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Events that shaped this world:
>1929: The first documented metahuman “feralman” is discovered and captured in Germany. An extensive search reveals more metahumans —people born with unnaturally feral appearances and abilities— who are placed in captivity and studied in secret by the Third Reich.
>1960-70: Korea succumbs to civil war, followed by Vietnam, Cambodia, and the rest of Asia. China emerges dominant, forming the People’s Asian Republic (PAR) by assimilating all of the continental Asian nations. Taiwan and Japan remain free democratic allies of the West.
>1976: Walter Grouse is elected the 39th President of the United States. The following year sees the birth of America’s Space Defense Initiative, President Grouse’s vision for neutralizing the Soviet nuclear threat, and marginalizing the PAR as an emerging superpower. Grouse also strengthens ties with the Shah of Iran, offering support against revolutionary coup attempts by religious radicals. The existence of feralmen slowly becomes public knowledge.
>1982: President Grouse is assassinated during a visit to Iran by agents of the Ayatollah Khomeini, leader of the failed Iranian Islamic revolution. Vice President Thomas Reedy is sworn in, and American Special Forces in conjunction with the Iranian Army retaliate against the radical Islamic factions, effectively destroying the central body of Islamic terrorism in the Middle East. What was never reported was that the President's assassin was a feralman, and he was never caught.
>1987: The Berlin Wall is destroyed, and Germany is reunited under a democratic banner. The Soviet Union, near economic collapse and increasingly vulnerable to Chinese influence, plots covert attacks against American infrastructure. A botched operation results in the detonation of a nuclear device outside Omaha, Nebraska, killing thousands. America retaliates by launching nuclear-tipped ICBMs. World War Three begins.
>1988: The USSR collapses, ending the war.
>1990: A series of detonations rock the Canadian-US border. No official explanation is ever released, and conspiracy theories flourish even in the present.
>2008: Kelli Ingram is born.
Crossroads : July 19, 2026
Toward the rear of the airliner, Kelli’s tears were finally beginning to dry, and she forced herself to look forward to her future. The decision to leave Hawaii had only proved difficult during the last couple of days, as the gravity of her choice finally began to weigh on her. Move to London so that I can take advantage of a full scholarship at a prestigious university, or take the scholarship from a more average school so that I can stay close to family, friends, the only life I’ve ever known… and my faithful, lovely Ben? The excitement of this adventure had been dampened by having to say goodbye to her home for a time.
A tingle behind her eyes momentarily threatened a headache, but it soon subsided. Kelli leaned back into her seat, reclining it only slightly to avoid encroaching on the leg space of the man behind her. The woman in front of Kelli had no such thoughts of courtesy, however, and Kelli had spent the flight so far with the headrest of that woman‘s seat practically in her face. Kelli was sorely tempted to reach around and smack her. I wish dad would've got me first class tickets, she griped in silence. It's not like he couldn't afford it.
But no, apparently it was character-building for her to buy her own tickets, or some rubbish like that. The good thing was that dad promised to loosen the purse strings if she maintained a 4.0 her freshman year. If not, she might as well apply for welfare. On one hand, she understood his wanting to keep her motivated; on the other hand, couldn't he just give her a break? She’d spent thirteen years helping out on the ranch, proving her work ethic. Didn’t that at least earn her a more comfortable plane ride?
The flight attendants finally parked their refreshment carts nearby, offering drinks and snacks—no doubt less than what was being offered up front in first class. Kelli looked around, stretching her neck and back to relieve some of the cramped discomfort in her body. In the next aisle over, seated on the far side of the middle section, she saw a boy who looked slightly younger than her eighteen years. He was dressed in a dark blue sport jacket over a red button-up shirt and jeans, with an odd, but stylish pair of tinted goggles hanging loosely around his neck. His mixed-Asian ancestry was evident, as was common in Hawaii. She assumed he was a local boy.
*
Derek pinched the bridge of his nose. He shouldn’t be on this plane. Things had gotten out of control, and his mind now struggled with the outcome of his actions as he looked at the digital reader at his feet. The local headlines downloaded that morning were prominently displayed: “TWO MEN FOUND MURDERED NEAR PAGODA HOTEL”. He kicked it over to hide the accusing words.
“It wasn’t murder,” he mumbled. A glint of light caught his attention, and he turned and locked eyes with a beautiful girl in the window seat across the aisle. She was wearing a white polo shirt and a pair of black denim shorts, with a brown jacket curled up in her lap. Her hair was dyed a light pink tint, and far from seeming odd, the color complimented her beautifully. While she was obviously Caucasian, there was a hint of something exotic in her features; Polynesian or Asian, he couldn’t tell. But her emerald eyes dominated the features that made her attractive: they were the brightest eyes he’d ever seen, like a pair of green windows filtering some mysterious inner light. She looked like she had been crying, but he wasn’t certain. Her look now almost seemed to be one of interest. Is she checking me out? he wondered. She’s gorgeous.
Then she flashed him a dazzling smile, both a tease and a warning, the meaning of which was not lost on him.
Not a chance, big boy.
*
Kelli looked away from the boy as a flight attendant offered her a cup of soda and some chips. She took them and laughed inwardly about the boy she had stared down. I shouldn’t tease, she scolded herself. She knew she was good-looking, and had gotten used to guys pretending not to stare at her. It turned her off sometimes; Kelli was a bookworm more than a glamour girl, and there were times she wished her boyfriend, Ben, was the only guy who noticed her. But she knew she wouldn’t be saying anything of the sort thirty years from now when the wrinkles and unwanted weight crept up on her. Ugh, I can't even imagine being thirty, let alone fifty, she thought.
The concept made her sick, and then she laughed. They can look all they want, she decided for the millionth time. It doesn’t change that I’m completely, willingly, and happily taken. She risked a second glance over at the boy, who she secretly admitted to herself was cute, if a bit young. He was accepting his own refreshments, and Kelli saw the how-many-chips-are-in-this-bag?-one? look on his face. She blew soda from her nose as she laughed at the expression.
“Oh, ouch, crap, that burns!” she complained, still laughing. The old man next to her barked a laugh, offering her some of his napkins. Carbonated liquid bubbled from her nose and spilled from her mouth, and she flushed crimson with embarrassment.
“Are you okay?” the man asked with a chuckle.
“Yeah, oh, man, I’m so embarrassed,” yet she continued laughing at the absurdity of the situation. Then she pictured the boy's look again and erupted in coughing laughter. “Thank you,” she blurted to the old man, accepting the napkins and trying, but failing, to control her outburst.
Kelli wadded up the used napkins and put them in the seat-pouch in front of her. She put her jacket on to help cover up the soda she had spit all over her shirt. The tingling sensation in her eyes returned then, and Kelli grabbed her head as it began burning, and pressure built in her sinuses.
Child…
Kelli’s eyes opened. Was someone talking to her?
Heir of Moniscii, heed my voice…
The burning discomfort eased, but she still felt the pressure inside her temples as this disembodied voice called out to her. The ghost spoke again, but Kelli couldn’t tell where it was coming from; it felt like it was somehow coming from within her.
Child, please, listen to me. I know that you are confused by this method of communicating, but I am a friend. I need you to listen very carefully to me, now. My name is Dufangen, and I have been—
The plane shuddered and fell rapidly. People not buckled in were thrown from their seats as the airliner dove six hundred feet in a matter of seconds.
Kelli gripped the armrest on her seat when the plane lurched over on its side, rattling under a tremendous impact. She fought down nausea as she felt the cabin decompressing. She could hear the raw noise of the forward left side of the plane peeling away. Screams echoed throughout the plane as it continued diving, though the dive became shallower as the pilots fought to regain control.
An annoying sound came crackling over the intercom. Courageous flight attendants rushed to help passengers who were exposed and in danger of being pulled from the plane. Then another impact rocked the airliner, and this time, a larger section of the forward hull was torn away. From her seat near the back of the plane, Kelli was spared the sight of several people being pulled screaming into the open sky. Those nearest the doomed passengers watched with horror as they were sucked to their deaths, the screams lost amid the roaring cacophony raging throughout the plane. Oxygen masks fell from their storage places in the plane’s ceiling, and people began frantically putting them on, screaming for help and grabbing tightly to people next to them.
Shock from the sudden depressurization swamped Kelli’s senses, but she swiftly pulled the dangling mask over her face, and to her relief, air came flowing through. She helped the old man next to her pull his mask over his head. Screams ahead of the section she was seated in caught her attention, and Kelli looked up to see a nightmarish man walking unhindered through the chaotic scene.
He was dressed all in black, except for grayish boots and a darker gray mask over his face, with bright red eyepieces of some kind. Kelli’s eyes widened as she got a closer look at him, and realized he had no thighs! His legs were severed between the lower hip and the knee joint, but a glowing, soft green light emanated from the center of the missing muscle, and green mist poured out from each leg, like dry ice on a theater stage.
The strange man-thing walked calmly through the aisles, seemingly looking for something. His head turned in Kelli’s direction and, spying her, his movements were infused with iron purpose.
The air in Kelli’s mask began to choke off, and her fright intensified. Kelli shrank into her chair, watching as the man-creature ripped the elderly gentleman from the seat next to her, throwing him several yards down the aisle. He —or It?— then reached over and tore her seatbelt away. The green smoke stung her eyes. She struggled and screamed as the monster grabbed hold of her, pulling her over its shoulder. For the briefest moment, she again made eye contact with the boy across the aisle.
“Help me!” she wheezed as the creature’s arm and shoulder constricted around her mid section. As the creature spun to jog back the way it came, Kelli’s head hit the overhead storage bin and she vomited.
Her nausea worsened as the plane’s erratic rocking increased, like it was getting heavier on one side. Kelli knew the creature was carrying her toward the hole it had created… in first class, where she’d been wishing to be before this all happened… I would have died…
There was movement somehow unique from the commotion filling Kelli’s field of view. She focused and saw a man chasing after them, ignoring the pitch and yaw of the floor beneath him. He was wearing something that looked like a black military uniform except it was hooded, and his movements were, well, perfect. His feet and hands seemed to know exactly where to place themselves to keep himself in rapid pursuit. Never once did he stumble, regardless of the unstable, chaotic environment.
“Help me,” she breathed again. She coughed as her kidnapper pulled her backward, and her eyes widened as she realized the creature was going to hit her.
*
No way is this a coincidence, Derek thought, leaping over a small cooler and using his left hand to push off from a seat before tugging his goggles up over his eyes. A click of his gloved-fingers activated a brief radio pulse from a transmitter on his wrist. The nanomachines in the cuff of his sleeve responded to the signal and relayed it throughout the rest of his clothes. His casual attire rippled and changed color, reforming into a dense combat uniform even as several thousand of the nanomachines crawled up his neck and face, forming a mask and hood to complete the pre-programmed appearance. A storage bin opened and spit several carry-on items at him, which he ducked under and parried with his hands. The luggage was flung into other passengers as he deflected it all, but he forced that concern away.
The plane jerked right, then swiftly back to the left, and Derek leapt sideways, spinning horizontally above the heads of seated, screaming passengers as the cabin rolled around him. That he managed to avoid hitting passengers and the overhead cargo bins would have amazed witnesses had they seen the feat under calmer circumstances.
He landed in the next aisle over and ran through the galley area in the middle, avoiding the loose silverware and food containers as the plane lurched and shuddered once more. He was nearly within reach of the creature when it yanked the girl forward. It swung the back of its fist into her face with enough force to break bones, knocking her unconscious. Then she was unceremoniously slung across the monster’s shoulder once more, and thick lines of blood fell from her nose and mouth. Her long, pink hair flustered wildly in the roaring wind as the creature resumed its escape.
Moving out of pure reaction, and more than a little bit of anger, Derek lunged at the enormous hole through which the creature stepped, giving no thought to the insanity of the situation. He ignored the screaming logic in his mind which was trying to point out that the creature had just stepped out into the open air, at least twelve thousand feet above the Pacific Ocean at the rate they’d been diving. All Derek saw was a helpless girl who’d just taken a savage beating. A girl who’d asked him to help her. This is no coincidence, his mind whispered again.
Right outside of the gaping hole in the plane’s fuselage, Derek saw the creature climbing into an unusual flying vehicle, dropping the girl as it did so. Derek shouted in horror and rushed forward.
The unconscious victim fell swiftly as the creature climbed into the cockpit of its craft. Derek froze with shock when he saw the kidnapper detach its own legs before the hatch closed it off from view. The machine released its hold on the plane, and Derek realized it intended to intercept the falling girl, who had passed beyond view under and behind the airliner.
Derek’s right arm glowed and crackled with electrical arcs as he pointed it at the escaping monster. Blue and violet energy leapt from his hand, slamming into the machine’s hull. The curious beam expanded on impact, enveloping the monster in a tight grip.
As the machine released its hold on the airplane, one of its appendages, what might as well have been its “leg”, kicked off from the crippled airliner. The action tore off another chunk of fuselage, which flew back across the plane and slammed into the left horizontal tail wing before crushing the vertical stabilizer. What little control the pilots might still have had over the plane was now gone.
Derek fell back as the plane shook violently. His elastic energy beam held fast to the strange machine, overstretching Derek’s muscles and dragging him from the cabin as the hostile vehicle dropped away at speed. Miraculously, his shoulder hadn't dislocated, but pain ratcheted through his entire body. Down they flew, and the vehicle extended an arm-like appendage that retrieved the unconscious girl. Upon her recovery, the machine accelerated and decreased altitude, flying north, away from the dying airliner. The hooded rescuer being dragged along behind it struggled to hold his senses in check, nearly blacking out from the rapid changes in velocity and air pressure.
Finally, the erratic flight calmed and steadied. It was only at that moment that Derek began to think clearly. He looked back to the plane, his goggles zooming in to inspect the plane in detail. The damage was devastating; the forward section of the cabin was missing, and the tail wings were fluttering ribbons of mangled composite materials. The plane was tilting to the left, falling into a steep dive. Derek knew that everyone onboard would be dead within minutes. His stomach turned, and he fought down the urge to vomit. Derek focused his eyes on the thing responsible and concentrated on trying to breathe, wondering how he would possibly save the girl, when he doubted he could save himself.
* * * *
Strategic Sciences. The name was less dramatic than the age and circumstances which birthed the organization. Formed alongside Central Intelligence in 1947, Strategic Sciences, often referred to simply as “S2”, was the forgotten stepchild of the espionage world. The best advantage for a spy was to remain unnoticed, and S2 had concealed itself better than most. It was all in preparation for a day like today, but S2 now found itself far less prepared than had been hoped.
The operations director, Dr. Kenneth Hawkreed, slumped back in his chair, reviewing the satellite video record of the airliner’s demise while scanning a prepared list of names on a datapad. His head aching, he opened one of the drawers of his mahogany desk. Pushing aside folders and datapads, he found the near empty bottle of aspirin when there was a knock at his door. “Enter.”
The door opened and closed behind an old soldier, who saluted Dr. Hawkreed. Ribbons and medals decorated the officer’s crisp uniform, and the lighting reflected brightly off his ebony complexion. He moved to stand in front of Dr. Hawkreed's desk.
“General Burke.” Dr. Hawkreed greeted. He poured himself a glass of water, and the General declined an offer for a glass of his own.
“Dr. Hawkreed, sir.”
“Nice mess we find ourselves in, Jim.” Hawkreed dropped the datapad onto his desk. “Section five is disseminating the relevant data from the Argus project’s archives. The analysts all agree the vehicle that hit that airliner this afternoon fits the description. We knew this was coming. We should have focused all of our resources on Argus! But then, that’s a double-edged sword we’d have to fall on, isn’t it?”
The General locked his gaze with Hawkreed's. “Sir, Strategic Sciences does not recruit idiots. Even though you haven’t given full access to everything regarding the Argus experiments, our people will be able to put pieces together to figure everything out regarding section three's past activities. And I mean everything.”
“You think I don’t know that?” snapped the director. He slumped back as his head began to throb, and he swallowed the aspirin with a drink of water from the glass on his desk.
General Burke sighed. “It doesn't matter that it all happened before our time; we still know about the war, and kept silent about what caused it. We didn't have any choice, but that won't matter to a lot of people. We’re going to have a mutiny… somebody is going to burn us, Ken.”
An uneasy silence developed between them. Even when they disagreed, professional respect overruled hostility. They were like two sides of a coin: equal yet different. The General spoke then in a guarded tone. “Sir, the Covert Defense Unit-”
“Was a miserable failure, General. I knew this was your reason for coming up here. Jim, don’t you see? The Argus program was a mistake! We molded a battle platform out of alien technology—technology we couldn’t even begin to comprehend! But because the scientists learned how to make the lights flash and make beeping noises, they arrogantly pursued the project. For what? The test pilot died as soon as they strapped him into the thing, and several other brave soldiers lost their lives trying to stop its rampage when it escaped.”
“The Covert Defense group proved invaluable in tracking down the Argus unit and destroying it. Even you can’t deny that.”
“The Covert Defense group was a motley crew of mercenaries who were too powerful a liability to allow them even to exist. I was always against using metahumans in our operations. It was a foolish notion to group people like that together-”
“People like that succeeded where convention failed!” the General argued back.
“Be honest, Jim. They were glory hounds. They were proud of their power and thought they above the law. Fine, I’ll grant you, they died heroically. And I’m grateful for their sacrifice. But that power eventually goes to their heads. Remember Tagger? He wasn’t all that concerned with collateral damage, was he? I lost track of how many times he disobeyed our orders, making a complete mess of things. Metahumans think they’re above you and me, and every other human. They need to be controlled.”
“I really don’t know how you come to that conclusion, Ken. Most meta-humans hide from society. The ones who make trouble, who we have to take down, are by far in the minority of-”
“Look at surviving member of the unit! Richard McKane! He couldn’t follow orders if his life depended on it, oh and by the way, it doesn't! Besides which, he’s an alien himself! How could we trust him?”
“And what of Alex Nichols? He’s been with us over thirty years now, and never once been a problem.”
“Never once…? Are you mad? Have you forgotten the town of Gearson? The reason we went to war with the Soviets? Our worries about the section three deceptions?” Hawkreed slammed his fist onto the mahogany desk. He then realized that the blinds on his wall-window were open for everyone to see him and the General arguing. He belatedly pushed a button on his chair control and the blinds folded to give them privacy. Hawkreed took a deep breath and rubbed at his brow. The General was poker-faced.
“That android,” Hawkreed pitched his voice more calmly, “is the most vicious mass-murderer who ever walked the planet!”
The General shook his head. “Alex isn’t an android, and the Gearson disaster was not his-”
“Not his fault? He destroyed the Alaska facility, went underground for three years, then blew up over five thousand civilians and started a world war!”
“Section three blew up five thousand civilians, Doctor. Don't ever blame Alex for that. The administration got rid of section three, and exonerated Alex. And with all due respect, sir, this new threat? We have to find Richard McKane and bring him into-”
Dr. Hawkreed raised his finger in defiance. “No. No, Jim. If that man dares show his face in this matter, our people will be ordered to kill him.”
“You can't kill Richard! Ken, what is wrong with you? They tried killing him in nineteen ninety, and he walked through that firing squad without so much as a sneeze! I-”
“We have better weapons than we did then. This conversation is over, General. It was over before you came into my office. We’re doing this my way. I want the Omeron alerted and on standby to support this operation.”
“She’s still undergoing her trials, Ken, and the undersea network isn't online yet. Dropping buoys to make contact with her could attract all kinds of attention. Never mind the Brits and the U.S. Navy, the PAR has at least two subs running exercises the same area. That's the last thing we need is Omeron trading shots with the Chinese.”
“Just find a way. And I don’t want to hear any more about Covert Defense.”
The General made as if to say something, but held it back, and dutifully left the room. Out in the corridor, walking to his office, his frustration died slowly. He had wanted to do this the easy way, but he should have known better. Nothing in his military career worth doing was ever easy.
* * * *
“We are too late,” said the tiny mystic. The warrior who stood beside her, over four times her height, looked down at the top of her head, his face expressionless.
“You have found the heir, then?”
“Yes,” she confirmed, not looking up to meet his eyes. “But I could not save her. She was taken, and a strong force prevents me from divining where.”
“Taken? How is that possible? The Goblin King has captured her?”
“No, Khun. I do not know what we are facing, but I fear that it is an even greater enemy to us than the King.” She drooped her head as she strolled out onto the immense moonlit balcony. It was rare for her to feel insignificant, even when standing alone on this massive balcony, overlooking the city of Windham and, beyond, a seemingly endless forest.
