lynne in the other room wailing, that couldn’t be good. Paxton was frozen in place, grey eyes fixated on nothing visible in their room. 

“Alonzo is dead,” Paxton said, apparently easier to speak verbally as well as mentally, for he wasn’t merely talking to Nigel in the room with him. “And Martin… we need him back up in that room, now,” but how that could be done would be a mystery. He’d fallen into the pit, the blue depths swallowing him up just like they’d taken Alonzo’s body. “Isabella, get down there, get Kitty in place, and…” He drew a blank. Everything hinged on the electronics savant, Martin. No one else, not even his sister Cricket, could replace the Cores properly. Sending Alyx in would not be an option, that was one promise Paxton would not break.
“Without Martin,” Nigel said softly, “we can’t go any farther. We have to get him. Where’s Sandy?” He saw a flicker of a nod from the other boy.
“Bella, when you’re ready, I need you to pick up Sandy. And in the mean time I want anyone with any kind of offensive capability to destroy those launchers, even if they’re not shooting at you any more. If you have to, get under the floor again and disconnect them.”

Paxton shook. It wasn’t just the pain from having lost the Replica, which did impact him briefly. It was all just mad – madness, trying to keep up with an insanely unpredictable computer. He hadn’t expected her to actually try killing herself to get rid of them. He, as everyone else, assumed she would have had more self-preservation programming than that. But she was down for the count. She had to be: Geoff looked into her dead eye and she had stopped talking. The rest of the Containment Unit was still and dark; the video units on her body as well as the walls had gone out, and except for the endless draining of ammunition down into the corner of the floor the only things moving were the children. They were now rising, some injured, some merely terrified.
Ruben didn’t dare touch any of that ammunition, his power to excite molecules wouldn’t exactly be of much use, so Paxton instructed him to head over to get Kitty near the central unit. Corey helped disengage the Cores from the girl, but couldn’t do anything about the dead ones on GLADOS’s form.
Their empathic links, Mike, Simon, James and Chris, were all reasonably stunned. Mike the least of them, he was farthest away. But he was angry, felt left out – and before he could do something stupid like run down into the Unit to join the action, Paxton instructed him to come back the way he’d gotten up there, since there were still live emplacements of turrets and Sandy would be taking that route in. She’d need an escort who knew the way. Tina had remained back with the bulk of the kids, near the staging rooms, but she clearly had felt Alonzo’s passing.
She felt a little different, a moment later.

They felt organized, they felt like they were getting things done. Paxton forced that emotion on them all, through her. He had to. Otherwise they would succumb to desperate fear and confusion. Gracie already had, she’d been nearest to Alonzo when he was burning up, and Kayla was just about in hysterics from the whole event’s impact. Leigh was the one who made the most progress getting the ammunition gathered up, while Rex grabbed at Melissa to have her show him the underside of the launchers. She didn’t want to go; Cricket was frantic, screaming, and she wanted to help her friend.
Paxton closed his eyes, retreated from their minds for the moment.

“We’re still better off now,” Nigel reminded the fair-skinned boy, “we’ll be able to do this.”

Paxton’s hands balled into fists, as he clenched the board room table’s edge. “Keep reminding me of that,” he growled. “We can’t get anyone else in through that hall access corridor. It’s blocked off now,” Paxton regained some composure, drawing in a long breath and snapping his eyes onto the schematics before him. “So anyone fresh has to either come in through the top, or we blow a hole in the chamber lock. And I’m … not too fond of blowing things up just now.”

“Then they go in through the top,” Nigel said, putting his hand on Paxton’s shoulder. “Listen,” he paused, “it’s quiet. She’s gone for the moment.”

Paxton looked up at the year-older boy, nodded. “Time to regroup. We’ve got to get down to Martin. I’m going to send another pair of Replicas directly into the shaft, through that old elevator. If anything, they can kill whatever is in the way if there’s something down there.” He paused, “and if any of the ELLs will go with them, I’d be happy to hear it.”
“Headcrabs, those squid things, they’re less dangerous than GLADOS ever was, they’ll go if they can,” Nigel muttered. “It’s okay Pax, we’ll do this. Martin’s not dead.”

“Alonzo… needs to be found,” Paxton said, “if we can find his body. If there’s anything left. Bring it back too.”

Sandy indicated mentally that she’d been directed up to the high ceiling pipeline, the impression she sent about all this was one of determination and healthy fear. There would be wounded. She’d get to them. It was okay. Isabella reached the top of the shaft quickly enough to see them coming along the big tube, abruptly yanking Sandy and Mike toward the entrance, and back into the Containment Unit. They hadn’t been quite aware of just how fast she could move in the air, Sandy gave a little screech, but Mike seemed to relish it.
Simon offered to head down into the Coolant shaft, though Chris with him was a bit put off. He’d be left there alone, and Paxton agreed that until they could secure an opening through that access corridor, they’d both stay put. Chris decided to move toward the hall anyway, Simon gathering his mental energy back into his own body once more, to aid him. Maybe they could find a way to disengage the locked doorway from their side. It had slid shut moments after Geoff started talking to GLADOS, Kayla had almost been hit by it.

Cricket did not stop screaming. Her voice was the only thing clear to anyone as their still-ringing ears normalized. Jared held her firmly, at the edge of the Containment Unit’s wall. The shower of ammunition behind them had almost ceased, but there were still hundreds of thousands of shells and dozens of rockets left there. Because of the very slight tilt to the whole place since the Synchronicity Event, all of them continued to roll downwards, collecting in the very corner, or slipping out through the hole. Jared grabbed Cricket’s arms, pulled her to face him. “Cricket! Avery! We’re going to get him, we’re going to. We have to wait, we can’t attach the Cores without him. We know, he’s down there.”
“He could be dying!” Cricket wailed. Much like Melissa had tried pounding on Geoff ages before, Cricket pulled loose and pushed her fists over Jared’s chest, but she was running out of energy, and finally dropped to her knees, sobbing. As the shower of shells turned to a trickle, Isabella and Sandy arrived through the mass of ammunition on the floor. Bella’s power stirred up dozens of bullets as she floated over them.

“He’ll be fine, once we find him,” Sandy said, her small hands brushed over Cricket’s strawberry colored hair, clearing her mind of its shock and dismay.

In the central area, Geoff made sure that everyone else was okay, accounted for, and resting up. They saw smoke coming from one of the launcher pads, then another. The last one… Once freed from the Cores and able to walk around normally, Kitty ripped it out of its enclosure and kicked it across the room.

Rex and Melissa came back out from their access hole, and Geoff sized them up. He gave a sharp nod of approval to Rex, then turned a bit, “how’s your hand doing?” He asked of the girl, who held it up. It was still quite red, lumpy, looked like a terribly painful burn. It had been completely gone, ten minutes before.
“It’s got some skin now,” she said.

“That was quick,” Geoff commented, exhausted. He took Melissa by the shoulder and they limped back to the edge of the room together.
They’d lost Levi, and the other two Vortigaunts gave off a keening howl. Geoff wanted to join them. Their voices were so sad, but he recognized Vortigese words: honor, all-in-one, memory. They would do the same, once they found Alonzo’s body. He would be committed to the same Vortessence as the alien, for some reason that felt more appropriate than allowing him to just fester down there.

Down there: the Coolant Shaft awaited. Sandy, Cricket, Leigh and Melissa were propelled into the air by Isabella. She hadn’t waited for the word from Paxton above, she could always drop them off somewhere and come back for others. They had strength and wits on their side. Even if Cricket was dead set on rushing into things without looking, the others would easily be led to her side.

Down there: things stirred.
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The pain in his leg suddenly seemed irrelevant. Martin was moving through the air, backwards, head first. He looked back up at the great Containment Unit, and there was a bright burning light on the bottom of it. Like it was a huge stock pot, above a stove burner. Of course, he’d be thinking of food just then. He hardly even ate any more, preferring to siphon his energy directly from electrical outlets.
Maybe that was why he was so dizzy. More likely, it was because his trajectory was sending him careening backwards in a slow slightly spiraling arc farther and farther into the earth. If he hadn’t already been deafened by the explosions, his ears would have popped from the pressure changes. He kept his eyes open, or maybe they just wouldn’t close. Maybe he was dead already.

That was far, far too much to hope for, apparently. When he slammed into the opposite wall of the great Coolant Shaft, he was suddenly reminded of a fly that spattered itself on one of the many glass panes around the building. He struck the wall with full force, but … He wasn’t dead yet.

And he wasn’t slowing down any, either. Martin kind of wished, no, fervently wished, that he’d either die or pass out – at least then he wouldn’t be aware of the incredible pain he was in. His shoulders had taken the brunt of the first hit on the wall, but then he started tumbling into the dark blue pit and just knew there would be more. He couldn’t move his arms, both his shoulder blades were broken, so he couldn’t raise his hands to protect his face. Thankfully, he could somewhat tuck himself into a bit more of a ball.

On striking the next large object, which appeared to be the massive Coolant Pump Flow Operations Channeling Device (he read it as a blur, backwards, not even sure how he could see by then) he realized he should have spread himself out flat to slow his fall. But instead, now he was a cannonball encased in a black, broken suit of armor occasionally giving off fitful and colorful sparks. He pin-balled downward, hitting things at a regular rate. His bleeding leg broke on another impact further down into the shaft. His right shoulder took another hit. Martin was unable to keep track after that. 

But he was so very light weight. And his bones… They were laced with ultra-strong fibers. Small consolation, when falling at terminal velocity. How his skull hadn’t simply exploded on that first impact with the wall, Martin wasn’t sure.
He came to a sliding, agonizing halt on top of something faintly springy, certain that it was the pulpy mass of his own limbs. Martin Quail, sort-of-brother to Avery Boone, master of electric teleportation, finally succumbed to all the shock and damage, and passed out.

Martin awoke, not more than a few seconds later. How in the world was that possible? Oh. Right. Suit maintenance. The Icarus shell had its own ideas of damage control. It flickered to life using his own existing electric energy. Many of its camouflage pockets, microcellular devices that contained liquid crystal, light-bending, highly classified substances, were broken. Color spread around him, anything that still had a current through it lit up in the attempt to camouflage him. It was like he was bleeding out in rainbow hues. He wasn’t really bleeding blood out, except for his leg, though. He didn’t know about the tibia fracture, his left radius, or indeed of the portion of his spine that wasn’t quite where it ought to have been, uncontained by skin anyway, all of which seeped into the darkness of his suit.
He couldn’t move at all, for a few moments. Every breath he took was excruciating, his broken shoulders had been complimented by both of his collarbones being fractured, he couldn’t even guess how many ribs were shattered, but he knew at least one of them was stuck into his lung. If he had to, he would count his unbroken bones on two hands, and they were broken too.

Every painful, shallow, breath he took stirred up the weird, glowing blue mist around him. It had gently settled after swirling around with his impact, now it was merely lurking over him. His eyes worked, and he was facing upwards, mostly, perhaps that was a bonus. If his face had been pressed down into… whatever it was underneath him, he would well and truly want to die right then and there. He was not laying on metal or concrete, though he couldn’t really say for sure why he knew that.

A few moments later, when he stupidly got the idea to turn his head and failed, of course, the colors that blazed through his eyes were brighter than any electronic light show his sister had ever given off. That was probably the back of his skull, jutting into his brain or something. Don’t move the skull. Right. His eyes, then, he moved those. They weren’t broken. Well, the sockets might have been. What he saw defied description at first. Was he focusing right?

The floor down here was lumpy. He’d expected it to be cluttered, maybe, because of all the crap that the Synchronicity Event had thrown around. But not like this. Above him there were… webs? Something like webs, but they were thick, ropey, and broadly covered with a kind of glossy ooze that caught the light being cast from his own badly broken suit. Since he had his gloves on, he wouldn’t have been able to feel the textures below his fingers, and when his vision got as clear as it was going to get, he counted his blessings.
There was a pile of remains, human and otherwise, below him. It was not the only pile, and the piles were numerous, with paths between them. He knew there were paths because there was a shambling headcrab-topped scientist making its way through the area. Martin couldn’t even muster a grunt, let alone a scream, so he didn’t bother. Instead, he just forced his eyes closed.

The shuffling feet of the scientist-turned-alien wandered away. He wasn’t even worth eating? Oh wait, there was a hard, toxic shell to get through to the soft gooey insides.
There he went, thinking about food again.

In the oppressive silence, which was hardly quiet given the still-sharp ringing in his ears, Martin wondered how much time had elapsed since he’d first been blown from GLADOS’s chamber.

It was quiet, for the first time in his memory. GLADOS’s voice wasn’t carrying through the cavern above, he was certain he wasn’t entirely deaf. Had they won? Had they finished the job? Well, had they not died at least? Martin lay there, breathing as shallowly as he dared, forcing himself to breathe. He might stop. He’d come this far though. Why stop now? He’d barely begun to smell things! The smell down here was something his nose treated him to since the rest of his senses didn’t want to work. It wasn’t like the dry, long-dead scent above in the Enrichment Center’s labs where all those other corpses still collected. They had given off most of their ugly tang in the early days, and settled down to a kind of dirty must after a while. One of the other kids, Zonie, strongly sensitive to such things, said he could distinguish the neurotoxin from other bits, but that it had soaked into them and gone inert.

Now, the smell down here on the other hand… It was wet. Beyond the obvious blood that was pooling in Martin’s sinuses anyway. It was very, very moist with the swirling blue fog. He had to guess it was from all the condensation and cooling devices; maybe they leaked, a steam vent somewhere providing most of this thick mist, because that water main break far above wasn’t over the great pit, and any of its volume would have drained toward the west edge of the place. This mist here, though, was so far down, too, maybe it just couldn’t creep back up and join the clouds. Stupid water cycle. There was too much pressure down here for the gas to rise, but not quite enough to let it re-condense into liquid.
Ms Green would have been proud of him, he thought, for remembering all that. She was dead. Just another dead body. At least hers wasn’t piled on top of all the rest down here. Just pinned below a massive display of rocks was all. His mind wandered, he couldn’t focus his thoughts to send for help, he couldn’t do anything more than wait to die or …

Hah, no, he’d just be waiting to die. Down here. Where GLADOS had swept all the remains that her android attendants could find, where bizarre animals from other universes chowed down on bloated corpses, where…

His sister’s face appeared, shrieking silently, gesticulating with her hands – she talked with her hands, if Geoff thought Melissa was bad he hadn’t been around Cricket when she really got rolling. Martin blinked, his sister was standing over him and there were voices he recognized coming to his shattered eardrums.
Cricket was in hysterics, obviously, but she looked so happy at the same time. She knew better than to pick him up or hug him, fortunately. She was covered in soot, blood, her own suit was splashing color around too so he knew that she’d taken some damage along the way. Her badly cut hair stood out at odd angles, some of it was plastered down by more blood, a cut on her forehead had bled into it. He wanted to reach up and brush it free, Martin passed out from the effort of even smiling.
Isabella was behind Cricket, almost petrified. Martin was … a mess. She didn’t dwell on it, she reached out a bit with her powers but abruptly little Sandy shrieked.

“Don’t move him!” She sprinted along in the disturbingly deep furrows between piles of bodies, ignoring the utter carnage around her, and focusing on her injured friend. “He’ll die if you move him, I can’t even …”

Sandy knelt in the sticky muck, the long-dead blood and organs around them kept wet by the pervasive moisture. Leigh wasn’t sure how she could even get near it all. He backed away, vomited at the sight and smell of this pit, tried to collect himself, and failed. There was nowhere to lean and catch his breath: the great wide pillars that supported the coolant unit pumping station above were wet, crawling with what he imagined were bugs. They’d had to go through these half-oozing, half-crystalline web things, he guessed that they’d been made by the headcrabs or something, there were more dead bodies in some of them, disturbingly fresh ones, actually.
Cricket remained next to Sandy and her brother, providing an unstable, if genuine, emotional power supply to the healer. Distantly, they felt a mental ping: Tina, with Paxton demanding to know where they were and if they were okay.

First good news of the day, Melissa thought back up. Martin is alive, somehow. But he’s in very, very bad shape. She waited, and sure enough: Paxton inserted his mental presence directly into her for a moment. Then abruptly, shocked, backed out. Some day you’ll learn to believe me when I tell you things, Pax. She chided him, even breaking into a brief smile. 

Leigh set himself up on a hesitant watch. What he was watching for came shambling by in the foul distance: the distinct wobble of a scientist zombie. Shortly after the Event, a couple of those headcrabs had gone for the recently deceased in the halls. Apparently they didn’t care for dead ones, but… They still worked, terrific. Scientific curiosity and Leigh didn’t get along. It was hard enough concentrating on not looking at the ground (which was covered – covered – with death in its moist, colorful quilt) and not looking at Martin’s twisted body (don’t think of how bad it is, Sandy needs hope not fear). The headcrab-zombie didn’t approach, for whatever reason.

He wondered, had Jamie ever tried training zombies?

Sandy began her work. How could she even know where to start? She was seven years old and she’d already seen such injuries that no hospital could fix. Yet… she was seven years old and she had healed injuries no hospital could fix. However she did it, Leigh and the others dearly hoped it would be in time and enough to make Martin whole.
They still had to fix the Cores. Cricket, speaking to him or to herself kept going back to that: Martin was needed, they needed him to be awake and alive and okay. With Leigh jumping at any shadow, Cricket sitting there mewling over her brother, and Sandy working her hardest, Isabella and Melissa both seemed to think it was a reasonable idea to check the surroundings for … Well, for Alonzo, Melissa claimed, but what she wanted more, was to not be surrounded by chest-high piles of what used to be their keepers and friends.
If Isabella thought she’d been brave for rushing down to the Cores, she knew she wasn’t brave enough to wander this place alone. Her instinct was to fly straight up out of there, out of the whole building, past the Armacham guns and into the sky above where she prayed rain would wash every bit of this out of her.

Melissa wasn’t eager, exactly, to explore, but she wasn’t too happy with just standing there watching Sandy work. Maybe it reminded her too much of her own injuries incurred today. Or more likely, injuries which had been inflicted upon her over the years by Armacham’s test labs, to see just exactly how well, and how fast, she healed. That she was supposed to have forgotten those moments, also sprang into her mind.
The girls picked their way silently through the messy lanes between islands of rotted bodies. It appeared that things – glowing things that poked out like a snail’s eye and shrank into their tubular shell when they neared – were growing right out of some of them. Maybe that was why it was light enough to see, maybe it was highly radioactive, maybe their eyes had adjusted to this dim blue glow.

The piles of bodies became smaller, farther between, as they headed southwards. If they really had been on the lookout for Alonzo, they might have tried north – but north was darker, smellier, and piled higher. They had to duck away from several drooping barnacles, how had those things even come to be here, dangling like that? They were everywhere, maybe they floated free like pollen, before landing somewhere and sticking. Up into the darker distance, several thick horizontal lines of the coolant tubes sported slender vertical ropes from the barnacles. They would have to be careful.
Headcrab motion was easily seen, even in the slowly roiling mist. It did seem though, that none of the turkey-sized creatures were interested in them. That was odd, it put the girls on edge, a razor below them already.

When they saw a few storage cubes haphazardly arranged near one wall, the girls merely thought they’d been dumped down here with all the other junk and bodies. But it became clear all too rapidly that that was not the case. Lines of thick, gooey black liquid (presumably blood, what else could it be?) had been painted by hand onto the concrete floor, pieces of bone placed here and there. The lines were interrupted by bare foot prints, hand smears, spiraling marks, crudely drawn numbers and glyphs that had no meaning. But all the lines converged on one portion of the floor. The storage cubes in their stacks paralleled the lines. They were stained, some battered, burned. None were free of markings of some kind: some had crudely drawn camera-eyes rendered on their sides, reminiscent of GLADOS’s; many had bloody hand prints on them rather than any ‘art’.
A weird tower of them balanced improbably upwards, in a corner. There were plenty of corners; the walls down here were not smoothly rounded like they were above. The long, deep gutters where each of the coolant tubes slid into the pump above them terminated in these blocky edges. There were nooks and even half-collapsed tunnel entrances at the bottom of this pit, all of them with their own stacks of cubes. Between each of the storage cubes, there were squished remains: sticky, gristly, biological cement. They were built into a remarkable, if obscene, testament to madness. Its maker, its king, drew attention to himself.
Doug Rattmann perched on his throne of plastic, bone, metal and blood, staring at them with pinpoint pupils. He had been alive down here, the realization of that struck both girls with an awful gut-churning sensation. They knew it was him, but the only way they could recognize him was his frayed, kinked hair – which was now quite long, and seemed to have a life of its own. He’d apparently managed to shave… mostly … though his jaw betrayed dirty cuts in addition to spots of patchy beard. His scarred, pallid skin had swirls and marks of blood-paint on it, savage decorations that mirrored those on the walls and floor. Otherwise he wore the remains of an orange Aperture jumpsuit loosely tied around his waist – he had been wearing a cheap tweed suit the last time they’d seen him more than a year before. The only people who wore those orange suits were the ELLs.

Both Isabella and Melissa wished they could vanish, take back the last minutes of their lives, get away from this sight. But one thing kept them there, frozen to the spot, as their eyes moved down past Rattmann’s deranged face.
Judith Mossman lay crumpled at his feet, in a fetal position, arms bound behind her knees – by what they didn’t even want to see. Her face suddenly contorted into a mask of surprise and desperate fear upon noticing their arrival. She had a gag in her mouth, tied around the back of her head, but she wasn’t making any noises, probably out of fear as well. Her clothes were bloodied, messy, ripped – but she didn’t seem like she’d been injured very badly. The blood stains were mostly from every other possible source around her, though some was fairly fresh around her forehead and shoulder.
Rattmann began to laugh, low, slowly at first. Mossman winced, he had a good grip on her ponytail and the back of her head. She probably regretted letting her hair grow in the last year. She probably regretted every minute she’d ever spent in this godforsaken hell hole. Neither Melissa nor Isabella could possibly argue that regret. Rattmann, though quite skinny, emaciated almost as badly as any given corpse around them, was obviously still rather strong. He pulled his prize up by her neck, she shut her eyes tightly. “Is this who you’re looking for?” He cackled, “she smells nice.”
Isabella was paralyzed with fear. Not just from what the surroundings held, but Judith’s face: she knew, she knew what Melissa didn’t, couldn’t yet. Thus it was Melissa that acted first. Her hands grew into fists, and she put her head down a bit, looked almost like she was about to rush at the madman. But she snarled, instead, “you let her go, you filthy bastard.”
“Or what?” He bellowed, laughing again. Suddenly clutching on to Mossman as though she were a doll, hiding behind her with his wiry, bony arms crossing around her, he yelled, “you can’t have her, she’s my companion now.” Mossman dared to open her eyes, then pressed them shut again when she saw how close her face was to his own. He saw it too.
He paused in mid-lick, dragging his dry tongue over Mossman’s cheek. Suddenly, randomly, he turned to look at one of his ‘throne’ cubes, shouting, “I know you want to, but I won’t let you! How does that feel? You don’t even care, do you?!”
Melissa and Isabella were completely unsure of what to make of that. Clearly, Rattmann was insane, considerably more so than GLADOS had been just a few minutes before. But they weren’t sure they could take the chance that he, too, wouldn’t turn raving suicidal or do more damage than he already had, to Mossman. She squirmed, there were dark circles around her eyes – bruised, not just from sleep deprivation or worry. 

Rattmann continued to shout, and finally rose to his feet – bare, blood-blackened, feet – to more fully address the storage cube beside him. Was it even possible that he heard something? Maybe it had been all in his head, maybe he attributed distant sounds throughout the facility made by GLADOS to this cube? The girls still couldn’t hear properly anyway, but they doubted they’d hear what he did even if their ears hadn’t been blasted by explosions. Rattmann flung Mossman down, all but putting up his sharp-knuckled fists in a show of force to the nearby grey-colored, blood-stained cube.
Isabella finally snapped back to reality: she reached out with her power and picked up Mossman, as she started to tumble down the jagged, bone-strewn steps from Rattmann’s throne. She was halfway between him and the girls when he finally noticed. He sprang at her with such force he landed literally at the girls’ feet and knocked down several of his prized cubes in the process. Mossman, however, was not in his grip. Isabella had anticipated that, and lifted her high above him. It was an old trick, one of her best. Maybe those baby-games she hated so much had their value after all.
Rattmann immediately began to grasp at Melissa if he couldn’t have Judith, scrambling almost like a headcrab. Skulls and less obviously identified body parts flew out from below his feet, an imperfect carpet of stains now marred even further into chaos.

Melissa back-stepped, quickly, giving off a shriek and dancing away from his clawing, bloodied fingers. She didn’t scamper off to where the others were: she didn’t want him following and finding them. Isabella fled with Judith in her delicate grip, though she knew it would only be a matter of moments before she’d need to get back down – so she dropped the woman off back at Martin’s location, abruptly, not even saying a word. Bella was afraid that if she opened her mouth now she would start screaming and just never, ever stop.
“I would pick on someone my own size,” Rattmann said to Melissa, as Isabella flew back around. “But you’ll do.”

“Fine!” Melissa, predictably, yelled right back, “try me!” It startled him, obviously he wasn’t ready for a little girl to try standing up to him.

“Oh, wait, I remember you, now,” Rattmann addressed Melissa with a snarl on his lip. His lips were horribly cracked, his face just as messy and blood-covered as any corpse here. He was very much alive, however, crouched like an animal. “You’re that crazy kid’s little protector… the durable one…” He let off yet another foul sounding laugh, relishing whatever he was thinking.
He didn’t much relish the knee that Melissa planted under his jaw, while he was busy laughing. His teeth clattered, one broke, as he staggered onto his side and spun back up on his feet. He was fast: the headcrabs and other monsters down here probably kept him agile. But why hadn’t they tried attacking him? Or them? Maybe they were just not hungry from all the rotted flesh around here.
Melissa was about to deliver another kick to his general direction, but he caught her ankle in his powerful grip. Isabella wasn’t sure she could do anything to help her friend. But then she felt something in the air…no, the Vortessence, change. And she backed away to give Mel some space.
“Not this time,” Melissa said, there was a growl to her voice that any Paragon student would have noted – anyone that had been near her when Paxton was inhabiting her body. She used the leverage that Rattmann’s own grip gave, pulled her right leg around and pounded his temple soundly. He dropped his hands off her left leg, reeling, stunned for a moment, and that was all she needed.

Doug Rattmann was never a large man. He was skinny at best, though not very short. His head had always been a bit too big, along with his hands and feet, he’d never bulked his body or limbs up no matter how much he ate. And obviously recently, eating was a matter of desperation rather than luxury. 

Melissa Larrabie was only eleven, but she’d be a tall woman when grown. She’d be strong: she was already strong because of the Icarus treatments. She didn’t come up to the top of Rattmann’s chest, but she still bowled him over, hands at his neck. They scuffled into the bloody black lines and inscriptions on the floor, rolled around and knocked down at least one pillar of storage cubes. One of them from the top broke open as it hit the floor. Isabella fled, it was just far too much for her, seeing what came out of it.
“We wondered where you went,” Melissa said, grunting after each word, because she was pounding her fists into his face and chest with them. “You damned traitor, we trusted you to help us.” There was no pause as Melissa’s fists came down. “And now here you are, alive and well,” she stood and kicked his neck, “not for much longer.” She had broken his nose, probably one of his collarbones, likely cracked his jaw with each of those hits. Each one was carefully located, Paxton new how to fight.
But Melissa was not Paxton. She was not Geoff, and certainly not Kitty – her strength was beginning to wane, even if her flesh was already healing itself. And Melissa, off somewhere in the back of her own mind, demanded her body back from Paxton. He obliged her, only after one last kick to Rattmann’s chin to give her some distance from the man. 