The castle was carved directly into the mountainside by dwarves, gnomes, and elves countless ages ago. The balcony opened up in the center face of the structure, and this night the small mystic standing atop it felt very small, indeed. She continued to explain.
“I saw her just as she fell into a deep sleep. I have sought her for over five hundred seasons, Khun. And now that I have found her, I realize why it took so long.” The warrior moved alongside her, and she looked up at him. “She is a mere child, not yet past twenty cycles, and beyond that, she is jimani, Khun! Our new monarch is tainted!”
The word “jimani” was not used often, and when it was, it was usually as a slur. Jimani were rare, the offspring of distasteful unions between humans and faeries, and most often born with feral appearances and corrupted magic.
Khun Rhee, known more famously in legend as the “Dragonheart”, looked beyond the city out into the night, admiring the eldritch beauty of the forest. The wind blew softly, creating ripples and waves across the treetops. Moonlight glittered off many of the leaves wet with the evening dew, as if the forest had dressed itself for show and now demanded adoration. From somewhere far below, a lonely wolf howled its symphony of solitude.
Clearing his mind of the intoxicating scene, Khun focused his thoughts on the diminutive mystic and her revelation. It was not uncommon for the Birthright to take so long to manifest itself in the sprite rulers, but never had it been passed to someone outside the castle, and never to anyone but a full-blooded sprite. Regardless, how it had happened was of less immediate concern than the fact that it had happened. Without looking at the mystic, he addressed her concern.
“In my experience, Dufangen, it is rarely the blood of a creature that discredits its worth, but the spirit that dwells within the blood. If this jimani is indeed the heir, then I suggest you put off your prejudices until the girl is given the chance to prove herself. She may surprise you.”
The mystic rounded on the warrior. “Don’t you think I know that? I will serve our new queen as faithfully as I served King Eorn before her and all the monarchy before him. But can you not see it, Khun? The humans have brutally taken our world from us, forced us into hiding, forced us to abandon our homes. Our world! They have destroyed the lush beauty that we spent eons caring for, and magic has all but abandoned the lands that were once ours. And now, human blood will be in our ruling house!”
Khun searched for a new angle from which to approach the issue, but found none. Dufangen was as stubborn as she was powerful and intelligent. She spoke again, this time more calmly.
“The girl is a descendant of Princess Arii; that is the only thing that makes sense. The foolish Exile Princess has passed the Birthright to a human.” Dufangen sighed. “She was aboard an airship, emotionally distraught for some reason. That was what drew me to her. Perhaps she knew she was in danger? In any case, the Queen was taken by one who is not of this world, Khun. And I fear that if we expend our energy searching for her, the Goblin King will learn of her existence and seek to destroy her while she is still helpless.” She turned back to look over the beauty of the forest, the lunar sorcery which enchanted Khun not lost on her. “But I believe the humans will prove useful, for once. They know of the creature that took her, and even now are searching for it. I will simply wait for them to find it, and let them lead me to her.”
“Can we afford to wait that long?”
“Of course not!” she snapped. “But what choice do we have? I could send the Color Guard out on a quest. The stars know that insane group of elves and sprites would jump at the chance to infiltrate the human cities. But the Shadowlands would learn swiftly about their absence in the kingdom, and that would raise questions in the Goblin King’s head. I could send you, but, again, the same problem arises.” Dufangen sighed, drooping her shoulders and leaning on her side against the stone railing, which her height didn't manage to clear. “Much as we don’t like to admit it, the Goblin King has spies everywhere, even here in the castle.”
Khun stood silent in thought for a moment, then: “What if we launched an offensive? Something to distract the Shadowlands while we send out a small group of questers?”
Dufangen searched his eyes for several heartbeats, gauging his sincerity. But his suggestion had merit. The Shadowlands had been at war with the Sprite Kingdoms ever since the Goblin King had gained power there in the ages passed. An unprovoked attack by either side was not uncommon or unexpected. “What did you have in mind?” she asked the warrior.
“Matari.”
Dufangen looked away once again. Matari was a cluster of heavily guarded prisons deep in the Shadowlands, housing elvin and dwarven slaves captured by the goblins over the cycles. The slaves, when not being tortured for sport by the guards, were forced to tend livestock and fields producing rich crops that fed the Goblin King and his court. Though an abundance of food was present in Matari, the slaves were kept malnourished by their masters. The most despised aspect of Matari, however, was its use as a breeding ground; fully half of the slaves had been born there, force-bred from the original captives to keep the slave population at a high level.
Many attempts had been made to free the slaves several hundred cycles ago, but Matari’s location made it difficult to siege. It was also defended by hordes of creatures, and the generals in control of Matari were very powerful necromancers, trained in the dark arts by the Goblin King himself. The last rescue attempt was made three hundred cycles ago, and Dufangen remembered well the defeat of the would-be rescuers.
Those who had been slain in battle were reanimated as undead warriors to fight against those still living. The Necromancer Generals were powerful indeed, and the disheartened elves and dwarves retreated rather than attack the bodies of their slain brethren.
Khun had never openly endorsed another attack on the camps. It was he who had led the charge on that last failed attempt. Leading three thousand warriors into the Shadowlands, he had been unprepared for necromancy. When the dead had begun to breathe again and launched attacks on the living elves, they had no choice but to retreat. The Goblin King’s forces chased them night and day all the way back to the Borderlands, growing in strength with the death of each of Khun’s warriors. Whole camps were wiped out when they dared to rest. It was a time of nightmares and fear.
Only four hundred warriors, including himself, had returned. But it was widely known that he harbored the desire to return and destroy the vile slave-prison.
“And I take it you would lead this insane assault?” Dufangen questioned with a raised eyebrow.
“I am the captain of the Honor Guard and the General of the Sprite armies. It is my place.” Khun's large ears curled flush against his head, hiding under his thick hair as he grinned.
“And who will be the lucky souls to go on this dangerous quest while you provoke war?”
“I would send a handful of Borderland rangers. It might also prove wise to include a Paladin, if we are able to find one willing,”
“Absolutely not! We will not involve Tirapan under any circumstance!”
“But the elves will need to have themselves prepared for their first trip into the human world, Counselor,” Khun argued with a laugh, unable to contain his humor at Dufangen's outburst. Her prejudice was as predictable as it was fiery. “Do you know of any other humans in the Faery Realm other than those at Tirapan?” Dufangen continued to fume, albeit silently. “Do not worry,” Khun tried to placate, “I know of a solitary Paladin who lives on the outskirts of their borders, the elves will not need to actually visit the human city. He seems a decent fellow, and his help would be welcome. We are talking of sending elves to the realm of humans, after all.”
Dufangen frowned. “We might as well be sending them to the moon.”
“I understand the humans have already been there.”
“Then they should have stayed,” was Dufangen’s harsh reply.
Khun Rhee’s laughter echoed across the moonlit forest.
* * * *
They had been flying for hours. Derek was nearly unconscious, his mind cloudy, but kept his gaze focused on the unbelievable machine to which he had attached himself. He had long since stopped trying to figure out who this man-creature was. He was more concerned with what the thing was planning to do with him and the girl, and he was growing hazier by the minute.
He had tried a dozen times to aim his weapon at the vehicle holding the girl, but held off firing for fear of hitting her. She could be dead by now anyway, he thought, looking at her limp body dangling in the wind. Never mind the thin, chilly air; she had taken a nasty beating onboard the plane.
Besides, even if his weapon —a custom ballistic device affixed to his glove— had any effect on the thing, which he doubted, it wouldn’t help their situation if they crashed to Earth from that altitude. His suit was only fractionally assembled, most of it packed away in luggage now somewhere in the Pacific.
Finally, he spotted dry land on the horizon, and they accelerated into a steep descent. Derek pulled his hand in front of his mouth to block the rushing wind and aid his breathing. His head cleared, and he scanned the land below. Their altitude deteriorated at a steady angle as the villain flew toward a small mountain in the middle of a forest-like area. Derek’s eyes widened; they were going to crash right into the mountainside!
The hint of a crack appeared at the last moment, and grew larger as they got closer. As they zoomed over a large rocky barrier, Derek saw a cave that had been hidden behind an odd, stony wall. He spun wildly behind the flying machine, his tractor beam still fastened tightly to the mysterious craft. He soon realized that the “pilot” of this little joy ride was deliberately trying to smash him into the stone protrusions populating the cavern.
And he was beginning to succeed…
* * * *
A solemn young man sat before General Burke. Dressed casually in a faded pair of blue jeans and a sports shirt topped with a denim jacket, and wearing heavy hiking boots, he looked entirely out of place in this immaculate office, furnished with oak desks and marble walls. Gazing at his reflection in the wall to his left, Alex scratched his chin and noted the almost boyish features of his face; the smooth complexion, the high cheekbones set above a narrow jaw. The day-old stubble on his chin looked like pubescent peach fuzz and added to the appearance of his youth. His girlfriend, Meggan, often teased him, once asking for a picture ID to make sure she wasn’t taking advantage of a minor. He turned his gaze to the floor, waiting to be addressed.
Instead, the General tossed him a folder with the word CLASSIFIED stamped beneath the Strategic Sciences letterhead. Bewildered, Alex opened the folder and withdrew the flat sheet plasma display, scrolling through the digital pages and speed-reading its contents. All he really needed to see was one word —a project designation code— and it stood out like a clansman in Harlem.
“Argus?”
“I imagine you heard all the talk going on outside on your way here.” The young man nodded. “Then you know why I’ve called you in, Alex.”
“Project Argus? McKane killed that thing,” Alex said.
General Burke nodded. “Take a look at the photos.”
Alex tapped the display to scroll forward, and saw a photo from one of S2’s recon satellites. It showed a remodeled Boeing 727 airliner in flight with a monstrous machine hugging it from the outside, near the cockpit. It sure looked similar to the Project Argus machine, albeit with spines and deformed limbs. Two more photos like that one followed, with a third showing the machine dropping behind the plane and a fourth of it heading away from the doomed jet.
“What’s this, this blue trail of light going into the cabin,” Alex pointed it out to the General.
“Some kind of electrostatic beam, we don’t know. The techs think that’s how it clinged to the craft.”
“He’s got claws for that,” Alex remarked, still not believing the photos he was looking at.
“Look, Alex, the stress has really piled on over the last few hours. Things are moving very quickly, and our window is a small one.”
“Window, sir?”
“I’ve got an assignment for you.”
Alex replaced the display and tossed the folder back onto the General's desk. “I can’t do it.”
“Excuse me?”
“I can’t destroy Argus,” Alex said, shaking his head. “The only way that would even be possible is-”
The General raised his hand. “No, no, Alex. You’ve got it all wrong. Although I have full confidence in your talents, I didn’t call you here to ask you to mop this up for us. We don’t want another incident like the Gearson disaster.”
Alex jerked as if he had been struck. Surging to his feet, he threw his finger in the General’s face. “Don’t you dare mention that place to me! You don’t know-!”
General Burke calmly grabbed his arm and pulled it aside, flinching as he momentarily forgot how hot Alex’s skin got when he wasn’t hiding his nature from the public. “Spare your wrath, Alex. You know I don’t hold you accountable for that.”
“Don’t ever bring that up again. I don’t need you or anyone else reminding me about something that haunts me every day of my life.”
“I apologize. Truly. You have my word that-”
“Save it, General. What do you want, if not my talents?”
A nervous silence developed in the room; Alex had uncharacteristically just crossed a line. General Burke finally took the initiative to pretend nothing happened. “I need your help, Alex. I’m not asking you to tackle this alien —by the way, it obviously isn’t Argus, we both saw what McKane did to that thing— but we think this one’s akin to the one that spawned that project.
“I brought you in because I’m re-activating the Covert Defense unit.”
“What? But I thought —I mean, Dr. Hawkreed—”
“He doesn’t know about this. And he doesn’t need to know. Not yet. I’m still putting things together, and I can’t afford to have him interfering. S2 is going about this all wrong. Their efforts are geared toward killing this creature. While that is the most obvious solution, I don’t believe we have the resources to pull that off without significant collateral damage or exposing Strategic Sciences publicly.
“Added to that, the good doctor has released several key documents regarding the Argus research at section three and the subsequent disaster.”
“Is he insane? These people will go crazy when they find-”
“He had no choice, Alex. If S2 is going to pursue this alien, they need to know what it’s capable of, what its potential weaknesses are… and last I checked, it only had one. Regardless, that’s why we need to move with the Covert Defense option. As far as I’m concerned, nobody in S2 can be counted on in this now. Somebody, maybe everybody, is going to be seriously disturbed by what they find out, and while they have every right to be, we can’t risk relying on unstable elements, which at this point, I have to assume everyone is.
“I don't have to tell you that you probably won't want to be around when everybody finds out the truth about Projects Alpha and PIPER. With the files being released now, there’s no way around them connecting the dots. But that's only a secondary reason for why I'm sending you into the field.”
“But… I’m the only member of Covert Defense left. Everyone except me and Rick got killed, and Rick disappeared right after the last mission.”
“No, Alex.” The General leaned back in his leather chair and clasped his hands over his stomach. “I continued the CD program behind Ken's back after the original was terminated. The metahumans in S2 are too limited, they're not effectively used. Covert Defense was a concept too valuable to brush aside, and I intended to augment our paramilitary branch with a metahuman unit like the one you and McKane were attached to. I figured that once I proved the unit's capabilities, the administration would adopt it as a standard. This airline attack is forcing me to move ahead of schedule, though.
“I’ve got facilities and equipment ready for our use, but the hardest part was finding operatives. Most of the known or suspected metahumans in the world are kept on file here in S2’s database. But I happened to find two unlisted candidates from southern India. They’ve been training for the past seven months now at the abandoned section three facility in Alaska where you were born, and I have a team of logistics people and a squad of regular infantry supporting them. Supporting us. I have two other operatives working discretely here at headquarters, but when the time is right, we’ll all break away to finish this alien business as quietly as possible.”
“And how do you propose to do that? The only reason you stopped Argus was because Rick…” Alex trailed off as he caught the look in General Burke’s eye, and understanding began to form.
“Yes. I want you to find Richard McKane, Alex. Without him, many people will die. You’re the only person he’ll talk to.”
Alex’s jaw went slack. “Even if I could find him, which I doubt, why would he wanna take up another battle? The whole reason he left was to get away from people and their power games.”
“Just try, Alex. That’s all I can expect from you. I have a general location for you to search. Ken views him as dangerous, and tries to keep tabs on him. I don’t share his opinion, but nevertheless, this data is valuable. They recorded him taking up residence deep in a Louisiana swamp.”
Alex smirked. “Yeah, right. How’d they find him way out there? It’s not like you can just sneak up on him.”
“It was purely accidental. They were checking up on a possible metahuman, and were undercover as environmentalists studying the marsh. They found the metahuman and tagged him for our data files, but they also ran into McKane somewhere along the way. Dr. Hawkreed prefers to know where McKane is likely to be, so he hasn't risked sending anyone back to spook him off. Luckily, McKane didn’t realize who the agents really were, so he’s probably still there somewhere.”
“How’d they know it was him?”
“Not many people fit his physical description, you know?”
“I take your point. Why haven’t you told me about this before? That you knew where Rick was this whole time?”
The General ignored the question. “Will you do it? We need him, Alex.”
Alex stared into the floor, thinking back to the only real father-figure he’d ever known. Richard McKane was the living embodiment of a Greek tragedy; he deserved to be left in peace. A great sadness washed over Alex as he heard himself answer:
“I’ll find him.”
Of Beasts and Men
Kelli opened her eyes to icy blackness. She tried to move her arms, but they were pinned above her head. Her legs were unable to move, as well, her feet being fastened to something chilly and metallic. Cold steel rested against the back of her neck, forcing her head to bow forward, and the low hum of electrical power filled her ears. Her face and chest ached, and a dull pain throbbed all throughout her head, especially in her jaw. The salty taste of blood was on her lips. Am I dreaming? she asked herself. I was on the plane, and, that, that… man? Where am I?
She suddenly felt the presence of someone near her, and she knew that it was the creature that had abducted her. There were no sounds of breath, no footsteps. But she knew he was there, close; perhaps right in front of her.
“Hello?” she tried desperately. “Who are you?” No answer. “Why am I here?” she shouted. “What do you want with me?” Again, only silence was her answer. And as quickly as she sensed his presence, he was gone again, leaving the young captive frightened and alone. Her next thoughts were of her boyfriend, and she wondered if she would ever see him again.
*
Derek pushed himself to his feet, wondering how long he’d been unconscious. It felt as if the vehicle had smashed him into every stalactite and stalagmite native to the cavern, and had probably imported a few dozen more out of spite to crash him into those, as well. His arm had been slammed into a rocky protrusion, smashing the device that generated the tractor beam. He had then fallen to the cavern floor and blacked out.
The nanomechanical fibers of his suit had already mended the rips and tears suffered during the Evel Kenevil flight. He wished they could do the same for his body as he probed the numerous bruises on his torso and arms. Using a neural interface implanted at the base of his neck, he issued thought commands to his goggles. His uniform’s nanomachines, which had melded with the goggles when he first put them on, routed power from his crystal energy pack into them.
He breathed a sigh of relief when the dark cave lit up, bathed with full-color night vision. The goggles amplified what little light could be found in the cave while software digitally enhanced it all in real time. Achingly, he started to descend further into the sloping cavern, hoping that it didn’t widen into a maze of tunnels.
After an hour of hard walking, he turned a corner to see —what else?— that the cavern widened into a maze of tunnels. A stream of colorful words leapt from his mouth, and he paused before the four tunnels, pondering the path he would take. The far right tunnel was small, barely big enough to stand in. The other three tunnels were roughly the same size and shape as each other, close to nine feet in height and six feet wide. After a few moments of inspection, he decided that the three were all artificially made passages.
The energy pack he was carrying was almost dry and wouldn’t support the extended functions of his goggles for very long, but he switched to thermal imaging anyway. The far left tunnel had faint traces of heat, and he opted to explore that one. “I’m coming,” he whispered in between breaths. “Hold on.”
And Kelli heard him.
* * * *
An eagle soared high overhead as Samantha Vox sucked in a deep breath of the cold, fresh Alaskan air. What a beautiful land, she thought. Still raw and primitive, the home of incredible wildlife, unlike much of the America she had seen. Here, all was peaceful. Well, almost. Her break was about over, and soon she would have to return to the training area situated several stories below her.
It really wasn’t all that bad for Samantha. She’d been a soldier for years, but this place saw no violence other than the simulated battles that were part of her training. She knew that that would change soon, but for now, she was enjoying herself. For the first time in her life, she could be who and what she was, and the people around her didn't make her feel… freakish.
Sipping the last of her hot chocolate, she rose and started for the hidden entrance to the underground stronghold. It was concealed within a small cabin; more a shack, really. Inside, she found her twin brother perusing through one of the many magazines scattered about on a small table. Sean looked up to regard his sister, then held the article in Vogue he was reading up to her face.
“Look at this! All these bloody stick-women, prancing around in ridiculous slutty clothes. Even in America, who would dress like this? And you wanted to come here to experience more of this country. Hrmph. Their arrogance has made them outright silly.”
Samantha smiled and moved past his enormous frame to the seat beside him, waiting for the bunker personnel to open the hidden door for them from within. “That’s only one aspect of the country, Sean. I notice you don’t complain much about this installation or the hardware they’re allowing us to train with.”
“I won’t argue with that,” he growled. “I suppose they need deadly soldiers and technology to protect the ignorant pleasure seekers that populate this continent.” He sniffed. “The Canadians aren’t much better.”
Samantha laughed. Sean hated everybody. Or at least he pretended to. He dropped the magazine to the table and stood up, his full nine-foot ten-inch height just barely clearing the ceiling at its highest point. Massively built, the metahuman named Sean Vox yawned and stretched as he made his way to the closed bunker entrance. His fangs and fierce mane gave him the physical appearance of a humanoid lion, and his claws and talons, even retracted as they were, added to his ferocious look.
Samantha shared most of those extended traits as well, though her body was not so drastically different in size from the average woman, standing just a hair above six feet. And as hair went, her shoulder-length, dark brown hair wasn't really hair at all: it was more consistent with a bird's downy feathers than what her human peers spent time styling and maintaining.