Panting, shaking, but with her fists still gripped tight and dripping with Rattmann’s blood, Melissa backed away from him and swore. “I really wish you’d warn me before doing that shit, Pax,” she said, “that hurt, you ass.”

“Now look who’s talking to thin air,” Rattmann said, lips beginning to thicken with blood. He spat out a wad of it, it clattered: another tooth added to the variety of older ones from other jaws on the floor. While Rattmann had considered himself far superior to a little girl like this before, and she was clearly tired out from beating on him, he realized that she’d be summoning her friends. They knew where he was, now.

He bolted practically on all fours, vanishing into one of those half-collapsed tunnels behind his throne. Melissa was too exhausted to give chase, but above her she felt Paxton’s insistent command to his own Replicas. They’d made it down into the pit, now they would be of more use tracking the vile man.

“Pax,” Melissa said, trying to focus over the pain as she cracked her own broken fingers back into place, “don’t waste them on him. Send Jamie to do it.” She was going to turn and leave the area, head back to Martin and the rest, but something just didn’t seem right. It wasn’t on much more than a whim, but she walked over to the piled cubes and remains. Which one had it been? Melissa reached over to one of the cubes, held her hand to it.
It was warm, and very slightly moving from the inside. She didn’t wait for her fingers to heal completely. Instead, Melissa tore down the box and opened it, finding a naked, bloodied and teary-eyed Nashell stuffed inside it at awkward angles. She didn’t dare interrupt Sandy with another to heal, but she could never possibly leave the ELL like this. “Just hold still,” she whispered. “We’re going to get out of here, now.” Nashell nodded, wincing. They waited for Isabella to come after Mel’s weakly shouted call.
**

Geoff paced, much as Paxton was doing in another part of the facility. He glared at the two dead technicians in the anteroom next to GLADOS. He just knew it. Rattmann had killed these people, they’d been alive until a few days after the rest of the facility was gassed. Perhaps there were no air vents into this place that connected with the upper areas. They had been trying to shut GLADOS down, more than a week later. The screens that still flickered with a burned-in display proved that much. Rattmann came upon them and did this, probably while he was looking for the schematics. There was a trace of a scuffle as well: maybe a third scientist, dragged away alive.

He’d been running through the whole place for more than a year and a half, and had likely been feeding the computer information. It hadn’t occurred to either of the brothers to ask Chet: when, exactly, had Rattmann set down that book of schematics and information, that they’d found? They had merely assumed it was long before Martin had located it. The brothers’ minds stewed, mirrored but not connected, on those issues. They agreed on another idea as well: at least more pressing problems were being solved, one at a time.

GLADOS was now no longer a direct threat. Martin was alive. Alonzo’s body… well, what they could find of it, had been located and was now being retrieved. Nashell… Geoff hadn’t even realized that they might find any of the missing ELLs, but from what Melissa choked out earlier, they would almost certainly all be down in that pit, stuffed into storage cubes by a madman bent on proving his masculinity or some crap. The Vortigaunt Levi’s death, too, stung them – though they were sometimes a bit stand-offish, the Vorts were part of the children’s community as much as the ELLs were.
It was a lot – a lot – for a bunch of kids to take in. Isabella had clung to Geoff in tears for a while, after returning with the group and dropping them as carefully as she could into the Containment chamber; but now she’d slunk away into the hallway beyond. He saw her huddled in the corner – they’d managed to open the doors and get the Emancipation Grid down. He wasn’t even sure he could comfort her, he was so angry at everything else.

Paxton’s mental voice echoed in his mind, he has to be found.

Let the hounds do it, Geoff repeated Melissa’s request. And tell everyone not to go anywhere alone. Anyone, every time, always with someone else, until they find him.
Through Tina, that message was delivered. However, Tina also delivered the far happier news that Martin was okay, the Cores would eventually be replaced, the walls wouldn’t be trying to kill them now, that Judith and Nashell had been found. She left out that Alonzo was in pieces carried by two Replicas, that the ‘heroes’ of the day sat at the bottom of an explosive-filled room that had very nearly spelled the end for all of them.
Geoff looked over the half-lit chamber. The smoke had mostly collected up into the high reaches, was slowly being removed by the existing fans. Only two walls had working lights, and the one underneath GLADOS’s platform flickered randomly. Paxton’s last Replica in the room was mechanically picking up spare ammunition: they’d be able to put all that to use at least. It was joined later by Alonzo’s grim pall-bearers.
But the rest… His friends, his family, all sat in exhausted lumps around the place. Even Natascha was quiet, but still staring up at GLADOS’s motionless form as though daring it to come back to life. Some were still nursing wounds. Chris was asleep, finally. His last hour awake had been spent weaving among those lesser injured, he had persisted even when Sandy came back up into the chamber. 
And Sandy… That girl just wouldn’t quit being amazing. Once Martin was stable enough to be moved, they brought him straight up into the Chamber to finish the job. They couldn’t really risk wearing Bella out either, she had started to tire going back and forth to the bottom of that pit. If she ever returned there, it would be the end of her. Geoff didn’t blame her for wanting to leave, this place was weighing her down so much, like an anchor in an unwelcome harbor.
And Mossman. They’d had to cut away the desiccated intestines that had bound her limbs and mouth. Her horrified expression betrayed such shame and disgust that Geoff wondered if suicidal anger wouldn’t be a huge step up for her. Bella impressed upon him the need to let Judith be, be soft-voiced around her, not to try and touch her, until the ELLs could collect her and keep her company. Paxton looked out through Geoff’s eyes and wondered if they could ever, in their lives, apologize enough to that woman for not sending a search party out, days before.
Paxton headed to the Comm room, in order to get some of this information out to the Black Mesa folks. They might have some better idea about what next steps to take. Even Pax was tapped out, their next move relied upon Martin successfully replacing the Cores – and neither of the brothers were positive they wanted that to happen now. The place was quiet for the first time in literally years. Almost peaceful.
Yet, Geoff couldn’t sleep or relax. He couldn’t even stop moving. He knew perfectly well that if it had been him instead of Melissa down there, Rattmann would have been torn to pieces, and he would have eagerly let Pax share the experience. He might still get the chance, with any luck the houndeyes would chase the bastard up into the facility.
Don’t get too hopeful, Paxton thought. He might have other tricks up his skinny sleeves, I want him dead wherever they find him.

Geoff grunted and mentally shrugged, either way. He’s a dead man walking, and I’ll be happy to kill him.
You and me both, brother. Paxton paused, addressed the people at Black Mesa for a moment or two, until Nigel took over for him. How is Martin now?
Geoff could see the red-head was awake, able to turn his head and speak to his sister now. But it looked as though Sandy would need to take a long break. It had only been days since she’d brought Bella back to them from such a state – now, wouldn’t their Armacham keepers be happy with her endurance?

You are in a foul mood aren’t you, Paxton thought. I’m heading down there, did you leave me anything to kill on the way?
Geoff smirked and snorted out a bit of a laugh, didn’t answer. Instead he chose to sit near Martin and Cricket, maybe Sandy could take some of his excess energy and use it before quitting for the day.
**

“Did you really punch her in the face?” Paxton said, staring at GLADOS’s empty, dark eye. Geoff nodded, grinning, and Pax could faintly make out his knuckle-prints in the white surface. “Fantastic.” Another trio of Replicas had come down from the upper portion of the facility to escort their commander to the Containment Unit, and along the way did indeed get to kill some stuff. Mostly spare turrets that had fallen from Vents after their companions were knocked over. The wall emplacements as well as all of the once-alert camera eyes were inert, dead along with their own commander below. Now, the trio of Paxton’s Replicas, like the other three, were busy gathering up, storing, and comparing ammunition belts and rockets in the corner. 
Like his brother’s, Paxton’s first impression of the Containment Unit and seeing GLADOS in the ‘flesh’ was that of unabashed awe. That quickly shifted to a grim kind of pride: they had done it. They had killed the mechanical monster, in her own den no less. This was the kind of thing that epic poetry was written about. It was a damn shame that it took so much out of everyone, too much to appreciate it at the time. They had shared no victory cheers, no celebration yet. They were all just too exhausted and drained.
While Sandy slept, Martin had declared himself well enough to at least supervise the removal of the four easily reached Cores, the fifth, he said, could wait. It was up among the wiring, and he’d had Natascha zap it when he realized it still had a little battery life left in it. Whatever remnants of Cave’s virus had been in the others was blasted straight out of them by the girl’s power earlier.
Before Martin, supported by Jared and Damon on either side of him, started instructing someone to put the first reprogrammed Core into its slot, however, Paxton held up his hand and shook his head.

“Let her stay dead for a while,” he suggested. “Let us have some peace and quiet. We have…” he looked down at the faces gathered: dirty, bruised, bloodied, weary. “We have dead to bury, and I don’t want her interrupting that.”

Thankfully the Replicas had also found scraps of a lab-coat or two to bundle Alonzo’s remains up into. There would be no end of grief if they’d just dumped the parts out onto the floor. Though he truly didn’t feel like being in this particular spotlight, Paxton steeled himself and looked at the survivors. Like Geoff, he felt a deeper connection to them all, now more than he’d ever had before. These were his people. People that he’d put a tremendous amount of pressure upon. People that had obeyed him, because he asked them to, he recalled Melissa’s words. People who had died, and nearly died, and wished they had.
Elam limped up the glass steps onto the platform, three hands folded downward over his odd, grey-green chest. “If we may,” he spoke, and Paxton moved gratefully aside. Though they often wouldn’t get so close to Xkah-shuu’vahh, this time Elam placed one of his two-fingered hands on the boy’s shoulder, and the other he extended into the space beyond the platform, the third, smaller one in the center of his chest seemed to gently scoop at the air. For those who could see it, there was a strong, bright Vortal-energy connection that rippled around everyone in the room, including over Alonzo’s remains, and Levi’s as well, though dimly.

Elam chanted the same mournful words that he had before, for his own kin. 

“Return to the all-in-one and take a place of honor among us, for we hope your wisdom will guide us, your strength will bolster us, your memory will be shared among us all, and the interval will be peaceful.” The words weren’t English, and didn’t need to be. The resonating flux-shifting, telepathic speech pulled tears from most of the children, woke those who were asleep, stirred the Vortal senses of those up above, and the Replicas simply stopped moving even though they’d been calmly paused already. Whether Paxton had lost control over them, or just stopped them out of reverence, even Geoff couldn’t tell.

After a few moments of silence, followed by a very Vortal keening sound around the whole room from all throats, Vortigaunt or not, the group returned mostly to normal. Paxton remained where he was, flicked his eyes at the Replicas who started up the ammunition pick up again. But something gave him pause: something so very familiar about the feel of a Vortigaunt mind – a familiarity that he consciously trusted, but subconsciously couldn’t enjoy, and unconsciously feared. It felt as though they knew him, or thought they did, better than he did himself.
Eventually a small number of ELLs arrived in a clump at the hallway doors on the north side of the room. With almost superstitious awe, they stepped into their dead goddess’ chamber. They’d been sent to pick up Nashell and Mossman, who burst into tears when she had seen Nashell unfolded from the cube she’d been stuffed into. Now, they carried both of them back up through the silent halls and stairwells. They would both need to be bathed, given some food, and afforded comfort – though Mossman would then be urged to speak to Colette or Gina, Mars or Renee at Black Mesa. Eli and the others needed confirmation that she was all right, but only the women were likely to completely understand her distress. Even the ELLs could only truly take care of their own.
The day wore down. Jamie carefully monitored his packs of houndeyes. Some of the tech-oriented kids got the elevators and doors working again.
Paxton and Geoff, Melissa and Isabella, Martin and Cricket, Leigh and Corey, Grace and Kayla… all wished that they could have their memories swept away and their wounds healed by expert keepers. There would be no debriefing, no careful analysis, no praise or punishment. There would only be tomorrow, and maybe the next day, if they were lucky.
Interval 11.0 – Gods and Monsters
December 3, 2013

0600, Alabama, Former USA
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“Why are we not gods?”

The question was swallowed up by the morning, but it lingered in some ears. 

Paxton turned, and repeated himself, “why are we not the Gods that our makers promised us we would become?” Obviously a rhetorical question; even if it wasn’t, he was not going to let anyone else put in a word here. His voice was deep, a growl under it, a rusted, blackened, serrated knife of a voice. Melissa didn’t remember when it had changed, she could hardly remember him in any other light just now. Though his tone might put some on edge, to Melissa it was music. The poetry he would speak late at night mirrored his movements and his face, sleek and taut and guarded. 
He always had that effect on her, making her go all poetic: he was a god to her anyway. Or at least, when she was like this, biologically speaking. Ready for him to swoop in like Zeus (as a bull or a swan or a snake or more likely just a blinding supernatural presence – which was what his mind joined with hers felt like) and take what was rightfully his. If she dwelled on the myths, her appreciation of his godly qualities only increased (because he was strong like a bull, graceful as a swan, flexible as a snake). Her temperature increased, anyway. Blinking away that crazy tumble of thoughts, Melissa briefly cursed her brain, for listening so closely to her uterus at a time like this.
But then, she had other, more intellectually compelling reasons to be watching him, they all did. Early in the morning, just before dawn, he paced like a panther and rattled his cage. It was a cage he’d grown sick of – they had escaped from it, but found a new one. A whole zoo in fact, as they traced the path of freeways and neighborhood streets beyond their old home. It was not a zoo with animals, nor a cage which could be seen. Whatever had set him off started the night before, some casual comment by Melissa had put him to thinking. And when Paxton started thinking, doing was shortly to follow. Or, at least, fighting.
“We were made, born,” he spat the word out as a curse, “to become gods among men. With all the science at our creators’ disposal they built us, to give them what the world alone could not.”
Perhaps because most of them were telepathic, or maybe because he was accessing more and more different aspects of his powers, Paxton’s words were drawing the group into his mind: what he remembered, what he thought, what they knew, what they’d seen. All became one, filtered through him and given back to the rest with a unique spin. In a way, he was emulating his own keepers once more: reviewing and replaying memories, picking the right ones, disregarding others. A good refresher course for them all; more a manner to reaffirm that they were and always had been a pantheon above the mortals that created them. 
Cricket, sitting beside poor horny Melissa, thought he was just showing off. When wasn’t he? But she allowed the intrusive visions. There might be a test later, she smirked to herself, and she wouldn’t want to fail a pop quiz.
They had been born: some to normal parents, but many to surrogates that had their memories wiped of their pregnancies’ existence, and a very few to the same mothers that bore their genetic codes. Their infancy was uniformly white-masked faces and sterile rooms, unfocused eyes being tested and ears being checked. Their toddler-hood, often benign enough, for some was broken up by a terrifying, agonizing, visit to the Icarus facility; tubes and needles and bone saws and drills being wiped from their own memories even as the lacing of bio-carbon was making its way through their young, half-formed bones. Their childhoods, dominated then by Enrichment Center dorm rooms, GLADOS’s encouragement sessions, droning instructors, subliminal brainwashing and training, blossoming powers being worked out.

Some of them had never known anything else of adults save for the sterile touch of a genetic engineer’s hands or nurse’s gloved and masked presence. Others, like Rex or Lydia or Eden and Chet, had outside contacts that allowed them to share completely foreign events with the group: shopping at a mall, sitting by a lake fishing, attending a funeral for a family member they’d never met. They had been raised together, these children. They supported one another when their adult keepers would not, or could not. They shared everything, in a way they were another experiment completely above and beyond the Origin project – who would they become, when they were not raised among the rest of Humanity? But it left them woefully unprepared for some aspects of life; curious but suspicious, able to perform tasks that only their subliminal training had given them. Some mistrusted their own instincts, because those instincts went so against their crèche upbringing. 
Paxton scanned the horizon, hands clasped around the charred beam above his head, perhaps waiting for a signal from the sun to continue. His own memories flooded back and therefore into his companions: when was the first time he’d actually seen the sun?

And then… then came the endless attacks from Alma. He wasn’t alone in being victimized by her, she was indiscriminate and brutally terrorized or even sometimes murdered doctors, visitors, children, at will. No one could stop her: not even Genevieve Aristide who wanted to issue a termination order. There were too many involved with the creation of Alma’s Vault as well as the Origin program itself years and years earlier, that dissuaded her from that unethical course of action – and into others equally distasteful for those involved. Alma, after all, was the star prodigy of that program, and her genetics formed the basis for not just Paxton and his brother Geoff, but for at least half a dozen others in the group. She was never used as a mother again after Paxton was born, and not even he could say whether that was good or bad.
A steady stream of new faces appeared in their minds: children being added to the Origin success list. By the time the core group’s eldest, Isabella, was ten, the Enrichment Center cared for and educated almost one hundred children brought to work by employees. Only a portion of those interacted with these, their special projects. The Paragon students. Some of those present at this morning’s sunrise gather were only barely ten years old, having been little more than toddlers themselves in the era Paxton was recounting. Of course, by the time Paxton was ten… Everything went to hell.

It was in Hell that most of those assembled had spent their formative years. A Hell dominated by an insane artificially intelligent monster, and fearsome beasts from other worlds who attacked on sight and with horrific results. An adolescence that drove some to the brink of madness, others to hide away in shame, a few to strike out and find a Heaven they could call their own. But it also forged a kinship: a family, a network… A pantheon. For they were special indeed. Special enough to defeat the nightmarish creatures of metal and flesh. Strong enough to claw their way out of the belly of their beast, and greet the world that had changed in their absence. Apocalyptic horsemen bearing the Armacham brand on their banners attempted to drag them back down and they refused to go; the pantheon fought both for their freedom and their home.

Now, they could go wherever they wished to. But then? The world conspired to prevent them, they scampered between their Enrichment Center shaped hole in Hell, and a much larger and more predictable layer of the abyss, Black Mesa. Even then… Too many lives had been lost to the vultures that picked at them, they were trapped. Eventually though, as the world began to rot, the vultures took wing, and even the carrion birds turned their backs on them.
“Someone’s been at the library again,” Cricket whispered, blinked to clear her mind. She mentally suggested that even though she knew he felt protective and clearly proud of them all, enough to consider them a pack of little gods, maybe – maybe? – Paxton needed to remember that not everyone had read all that flowery mythology he was so fond of, and wouldn’t understand nor appreciate the metaphors he presented them. 
There was a momentary check in the swirl of images in their minds, an almost wistful mental sigh of lowered expectations. Paxton toned it down a notch but continued where he’d left off.
Later on, unattended and no longer restricted to their birthplace, they’d left the Enrichment Center to explore, found things that both intrigued and disappointed them. But in the process they had located, quite nearby and quite by accident, the Armacham corporate medical center which had been used to create Paxton’s Replicas. The Medusa facility it was called. And this time, Paxton couldn’t be blamed for having crammed a mythology lesson down their brains: that really was what it was called. (Cricket gave off a riotous laugh at that slightly jibing under-thought, and caught Paxton’s smirk as he turned away from the group.) Not everyone present on this chill morning knew this story, Paxton indulged himself as well as them, with those memories.
It had been Chet Green that found it. At least one long-ranged telepath would accompany him on these scouting jaunts, along with one of their energy-creators or a Vortigaunt for defense. He would take a day or two to sift through what he could find with his powers. He couldn’t do it often, they really didn’t want to burn him out on it.

The young man had no idea what to expect when he picked up what looked like a calculator from the ground in the middle of that courtyard they’d set down in. Unfortunately for him, Chet’s power was reliable – always happening the same way. Unfortunately for him, his power incapacitated him nearly as badly as Alma’s attacks could harm Paxton. He would be flooded with memories, directly and clearly seeing through the object he touched. A babbling that rose to a shrieking, exhausted crescendo came from his mind and mouth, when he picked up that small numeral-decked piece of broken plastic and hesitantly touched it with his bare hands.
That was what the long-distance telepath was for. To help sort out that tumbling mess of memories. 
Where had it been created? The plastic object was molded and assembled distantly, China? Hong Kong? Shipped with hundreds of others just like it, handled carefully by gloved fingers and cold machines. Taken out by a woman who tossed it into a box with bubble wrap. Shaken around through a series of airports and traffic hubs. Unloaded by a strong-muscled man, handed to a flirty woman. Installed into the wall by a simple-minded but nimble-fingered attendant. Programmed by a hotshot kid – and then used by a stream of people that never seemed to end. Familiar yellow-lit tubes passed by it with regularity, guided by equally familiar faces that peered at its fading numbers to gain access to the chambers beyond it. Broken, worn out at last by the endless trickle of stubby fingers and painted fake nails and jabbed pencil-ends. Unscrewed by a less nimble, more bitter technician. Tossed out with the garbage. Almost made it to the main waste pickup area, whittled its sharp-cornered way out of the thin plastic trash bag, fell unseen into a corner. There it sat, for many weeks, perhaps even months, a blur of people going by it. Shaken again as the Event and further explosions and motion tossed it around the dirty brick trash enclosure and onto the broken marble floor of what had been a lobby. Buried, uncovered, sniffed at by houndeyes.
Chet passed out, as he usually would – but no one blamed him. Even the telepath with them was duly worn out by that discovery.
It appeared that Armacham had attempted to obliterate the entrance to the place with bombs and rubble even after the Portal Storms had their way with the building. The location was merely another large pile of broken walls and haunted chambers to anyone else. But to their eyes, their minds, and their powers, the Paragon students knew where to look for a hidden panel – a replacement for this one, in fact. Knew how to get down under the mall-like courtyard in the center of the complex. Knew, in point of fact, that their own creators had been here many, many times before. Whatever was in there would be important to them, too.
Unlike the abandoned hospital above ground, the facility below worked, when the power was fully restored to it. Because their storage units were self-sufficient, powered by a variety of chemical and radiological batteries, none of the clones within had died in the years since the Synchronicity Event. But neither could Paxton actually feel them – they weren’t ‘activated’ yet, and were barely even what their strongest empaths or telepaths would call ‘alive’. Until they were chemically primed for it, and then Paxton’s mental energy could spark their brains, they were effectively pieces of meat in a human shape. They also weren’t all his, some were older, created even before he was born for a multitude of other Armacham distribution purposes. All of them, though, were Icarus treated – they would be of far greater use than the others before.
If only the teens could open them, disgorge them, wake them up. Their first foray was a disaster there: prying open the stasis tank nearly caused an explosion, and did damage beyond repair to the Replica inside. It had taken days of searching through the rubble of the rooms and corridors surrounding the Medusa itself (a deep, cylindrical room with layer upon layer of flexible tubes, each ending in a clone’s stasis tank – snake heads, the image of it was not lost on its designers) to locate instructions on how to activate them without them just up and dying. Another two days more of dedicated studies to figure out how those instructions could be carried out without the necessary pass codes. Those codes had been lost to time: never recorded on paper, anyway, and clearly changed numerous times for security reasons. And without Chet – who was still in a state of raw shock being tended by Sandy back at their impromptu base a few miles away – they were unlikely to be able to guess at the codes to input onto the complicated control panel near the Medusa’s mouth.
Paxton was so furious he could barely move, staring at these – his own form, his clones, his army – and being unable to do anything about it. He had stood before the great head of Medusa and shouted, with his mind and his voice, demanding that the chambers open. Not coincidentally, that was the first time he burned. His hands, gripping the metal railing of the nearest catwalk, didn’t just crush the bar: they melted it.
Once he’d drained himself of that anger, Melissa had softly suggested that he find out the other way. But even though he hadn’t gone into another rage at that idea, they couldn’t easily find any suitably preserved people who knew how to do it, that he might ingest. Paxton was clearly relieved at that. It wasn’t something he did lightly. And they also couldn’t risk finding the wrong person – too confusing, having to sort through someone else’s memories and ideas at all, let alone those of someone who may not even have the information they needed. It was shameful enough for Paxton to have to resort to the ferocious cannibalism that Alma had imposed upon him, he didn’t need the added embarrassment of soaking up the janitor instead of a scientist. In a way he envied Chet: all he had to do was touch something to learn its secrets.
Martin was called in from the miles-distant Enrichment Center. He came through in the end: his ability to reprogram a half-decade-dead computer system earned him Paxton’s undying (read: sudden, intense, and equally momentary) adoration. And so when at last they had, just over a year ago, reactivated the facility and opened up the first clone – it responded to him as though it had been waiting for Paxton. Which it had been, they all were. They were clad in the Icarus basic black under-skin, and there was pallet upon pallet of uniforms, armor, weapons nearby. Each one looked uncannily like Paxton, but distant as well – they were not people, no matter how much they could look the part. No emotion played on their rugged faces, faces which were then covered in durable cloth, protected by helmets, locked away and never changed nor observed again.

Paxton could have popped them all open like sodas at a party – at the very least, they hadn’t allowed him to do that, and he didn’t fight it. He settled for ten, one full ring of the snake-head holding cells. There were hundreds more, and a second Medusa that had no man-shaped tongues in its empty mouths on the other side of the facility. 
The laboratories back at the Enrichment Center still contained Origin’s collection of genetic samples. The devices here … could very well put them into full production. And Melissa knew how to use those samples, above and beyond her own internal manipulation of them. For once, her subliminal training and having been allowed to watch, even participate, at the Center as the genetic engineers mixed their newest creations might have a use.
Paxton was insufferable for another week, though that was because he was so happy it was ridiculous. His old set of Replicas had slowly been whittled away by attrition: GLADOS’s predictable violence and the never-ending stream of headcrabs or other alien life at first taking their toll. But later as well: because Armacham didn’t feel like giving him enough at once to actually become dangerous to them or make himself an army.

Though they still maintained contact once the first Events had subsided, it was only after the Paragon students succeeded in breaking out of the Center themselves. But Armacham had other things to deal with that left them a low priority. It was true that instructors and doctors had been sent back in, taking up where the now-dead ones had left off. It obviously struck a nerve with some of them that the kids wouldn’t allow them free run of the facility, even to repair it. In fact there were portions which were outright forbidden to them – and Paxton’s soldiers stood guard at the entrances of those locations, preventing Armacham from learning of the Enrichment Center’s newest secrets.
Armacham’s board allowed this, perhaps even pretended to ignore it. But over the years after the Event, their feeding him a few Replicas at a time was making him more and more sullen. Perseus, the training which Paxton had been halfway through when the Event blew everything to hell, was on indefinite hold – no one was buying into world wide wars any more. His skills were no longer needed out there. Much more emphasis was being put on building and engineering and safety. Soldiers? Well, they were keeping to real people for that these days. In fact the Armacham folks weren’t really sure where his Replicas were getting all the live ammunition, and it worried them.
However, his perpetual hoarding of the Replicas had its benefits. Portal Storms still swept through the area, in addition to numerous natural storms. Hurricanes that progressively ate away at now-unattended levees and shores, flooding was wide-spread, keeping them hunkered down in the Enrichment Center or Black Mesa for several years. Years in which the rest of the world was moving on, and leaving the Center farther and farther behind. 
There were always at least six Replicas in stasis, while a few others were active and on watch. One of the old, storm-battered Armacham transport trailers had been floated down into the wide break in the Center’s structure, by Isabella before she left, to make sure they had access to the stasis tubes within. The tubes that had been scattered in Cave’s storage area were all broken, useless, once they found them.