Close inspection would reveal that her legs were disproportionately long, making up close to two-thirds of her height. She dressed accordingly to hide that as much as possible in public, though the resulting smaller size of many of her internal organs was evidenced through her ravenous appetite. Where the average human ate three square meals a day, Samantha ate nine. Her fangs were prominent when she smiled, but the claws in her fingers and toes, and the talons between her knuckles and toes retracted and were easily hidden from view, allowing her to move freely in populated areas. Not so, her brother. He looked like what he was: A metahuman.
The existence of metahumans was no secret, but not really common knowledge, so few were they in number. The public at large called them “feralmen”, when they acknowledged them at all. No one knew what metahumans were or how or when they came into being. But they did exist, and most of them shared two common traits. The first and most obvious was their inhuman appearance—the majority of them possessed bestial, predatory appearances. Most metahumans were also, to a greater or lesser degree, hemophiliacs.
Samantha had escaped the latter fate, and partially escaped the former, as well. Her brother had not. She moved to stand beside her twin as the concealed door was opened. Two Covert Defense officers ushered them in, while two other officers moved out into the cabin to pose as landowners for anyone who might pass by on a nature hike.
“Do you miss India at all?” she asked her brother in Bengali, to keep the conversation private.
“Feh. No.”
“So why do you keep harassing me for embracing our new home?”
“This isn't a home, Sam. It's a job. We don't have a home. Nobody wants anything to do with us personally. They never have.”
Samantha admitted that Sean was right. No place had ever really felt like “home”. They’d been born in Oxford, but with their physical abnormalities developing late in their infancy, their parents had relocated to an obscure village in Bangladesh, Mrs. Vox’s native home. The village children had mocked the twins at first, until age saw their strength and size surpass that of normal children. Then they were treated with fear and sometimes disdain. Samantha and her brother were outsiders, and always had been, even among the friendliest of people. A move to neighboring India in their late teen years resulted in their discovery by the military. Soldiering, since then, was just something they did to pass the time. There should be more, though, Samantha thought.
Focusing her thoughts on the present, Samantha stepped into the ready room to be briefed on their next training exercise. Sean yawned theatrically, drawing a chuckle from his sister. The drill master seemed less than amused, but kept his comments to himself. After all, Sean was not someone to make angry.
When the briefing concluded, Samantha moved to the equipment rack and stacked herself with her standard issue gear, and headed for another day in the Covert Defense combat simulator.
* * * *
“Another mysterious day in Strategic Sciences’ Air Force. Any idea what the fuss upstairs is about, Solow?”
“Not a clue, Rizzo. The Major just said to get ready for some action.”
“I’m always ready for some action.”
“Not in these things,” Solow replied. “I hate driving platforms.”
The pilot nicknamed “Rizzo” began inspecting his battle platform, much the same way he and all pilots were trained to inspect their planes before takeoff. He checked the joints, the emergency charges, the condition of the armor plating… so far nothing to worry about.
The Valentine/Turonne Series Four (VT-4) battle platform was an infantryman’s worst nightmare. Nothing short of an artillery barrage could stop these highly mobile assault vehicles The battle platforms were bi-pedal vehicles, and in the most basic terms were nothing more than modern day suits of armor that added twenty-one hundred pounds of protection and functionailty to the knights who wore them.
Although Rizzo and Solow were aircraft pilots by training, manpower within S2 was limited, requiring squadron members to cross-train on all types of vehicles within S2's highly customized inventory. This included the high-tech VT platforms, which were developed by the engineering contractor Valentine/Turonne specifically for S2, and deployed by S2 in place of traditional tracked vehicles. The small, versatile platforms conformed perfectly to S2's doctrine of rapidly deploying small groups of soldiers to a hot spot, fighting and winning limited battles with superior tactics and firepower, then quickly disappearing.
The platform was capable of navigating everything from deserts to wide service stairways. Weapons were controlled with the suit’s highly articulated hands, which gripped guns produced explicitly for them. Barely nine feet tall, these all-purpose peace-keepers/ouch-makers were among S2’s newest toys, incorporating chemically treated stithium alloy and highly flexible, yet extremely dense fibermesh to mold a surprisingly agile suit of armor. A single VT was capable of easily decimating an infantry battalion on its own, and quite able to survive an encounter with traditional armored vehicles, as well.
Rizzo climbed into his platform at about the same time the other members of his squadron were climbing into theirs. “Hey, Solow,” he called, “At least you don’t have to worry about landing gear in these things.”
Solow shook his head, continuing the power up sequence from inside his platform. “At least I didn’t get my call-sign because I look like a muppet-”
“Yeah, yeah,” came the amused retort. Solow had earned his nickname during flight training; on final approach one day, he had forgotten to lower his landing gear despite warnings from the computer. A flight control officer warned him just before his plane hit the ground. But instead of pulling up and coming around for another try, he ended up zooming across the runway less than ten feet off the ground while hastily correcting his error. By the time the wheels had come down and he managed to land, his peers were already shouting “So-low!”
Rizzo chuckled and put his helmet on, then clipped the bioscan cables to his flight suit. Advanced artificial intelligence enabled the platforms to adjust to the pilot’s physiological states, such as anxiety or injury-induced shock. As the computer finished booting, a warning flashed in Rizzo’s visor, reminding him to beware of the platform’s Emergency Evasion Contingency, or EEC protocols. “Of course,” he shouted back to Solow, “with these things, the computer would have forced you to pull up, anyway.”
“Like I said,” came the response, “I hate these jeeds. Don’t need a computer driving for me.”
Preprogrammed routines allowed the platforms to move with “instinct” in extreme situations, independent of pilot controls. The pilots all complained about that, until one of their number experienced his VT moving of its own volition to avoid an anti-tank missile that had been fired at it from behind. Indeed, that encounter had also altered their training doctrine; the pilot had torn a ligament because he wasn’t prepared for the action and had tried to fight the machine’s movements. Now the pilots were trained to expect such surprises at any time and to go completely limp when it happened. These days, a VT would even navigate itself to safety if its pilot was killed or rendered unconscious.
Despite these impressive capabilities, VTs were sarcastically nicknamed “jeeds” among the pilots, a term derived from the initials G.D.D. — “Ground Duty, Dammit”.
* * * *
Not far away, Captain Josef Skatler was leaned over, whispering with the other troops in their seats. “I hear this is gonna be wild, man. Even the Maverick squadron’s goin’ hot on this op. Whatever this Argus thing is, it’s got the big wigs' panties tied around their necks.”
Colonel Tritt frowned as he overheard the soldiers talking amongst each other. Seated behind the rest of the troops, he gauged what he saw in each soldier. An instinctive judge of men, his eyes roamed across the rows, appraising. He knew most of those present, if not personally, professionally. Most of them.
It seemed that a rookie had been drafted into this bloodcraft, and the Colonel grunted his disapproval. He knew that this alien fiasco wasn’t going to be a trip to the grocery store. While not a betting man, he was willing to wager the new face was a desk puke from the labs who wanted to go and take a peek at E.T. Being the ranking man here, the Colonel knew this bloodcraft was his, and therefore so was the new guy’s safety. Unlike the regular army, colonels in S2 were always field commanders; uniforms handled operations, and suits handled administration. It made life easier for everybody, and the suits —civilians— in this outfit tended to be rather competent, which also made life pleasant for everybody. Bureaucracy in Strategic Sciences’ dictionary meant covering the other guy’s rear end, not your own.
I hate babysitting, Colonel Tritt sighed. It wasn’t a sense of machismo or even disdain for people who didn’t wear the uniform. The fact was, looking out for yourself and your men is worry enough; he didn’t like the added stress of a vulnerable body to watch out for.
A short oriental man dressed in denim pants, a white dress shirt, and a gray lab coat stepped up to the thin podium and cleared his throat in the microphone. The soldiers quieted and faced forward.
“Gentlemen, I am Dr. Kageshi, head of Engineering and Development in section two. As you’ve probably guessed by now, you have been assembled for a highly sensitive operation, each of you chosen for your particular skills.
“You all know about the disaster in the Pacific regarding that airliner. Even now we have undercover parties inspecting the wreck for helpful information that may help us in neutralizing this threat.” The Doctor moved from the podium and pulled a remote control device from his pocket. Two optical rods lowered from a perch in the ceiling, and the lights in the armory dimmed as a holographic video began playing between the rods.
“In the event that a crisis of this magnitude should occur, a number of countermeasures were developed for the lead offensive units. However-”
“Excuse me, sir,” interrupted a young soldier. “You said ‘in the event’? You people knew about this thing and never told us?”
“Lieutenant… Jury, I believe?” Dr. Kageshi responded, looking down at his manifest. The soldier nodded. “Well, Lieutenant, this is, obviously, a delicate subject. We have a handful of departments within S2 that were made aware of this threat. However, the main focus of Strategic Sciences is neutralizing metahuman dangers and international conflicts, not intergalactic incursions.
“First off, you all are trained, professionally, to spy on and kill people, not extra-terrestrials. And therein lies the second issue. Yes, we can honestly say now that alien life exists, but we know virtually nothing about this life form, or indeed, if it is the only other life form from outer space, which I would argue is most unlikely. Now, we know nothing of this alien’s anatomy, its weaknesses, its intentions, or its intelligence, except to say that the specimen S2 observed thirty years ago showed evidence of technological know-how light years ahead of even today’s most advanced research.
“So, no, we did not disclose this information, because, frankly, what would have been done with it? Would you have functioned more efficiently in the field, knowing that aliens exist somewhere in space? There is no way to really prepare theoretical strategies to train you for this kind of contact. No, instead, we charged specific people within S2 to research what information we do have. You all will be the-”
“-Guinea pigs,” Captain Skatler mumbled, evoking half-hearted laughs from the soldiers. Dr. Kageshi frowned, then dismissed the interjection.
“I was going to say 'pioneers'. How you conduct this operation will aid us determining future strategies and adding to our current knowledge of the alien. The plan I am to brief you on was formulated from our research.”
The Doctor referred to the screen as his slide show continued. “This picture was taken shortly after the alien construct was unearthed by a construction crew in California dredging the top soil at a work site in 1958. As you can see, it shows signs of massive heat damage and wear, which… we attribute to its atmospheric entry. While the exterior was severely burned and ruined, the interior was completely intact.”
The photos changed from outdoor scenes to indoor scenes. “This photo was taken after the reconstruction stages were complete and the designers were ready to begin testing. It had taken them three decades to develop a crude copy of the exterior metal, which is of a type found nowhere on Earth. In fact, their research led to the stithium alloy we use so extensively today. Those three decades were also spent trying to recreate and translate the computer languages of the vehicle, but that research is still ongoing.”
The Doctor clicked to a new picture and looked back to the holo-screen as he continued.
“This is a photo from March of 1990. You see, the research team had determined the construct to be some type of emergency craft, or even a life-support suit of some kind. With this concept, they reconstructed it into a piloted vehicle which would be suitable for human use. As you can see, it looks a lot less hostile in this picture, having all the spines and sharp edges removed. The young man to the right of Project Argus is Lt. Commander Anthony Dimmick, the test pilot.”
The slide show disappeared, and a recording from the day of the test run began to play on the holographic screen. It was obvious that the video had been digitally enhanced, but no one doubted its authenticity. The soldiers watched as the smiling test pilot, dressed in a dark, modern-looking flight suit, climbed into the Argus vehicle, which all of them now realized was the basis for their modern day battle platforms.
Commander Dimmick donned his flight mask, an odd piece consisting of a gray breather unit and a red visor. As he finished strapping himself in, the vehicle seemed to come alive, and everyone viewing cringed in their seats as they listened to the screams. Parts of Commander Dimmick's flightsuit and skin literally melted within the Argus vehicle; wires and metal tubes punctured his body, the vehicle itself seeming to possess a mind of its own as it devoured the pilot. There was a bright flash, and the screen went blank.
The soldiers eased back from the edge of their seats; Commander Dimmick’s death had not been an easy one to watch. Dr. Kageshi gave a brief overview of the events that followed the alien’s rampage, then launched into a simple outline of the mission objectives, detailing the equipment they would be utilizing in their hunt for the alien. The soldiers uniformly recognized that the doctor had glazed over S2’s hunt for Argus in 1990, giving them an over-simplified explanation that “metahumans had been contracted to destroy the alien.”
Dr. Kageshi finished up the descriptions before he began the specific mission assignments. “As this is a temporary op assignment, what you all refer to as a ‘bloodcraft’, you will be receiving unique call-signs that you will adhere to for the duration of the mission until you are released. You are all familiar with the security protocols.”
The Doctor read off the assignments and call signs for each of the men, giving brief overviews of their duties and equipment. All but three of the men in the unit would be assigned a VT-2 battle platform. The team’s designated scout, Captain Vlad Timofeyvich, code-named Dez, would be going in with standard MIRK “gremlin” body armor. Conversely, the two heavy gunners were being assigned a pair of larger, heavily armored VT-4 battle platforms equipped with S2’s only operational rail guns.
Originally designed for President Walter Grouse’s space-defense initiative in the late 1970s, rail guns were electromagnet-driven weapons that delivered exo-atmospheric defensive capabilities from low-Earth orbit. The orbital rail guns had finally been realized during Thomas Reedy’s administration in the mid-1980s, and proven themselves against old Soviet nukes in 1987. The guns mounted on the VT-4s were miniaturized versions of the orbital type.
“These weapons carry a single shot, gentlemen, and it takes several minutes to prime the capacitors. Unfortunately, the weapon will also overheat if the capacitors aren’t discharged soon after.”
There were some snickers, and Dr. Kageshi looked at the audience. His eyes inevitably fell on Captain Skatler’s grinning face, and he deduced that the idiot had been making another of his vulgar comments. The men beside him were bent over trembling, hiding their faces in their hands in an attempt to stifle their laughter.
“Settle down, men. Captain Josef Skatler,” called Doctor Kageshi. “You will take command of the firing group, consisting of yourself, Lieutenant Harrison Baik, Lieutenant Lucas Jury, First Lieutenant Vince Friar, and First Sergeant Nolan Wyatt.” Each of them was a highly skilled marksman.
“Standard issue weapons for all of you, naturally; MIRK suits, or ‘gremlins’ as I believe you like to call them, and your personal kits. Your VT-2 platforms will each be armed with Class-5 type loadouts and jump boosters for aerial insertion.”
Watching the photos and video feed behind the Doctor, the soldiers were all impressed by the hardware presented on the screen. They had all been trained to operate battle platforms, but none of the men had ever actively used them in operations. That game was usually left to the pilots. This would be the first operation they knew of in which ground troops would be issued battle-platforms. It went a long way to letting them know that their superiors cared about their welfare. Dr. Kageshi finished off the firing team’s summarized brief with their call-signs, labeling Captain Skatler “Caravan”.
“Dr. Craig Kirkson,” Kageshi called next, reading from his manifest. Heads turned to regard the unknown in the group. It was the soldier the Colonel had assessed to be a lab geek at first glance. On second inspection, the Colonel’s opinion was reaffirmed.
“You are specifically assigned lead advisory duties, due to your knowledge of the systems used in the hybrid construct codenamed ‘Project Argus’…”
Bingo, thought the Colonel. I owe me a beer.
“Doctor, designated as ‘Scope’, your assignment is the key purpose for this operation. You are to put section five’s theories to the test against this alien. Now, it is quite possible that the firepower we have is enough to disable or even kill the target. However, we want no unnecessary risks. As I stated earlier in the debriefing, you are not to engage the alien. This is a reconnaissance mission, people. We do not want to provoke this creature, and we will not attack until we are convinced that we can do so effectively.
“However, we don’t want you dying in an information gathering attempt, hence the weaponry assignments. You will also have back-up support from Major Beadreaux’s Maverick squadron, driving their own customized VT-4’s.”
Master Sergeant Redmond, codenamed “Blindside”, raised his hand. “Gonna be hard to do stealth if we’ve got almost twenty tanks walking around, doc. This doesn’t sound like recon to me, more like taking down a small country.”
Heads nodded; the only specialty skill set in this bloodcraft, outside of Dr. Kirkson, was straightforward assault. Bloodcraft teams usually incorporated specialists from several different fields for tasks ranging from sabotage to hunting metahumans.
Dr. Kageshi sighed. “I’m afraid stealth is not an option, as you’ll learn in a moment when I distribute your packets. We want to gain as much intelligence as possible on this alien to gain insight to its species. We need to know how they think, how they act, what they’re capable of. If possible, we need more than anything to determine their intent. Two incidents within forty years of each other could be a precursor to something major. We need to start our research now with whatever data you can gather. If these alien attacks are going to become more frequent, well, I don’t have to tell you that S2 won’t be caught sitting on its hands.”
The Doctor began to hand out packets to the soldiers, tagged with their individual call-signs. “These are your individual orders. Inside you will find all the details regarding your responsibilities, as well as rundowns on potential weaknesses and characteristics of your target. Most of you know Sergeant Ken Polhar,” the Doctor said as he pointed to a gruff soldier dressed in fatigues bearing the red cross markings of a medic. “He will be the medical officer assigned to the unit, code-named ‘Doc’, appropriately enough. And, finally, Colonel Marc Tritt will be your field commander.” All eyes turned to inspect their temporary commander, most knowing him from training, and others having worked with him in the field. “Colonel, your call-sign for the duration of this operation is simply ‘Boss’.
“We will break for twenty minutes while you review your mission packets and Colonel Tritt receives his commander's briefing. At approximately eighteen-hundred hours we will reconvene with the General, and I will answer any questions you have. Then we’ll get you fitted and go-ready for the operation.”
“Uh, Doc, before we break, could you tell us what exactly happened with the first alien?” This came from First Lieutenant Lamm, the heavy gunner code-named Thunder. “If this alien is such a threat, how did you beat the first one? Couldn’t we use the same tactics? What exactly did the metahumans do?”
The Doctor hesitated a few moments before formulating his answer. “All I can say is that we had a weapon then that we do not have access to today. The conflict with the Argus unit is highly classified, and even I am not cleared into the specifics. But the little I do know, well, I am not at liberty to discuss at this time, nor would it provide any significant insight to-”
“No offense,” Lt. Jury shook his head, “but that’s BS. If you’re gonna’ order us to risk our lives to gather intel, don’t we need all the edge we can get to succeed?”
“Yes. Well, I will talk to Dr. Hawkreed. If I can, I will release more details to you as they become available. Until then, I suggest you rely on Dr. Kirkson. Back him up with whatever he requires. This is his game now, and can probably answer that better than I can.”
Dr. Kageshi waited for more questions, but there were none, and he left the armory to return to the engineering section, while Colonel Tritt departed for the command conference room to receive his official orders in better detail. This was one of the blindest, vaguest briefings he’d ever been given, and he was leading a heavy assault team on a recon mission, which did not bode well in terms of how dangerous this alien was. The rest of the soldiers opened their packets and began to study their assignments in silence.
*
So, my codename is Scope. I have a freaking codename.
Dr. Craig Kirkson walked slowly towards the hangar to be given his quick tour on how to operate a VT-2 battle platform. His fists were clenched tight, palms saturated with sweat at the prospect of being sent out with a military team to track an obviously hostile life form. Oh, sure, the Argus studies in the lab were phenomenal. There was excitement at even the smallest discoveries he and the other scientists made while studying records of Argus’s retrofit and subsequent escape and destruction. But going out and actively hunting an alien just like it? His thoughts froze as he reached his destination. Entering the hangar, he discovered why so many people referred to it as the “Death Star”.
Named for the iconic battle station in George Lucas’ pop culture phenomenon from the twentieth century, the underground Flight Operations Facility was roughly eight miles long and three miles wide, and resembled a small, hi-tech city. The airfield for S2 headquarters was situated beneath a large wildlife preserve, which consisted of wide, rolling hills and brush. The subterranean runway was pointed directly at a cave-like opening at the bottom of those hills, but the flights that originated here, depending on their size, would be airborne for at least two miles —underground— before exiting the cavernous area, and would need to climb over one hundred feet to reach the exit. Scope had heard this place described to him a few times, but actually seeing it in person left him paralyzed with awe for several moments. A TIE-fighter really wouldn’t have looked so out of place down here.
Regaining his composure, Scope waved down one of the technicians, showed his credentials and asked directions. He was pointed toward a VT launch pad that was set up away from the others that were being prepped to fire up the Maverick Squadron’s VT-4s.
“Howdy,” a grizzled master-sergeant greeted Scope at the pad. “I got word that they were sending you down to learn how to drive a tank.”
“Yeah,” Scope answered. “I can’t see that I’ll be able to learn very much in just a few hours, though.”