The original forty Replicas (give or take after that first loss) had come in handy for assisting the ELLs in rebuilding, after each of those storms. Though truth be told, by the end of the second year, there were only eighteen left. Sandy had been called upon several times to heal them, and finally she’d chided Paxton to ‘take better care of his toys’. When a nine year old girl with pigtails and a mean glare in her eye stared down Paxton Fettel, he did what she demanded.
Their finding of the Medusa meant that he could be a little more relaxed with that effort. Not much: it’d become ingrained in him to actually watch out for their safety, instead of blandly throwing more of them at a problem until it got solved. Thus with his own army virtually assured at whatever moment he wanted it, there were other ideas that could demand his attention. The Replicas would keep watch, they always watched. Everyone from the Paragon project felt safe with them watching. The kids remembered that first day: when they went limp and unresponsive. 
When at long last Armacham simply threw its collective hands into the air and gave up on the kids and the Center, there would be no more Replicas from them officially. The kids had been very careful about how they moved around the ruins, what they discovered being kept from Armacham as best as they could. And what they didn’t know wouldn’t … well potentially would hurt them. Medusa was theirs now and the pantheon was bent on keeping it.
It wasn’t much to look at. Nor were any of their other haunts. The Enrichment Center’s above-ground areas were in shambles, some places cleared away by Armacham in the vain hope that they might bulldoze and rebuild. That rebuilding never got done for them. Even the crater which had been formed on the first day of the Synchronicity Event had never been completely renovated, though the power plant was brought back online after considerable repairs. Below ground, the children had done their best to maintain and, with expert help from folks moved in from Black Mesa on occasion, improve the stability of the structure well enough to withstand whatever might hit it in the future. That was five years ago.
Now, Paxton paced and snarled. He wasn’t throwing a childish tantrum like he might have a few years before. Now, he was a magnificent seventeen-year-old, grown into a man’s body made lean by circumstances. Those circumstances, he addressed. “The world has changed,” Paxton said, throwing his arms back, “look at it, it is destroyed.” He ground his jaw around, a jaw perpetually shaded with stubble that he daily attempted to keep under control, unlike his brother who often had an angular beard. “Their lives were destroyed, so they moved their lives into giant Armacham-built Cities for protection. Spending money that has no meaning, on lives that have even less. They cower, wait for the next headcrab or creature to fall into their laps, pretending that the walls of the City will keep out the dangers. Pretending that life goes on like it did before. Blind to the fact that it has changed forever.”

He never dealt in falsehoods. Paxton’s words bit down into those assembled, they knew he was right. They’d been the ones left behind in that desolate rubble-filled wasteland called Fairport – them and the poor people who couldn’t afford those safe City haven entrance fees. Everything went to pieces when the one really big Portal Storm had hit it. It was like this around the world, now. They knew this because they finally cleared the artificially imposed ‘dead zone’ of communications over the Center, and watched the world’s infomercials about it.

Armacham’s ‘generous’ offer to help build the Cities had been well-received. Their profits soared directly after the Portal Storms hit. Now, there were walled, sometimes even domed arcologies that dotted the entire planet: some where major cities had already been, others where it was easiest to attract a population from the surrounding rural areas. Those rural areas were ghost towns, if that, now.
The Portal Storms could not, however, be stopped by walls or wishful thinking. Several of the smaller Cities sustained damage from them. The storms were a roiling mess of pure energy, what the Vortigaunts called nach’hallam tahh gulallibah, a wave in the fabric between worlds. 
Most of the Paragon group actually understood what those words could mean even if they could hardly pronounce them; their normal refugee companions might not even try to decode them. The Vorts eagerly spoke to those who would listen, and those whose Vortal inputs were budding – telepaths always had an easier time with the Vortigaunts than others. They taught: where the dimensions overlapped, where Earth and Xen or any number of other worlds rubbed up against one another, these Portal Storms were a reflection of friction between them, a destructive wave of motion on either side. As though flattening out a sheet on a rumpled bed, the universes were trying to sort themselves out, and failing. 

Ever since the Nihilanth, the Vortigaunts’ captor, had been destroyed, apparently, these rumples kept getting more and more creased. It had been trying to bore a hole between the universes. When it died, its energy snapped back and forth, literally like folding a sheet down to a bed. A sheet that could be re-woven directly into the one next to it. Soon, either the worlds would mix together, or they would flatten out again; so close, but still separate if a little bit thin in places. Thankfully, after the first few years, it appeared to be the latter.

That did however mean that in the intervening time, plenty more unusual wildlife got snapped up from its spot on whatever exotic world it had been, and zapped to Earth. It worked in reverse, as well. They’d lost one girl to an orange-colored ball of energy that seemed to do exactly what the green ones did here: took her… and put her somewhere else. There was no way of discovering where she’d gone, of course, it could have been anywhere. So they had to be on the lookout for those as well, early on. They’d subsided first, but there were still the rare moments when a bright green light brought with it a newcomer.

Not everything survived the trip, animals and plants alike had been dropped into the Enrichment Center’s area – dead. Because they couldn’t breathe, or the ground was toxic to them, it didn’t really make any difference. If the refugees couldn’t eat whatever it was, they let it rot or used its bones or armor in whatever way they could. 
Paxton sensed his point getting farther away than he liked. He didn’t need to relate his own interaction with Vorts and wildlife, this morning – or perhaps he did. His take on them was admittedly a bit different than most. He didn’t see the Vortigaunts with the same awestruck eyes as some of the kids. But certainly not as the faintly antagonistic observers the Vortigaunts themselves seemed to wish he’d perceive them. He’d never quite understood it, it had always been an undercurrent in his mind, around them. They didn’t trust him, he had only the faintest inkling of why. Maybe if he could tap into that wide-eyed wonder... He could let the others’ minds drift for him. He’d see what came up, as always utilizing everything at his disposal. But first he had to guide them there.
Paxton ground his head around, relieving some aches. There was one strong ache that wouldn’t go away as easily, one that was biding her time in a tall building’s penthouse. “They live in their Cities,” the one of which he spoke was known to be nearby, he didn’t have to add that. “Thinking that they are safe. But we’re left here, in this wasteland, forgotten. Abandoned to our fates.”
Cricket leaned over and whispered to Melissa who sat with her bright eyes focused on nothing but Paxton, “is he ranting, proselytizing or just whining? He seems kind of bitter this morning.” Cricket’s less than subtle sarcasm wasn’t lost on her friend.
Melissa chuckled, and whispered back, “I think this is his version of a pep-talk, I heard some of it last night. He does try to get to a point. Don’t worry. The hive-mind is probably giving new brains to help him, I think he’s working out the details now.”

Indeed he was. When it was just Paxton, he thought circles around pretty much everyone there. Sometimes, it had been Pax and Geoff – two sides of anything, seen in an almost Vortal mix of mental and physical. With a more subtle pull, as he used this morning, Paxton could alight on each mind, not commanding any, but drawing from all. If Judith had still been anywhere near them, she would have given that little neck-clutching worried look, and muttered something about privacy issues or sharing secrets. But Paxton didn’t steal peoples secrets unless he needed them, and these people were all his friends, his family. His pantheon. They deserved their privacy, and he gave it to them if they asked. He didn’t kick down closed mental doors, he knocked first. Most of the time, anyway.
Paxton had let the sun rise behind him, and cursed what he saw below them. Fairport had been fully abandoned even by Armacham’s troops, though at that, only recently. The downtown districts still visible as half-broken spines, jutting up like tribal warnings, surrounded by a sprawl of cracked, burnt skulls, the shells of residential homes, ashen streets like skeletal arms. Grooves had been worn down in places where a Portal Storm had dredged up large sections of streets underneath it, as though they were made of mud. Bodies of the dead had been left for years, most had been eaten by the new wildlife – or even the existing life. There were still reminders that this was a sudden, unexpected event. Bodies they’d found were hunched over stoves, sitting in offices, on the toilet. Dead from the shockwave, dead from starvation, asphyxiation, crushing, or the rare psychic injury from Alma’s original attack. Many more were dead from headcrab attacks, houndeye predation, or simple petty murder for the sake of another’s survival.
The Portal Storms had shocked and worried everyone that was fortunate enough to have been outside their path. They did their destruction haphazardly. Whole towns had ceased to exist in their wake. No one could predict where or when they’d come, nor how big or destructive they would be when they did. Everyone around the world was on edge.
Plus, the Vortigaunts had come. Plenty of them were rounded up and killed. Religious persecution hounded them to an extreme: they were a challenge to everyone’s religion. They had to be purged, they were Satan’s tools or they were proof of whatever the prevailing area’s belief thought was evil. Obviously there were people who didn’t agree with these slaughters. Some of them were lined up right along side the Vorts. Eventually though, things calmed and more rational minds prevailed. Science would explain what theology could not. They could become valued members of society. They could barter their way in with ‘work in trade’, since they lacked money. Most called it slavery, in any language. Vouch’harrah, in theirs.
But they were not universally welcomed into those Cities, and thus most had come to remain outside, in the wilderness. Many of those herded the bizarre new wildlife as though they had never done anything else, disdaining the urban ruins and reverting to a simpler way of life. Some brave Humans followed them, like many of those gathered around Black Mesa. Few ran herds of antlions in this part of the countryside, but out there it was like the Wild West all over again. Only with insectoid cattle, glowing Vortal ‘eggs’ and larva posing as chickens, houndeyes as herding dogs. Exotic though they all were, however, they were still prey, possibly headed for domestication in the distant future.
As for the rest of the Human population of the world, however, it seemed best to do what Armacham instructed them to do. To adopt a strategy which Paxton referred to as ‘prey behavior’. On that, he elaborated with a weirdly incongruous question. “Why do zebras have stripes?”

He caught his flock’s question: Were there any zebras left? No one present had ever seen one, been to a zoo which still had live animals, or even had a pet before those houndeyes Jamie trained… 

“Because that way, when the lions come to feast,” Paxton said while offering the group an image of something he’d seen in a nature video: thousands of these things, striped like Houndeyes, almost, but where was their color? “It’s harder to see the individuals. The mass of the herd will survive, even though some get picked off.” He continued to pace, looking like he could leap at any of the others who watched him – from what they thought of as a ‘safe distance’. He certainly looked the role of a lion, stalking from above.
His brother was even higher up. While Paxton wore a path among the exposed beams of the broken walls in the large church, and his ‘congregation’ of Paragon folk (they couldn’t call themselves ‘students’ any more after all – were they a tribe? A village? A mob? Paxton preferred pantheon the more he thought about it) sat on the tile floor or in what was left of a pew or two, Geoffrey perched himself on the edge of the broken roof, watching. He did that most days, now. Watching from some high vantage point. Waiting for something, other than his brother, to come into his gun-sights.
“We are the lions,” Paxton said, face alight with passion. Or perhaps, alight with his very flashy pyrokinetic ability. “We are the gods, they are merely mortal prey.”

“I know you don’t like eating them, but what would you do with them, if you caught them?” Geoffrey abruptly said from above, one of the few times he’d ever interrupted Paxton when all eyes had been on him and not in private later on. He saw a gratifying wave of stiffening bodies, and heard the faint gasps from each of those below. Of course he questioned Paxton. That was what they did. To pass the time, to challenge each other, to grow more skilled… Or merely just to fight, get rid of their excess energy, and stave off the desolate, desperate boredom that had claimed two of their number from suicide earlier in the year.
Paxton, to his great credit, did not launch an attack directly at his brother for that insulting and very public reminder. But he glowed, it was not just the sun warming his back. This cold morning, he was the only hot object anywhere near: he could burn with the heat of the sun if he got angry. He didn’t. Instead, as suddenly as he’d begun to burn, he stopped. His posture relaxed, his face softened. Most others followed his gaze upwards to the ruined rooftop. Geoffrey was their gargoyle, perhaps their guardian angel staring down, his predatory silhouette replacing the cross which had fallen years before. As usual, his rugged face was all but unreadable.
“I don’t want to catch them,” Paxton said, almost with disgust in his tone. “I want them to see us. Through the bars of their cage, their pretty gilded cages. To know what they are missing in us.”

“You want to be their god,” Geoff stated, and once more, like his brother, he did not deal in falsehoods. Geoff’s plain and rather unemotional tone always underscored his brother’s passionate one, “wasn’t that your point?”
“We are not gods if only because our keepers and our creators tightened the choke-chains on us whenever we tried to be,” Paxton said, hard, with his teeth gritted. It was his point, what was Geoff getting at? “And then they tied the chains down, pounded in the stake, and left us here like dogs in the rain.”

“They abandoned us, I know.” Geoffrey said. His voice was different from his sibling’s, still quite low but not as grating as Paxton’s, and he hardly used it any more, after Bella left anyway. “They’re afraid of us, brother,” oh how rare that had become, to hear Geoff refer to Paxton that way. Whether he used the word ironically, spitefully or not, only he knew. “And they have good reason to be.”

Paxton’s hands became fists, glowed once more. Ash fluttered down from them, it disturbingly reminded some of the older kids of how Alma’s presence would have been noticed, in the Vault, just before she sprang. Or just after she’d killed someone who wandered into her domain.
They were all waiting for this, would there be a fight? Some of the younger teens, those who had been children when the Synchronicity Event occurred, let their imaginations run wild with that. It was a good thing there weren’t any of the assortment of stronger empaths like Constance or Mike around: they might have spurred a fight on even if the pair weren’t ready for it. Geoff and Pax fought frequently enough – both physically and with words. Usually, the latter preceding the former. But this time, it was different. Paxton’s fiery hands relaxed, cooled. He descended to the floor of the church in an easy, seven-foot-down step, thought the better of grasping the already-burnt beam he’d been walking along.
“Yes, they do,” Paxton said, tilting his head, he spared a glance across those who had gathered to watch the sun rise – they hadn’t really come there to watch him preach, after all, but if he acknowledged that he didn’t show it on his sharp face. “They fear us because we survived this. Without their help. Without being in their precious Cities. And if a group of innocent young children,” his eyes flashed as he rolled them with a shake of his head, “can survive for years without help, that damages their credibility, doesn’t it. Aristide knows where we are, and she has let us remain alive. Not wasting ammunition or bombs on us, but not giving us any clean water or food or supplies. Because she thinks that some day we’ll all just curl up and die.”

“And if she doesn’t think that?” Geoff said, casually jumping the twenty-odd feet down to the ground as easily as Paxton had gone a third of that distance, a plume of grit from the exposed drywall and roof shingles following him. Moments later, the entire corner he’d been on came down in a clattering pile behind him. He ignored it, didn’t even flinch or dust himself off. Who would notice more dirt on an already filthy camouflage jumpsuit? Others were a little nervous and scampered away from the nearest walls. The place was coming apart, they wouldn’t really be able to use it as a gathering spot much longer. Particularly not if another storm – of any kind – came. There looked to be one brewing between the brothers.
“Why would you think otherwise?” Paxton said, assuming a more girded posture. “She’s the one who put the stake in the ground with our leashes on it.” He glanced away, “that’s what one expects a chained animal to do, is it not, to die?”

Geoffrey had walked to within arm’s reach of his brother. He was just barely taller, built a little more vertically where Paxton was broad-shouldered. They would never be so different that they didn’t resemble each other – brothers by the look of their facial angles, their noses and lips, the cut of their jawlines. But Geoff had adopted longer hair, the beard on his chin, preferred wearing darker and more subdued colors. Paxton’s appearance was far more cleanly cut, his actions almost always seemed more plotted out and careful where Geoff’s flowed with an easy confidence. Seeing them standing side by side, many present were reminded of why they followed the Fettel brothers. No one could possibly refuse their power – physical, mental, or charismatic. It wasn’t just in Melissa’s eyes that they looked like gods.

Geoff blinked once and said, “or, because you expect it to try to escape. Or if you can’t be there all the time to watch it. Or to punish it when it does try something you didn’t want it to do.” It was just about the most they’d heard him speak in months, all at once.
A very long pause was punctuated by the distant yipping of a group of houndeyes in the streets. Jamie’s pack, hopefully.

Though nearly everyone watching them had some form of telepathy or empathy, they didn’t see the subtle exchange between the pair of young men’s minds. Never severed, never cut, but so delicate a thread wove between the two even now. Paxton had not yet tried to meet his brother’s more vibrantly blue eyes, narrowed as they were in calm challenge. When he did bring his steel-grey eyes to meet Geoff’s, there was a light behind them that Geoff had long missed. It wasn’t just agreement: it was vaulting far beyond what he’d tried to express. It felt good, he remembered this: when he and Paxton were one. It was like the oldest memories they had, shared experiences, long forgotten pathways that they’d traveled together because they could. Paxton always had a gift with words, where Geoffrey spoke with economy. That sometimes left the elder brother unable to convey some subtle points, points he knew and wanted to express. He handed those points off to Paxton, and Paxton so reliably ran with them.
“’To die is to be a counterfeit, for he is but the counterfeit of a man who hath not the life of a man; but to counterfeit dying, when a man thereby liveth, is to be no counterfeit, but the true and perfect image of life indeed. The better part of valor is discretion, in the which better part I have sav’d my life.’” Paxton quoted carefully, and then added in his own tone, “I had forgotten, but you didn’t. Thank you for reminding me. I would have hoped I’d learned that lesson.” Lesson? Which lesson was he – “We will curl up and die, brother.”

“That’s the idea, you little brat.” Geoff said, his own cold blue eyes more piercing than ever; and oh how the others cringed: if anything could set Paxton off, something like that would. But they smiled at each other, no one but Paxton could have seen the gathered, happy lines forming around his brother’s eyes. Geoffrey added in a mutter, “leave it to you to bring some dead poet into this.”

Paxton even chuckled, and slapped his hand around Geoff’s shoulder a moment later. “I don’t think you’ve ever liked listening to me ‘spouting nonsense poetry’,” Paxton said.

“It’s hard to miss, you never stop.” Geoff walked off, smiling, the sound of collecting his rifle and knife easily heard over the gentle wind, less easily when Paxton began to laugh. 
Paxton ignored the stares that were coming from the gathered teens. For someone who so enjoyed being the center of attention, and more enjoyed being right all the time, at that moment he didn’t seem to care if anyone had been watching him get schooled by Geoffrey. Instead, he turned to look at the sun as it bled its orange light over the jagged points of the city. He was content and filled with a familiar, nearly-forgotten calmness that contact with his brother’s mind had brought him. 
The rest of the group stretched life into their arms and legs, started their day more or less as they’d intended to do, with or without Paxton ranting at them. He’d released them all from his mental network moments before Geoff and he shared their own commune, and they had hardly noticed. That bond with his brother would always be more important to him than he let on, and he jealously guarded it.
It was reasonably clear that some of the younger teens were disappointed by this sudden, boring end to the discussion. They hadn’t ended up fighting, there was not going to be any entertainment this morning: Paxton wasn’t going to burn the place down. But they were aware on some level that a decision had been reached, and that the decision that Paxton and Geoffrey had just made was important. Perhaps Melissa would explain it to them later. 

She would tell them: Aristide did indeed expect them to die, and they had not died. But once they did, or appeared to, she would no longer be watching them so very carefully. Aristide’s people had been able to cut their power at times, place snipers in strategic locations, or take down bridges that had somehow remained intact after the Storms, to isolate them further. All of which were her quaint way of asserting her dominance over her belongings. Belongings that had ceased to entertain her, stopped being profitable. She had no more use for them. Aristide would have preferred them to be snuffed out more officially. But then, killing children was never, ever good for public relations. So now, she just waited for the inevitable.
As GLADOS had expected them to die, but they outsmarted – and outlived – her too. They had looked dead to her eyes that one fateful day, but they were still alive, weren’t they.
Life of any description went on regardless of who commanded it. In City 47, what used to be Atlanta, Georgia, that meant shuffling papers on desks in offices. Repairing radio towers for the unending news reports to go out over, street cleaning and patching of holes made by those creatures in the sewers. Recording of music to entertain and pacify. Policing and taxing the good people of the City, collecting of salaries. 

There was collecting to be done in the outlands between Medusa and the Center as well. Water, preserved food, clean clothes, batteries. For years now, the kids of the Enrichment Center had been living on nothing more than hand-me-down clothing that had been around in the facility and food that had long gone stale. Though Armacham had restocked their major food supply early on, they hadn’t done so again. Once outside the place, the kids discovered that looters had combed through most of the area’s stores years and years before, leaving very little more than what they could find within the burnt-out homes and apartments still standing. They’d traded their blue-white Armacham Enrichment Center jumpsuits for whatever they could find that fit: whether it came from a storefront, a broken closet, or the back of a long-dead corpse.
There was hunting to be done. Jamie and his packs of alien dogs handled much of that duty. But everyone who could, or had the inclination to, would go out to locate fresh meat of whatever kind they came across. That the meat was ready and willing to hunt them back had been the obvious problem, but they learned to deal with that. When to steal a kill from a wild houndeye, or use a barnacle to catch birds. On a regular basis, those Black Mesa ranch round-ups would be shared with the Center’s inhabitants.
There was also killing to be done: some spare survivors had been hit by headcrabs and turned into those zombie creatures. Stumbling around looking for their own next meal, unfortunately those things could wait it out for years without a bite. They would suddenly groan to life, lift themselves up on those twisted remains of hands, with their gaping chest-maw of rib-teeth at the ready. They absolutely terrified people, particularly empaths or those who tried to telepathically communicate with the person. What they found was not a person any longer. They came in different types – some slow and ungainly, some fast and seemingly nothing more than animated skeletons, some piled high in a hunchback form, scattering their ‘offspring’ skittering around with poisonous bites.
The individual headcrabs weren’t so bad, in fact some seemed to be content with consuming melons or biting into other animals. They kept the rodent population down in the Center, and Dr. Kleiner had some as pets in his lab at Black Mesa. But once they’d commandeered a human host, they had to be killed outright wherever they were found. Them, and the bullsquids which had decided that sewers just like the extensive network found under Fairport were ideal breeding grounds. They would come up out of the streets, or even just start spitting through breaks in the ground or open manholes if they could see motion. Their acidic spit clung, burned, ate through clothing and even armor. Bullsquid unfortunately gave very little nutritional value – the gooey green spit gland was the only thing they could harvest from those things, and even then the Vorts were the only ones who could handle pulling it out of them.
The survivors couldn’t be out alone at night, not when there were creatures that could easily detect them. So the day time, even though still dangerous, was a better choice for their activities. Mapping out the area, noting changes in the landscape if another Portal Storm hit, which buildings had collapsed or been made safe. Hardly the expected activities of teenagers, but ones which were necessary, and ones which the group enjoyed doing. They didn’t have the luxury of coffee shop chats, dance club parties, or even a relaxing day at a park. Their behavior was seen as odd by those who had been left in the city, survivors that had been used to those very things. Odd, but very, very useful now.

A few of the ‘normals’, the non-Paragon folk that had been rescued by the Enrichment Center’s group, would be aided by those with powers on their own mapping and foraging trips. It worked pretty well all in all, though there were persistent complaints by the normal elders – anyone over thirty, and not originally from the Center in other words – about being dragged around by a couple of teenagers. 
The Vortigaunts helped with hunting and guarding, occasionally restarting a generator or energizing a battery, plus the mundane tasks of cleaning and cooking. Martin was one of their better teachers on that end, he could whip up a headcrab stew that might have been five-star material. He, however, was back at the Center overseeing the installation of the newer replacement Portal generators with Alyx. And Alyx had helped them so much here in the Outlands too, she was a natural at urban exploration just as much as she’d been able to make her way mostly-safe through GLADOS’s trapped rooms.
In the Outlands, however, not everyone had things to do this day: most of the youngest children were required to be near their adult keepers. The teens of either Paragon or normal type spent time with the remaining instructors in the makeshift ‘schools’ still trying to learn more about the world which had collapsed around them. Some, though, were simply going to laze about doing nothing all day anyway. Melissa and Cricket had been on barnacle patrol recently, they were going to be slackers for a while. Plus, Melissa was getting into her phase, and unlike their protected Enrichment Center days, she could no longer afford to go off and be alone in some disused office to ride it out. She had to be in a safe area – distracted as she was by thinking about anything male and Human, she would be easily tracked, captured, killed, or eaten.
That she would regenerate quickly enough to rise and make herself scarce moments later, was not really the issue. Long before, as she realized how these moods would affect her, Melissa had begged her friends to watch over her when she was like this. They complied. She acted as their den mother anyway; the queen of her Hive, if Paxton and Geoff were her kings. She’d frequently enough been the only thing stopping Paxton and Geoff from killing one another when they were seriously fighting, or from damaging others if they raged enough. She could take both a strong hit from Geoff’s fist or a burning glare from Paxton – and make either of them feel guilty enough for having done it that they stopped whatever fight they were having, most of the time. Though she wasn’t apt to want to teach the younger kids, she was quite able to help explain things to them, such as the discussion this morning. Organizing things and people was something she excelled at, even now.
Melissa was valuable in another extremely important way as well, the very reason she got like this once a month. The same reason she hated herself for not becoming pregnant a few days later. She resented her design team’s work: the ideal vessel for the next generation of Origin subjects. She’d finally located and read her own dossier: it looked like someone had been in the process of making it into a sales brochure. 
Melissa could detect genetics in Humans, psychically seeing them not as abstractions but in very real images: what portions of genes came from which parent, how each of those interacted... She could easily sense those genetics ‘visually’, but more so chemically: getting a whiff of someone’s sweat, touching them or even tasting them gave her direct, vivid knowledge. More than any of that though, she was, and the brochure made sure to point out the details: Able and willing to adapt her own ova to her partner, to keep herself alive in order to bring to term, to subliminally or perhaps chemically coerce her partner to defend her. She’d spent hours every month cursing her creators for those things, because she was their cheap alternative to machinery. Right at the moment, however, she reveled in it.
Still watching Paxton, who was apparently sending some of the Replicas down to collect whatever the houndeyes had killed earlier, Melissa enjoyed the view. The view, as her ovary-addled mind saw it of course, was a bit narrower than the city-wide landscape from the gutted hall of a church that Cricket gazed at. It was more Paxton’s ass, how he looked in those cargo pants, snug dark tee-shirt and motorcycle boots, how well he carried himself while pacing up there, and when would he come down here and fuck her silly.
Melissa cleared her mind, tried not to stare into the sun: Paxton had vanished to join his brother or his Replicas hunting. With him out of plain sight, and the wind no longer carrying his delicious scent to her, her hormones got mostly under control once more. It was a good thing that Constance wasn’t around, or Lynne for that matter. Either of them always complained when Melissa was like this. They were apt to accidentally broadcast it to those around her and that had led to one or two extremely awkward mornings-after.
She’d often considered just getting pregnant and staying pregnant in order to prevent these rollercoaster rides of emotional instability. But then, there was no one left to extract a fetus from her when she started to show... Not like before. It wasn’t like she’d have been the first of the Paragon girls to do it, but she knew that unlike Lynne or Dolores, she wasn’t ready to be a mother. However, pregnancy seemed to be about the only thing Melissa wanted, needed, or would be thinking about – for the next couple days anyway.
Cricket could tell even without mentally spying on her, that her friend was having one of those nasty-ass thoughts about a Paxton Sandwich with a Side of Geoff, but decided against bringing that up. It would just make Melissa frustrated – more than she was already anyway. She already knew that Melissa didn’t respond to other girls to help her through the mood swings, and besides, they were in a church.
Everyone else had wandered off, some heading back to the Center; Kitty and Jared, along with two Replicas, were making their way over to Medusa to relieve the other pairs who stood watch there. Soon the day would be brighter if not warmer, but it would still be yet another boring morning for these two left in the church. 

Cricket sighed, played with turning herself invisible in waves, and thought the better of trying to climb what was left of the crumbling church walls. Her ability to go vertical or even upside down had always worked best on walls and ceilings that weren’t weakened to the point of crumbling. She zapped back to visible when she thought of something. “He’d have made a great politician, do you think folks would have elected him?” That elicited a snorting laugh from her friend. Melissa seemed a bit delirious on her hormone high.
“No, no that…” Melissa waved her hand around in amusement, “would not be good.” She then pushed her fingers across her eyes, dust was coming from the fallen roof tiles that Geoff stirred up. But she was also grinning at the thought of what Cricket had said. It was so crazy. So. Crazy.
“But why?” Cricket added, “he speaks so well, everyone always listens to him. I don’t think—“
“He’d make a good leader.” Melissa said, grinning. “He is a good leader. Very charismatic, very capable – and I’m not saying that because I’m me,” she quickly qualified her words. “He keeps his promises, he doesn’t lie… He listens to people, he respects their wishes,” Melissa smirked and Cricket realized she’d overheard her early plea before Paxton’s ranting got the better of him. “Politicians… all they ever did was screw things up for the rest of the people around them, and making out like bandits in the process.” Melissa pondered. “I mean, if he was like a politician? That’s like saying a headcrab makes a good hair accessory. He’d use everyone in his path, use them up like the Replicas.”