“Eh, there’s nothin to it.”
“Really?”
“Yeah, if all you wanna do is learn how to walk the sum’bitch. If you’re here for combat maneuvers, well, that’s different.”
“Is it necessary?”
The master-sergeant gave him a stupid look. “Depends if you’re goin into combat.”
“Let’s hope not.”
* * * *
Alex Nichols packed a small bag, preparing for his search to find the elusive cyborg known as Richard McKane. Alex had known him for nearly thirty years, and knew him better than anyone else did. Even so, he knew very little regarding the mysterious man.
What was known, on a classified level, was that sometime in the mid-eighteenth century, McKane —a wood craftsman in Tennessee— was visited by alien life, and abducted against his will for an unknown period of time. Any more than this, McKane did not seem willing to divulge. But the ordeal had left its mark on him, psychologically as well as physically.
The most popular theory was that McKane’s alteration occurred through highly advanced alien nanotechnology, the control over his physical makeup at the atomic, and perhaps even subatomic, level. The basis for that theory was in the way his body repaired itself so rapidly, and seemed to modify itself to meet his needs. Most of the information contained in his file was mere speculation, but it appeared that the sole purpose of his physical alteration was to combat the alien entity that later found its way to Earth and became the Argus armor. The alien, a large mechanical being, had been found in California some eighty years after McKane disabled it in a heavy battle upon its arrival on Earth.
Alex pocketed his S2-issued handheld, which was a heavily modified rip-off of Apple’s popular computer-phone, the iConn. Unlike the iConn, S2’s model incorporated military-grade encryption and a dedicated satellite link, powered by a proprietary self-charging battery that would make lithium-ion obsolete if S2 ever decided to market it.
The handheld was Alex’s primary means of maintaining discreet contact with General Burke as he conducted his search. The last email he received was a redundant reminder to keep a low profile. The General would cover Alex’s absence within the base, but S2 still had people in the area Alex would soon be prowling. While Alex’s face was not known to many even within S2, the General reiterated his warning to avoid too much public exposure. In other words, no late night clubbing or bar hopping. Alex wore a lopsided grin. Do they even have clubs in Buttcrack, Louisiana? Not that it mattered, without Meggan it wouldn’t be much fun.
Meggan! He needed to let his girlfriend know he’d be out of town for awhile. The ground-level facility above S2’s subterranean headquarters was a legitimate aerospace corporation called Origin Technologies, and on paper, this was Alex’s official employer. He quickly retrieved his handheld and asked the General to check if Origin had produced a cover story for him. Things were moving so fast he forgot to verify that it all got done. Then he called Meggan’s apartment on his video phone, known more colloquially these days as a “vone”. As part of the typical home entertainment system that was hardlined to a fiber optic connection, home video phones were far cheaper than streaming video from cell phones for everyday conversations. Meggan’s vone rang three times before the video greeting of a tall, attractive redhead appeared on Alex’s flat-panel monitor.
“Hey, I'm out somewhere or ignoring you, leave a message so I can hitcha' back!” The woman’s head turned at a sassy angle as she raised an eyebrow at the camera. Then she giggled and the recording ended.
“Meggan! Hey, I'm sorry, Meg, but I just got corralled into a string of conferences. Larry was supposed to be presenting at these meetings, but his mother's in the hospital or something, so they drafted me to do the presentations last-minute. I'll be in D.C. at least a week, but I'll call you when I get there, kay? I'll, uh, I'll catch you later. Bye.”
A horn sounded outside his window, and Alex made his way to the taxi that would take him to the airport. He hated flying commercial, especially now that security was ramped up following what everyone believed was a terrorist attack, but the General couldn’t risk using S2 assets to ferry Alex around the country. After what he hoped would be a comfortable flight, he would make his way to a nameless Louisiana bayou and, if he was lucky, Richard McKane.
* * * *
Four more of the drones had been blown to pieces before her feet even landed on the ground. Sean leapt behind a rock to her left, avoiding a spray of hostile fire. Samantha’s unique intuition warned her of the pending danger behind her, and in a blast of white light, she vanished just as a barrage of bullets tore through the air where she had been. Instantaneously, another flare of white light appeared ten feet from that spot, behind her attacker. Raising one of her VEC-9 automatic pistols, Samantha released a small burst of fire and disabled the automaton, then quickly glanced over her shoulder to check on her brother, even though she didn’t need to see him to know what his condition was.
While not possessed of his twin’s teleportation ability, Sean Vox put his weapons to good effect and usually made even more kills per session than Samantha. Unlike the small belt-fed handguns she used, Sean’s hulking Gatling cannons tore through the simulated forest, and pretty much everything else he pointed them at.
A quick look at his timer told him that there were two minutes left in the exercise, and he growled in frustration and crouched behind a “boulder”. The intelligence given to them for this training simulation was flawed, and they were pinned down at least fifty yards from their target. Sean stuck his head out from behind the boulder and pulled back just as a magazine was emptied in his direction.
The quick-release clip for his cannon/ammo pack was located near his shoulder, and he reached up and pulled it, the heavy gun pack falling from his back with a loud crash onto the ground. Samantha suddenly appeared next to him, the bright light of her teleport field fading and little firefly-like particles around her evaporating into the air.
“What’s the plan, then?” she asked, her bronze face flushed with fatigue. They were both good, but the drill masters were pushing them hard. There were near forty of the automated drones between them and their goal. Their defensive structure was set up such that a score of guns were guarding the objective. As an added handicap, the training administrators had forbidden Samantha from using her teleportation ability within fifty feet of the target.
“I want this, Samantha. Those bloody robots will not keep me from the target. It’s mine.”
“You’re welcome to it. But how are we going to reach it?” She sensed the stealthy approach of two drones behind the tree line and stood up from behind cover to blast a few hundred rounds at them, then ducked back down to avoid the return fire. Samantha’s battlefield instincts had always been legendary among her fellow soldiers, though Covert Defense studies of her and her brother had recently revealed it was much more than instincts or intuition.
“I’m out,” Sean said, tapping the cannon on the ground next to him. The count-meter read fifty-three, but those fifty-three bullets would be dispensed almost faster than he could pull the trigger. Gatling guns were not known for their precision. “So we’re down to your paint guns and my body.” A spray of virtual rocks and dirt sprinkled over them as the drones commenced the attack, and Samantha sent back a vicious reply with her guns. Sean pointed to his left.
“I’ll break west and draw their attention for a second. Do you think you could do a wee bit of dancing to confuse them while I spearhead the target?”
“No prob, big brother. On three?”
“’No prob?’ You’re speaking lazy.”
“We’ll discuss linguistics after you’ve disposed of the target. We’ve got just over four minutes. Ready?”
“Go!”
Sean leapt clear of the boulder and rolled expertly before leaping again to avoid gunfire. In that instant, Samantha teleported next to one of the drones, opening a hole in its head with a burst from her VEC before teleporting behind another and repeating the process. It took only moments for the drones to react, and Samantha found it difficult to remain in a fixed position for more than a fraction of a second. She began appearing in multiple places on the field, seemingly simultaneously. The drones quickly became bewildered trying to follow her pattern, but taking advantage of the confusion, Sean was able to close the distance between himself and the target.
The inner defensive post was still there; a group of six drones, each eyeing the target area for intruders. The first drone registered Sean’s presence and signaled the others, but between the time of recognition and reaction, the drone found itself being hurled head over feet at two of its comrades.
The remaining three took aim and fired, scoring hits on Sean’s legs and arms. But with the clock down to fifty-seven seconds, he managed to reach up and snatch the target deftly. The object of the exercise was to dispose of the target, so Sean ravenously threw the Twinkie into his mouth and threw his arms into the air, hands opened wide. Instantly the drones ceased moving, deactivated and lifeless with the conclusion of the drill.
Samantha wandered over to him, exhausted. “I hope we don’t have to do that again anytime soon,” she remarked. She was flushed and breathing heavily, but showed no evidence of perspiration. Her metahuman curse was a lack of sweat glands, and after all of the exertion, she was burning up.
“I hope we don’t have to do it ever,” Sean replied. “This simulation was a suicide mission from the start. I’m not fond of those, especially when they don’t tell you up front.”
“They’re probably just gauging our stress limits again.”
The heavy ammo pack fell from Samantha’s shoulders as she pulled the release clamp, but the ammo belts were still connected to the two handguns holstered on her thighs. She unzipped the top of her uniform and pulled it down around her waist, revealing her white athletic bra. The men around her were all professionals, and she had always been more self-conscious about her fangs than her modesty, in any case. She then pulled several wet towels from the supply she always carried in her thigh-pack and began wiping herself down, panting vigorously. There was a temperature regulation uniform being designed for her, but until it was ready, her endurance would be limited by her body heat.
“Are you okay?” Sean asked.
“Yes, but those rapid teleports are very taxing. If this were real, I’d be dead.” Then she noticed the wounds on her brother. “You’re hurt!”
“Scratches.” Samantha threw an angry look at him. “All right, all right. Flesh wounds, bugger. You act like I’ve never been shot for real before. And it’s not like these bullets are real.”
“Real enough,” Samantha replied as she wiped the wet cloth under her feathery hair and across her scalp. “My blood clots, yours doesn’t. I hate having to pump that coagulant crap inside you. It's unnatural.”
The forest jungle around them began to fade as the holographic images were dimmed, revealing the large room and various objects set up as skeletons for the rocks and trees. A couple of medics walked over to Samantha to offer cooled electrolyte drinks, which she gratefully accepted. Sean waved them off when they began looking after his minor injuries, but relented when Samantha scowled at him. The medics crushed small capsules over his broken skin that were filled with biochemical cocktails. The chemicals encouraged clotting and briefly stimulated tissue repair at the cellular level.
Technicians entered and began to gather the drones for repair. The metahuman siblings kept them really busy. Two more techs wheeled a cart into the room and placed her ammo pack atop it, and Samantha drew her guns and placed them alongside it with the ammo belts neatly coiled beneath them. Then the techs moved to collect Sean’s discarded weapons.
Samantha looked up at her twin. “Why do you always have to get shot? I swear if you ever die on me- I’ll shave you bald for the funeral.” Sean put his massive hand on her head and grinned, his look appreciative and light despite the fangs. Ruffling her hair, he pulled away and they began to walk back to the locker rooms to shower and get ready for the debriefing.
“Let’s get you cooled off. You’re a lot hotter than you usually get, Sam. Don’t preach to me about getting hurt.”
Samantha put her arm around his waist and bumped her head against him, finishing off her second bottle of the well-earned coolant. “All right, all right. But next time, I get to eat the Twinkie.” Her empty stomach growled loudly at the mention of food.
Call to War
Derek wandered the tunnel, stumbling along, sometimes incoherently walking into walls or boulders. His shoulder ached, and he was beginning to worry about internal injuries, but there was nothing he could do about it.
At last, he came upon a steel wall, and followed its length for several hundred feet before finding some kind of access hatch. The posts were covered with strange writing. Derek was fluent in over sixty languages, both spoken and written. He shook his head, searching his memory for anything resembling this script, then frowned when he came up with nothing. This whole adventure was getting worse by the minute.
The door was sealed with a sort of access panel, a single hand-sized button surrounded by several smaller ones. A dull green light blinked next to the largest button, so Derek pressed the button. The door slid open with a loud, raspy sound, shuddered with a loud crack, and the motor driving it seemed to die. He stepped inside, finding himself in a small compartment with a similar door, with a similar access panel and blinking light. He pressed this button as well, and upon opening, this door broke down, too.
At least they're stuck open, and not closed. Leaves me a way out. With that thought, he ventured into the enormous hallway.
Derek felt more lost now than when he was in the cavern. The compartment he'd just entered through seemed to be either for decompression or decontamination. Somebody had built a technological complex underneath the middle of nowhere, and although it seemed advanced, it was obviously old and long-abandoned. Mold and moss hung from the walls and ceilings, and dust was prevalent with every step he took. His digitally enhanced night vision degraded enough in this place that the goggles switched over to an infrared setting, and the high resolution, full-color scene he’d enjoyed became a low-resolution, monotonous gray.
Down one of the many corridors, he inspected several sliding access doors, finding all but one of them sealed shut. From the look of things, he determined that these doors required a power source, and most probably opened automatically when someone stepped in front of them. One was stuck half way open, however, and he was able to widen the gap enough to fit through. He looked around and saw several strange items and furniture. It looked like a break room of some type. In the corner of the room was a terminal, and he walked over to it.
The small screen was faintly lit, just enough to make out more foreign text hovering ghost-like beneath the glass. The keyboard was blank, no discernable characters to read, and he moved on. His battery cell was close to dying, and he was beginning to panic when a strange feeling suddenly gripped him. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but something was wrong. Well, forgetting the fact that he was wandering deeper into an ancient yet highly advanced technological complex searching for a girl with pink hair who had been kidnapped by a flying man with missing thighs. Yeah, aside from all that, he thought, something isn’t right.
“Help me…”
Derek froze as a feminine voice called within his head. He looked left and right. “Who’s there?”
“Please, I’m so scared…”
“Who are you? Where are you?”
“Please, somebody, I need help!”
Derek shook his head, but the voice persisted once more.
“Please, hurry. He’s gone, but I don’t know for how long. Please, HURRY!”
And then the voice simply stopped. Derek was tempted to blame it all on his imagination, but considering the day he’d had so far, voices in his head probably shouldn’t be excused too swiftly. Was it the girl? Telepathy? The thought intrigued him. He had read a lot about telepathy and telekinesis, and though he believed such abilities were possible, he could never find any evidence to satisfyingly support them.
He spent another hour investigating what he could only guess as being some secret military base, and discovered several open rooms which contained virtual zoos; cages filled with the remains of animals, and even a few small skeletons which looked humanoid, but had grossly disfigured skulls. Derek’s mind instantly filled with images of Nazi science and unethical genetic experimentation, but he focused on the task at hand.
He stopped in front of a doorway as the voice returned.
“Are you here? Please, I can feel you! Please be real! I need you!”
“Who are you?”
“Please, hurry!”
Derek looked at the door, and sure enough, there were signs that it had been used recently. The floor leading from the door had also been in use, the dust parting on either side of a dozen sets of split-toed foot prints. He moved toward the door, but it remained shut. He gently put his hand on it, scanning and trying to find a way of entry. He saw a control panel to the right, but it was useless, decorated with the same foreign script he’d seen all over the complex. Pushing the wrong thing could trip an alarm or worse.
“Can you help me?”
“What?”
“I can’t get to you. The door won’t open.”
“I’m trapped. I can’t move my arms. I can’t feel my legs. I can’t see! I’m so scared!”
“Okay, hold on. I’ll get you. I’ll find a way in.”
“Don’t leave me!”
“I’m not going anywhere! Just hold tight. I’ll figure out something.”
After a minute of thinking and observing, Derek decided to test the strength of the metal. His right arm had a baldric tied around it which contained several small, dark, yellow tubes — “hoodwinks”, he jokingly called them. They were similar to the non-lethal flashbang grenades used by police and military types to disorient people, though the hoodwinks traded a loud bang for a brighter, more harmful flash effect.
The chemical explosives used to ignite the magnesium in the hoodwinks were weak, so Derek tied several hoodwinks together within a shred of nanofiber torn from his uniform. He sighed in dismay at the thought of losing even one of his uniform’s tiny nanomachines. He'd gone to a lot of trouble to acquire them. Cramming the makeshift skeleton key into the top of the cleft between the sliding doors, he retreated a short distance and pointed his right arm at the door. A thin, double-barreled weapon popped forward above his wrist.
Switching off his night vision and shutting his eyes, Derek took aim using his uniquely accurate memory. Picturing his target in his mind, he fired a single shot at the improvised-explosive. There was a soft “pang!” and a flash that Derek could sense even through his closed eyes, followed by a muffled pop. Derek hurried to the door, trying to pry it open with his fingers. The makeshift bomb proved too weak, and the door’s integrity held. His thoughts were interrupted by what he assumed was the girl, trying to speak into his mind again. He almost screamed shut up, but caught himself. If she really was communicating with him, getting angry at her wouldn’t help either of them.
Derek looked at the panel next to the door, staring as the symbols almost began to feel familiar to him. But how? He’d never seen them before. The girl continued to intrude in his mind, and he grew nauseated as she crowded a space only meant for one. Derek realized then that he somehow knew what the symbols on the panel meant. The girl was doing something in his mind, aside from blabbering incessantly about her fears… she’s showing me what these scripts mean, and even the sequence they need to be pressed in. It almost felt like she was feeding him someone else’s memory; her captor’s perhaps? Amazement took him, but only momentarily. He pushed three buttons in quick succession, and the door slid open.
His night vision automatically shut down as light flooded out from the newly opened room. He entered cautiously, replacing the torn piece of nanomesh to his uniform, where it was instantly re-integrated. He would have to wait until he returned home to determine how many of the machines were damaged or missing. If he ever made it home.
The room appeared to be a medical laboratory, and Derek saw a monstrous machine with oil drum-like restraints pinning the girl’s arms and legs. A black helmet covered her head, eyes, and nose, with a red graph cycling across her eyes like an EKG meter. Bare wires from the helmet were stuck in her cheeks and neck. There were spots of dried blood on her face, a thick crimson line from the corner of her mouth running down under her chin, and another from her nose down over her lips. She was still dressed as he'd seen her on the plane, but the pink jacket was now nothing more than a torn rag over her shoulders, and the white shirt beneath carried several ruining blood and oil stains.
A steel belt across the girl’s waist loosely held her to a flat metal board mounted behind her back. Behind her were two massive glass cylinders, full of a purplish liquid, glowing with a strong pulse. The tops of the cylinders were capped with massive conductor coils and rods, and several wires were fed from them into the girl’s visor. Many of them seemed to be live wires sending electrical shocks straight into her head.
“You… you’re he… here,” she managed to say. Her spoken voice was noticeably weaker than it had been in his head. “You’re different from… him…”
“Are you okay?” Derek asked as he ran to her. “What is this? What did he do to you?”
“I… don’t know. Please, can you help me?” she pleaded softly.
“Yeah, just hold on, it’ll take me a minute to figure this thing out,” he lied. A minute? He didn’t even know what this thing was, let alone how to disconnect everything without killing her. Derek moved to a panel at the far left and inspected it. It was displaying the same funky script he’d seen all over the base, and he didn’t recognize any from the symbols on the door he’d just opened. The girl wasn’t in his mind anymore, and he didn’t know what any of these scripts said. The keyboard itself, a flat touch tone panel, was blank; no letters or characters imprinted on the keys. What is this place?
“Quick! He’s coming! Please get me out of here!”
“I don’t know how! I need some time. If I pull the wrong thing, you might get hurt!” He turned back to the panel board. “Now, lemme’ see…”
“Please!”
The desperation in her voice convinced him that she could sense her captor coming. Cursing fate and time, he quickly ripped the wires from her helmet. She gasped and her head drooped, and a chill went up Derek’s spine. Hurriedly he unfastened the monstrous manacles and straps to pull her down. Afraid for her life, he pulled her to his chest and sped from the room into the maze of corridors, bringing her head up to his ears every few seconds to listen for breath.
She’s not breathing! Oh, no, please don’t be dead, please don’t be dead…
* * * *
“Get that fuzzball outta’ here!”
The furry creature scampered off of the table, just in time to miss the arrow that had been shot at it.
“No need to get violent, now, Nim. The deejum’s just hungry.”
The elf who had shot the arrow frowned at the admonishment. “Those leechin’ pests just come and go as they please, walkin’ in an’ outta’ anybody’s hut as if they’re welcome everywhere. I tell ya’, if I see one more of those rats walk into my house beggin’ for grub-”
The elf was interrupted by a new deejum who boldly walked through the door and made its way to the table, completely oblivious to Nim’s angrily dumbfounded expression.
It was a furry creature, nearly six-hands tall when it stood upright. The ears were not overly large, but stuck out nonetheless from its round head. With its huge, buggy eyes and bushy tail, it resembled a large squirrel wearing a tool belt. Kassak, the elf who had pleaded on the previous creature’s behalf, almost reached the new deejum in time to rescue it from Nim’s wrath.
Almost.
FWAK!
A swing from Nim’s bow sent the furry deejum spinning across the room to slam into the wall. It stumbled drunkenly as it rose, then, realizing that it was not welcome, fumbled its way across the room to the exit.
“That’ll teach ‘em to scab off my cooking.”
“Happy now? Vented all of your pent up anger, have you? We should carve a sign for your door post. ‘Nim, slayer of ferocious deejums and the high priest of arcane culinary art’.”
Nim turned a wicked look at his companion, but Kassak ignored the glare. “Honestly, Nim, they’re not bad. They may not have the same social graces that we expect from each other, but they earn their keep. They’re just slow-witted, that’s all.”
“Kassak, when you get to be as old as I am, then you can lecture me on attitude and gracefulness. Pah, I’ll bet after a hun’red cycles you’ll be crackin’ these deejums harder than I am.” Nim was red with frustration at this point. “And another thing, rookie, I-”
“Nim- NIM! Here, suck a grape, and pick up your feet,” Kassak thrust a bowl of fruit into Nim’s hands. “C’mon, now. We’re gonna’ be late for the meeting. I’ve only just earned my cloak with the Ranger force, and I don’t wanna’ start building your reputation for tardiness.” Kassak’s long, fiery red bangs —a sharp contrast from his light blonde hair— fell over his eyes, and he swept them away as he turned for the door.
Nim growled, but quelled an outburst by shoveling a handful of grapes into his mouth. Kassak chuckled.
The two elves jogged the distance from Nim’s hut to the town’s outer wall, where the torches signaling the start of the weekly meeting were already being lit. A young female elf stepped forward from the congregating rangers at Nim's approach. Her short, lavender hair gleamed with an angelic aura as orange flamelight bounced from each violet strand.
“Nim! Well, well! You ought to hang around Kassak more often. Maybe you’d actually make it to the meetings once in a while,” she grinned.
“Yeah, and maybe you oughtta’ quit playin’ Ranger and get back in the kitchen, Gemlorry. Or will you be growin a beard next?” The other elves in the group laughed and hooted at Nim’s crass reply. The ellh chuckled, too.
“Ah, Nim, no need to get all jealous of my skills just because I’m an ellh. But take heart, there’s still hope for you, you know. Believe it or not, there are ellh here in the Borderlands who are attracted to elves with a fat, hairy troll butt for a face. I’m just not one of them,” she winked. Again, laughs and howls louder than before. Even normally grim Nim awarded Gemlorrry with a lopsided smile.
Gemlorry walked towards his young companion, keeping her eyes on Nim with a friendly challenge. Her hips, however, swayed in an elegantly blatant attempt to capture Kassak’s attention. As she walked past him, she was pleased to see that the attempt had not been in vain. She made it a point to trap Kassak with her suggestive movements and lacy innuendos as often as she could. It irked her that he made it a point to avoid her as often as he could. “Hard to get” was supposed to be an ellh’s game.
“All right, all right, elves and ellh. Let’s get on with things.” The commander of the village rangers, Maxillion, motioned his arms for the others to find seats and begin the meeting. The elves professionally collected themselves and assembled in groups according to their assigned units. Kassak and Nim found places among their unit, the Harvesters. After a quick roll call, Maxillion gave brief updates and continued on with the week's assignments.
“Now, first of all… let’s see. Finhart? Please stand.”
A lean elf in one of the middle rows stood and saluted, his left arm snaking to his right shoulder.
“Yes, sir!”
“Finhart, your Graypack group has garrison duty this week. I want you all to be especially alert near the area surrounding the old borak tree. Penlymun has informed me of suspicious activities in that area, and some irenaks have been sighted near there a few times in the past couple of weeks. I wouldn’t mind if some of your scouts set up a watch right at the old borak.”
“I understand, Maxillion. We’ll keep an eye on the irenaks.”
“It’s not just the irenaks; I don’t know exactly what it is, but it seems activity in the Badlands has increased over the past month. We haven't seen goblins in a long time, but if irenaks are lurking about, the goblins can't be far behind. I’d really like to know what’s going on.”
Maxillion motioned for Finhart to be seated, then looked back to his notes. “Tela?” Another elf, to the left of of Finhart's group, stood and saluted as Finhart sat down. Maxillion nodded. “I am dispatching your Crystal Knife group back to Jenshire-”
A swift and harsh breeze blew over the gathered elves. Maxillion’s long, blue hair violently rode the breeze, as did his red and black cloak. Elves held their cloaks to their sides as the breeze mellowed, and a voice boomed over the group.
“I am sorry, but Maxillion’s plans must be disregarded.”
The elves looked around in bewilderment, and Maxillion spun, trying to determine the direction from which the voice came. But it came from everywhere. Not fond of surprises, the powerful elf lowered his frame into an alert stance, his hand resting on the hilt of his short sword. Taking the cue from their commander, the other elves readied bows and daggers. The few experienced magic users in the group began to enact detection and warding spells.
A figure, dressed and armed for battle, stepped onto the podium beside Maxillion. Caught off guard by the sudden appearance of the warrior, Maxillion drew his sword and slashed it upward towards the stranger’s neck with blazing speed, stopping short and resting the point of the blade firmly below his chin.
“Identify yourself,” he began, but stopped when he recognized the markings of the Royal Honor Guard on the mysterious stranger’s garb.
“I am Khun ‘Rhee, also called Dragonheart.” Khun looked over the blade touching his neck at the host of elvish weapons pointed in his direction from the group of rangers now surrounding him. “Impressive,” he smiled. “You are the fourth ranger group I have approached this day, and none of them managed to surround me without my knowing it. I commend your skill.”
The elves’ weapons lowered at his declaration, and awe replaced the stone look in their eyes. Maxillion swiftly sheathed his own weapon, and he bowed and saluted the legendary warrior.
“Forgive me, General, I was caught off-”
“I know you were, Commander Maxillion. It was my intention to surprise you.” Khun looked over his shoulder at the elves, who were still climbing back down from the excitement of surprise. “Elves, please, take your seats. I have some urgent news to share with you.”
The elves swiftly returned to their benches, and Maxillion stepped back from the podium to make room. Though unusually tall for an elf, Maxillion was dwarfed by the legendary warrior's size. Khun ‘Rhee was about as tall as humans and vampyres were. Maxillion was anxious to hear what news would bring the captain of the sprites’ Honor Guard out to an obscure village in the Borderlands.
Khun stood with his arms folded behind him. “I will attempt to make this as brief as possible, because we have a lot to accomplish, with not much time to waste. First of all, I would like to introduce you to Dufangen, the Royal Court Advisor.”
At his introduction, a small mystic woman began to walk up to the podium, materializing out of thin air. She was a full head shorter than most of the elves. Her long hair was a very light blue and frizzled like an unruly wheat field. The hair near her cheeks was braided tightly and hung to her knees, and the tips of her large ears protruded cat-like from the top of her hair. She wore a heavy black headpiece adorned with three dull jewels, and a green robe, which covered her feet and trailed behind her. Around her waist was tied a dried vine from which pouches and herbs hung.
As she ascended the steps, the staff she carried, which was as tall as she was, began to glow, and the great red crystal embedded in the crook of the staff flared brightly. She chanted in a long-dead tongue, and her free hand motioned subtly as she spoke.
Living out so far removed from the larger cities of the realm, these rangers were not exposed to the kind of complex magic weaving being worked before them now. The elves began to grow anxious. Dufangen finally concluded her ritual, spoke something to Khun which the other elves could not hear, then vanished in the same manner she appeared.
“Friends,” Khun began, “I am sorry for the sudden intrusion. I asked Dufangen to provide us with a barrier while we talked. It is imperative that none listen as I speak with you, so no one outside our circle now can see or hear us.
“The reason for my visit is two-fold; I have accomplished the first goal by intruding on your meeting. Your reaction to my arrival is a credit to your commander,” he motioned towards Maxillion.
“However, the second reason for my visit is gravely serious. Even as I speak, a platoon dispatched from the Color Guard is marching this way. As of now, you are all requisitioned for duty with the royal army.”
A low murmur rose from the elves, and Khun raised his hand for silence.
“The Color Guard is being sent here as a security garrison for your village. The royal army is massing, and all outlying military groups are ordered to leave for the capitol at once. Non-combatants must be evacuated back to the cities. I am here, by permission of your Queen Jiya, to order you back to Jenshire for planning and preparations.
“You have no choice in the matter. However, the Ministry is also seeking help from the gnomes and wolves, and many groups within the vampyre ranks have volunteered their assistance…”
Khun stopped as he noticed Maxillion shifting in the background beside him. He motioned for the ranger commander to speak.
“Pardon my insolence, sir, but why are we being ordered? We are not part of the regular army. We serve Queen Jiya, but not as Jenshire's soldiers.”
“Insolence? Nonsense. Blindly accepting this requisition would be an act of insolence against your elves. I was getting around to it, but I’ll say it now: the dwarves are also under order. This is a joint decree from your Queen Jiya and the dwarves’ King Stokbor. I am assembling a task force to rectify a grave situation concerning the elf and dwarf nations.”
Khun paused for dramatic affect, then drew his longsword from the sheath at his belt. “Elves, our target is the Matari prison camps.”
* * * *
Even at eleven thousand feet, she didn’t feel far enough away from those rabid animals. Shooting down enemy fighters is their job. Interrogating prisoners is their job. She respected the roles of her enemy counterparts. But torture for amusement’s sake? She wished her fighter had been loaded with three tons of ordinance to drop on their heads right at that moment. She glanced behind her at Lieutenant Lang, strapped into the navigation seat. He was still dazed, and bleeding from several burns and deep cuts all over his body. She turned her attention back to her gauges. Her fighter, designed by the engineering wizards at S2, housed the most advanced model of military stealth technology in the world.
Invisible to radar, and physically invisible to the naked eye from beyond fifty feet, she was secure in her flight to Japan. She knew Strategic Sciences was very displeased with her actions, but she didn’t care. She also knew that she owed the Black Eagle unit a big favor after this operation. They’d willingly disobeyed orders and infiltrated Korea to help free her captive pilot. They performed flawlessly, getting the injured man to the extraction point where she retrieved him on her way back from a bombing run further north. Now all she had to do was make it to the refueling bird and head for Osaka. Everything was going smoothly…
It started as a flash in the corner of her eye. The MIG-37 started its intercept course just under ten miles out. She cursed and rolled the fighter onto its side, trying to hide her canopy from his view.
The technology hiding her craft was nearly perfect. Thousands of fiber-optic cameras littered the fuselage of the fighter, feeding their signals to the thin chemicrystal screens which covered the electri-chameleon “skin” of the plane. Video taken from one side of the fighter was digitally projected in perfect geometric synch on the opposite side, simulating transparency. The fuselage itself was lined with a radar absorbent material, which ran in circuitous paths into the nose of the fighter where, instead of radar, a unique energy converter affectionately known as a “radar sponge” was housed. Equipped with this radar sponge —a device which converted the absorbed RF energy into electricity to power the fighter’s stealth and avionics— the fighter was undetectable in flight… except for the three exposed areas on the plane: the engine intakes, thrusters, and the cockpit.
The VX-23, codenamed “Sylph”, did not officially exist. No one outside of Strategic Sciences and key officials within the Pentagon knew of the stealth fighter. The pilot guessed that the enemy had seen the glare of her cockpit, and was flying over to investigate. The only good news was that this far behind the border, the diminutive Red Korean Air Force conducted patrols singly rather than in pairs.
Engaging her radio jammer, she throttled the plane into action, the monstrous Pratt & Whitney turbines screaming in response to the command for increased power. Thumbing the hat switch on the right control stick, she armed one of the fighter’s two “lightrunner” missiles, whose warheads were outfitted with highly intelligent guidance packages designed to chase any object designated by her targeting lasers. In this case, the designated target was the unlucky communist fighter which she tapped on her touch-screen targeting system.
Ignoring her basic flight training, the Sylph pilot climbed instead of breaking off contact, wanting to watch her payload hit the SOB that was chasing her and get some payback for Lieutenant Lang’s brutal treatment at this country’s hands. The VX-23 continued to climb lazily out of the path of the MIG, its targeting lasers locked tightly just behind the MIG's cockpit.
The enemy pilot, spotting the incoming missile, tried to fool it with a last-minute jink, three flare packs, and half of his chaff stores. Their fighters continued racing toward each other, the Korean firing volley after volley from his cannon at random patches of sky before being blown to pieces. The Sylph seemed as stunned as its pilot was when the nine-inch bullets tore through the fuselage. Scores of camouflage panels went out, exposing several portions of the craft. Even more critical was the fact that several bullets had torn through her intake system, severely damaging her engines, and her slow climb turned into a stall.
Falling into a flat spin, the Lieutenant Colonel fought desperately to gain control of her crippled fighter. She succeeded in controlling the spin, but the ground was coming up fast. With little options left to her, she pulled the controls and engaged the vertical thrust system.
The rear of the plane shifted as the vectored tail nozzles opened up like great, outstretched claws, and the entire engine assembly unlocked and unfolded itself into a vertical position, giving the fighter the appearance of a giant mechanical hawk stretching its talons for a landing. Canards and panels opened up all over the fuselage and around the engine blocks, allowing vents and thru-ways activated via computer commands to keep the fighter aerodynamic as it literally transformed its dimensions and shape. The wings altered their shape and direction sweep as well, using a cleverly designed morphing system.
With the spin now under control, she tried again to ignite the engines. There was a strong bucking force as the jets fired back to life, the now upward-facing turbines sucking air rapidly into the compressors. She breathed a sigh of relief as their descent slowed, but then the engines failed…
*
Bringing her mind back to the present, Major Jeannette Beadreaux re-checked the exterior of her jeed while pulling the rubbery flight hood over her head. Her hair was cut short and wild, almost as if she never bothered to brush it, and the hood easily slid into place.
Her jeed was unique: labeled the VT-6, the Major’s prototype tank stood just over fourteen feet tall, and incorporated the same chemically treated armor as the standard VT-4’s assigned to her men, but augmented with a reactive layer over the thigh and chest area. The VT-6 also sported several rocket ports in various places on its frame. It had four arms, two of which were servos on the abdominal area that served as the control terminals for the pilot’s arms to slide into.
Mounted on the platform’s main right arm was the reason the Major was assigned a prototype platform: a mobile carbon-based laser generator, capable of burning through several dozen feet of steel and concrete in seconds. The VT-6 was also the first vehicle in history to be powered by a miniaturized nuclear reactor, the size of a large luggage trunk. S2 would, however, allow the U.S. Navy to publically claim that boast with its forth-coming line of fast-attack hydroplanes, powered by the same reactor design.
Concluding her “pre-flight” check of the VT-6 exterior, Major Beadreaux climbed into the cockpit, fastening the safety harnesses and buckles. The “eyes” in the jeed’s head began to whir and groan mechanically behind the glazed visor: the optic scanners were activating for the VR helmet Major Beadreaux was now wearing. The jeed’s head panned left, right, up, down… matching the Major’s head movements, feeding its enhanced video to her visor. Her lower legs slid comfortably into the control boots that were hydraulically fastened inside the platform’s thighs, and would determine the platform’s leg movements. She tested the pedals beside the boots, making sure they had the right amount of resistance to ensure she could command the platform to kneel when she needed it to.
Next, she reached into the servo arms; a glove was in the left servo, a joystick in the right. Filling the glove with her fingers, she raised her arm, twisted her wrist from side to side and flexed her digits, watching as the platform’s enormous hand parroted her actions. In the right servo, she found the joystick and gripped it like a motorcycle handle, twisting it and using the thumb-switch to cycle the laser’s diagnostic settings. There were numerous buttons within each servo, all distinctly shaped and sized so that she could differentiate them by touch. These controlled everything from her radio to the display settings in her visor. The system originally relied on voice commands for most functions, but test pilots complained that that method of control was inadequate in combat situations, due to both software limitations and simple practicality. Major Beadreaux’s right pinky searched for and found the switch that sealed the cockpit, encasing her like a twenty-first century knight in shining armor.
Technicians performing last minute diagnostic checks bustled about the frame, taking readings and marking their lists, paying special attention to the reactor in the middle of the platform’s back. Eighteen inches of layered composite metals were all that separated the pilot from a fatal dose of radiation, but the truth was, the reactor casing was the most robust section of the platform.
The last of the readiness checks were complete, and the platforms were now “go-ready”, set to deploy as soon as they received their orders, which likely wouldn't be for a couple of hours, at least. A civilian on the other side of the hangar was being given a crash course in operating a VT-2 platform, which told the Major both a lot and nothing of substance at the same time.
She didn’t like the VT-6. She was a pilot, not an infantry soldier. While her battle platform had limited flight capabilities, the enclosed environment crowded her with its blue-light interior and virtual reality system. She would feel more at home in the exposed cockpit of her aging F-22, or even the new VX-23 fighters that S2 produced.
That extraction mission in Korea had been a wild ride. She trained her VT-6’s optics on Captain Lang’s VT-4; his jeed looked over in her direction and casually saluted. She smiled at that.
The Sylph was a fancy fighter, and that vertical thruster maneuver had saved their lives. Unfortunately, the plane wasn’t designed to perform such a drastic action, and it was a wonder that both Lang and herself had survived that wreck. She still remembered the chill she felt when she walked into the debriefing and saw photos of the mangled piece of scrap that had been her fighter. The Black Eagle unit, already illegally in the country to assist her, had been tasked with recovering her and Lang, and destroying the wreckage before the communists could recover it. Both she and Lang had been sufficiently jarred from the crash that she scarcely remembered their rescue.
If S2 hadn’t been so desperately short on personnel at the time, she had no doubt she would have been permanently grounded, if not jailed for life. She had not only disobeyed direct orders, she’d wrecked a billion-dollar weapon system in the process. As it was, she had been demoted, and while S2’s limited manpool found her retaining technical command of the Mavericks, she'd have a better chance campaigning to become the Queen of Zimbabwe than rising beyond the rank of major again.
Being shot down had shamed her immensely; the enemy pilot hadn't been better than her, she'd simply been stupid, and the blame was all on her gross error in judgment. Whispers had reached her ears that S2 had been more furious over the loss of the fighter than the fact that she'd gone rogue to save her man. But given her beyond-gracious second chance, she was now the model of the perfect S2 operative, performing her duties and, seemingly, her whole life, strictly by protocol.
No one would ever suspect her of being a charter member of General Burke’s mutinous new Covert Defense Unit.
By the Seat of Your Pants
Someone had murdered two criminals in Waikiki.
The coroner placed his tools on the table. The victims were now in his “care”, as he proved their cause of death for his report. He didn't know who they were, though their forged IDs were expertly crafted, according to the Feds. They'd been a couple of nasty people in real life, that was for sure. They were wanted for the murders of several federal agents in Virginia, and the double homicide of a man and his eight-year old daughter in Massachusetts. The doctor wasn't heartbroken to see that they'd been killed. He was very disturbed, however, that he still didn’t know exactly how. The how was his job to find out, and following nearly two days of examination, he was still scratching his head. An alarming email he’d received not long ago had him concerned, as well, but the cadavers were most disturbing.
The cause of death was obvious: several puncture wounds decorated their abdomens and heads. Just what kind of weapon had caused the injuries was still a mystery. They resembled gunshot wounds, but lacked any of the usual traces of bullets: powder, exit wounds, the bullets themselves, not even metal fragments… it was as if they had been shot with air. Surely there were industrial pneumatics capable of inflicting such damage, but the investigation had not been able to turn up anything that matched this.
But even more perplexing were the dead bodies themselves. One of them was putrefying at an alarming pace. At this rate, he would have nothing left to inspect. When checking the jaws to make dental record comparisons, he was stunned to find that the canines could be stimulated to sharpen and enlarge, like fangs. And the molars looked as if they had been filed to needle-point sharpness. The lower jaws of both men were subtly elongated, and looked like something he’d find in a pair of predatory animals.
A knock at the door announced the arrival of the FBI agents tasked to the case involving the two dead men on his examining tables. He wondered how to explain this to them without sounding like a madman. Composing himself, he greeted the two agents, who introduced themselves.
“Hello, Doctor Pi'ikano? I’m special agent Harris from Washington, this is agent Perez, from the Honolulu office. Some of my fellow agents are on a plane right now to meet us tomorrow.” Hawaii was a pretty slow detail for the FBI. Most of the Bureau’s concern here these days was with drugs and human slave-trade; a vile business, but Asia was full of people desperate to get to America, and America sadly had people happy to exploit them.
“Good evening, gentlemen,” the Coroner replied. “I was hoping you’d get here soon. Here’s my report.”