“He already does that,” Cricket reminded her, and Melissa’s sun-yellow eyes rolled and looked away. “It’s totally true and you know it.” Melissa shrugged, Cricket pouted. There was always a hint of Paxton on her mind, anyway. Not her fault: Melissa had allowed Paxton to see and feel through her body ever since she could remember. And he’d forced himself through others trying to perfect his skills without the Replicas at times. It was a useful, but not very pleasant, expression of his ability; a stronger version of the one he’d used for the last hour to hive-mind them into his memory space. Even Cricket had been the focus of his intense mind once or twice so she knew that there were vestiges of the young man anywhere he went. Melissa liked to think she still had some kind of objectivity when it came to Pax, but Cricket saw straight through that nonsense. Very selective memories, that girl had...
Cricket sighed, “well anyway … it was a good rant. I liked it. Nice effects, too.” The redhead sent off a jolt of electricity from her ever-present Icarus armor’s fingers, to punctuate her words. “He’ll make intellectuals of those kids somehow.” Melissa chuckled at that.
“I liked the ending, I thought it was funny,” Melissa said with a broad grin on her full lips. She drew her knees up, swaying. Off in her own world, Melissa looked to be thinking of which ways she might best be discovered and with any luck ravished, when the mighty hunters got back from the streets. Clearly, she had some obscure side-tracked idea about the ‘sermon’s’ ending, Cricket once more didn’t seem to get what she’d meant when she said it. Cricket pondered it, rolled the words around in her mind, but came up empty.

Cricket wasn’t known to be the deepest thinker of the group. But then she was also greatly underestimated by her peers because she enjoyed goofing off and dancing or pranks. The redhead took that moment to zap Melissa’s ear, causing her kinked hair to fluff up – that was funny – but Melissa was so enrapt in her own thoughts that it hardly made her jump.
Melissa leaned back, and without looking at Cricket beside her said, “I was wrong. I haven’t heard it before.”

“The dying-saving-your-life thing, something about valor…?” Cricket said, “I know I’ve heard him quote it before, but he never tells us the plays they’re from. How is that funny?”  

Melissa chuckled. “No, I mean… Paxton actually letting his brother get the last word in.”
Interval 11.1
July 7, 2003
1400, Witch Hole Pond, Maine
Exact Location Unknown
It was warm, wet, and breezy on the coast of Maine, this time of year. Or so it was supposed to be. A foursome of government agents, decked out in their light-forest camouflage best and with all the amazing gadgets money could buy (and that Armacham could supply) attached to their belts and headsets, tromped through what was meant to be a hiking trail on a normally-pleasant island off the coast. They’d studied maps of the trails, there were bike paths and hiking indicators, dog-walks and the like. Yet for all the pamphlets espousing of such things they were having a very, very difficult time locating those trails.
Because they were under two feet of snow.

Even those natives who had called up for some help on this issue had no good explanation; in their collected memories it had snowed perhaps three times in a century, in the middle of Summer. It was true that most of Bar Harbor would be snowed in or at least extremely cold the rest of the year. All those quaint little bed and breakfast places that the team had passed would be shut down at those times. They were busy now, but then, they weren’t where the snow was.

All the trees were brilliantly green in this area of the Harbor. It smelled wonderful over on the beach. The mix of ocean air, healthy forest, and cookery smoke even wafted several miles inland.

All those green trees where this team was standing though, they were covered in snow. Heavy with it, though there was none actually falling at the time they got there. It smelled cold here. The team’s noses were red, cheeks vibrant. Breath visible in plumes.
“It’s been like this for how long, exactly?” Their senior member, Sergeant Dolan said, scratching the back of his shaved head and wishing they’d brought thicker long-johns for this trip.
“Since last week,” their informant replied. She would have been shivering, but she had the forethought to bring her parka. It would be useless on a five-minute-walk away. “It started up right when we were going to put down a party mat, you know, the kid’s birthday.”

“Wait, which kid, whose?” Private Griggs asked, “and where’d they go?”

“Oh, she’s out there,” the woman waved her hand. She pointed her gloved finger into the white distance, “Lydia was never a problem until last week.”
Griggs looked at the others, shrugged, and decided it would be for the best if they started looking for the child. They hadn’t been called in to deal with a lost kid, everyone knew where she was. They learned from the woman that her daughter was getting on just fine out there, regular meals and all brought over to her. It was just … Snowing. Around her. The four trudged through the knee-high drifts and were followed by the woman, Norma Ford, who pointed out small landmarks barely visible below their trail. The trail got flatter and flatter, the terrain nervously noted by Griggs to be a bit… wobbly.
And there she was, Lydia Ford, seated on what looked like an inflatable plastic raft that had mostly deflated below her, wearing a bright yellow and red spotted dress. On further investigation, as the child watched them with a pouty look on her face, they realized they were standing in the middle of Witch Hole Pond itself.

Griggs leaned over to Dolan and said, “if … I mean, if she –“

“If she decides to make it melt, we’re going for a swim,” Dolan replied, nodding. He smirked and glanced at the Private, “you can swim, right?” Adding a chuckle, he tapped out a beat on his headset: listening to music on company time. He’d handled far worse than this during his stay in this bizarre unit. She wasn’t blowing shit up, flying or flinging things with her mind, or otherwise causing immediately visible property damage.
Behind them, Sheckley, their medic and the youngest on the team, chatted to Mrs. Ford. He was simply amazed at all this: he’d been on PHEAR for all of a month and while the other two trips to ‘hunt ghosts’ had led exactly nowhere, this one was going to be a prize. Lydia, it appeared, at the ripe age of two (as of last week), had developed a stunning power to change the temperature around her. 
Perhaps it was because this was Maine, Sheckley thought and wisely kept to himself, the locals knew better than to just ignore all the warning signs of paranormal activity. All those horror stories and movies, they almost always occurred out here in the middle of a beautiful, lonely place like Maine. He’d always been a fan of such stories, but not because they scared him. More because they intrigued and sparked curiosity in him. He felt it was absolutely an honor to be meeting such a unique child today. 
His companions had been on the team a little longer. Griggs for instance, he’d been there since last December. Jay Dolan and his wife Tish were both originally Marines, tapped for the new division on its inception early the year before. There were perhaps a dozen more people sent off in teams like this across the country and around the world. 
Paranormal Human Event Attack Resistance, “PHEAR” – or as Griggs had learned it, “FEAR – fuck everything and run” by some of its ex members. It didn’t look like his current team were the type to mock it like that. They were serious about this… Well, as serious as people could be in a super-secret covered-up conspiracy-laden department like theirs. They were called ‘ghost chasers’, ‘x-filers’, ‘nutball weirdoes’ at worst. However, when there had been real paranormal events, they’d managed to contain, confine or otherwise monitor them. According to Dolan, their record was something like one ‘real’ encounter per twelve wild goose chases. This was obviously their lucky day.
It was Tish that approached the child first, carefully and with a smile on her beautiful Asian face.
“It’s pretty cold over here,” Tish said, kneeling and ignoring for the moment the fact that her ass would be coming up from the nearby drift covered in snow – or worse, wet, which would make that lout of a husband of hers burst out laughing. “But you don’t seem to be chilly, Lydia, do you like the cold?”

Though mistrustful at first, the girl tucked her lip back where it was supposed to be, and nodded.

“I thought so! I like popsicles,” Tish continued. “But I don’t have any right now.” She tilted her head, rich black hair spreading over her shoulder. “Do you think you could make one for me?”

Thus engaged, Lydia scooped up a double-handful of snow, pushed her bare hands together, and closed her eyes for a moment.

If it was possible, the area directly around her got even colder. Tish laughed even though her teeth were clattering, “thank you, Lydia!” She took the presented lump of ice, glad that she had her shooting gloves on. “I think your mom wants you to come in now, is that okay?”
With that, Lydia huffed mightily, crossed her arms over her chest, and looked away pouting again.

“Well, I guess you could stay out here,” Tish said, hunkering down for the long haul. “Do you like to ice fish? My dad likes to do that.”

Their conversation went on, Tish attempting to coax the girl out from the raft and back into her mother’s arms, and subtly assessing the how’s and when’s of her newfound abilities. Beyond them though, it looked like the trees were now growing more green: the edges of the lake were thawing.

“Oh this is not going to be good,” Dolan grunted. “How about you get us a boat,” he said to Griggs, who hustled. 

Sheckley looked on in bright-eyed amazement, still. “Ma’am, I think we have a place were Lydia would feel right at home.”

“The polar bear enclosure at a zoo?” Dolan piped in, and got a snowball flung at him from his wife’s direction. “What, you thought it too!”

“Imma podarbare!” Lydia screeched, adding a rawr! and rolling to all fours. She gleefully chased the adults back to the shore, somehow maintaining the icy surface of the water below them until it turned to sand and pebbles. The snow drifts had melted along the tree line and shore. Finally, she was gathered up by her mother, who obviously knew better than to start scolding the girl. 

“Do you want to go to this place,” she said, looking at Sheckley for edification.

“Aperture-Armacham’s Enrichment Center, the Origin project. They’ve had a lot of success with … well, with kids like this,” he said. “I’m sure she’d fit right in.”

“Well, as long as they have tranquilizer dart-guns at the ready,” Lydia’s mother muttered. It seemed that Lydia was exhausted now – though she’d maintained her vigil on the lake for a week no one could grab her while she slept. She’d apparently formed a dome of ice over herself.
By the time they reached the Ford family home, there was only the barest indication that anything had ever happened on the lake: mostly in the form of dozens of dead fish that had been flash-frozen just under the surface. The Fords thought having a proper sitter or school for their darling little prodigy would be perfect.
Interval 11.2
February 8, 1991
1430, Fairport, AL

Icarus Facility / Exact Location Classified

He hadn’t expected to feel it all. Who did? Wilson Carver had been remade, twice, under the watchful eyes of his creators. Well, perhaps remade only once. He had no infancy, no childhood. No masked faces to speak to him, no gloved hands held him. He had awakened once as a ‘pre-teen’, and again more fully now as a post-adolescent. He was pretty certain they hadn’t wanted him waking up. No one stopped him from doing so, and he’d detected a very clear amount of approval from the only person around that mattered in the slightest.

Still, he hadn’t made a fuss about it. He didn’t thrash about, panic, or even move, really. The process was incredibly painful – but incredible none the less. His own curiosity about it fully sated with the implanted information that rapidly downloaded into his open mind. He could breathe, he knew he was breathing liquid. He opened his eyes, and could clear them to focus on things beyond the faintly yellow colored amniotic fluid around him and even through the thick, curved glass that held that fluid. Though it was harder, he could hear the scientists around the tank discussing his current status.

“It’s highly unusual,” one of them said, “it may cause too much confusion, should we-“

“You will do nothing,” another voice said darkly, putting an end to that potential disaster. Just because most of the other subjects that the scientists had dealt with were essentially brain-dead at ‘birth’, didn’t mean that he would be. They had detected strong, consistent brain activity from Wilson, since the start of his education process. Not just the typical ‘acceptance of information’, though. More or less equitable to normal, conscious thought patterns. He shouldn’t have been ‘in there’, yet. But they continued, it was the wish of that one man, clearly, that Wilson be allowed to do whatever he needed to do. If that meant being awake and observant of the processes, so much the better. No one would have to explain it to him later.
Several hours later, a faintly unpleasant sensation grew around Wilson’s body. It took him a few moments to realize: it was gravity. Pulling at his frame, disappointing him slightly – he would have enjoyed simply floating weightless forever. He also felt the distinct change in direction from vertical to horizontal, he estimated he was at a 45-degree angle. Of course it would be, that was what the machinery was designed to do. If he’d remained upright, clearly, he might have slouched downwards or fallen out as it opened. How considerate. He could guess that most of the inhabitants of these vats appreciated that fact as much as he did. 

It wouldn’t look good if he coughed out the last of the liquid that had been in his lungs and sinuses, so he merely breathed out slowly and fully, as the rest of the vat’s volume of it drained. He took his first true breath of fresh air only after he felt it pass his ears and slosh downward. He couldn’t help pulling in a gasp though, he’d been under water for four years after all.
There had never been a time when his body had been outside this very stasis vat. All the operations needed for the Icarus process were done within it two years ago; a newer version of an old procedure that worked very well and would become the standard for the facility. The entire time, from the moment his embryonic form had a big enough brain to call ‘Human’, he’d been fed a stream of information. Language, geography. Math, science. Literature, history. Later, after the Icarus process had bonded its particular brand of superstructure to his bones, growing with them at the rate of approximately one simulated year per three months actual time, they added physical skills to his ever-growing database of technical and social ones. Basics of motion and balance on up through combat and warfare techniques – plus a regimen of muscle stimulus that allowed him to take that first impressive breath, but was designed so that any subject wasn’t completely immobilized from atrophy on waking.
Those who watched Wilson awaken this second time could be counted on one hand, and only one of them wasn’t all aflutter with scientific bliss. To him, the machinery and technical aspects of this process were all a little dull and of no consequence. To him, the only important part was that the process worked. The scientists were amazed because Wilson had progressed so much – and been awake like he was. 

But he wouldn’t be impressed if Wilson just lay there, now would he? Wilson still had a few years of actual growth to do. But he appeared to be a healthy looking and imposing older teen to the others. They made note of his physical statistics: fair skin, black hair, green or maybe blue eyes, six foot two with room to go taller, nearly two hundred pounds – a fact which caused two of the scientists to re-check. Normally an Icarus subject would weigh half or two thirds of that for the height. But it was solid muscle connected to those ultra-light bones. Even when the stimulants weren’t ‘on’, Wilson was still working out. For Wilson, two hundred pounds would be light.
He sensed his audience was growing restless. So he pulled his fingers up out of the slightly springy mass that cushioned him, it was almost like a cookie cutter, a baker’s form. He’d been cooked up in a lab and had stewed long enough. With that one long breath done he began breathing normally; his lungs burned a bit, unused to the lower level of oxygen. How much did he need to breathe, in order to keep up appearances? Fairly little, it seemed. His lungs worked better than anyone’s in the room already. An overcompensation, he realized: he could hear the reason standing there watching him wake, take in a slow, rasping breath himself. 
Wilson lifted his right hand, turned it palm up, flexed it, and moved his eyes to focus on it. He stared at it, making note of little details: he’d want to keep his nails trimmed, they would grow fast; he had only the faintest of creases in his palms. He’d never been in a true fetal position, his hands had no markings from having been clutched in balls as they grew, he had no fingerprints – but that was genetic and certainly on purpose.
He took his left hand out, similarly stared at it for a moment, and then gradually worked himself free from the rest of the vat’s soft  support platform. At this same time, he was moving his tongue around in his mouth, testing it, noting he had flat, even teeth. He swallowed, was it the fluid or his own saliva that tasted a bit strange? Probably the fluid. But then, who was he to judge: it was the only flavor he’d ever experienced with his own tongue. 

He was prepared for some of that fluid to be beneath his feet as he stepped out of the vat, but thankfully they’d thought of that too: a heavily textured and highly absorbent pad was below it. He didn’t use the curved hand rail which was also thoughtfully provided, and no one had tried helping him out.
Wilson Carver stood for the first time, letting his inner ears adjust to their new state, feeling somewhat gloriously chilled by the air around him. He had a bit more than a typical teenager’s body hair, dark like that on his head, it occurred to him that he needed to shave as he brought his hand up to feel his own face. He wouldn’t have noticed, though, that he lacked a navel – it was completely appropriate for someone who had never been within a womb, and he had been ‘fed’ via the fluid surrounding him. Whether he needed to eat was also something he wasn’t certain about. Most likely, as with his lungs, he would not need to worry so much about that aspect of life, thanks to his technical specs. 

He considered himself to be deserving of the scientists’ staring eyes. Because he was who – and what – he was, he also caught a glimpse of himself through their staring eyes. That glimpse also brought with it a faint, but growing, impression of their opinion of him. An empathic process, he would have to learn how to control that on his own, they couldn’t download something like that into him.
He wondered, were they intimidated by his height? His build? That he did any of this without aid, or just what? Didn’t matter. He breathed deeply and stretched his shoulders, opened and clenched his fingers, bunched his back, legs, even down to his feet he seemed to simply ripple with awareness. Wilson didn’t have to stand there posturing for them, but he did anyway. He pushed his hand through his hair: it was a few inches long, evenly distributed and now slicked back the way it ought to be. Wouldn’t do to have a mess of it standing at all angles. It was, and not oddly, what one other in the room would do for exactly the same reasons.
There was one woman in the room, a sedate brown-haired genetic engineer who had spent much of her time making sure that his vital readings during the Icarus bonding process earlier in his ‘life’ had been stable, and the rest occupied with deciding whether or not to download specific training into him that went completely against his commissioner’s requests. Perhaps he’d thank her later: she had. It would be entertaining to say the least, trying some of those things out. She stood with a simple white robe folded in her hands, and when he extended his arm she almost flinched – placed it over his hand and let him put it on. Wilson maintained a deadpan expression, though even when he looked back at that moment from the distant future he had no idea how. Any time he thought about it later, he laughed at how much he enjoyed the expression on her face, watching him stand there naked and perfect and knowing exactly what he could do because she’d given him that knowledge.
But he hadn’t been looking at her, only at the man who had commissioned him. Blue suit, silk tie, briefcase resting by his feet that bore a company logo that wasn’t Armacham’s. He straightened that tie, tilted his head, and accepted Wilson’s extended hand to shake it firmly.
“Good afternoon, sir,” Wilson said, voice approximately as gravelly as he’d anticipated, based on this man’s distantly heard speech.

“We have much to discuss, you and I,” the elder said, picking up his briefcase and turning, “shall we?”

When the other scientists realized they’d just walked out with Wilson wearing nothing much more than a humble robe and a less than humble smile, one of them tried to catch up with them, perhaps suggest he could put on one of the Icarus prep-suits … But there was no one in the long, straight hallway beyond. Only the faintest shine of a green light, and an unfamiliar scent remaining behind.
Interval 11.3
August 2, 1996
0530, Fairport AL

Armacham Medical Compound / Exact Location Unknown

“Don’t you think she’s a bit… young?” Dr. Green said, quietly. Harlan beside her narrowed his eyes, but said nothing. It was Disler who gave a slight grunt at her question.

“You’ve seen how she still cuddles those dolls, Rose,” Marshall said, “she… didn’t put up much of a fuss.”
“That’s because she was unconscious,” Rose muttered. “I think it’s despicable doing this again.”

“Yet you yourself worked with her genetics, and your own,” Disler reminded her, “so please spare us the ethics lecture.”
He was right, of course. Rose had very little leeway – being five months pregnant with her own genetically engineered child. The second of those she’d assembled with Wade and Disler and the other scientists, the third she’d carry to term. But this time she wouldn’t get to be a mother. Perhaps that was what kept her from fully accepting what was happening to Wade’s girl. She knew how that went. She’d had the same argument in her own mind: this boy was for the Origin project, he belonged to Armacham. Eden and Deena, they would be her daughters. She had no son.

Adding insult to injury, the baby chose that moment to kick.
They were playing God, indeed. But… She was a mature woman, already had experience with her first daughter. Whenever Rose looked at Deena she smiled, she had nothing but praise and love. And little Eden, currently in her snug crib upstairs, would score higher than Deena on any Paragon tests, the sky was the limit for her.
What she saw in Harlan Wade’s eyes as he looked over his daughter Alma bothered her. But she really shouldn’t be such a damn hypocrite about it. Rose got to work with the youngest of the students, and some day this boy that Alma had born, her second son, would join them. 
Rose just wished the nagging sensation of unease would leave her. She admired Wade and Disler tremendously, their pioneering works in this field made it possible for her to even have such children as Eden and… well, whatever her boy would be named. Her throat tightened again, when she recalled Harlan’s original intent to have neither of his ‘grandsons’ given names of their own. As weapons, as experiments, they would be best off without a moniker that could allow them to grasp at ‘personhood’.

Enough others, though, joined Rose in that heated discussion – and Geoffrey was named. Irony at the least, and as this second boy was named, Paxton continued the trend. Warriors with names meaning peace. What next? Well, Rose would name her next born even if it was against Harlan’s wishes. 
Alma lay semi-comatose in the room below, while the other scientists worked on stunting the memories she may have formed. Not that she was to forget she’d ever born these boys – but to alleviate some of the pain and anger. So much anger, Rose knew. So much, from this sixteen year old girl that could make the air burn and melt human flesh off of bone. Even if she wasn’t the only one who could do such things among all of the Origin candidates (and she wasn’t, though she was far and away the strongest psychically) Alma still distinguished herself – perhaps even defined herself –  by her anger.

Other prodigies were healthier, happy, socialized and taking classes in one of the Enrichment Center’s labs just now. Alma... would not join them. She’d hardly even been to school in her life, though GLADOS taught her whenever she was in the mood. Alma was extremely intelligent, like her father. They wanted to continue giving her more challenging subjects, she was surprisingly good at math and logic, spatial reasoning, memory games. But that didn’t seem to be what she wanted. She had hidden her knowledge and faked bad scores, and Harlan... predictably, Harlan had punished her for it.
Much of Alma’s emotional instability, Rose thought and never said aloud while he was there, she’d inherited from Harlan himself. He was a bitter, sometimes brutal man. When he had something to focus on, he was cheery and well-mannered. But if something started to go wrong... The whole place knew it. Not just because he would call others out on their mistakes, but because Alma responded to his energy with angry fits of her own in the Vault – always at the same time or just after his own outbursts. She had to be handled far more delicately than her father, obviously. Since she was pyrokinetic, telekinetic, empathic... and devious by nature.
Rose had done enough research to know that Alma’s first venture into madness after delivering Geoffrey had likely been caused by post-partum depression. Whether ‘depression’ could be the right term for what she felt in her Vault for the next two months, that could be debatable. It wasn’t in any way typical of a normal mother’s mood swings, even one who suffered from the condition. At least, one which could hold and cherish her child after its birth would grow out of it, one who could be given therapy.
Alma had had her son taken from her, so she took someone else’s. That had not ended well for the lab worker’s family, Armacham’s generous pay-out not withstanding. How do you break it to someone that their child, supposedly safe in the Enrichment Center’s toddler-care unit, had been abducted, brutally killed, and eaten by Alma Wade? The answer was you didn’t. And you didn’t bring it up again, ever.
It seemed though, that after taking out her anger directly on another living thing, Alma’s greatest madness passed. Then...Then, Harlan and Marshall and the others... They chose to do it again, within another month. Risking everything in the Center for the sake of another Origin subject. Geoffrey would be fine with the surrogates upstairs for the time being, he didn’t seem to be bothered by anything. He would be one year old within three weeks of Paxton’s birth, they would be raised together with an assortment of others including Rose’s own children.

Alma had seemed much more passive this time, during her whole pregnancy as well as this birth. Something was different about Paxton perhaps. She slept lightly, a network of electronic devices placed over her head, chemicals churning through her blood. She didn’t look angry, just at that moment. Paxton was being whisked away for all the measurements and blood samples that would dominate his first days of life. At that time last year, Rose recalled, Alma had been furious, frantic, screaming and causing the room to be filled with angry energy that blew beakers and equipment off the shelves. 
Perhaps it had been Harlan’s doing then too, he was the one leading the natal team and had personally collected the newborn. The boy had given off a healthy squall of noise, and though this second son was far from quiet, he did seem more or less calm, like his mother. Geoffrey’s birth triggered something in her that Paxton’s had not. Perhaps Alma just thought she’d bide her time. Perhaps they were missing something, Rose wondered. What about the babies’ own emotional input? Had that affected Alma? Or she affected them? They lacked the ability to compare mental signatures, at least in this lab. Rose would want to look into that.
Still. It was incredibly dangerous to keep her away from her children; it was vital that she was kept from them. From the standpoint of observers and the science teams interaction, she would not be encouraged – if it came up at all – to call them her sons. Harlan Wade never referred to Alma as his daughter. He had a daughter: a blond, pretty girl named Alice that he purposefully refused to allow into the Enrichment Center. Private tutors and a pampered existence for her... 

While Alma lay here in a sterile room being subjected to any number of humiliations at the whim of her sire. The other donor parents had been very carefully plotted out for both Geoffrey and Paxton. It was not haphazard breeding that went into them, not at all. They were masterpieces of engineering, not the first, but surely not the last that Harlan Wade had created. He’d been right, however, when they determined that most psychic energies needed to be passed through a proper mother. The Armacham line of clones hardly ever bore any activity psychically, even if they were made from Origin genes. So Alma would carry her children. She was so young, though. Not immature, surely her body was capable of it. But her mental stability had never been good, worse while she was being examined or cornered for implantation.
The first time they had to do that, Alma erupted into a literal firestorm. They had – wisely – chosen expendable resources for her ‘capture’, ELLs that were quick on their feet, dying to her hands and her power, a dozen or more of them. But they kept her busy enough that the professionals could get Alma subdued properly. Afterward though, she’d managed to kill five of the orderlies that dragged her into the lab during Geoffrey’s birth, and that was aside from what her contractions did to the place at large.
Rose knew perfectly well all the different ways that Geoffrey and Paxton could follow in her bloody footsteps. They both had the potential for her level of psychic power, with the other donors perhaps changing which specific ones might show up, or to greater or lesser extent. And now they were planning on making weapons of her offspring.
That shouldn’t have surprised Rose either, given who had helped pay for their creation. Hoyle and Carver, Aristide and the rest – a mob of greedy killers, in Rose’s mind. Best not to think on them. Because Alma down there could at any moment be listening in on her thoughts. No wonder Harlan looked so tired all the time: Alma haunted him, day and night for weeks on end sometimes.

Payback is a bitch, Rose thought to herself, a black-haired, blue-eyed wraith who could have been beautiful and loved. Slipping out and back to the childcare center upstairs, Rose began making notes to herself about what kind of ironic name her son would have.
Interval 11.4
January 18, 1986

1630, Seattle, WA

Freeman Residence / Exact Location Classified

A small, black, metal object flew past Winslow Freeman’s ear and embedded itself with great force into the kitchen wall over the counter. A moment went by before the red-haired and ginger-bearded man reacted. Had he really seen a hot-wheels car?
Yes, yes, there it was. Slightly smoking, the hole it had made in the drywall singed the wallpaper and was causing a slight smell. A faint crumbling of dust drifted down and Winslow moved his plate out of its way. He didn’t dare touch it, try to get it out… Not just yet anyway.

“Gordon, what have I told you about inside velocities?”

“Thorry dad,” came the faintly insincere reply from the kitchen’s open archway. Winslow turned, his son was standing there with something new in his hands, cradled like a trophy. Gordon’s bright green eyes glittered, and there was a huge smile missing both front teeth to complete the picture. 
“Didn’t I get you a track for those cars?” Winslow sighed, glancing through the dining room beyond his son and seeing ... well he wasn’t sure what all was there, but built among the numerous pathways and structures Gordon had been working on surely had to be parts of that rather expensive toy set.