The taller agent, Harris, accepted the folder and skimmed through it. With a skeptical look, he passed it to his partner and walked over to the bodies. As the report had stated, one of the bodies was decomposing very quickly. He looked at the doctor, who moved over to the body being inspected, which was not decaying like the other, and propped open the mouth so that his guests could see.
Both agents had their noses and mouths covered. Agent Harris wrinkled his brow.
“Gross. Is this for real?” The doctor nodded. “Surgery of some kind?”
“I’m not sure. The molars may have been filed or drilled, but these here,” Dr. Pi'ikano said, tapping the odd canines with his probe, “these I cannot explain. The muscles seem to be wrapped around the teeth- here watch,”
The doctor used a small instrument to squeeze the muscle he was describing, and the sharp fangs lashed out, overlapping several of the other teeth beside them.
“Whoa!” Agent Perez flinched at the sight. He looked at Harris. “That mean anything to you? Would your hooded vigilante be chasing down freaks like this?”
Harris narrowed his eyes. “Whoever the assassin is avoided our spotters. We’re not sure it was the Hood, yet. He's never killed anyone before, not that we know of. Anyway, what’s the story, doc?”
“I know of no surgical procedure like this,” the doctor said. “The teeth are actually changing shape, and it looks to be a natural process.”
“You think it’s a freak, then? One of those feralmen they talk about on TV?”
“That was my first assumption. But even feralmen have unique DNA profiles.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, feralmen typically have a couple extra genes, we assume it’s some kind of mutation. But otherwise they’re just like us, unique enough on the genetic level that you can tell one from the other. These two, on the other hand, they look nothing alike, yet their DNA samples, fingerprints, dental charts, even their retinal maps are identical to each other. That is impossible. The DNA isn’t normal, either.
“There are several trillion extra strands of compounded proteins packed into the samples from these two men. These are not human or feralman genetic profiles.
“Now look at the bodies. Visually, they have no similar features aside from the teeth and eyecolor, and looking at the postmortem photos alone can tell you that one is decidedly older than the other, by at least twenty years. Judging by their taste in clothes,” he waved dismissively in the direction of his office where the dead men's personal effects were, “they come from very different backgrounds. But their DNA keeps testing the same, which, as I said, is just impossible. I’ve checked the equipment and it works fine.
“Also, their blood…” the doctor shook his head. “Both subjects’ blood samples are extremely irregular. They have enormously high levels of anti-oxidants, higher than I would think possible, but also several types of micro-organisms which are known to be harmful, even fatal, to humans. Yet, the toxins seem not to have affected them. From what I can discern, they’ve always had this biological condition. These toxins weren't just pumped into them any time recently.
“If you gentlemen would come with me, I have some research material in my office that has documentation of similar occurrences. There have been cases resembling these two —extremely rare— but the records are similar to what I’ve found here. They were referenced in my report, but you may want to take some copies with you. I’ve also sent data samples to an institute in Zurich to compare with records they have of this nature. Still waiting for confirmation from them, but I’m betting the DNA will be an exact match. By the way, I just learned this afternoon I might be needing protection.”
“Come again?”
“The lab in Zurich that I mentioned? It’s run by Tinsdale Corporation-”
“The toothpaste guys?”
“Pharmaceuticals, but yes, the toothpaste is rather popular. Their Swiss facility is one of the most secure facilities in the world. Whenever research has started on subjects possessing this genetic anomaly, the researchers go missing. Tinsdale forwarded me several news clippings to that effect. They’ve been hit themselves several times for this reason, which is why they employ a small army of security people to guard their labs. When I contacted them with my findings, they warned me to get out of town for my own safety, even suggested I head to Zurich and work with them. Whatever you’re investigating goes a lot farther than homicide, Agent Harris.”
“All right, we’ll look into that. Let’s go get your notes, I’ll see if I can arrange to get you into our protection til we sort this out. I’m guessing the bodies, too?” The coroner nodded.
With a final look at the cadavers, the agents followed the coroner to his office. The fangs which had been forcibly exposed by the coroner were slowly reverting, and if the three men had stayed just a moment longer, they would have seen the shallow breathing that began in the creature’s chest as his fangs struggled to hide themselves…
* * * *
Strategic Sciences headquarters ran quieter than General Burke had expected after the events of yesterday. It seemed like just another day at the office, and if he didn’t know any better, he would have thought that to be true. There was still the matter of the communist uprising in Eastern Europe to worry about, and the situation seemed to worsen every day as new atrocities were uncovered. The goal of reuniting the former Soviet states, what western media had termed “the mini-stan blocs,” was a mindless aspiration in the eyes of the West, but it was a goal held seriously enough by the Communists that genocide was an acceptable means in achieving their ends.
The Americans and their NATO allies were on the brink of invading, despite S2's efforts to prove that the democratic Russian government was not entirely overrun yet and needed tactical aid, not an all-out war dropped on its doorstep. But the alien presence had drawn most of S2's attention away from the problem, and Burke fervently hoped the Russian powder keg could hold off exploding for at least a few more weeks while they dealt with this new threat.
The General had not spoken to Dr. Hawkreed since the argument yesterday. He had no wish to talk to the Director, and he did not doubt that Hawkreed shared the sentiment. Back in his office, he shut the door and began to download the classified files that Dr. Hawkreed had released for S2’s operatives to access.
The timeline went back to nineteen fifty-eight… the year the alien had been discovered. But that wasn’t entirely right: McKane had known about it for at least eighty years before it was dug up in California. After all, he was the one who put it there.
Scrolling through the files, the General read the bio of the unfortunate man slated to pilot the testing phase of Project Argus.
Anthony Brian Dimmick, a captain in the Air Force. What a waste.
He had spent two years stationed at Edwards Air Force Base as a test pilot before retiring and being scooped up by S2 in the late nineteen-eighties for this project. Thirty one years old at the time of the incident, he had left behind a wife and ten year old girl. On a whim, the General pulled the file on Dimmick’s family.
The wife, Maggie, now lived in… Phoenix? Wow. That was ironic. She'd unwittingly moved next door to the cloak and dagger organization that had gotten her husband killed. The General was pleased to see that S2 had taken care of her financially after Anthony's death. The least they could do, he mumbled. Dimmick’s daughter, Cathy, lived in Ontario with her husband of twenty-two years. Apparently she was an editor for a Canadian publishing company.
General Burke returned his attention to the fateful day of Dimmick’s death. The full specs for the armor were displayed in a window on his screen, and to the left of that were technical reports on the projected performance of the vehicle. Argus resembled a much larger, clumsier version of the Valentine/Turonne-series battle platforms now deployed by S2. Like the modern VT platforms, Argus was designed so that the pilot actually “wore” the tank more than he sat in it. S2 had developed a need to rapidly deploy the firepower of heavy armor like tanks, without the logistical hurdles of actually deploying tanks. The VT models, born from Argus research, gave them a small, highly mobile weapons platform that could be quickly dropped and recovered in platoon-sized numbers by modern transport methods.
Opening separate files, General Burke found that over seventy percent of the alien systems had not been thoroughly verified, despite careful study. It seems the alien unit was just too complicated to fully understand. It was ludicrous. Section three fashioned an experimental tool trying to meld proven technology with science fiction hardware. Even though the Argus unit was never intended to be put to actual use as a weapon, they were using the alien construct itself as the test bed for their experiments when they didn’t even know half of what the thing could or would do. They’d figured out how to make it move, and how to mate human computer systems into some of the control functions; the alien computer seemed to understand human systems even if the humans could not understand the alien’s.
General Burke knew that Richard McKane had once submitted himself for study during World War Two, prior to Strategic Sciences’ existence. According to sealed records, not much had been learned. The technology of the time had not been sufficient to analyze McKane’s physiology, and he was apparently unable or unwilling to explain the alien technology in detail.
The Army instead contented itself with asking him for favors; blow up a bridge here, take out an enemy camp there. McKane had offered only limited assistance, not wanting to make his existence public. More pointedly, he was opposed to allowing the military develop any kind of dependence on what he could do for them. The one exception was a fact that no history book ever told: Hitler's Germany had developed an atomic weapon before America had.
And McKane had destroyed it.
Back in the forties, the Army had had the common sense to take whatever help McKane offered and not force the issue. But in nineteen-ninety, with Doctor Carl Wilson as Strategic Sciences’ Director? There had been no such sentiments, and McKane had been treated like a piece of hazardous equipment following his destruction of Argus.
One reason, General Burke knew, was an unconfirmed story that McKane had massacred a village of Spanish settlers in Mexico shortly after his alteration. Personally, the General could not fathom McKane doing such a thing. That the village had been mysteriously depopulated was a matter of historical record, and Mexican legends referred to an “iron demon” being involved, but McKane had never been tied to it one way or the other, and General Burke had never asked the cyborg about it.
It had not taken long for McKane to grow weary of his mistreatment in section three’s labs. Though the administrators objected, they learned the hard way that McKane was simply tolerating them, and not fearful of their martial authority, as they had assumed.
It was McKane’s relationship with Alex that the General was banking on now. Closing the files, he dialed up a secure connection with Alaska Base to check up on his new CD operatives.
* * * *
Bennett Kunali’i sat on the beach watching the surf. He had still not allowed the tragedy of Kelli’s death to sink in. His younger brother, Devon, sat in the car thirty yards behind him, listening to the radio. Normally, these two would be out in the water with the rest of the surfers, enjoying the ocean and the competition. But neither boy was in the mood for fun today.
Devon was glad to be out of the house, even though the circumstances weren’t the best. Their guardian, Erica, already had her plate full worrying about her husband Christian, the boys’ older brother. A marine reservist, his company had been deployed to Russia for the past month as part of America’s answer to the escalating violence with communist militants. Ben didn’t want to add his misery to Erica’s, and so avoided her as much as possible.
Devon tried to make sense of it all. Their mother had died while giving birth to their little sister, who ended up dying herself just days after being born. Some medical complication Devon didn’t understand took their lives. To dump salt on the wound, fate had taken their father away just a month later. Perversely, Leanoard Kunali’i had killed himself and a mother of three in a car wreck, after drinking heavily to cope with the loss of his own wife and child. Devon frowned. Who’s going to be next? Bennett? Me?
His grim humor concocted the idea that fate was an entity whose sole purpose was to kill off his family and loved ones one at a time. First Mom, then several days later Grace; then dad; Chris is off someplace where he stands a good chance of being killed; and now Kel is gone, too. Now only he and Ben and Erica were left. Well, he thought, we’re not going to die. It was ridiculous, he knew, but he was determined to live longer than anyone ever had, simply to thwart fate. He grinned maliciously as he thought about his new goal in life. He had just declared war on the Grim Reaper.
He couldn’t know that he just might actually win.
* * * *
Harry Baik, Lieutenant, codename Upstate, was laughing despite himself. Captain Josef Skatler, codename Caravan, had just told a joke of such mind-numbing raunchiness that Lt. Baik almost fell out of his seat. The soldiers of the bloodcraft unit sat together in their modified JC-19 command personnel transport, trading anecdotes and, more often, dirty stories, as was the unofficial pastime during what the troops called “company travel”.
The transport had raised floors to the right and left sides of the interior, with a four-foot deep trench down the middle of the craft. The VT-2 and VT-4 battle platforms assigned to the bloodcraft team sat in the trench, and techies moved about them, running diagnostics and “pre-flight” checks. The platforms being used by the bloodcraft team couldn’t really fly, but the term stuck.
Six Maverick pilots finally boarded last, and the plane shook as VT-4 “jeeds” piloted by Major Beadreaux’s men walked onboard. The aft section of the transport was equipped with docking stations for their platforms to lock themselves into, except for Major Beadreaux’s. Her prototype simply knelt on the floor. It was heavy enough that it wouldn’t move. Much.
Colonel Tritt sat forward of everyone, near the navigation area. Unlike the standard U.S. military C-19, the J- variant was loaded to accommodate S2's need for efficient movement of troops and VT platforms, while providing state-of-the-art intelligence gathering equipment and defensive capabilities. Though globe-spanning and politically powerful, S2 was limited in personnel and resources, necessitating that its people and hardware be capable of multiple functions. This transport/spy plane did not perform as well as U.S. Air Force craft with dedicated missions —like the recently remodeled RC-135b “rivet-joint” reconnaissance aircraft, or the gargantuan C-5C Galaxy transport aircraft— but it was sufficient for S2's needs.
Masking S2 transport flights around the world had required difficult manipulations within the Pentagon, until the wizards at Engineering and Development created the Airborne Special Operations Concealment (ASOC) escort jet two years ago, a retooling of the U.S. Air Force’s retired Airborne Warning and Control System (AWACS) E-3 Sentry surveillance craft. The ASOC system replaced the E3’s rotating antennae disc with a stationary halo-shaped transmitter. Instead of gathering electronic intelligence, the ASOC spread an electromagnetic “shell” around itself up to a quarter mile in diameter. The ASOC was the middle of the protective sphere, and anything flying within the invisible globe of the ASOC’s electronic barrier would benefit from its unique ability to collect and divert RF energy upward, away from its origin. The barrier could discern between frequency wavelengths, allowing voice and data traffic at the same time it was denying radar returns.
It wasn’t quite as effective as the ECS radar “sponge” hiding the smaller VX-23, which literally absorbed radar energy and converted it into electrical power, but the ASOC served its purpose, especially since perfectly concealing anything as big as a C-19 was virtually impossible. Not all the energy from a source was guaranteed to deflect, and powerful radars, both terrestrial and orbital, could get intermittent hits on whatever craft the ASOC was trying to hide. Barrier technology was still pioneer work. The fields they could generate were not as stable as the engineers wanted, but the science fiction concept of “force fields” had now taken another step towards reality.
The C-19 couldn’t fit completely within the ASOC’s barrier; not unless the pilots of both aircraft were crazy maniacs willing to fly on top of each other, and S2 discouraged such shows of bravado. Instead, a wing of three VX fighters piloted by members of the Maverick squadron would fly escort to offer extra shielding on the aircraft’s unprotected side. Only two ASOC craft were in service, and the other one was in Europe.
Toggling his headgear’s audio channel, the Colonel listened in on the flight crew’s pre-flight checklist. The voices faded as he turned his attention to the classified documents outlining their orders. So far, satellites had tracked the alien to Greenland, of all places; somewhere in the southern region of Nanortalik. Colonel Tritt knew next to nothing about Greenland, other than that it was probably cold enough up there to freeze your ass shut. Some notes on the place said that the region was an experimental forest, populated by gene-spliced trees and fauna planted in the nineteen nineties. The plants were altered to thrive in harsh environments, and were the basis for the robust hydroponics at the lunar labs.
Back to the mission. There were some disturbing reports on why the alien might have attacked the airliner. The undercover team sent to investigate the wreckage was burning some serious midnight oil, and offered speculation regarding two of the passengers. Missing were a girl and a boy, both of whom had been seated toward the rear of the plane, not in first class where all of the other unaccounted passengers had been. Most modern airliners were built with emergency flotation rigs to keep unlikely crashes from sinking, but even so, most of the wreckage was submerged at a shallow depth. Some of the buoyancy devices were probably destroyed when the plane broke into three pieces. If anyone hadn’t been killed the instant the plane crashed, they had drowned instead. The Colonel shook his head at the loss.
The planned extraction route for this op had his team being ferreted away from Greenland by hovercraft to rendezvous with the Omeron, an S2 submarine undergoing trials in the Arctic. The problem was, Omeron didn’t know anything about S2’s current situation, spending most of her time in the blackened depths of the Arctic Ocean to certify her crew and systems, and barring an emergency, she wasn’t scheduled to come up for satellite communications for another week. She wasn’t considered active duty.
Sono-bouies were being dropped to try to make contact, but if she couldn’t be reached in time to receive the order, the contingency plan was a British aircraft carrier group, Taskgroup Falkner. They were conducting exercises near Greenland, and were also the source of the hovercraft that would be extracting Boss’s team.
The Brit admiral in charge of Falkner was almost certainly an S2 man, but Boss hardly thought that S2 had an entire Royal Navy command subverted for their use. The problem was that personnel information was so compartmentalized that he would probably never find out exactly who S2 owned and who was just following what they thought were legitimate orders. Heck, maybe their Prime Minister is one of us. Wouldn't that be something?
Refined pictures from the satellite’s coverage of the attack confirmed that a girl was carried off by the alien, and something, possibly the boy, being dragged along behind. It was hard to get decent pictures of objects moving that fast, good as the satellites were. The satcam had also recorded video, and that would have been significantly more helpful than these stills, which had to be enlarged and enhanced from images taken of ten mile-square photos in order to be sure they got pictures of anything. But the video only recorded the plane in flight just as it crashed, completely ignoring the alien as it flew off in another direction.
The satellite itself was a twenty two year-old bird that S2 had launched as an Origin Technologies asset. Origin had a millimeter-wave radar onboard that was pointed at space; S2 had a camera onboard that was pointed at Earth. That camera had been tasked the instant it was determined the pilot was broadcasting a distress call. The radio had been jammed during the attack, but one garbled piece of audio was all the software needed to decipher the relevant “mayday”. Terrorists were an endangered species and rarely hit airliners anymore, but S2, in all its infinite experience, tied software-driven communications equipment to listening posts worldwide, keyed to emergency voice traffic. The instant a mayday is picked up by any air traffic controller, the nearest S2 satellite camera is activated and trained on the plane’s location to aid in situational assessment. No one ever programmed the camera to track an alien craft flying away from the plane.
“Hindsight,” The Colonel grunted with grim humor.
The coordinates of the alien’s last known position were given, and that’s where the hunt would start. Colonel Tritt looked aft as the cargo doors began closing. Evidently the techies had finished their inspections of his group’s battle platforms. He hoped they paid special attention to the booster and parachute modules since they’d all be jumping to this location. He couldn’t see the “tool box”, their term for the steel crate holding their weapons and equipment. It would be stored near the back, he knew, the faster to push it out. He could see that massive VT-6, however, kneeling silently, like a giant monster contemplating its next meal.
Beadreaux would be in that one, he figured. Good looking girl; a bit stand-offish, though, he had heard. Not that it mattered. As long as she gets the job done, which seemed to be her habit. He'd worked with her once before in Korea, helping to rescue an S2 pilot being held captive by the regime, then rescuing both her and her pilot when she'd been shot down during the extraction. She’d taken all the heat on that operation, even though he’d disobeyed orders just as blatantly as she had. Apparently the loss of the fighter was what plugged up the admins’ sphyncters, but he didn’t think she deserved what she got. Equipment can be replaced more easily than people, and he had to give respect to her for making that call.
“Going soft for a pretty face, Marc,” he whispered to himself.
He dismissed further thoughts about the Major. He figured he wasn’t her type, anyway, and there were two ex-Mrs. Tritts to remind him why he lived alone. He did miss seeing his kids every day; Marc, Jr. had just turned ten last month, but Marc, Sr. had been busy blowing up rebel infrastructure in Kazakhstan during the party. His daughter Sally’s eighth birthday was coming up in a few months, and he didn’t know if he’d be free for that, either-
“Colonel?”
Colonel Tritt blinked into the present, and looked up. “Yes, doctor?”
“Sir, I guess its kind of obvious, but…” Scope trailed off as the Colonel looked him over.
“Scared?”
“Well, that’s putting it mildly, sir. For one thing, it’s kinda nerve-wracking to be on a plane that’s gonna fly through an underground cave. And all these weapons, I’ve never even heard gunfire before. Not live. Never had reason to go near the training areas. And driving this battle platform- sir, I… just don’t wanna screw up.”
“Look, Scope, if you can’t do this, then there’s no reason for us to be flying out after this thing. So buck up. We need you lucid out there, in control at all times, got me? I know what it's like. Believe me. The only difference between you and me on my first mission was my training. Those jitters you got now hit everybody, doesn’t make you a coward. I know you're lacking experience for this sort of thing, but you've got two whole squads backing you up. We'll take care of you.
“Anyway, glad you came up here, saves me having to call you in; I wanted to ask you a few things, make sure my briefing didn’t leave anything out. What do I need to know about this alien before we go stepping in its crap? Actually, standby a second. Here, put this on,” Boss handed Scope a tiny microphone headset that was branched off of Boss’s communication unit. Boss turned a knob and flipped a couple of switches.
“Jazz, are you online?” Static answered Boss, then a faint click before Major Beadreaux responded.
“Yes, Boss, I’m here.”
“I’ve got you on a party line with Scope. Were you briefed on his involvement?”
“Affirmative, but only in vague terms. My orders are to provide cover for your team at your direction. They left out the specifics of what your mission is, just that Scope will be assisting in an intel grab.”