“It wathn’t long enough and it kept breaking,” Gordon lisped. “But I made it better.”
Perhaps he should be glad that Gordon wasn’t one of those kids that demanded all the latest action figures and games from every year’s Toys-n-stuff catalog. All of the neighbors’ kids were playing with those, some gloating over their holiday haul, plenty had already broken half their gifts, others pouting at having gotten socks instead of Teddy Ruxpin. Gordon was happy to have construction toys, that telescope and microscope he’d already put to good use. Maybe if Gordon would go outside to play he could share some of his expertise in building... Oh, wait, no, that would be bad.
The complicated tree-house in the back yard was testament to that error in judgment. It had taken an entire evening to get the one kid out of it, having become ensnared by one of Gordon’s amazing... er...insidious traps. Even Winslow wasn’t too sure how to extricate himself from the worst of it, he wound up demanding his wife Clio deliver wire cutters and a crowbar through the second story window to the tree branches. Gordon wasn’t very happy about having his work broken like that. Come to think of it, where had that crowbar gotten to? He might need it to pull this toy car out of the wall.
Gordon’s aspiration to become a true mad scientist was obvious. The boy just didn’t stop taking things apart, putting them back together... Making them better, or at the very least different. The toaster? Well, they could use it for home defense now. Clio had insisted that her extremely expensive new microwave oven be off limits to the boy’s maniacal whim. Her blender, two hand mixers and the spare heating plate had already been ... reformatted, into something that Winslow was certain could have caused a tiny black hole to form if they’d been left unattended.
But at the rate he was going, Gordon would be working with his dad at Armacham’s industrial machinery division within a few years. All because of the competition: Black Mesa.
Now to be fair, Gordon had always been interested in science. More than any other kid on the block, or even in his school. And he had the brains for it too. He was never much of a talker, but boy, Gordon started reading before he was three, worked on math problems that would stump a high school teacher by the time he was five. 
And then, last year, something Black Mesa was working on got shown on a PBS science program. Their ideas about technology surpassed almost anything that Winslow had built or even studied, though he was certain Armacham led the field in their bio-technology and medical areas. The New Mexico research facility competed for plenty of government contracts, though Winslow was sure they had enough crossover and cooperative sales that everyone saw benefits whenever one started taking off.

But he wasn’t sure about this tech. Teleportation? Really? Other dimensions, sling-shot vectors using whole universes as an axis?

Winslow was more interested in watching his son’s reaction to all this. The big words said almost in passing by one or two of the scientists being interviewed could have lost most of the professional, science-oriented viewers. The big words were ones that Gordon dedicated himself to learning. Where some kids’ first ‘stupidly big word’ was ‘supercalifragilisticexpialidocious’ or even ‘antidisestablishmentarianism’, Gordon’s was twice as long as either of those, and Winslow hadn’t bothered to try and spell check it. Apparently it meant something about transitory states, energy conservation, and direction of electron flow.
Gordon was well on his way to creating his own quantum tunneling device – or at least a rocket launcher. Winslow took the thing from his son’s hands, gently scooted him back into the dining room, and tried prying the embedded toy car out of the wall. With any luck, it’d be out and he could have some spackle in it before Clio got home from shopping... If he couldn’t get it out, there would be some spackle with a car in it.

Winslow glanced around at the other holes he’d patched. Some day, they might want to invest in home improvement equipment. If only Gordon wouldn’t appropriate that too.
Interval 12.0 – Lost And Found
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1100, Fairport AL / 1000, Black Mesa, NM

Enrichment Center / BMRF 

Though there were plenty of grownups on hand upstairs, the Enrichment Center’s lower depths were entirely off limits to most of the adults. It was Sunday, many of those adults were relaxing in the renovated recreation rooms and trying to make friends with some of the children. Most were failing at that last task, because in the nearly two years since the Synchronicity Event, these children had learned not to trust in their elders. Most on the unlikable list were Armacham scientists, and those who tried too hard to make friends with them. 

But there were a few newcomers that caught the kids’ fancy: the Dolans, particularly, but also with a few others in the PHEAR teams that had been abruptly re-assigned to this duty after the changes bought by that disaster. With the Portal Storms outside wreaking too much havoc to really bother with any small-time psychic issues, PHEAR was all but disbanded externally. Now, they played guardian to these kids – or perhaps to the scientists and instructors, because it certainly looked like the kids didn’t need protection.
Wide-eyed Sheckley followed the Vortigaunts around and asked questions constantly. While some of them seemed a bit inane, it did occur to a few people that no one else was asking them. Where had they come from? What specifically brought them here? How did they feel about living in a new world? Had they really been slaves for generations?

And the Vorts, for the most part, answered him with patient, if often cryptic, replies. Their home world had been lost to them eons ago; their journey was accidental and forced; they were making the most of it they could; they preferred not to discuss harra as it only made them uncomfortably aware of their other losses.
To his credit, Sheckley learned whatever he could, and even tried to pronounce some of the words. Without the essential Vortal inputs and outputs – he was no telepath – the best the Vortigaunts could hope for was a kind of pidgin baby-talk from him. They were kind enough not to tell him that. They informed him only that it was adequate, and that was good enough for him.
Griggs had busied himself with repairs on the facility, half a dozen rooms had undergone transformation with his help. He tended not to ask too many questions, and was often the one that dragged Sheckley away from the Vorts when they clearly wanted some privacy from the chatterbox. He also tended to drag Armacham folks away from the children when they needed their privacy.
The children thought all of the attention they were now getting was both a bit intrusive, and a tremendous relief. The dichotomies played strongly for each and every one of them. The outside world did still exist. But... With a few months of adjustment time behind them all, it became clear who was with them and who was not. Those who were not, never got past a certain floor into the building. Armacham kept sending people in the hopes that they’d be able to drag out machinery or information. The kids kept gently – or not so gently – turning them away. But those who were ‘with them’, they enjoyed the benefits of trust.

“Where’s my little polar bear?” Tish called out, laughing, as Lydia perked up and sprinted over to her in the crowded lunch room. The imperturbable child would have to learn some time that her parents and family had been washed away earlier in the week by a massive Portal Storm. Perhaps she already knew, or sensed it somehow. Tish avoided the subject as they went through the hall (Lydia occasionally freezing the nearest students’ drinks) but eventually sat her down to explain the situation.

So many of these children had no parents to look for out there in the messy aftermath of storms. And Lydia knew death: she’d been there when Rose Green had died. She felt more sorry for the children that had been raised here, alone and without parents at all, than for herself after having lost hers. Of course she cried. But then, everyone did, often enough. It was time to dry eyes and wipe sniffling noses, and move on.
Tish was left feeling impressed as hell with this little girl’s practical – if a bit cold – attitude. She gently chided herself for providing that pun for herself, moments later. The dark-haired woman picked up static on her headset (always present, gear was practically grafted to the PHEAR team’s bodies, and almost all of them felt naked without it) and lifted her finger to her temple to respond.

“What was that? Lots of static, Jay.” She told her husband, “repeat that?”

“This thing works, Tish, it works!” Her red-headed husband shouted from another part of the facility. The transmission was short-ranged, but still broken badly by static, and suddenly Tish realized where he was: down below, in the Containment Unit.

Where they’d assembled the teleporter.

It was the only large space that they had to work in that provided both power and protection from unwanted eyes. “Going dark; be right there,” Tish said, glancing around and turning off her headset. She pulled it off, then thought to remove its small battery; fluffed her hair back into place, pocketed the unit into her vest. Unwanted Armacham eyes would see through the tiny camera embedded in it, Jay had taken a chance by reactivating his own comm unit down there.

That it had worked – his communication unit, that is – was a surprise anyway. The reception on that side of the facility was always garbage. Along with transmissions from phones or comm units, the interference often made it hard to take measurements or readings for repairs. There was more to it than that, too. The uneasy sensation that everyone got while traveling on the eastern edge of the place had been explained away by the children: that was Alma’s old haunt, pay it no mind now that she wasn’t there. 

It was difficult: they still minded themselves around it. Tish had always seen the way the kids kept their eyes open and their bodies alert. It wasn’t just the instability of the many broken catwalks, or the way the walls tilted. The Vault, or what was left of it, had been further gutted when they began assembling the mass of machinery nearby in the Containment Unit and it looked quite scary. But then adults kept themselves wary around that area too, it was all subconscious, Vortal. Even those who weren’t psychic were nervous there. If there hadn’t been the clear signs of the prior disasters (the twisted and blown fuel line, the burnt remains of equipment on the massive storage grid, piles and piles of white-shelled turrets sometimes still flickering their red eye into the darkness), it would still feel like a haunted graveyard over there.
The Containment Unit however, was not all the way over to that wall of course. It was as far as Mossman would go, into the depths of the building. Why she hadn’t gone from the place and up into the ‘real world’ again after they destroyed GLADOS seemed a bit of a mystery. She spent quite a lot of time in the Unit supervising the teleporter’s construction, but always made a bee line directly back up to the populated sections, and was always attended by a pair of Replicas. To Tish’s eyes it seemed that Paxton protected the woman far more zealously than he did himself, though she didn’t know why and would not likely learn. Mossman wasn’t the most easily understood adult in the place, when she started going on in her scientific terms anyway. So getting a straight answer from her about it would be nearly impossible.
It occurred to Tish, as she descended that now-working but still slightly-tilted elevator to the bottom of the facility, that Paxton was keeping Mossman in the facility for a reason. That reason was wearing the triple-diamond logo on its armor right there next to her. If only a select few of the newly arrived instructors and scientists could be trusted... There was no reason that anyone should expect the reverse not to be true as well. Mossman was too valuable a resource to allow her to fall into the wrong hands. That her own strong desire was to leave the facility some other way than on foot, merely iced that particularly devious cake. It took Tish a month to realize that, putting everything together in that short elevator ride.
Now, Tish joined her husband, those kids and scant adults below. She nodded to the Replicas at the glass hallway’s entrance, to acknowledge they were letting her pass. Jay had been vital in helping program certain interfaces, halfway adopting Martin and learning in equal amounts as he taught the boy more conventional programming. Plus, they were both redheads, and he claimed, ‘gingers gotta stick together’. He’d let his shaved head grow a thick cover of that red hair, in the time they’d been here. Tish snuggled up behind Jay, he’d already put his own comm unit back into a protected pocket and watched in awe.
The communication chamber upstairs had been off limits to them only for the first week they’d been there. Once anyone was trusted enough, they learned about the connection between the Enrichment Center and Black Mesa. Jay and Tish, Griggs and Sheckley, they were all introduced to the rest by Lydia, so they were on the ‘good’ list. Morales, straight out of the academy, and Betters, possibly the eldest of their adult cohorts, hardly waited longer than that week as well. It could get sticky, this playing around as double-agents. It was no game – that was what Paxton had impressed upon them one by one, as they were welcomed to the fold.

To stave away rumors and make sure that others who weren’t ‘in on it’ didn’t come wandering around up there in the communication room or down below, the kids concocted an elaborate story about it being their ‘psychic safe spot’. And, fools that they were, many of the Armacham people believed them. Some still suspected there was more to it than that, but whenever questions started coming up, the children reinforced their story. They never deviated from it, as it spread among them in a way that only telepaths could manage. Even after grilling them for details, the Armacham stooges walked away shaking their heads.
Or maybe it was someone’s power, working on their brains. 

The kids had to construct another smaller communication annex down in the Containment Unit. They used the existing monitors, yanking them from their connections on the walls, gutting the wiring, reassembling them in the anteroom by the glass hallway. Truth be told, Tish and Jay’s first encounter with the location that had once held only the super-computer GLADOS looked remarkably similar to any of the kids’ responses. Slack jawed, blinking to clear their eyes and mind: that was one big ass computer.
The decision had been made to leave most of GLADOS ‘off’, in order to proceed without interruption or danger. Two of the five reprogrammed Cores had finally been placed: they gave the most basic interface possible, keeping any hint of personality at a distance. If GLADOS was in there, she was still sitting in a corner, having a time-out. Her voice could be heard, flatly stating useful information when asked, and not before. At the moment, she was reciting a list of power levels and potentials, distances and vector equations. Jay knew what those equations were meant to do, he explained it quietly to his wife: they were setting up directional beacons for the portals on either end of the device.
Before the children emerged from the facility several months before, Alyx had been working diligently on those hand-held portal devices. She got more attention from Judith than she wanted for it, but tolerated that because they both had the same eventual goal: to make these portals interact with her father’s back at Black Mesa.
Judith knew all the basics of the teleporter in Black Mesa’s Lambda Lab. Rosenberg had sent her the specs, which were then printed out and displayed in a massive mess in her office near the glass hall. It relied upon moving through a second space: a universe used as an axis. The problem was that the Enrichment Center lacked the vitally important Xenian crystals which powered Lambda’s teleporters and tuned that directional axis.

So how to get that to work here, with the innovation that Aperture never quite perfected? 
The hand held devices apparently worked on a very different principle, directly accessing a miniature worm hole. Call it what it was, Alyx said one day, it was a black hole inside a shiny white case. How to move those little black holes so they opened to another universe? By forcing that little black hole to focus on that universe. It was bewildering math, even to the experts. But they had twenty years worth of analysis, data that could be used to isolate specific wavelengths of energy.
Even if she couldn’t really put it into words, Alyx let her talented hands do the talking. Twice, Alyx had come through with these devices. Once on their own dual-portal aperture level, the localized portals. And again, on that incredibly distant Lambda coordinate out there relayed through Xen.

Chell had gotten her portal gun back, tested it out and found it in proper working order. Actually working: not like that last time when Adell got chunked into a weird sideways universe through the one side, spat out in small cubes when she came back... 

But because they now knew how to configure them, numerous static portal generators were planned for the facility, in addition to making the needed alterations to the hand-held devices. With them, they could move silently, instantly, through the place. Because they could create single-portal devices, in addition to the dual-portaled hand-held ones, they even designed a sort of ‘elevator button’ system for choosing destinations at each spot. Alyx and Martin had started installing flat panels fit for that purpose in strategic locations – away from prying Armacham eyes of course. 
Because there was that one time that an Armacham team had actually attempted to take a portal device from Alyx while she worked on it.

DOG put a stop to that. Rather roughly, in fact. So roughly that the next time someone inquired regarding the whereabouts of the pair of agents, they had to make something up about a falling platform and a shaky catwalk. DOG also had to be explained away somewhat carefully: he would not leave his creator’s side, and defended Alyx as fiercely as any flesh and blood dog would.
Jared helped assemble many of the teleporter’s components, Veronica played calculator for their programming. She could easily comprehend the raw data they were fed from Black Mesa, turned it into something that Alyx then manipulated. It was a shame, someone said, that Neill had died in one of GLADOS’s traps – he would have loved to see this all come together.
But perhaps because Neill wasn’t there, and more because of why, the kids made sure that they routed separate power supplies to the communication and teleportation machinery. Apart from GLADOS’s influence, anyway. Bundles of wires and tubes stretched down from the top of the Unit, taking what they needed directly from the source before it got into the massive computer’s brain.

Jared had worn himself out repeatedly – becoming stronger in the process – while making some of the custom-tooled structures. Not only could he force his powers over a much greater volume of metal than even a few months before, but he was able to finely-tune and focus on tiny things like threading on bore holes. They lacked a proper machine shop, these days, at least one which they could easily convey heavy equipment in and out of without notice. It wasn’t difficult for anyone to use the tools in the one they did have upstairs, nor really to take out something small and unobtrusive.

But the device which had been assembled in the space between the anteroom and GLADOS’s user interface was anything but small and unobtrusive. It was massive. It was very similar to the user-end of the AI in size, inverted in shape. Several rings bearing the scratched-out Aperture logo encircled the top and bottom of it to keep it stable, while a set of four beams stretched upwards from the floor into the distance above. No more than twenty feet up, but still, it was bigger than almost any other single device in the whole place – at least so far as the newer folks had ever seen.
A gated entrance encircled a round platform, mismatched parts clearly swiped from a variety of locations around the Center. Numerous thick power cords and control lines led to and from the anteroom into the bigger chamber, duct-taped down in places. Tish noted with a grin that there were half a dozen empty fire extinguishers sitting in the corner of the anteroom, but also spied Kayla sitting with her feet up on the corner of a desk waiting for the next explosion. There had been plenty: to Tish’s Marine-experienced eyes the whole place had seen its share of action, dark explosions marred many of the walls, and the presence of several rocket launchers gathering dust in the corners made her a little nervous. 

There was also that large hole in the corner. The kids had made no attempt to fix it, they avoided the area carefully though, and when asked, Tish learned of the valiant sacrifice that the boy Alonzo had made to save them all. She did sometimes sense something there, but maybe it was just the sight of the blue Coolant Shaft through the opening. Sure it was. There was a reason she’d been selected for PHEAR...
Jay bit his wife’s ear, and nodded toward the business end of the teleporter. Things were starting to roll.
On two of the smaller video screens (which were nearly five feet across, themselves) the Black Mesa team could be seen. Eli and Kleiner, with a couple others in the background milling around quite similarly to the personages on this end of the connections. Mossman was having an animated discussion with Eli, while behind the man on the screen Barney was holding up a squirming headcrab at arm’s length. 

“Can we get on with this now?” Barney said, distastefully squinting and keeping his face away from the gently waving pick-like feet of the cream-colored headcrab. “These things give me the willies.”

“All in good time,” Izzy said, his distinct voice rising above the noisy static. “We cannot rush perfection!” His balding head reappeared from obviously having been down under the camera, peering more closely at information on his own console.
“Yeah, well, this thing is making me nervous, all right? You sure this will work?” Barney certainly sounded like he was nervous, but not for any of the reasons that the scientists were.
“Positive, Barney,” Kleiner wagged his finger proudly into the air. “We’ve made excellent progress today, I’m certain we’ll have ... something to show for it, anyway.”

“Yeah, that’s what you said last time,” Barney muttered, vanishing from one screen’s view and appearing on another. “I still have nightmares about that cat,” he added, placing the headcrab into a small carrier and loading it onto Black Mesa’s own duplicated teleport pad.

“What cat?” Tish asked her husband, who declined to answer with a shake of his head and a tight lipped nuh-uh. “What cat?” Jay nudged her in the gut, turned and put her on his lap, and whispered something to her – she paled, didn’t ask again.
There was a bit of a Vortal pause on both ends of the communication lines. Brief concentration, seen in the lines on Eli’s dark skin, in the intensity of Mossman’s eyes, on Alyx’s tightly bitten lips, as the bright gleam reflected in Kleiner’s glasses. 
“My dear, will you do us the honors?” Isaac Kleiner spoke to Alyx, whose lips split into a huge smile. “We’re all simply fit to burst with anticipation.”

Along all of the complicated desktop wiring, keyboards and toggle switches with lights above them flickered to life. Alyx’s small hands danced over them one by one, typing commands with her left hand, flipping the last toggle with her right. “We’re on,” she said, confidently. A yellow-tinted plastic box opened, and of all things a ‘big red button’ was revealed. “Let’s do this.”

She pressed the one at her fingers, while her father did likewise on the distant console at Black Mesa, and everyone held their breath.

A familiar deep thrum filled the great chamber, power being sucked into the tall latticework of beams and circuitry. The platform and its gates began a slow climb, as the machinery powered up. Green lights, one after the other, lit as it passed them. Above, at the top of the unit, a circlet of orange-red light flickered into life. It looked to those below like a sheet of molten stained glass, almost lumpy in texture, but it was quite flat. In fact it lacked even flatness, transcending dimensionality entirely. They could live with the ‘lumpy texture’ analogy, because thinking about the math involved made most people’s brains ache.

As the platform stretched closer and closer to that orange light, a second, blue shade could be seen just inside the rim above. With sudden, amazing clarity, the cat-carrier bearing a live headcrab came into view, and then abruptly dropped a few inches onto the still-rising platform.
The green lights flickered, up and down the tall device’s beams. One flashed yellow, but then changed back to green. Collective gulps replaced the worried panting that some were doing: they’d had to draw breath some time. There was silence, at least no speech, from all the open mouths on either side of this grand experiment. The machinery reversed its crawl, the platform bearing a new visitor began its descent to the floor. Chirping, confused and happy, the headcrab tapped its forelimbs on the cage’s door.
As the gates retracted and the platform finished its slow fall, the portal above it had vanished and the lights along the vertical beams turned dark once more.
With the same enthusiasm as they’d shown a full year before, everyone on both sides of the communication network let off screams of joy and relief that threatened to shake the walls.
Interval 12.1
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They waited until the bulk of the Armacham folk cleared out of the building, up above in the communal rooms, before making even one more move. The kids as well as the adults had to settle themselves somehow – they were all now aware that the biggest single jump of technology in Human history had just been made...

And they could not share it with anyone. 

That fact put a faint damper over their celebration below, in the Containment Unit. However, as the Armacham scientists and guards went out for the evening to drive a short while on recently-renovated roads out to their newly-built and equally-temporary housing, the feeling of euphoria spread through every one of the telepaths. Into each of them a kernel of pride blossomed. They’d done it again, they did the impossible. The epic.

The fact that Lambda Labs had a functional teleport system up and running to and from Xen for almost the last two decades was merely a footnote to this event. They were reminded of its existence by three of the men who’d been working on that self-same technology at that time, who did seem a touch miffed at all the hooplah. But to the kids and to Mossman, this was more: it was repeatable (they knew), reliable (they hoped), and secure (they’d made extra certain). It worked to and from Earth destinations, without spending more than a few picoseconds in Xen according to the processed information. And, it was Mossman who reminded those still-stodgy men: these were ten year old children working on their unit.
At either site, the teleporters took quite some time to power back up: nearly half an hour, down from more than a day on earlier trials. In order to reduce the drain on the local generators, Vortigaunts had been asked to step in and act almost as a new circuit breaker. It wouldn’t do, Rosenberg wisely commented, to have their work suddenly cut out on them because too much power was surging in, or not enough was getting through the already strained grids. Worse, what might happen if the power drain attracted the wrong attention from outside the facilities. Even if they were to use this technology on a careful schedule, it would still maintain itself as a special occasion.
This occasion, however, would be made more special because of the volunteers going between facilities. Of course Judith would be going. But she would be taking Alyx along. Carefully gripping the girl’s narrow shoulders, Judith looked down with a worried tilt to her eyebrows, but Alyx glanced up at her with a brilliant and sure smile.

“It’ll be okay, Miss Mossman. I did the calculations twice,” she said, realizing that getting nervous again would only make Mossman twitchy.

They could see, from their vantage on the gated platform, the video displays in the anteroom with several instances of Eli and Kleiner, Rosenberg and Simmons in the background checking their own machinery. What they saw in far greater detail, however, were the faces of all the others who’d come down to see this happen with their own eyes. Plenty of the ELLs, a handful of the PHEAR folks, and most of the Paragon students peered at them from all angles in the big room. They remained a safe distance away, naturally, in fact shooed away from the device by several of the adults. No one could risk accidentally being in contact with the thing if it malfunctioned... Or if it dragged them halfway through the portals and no farther.
It was, after all, an “all or nothing” sort of trip. They’d sorted out the details of mass and power supply, made sure that the vectors were correct... Three, four, maybe five times since Alyx’s first two calculations. 

Most of the faces that Alyx looked for were in the front of the crowd, or hidden completely back in the anteroom beyond the mass of people. She gave a giddy wave at Cricket, who was stuck on the wall above the entranceway, spotted Cybill and Eden who were both practically in tears they were so happy.
She would want to return, of that Alyx had been sure to explain to her father. She’d grown up in the Enrichment Center, she’d be happy to visit or even travel between Black Mesa and back frequently. That would happen when they could get everything really up and running. But today... Today was the day she could hold her father in her arms again, for the first time in far, far too long.
Judith Mossman gazed across the faces, too. Did she feel a pang of guilt? Of course she did. And that would be perfectly acceptable to them as well as to her own conscience. After everything that had happened here, they knew. They knew she had to go. She nodded to Nashell, the only one of them that had shared some of her own fate down there in the blue depths of the Coolant Shaft. Then she noted the significantly serious look on Paxton’s face, he stood near the ELL. But Paxton wasn’t angry, he was just making sure she remembered their conversation. He claimed he couldn’t see into her mind, so he’d discussed this with her before, in words.

That discussion sprang through her mind: she would always be welcome at the Center. Even if she didn’t set foot in it ever again, there would be a space for her. The bite of guilt continued to gnaw at her, but intensified into a sting. He had also warned her, in no uncertain terms: never to betray them. He had such a way with words, she hardly noticed the serious tone until it was too late. He’d mentioned that if she had walked out of the facility above ground when they first left it in December, offered herself up, turned herself into Armacham’s bitch (his extremely uncharacteristic and harsh words) he would have killed her himself, right then. But she assured him – and herself, mostly – that she would do no such thing. He seemed both honest in his threat, as well as honest in thanking her a moment later for putting up with that threat in what was meant to be a more pleasant conversation. 
The thought had occurred to her. Perhaps he’d known that. Anticipated it, obviously. Those guards...Weren’t there purely to protect her or make her feel more secure from any further attacks. They did both of those things, she had to admit. He would never quite understand what she’d been through, really. But his own admission of guilt over not even having lifted a finger to find her when it mattered most, nearly brought both of them to tears. Would she miss the Replicas? Probably. 
Perhaps if only because they were a steady reminder of all the failings of this place. A child warrior, his stone-fisted brother, their invasive kin. She might become fond of the memories she made here, if the Replicas weren’t there to bring them back to full focus.

Judith Mossman had grown a bit more bitter than she liked to admit, in this last half-year.

But now, she, like her small tan-skinned companion, were simply thrilled to even be there at all. This would be a fine moment, an amazing moment. She’d finally get to do so many of the things they’d spoken of in their comm room – tour the facility, shake hands with the scientists she respected so much. Alyx looked straight up, past Mossman’s wistful and slightly teary-eyed face, and gave the older woman a nudge with her finger.

“Look, we’re almost ready.” The orange portal above had come to life. Someone had pressed that big red button, on both sides of the transmission. The platform moved slowly and steadily upwards, its motion hardly jarring the pair. Jared had done an excellent job of putting this thing together, it didn’t squeal or grind. It held their weight long enough for there to be no weight at all on it.

A flipping-around of views, bright became dark, green became red... A flash of energy moved from one universe into another, spat back out just as quickly into a new direction. The sensation, had Mossman even had time to think on it, was a bit like diving off a high board into a deep pool. Freefall, disorienting at worst but exhilarating at best. The feeling of twisting was only minor – a correction that Chell had actually thought to suggest. The scientists had aligned their teleporters as best they could toward the same direction to avoid the very weird but somewhat inconsequential feeling of “facing the wrong way” on getting out.
The pair weren’t facing the wrong way. Dark went back to lightness, though this chamber was quite a lot murkier around the edges than the Containment Unit was. The interior of the Lambda Labs teleportation room had been made long before, it lacked the gleaming floor and ceiling of GLADOS’s environment, had direct, low-tech lighting.

It had a working teleporter in it. That was the only item that was of any consequence. Glimmering, under-lit eyes peered out, many from behind glasses that reflected tiny dots of LEDs from their surroundings. All the eyes were open above equally open mouths: some were shouting, many were simply slack-jawed, most had the broadest smiles they’d ever shown. 
“My ears popped,” Alyx said, looking up to her mentor, “it smells funny here.”

Mossman laughed, hugged the girl to herself and could hardly wait to exit the platform. The room was set up slightly differently from the Enrichment Center’s, bearing a tri-level scaffold that could monitor any stage of the platform as well as hold spare equipment. One large and several scattered smaller static-laden monitors flickered brightly, more grey-scale than the full color displays in the Center. Those showed, however, what Mossman and Alyx hoped to see: their friends, their cohorts – waving and cheering just like the team here was doing.

The platform on this end was slightly different as well, upon first glance it looked quite rickety. But it had numerous bundles of sensors, beams bearing a multitude of computer parts open to the air. If she really had to say anything, Judith Mossman was fairly certain she thought the kids had made a far nicer looking rig than this one.

And it did smell funny in here, a bit. It was probably the difference between having a crazy AI that could move its own rooms around and a completely static if much larger facility: GLADOS had taken care of the dead at the Enrichment Center. Apparently, the few still-living scientists here at Black Mesa had left their dead to the Xenian wildlife that had arrived. It wasn’t just that, though – this lab itself was older than most of the Enrichment Center facilities on the whole. It had a history.

It had an Eli Vance, and that was why Alyx had started crying loudly. Happily. Sobs mixed with delighted laughter. She bolted to his side the moment the platform had stopped.
“My little girl’s gotten so big,” Eli said, his gruff voice broken by emotions that he’d hardly let himself hope for in the past two years. Thankfully he’d never been the sort of man to hide his tears, they’d dried up since the communication line had been opened. But now they flowed once more, as he buried his long face into his daughter’s shoulder, hugging her fiercely. 
“I’m not little, daddy,” Alyx said, further squeaking out, “I missed you so much!”

No one was uncomfortable with the length they remained almost motionless. Judith patted their shoulders as she passed by, and flinched only slightly when she was abruptly hugged by several of the onlookers. She had never been a very touchy-feely type, her experiences with Rattmann made that more apparent.

But she was among friends now. Real people with real memories, long histories in their fields – people she’d dreamed of working beside. Rosenberg and Simmons, Bennet and Kleiner, and Eli Vance... Though many were missing. Hopkins and Ramachandra, Ling and Veidt... Many had been lost here, remembered only by their names on books lining the shelves on the walls, and in the devices they’d built.

“We’ve prepared a room for you,” Colette Green said, her hug was both warm and appreciated. “But we’ll be partying down here until we drop, right?”

Judith laughed, her husky voice a very pleasant addition, most of the men thought. It was a much smaller celebration here on this end: the children at the Enrichment Center outnumbered the scientists at Black Mesa by almost four to one. Colette would be close to Judith all night, she’d been the one in whom Mossman had confided and wept to, earlier in the year. But if Mossman was jumpy now, it was only because everyone else was on edge: this was such a remarkable occasion. She’d fit right in, Colette thought. She was already breaking out the big words.
Renee watched Eli and Alyx, smiling softly, leaning against Shep. This had been such a long journey already, but she got the feeling that they were just starting out again. The girl had gotten big. She must be nearly ten? Ten and almost bigger than the Armacham assassin herself. (But then, Renee thought with a chuckle, everyone was bigger than her.) Slender and going to be beautiful like her mother’s image in that creased and slightly ripped photo. 
That picture sat on the nearby desk; each of the people working on this device had their own slice of the room to decorate or use, and Eli... Well, he practically took the photo everywhere with him anyway. Renee wondered if he’d want a new photo of himself and his daughter, some day.
And now, at long last, Eli brought his hand up to his vest pocket. He dug into it, still kneeling before his daughter. She used to be eye to eye with him when he did that, now she could look down and see how grey his hair had gotten in just two years. “Your mother wanted you to have this, Alyx,” Eli said, uncontained emotion shaking his voice again. “She’ll always be with us, with you,” he took the small box-shaped choker out, delicately put it around his daughter’s slender neck. It rested lower on her than it had on the woman in the photo, of course, but she would grow into it. 
A Vortigaunt hummed, Alyx heard him mention in his own language aglaa gallih keh, all is forgiven and all is one. If Azian Vance’s spirit wasn’t there just now, perhaps she would see through those eerie red eyes belonging to the alien, because she should see this moment. Alyx’s trust in the Vortigaunts was second only to her sire’s, they had brought this family together in a very real sense. Alyx urged her father to stand, wiped his tears and smiled at him with abandon. 

The party went on, two locations with one heartbeat.

Interval 12.2

May 24, 2006 (Earth-Date used)
Time Stamp Inconclusive

Xen, Exact Location Unknown
Colors were not important, but they had names none the less. An indigo blanket of darkness was interrupted with blots of bright orange, variegated greens, flecks of red. Smears of lacy yellow converged around ungainly groupings of violet and copper. Clouds of gas, in a deep night sky – a night that never ended, for there was no single sun to light it. Distant stars blinked from behind a veil of dust, and clusters of whorled, half-lit infant suns burst through in streamers from a massive globular pocket of particles.
Sounds rang through the ever-present hum of the world itself. Its vibration was so low and deep that it might have been mistaken for breath. The entire area slowly undulated as though suspended within liquid, making any sounds seem quite close. Calls of creatures that glided through the infinite sky echoed below, across broken surfaces. Some noises came from those surfaces as well; barks and trills, identifying sounds of animals that knew only hunger or peace, anger or satisfaction. Each of those creatures, noises and qualities had their titles.
Substances had names, abstractions of their usefulness or danger. The ground was softly layered with organic life, but exposed in many jagged cliffs around each of the floating islands that comprised Xen. Perhaps broken from one massive world, more likely taken from a myriad of nearby dimensions, their flat-topped surfaces easily attracted life. Caverns and twisted tunnels, wormholes and lakes were all contained on those floating chunks, somehow the light gravity distinguishing vapor from liquid, gas from solid.
One particular chunk of land, a broad, rugged platform bigger than most others, held many living things. Trees of a single bent branch swayed with the slight motion of what might have been wind, but was more likely caused by the breath of the world itself. Tall spires occasionally jutted violently into the sky, one speared a nearby winged animal, dragging it downwards into its cave-like maw. 
Evidence of battle marred the otherwise pastoral location: a gigantic four-limbed creature lay with a number of smaller animals eating from its bulk, but they had not killed it themselves. They had no way of producing gunpowder, nor shooting finely tooled explosive-tipped projectiles. Further investigation would show other signs of violent encounters, not the least of which was the still-smoking high point of the place: none of these islands were volcanic.
This island did not have its own name, but it was well known to the intelligent inhabitants.

Numerous members of that single surviving species had grouped themselves here, had removed the signs of their bondage here, had watched their kin vanish from here, had observed something arrive here some time before. It had moved quickly, silently – but Vortally it was easily tracked. It gave off a worried, vibrant distress that shone like a beacon to their eyes. 
They had followed it at a distance once their bonds had been broken, more out of curiosity than having been bidden to do so – which they had been. It could have been a lure, bait to which they had risen. It had evaded them, and anything else, somehow; but now it was exhausted, unable to defend itself even from observation. It was not a lure, it was something new.
There at the spot that this creature rested, they gathered.
“This one has no name,” one said. “But it is clear whose name it shall retain.”
“They have not come to claim it,” another spoke, the words a mixture of telepathic energy and a deep rumbling chant. “Perhaps it is too early to choose a name for it. It may not ... live up to a title given in haste.”

Several of them hummed in accordance, “true, true.”

Another spoke, moments later, “it is not truly here,” his third arm coaxed brightness from the dark around them, “if it remains thus for much longer, its essence will surely be consumed by the void.”

One spoke, darkly, “such as it should be, for this one’s fate. They should share that destiny. Voo nuy’chackt.” He spat a curse.
But others disagreed. “It has done no harm,” one said, obviously put off by the terrible words just spoken. “though we will admit: it has that potential of which we shall not speak.”

“It is of the Mystery and the unnamed,” another lent a voice and mind to this discussion. “Untrained and unbidden it is here. They are wise to let it seek its own resolution. They wait to see its strength, if it has any.”

“It knows nothing of this matter,” the second-to-speak said, “it lacks all focus, we must admit we were drawn to it because of its fears disturbing the Vortessence. Its presence here is, perhaps, accidental.”

“Just so,” many hummed. The Vortessence was bright even if the light around them was dim. They stood in a circle to communicate. This group cast their own mental glow, but there was another: weaker, flickering, a campfire half-gutted, folded in on itself. When they had first detected it, this light had been brighter, steadier, angrier and more forceful. A very familiar light, to their old eyes. A new shade of it, surely; not the same light.
“It can be forgiven its abrupt entry,” said the first. “It is strong, yet it has been here without protection, and weakens now. Who among us would allow this, thoi without guidance?”

“It is not thoi, it is hi’shuu,” the angrier one spat the words. “Not of our clan, comes this creature. We have no need to claim it thus.”
“It is of the Mystery and the unnamed,” was repeated by several. The mental energies that rippled between them tinted their vision, passed into the world of the real only to those who had senses which detected such things. 

One such creature attempted fitfully to sleep, or perhaps merely waited to die; curled into a taut ball, nested within a nook of soft, springy cave wall. It heard them, he heard them with his ears as well as his mind, but neither sense could help him understand their speech. That speech rumbled and hissed, it repeated itself, it wafted around with disagreement from one mouth and mind to another in harsher or softer tones. He could tell that much: they were clearly having a heated discussion.
They must be arguing over who got to eat him, he thought with a tired despair. He perceived their nearness with his mind, lost count of individuals when they had arrived in quantity. All they were, now consisted of a massive blur of blinding emotion and noise. Had he looked with his eyes, he would have seen a dozen Vortigaunts watching passively, encircling his hiding place. They were not menacing him on purpose, if they had wanted him dead, they would have dispatched him many days before. Two of them stood with their backs turned: to keep any other intruders away. Most of them still bore a greenish metal collar over their slender neck, though not all still had their arm-bands: symbols and foci of their enslavement. 
But he didn’t look up to see those things. He could hardly even move. He didn’t understand their words, and didn’t know what other dangers might be here in this insane place. Everything was dangerous here. Everything was trying to kill him or hurt him or chase after him. He was hungry, he was confused, and so tired. He wanted to go home. He couldn’t find his way, why hadn’t he been able to find his way back? Every time he turned, the path was obscured: the very walls came after him, monolithic spires threatened to push him into the sky, pads of disgusting soft tissue absorbed him and barfed him back up with a terrible noise. 
He’d had only a moment’s rest, in a kind of grotto... how long ago had that been? Sheltered and dark but under-lit by those bizarre little eye-stalk-like plants, humming with an almost serene sound emanating from everywhere. Small spots of living light danced like butterflies over the glowing, green-blue water. Water that felt so pure on his dirty skin that he wanted to remain there forever and cleanse himself of all of this. He couldn’t: there were already horrific inhabitants that chased him from that sanctuary as well.
And now there were these creatures, like nightmares. He’d seen them along his journey, lurching after him with their blood red eyes, their trio of arms with hardly any fingers to go around. He remained where he was, too exhausted to scream; panic overtaking him, he was slowly losing his concentration... His life.
None of the Vortigaunts dared touch him. Even though several of this group were very old and very wise, they did not know what effect, if any, their Vortal touch might have on this tiny alien child that lay shivering before them. He was not here. His mind was here, his Vortessence alone. That was an impressive feat, according to some of those onlookers. They tried to convince the others of this.
Given sufficient training, given guidance, he might do far more than merely project his Vortal imprint. His kallah, his body, rested somewhere – where, they did not know. Perhaps it was on the other side of the rifts, tahh gulallibah among the connecting worlds that their own captor had begun to push them through. Others of this creature’s build had come from those, but they had brought their kallah – he had not. He had not arrived through those rifts, but surely he was similar to the invaders’ appearance. 
That appearance was what vexed some of those Vortigaunts. He had a form; why did he have such a form? Those who were not spoken of, perhaps they had chosen this form for him. His energy spoke of his lineage, if his shape did not. That they had not come to collect this little one worried enough of them that they continued to discuss the matter. Had they abandoned it? Had it run away and become lost? Had they brought it here themselves? To strengthen it? To test it? To punish it? It was objectionable at best, that they did any of those things to one another, but to a child?
Vortikind knew its own days would be numbered, after they had been chased here along with their captor and its court. They would slowly lose each other, their dwindling bahh, living folk far overtaken by their long list of those who had passed through to join the all-in-one. Family meant more to them than there were words that could describe. However, some of them lacked the compassion toward foreign creatures that they showed to each other. Vortikind was not well known for taking in strays.
They knew this was a child, shuu but not thoi, offspring but not family. The Vortigaunts did not know the word for Human yet, but this form was familiar enough. Even though they had seen several of them, those had been grown adults. As big as the Vortigaunts and configured roughly the same – even if they were missing a limb, and their Vortal inputs were seriously impaired. They had weak Vortessence, where his was strong at first. Now it barely glimmered. And because of that, this child’s kallah would be weakening as well, separate as it must be; it had never been grown enough to be strong, had it? If its self-image, its projection into this border-world, was still a child?

The others that had come through their bright rifts wore armor, protective gear which did not stop Nihilanth from sending wave upon wave of its enslaved warriors to keep them away. Many of their kin fell to the aliens’ weapons, but all of the aliens had eventually fallen to the voo’chackt of the Vortigaunt warriors. This child arrived without such defenses or any possible weapons. 

Then, quite soon after, another adult had come, bearing weapons and armor of his own. His Vortessence was brilliant, like a star in this endless night. And though he had been bidden by the Mystery to come to this place, he had still done something none of them would ever forget. He had freed them. As quickly as he’d come, the Free Man had vanished, after his task had been completed. It was true that he had severed the cords of many of their kin. But the Interval would fluctuate, and one death alone would be remembered.
Nihilanth was dead. Nihilanth who had tortured them. Nihilanth that had named itself, and enslaved them. Had taken them from their home to this desolate place, controlled them with its mind and its minions. It had been the last of its kind, or so they supposed since none knew of any others even in distant realms.

They had served it, been its hands and teeth, eyes and claws, long enough for these gathered to appreciate their freedom from its bidding now. They owed that warrior gaharrah, for their freedom. They had known his name the moment he’d arrived – Nihilanth pronounced him the Free Man. And though he was not Vortikind, they felt that there were others on the far side of the Barrier that knew him – they were attached to him in a strong Vortal way. Kind creatures, those who missed their own, lost their kin. Everyone knew loss, in these last few days.

Because of that knowledge, as well as their newfound lillimah, their freedom, they knew better than to pick at this child with their claws or fangs. Nihilanth had tortured him too, they could sense its distinct, foul presence upon him. It was likely that that torture had led to the child’s weakened state. The eldest among them sensed deeper, darker marks within this child, ones that Nihilanth had not caused. He wondered if that had been what drew the abhorrent creature’s attention: it was a weakness, and weakness could be exploited. Any invader to this realm would be treated thus, but who tortured children?
Or abandoned them to their fate? Shuu but not thoi.
“It is named: Xkah-shuu’vahh,” one finally stated, as others waved their arms in unison, blanketing the area with their energy. The name spread among their kind, as all names did. “He is the son of the Mystery, the Inheritor of that which shall not be spoken, the focus of the energies of the ancestor.” 

The agreement on this title was not universal, but the dissenting voices were few. That said, they were not discounted entirely. One of the elders added in his own deep tone, “shall he deign to accept that name, or abandon it, when he comes to know it?”

“He shall learn in his own time,” another spoke. “For now, it is done, he has a name.”

“Will you acquiesce,” the elder countered quietly, “if he does not? Are these not shackles we have placed upon him? Similar to those we bear even now?” He lifted his banded forearms.
“I am familiar with the weight of names,” the one who had bestowed that name sighed. “The bonds are heavy, indeed, for all of us to endure.”

“Perhaps he could be guided away from those indentured ideas,” the elder said, folding his hands over his chest. “Even if he is of the Mystery, he has other features which that one does not.”
“If you would guide him, he must accept you first.” The other elder said. “Kurr allu dey, even if he wills it, your instruction may go unheeded.” He placed his slender fingers on the wise one’s sloped shoulder. “They often do not listen to that wisdom you offer. You know this, we all do, from experience. He may be true to his kin. They know no gaharra. There is always more to their desires, it is always merely harra.”

“I will take that chance, and I am not interested in debt, given to him or taken from him.” The one replied. He couldn’t help but notice that time was slipping away, and time was of the essence. “Sennah ... at this moment, nach nuy would overcome him, and I shall not allow a child to succumb to this. Even a child of the Mystery. He does not deserve that fate; the path of madness is a bad way to die, for any being.”
“Your pity will not likely be rewarded in kind,” one of the more bitter, scarred participants of this discussion said. “Have a care.”

“Though they will know, he will not remember,” the elder remarked. “He should not remember these things. This place is as foreign to him as it was to us long ago. Perhaps you do not sense it,” the Vortigaunt gazed levelly at those who disagreed with his actions, “he belongs elsewhere, as we belonged to a home that no longer exists. I remember the loss, even if you do not.” The insult stung the other, who looked away. “His longing to return will drive his mind into oblivion as it drove our own kin away; I shall send him ... home.”
As the others moved away, spread into their smaller groups and discussed this no further, some of them wondered if the eldest among them had finally lost what little grip he had on reality. Tending to the child of the Mystery. They had plenty of words for fool, but this went well beyond those. Madness it was, nach nuy.

The lone Vortigaunt gazed down on Paxton Fettel: named Xkah-shuu’vahh, though the boy would hardly know what that could mean. Particularly if he didn’t survive long enough to learn. Perhaps he could be swayed away from the path that his ancestors paved. Perhaps he could be nudged toward deciding on his own new name. If the Mystery and the unnamed did not wish to involve themselves in their kin’s livelihood, it might be much easier to instruct him on his talents without their interference. Such a thing would be of great benefit. 
This elder had dealt with the Mystery directly, and knew better than to think that he would never collect this child. He also knew better than to think he could turn their own against them, but he had no intention of doing that. Allies and envoys were different things, indeed. Still, it drew bile into the old Vortigaunt’s throat to think that they would simply abandon a child – even one that bore their vouch’lih, energy tuned to their own distinct frequencies... They had to know he was here.
The old Vortigaunt had tended many offspring in his life. If there would be no more of his own kind, at least he could aid someone else’s. But in the meantime, if Xkah-shuu’vahh was to live, he had to be returned to his body. Such an impressive feat, in one so young, to move between worlds. Thus was the difference this elder had from his younger, more bitter kin: he respected the Mystery, if he didn’t agree with the entity on most issues. It was with deep respect, then, that he began a healing incantation. One which he hoped would maintain this boy’s lih, his Vortal energy, long enough for the trip he would have to endure.
The Vortigaunt waved his third hand in a complicated manner, as though manipulating strings of light, invisible to the eye. He detected the faintest remnants of the boy’s Vortal cord: his Vortessence had been stretched so thinly across the Barrier. It distressed the Vortigaunt to see how little energy the boy gave off, now. The fire-light had dwindled to merely an ember, but embers could be coaxed into flame if cared for well enough. “Kallah’keh, little one,” he chanted, sending a harmonious wave of Vortal energy out. The ember didn’t burn, but it did not dim any further.
The elderly Vortigaunt knelt beside the boy, whispering. “They who cannot be named will come for you, Xkah-shuu’vahh, some day. They will not call you by that title we have bestowed, they do not like acknowledging our truths. But perhaps you will choose a new name. I would not blame you if you did, or if you live up to the one you have been given. It is a powerful appellation for such a youth.” He sighed, “do not blame my kin for imposing it upon you, it is all they know until you know yourself.”

He placed his two-fingered hand on the boy’s head, enveloping it in a green-white light. The child vanished, if he had ever really been there in the first place. 
Interval 12.3

March 22, 2009

0830, Fairport, AL

Enrichment Center / North Physical Fitness Facility

Eden had done as much as she could to the grounds, but there would never be a doubt that something big had happened here. Over the last few months she’d been trying to coax the turf to do something other than die, finally giving up and asking for new grass seed from the Armacham folks. Since they weren’t exactly going to be using it as a football field, and it was hardly going to be worth anyone’s while to fix that massive hole in the middle of it, Eden had taken it upon herself to at least make it ‘pretty’.

There was a forty-foot wide hole in the football field, but over it was a copse of trees, magnolias and mulberry mixed with shrubs that had crept of their own volition onto the unkempt grounds. One or two of the trees were woven into the sloped ground, preventing the slab from falling back into place. That slab had been angled only slightly in the three years before, but now it was quite jaunty. 

The bushes and flowering trees prevented direct view into the maw under that slab. Thankfully it was the only unnatural entrance to the interior of the Enrichment Center. Caused when the water main had burst three years before: the shockwave bent the metal pipe upwards, it burst and soaked the ground. Then the forces of gravity had sprung the top slab and twelve feet of dirt open with its collapse into the void below. It moved again when the Portal Storm had swept over and bent the land itself. Numerous tornados and dozens of rainstorms had done their part as well.
Now, Eden and Jared and several others with physical manipulative powers had worked it open enough to call it a proper entrance. Jared shaped the water pipe until it was actually functional again, they did have fresh water. Clay – well named boy, like Eden herself was named – urged the dirt and soil to condense around the cement and metal below, becoming all but stone itself. Finally Eden and a few regular gardeners started planting.
Not that they expected anyone to use it to get inside, at least not without consulting them first. It had been used before, just a dozen days ago, for a strange but necessary re-parking job. Others had made some room down in the large, now-immobile Physical Education chamber. They manually opened the side of the wall enough for that one leftover Armacham transport to be flown down into it.
Originally there had been the five of them, but this was the only one still in any kind of working condition. It didn’t need to be driven very far, and couldn’t have been anyway what with the busted up roads. The rest of them had either been removed by Armacham’s people, or were so twisted up and broken from the storm activity over the last three years, that they couldn’t even be opened, let alone used. Within this one, all eight of the stasis pods were still in working order. Paxton’s Replicas had come from them, and would return to them.

No one outside had thought anything of the few Replicas who investigated it. They were as ever-present now as they were supposed to be, Paxton was their bright little telepath commander. He was doing his homework, according to any of their information. They relayed to him that it was in good enough working order, and he gave off a private smile from that information.
The truck had been blown around to the racquetball court side of the facility’s grounds, but was still upright. It started up with difficulty, but had more than enough fuel to be driven the half-mile back over to the football field. They did this overnight to avoid any questions. Though by then the half-attentive scientists and guards hardly even noticed weird stuff moving or vanishing day by day. Maybe they’d gotten used to the Portal Storms’ effects, things zapped into being all the time. Maybe they had been told to just let everything slide, Armacham’s board was watching and everyone knew it.
But in order to get the truck down into the facility itself, it would have to be moved some other way than just on its own power. Obviously they didn’t have a crane or heavy equipment on hand. Obviously, though... They didn’t need any.
Even though they knew she could do it, everyone who had been there, from kids to PHEAR members, was open-mouthed in awe. Isabella’s strength in the air was stunning. It was her last effort for them and it was a doozey. The truck had to weigh many tons, it hadn’t been unloaded – couldn’t be, actually, since the Replica stasis vats were built directly into the vehicle’s design. Other telekinetics had helped place it specifically into its new ‘parking spot’, but Isabella did all the hardest work.

And then she was gone.

That wasn’t entirely true. She stayed for two more days, but to hear Geoff talk about it – when he spoke at all – it was as though she flew off like a balloon released when that truck hit the floor. He’d spent those days with her while Eden and Clay fixed up the hole, and like the rest of the kids had gone out to watch her leave.

He wound up being there; he wound up not watching, unable to bring his eyes up to the sky until after she was well out of sight. At the very least, he said darkly, she hadn’t been taken away from them in an Armacham van or car. Wherever she was going, it was on her own terms.

Geoff kept having to repeat that to himself, it was a mental mantra that Paxton overheard more than enough times whenever he listened in on his elder sibling. Pax said nothing, however, because one glare from Geoffrey’s cold eyes was enough to remind him: concussions were no fun. Geoff was, if anything, even stronger than he’d been last year. And even if it would be accidental, there was no way that Paxton would risk getting into a losing fight with his brother now.

He also said nothing because... Once Geoff learned that he’d had that talk with Bella before she left – Geoff would want to kill him. Maybe he knew, perhaps Geoff had the sense left in his love-addled mind to let the warning stand. Like he’d warned Mossman: Paxton had taken Isabella aside and made certain she knew not to give their secrets away. He had less confidence in her reply than he did in Judith’s, however. Because Bella would be on her way back to Armacham’s headquarters and not merely off to another refugee site. Though maybe, just maybe, her addled mind might keep her from doing any misdeeds. After all, Geoff was here, and she didn’t want him hurt.

But it was all that played in the background of Geoff’s (and therefore Paxton’s) mind, over and over. That day. The next. The week after. Because it couldn’t possibly be enough to just let her go and move on. When he’d started openly complaining about his brother’s behavior, Melissa had reminded Paxton that if she suddenly left... where exactly would that leave him?

He knew better than to play that game though, anyone knew. Melissa would never do that. Not voluntarily. Still, she watched both brothers grow distant and it bothered her a lot. Abruptly she decided that what either of them needed was to do something entirely new for once.

She cornered Paxton first, because with his help they’d be able to get to Geoff more easily. Plus she already knew that batting her eyes and pressing up against him worked. Her ‘distracting and weird’ parts were plenty soft and nicely warm, and Paxton’s appreciation of them had grown considerably in the last year or so. Melissa’s use of her charms was perfectly natural – and unnatural as well, so very much of her subliminal training could be put to use as she grew up. She felt absolutely no guilt whatsoever in plying them on him. Besides, it was so entertaining to watch him watching her.
“I’ve already talked to Eli,” Melissa said, bumping her shoulder into Paxton’s, “I think we should go visit Black Mesa.” She watched his thoughts, both listening in on the tumble of them as he quickly ran down the many difficulties and benefits of the situation, as well as catching the flickering of expressions as each caught his fancy. 

“We’d have to be back tomorrow, classes and all,” Paxton said, finally. “Kind of a short trip.”

“We don’t have to be anywhere,” Melissa rolled her eyes. “Remember these are the idiots that still haven’t even noticed we’ve got a teleportation lab, or that half their students go missing for days on end already.”

“No, that’s because Chandler keeps messing with their memories,” Paxton smirked. “I ... guess,” he shrugged. Melissa wasn’t too impressed with his reaction.

“I’ve never been there. You’ve never been there, and I know Geoff hasn’t,” Melissa said. Paxton snorted out a low chuckle.

“You noticed that too, huh?” he said. Melissa and he shared a too-loud laugh: neither Bella nor Geoff had been anywhere in sight on that first big day transporting Alyx and Judith off to Black Mesa. The party had gone on a long time, too. 
Since then, however, neither Fettel brother seemed to think too much of visiting their ‘mentors’ over in New Mexico. Their home needed defending, and they were the ones that felt the most comfortable doing so. Leaving it... even for a short time, felt wrong. In fact leaving it to the Armacham folks felt even more wrong than ever. 

“Short trip’s better than none,” Melissa prodded. “We can pretend like we’re there to collect supplies, I’m sure they wouldn’t mind having us anyway. You can talk to Mars, she likes you.” Melissa purred, then laughed raucously at his reaction. 
Paxton’s eyebrow went up, well it was true that Mars had helped a lot on their efforts to get GLADOS taken care of... and they did have... “I’ll have to ask whether it’s safe or not.” And to Melissa’s confused look, Paxton chuckled again. “I can bring her a bouquet of explosives. We’re not using those rockets.” Melissa was giddy, this would wind up being actually fun. Melissa’s mood was growing better, though its accelerated pace was probably due to her biology as well. Great timing, she’d thought, and as quickly as she realized it, dismissed it. This would be fine.
Melissa and Paxton laughed their way to Geoff’s dorm, and immediately noticed his expression as they entered. If he frowned any harder at the pair, they’d have to dig the floor up to see it. As often as not, when one of the kids was in a funk, someone – mostly Melissa or Lynne – would make an attempt to bolster their spirits. Talk them through whatever was bothering them.