“All right. Well, he’s here with me now, discussing enemy capabilities and scenarios. I wanted you in on this.”
“I’m listening.”
“Okay. Scope?”
“Well,” the young doctor was clearly intimidated. “For starters, conventional arms fire is useless. The stithium we armor these platforms with,” he gestured to the platforms seated in the trenches. “It was developed to try and mimic the alien alloy. But the original metal is far stronger. There is nothing like it on Earth. If I had to bet on any of your weapons affecting the machine, it would be the rail guns. But even those, I couldn’t tell you how effective they'd be.”
“So, you’re saying don’t get hit.”
“Yessir.”
“My men aren’t carrying rails, Boss. The only operational rail guns we have are fitted on Crash and Thunder's platforms.”
“Acknowledged, Jazz. We’ll try and get sum’more for Christmas.”
“What about the chemical laser on my platform?” she asked.
“I completely forgot about that, yes, Major,” Scope replied, silently cursing himself for forgetting. “It would take several shots, but the heat damage from your laser will, or at least, should, weaken the alloy, possibly enough for other weapons to penetrate. The plasma rifles would have a similar effect, but it would take a lot more concentrated fire than the laser.”
“Why is that?”
“The simulated-plasma rounds are basically molten onthir, one of the new alloys that we use to fabricate stithium armor. They’re nowhere near as hot or accurate as the Major’s laser weapon, sir.”
“What about tactics, intelligence? Is this thing smart? The briefing I got was pretty vague on that front.”
“That’s because we genuinely don’t know. Judging by the technology these beings use, they are very smart. But I don’t know the specifics of how the Argus unit was defeated. It could be very cunning, or tactially inept, just relying on force of arms. You could look at the airline attack and make whatever conclusion you want.”
“Tell me about arms.”
“Well, according to studies, the alien platform moves and behaves similar to our platforms, with the caveat that they can fly, using some kind of anti-gravity force. We still haven’t figured that one out. However, its weapons are energy-based. It doesn’t use laser technology, it fires literal bursts of focused radioactive energy. We don’t know the means it uses to generate this energy yet, or how it contains it in a beam, but research indicates that it can penetrate stithium after prolonged exposure.
“By our calculations, if we get into a firefight with this thing, our platforms can take maybe two, three direct hits. Tops. As for other weaponry, it also uses its limbs in melee combat. It’s a very vicious machine designed for close-encounters.”
The Colonel frowned. “This is the part I dread, if my briefing was accurate: how close do you expect we can get to this thing once we find it?”
“Its detection systems are downright scary, sir. It uses short-range, high frequency optics, possibly with some form of radar. The lasers you guys use to paint targets for smart bombs? This thing makes the guidance systems for those look like blind mice. It can filter out enormous amounts of noise and clutter. We have a similar setup developed for the VX fighters’ yoot system-”
“Yoot?” Boss interrupted.
Jazz broke in. “Sir, E-W-D-T. Early-Warning/ Detection/Tracking. Our VX fighters don’t have radar; the sponge system negates it since it drinks up RF energy to hide us from enemy radar. Instead it relies on real-time information downloaded over satellite link. Our missiles are all laser-guided, or programmed with data from the satlinks.
“But in the past couple years, the fighters have been refitted with yoot systems. It uses laser-mapping to chart out the topography of our AO, then the computer determines if there’s any camouflaged surprises that mother nature didn’t put there. When you point yoot at the open sky, everything from seagulls to bombers gets plotted on our map, though we can program it on the fly to ignore everything but aircraft and ordinance. The system is beautifully efficient, sir, it can identify fighter-types and ground vehicles by their shape from virtually any angle or cross-section. Even the Sylph can't hide from it.
“Doctor, that’s state of the art defensive technology. Are you telling me this alien has that capability?” There was genuine concern in Jazz’s voice.
“Sadly, no. I’m saying that what you use in the VX is a dumbed-down version of what the alien has. The sensor is the key, Kageshi’s guys used our research to make yoot feasible with low-power lasers. The alien’s system, from what we’ve theorized, can look into a forest and ignore every tree in it to find you if you’re trying to hide. Yoot might be slightly superior at long range, but in close, there's no comparison.”
“How can you know that?”
“Studying the reports of the team that hunted the first alien. The S2 researchers at the time knew about the detection system, they just didn’t know how to utilize it or how efficient it was. It's not a matter of a few optical devices doing three-dee mapping, but an array of cross-feeding sensors. Snippets of battlefield data that were included in our research files led us to conclude, albiet roughly, that by combining multiple-”
“Look, Scope, I’m sure this is all important, but we’re not in the lab right now. Basically you’re telling me this thing has eyes that are gonna be hard to hide from, which is why we’re armed with everything short of a nuke.”
“Yes, Colonel—er, Boss,” Scope quickly replied. “It’s possible, if the alien is out and about, that it will sense us coming before we get close.”
“Great. This is the best we could come up with? Why aren’t we doing a maritime-insertion?”
“We haven’t had a lot of time to plan this, sir. Command wants answers ASAP on this thing, and even if Omeron was available, it’s a submarine, and those don’t travel very fast. Who knows how long the alien will stay where it is? Besides, the ASOC’s barrier may act like a scrambler against its detectors. That’s one of the things I’m supposed to test. There are other answers we need, as well.”
“Answers you can provide.”
“I don’t know. The alien metal has been my primary field of research for several years. My gear will help me analyze it if we can find it, but beyond that… my theories are just theories.”
“Intel is never a waste of time; if you can grab something on this alien, it’ll be better than where we are now. I just wish we weren’t flying in with our pants down.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Tell me more about the changes S2 made to the alien before it came back to life.”
The Colonel grimaced as he listened to Doctor Kirkson continue his lecture on the alien capabilities. Scope took on more and more confidence as Boss drew him further back into his element: that of a researcher, not a soldier. They continued to talk for several more minutes, the Colonel getting a feel for his prey, and Jazz gleaning what she could to better protect the men; then the large transport began moving, and Scope found his way back to the cargo-net seats. He was still very frightened, but his conversation with Boss had calmed him somewhat. He knew there was nobody in the world better equipped to protect him. That counted for something, didn't it?
The sound of laughter caught Col. Tritt’s attention, and he looked over to see Sergeant Major “Crash” Clemens doubled over, along with half the bloodcraft team. A quick glance at Captain Skatler’s chuckling face informed the Colonel that Caravan had just told another story, and one he probably would have liked to have heard. He laughed anyway, figuring Josef’s tales were funny whether or not you actually heard them. The guy was a complete clown, even under fire.
Boss couldn’t see it, but the pilots of Maverick squadron, tucked away in their VT-4’s, had also heard the Captain’s less than elegant tale, and were laughing as well.
Inside the belly of the VT-6, Major Jeanette Beadreaux had finished her log notations and was already dozing off.
* * * *
Mario Perez lay deathly still on the tiled floor in a growing pool of blood, much of it his own. His throat and chest had been shredded to ribbons, and he knew that he was dying. He also knew he would never find out what the thing was that killed him and his partner, along with the coroner. The trio had been standing at the coroner’s desk, discussing some medical journal that documented the weird physical characteristics seen on the two stiffs lying in the next room over. Before Mario even registered any kind of danger, Harris’s head was all but removed from his neck. Everything after that was a blur. He couldn’t see the doctor, but the screams and subsequent silence told Mario that he was dead, as well.
The monster who had done all of this was still somewhere close. Mario knew because he could hear it, breathing heavily somewhere nearby. If it hadn’t been dead before, maybe it was in the process of dying? Small comfort that was. It would still outlive me, he thought. In his final moments, Mario tried to remember just exactly what had happened between the time Brian Harris’s head had been swatted into bloody graffiti and the time Mario fell to the floor. Mario didn’t even know what kind of injury he’d suffered; he only knew that he was covered in blood, and that his powerful desire to sleep meant impending death. His shallow breathing quickened then stopped. As his vision blurred and began to fade, he just barely recognized the beast standing above him, saliva dripping from its maw.
It’s a wolf, was the last thought he had before the darkness took him.
Chess Pieces
Derek slowly brushed the girl’s hair from her face, though he couldn't actually see her. He stared at her in the dark while his mind furiously worked on solving two distinct yet related puzzles: who is this girl and how the crap do we get out of here? He probed his abdomen, finally admitting to himself that one of his ribs was probably broken. Carrying the girl had been an agonizing feat, and one he had no wish to repeat in his condition since the adrenalin he’d used to do it the first time was long since spent. His right arm ached; the girl couldn’t be much more than a hundred pounds, but he’d been held in tow for many hours before his crash into the rocks, and that had made carrying her all the more painful.
When he had first freed her, she had several minor cuts on her face, and the skin was burned black at her temples where the visor had been feeding electrical charges into her head. But when he had last had a good look at her —yesterday, near as he could tell— aside from some dirt and the dried blood that he had since wiped away, her face was smooth as silk; all the wounds vanished, no trace of burnt flesh to be seen. He remembered back aboard the plane, watching as her kidnapper hit her. Even from his position behind them, he'd seen the force with which her head snapped back and sideways. A blow like that had to at least have broken her jaw, if nothing else. Yet that seemed healed up, too.
He’d found his way back to the break room he had discovered earlier. There, he had placed the girl on a rotted sofa, fearing her dead. Instead, he watched in amazement as the cuts vanished; healed was the appropriate term, but at an incredibly accelerated rate. Then she began breathing again.
That was hours ago. By now, the meager amount of power left in his battery cell was long since gone. He knew that they had been stranded almost a day already, if not more. He had only started counting time after getting the girl to safety and calming himself down. So far they'd been in this room for five hundred and sixty two minutes; a little more than nine hours.
Before that, he had spent three hours and nine minutes in the cave and then exploring this mysterious complex looking for her. His stomach continued to remind him of how long he’d been here. He sat on the sofa, what was left of it, while the girl slept fitfully beside him. Who are you, he silently asked.
If the creature had not noticed his prisoner missing, that wouldn’t last much longer. Derek was in no kind of position to protect the girl, either. He needed to get himself and his pretty damsel out of there, but it seemed dauntingly impossible. There were just too many variables, and Derek needed absolutes to function effectively.
Then the girl began to stir beside him, and in a selfish way, he was glad not to be alone anymore. He was here on her account, after all.
*
Kelli groaned a waking breath, still in that dreamy state one’s mind takes on as it decides whether to rouse itself or remain asleep. She jumped with a start, and Derek was grateful for the chance to turn his attention on calming her rather than himself.
“It’s okay, it’s okay… easy. You’re okay,” he assured her, reaching for what he hoped were her shoulders. The last thing he needed right now was a slap.
“Wha- where am I? I can’t see, what’s going on?” she cried.
“It’s okay, okay,” he repeated, “I can’t see, either. There’s no light, and I’d rather not go looking around for the switch when that thing might be walking around.”
Kelli’s body shivered as his mention of it brought her memory back.
“You, you saved me?”
“Not quite, but I’m working on it,” he said dryly.
“Where are we?”
“Not where I wish we were, that’s all I can say for certain. That, thing, carried us pretty far across the ocean and at least part of North America. I don’t know how long we were in the air; it was at least seven hours, though I blacked out a few times, so probably more. I really have no clue where this place is or why it brought us here.
“I’ve been wondering ever since I got you out of that machine… who the heck are you?”
“Wha- what?”
“Well, you seem to be pretty important to whatever that thing is, and I think I know why.”
“What are you talking about? My name’s Kelli,” she started, then stopped. Just to be sure of her freedom, she stood and took a few steps. She stretched her muscles, waking them up and, satisfied that she was no longer restrained, found her way back to the sofa.
“Where did you think you were going?” he asked.
“I just wanted to be sure I can move around. Where are we?” As if they hadn’t already had this discussion.
“I don’t know. But look, if I’m going to get us out of here, I need to know why you’re here. What does that thing want with you?”
“I- I don’t know.” She sighed, thinking about what might have led her here. “I was… on my way to England. I’m supposed to be starting college there next week. Then that,” she paused. “Who are you, anyway?”
“Call me Hood. Now, you were saying?”
“Huh? Oh, just that that thing came onto the plane, and the next thing I knew I was held down to something, and it felt like he was drilling into my head. Thank you for getting me out.”
“You’re welcome. He wasn’t drilling, he had electrical circuits strapped to your head. Do you have any idea why you’re here? Please! Think! I already know about your healing powers-”
“What? What are you talking about?”
“You don’t have to lie to me. I saw it when I carried you out here. All your wounds healed up in a matter of minutes.”
“What are you talking about?” she repeated.
“And your telepathy! Look, I… I won’t tell anybody-”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about!” her voice cracked, and she began crying. “What is happening?” she pleaded.
Derek gave up questioning her. Either she was hiding something, or she really didn’t know. There was nothing else he could do, so he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close, letting her expel the anxiety and fear as best she could. He winced as she trembled against him, his battered ribs shooting pain through his body. Her sobbing and trembling would continue awhile longer, he knew. She kept her own arms coiled around herself, which was just as well. His mind had already shifted gears back to the big problem of what the heck do we do now?
Kelli continued to cry, too distraught to realize that her vision was slowly clearing, the pitch darkness becoming less of an obstacle with each passing moment.
Kelli Ingram could see in the dark.
* * * *
Yanti, the leader of the Ranger group called the Harvesters, stood before Maxillion and the awesome legend who was calling them to war. Following the meeting, Maxillion had summoned the Harvesters to stay behind while the other elves prepared for the journey to Jenshire. With his elves quietly sitting in the background, Yanti bowed to his leader, then to Khun ‘Rhee. They both returned the bow, then Khun began to mind-speak, knowing full-well the keen hearing of the elves sitting not far away.
“Maxillion speaks highly of you, Yanti.”
“He is gracious, General.”
Maxillion frowned. “Nothing gracious to it, I simply answered the General’s questions honestly.”
Khun raised his hand to “silence” them both. “Yanti, the truth is that we do not go to war in order to free the slaves. Do not misunderstand me, my intention is indeed to free them and destroy that accursed place forever, the necromancers along with it.
“However, this war we are about to wage is but a smokescreen. I am sure I do not need to tell you that what I am about to say is, at the moment, for you only.”
Both elves nodded respectfully.
“Good. The Sprite heir has been found.”
The widened eyes that stared back at Khun were almost comical.
“She is also in danger, and so I must send a group of rangers to fetch her and see her safely back to Windham.”
Yanit’s ears stood straight up. “Danger? She is in the Shadowlands, then? She has been captured?”
Khun ‘Rhee shook his head. “Worse. She is beyond the Ythsimerin. In the human realm. According to the mystic council, the girl is jimani, a descendant of Princess Arii.”
Maxillion looked at Yanti, then back to Khun. “The Exile Princess? How can that be? She was banished over five thousand cycles ago!”
“I do not know, all I do know is that this is no mistake. The Birthright has manifested, and our new Queen is found. I honestly do not care about the particulars. Our job is to see her safely brought home. The Sprites will see to the rest.”
*
Khun ‘Rhee had departed, and Yanti was now left with the task of selecting three of his rangers to journey west in search of a Paladin hermit named Lumina. They had two days to find this Paladin. After two days, whether they found him or not, they were to travel to the temple at South Cross to meet with nine other elves from three different Ranger groups selected earlier that day by Khun at other villages. Once gathered, the four groups were to use the waygate in South Cross, which was the only known waygate that led into the human realm. Any elves who did not manage to rendezvous by that time were to be left behind and considered lost. Considering Paladins were involved, Yanti shuddered at sending any of his elves, even if the General had expressed his faith in the good nature of this “Lumina”.
The elves of the Harvesters stood collectively in formation. Maxillion had told them only that three of them were to be chosen by Yanti for a secret quest, one of the utmost importance. Three was a traditionally powerful number in elf lore, and virtually all quests were planned around that number. Every elf immediately volunteered.
“No, no, I understand your eagerness to be part of this, even without knowing what we are going to ask of you,” Maxillion said to them. Then he motioned to Yanti to proceed.
“Elves, bow your heads. Know that I am doing what I feel is best for what… the elves… need.” Both he and Maxillion were walking on eggshells following the explosive information they’d just been fed.
Yanti himself sorely wanted to go. This truly sounded like an adventure worthy of songs, fraught with danger and excitement. But he could not neglect his responsibility to his rangers to go in search of glory. In any case, glory seekers were not the right sort to go on this quest, anyway, and he knew it. He had already made his first choice. The young rookie, Kassak, was skillful and singularly uninterested in becoming a hero. He had already proven himself in combat against the Zhi'amahl wolf clan to the western south during the border skirmishes near Freejat last year. Kassak was also a thinker, and would someday become a valuable tactician, Yanti knew.
Who to accompany him, though? Raka was a war veteran, but a hothead given more to swift and violent action than subtlety.
Nim would be a likely candidate except for his age. He was close to retiring, much as he denied it.
Yanti considered Gemlorry. She was the only ellh ranger in the village, and had never been involved in more than minor skirmishes with irenaks. But she was fair with a blade, and happened to be one of the best scouts Yanti had ever seen. She could look at a broken twig and practically tell you how many clouds had passed over it the week before. Unfortunately, she also had an infatuation with Kassak that would probably cause problems if they traveled together. Who would serve a better choice? Yanti’s sweeping gaze stopped on a tall, lean elf towards the middle of the group.
Graon? He was a seasoned ranger, and had spent his youth in the regular army’s infantry ranks. He also kept a cool head in the middle of a fight. The perfect counter-balance to Kassak’s lack of experience. Graon would be a fit leader for this quest.
That was two. One more to choose.
Most of the elves had their heads lowered as he looked at them, all except… Nim. His eyes said everything. The old warrior knew he was going to be left out of this. As much as he wanted to scream out in protest, to insist he be sent on one final quest, Yanti knew he wouldn’t. Nim was crass, but he was an elf of honor. His eyes blazed as Yanti passed him again; blazed not with anger, but desperation.
Nim was once a member of the elite Kings' Guard in Jenshire. Was, until the Goblin King had incited one more in a numberless chain of wars, drawing then-King Ashtarah of the Elf Nation into the field to do battle. Nim was among the last surviving guardsmen, and had almost saved the Ashtarah’s life during a well-orchestrated vampyre ambush. That he hadn’t been killed along with the King was testament to his warrior’s luck. Queen Jiya hadn’t seen it that way, however, and Nim, a highly-regarded weapons master, was humiliatingly banished from Jenshire, the elvin capitol, along with the three other surviving guardsmen following the war’s end. He had blamed himself for the King’s death ever since.
That was several hundred cycles ago, and though most elves thought nothing of Nim’s past, knowing the truth, Nim never forgave himself. In the cycles following King Ashtarah’s death, the elves followed the other Faery nations and became the last race to join under the Sprite’s centralized rule, just as all of the outer rim Shadowlands were ruled by the Goblin King. The Sprites, renowned for their inherent lack of greed and lust, were the chosen royal house, with the monarchs of the other races retaining their sovereignty while sharing power with each other as a council under the Sprite ruler. Queen Jiya became the newest and final member of this council, completing the unification of the Sprite Kingdom and effectively sealing off the central lands from the threat of the Goblin King.
Yanti realized that though Nim had no knowledge of what this quest was about, the new Sprite Queen, jimani or not, could be his personal redemption. Added to that, The Widow Queen, as Jiya had come to be known, might not want Nim returning to Jenshire, orders from Dragonheart notwithstanding.
And that was that. There was no ceremony involved. Yanti calmly walked to Graon, placing his hand on his shoulder. Graon bowed dutifully and stood off to the side of the podium where Maxillion stood.
Kassak was startled when Yanti’s hand fell on his shoulder, but he quickly composed himself, bowing and then saluting as a junior should, taking his place beside Graon. Nim was in the front of the group, and his head dropped as he realized that the chosen three were all behind him. His long, pointed ears perked at the sound of a footstep behind him, and his heart skipped a beat as he dared to hope that…
Yanti smiled as his hand came down on Nim’s shoulder. He moved closer to Nim, whispering “Take care of them, old one.” Nim shuddered, and the tear that fell from his cheek was noticed by no one.
With the other Harvesters dismissed, the trio of rangers sat down to receive their orders. The questers reacted in much the same way Maxillion and Yanti had.