But there were some moments when they had to toss maturity out the window. She begged him, “we’re always so serious all the time, all the people at Black Mesa think we’re weird. Let’s go and have a little fun, one of those ‘good times’?” She quoted the air with her fingers, and Geoff finally cracked half a pitiful smile.

By the time they got down to the Containment Unit, two Replicas had already put together a storage cube meant for Mars: shipping explosives like that wasn’t entirely safe, but it wasn’t ridiculously dangerous either. It would, however, be a bit of a snug fit on the platform. Geoff perched himself on the cube, as he was apt to do anyway; Pax and Melissa had no trouble smushing in close. 

Jay operated this end of the device. He and his wife had decided to stay on full time, along with several of their team mates. The fact that their nice condo had been razed in a recent Portal storm had something to do with that decision too. The red-headed former Marine gave an amusing but complete rundown of what they’d need to be aware of as they got onto the platform. Don’t put your hands anywhere but each other’s asses, don’t pee on the platform because that’ll short it out, no spitting for the same reason, wait until it comes to a complete halt before exiting because that gives folks time to aim. “We’d tie you in but you squirm too much,” he winked at them and Melissa gave off a riotous giggle as the gates closed.
It was hardly ten in the morning when the trio left – it would be hardly nine where they were going. That alone could occupy the first few minutes of chatter they’d likely use to break the ice. Geoff needed this. Melissa leaned her chin on his knee and looked up at his face. Unreadable, of course, like his mind.

The green-lights were flickering into life, and finally Geoff let their excitement bleed into his mind. Eli was on the other end waiting for them. Alyx was still upstairs in the Enrichment Center this week. As expected, she traveled back and forth between the two locations regularly. She had to be warned: this wasn’t an open doorway, or a revolving door. The energy consumption had to be watched, still. 

Above them, the orange circlet irised into life. As they passed through it the world shifted impossibly sideways. Everything flashed very briefly, giving an almost Vortal appearance to the lights as they reversed in color and switched back once more. They were suddenly at the top of the Black Mesa transport platform, they hadn’t even really felt the tiny drop between theirs and this one. The blue portal on the top of that platform’s rig vanished as they cleared it.
They arrived whole and sound. To their relief none of the ordinance in the cube had detonated. They were not missing limbs or wearing each other’s skin or any of the other horrific things that the kids now made up: stories about teleporting disasters. With Alma gone, and GLADOS subdued, they had to have something scary to tell stories about to each other at night... No one had peed and everyone had kept their hands where they belonged.
The Black Mesa teleporter was fugly with wires and half-finished looking bolts coming off it. Wisely, Melissa decided against pointing and laughing. As the platform finally stopped, it truly dawned on them. They were no longer in the Enrichment Center. They were fifteen hundred miles west. The air was at a slightly different pressure, it was chilly here – just a few degrees cooler than in the Containment Unit.
It was thrilling. Melissa breathed in the weird semi-stuffy air, took her first step off the platform and glanced around with wide-eyed wonder. Something gnawed at her, the same thing now beginning to bite Geoff. He too, however, stood and jumped down from the top of the storage cube and looked absolutely primed for action. He would want to explore, and that was good. Anything to take his mind off of Bella.
Paxton hadn’t moved. In fact he was slightly stiff and looked only at his own nervously trembling fingers clutching the corner of the box next to him. Abruptly though, he blinked, got that look on his face like he was swearing at himself, and walked off the platform to join the others, pulling the crate behind him as an excuse – his hand wouldn’t let go of it.
Melissa and Geoff both knew that something was wrong with him. But also, both seemed to be quite thankful that he’d chosen to gloss it over and at least act like he was okay. The scientists finished their technical duties, announcing to Jay on their monitors that the packages had arrived safe and sound. They quickly headed over to those wide-eyed packages.
Though they’d officially met most of the Black Mesa team over the last few months, the kids shook hands with Eli and Rosenberg, who had been fiddling with some components at another desk nearby. Each of the adults had traveled over to the Enrichment Center to give their expert help when needed, though they did have to be extremely careful about that. Sometimes they had to stay overnight or for several days, settling down in one of the family dorms that had seen use many years before when the Center had been a thriving workplace. If the Armacham folks caught sight of them hanging around, they would know something was up.

With the kids almost uniformly being psychic however, their absences and sudden reappearances were, as Paxton had commented, almost always covered easily. They all worried about the day when Armacham would find out. It was an inevitability, one they didn’t like to think on. It was one which Paxton lamely attempted to focus on, but that wouldn’t help his mood much either. 

Melissa caught his eye with difficulty, he was apt to avoid looking at anyone when something was up with him. He’d slipped out from her mind, and apparently Geoff’s too, and had not yet returned. He only ever did that when he felt he needed to work something out alone – or when they had kicked him out on purpose. Mel thought to him, whatever it is, we’re here, you’re here, we’re fine.
I’m not fine, came his distant reply. He didn’t say it out loud, thankfully, because trying to explain anything like this to the scientists would only leave them even more confused by the kids. They did think almost all the children at the Enrichment Center were weird. Why give them more evidence?
Well, put on a fine act, Melissa suggested. But Geoff had come by to help lug the crate of rockets and in the process glanced at Paxton with his own very private comments. Whatever he said, Melissa wasn’t prying for. She did however catch Paxton’s faint smile and roll of his head.

“It’s not about me, today,” he assured Geoff, very quietly. “We’re supposed to be here making you distracted and happy, right?”
Even Geoff actually smiled for once at that. He looked over his shoulder, to Eli. “My brother has a crush on your weapon-smith,” Geoff told him, to Paxton’s complete shock, “and we’ve got this delivery for her. Where should we put it?”
***
Mars was actually both tremendously surprised and tremendously happy to get this box of explosive chocolates. 
“I honestly don’t know why we didn’t think of them before, and you never asked.” Paxton said, still distracted, but also clearly relieved at not having Geoff’s gloom and doom hanging over his mind. His own gloom and doom could wait. For the moment, there was something way better to be thinking about.
Mars was digging through the well-padded and expertly-stocked crate. She bent over further, on her tip-toes, rummaging ever deeper. Even Geoff had to be elbowed in the ribs to stop watching her armor-clad butt wiggle indelicately over the edge of the storage cube. To Melissa’s eyes, it seemed as though Mars was doing everything in her power to make the brothers blush. Oh if only she knew how hard that was. 
“That’s probably because,” Dr. Walsh grunted and rose back to the surface with a pair of shells, “they don’t really want me having more explosives around here.” She hugged the rockets like they were stuffed toys, danced over to Paxton and smooched him on the cheek, and giggled. She was insane, apparently, madly in love with such things.
“To be fair, Marciella,” Arne Magnusson’s gruff voice came from another part of the room, “we actually have had enough explosions inside the facility for one lifetime.”

Mars mouthed his words and tilted her head, stuck her tongue out at her colleague, and placed her new ordinance into another, more permanent installment nearby. The kids laughed, Magnusson didn’t bother looking beyond his own work station to find out why. They were children, annoyances, and now one of them had dared approach his desk and was staring at him with extremely oddly colored eyes.

While Geoff and Paxton spoke with Mars (something about gunnery, their preferences and training, and her eagerness to build them something ‘fun’) while helping her unload the rest of the crate, Melissa was indeed staring over at the other scientist. Two can play at that game, Mars, she thought.
Magnusson wasn’t big on children, even older ones. Obviously. They had their uses, he’d admitted that when he had first stepped off the Enrichment Center’s teleport platform and appreciated its expert manufacture. But what was this one doing here? She was no engineer, not in his sense of the word. She had been lurking around, the same as those two boys, but didn’t involve herself in any of the overly-technical discussions that Magnusson could conduct with that Martin boy or the resoundingly childish Dolan. This girl’s place clearly wasn’t here.
Not that he thought their ballistics lab was ‘no place for a woman’ – if he’d even breathed that around Mars he might not be alive right now. No, it was no place for girls and boys. This was a dangerous lab, filled with dangerous explosives. Before he kept up with that line of thinking, however, he mentally backpedaled: was he going soft? Thinking about the children’s welfare before his own? Of course not! This was his personal space. He scooted his chair out, and stood in a little bit of a huff.
“Young lady,” Magnusson addressed Melissa with what he considered to be his ‘stern but patient’ voice, “while I know you must be dazzled by the complexity of these calculations I’m working on, it is somewhat rude to stare at me while I’m doing them.”
She blinked several times, glanced back at the boys who were still chatting up Mars. She looked back at Magnusson. What she saw was so completely different than what he thought she did. Complex calculations? Yes, in a way...

How would she say this? Ah. Perfect.

“I’m sorry for appearing to stare,” she said, halfway robotically, emulating how she used to answer to adults before the Synchronicity Event. Her answer was also akin to it as well, something she’d practiced many times on the visitors that were shown through the bioengineering section of the Center: people who asked what was a child doing in a genetic engineering lab? “I’m just examining your DNA for its stability, suitability toward psychic applications, and genetic engineering purposes.” Then she smiled, as she knew he hadn’t been expecting that answer. 

She heard from across the brightly lit but darkly-walled room, Paxton’s voice, “weird, Melissa, weird.” But she merely turned her head to give him the same dazzling smile and laughed at both him and his brother. Mars appeared to be giving her the thumbs-up of approval. While Paxton was able to blow that off, and Geoff just rolled his eyes at her, Magnusson hardly knew what to think let alone say.

“... Excuse me,” he tilted his head down a bit to look her in the eye. For an older guy, and a blustery one at that, he did manage to maintain some kind of civility through this unexpected event. However, his bushy eyebrows still jumped all over themselves above his darkly blue eyes. Those eyes squinted at Melissa. “Examining ... what?”

“Your DNA. Your genetic code. I can see it, that’s what I do.” She looked right back, continuing her almost-monotone and certainly one-sided explanation. “I’m able to look at and utilize genetics in their raw form, interpret them and aid in the creation of new life forms.” He was still coming to terms with the fact that her eyes were not at all darker than a sulfurous yellow, but she didn’t appear to be wearing contact lenses. What was it she was saying? It was like something out of an advertisement on TV. He blinked, and she seemed absolutely delighted to stand there staring at him. 
What she saw was a jigsaw puzzle, molecular-level pieces in strands that all but danced before those yellow eyes. Her strong memory for things like this tucked all of it away, if she needed to reference it, it would always be there... Like everyone else she’d ever really looked at.
Magnusson clearly wasn’t used to being the one scrutinized in such a fashion. As it settled into his brain, Arne realized he had underestimated these children. Or at least, underestimated how dreadfully unnerving they could be. It had been a very long time since he’d been around anyone their age. He finally straightened up abruptly, pulled his lab-coat into place. “Well, I’m sure you’ll find everything... in order.”

“Oh yes, it is, actually,” Melissa said, brightly. “Though you do have a slight digestive disorder, and you’re around thirty percent likely to develop diabetes later in life, plus you’ve got a bit of a vitamin deficiency but that’s probably because you don’t get out in the sun enough – but everyone here has that.” She was actually pouring this on far more than she’d intended to, but it was pretty funny, and by now she couldn’t stop. “Your eyesight is quite good, that’s a bonus because most people in your age category have already started to lose their vision. Your bone structure is excellent, it’d be perfect for Icarus, you don’t have any of the negative markers. And you’ve got a very strong Vortessence, no wonder the Vortigaunts think so highly of you.” She noted Paxton turn and glance at her with that, but he didn’t interrupt. “You’d make a fine donor, I think.” She nodded to emphasize that.
“Do—don—“ Magnusson straightened his tie, turned a brilliant scarlet shade over his already-ruddy cheeks, spun on his heel and pretended to get back to work. 

“I bet I could make something pretty good from you, bones and brains, and all. Nice hairline, work out the pattern baldness pretty easily,” Melissa said, hardly slowing down in her rambling. But by that time Geoff was the one grabbing at her shoulder and dragging her away from the poor man. She’d done this to at least three of the PHEAR soldiers, and half the new Armacham staff as they came on the scene. Mel burst out laughing, though not with any hint that what she’d said was a joke: he was a pretty sound subject, she could think of two or three existing genetic samples back at the Center that would work very well with his. Kitty’s, maybe. Mix it up with Donald and herself and... was she saying that out loud again?
“Pax,” Geoff said, “shut her up, will you?” While Geoff was careful these days, he was never quite sure how much pressure Melissa would let him get away with. But he figured just now, if he broke her shoulder moving her away from her latest victim, maybe she’d learn not to embarrass people like that any more. She didn’t seem to care either way, as she was going on about donor ratios and why it sucked that she didn’t have the forethought to have brought collecting equipment with them.
“No please, Paxton,” Mars giggled from behind him, pawing at his shoulders, “don’t! This is hilarious!” Arne gave off a disgusted harrumph, and Mars laughed even harder at him; Paxton did nothing more than grin. He was starting to like this thing where a good looking, smart, grown woman hung onto him the way she was doing just then. The fact that this woman was hardly even as tall as he was and at least three times his age didn’t mean diddly at the moment. Soft, distracting, warm parts indeed.
“Anyway, why don’t we... take a tour, you said you wanted a tour, right?” Mars peeled herself away from Paxton, nudged Melissa with a wicked grin. The boys preceded them out of the weapons lab. She leaned in close and whispered to Melissa, “it usually takes me hours to get him that flustered. Good job girl!”
As they left the room, both of them heard Magnusson’s agitated remarks about there no longer being any kind of respect for one’s elders these days. Melissa was left with her cheeks hurting from the grinning she’d done, and her shoulder which wasn’t quite broken, not hurting nearly enough for Geoff’s point to have gotten across. As she snapped her joints back into place properly, Melissa thought harder about those collecting devices, because it really wouldn’t do to not have them on hand in the future.
Though they had come in through another entrance, the group now exited into one of the still-intact corridors that had colored stripes along the walls indicating a variety of directions. “You have a firing range,” Geoff said, gazing at the red-shaded line and its attendant sign.
“Of course I have a firing range.” Mars replied, and then laughed, corrected herself, “Black Mesa has a firing range. It’s ...”

“It’s yours,” Paxton confirmed to her. “Who else is going to use it?”

“Barney and Shep use it a lot,” Mars said. They strolled that direction, it was the nearest location on the tour anyway. She explained that over the last three years she’d attempted to get the other scientists to at least learn to shoot, to greater or lesser success. She muttered something about Kleiner being exceptional with a shotgun, though she was never quite sure whether his aim was any good or if he was just lucky. 
Both Geoff and Pax were eyeing the variety of guns that were stored on the back wall and behind counters, with that overly-obsessed glaze to their steel-colored eyes.

“Shoot at stuff later, more tour first,” Melissa begged them, “you can do that any time.”

Geoff thumbed toward the double-doors leading to the range, “this stuff doesn’t shoot back though.”

“Hah!” Mars merely grinned at Geoff’s surprised expression, and shuffled them to the next spot on their tour.

They went through as much of the place as deemed safe to travel, with a couple breaks along the way. There were actually quite a few more people at the facility than the trio expected. Most of them appeared to be scientists, but who could really tell? Anyone could put on a lab-coat, and for whatever reason the folk here had never gotten out of the habit. They weren’t required to wear ties, any more, something which at least a couple of the men commented on and laughed riotously over.

There had been several teams of scientists, Mars explained, that somehow managed to hunker down for almost a month before they got dug out. Their hiding places were dismal, all three of the kids could easily imagine how close it was to their own Enrichment Center nooks. Scuttling from one blocked office to another, avoiding headcrabs and whatever else... Along with trying to find food and such? Enough of the adults here could appreciate the fact that the children had similar experiences, no one had to explain a thing. Because Mars was as fascinated by morbidity as she was with explosions, she let slip how many people she’d actually found that had killed themselves, rather than die a lingering death of starvation.
“Mars,” Paxton commented, “do you actually even like people?”

“In one piece, I think is what he means,” Geoff clarified.

That caused her to burst out laughing, an echo that danced down the transportation tunnel they were walking through. Old graffiti had been painted on the walls, yore dead freeman. 

“I love people,” Dr. Walsh explained. “I’m not like Arne, he’s so completely awful sometimes. I think he really is rather annoyed with me right now. And believe me, you’re not the first to ask me that. I got into my field by way of forensics, I discovered how much more fun it was to shoot at things and measure the results, than clean up after other people’s messes.” While Paxton was definitely showing all the signs of being enamored of the diminutive woman, Geoff clearly had more in common with her: his subliminal training was more geared to her field.
Eventually their group stopped in the early afternoon, at one of the spacious communal areas. It overlooked what seemed to be a pit far deeper than the Coolant Shaft back at the Enrichment Center, and was all natural in origin. The rough, red-hued stone walls went as far as the eye could see, into the darkness below. With that as the backdrop, they had some lunch. 

For years the kids were used to sandwiches, salads, cold or dry cereal, and easily prepared Headcrab stews. But here... Black Mesa had a fully stocked and functional freezer area, a self-sufficient food storage and preparation sector in addition to all the small lunch rooms and restaurant outlets scattered around the entire place. Three years of eating from its frosted-over bounty had hardly dented the stored foods, apparently, because of the dramatic drop in population. Mars dug up some lasagna and breadsticks, thought the better of grabbing sodas for the kids – they were still reasonably hyperactive as it was, overly excited for their trip here. She didn’t really fancy the thought of them being wired on sugar and caffeine to boot.
Though Mars only placed a middling-sized portion on each of their trays, it appeared to be more food than they’d seen in ages, by the way they ate. 

“Paxton,” Melissa hissed, “fork.”
Mars couldn’t know what just went between the two kids mentally: but something obviously had. While entirely too comedic for words, at least in the adult’s mind, Paxton’s tomato-sauced face changed a bit as he rose from shoveling food into it from the plate. Mel’s words weren’t meant as anything more than a warning to be civil, after all. Mars expected them to be sloppy eaters, they were kids. Hell, Shep ate worse than this. 
And it was true that Melissa’s words were said more because she was horrified at his lack of manners than anything else. But what Melissa hadn’t counted on was the image in the back of her mind being picked up by Paxton. His bloody face and inhuman urges from three years past. Thankfully Paxton only sat up slowly, carefully removed the messy pasta sauce with a napkin, and glowered at Melissa who adopted a half-apologetic, half-superior den-mother expression. He wasn’t a monster. Try not to look like one.
Geoff just kept eating, he appreciated the food more than the weird humor at the table. His brother was a mess, and not just because of the lunch he’d managed to devour like a little t-rex. While Melissa’s mind was still awaiting Paxton’s return, Geoff had noted the jagged, twitchy energy that defined his brother trying to get a hold of itself on the edge of his own mind. Geoff did his best to let Pax in, though it wasn’t very easy, and Pax wasn’t really willing to risk hurting either of them again. As he often would, the elder Fettel brother made a quick appraisal of the situation, but said nothing yet.
Though Mars made more small talk, she wasn’t completely oblivious to the fact that something transpired while they were eating. Until finally, looking among the trio, she leaned back in the plastic chair and put her fingers into the air. “I give, something’s wrong?”
They were still a bit uncomfortable talking about such private things with those who had never – or could never – shared their minds. But Geoff leaned his elbow on the edge of the table, put his chin on his fist. “My brother forgot to bring his Replicas along,” he said. With that, Paxton sat up a little more in surprise than anything else. First because he was yet again blindsided by his brother’s ability to distract anyone from what the real issues were – no one, not even Pax knew exactly just yet, but also because ... he was right again.
“... I... It’s more than that, but yeah, that’s...” Paxton was unsure how to say it, “that’s right.” His eyes as always scanned anything but the faces around him, for inspiration or courage.

“They’re way farther away than you could reach,” Melissa uttered in a bit of dismay, she hadn’t realized it, it should have been obvious to them all. But with that said, it almost posed as a challenge to the boy. Melissa realized that a moment too late. “Don’t even try, Pax, you’ll hurt yourself.”

“How far away, exactly, are we?” Paxton said, a smirk crinkling his eyes.

“Oh don’t even get him started,” Geoff muttered and gave his brother a gentle kick under the table. “Let’s just remember for next time.”

“Maybe we should just send a couple over, now,” Melissa suggested, but Pax shook his head a little, mulling things over.

Mars knew from helping to plot out their attack on GLADOS, as well as from just bullshitting with the boy-tactician, that Paxton’s forces were those Replica clones of his. He’d been completely casual about talking with her regarding their use, though had never fully explained it. If she hadn’t, on at least one occasion, spoken to one of them, she might not understand his situation in the slightest. Still, she tilted her head and didn’t have to feign concern for the boy.

“They’re that important to have around?” She asked. Geoff and Melissa both rolled their eyes and exchanged a chuckling glance. But Paxton leaned back and stared at his food.

“They are that important,” he said, quietly. “They’re part of me. I don’t feel right unless they’re ... well, where I can see them. Or see with them, really.” He tapped his forehead gently with his finger, and then uttered a sigh and allowed Melissa to fuss at him with her own napkin because his hand still had remnants of his lunch on it.
True to her form, Mars nodded sagely. “If I had left any of these back in my lab,” she piled a collection of small firearms and knives on the table beside her plate, “I’d feel pretty naked.”

Even Geoff wondered where she’d pulled them from. Her outfit was so much like the Icarus under-suit: form fitting, sleek, hardly bulky at all, and more over, didn’t have pockets.
Melissa, however, smacked Paxton for getting that idiot grin on his face when Mars suggested nudity. Of course it didn’t exactly help her case any that Mars and Paxton’s genetics would make fantastic results. Black hair and blue eyes, not tall but slender, Icarus would make them so fast and light. Deadly aim, keenly telepathic... Melissa did wish she hadn’t started off on that: now she’d be doing it to everyone she watched all day.
Thankfully, Mars could see that this was a touchy subject at best for them. She had to slap Geoff’s hand away from swiping one of her little guns, before she snuck them back to wherever it was they came from – likely a pocket universe, given how weird this whole place was. Eventually they got back to their tour. 

Because Black Mesa had previously supported such a large population, and was involved in so many different aspects of research, there was quite a variety of subject matter to learn about there. From the Xenobiology labs, where Melissa thought Jamie would fit right in, to the hydro-electric dam and its reservoir (containing yet more other-worldly creatures). There were still parts that had yet to be fixed up enough to travel through, but with the ELLs help from the Enrichment Center, they were beginning to fit some with portal-bearing panels. 

And Mars, being the consummate explorer that she was, decided to lead them on a chase through the old dorm areas. At her suggestion they looted some locations: might as well bring home some new clothing or books. Since the trio – and everyone else there – had been living on nothing but borrowed goods and were uniformly outgrowing their existing wear, they didn’t mind what others might have deemed outright theft. Who would notice? Or care? Like the eight hundred or so employees that had died at the Enrichment Center... The several thousand that had perished in the Resonance Cascade here weren’t going to be complaining about someone else using their sweater.
It had grown late in the afternoon, they’d deposited their loot in the lobby near the teleport lab, but Mars wasn’t done with the tour just yet. “We’ve got a great view, don’t want to miss it. I bet you’ve never seen this before.” She urged them to head into one of the wide-bodied freight elevators. Geoff knew that Mars ‘trusted’ the elevators, but he had really never gotten over them himself. His quick glance into it and the way he stood ready to leap into the access panel in the ceiling made Mars grin. Dangerous little animals, these boys.

When they exited the elevator it was to a blast of warm, dry air. The interior of Black Mesa wasn’t necessarily cooled by air conditioning any longer, but since the bulk of the place was within the mesa itself, its temperature rarely varied much. Mars shooed them out, onto the tarmac of their upper level helicopter landing pad. Nearby was the launch pad for one of their rocket silos, behind them the entrance and long, wide monitor station building. But surrounding them at a few dozen yards was the rim of the mesa... And nothing else. For miles and miles, the sunset-colors bled over the landscape. Distant mountains and foothills were visible to the north, while to the south was simply more and more scrub desert to the horizon.
“We come up here sometimes,” Mars said, and nodded toward the half-dozen other adults who had indeed made the journey in that same elevator not half an hour before. “It’s quite a sight.”

If they weren’t already feeling little compared to most of their adult companions, the trio of Enrichment Center kids suddenly felt much, much smaller.

The stars had already begun coming out, though it was barely after seven in the evening. The sun was still visible, but the light it cast was at such an angle that everything seemed to be brilliant orange and red, even if they weren’t already colored by the violet or indigo shadows. As the sky darkened, and more of the blanket of distant stars became visible, some of the adults started using telescopes, photographing it or pointing out features to each other, chatting quietly.
But mostly, they were in just as much awe as Melissa and the boys. 

“It never gets old,” Barney said, arriving a little after the sun had vanished, “does it?”

“It’s nothing like this at home,” Melissa whispered. “Nothing.” Her chin trembled, not from cold, but emotion. The layer upon layer of bright and dim stars kept her looking upwards, allowing tears to drip away from her eyes instead of pooling in them and making it too hard to see. She felt as though she could see the souls of every living thing, Vortal sight and this night sky looked so very similar.
Geoff was duly impressed, but like almost everything else he’d ever seen, he hardly made a big deal of it. It was too enormous to comprehend, so he didn’t bother trying. GLADOS’s housing was big. This... wasn’t in the slightest like that. Unlike his brother, however, Geoff did continue to gaze upward, spotting what appeared to be satellites and perhaps a planet or two among the brightly twinkling stars, asking more practical questions about navigation and whether those satellites belonged to anyone they knew.
Paxton had a completely different reaction to these same things. He tried, truly, to gape in awe or to be humbled. But it did one thing that his companions couldn’t possibly have guessed. It brought back memories of a place that certainly was not Earth. Though he didn’t avoid looking upwards, Paxton’s eyes were still apt to dart around – he was still at that uncomfortable stage of trying to sort out his own reaction to arriving here. Where it made Melissa cry, and Geoff curious... It made Paxton worried.
The peace up here was undeniable, however. There weren’t so many distractions. Mars and her friends clumped together, he wouldn’t dare embarrass himself or her by slinking up closer to her. Though why he’d wanted to was pretty obvious, and he still felt the dig that Geoff got in as an amusing aside. It looked like Barney had brought alcohol – they wouldn’t be sharing it with the kids anyway.
Paxton happened to glance down at the moment that someone else was arriving through a different access hatch. A Vortigaunt, by the looks of the hand pushing on the circular metal bulkhead. The weird twist in his gut told him he ought to go speak with that Vort. The deeper instinct he had was to avoid doing exactly that, and for once he thought hard about why. Pax went with his first thought, and quietly made his way over to where a pair of Vortigaunts now stood. Like some had, one of them bore those weird, heavy green arm bands, while the other did not. They typically wore no clothing, but the one had on a tie of all things.
They were flux-shifting, Pax didn’t want to interrupt. But they paused in their chanting telepathic discourse to look at him oddly.

One tilted his head, and spoke, “ah, it is the child,” and the other remained silent. It was to that other, that Paxton looked more closely. It was dark, now, a moonless night, and the area was lit only by the stars and the open doorway to the observation hall. But light wasn’t needed here.
“I... I know you,” Paxton whispered. “Don’t I?”

The first Vort glanced at his companion, swung his body sideways and trundled off; obviously this would be best kept between those who mattered. That second one, however, lowered his head and raised his hands in the traditional greeting of his kind, and uttered, “indeed it is a pleasant surprise that the child remembers this aged one. Unexpected but welcome. I am most satisfied that my efforts were not in vain.” His third hand seemed to toy with the air in front of him.
Both Geoff and Melissa turned at the same moment, the wave of confusion and uncertainty – along with something they’d only felt once before from Paxton, a gut-wrenching fear – drawing their attention to their companion. But that fear subsided immediately and became merely unease, the uncertainty replaced by curiosity, the confusion would remain for quite some time.

They gave him privacy for his discussion. This was something he’d tell them about later – he’d better, or he’d be getting an ear full later from both of them.

For the moment, Paxton stood a bit numbly as he looked over the Vort. Nothing particular about his appearance struck Paxton as being unique enough for him to say that he knew him, but then that wasn’t why he’d said it. It was clear that the Vortigaunt before him was old, he’d lost most of the spring to his step and his conical ears drooped quite low. No, it was the presence of him, the Vortessence of the creature that felt surprisingly strong and overwhelmingly familiar. A connection that couldn’t be denied – no matter how much he tried.

“Alla gaka tsah kallah-lurr’chackt Xkah-shuu’vahh,” the Vort said, once more waving his third hand toward Paxton. “Ga’nach mah kallah’keh.”
Unfortunately, Paxton’s only possibly reply was, “honestly, Melissa’s right,” he sighed, looking away with a frown, “I really should have learned more of your language, instead of just blurting out my own.”

But with that, the elderly Vortigaunt gave off a rumbling chuckle, and held his arm out to Paxton’s. “Fear not, young one, the words you have far outweigh those you do not know.”
“No really, I have no idea what you just said, and I feel like a total idiot for it.” He looked around, “Eli said that he was surprised you all could speak so well, and he helped you learn. I can’t take all the blame.” Not to hear Geoff say it, the ghostly pain in the back of his skull lurked in Paxton’s memory – laughing at himself.

“I merely repeated what had been spoken moments prior,” the Vort said, “that I am pleased my work was not lost to the void.”

“Will I regret asking where we met?” Paxton said, weakly: he knew it wasn’t the Enrichment Center... He knew. He tried to swallow at that lump that had formed in his throat, but it would just clump up in his gut a moment later. Almost like a physical thing, that ball of anxiety.

“Perhaps... It is clear you do not fully recall, and that is to be expected. That you remember enough to acknowledge this one, is of considerable surprise. But then,” he gave the Vortigaunt equivalent of a grin, “those moments were remarkable indeed.”

Paxton felt his heart moving too fast for his liking, and made an effort to relax. What had triggered all of this? It was the stars that set the scene. It was stone and darkness. It was a chant uttered by Vortikind, an ache in his body from a long day...
“It was Xen,” Paxton breathed. He never had much more than a faint idea of what all the teleportation network did, but he did know that it involved using Xen as a sort of way-point. The moment he’d traveled with his friends through the portal, he went back to Xen even if it was for only the briefest of moments.
His brother and Melissa couldn’t have possibly felt it. But he had. Because he’d been there.
For eight days. Outside of his body, outside of any kind of sane state of mind. And this... this was...
“You saved my life,” Paxton whispered, so quietly, but the old Vort heard him, and slowly nodded, his red eyes blinking carefully. “Thank you,” again more than quiet. The memories were dimmer than they had been even when he’d just come back, either because he really had simply forgotten what had happened, or because of something that this Vort had done. No matter: Paxton didn’t want to remember. But then Paxton lifted his eyes and blurted out, “how did you get here?”

The Vort’s story was not nearly as difficult to hear as Paxton might have thought. Most of the Vortigaunts at the Enrichment Center or even here at Black Mesa had been brought by accident through the green bursting portals. But this one had made his way to one of the Human encampments that had been set up as exploration centers before Nihilanth had started taking note of them. Most of the machinery was intact, they knew that since several of the nearby Humans had actually used them to travel there.

Though it had taken some doing, this Vort, whose English name was Noah – a name he’d chosen for himself it turned out – managed to signal the Black Mesa team from Xen. Several Vortigaunts made the trip from their prior home to Black Mesa, in a much more controlled manner than their peers.
There was very little more said between Paxton and Noah that could be heard in conventional ways. Noah detected something quite strong within Paxton: the fierce determination that had kept him alive that whole time. With hesitation, Paxton related what he’d been told. That Sandy had been able to keep him... his body, alive on this end. But the other thing Noah noted well, was that Paxton had neither capitulated nor changed that title which had been bestowed upon him. Xkah-shuu’vahh, he thought to the boy, was still deciding his own fate.

“You seem ... proud of that,” Paxton said, with half a grin. “They call me that, but even Melissa hasn’t been able to tell me what it means.”

“You have not sought out the meaning, it slips past you without opposition,” Noah said. “I feel a pride that my peers cannot accept.” He sighed, long face drooping. “Alas they cannot or will not comprehend it. Who you are: may or may not be Xkah-shuu’vahh. Your desires do not fit within their narrow scope of definitions. I merely ... encouraged you to survive, also something that does not mesh altogether with my kin’s wishes.”

Paxton admitted, “most of your kind won’t have two words to say before they start ignoring me again.”
“They do not ignore you,” Noah said. The sky had darkened entirely, now. There were still two or three people visible in the area, but Melissa and Geoff had both returned below. Those left were ignoring this pair. “We cannot ignore you, your lih is too strong and too familiar. Yet I can sense this familiarity is beyond even your own reach.” Noah touched Paxton’s forehead with his two slender fingers, “you have more important things on your mind, these days.”

“And you won’t tell me what it means either,” Paxton looked away with a genuine smile. “Fine, fine, I’ll just...”

“You will be who you are, nothing more and nothing less,” Noah said. “As it should be. The bonds of names are often too heavy. I will admit that I do find more amusement than solace in this situation before us.”

Paxton remembered why he hadn’t started trying to learn Vortigese. It was too damn confusing and hardly ever got to its own point. Too much about context, and not enough content. Noah clearly sensed that thought, and once more gave off a rumbling laugh. It turned into a slow cough, Paxton offered to help him get back down into the facility.

***
“So what does it mean?” Paxton said, and Melissa rolled her eyes and waggled her hands in the air.

“Give me a minute,” she said. Geoff was sitting with his back in the corner, perched on the couch, where he could get a view of the door (as he usually did), Melissa was plopped in the middle of the cot, and Paxton was sprawled on the floor looking up at them both. They’d decided to stay the night, they didn’t want the added bother of showing up an hour later than they’d left. No one would be actually manning the Enrichment Center’s teleporter just then anyway, it was past midnight here.
Melissa drew in a breath, and let her eyes move around the dark edges of this impromptu dorm. A couch, a cot, and a pile of swiped pillows abruptly dumped into a small office was as good as they got: which was more than they could say about some rooms in the Enrichment Center. “If he didn’t tell you,” the girl returned her gaze to Paxton, “why should I?”

“Because I’m asking nicely?” Paxton smiled, and got a face full of Mel’s toes for his effort. 

“It has so many meanings,” she finally said. “And I don’t know what any of the context was, and context is kind of important here.”

“Try,” Paxton sighed. “It sounded like he wanted me to avoid it,” he flashed his eyes toward Geoff, “like the name is a trap, or something that I’d regret.”

“Or something they would regret,” Geoff pointed out. While this trip had done a good job of distracting him from the sharp ache Bella’s departure had caused, it obviously was complicating things for his brother considerably. At least most of the jumpy-twitchy aspects of Paxton’s energy had faded. There was still an oddly deep fear in him; Pax desperately wanted to avoid going home the same way they’d come. Obviously, they couldn’t change how they’d be returning to the Center. Geoff hoped they didn’t have to drag him unwillingly, or knock him unconscious for the trip.
Paxton discussed all of what had been said between himself and Noah, there hadn’t seemed to be anything particularly secretive about any of it. Nothing that would embarrass him, anyway, or turn either Geoff or Mel against him – not that he thought for a moment he’d be in any kind of danger of losing their support.

And though it was clear to all of them that Paxton’s lih, his spirit-force, had been sent back from Xen to this world by Noah, what remained unclear was why. He’d involved himself in something that no other Vortigaunt would.

Plus Noah was exceedingly proud of himself for having done so, to the distress of his colleagues. To be fair, he was the only Vortigaunt they knew of that displayed such an attitude. Melissa pondered that, came to the conclusion that the old Vort was either trying to poke holes in his own species’ traditions for some particular reason, or had completely lost his mind, or simply had felt a genuine concern for all young. Thoi, she explained, was the concept they held of family, but that didn’t help define why they’d chosen to title him shuu instead. He wasn’t their child? Perhaps. It felt like she was missing several pieces of important information, every time she thought about the title.
Melissa wasn’t fluent in Vortigese, but then it was likely that no Human ever could be. However with her penchant for visualizing codes such as DNA, if she concentrated, Melissa had an easier way around their oddly primitive sounding words. She didn’t lack the Vortal inputs that added their spin to each of the syllables, instead she just couldn’t make some of the sounds. It was obvious that both Geoff and Pax might – soon – be able to, as their voices were dropping like stones half the time. Of course, the first thing Melissa learned to say in Vort were certain swear words, but they could forgive any young that. Everyone did that.
After a few minutes of pondering and likely a little too much soul-searching about the subject, she finally leaned back and sighed. What Melissa tried to express to the boys was that this title was, in and of itself, meaningless without any idea of why it had been given.
“They require titles,” Melissa said, “because that is what...” She sighed, there weren’t adequate English words. Again. “They name something and that name becomes part of their culture. But it’s not... not like our names,” she waved her hands and tried to express her frustration. “Only one thing ever has a specific name, but...” Melissa banged her head slightly against the wall behind her, “but the words can be given to anything. It’s what caused the words that’s important.”

To call something Xkah-shuu’vahh was to say it was an important and mysterious thing, begat by something else equally important and mysterious. But that didn’t satisfy her or Paxton.
Melissa took a moment to collect her thoughts. “They call Geoff Tsah nach mah, and that’s kind of easier than yours, Pax. It means seer of the way or pathfinder.”

Geoffrey gave a gloating smile.

“And yours?” Paxton asked, to which Melissa shook her head. “Come on?” He urged, giving her that same eyebrow-arc that he’d plied on Mars earlier to get her to commit to showing up at the Center later on. Of course it worked on Mars. She hadn’t seen it every other day.
“You totally don’t even want to hear what my title is. I mean it,” she pushed her toes at Paxton again, “I didn’t like hearing it when they called it to my face.” She turned away but Paxton wouldn’t let up. He grabbed her ankle with one hand.
“It’s that bad?” Paxton wondered what on Earth could be so wrong with the girl that she warranted something offensive.

She caught that thought, “it’s not bad, it’s just... It’s a name I’ll have to grow into, and I can’t possibly avoid it.” She tried to look away again but Paxton on the floor with her foot in his hand attracted her attention. Melissa’s eyes widened, catching what little light there was coming from the single bare bulb dangling from the ceiling. Paxton’s other hand was prepared to begin tickling her foot. “You wouldn’t dare,” she hissed, but Paxton’s expression said otherwise. “Bahh’chackt gallum vahh,” she blurted out at the first feather-light touch of his nails.
Neither boy could tell the difference between the Vortigese swearing she often did, or that which just tumbled out from her lips.

“So that means...?” Paxton and Geoff couldn’t wait to hear this. Melissa had turned a brilliant red shade, not because she was stifling her laughter from Paxton’s delicate tickling which hadn’t stopped, or from trying to pull her foot away from his grasp.
“It means bearer of many mysteries and gifts,” she said sharper than she’d intended and while trying to kick at Paxton, “mother of surprises,” she added in a bit more of a mocking tone. She looked away and yanked her foot out from Paxton’s suddenly limp grip. “I told you, I’ll grow into it.” The resentment in her voice was obviously not directed at them.
Geoff let a concerned frown dance over his face. “How do they even know things like that?”

“They’re wise,” Melissa sighed, “they just know. They’re Vortal.”

“If I can avoid living up to whatever it is my name means,” Paxton started to say, but Melissa cut him off.

“I can’t avoid this, Pax, it’s what I’m made for, remember?” Melissa hugged her knees up to her chin. “It doesn’t mean maker, it means bearer. Mother.” She paused, “they lost their bahh’chackt when Nihilanth died, the explosion took all their females out. Hadn’t you ever noticed they’re all male?”

Even if the boys hadn’t bothered learning much about their Vortigaunt companions, she had. That put a strangely different light on the aliens, and certainly their relationship with the children of the Enrichment Center. That they were faintly mammalian was about as close as they could tell, the boys had just assumed all the aliens either looked alike, or had that masculine feel because that’s how they were.
Melissa looked at Paxton and said, “Xkah-shuu’vahh, the important child of the mystery.”

Oh, he looked important, just then, grinning. But Melissa’s serious expression tempered that somewhat. 

“Let me rephrase that,” Melissa said, “The Mystery, not a mystery.” She pronounced each word carefully. “Paxton, it means you’re the focus of something. Something bigger than us, something they’ve titled. Something they’re afraid of. Or angry with, I’m never sure.” So she had been aware of some kind of context, likely while talking to any of the Vorts back at the Enrichment Center.
“And what about him?” Paxton thumbed toward Geoff. “Isn’t he included in that? I mean, he’s my brother.”

“Whatever it is that you have,” Melissa said, “it’s not in him. And shuu ... doesn’t ...” She paused, thinking on this.
“Seriously, Geoff, you get all the breaks,” Paxton said.
“And you get all the challenges,” Geoff reminded him, “that’s nothing new.”

“But he said you can change this title,” Melissa said. “Shuu just means offspring on its own, like I said. Thoi means family. If they’d said  Xkah thoi vahh I think you’d never be able to change it. At least in their eyes. It would mean that you’re already part of it, instead of just potentially one. So ... you still have a choice. Of course... Not making the effort to find out what it means was a good thing, if you wanted to do that,” she shrugged. “But now... Because we all know how much you love challenges...”

Paxton let a long sigh out, and lay back onto the lumpy cushion below. He stared at the light bulb above him, let it cause dots of bright after-images, blinked them away. “But that’s like giving a blind man eyes and telling him not to open them.”

“I think that’s their point,” Geoff said, doing his own tired flop onto the couch. “It’s up to you to decide what to make of any of it.”

“You’re the path finder,” Paxton said with a grin, eyes still closed. “Why aren’t you helping?”

“I am helping,” Geoff commented quietly, “my point is, that my path is different from yours.”

There was a long silence in the room. Finally, Paxton said, “not if I choose to follow you.”
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It wasn’t quite an office, because it wasn’t in the slightest real. But Wilson watched his elder pacing back and forth in what looked to be a sparsely appointed executive office room, around an imposing and gorgeous black-marble-topped desk. It was a nice enough desk that Wilson didn’t dare put his booted feet up on it, even though that was what he wanted to do, and even though it wasn’t real. The only incongruous item was an unmarked black and gold briefcase that sat near the edge of the desk, closed.
The room was quiet; any sounds were illusory anyway but had any of them been real, the thick black carpeting would have muffled footsteps and swallowed up voices. There were two dark-colored leather chairs, one behind the desk, unused, the other wheeled toward the center of the rectangular room. Four slender, black marble art deco style lamps splayed light into arcs in the corners, though they were not the only light sources: from somewhere above, a suffuse pale glow simply bled downwards. Whatever ceiling there may have been was lost in that light.
No art was displayed on the plain, graphite-colored, very tall walls. There were windows on two of those walls, wide and high, but beyond the illusion of glass in their buffed steel frames there was absolutely nothing visible through them. Not even another illusion: no sky, or stars, or any of the other fanciful things that had often been found there. There was no door on any of the walls.
“I do not have to ask, do I?” The elder spoke, took in a slightly rasping breath. Wilson shook his head.

“Not at all. We both felt it. Surprised the hell out of me, that’s for sure.”

“Indeed,” was the reply. He looked at Wilson, exactly-the-same eyes not showing any outright anger toward the younger man, but certainly not kindly. “We have both been too... busy to attend to this matter, and that must change. Our attention to detail has... slipped.”

“When you say we,” Wilson said, “I do believe you mean me, am I right?” His tone was a bit too bold to be taken as dejected or ashamed.
His elder took another slow, rattling breath. “On the contrary, I do mean we. Though I would be... remiss if I did not point out the obvious fact that he was your responsibility, your... investment.” There he went again, with the hissing s-sounds, and Wilson knew he was being reprimanded, just by that, if not the words spoken.
While Wilson tried to think of ways to phrase his ... excuse? Reason? Explanation? He wanted to do it in a manner that wouldn’t offend the other, gave up, and said, “both of us have been busy, you know that. I’m ... not going to shoulder all the blame for letting this particular investment slip a little loose from our grasp.”

“Consider for a moment, those who have become involved. That has certainly made it ‘our’ business.” His posture was stiff, as he took step after step between the window and desk. “Loose? If he was within that grasp I would be extremely surprised.” He drew in another long, almost snarling breath, “they have been watching where we have not.”
“And what of it?” Wilson said, “if they hadn’t named him, if they had let him die, what good would come of it? It’s too late to do anything more than watch, now. We probably should have met with him before they got to him. That’s my fault.”
“If he had not been named,” the elder shot back, “he would never have been worthy of our attention.” 
That time, Wilson knew he wasn’t referring to both of them. His own attention. Interesting. And as he pondered, Wilson’s eyebrow shot up, that was something he hadn’t thought of. That his elder, his prime, thought that much of their names to say that? He’d never mentioned this, before. And they had dealt with the Vortigaunts on numerous occasions. Perhaps... it wasn’t just in general. Wilson wondered: was this reaction because of what they named him? Or that they’d named the boy?
The complication of adding new players to the field had been Wilson’s doing, it was true. But the players had all been good, so far. That was bound to change, if he wasn’t more careful. Quality over quantity, the obvious lesson to learn. However, his elder wasn’t finished speaking or pacing.
“If he had merely died, there would always be the chance of salvaging the situation in other ways.” None of them particularly easy or enjoyable. He didn’t have to say that for Wilson to know what he meant – but even Wilson had his doubts that they would be able to use the boy then. No one liked being dragged back from death.
“So now, yes,” the elder said, “our ... business associates have begun to entice him.”

“The investment is still sound,” Wilson stated. “But with all the rest of this going on...” Wilson paused, he knew there were many things his elder had never implicitly spoken, and it was all but taboo to speak them now. He went ahead, he was on a roll after all. “Can this Vort be trusted? I mean, not to completely ruin this situation?”
“That creature is working an ... interesting angle.” He tapped his long fingers together, staring out at the nothingness beyond the illusive windows.
“Oh that’s one way of putting it,” Wilson smirked. “Here’s another: that Vort saved the boy’s life, and for that we owe him one,” Wilson said, the words almost seemed like a curse to his elder. “I don’t like that thought overly much, either.”

“In my experience, liabilities owed to other parties have been far more ... unpleasant, Wilson. Or unproductive. This... particular debt may prove to be of more use than you believe.”

“... You ... want him to take Paxton on, don’t you?” Wilson said, equally shocked and amused.

“He is one of the very few of his... breed... that I would even allow such an honor,” the elder said, “and we do find ourselves busy these days.” If his illusory windows could reflect, they would show the faintest of smiles on his thin lips, deep creases around his eyes.
Wilson let his own smirk continue to dance over his face. He was glad he brought it up and into the open. “You’ve been going back and forth with him for ages. Haven’t you.”
“I... have.” The elder let a softer expression loosen the tension on his gaunt face. “For... ages, yes.” Wilson didn’t know exactly how long his elder could mean by that, but he knew it wasn’t Human in time-span. After all, he’d only been Human just more than three times as long as Wilson had.
However, Wilson too had his own fond memories of that Vort, as he was the one among them all who actually thought that dealing with him and his elder was entertaining. Wilson respected that. If any word could come close, Wilson thought, he’d almost call ‘Noah’ a cohort or perhaps even a family friend given his elder’s clear regard. He was far more than merely an associate, though he was hardly ever on their side of arguments. An anomaly, indeed. Naming himself to the Humans he dealt with, going out of his way to work things out with Wilson and his prime.

Otherwise, the Vortigaunts were – apparently – not to be trusted. They had too much power, particularly in numbers. And though they knew the importance of these things on a grand scale, they often didn’t play by the rules – or at least the same rules every time. That mistrust of the whole of the Vortigaunt species was well founded.
Of course, apparently, they mistrusted Wilson enough to purposefully refuse to name him. He was never sure whether to be offended by them for it, or impressed with himself at that. He offended them by existing. So it must mean he should be impressed with himself... That brought a smirk to his face, though it faded momentarily. The more pressing situation was not amusing to his elder, in the least.
“What if we just let it be?” Wilson said, “Paxton got himself into that situation, he can get himself out.”

“He had very little to do with that situation,” his elder corrected him, eyes narrow. “Have you forgotten what chased him there?”

“No I have not,” Wilson said, as his elder walked away from the window, came to a halt and leaned against the desk. How briefly they’d managed to capture and hold on to those two violently insane, ridiculously powerful entities. They were still missing, and that was an embarrassment neither would forget. Nor would their other associates allow them to. Ever.
“You are, however... correct,” the elder said, “we can only watch and wait. The ... restrictions on the matter should resolve themselves in the meantime. It will be some time before this even becomes truly important. The role you would assign to him has yet to be established. He has yet to even acknowledge any roles. He may wind up avoiding the situation entirely. It would not surprise me, if he turns out to be far more clever than you or I believe.”

“That wouldn’t be much of a stretch,” Wilson said, guardedly, “look at his family.”

The elder drew in a long breath. “Yes, indeed.” Wilson didn’t mean the two of them, either. Though Paxton’s line was hardly one to scoff at, the part of it visible here was merely his father’s side. The older man let out a sigh, looked away. “Plus... He has yet to return home. His travels through the dimensions could continue. Even if brief, a window of opportunity may appear.”

Wilson took in a quick breath, but his elder stopped him with his hand raised just a bit.

“Do not confront him on his way,” he said. “He is already – clearly – wary of this aspect of his abilities. Let us not give him more compelling reason for that fear.” Wilson looked a little deflated. “I will monitor that situation for the moment, as there are ...other things to deal with at that location as well.” Wilson was positive those also should have been his duties, so his elder really was pissed off at him for this mishandling of it all.
To add onto that pile of blame, perhaps even knowing what Wilson had been thinking, the elder raised his eyes to Wilson with a frown on his face. “But there must come a time when you will attend to him.” The elder pursed his lips and spoke frankly, “which I dare say you ought to have done long before now, before any of this started. I suspect you’ll be hearing that from him as well.” His gaze shifted, “and the girl, Wilson. That situation... Is your problem. Not mine. I am certain she will give you quite an ear-full when you do involve yourself. I hear she’s got quite the vocabulary.”
Wilson had never truly looked at his elder as his father, because he wasn’t. But if that tone wasn’t a lecture from one generation to another, he wasn’t sure what else it could be. He hadn’t forgotten his investments, he’d been working constantly on every other angle they had, pressure came from all sides in this mess.
“We have been busy,” Wilson reminded his elder. It was true: neither of them in the last three years had really had the time to dedicate to wrapping up the loose ends that the children and Enrichment Center at large had become. Wilson should have felt a bit more personally responsible, but that clicked something else in his mind instead.
“I will keep you appraised of what happens.” The elder spoke quietly, letting off a resigned sigh. “So many wild cards in this game.”

“Too many, and I know that’s my doing.” Wilson admitted. In a brighter tone, he addressed his elder. “You know what I always like to do? At times like this?” What he didn’t verbalize was times when I’m being stuck in the punishment corner with my nose rubbed in my mistakes.
His elder’s own dark brow raised a little, in question.

“I like to blame Wade,” Wilson said slowly, nodding a little.

“Harlan Wade?” The elder of the pair said, a bit surprised. “Why is that?” Aside from dodging the responsibility yourself?
Wilson tossed his hands up and leaned back in the nice leather office chair he appropriated for the meeting, “he’s responsible for damn near every stupid disaster we’ve had to mop up in this whole situation, in one way or another. Some of the mistakes are mine, I’ll admit. Aristide’s contributed her share, and Hoyle. But not even Breen has done the kind of damage to the process as he has.”

The elder looked away, held his fingers together again, and pondered. He blinked several times, trying to find fault in this little theory of Wilson’s. His jaw ground around, eyes narrowed, brows furrowed. His silence brought a smile to Wilson’s thin lips.
“See?” The younger man chuckled. Wilson lifted his hand and pushed his fingers up in time with his speech. “He’s changed specs, duplicated orders, sold product that wasn’t meant for others, ruined merchandise...” The elder found himself slowly nodding. “The only thing he didn’t do is back out of deals like Breen did. But I’m halfway convinced he was entering into them so he could change them, before we could even anticipate what he’d done.” Wilson paused. “He was a damnably clever bastard, but he never did see the bigger picture.”
The elder, the Mystery, looked at the unnamed. Instead of seeing merely a younger mirror image of himself, he saw a predatory creature capable of far more physical behavior than he’d ever intended. A brutal strength rested in that body of his, with the desire to use it. Skills lurked in his mind, ones which went well beyond those that had been requested. Wilson enjoyed that feature to boot, and had appetites that he himself could hardly ever indulge. Changing specs, indeed.

Ruining merchandise? Wade’s own daughter came to mind. That merchandise could have destroyed everything that he’d been working toward in the last five decades. He’d also done something to that girl, broadening her usefulness to Armacham, but in the process probably distracting her from her purpose. Wilson wouldn’t be happy about that. He would have known about it if only he’d gone there now and again. That, the elder thought, would be punishment duly fitting the errors.
As he thought on it, Wilson’s assessment might very well prove to be right: Wade was no scapegoat. If he didn’t know better, the Mystery might even think that Wade had done these things on purpose. But once more, Wilson was correct, he had to be. Harlan Wade didn’t see the bigger picture, he couldn’t have. The bigger picture was sometimes almost too large to grasp, even for the pair in this room.
The elder dwelled on that bigger picture for a moment longer. They’d become a little too complacent in these last few years. Some parts of the situation were well controlled, but others had spiraled out of hand entirely. There was a delicate balance to be maintained here. Too far in one direction and everything might be unsalvageable. It felt much too close to judge just now, but folding ones hand and quitting while ahead were still options. Though ahead would be a lie: the investment of time alone would ruin any future work he might find. Their goals would be too far out of reach.
Wilson caught the background thoughts from his elder. “We won’t need to abandon this,” he said. “I like the place far too much to let you even think about that.”

The elder mirrored Wilson’s grin, “as do I, Wilson. As do I.” The surface of the desk did provide a reflection and a contrast to the young man near him: showed him that the weight of this world affected even his own physical form. Just like any other man. Had it really been that long? “Why else would I have allowed you to be created?”
Wilson examined his nails through the gloves over them, “perfection is worth the investment, Nach’lih kallah-vahh,” the younger inflected the name without any of the disgust that he’d always heard behind it whenever the Vorts spoke it. “I’m so perfect they can’t even find words.”
That drew an actual, very Human laugh from the Mystery, who had to wonder if he really had been that arrogant when he was young? It had been millennia, he didn’t recall. He didn’t recall the first body he’d created, either, nor on what world it had been. This world had provided so very many amazing experiences, he wasn’t eager to leave them behind. He, too, was a bit of an anomaly.
Before parting once more, into their own more private illusory spaces and getting on with their business of the day, the Mystery looked his extraordinary clone over. “There is one more thing, since you’ve brought it up. I’ll admit that I do not know what happened to Wade.”

“Portal storm got him,” Wilson said, rising. “Damn shame too, he’s one I’d rather have strangled myself. And you know how I don’t like touching people like that.” He flexed his inhumanly strong fingers within their thin sheaths of black leather.
Irony again, the elder smirked. But a moment later he tilted his head, and asked, “which storm?”

Wilson’s memory started churning, he came up with a result, but was confused by the question. “Why?”

“Wilson,” his elder said with a snarky grin, placing his hand on the younger man’s too-muscled shoulder, “you need to learn to follow up. Whatever he was doing at that time may be something of interest to us. Why don’t you go... investigate that. Right at this moment, however,” he reached for the briefcase on the big desk, hesitated, tapped at it with the tips of his fingers and let it remain where it sat. “I am going to go speak with that Vort about this gaharra of ours.”