Gemlorry, waiting near the magical barrier Dufangen had conjured, did not fail to notice that Kassak and two other elves were not dismissed with the rest of the Harvesters to prepare for the trip to Jenshire. She waited patiently for them to emerge, watching them materialize as Dufangen’s barrier expired. “Quest” was the first word that ran screaming into her mind, and she smiled. She did not intend to be left behind where Kassak was concerned. The ellh rushed to her home to pack for a journey.
* * * *
It was bleeding again, he saw. The doctors were unable to diagnose his problem, aside from noting that it was an unusual type of hemophilia; unusual because it showed no sign of actual danger to him. Bennett Kunali’i was a “Christmas” hemophiliac, a type-B who should have been more concerned about the wound than he was. His joints swelled regularly, especially after sporting events, his skin bruised easily, and his cuts did not clot.
However, the wounds he was rushed to the hospital for always healed themselves with little help from the medical staff. Swollen joints eased and healed within an hour of flaring, and bruises almost never lasted long enough for doctors to inspect them. Even more amazing, despite the inability of his blood to clot, cuts sealed themselves closed, the skin healing without even forming scars. His older brother and legal guardian, Christian, had decided it was safe for him to engage in sports after observing over a decade of Bennett’s “emergencies” amount to nothing in the hospital.
Christian had also consented to release Bennett’s records to several institutions; Bennett was a subject of study for doctors around the world who analyzed his blood and tissue work fervently. One particular group, the Tinsdale Corporation, showed keen interest in Bennett and constantly sought to fly him out to Switzerland for tests; he had actually been contemplating it recently since it would have meant getting to visit Kelli in London on the way.
Bennett gave little thought to his newest wound, earned minutes ago by slipping against a cement wall near the Hale Koa hotel where he worked maintenance part-time. He just ignored it, oblivious to the stares he drew from people who took note of the crimson flowing from his elbow and dripping from his hand. Devon was supposed to meet him here in a few minutes, anyway, and Ben figured he’d fuss over the cut, like he always did. It didn’t matter. It would heal up, like it always did. Not like the wounds Kelli must have suffered, burning up in that airplane. He didn’t mean to think about that awful event, but it had intruded into his thoughts, anyway, bringing all the pain to crush his heart all over again.
The last few days he and his girlfriend had spent together congealed in his mind, blurring together in one large daydream. A Friday night spent arguing over her choice to attend University in England. A Saturday afternoon spent making up and out. Sunday on the ranch, watching Kelli enjoy one of her last rides with her horse, Orion, and barbequing with her family that evening. The following Monday night they’d watched movies at Ben’s house with Devon and Erica. Tuesday was a long, happy beach day together, and that night was a Yontiva 7 concert, Ben’s favorite rock band, at the Aloha Stadium. Wednesday was a big event, the going-away party that hosted all of Kelli's friends at the Ingram ranch. After the party wrapped up in the early hours of the morning, they’d fallen asleep together on the large couch in the living area, and her parents had graciously let them spend those last slumbering hours together without interruption. Thursday was spent at the ranch, alternating between outdoor walks, packing, and a short picnic at the beach.
Bennett stopped at a bench just off the street and sat looking out over the ocean. Kelli was somewhere out there now, at the bottom of the ocean, probably in pieces… SHUTUP SHUTUP SHUTUP! He screamed at himself. Quit thinking that crap. She’s gone, deal with it… stop trying to visualize it…
But he couldn’t stop, because he didn’t believe that she was dead. That just could not be possible. Not Kelli. Not his girl, his life. It just was not something he could ever believe, and so his frustrated, angered mind would conjure horrible images against his wishes, perhaps trying to force him to accept reality. No, he raged, I won’t accept that. Mom and dad are dead. Grace is dead. Kelli can’t have left me, too.
Just then, Devon drove up in their blue 1969 Camaro. They had purchased the antique automobile largely in memory of their dad, who had been an auto mechanic and all around motor-enthusiast in life. The boys —their older brother Chris, included— had grown up working in the garage with their father; stripping down engines of all types, then cleaning, repairing, and refitting parts as needed.
Devon pulled into a parking stall next to a 2024 model Dodge Foresight. The ancient, HEMI-powered Chevy rumbled and growled, almost threatening to gobble up the sleek, curvy young Dodge. Stepping out of the car, Devon looked around for his older brother, finding him on a bench not far from the parking lot. He noticed the blood that his brother was donating so liberally to the sidewalk and ran up to cover the wound with a dirty rag he grabbed from the back seat.
“What da’ heck’s wrong with you? You cannot just let yourself bleed li’dat!”
“Mah’lo,” -thanks- Ben managed to say, as his brother tied the rag off to keep pressure on the cut, which was more of a deep gash, he realized after finally stopping to regard it.
Gently, Devon pulled his older brother to his feet and guided him to the car. It was time to go home, and Erica was cooking Ben's favorite tonight —sweet and sour duck— to try and help him forget about his grief at least momentarily. He flinched at the idea of Bennett’s blood ruining the interior, but figured now was not the time to gripe about it. It amazed Devon how mature and selfless he was acting, and he continued stroking his own ego as they drove home, leaving Bennett alone with his thoughts, which were many.
They were nearing Haleiwa, their hometown, when Ben broke the silence. “Ey, we go stop for shave ice,” the elder brother said.
“Yeah, shoots then,” Devon agreed, happy to see Ben exhibiting some life at last.
The shave ice vendor, an old man from the Big Island known only as “Uncle” to his regular customers, grinned as he saw the two Kunali’i boys for the first time in weeks. The eldest one seemed a bit downcast about something, but that was none of his concern.
“Ey, boys, what you like today? Long time no see.”
“Wussup’, Uncle,” Devon greeted. “I like one strawberry shave ice with da’kine, vanilla ice cream inside. 'Chu like, Ben?”
Ben looked for a moment, and decided “I like one mango shave ice, with li-hing mui sprinkle ontop.”
Uncle happily busied himself fulfilling the orders, and none of them noticed the six delinquents walking up behind the Kunali’is. They surrounded the two brothers, and Devon finally saw them and their ill-intentioned expressions and gestures. He didn’t recognize them but he did recognize the signs some of them made with their fingers, adopted to identify them with a particularly nasty gang in a nearby neighborhood. He wasn’t troubled by that very much. He had been studying martial arts since they were little kids, and he had taught Ben a thing or two about fighting. Besides, his oldest brother Chris was a marine, and Devon figured some of that had rubbed off on him.
Mike was the name of the leader of this little group, who were dressed in black denim with their street names sewn into their backward-turned ballcaps. “Elite Syndicate”, one of their shirts had spray-painted across the front. What idiots. Three of them were Ben's size or bigger. Their condescending smiles already told Devon what Mike now voiced audibly.
“What’s up, boys? You guys get extra money? You like sponsor us some shave ice, too, punks? How much money you get?”
The brothers ignored them, Bennett for totally different reasons than Devon, but being treated like breeze on a cool day wasn’t very pleasing to the gang-boys. Mike grabbed Ben’s arm, covered in dried blood, and spun him around, the better to push him full in the chest. Bennett was forced backward, but didn’t fall like Mike intended. He was not skilled like Devon in a situation like this, but he was no weenie, either. In fact, much to Erica’s horror, he’d been a first-string running back on the high school football team until he got canned for flunking two of his classes this year. However, at the moment, mosquitoes would have gotten more attention from him. Ben just wanted to get his shave ice and go home.
Devon wasn’t so forgiving. It took all of five seconds for him to drop the two “Elite” clowns closest to him, sweeping his right leg up and bouncing his foot from one boy's neck to the other’s head. Then he gripped “Mike” by the throat, and forced his left arm behind him, applying pressure and pain to the trapped limb. The irises of Devon’s eyes narrowed suddenly, like a wild cat, and for just a split second both eyes flared with a bright red light. As quickly as it happened, the light disappeared and his eyes returned to normal. Devon noticed none of this, and neither did Uncle or Bennett; but the gang members did.
The group froze as their leader was held in Devon’s grip. That was unusual, he thought to himself. Devon had expected to have fists flying at his face by now. Instead, the surprised gangsters hovered between contempt and fear as he faced them, holding their leader helpless like a plaything, after doing something totally weird with his eyes.
Uncle watched with some amusement, but was ready to call the cops if things went any further. He didn’t cherish the thought of his shave ice stand being wrecked by punks.
After a few moments, Devon threw Mike into his followers, followed by a mouthful of angry threats and curses. Mike got up, holding his throat.
“You going get it, punk! I know your face, we go see you again, and we going kill you guys!”
Devon’s anger evaporated into laughter; he was genuinely humored by the threat that struggled to rasp from the gang-leader’s mouth. Devon offered his middle finger in reply. “Come to da’ beach, I usually take one nap after I pau surf. Make ‘um fair for you if I stay sleeping, eh?”
“Yeah, you real funny, eh, punk?” Mike screamed, trying to retreat as dignified as he could. “You and yo’ panty braddah, we going pound both you guys!”
Angry again, Devon turned to check on Ben, and then shook his head. His older brother had all his attention focused on his cold treat, having already dismissed the worthless troublemakers. Despite being six foot-five and two hundred forty pounds, Ben had always been treated like a fragile package by first their parents and then Erica. Devon had to smile. Ben was anything but fragile, and Devon and Christian had long accepted that Ben was in no more danger than either of them; his hemophilia, serious as it should have been, was just a quirk, a hiccough. Proof that Kunali’i blood was mana: power. Devon looked then at Uncle, who gave him a less than approving look, and Devon felt a bit ashamed then for losing his temper. Still, he noted, there was a bigger scoop of ice cream in his paper cup today than usual.
* * * *
Deep below the living levels of the castle, the mystic named Dufangen silently sat cross-legged with her hands clasped together, her fingers forming symbols of meditative tradition as she followed the thoughts of humans in the area where S2’s Arizona base was located. Yes, these were the humans who were searching for the Queen’s captor. What devils these humans are, she spat as she allowed herself a moment of reflection. There was all manner of unnatural sorcery to be found in this one building alone.
Focusing once more on her mission, she came upon the thoughts of an older human, one of the warrior-leaders. She forced his mind into shi’un, a technique learned from the sprites which allowed her spirit to share in the memories of her target without him realizing it. This man, at least, seemed civilized, and his memories resonated in her mind, containing information about the creature she sought. His plans were laid out before her, how he planned to deceive those he served, how he planned to find and destroy the creature who had kidnapped the Queen…
She learned of Alex Nichols and his mission to find the metal-skinned warrior this human seemed to think critically of. A warrior… not of this world. Another creature from the stars?
Her eyes opened. So, we have another visitor to our world. This was getting to be too common. The hours she had spent searching the human world had drained her, but she was not finished. She had originally planned to learn the whereabouts of the Queen and her captor, then send the small group of questers to the Queen’s aid. Now she knew better about what they faced, and no matter the skill of the elves, they would not be able to bring the Queen back on their own.
On her first attempt to find the alien warrior who could assist them, her spirit soared across North America, easily locating the uncommon aura of the creature whose mind was human and yet not human. She was instantly puzzled. She could not sense the Queen’s kidnapper in any way; it was as if he did not exist. The Queen had thrown up a shield to hide herself almost instantly after Dufangen made first contact with her onboard that airship, though the mystic assumed it had been an instinctive reflex. The jimani could not know how to control her magic that well yet. Dufangen had not been able to find her since then.
This Richard McKane, another alien to her world in more ways than one, was just the opposite, standing out from the human auras as effectively as if he had been holding a brightly glowing beacon above his head. But when she reached out, her spirit fingers dipping into his mind to read his thoughts, anguish engulfed her.
Reeling in pain, she cried out, spinning through a thick blanket of burning darkness. She was a blind doe in a forest ablaze. Through the excruciating pain, her misted eyes saw his silhouette appear with startling suddenness, somehow even blacker than the realm she found herself in, a horrid shadow whose eyes burned with dark fury. She tried to break her spell, and was horrified to find herself struggling with unseen hands holding her spirit captive.
“Who are you?” McKane demanded.
Dufangen could only scream in terror, but then his eyes seemed to soften, and the fires burning her spirit cooled.
“It doesn’t matter,” he said, flinging her away.
Dufangen awoke and fell to her side, her chest heaving as she struggled to breathe. That “man” held her prisoner! And more than that, he then cast her out of his presence with little more than a contemptuous thought!
Gathering her senses, Dufangen spent uncounted moments calming herself. It was frightening to come face to face with such unexpected power, but on reflection, she sensed no evil in the experience. There was only pain; a deep, burning pain, closer to sorrow than anger. She had surprised him, and she wondered how she would have reacted had someone tried to breach her defenses in such a manner. She finally admitted that she would have reacted no different than this, human, had. But the power! That a first-tier mystic could be captured, hurt, and then swatted aside so casually was unheard of. What manner of creature is he?
It was a mystery she had no luxury to solve just yet. The encounter convinced her that this was the right course of action, and she sought out the abomination who was seeking this powerful warrior. Alex was a good day’s walk away from what he sought, and he wasn’t likely to find McKane’s dwelling by walking around the land aimlessly. His mind, much to her relief, was not much different from the other humans she had spied on. Reading his memories, she marveled at what she found, and at the same time was revolted. The arrogance of these humans was epitomized in this man named Alex, an unnatural creation stalking the Earth, breathing its air and living its life as if it belonged here. “These humans may as well be practicing Necromancy!” she raged. Pushing her anger aside, she subtly awoke herself just enough to reach out to the leather parchment sitting in front of her, grabbing the appropriate leaf while remaining in her trance. This leaf she put in her mouth and began chewing while mentally reciting an ancient mantra…
*
Alex walked along the edge of the marsh, his rental car parked a mile back at the end of the paved road near a public park. Richard McKane was supposed to be somewhere in here. Alex really wasn’t expecting to find him, though deep down he really wanted to see Rick again. What would it be like, he wondered? They hadn’t spoken in decades. That it was S2’s fault didn’t completely register with Alex. His programmed subconscious very rarely let him outright question his organization’s actions or views.
He stumbled on a root as he crossed the border between the marshy ground and the poorly graveled road.
What would I say to him?
His shoes began to take on water now that he was further in.
Do I have anything to say to him?
His thoughts were many concerning this little task set to him by General Burke. And now the plants were annoying him as he worked his way through the “general area” McKane was believed to be living in. Looking around to be sure no one was near to see him, his hand pointed out ahead of him, glowing. With a final look-around to be sure of his privacy, orange light shot from his hand and the brush ahead of him disappeared for several yards, burning into ash, and the murky water beneath evaporated into thick, fetid vapor.
Though not superhuman, Alex’s vision was keener than the average person enjoyed, and his eyes swept about looking for anything out of place. It dawned on him that the General could have given him some doohickey to help him in his search. S2 surely has some gizmo lying around somewhere that he would find useful right about now, and even asking around the nearby town might turn up some information. But then, S2 wasn’t really supposed to know that he was out here prowling around for McKane, and besides, Rick probably already knows I’m here, so if he wants to be found he’ll…
Alex’s legs buckled as a strange sensation swamped him; blood rushed from, and then back to, his head. He reached up to hold his throbbing sinuses, until he realized that his command had somehow not been sent to his arm. He further realized that he was walking, but could not remember telling his feet to walk anywhere. Then a notion came to him, almost like a suggestion from some unseen companion: Yes, I need to go this way. Further along, I’ll probably find what I’m looking for if I keep heading this direction. And while I’m at it, why walk there?
Impulsive urges continued to march through his mind, culminating in a very unusual event. Alex, a conservative stickler for doing things “by the book”, carelessly took to the sky, flying just over the tops of the highest trees of the marsh. The energy he had used earlier to cook a pathway through the brush was now propelling him through the air, trailing behind him and falling in the form of boiling gel that dissipated into steam as it hit the marsh below. He was forbidden from doing this, he vaguely remembered. Don’t draw attention to yourself; you are classified material, your true nature not to be revealed to the public.
But it was so exhilarating! It wasn’t often he was allowed to use his power in this way, for the obvious reason that it draws attention. Then, as suddenly as the whole episode had begun, he regained his composure and self-control, landing lightly back inside the swamp near a crudely constructed house sitting on wooden supports. The house had been built in the middle of a shallow bayou surrounded by a dense collection of trees. Dropping to his knees as the water around him turned to steam, Alex shook his head as a bout of nausea gripped him. His bare feet sank into the mud, and he hoped there weren’t any sharp objects around for him to step on since his shoes and parts of his pant legs had been incinerated.
Fifteen yards away, an oddly shaped figure stood unnoticed in the shadowed doorway of the house, his right eye glowing a dull red.
*
Dufangen fared even worse than Alex as a result of her spell, and as she attempted to stand, she doubled over and began to retch violently. When the fit subsided, she spoke two words in a dead language, closing her eyes against the magical white flames that cleansed her floor of the mess. Her final coherent thought was that this Alex abomination had no internal will to speak of, and how grateful she was for it. It had taken virtually every last ounce of her strength to influence him. If he had fought her, she would have failed. The mystic made her way to her little bed, falling instantly asleep as her head touched the pillow.
* * * *
The Bloodcraft team was nearing the end of their fourteen-hour journey. The flight had gone smoothly, with neither the Americans or the Canadians catching any hint of the unmarked military aircraft brazenly violating their airspaces. The U.S. Navy had an Aegis cruiser, the Kinley, at the edge of their flight path at one point that would have detected them for sure, but the Kinley’s SPY-2 radar hadn't been active when they flew within its range. A discreet order from CINCLANT had the cruiser go into simulation mode at precisely the time the bloodcraft transport was passing by. S2 had lots of friends in the Navy.
In sight of the shoreline now, the transport and its escort craft dropped to lower altitudes, gradually slowing as they neared the drop point. The control officers in the command bay of the ASOC radioed to the pilots of the transport: “Tango-niner, Sierra-one. You are go for ops, repeat, go for ops.”
“Copy, Sierra-one, we are go for operation STAR SEARCH. Boss, are you guys all suited up back there?”
“Roger, we are locked and ready to deploy.”
“Copy, opening the hatch, stand by.”
The red lights in the JC-19’s cargo bay switched to blue, and the rear loading hatch opened up, giving the bloodcraft team and the Mavericks a close up view of the Atlantic Ocean as it raced beneath them on their approach to Greenland’s coast. Thumbs-up signals were passed from jeed to jeed.
The transport navigator chimed in over the radio: “Nearing the jump point, Boss.”
“Copy.”
In the sky behind them, the team got glimpses of thruster exhausts from the cloaked Sylph escorts, dropping back and climbing to fly cover on their six ‘o clock. Below them was a blurry scene of white, black and green. The navigator chimed in again: “Nominal delivery in five… four… three…”
The enormous VT-6 jumped first, its booster modules firing immediately to slow its descent.
“Special delivery for ET,” the navigator called over the comm channel. “Sixteen cans o' whupass.”
The Maverick VT-4s followed their squad leader, using their booster modules to maneuver themselves in mid-air to land in an established perimeter. Jazz called to the flight leader of the escort group.
“Maverick seven, Maverick lead.”
“Maverick seven, go ahead, Jazz.”
“Make sure our taxi gets home in one piece.”
“That’s a roger, Jazz, nothin’s gonna touch them while we’re in the air. You just make sure the rest of you come on home to us, ma’am. Might be a good idea to bring the Colonel and his mud-rollers home, too, if you can manage it in those jeeds.”
Major Beadreaux smiled. Even within S2, airmen and soldiers had their rivalries. And both considered each other superior to sailors. “You bet, Cowboy. Jazz out.”
Dez, the team’s scout and the only man not driving a VT platform, was the first bloodcraft member off the plane. He released the locks to drop the toolbox out ahead of him, then leapt into the sky. Dez watched the toolbox's parachutes deploy and seemingly pull the large container skyward as he continued to fall. He made sure to dive away for a few extra seconds before opening his own chute to make sure it didn’t smash him on the way down. Crash and Thunder, the heavy gunners, followed Dez, their large VT-4 platforms stoically dropping like granite statues off to his right.
Caravan’s firing team jumped out in pairs, Drifter and Blindside leading the charge, with Hemlock and Upstate following right behind. The onboard computers studied their velocities and fired the booster modules at pre-programmed intervals to control their descent. The boosters were also controlled at each pilot’s discretion, if they decided the computer wasn’t doing too hot a job as they tried to control their landings, not unlike paratroopers. Very heavy paratroopers.
Scope felt wholly out of place in his VT-2, but dutifully jumped out of the plane right behind Doc, the team’s medic. Scope wondered briefly why a red cross hadn’t been painted on Doc’s platform, but figured the alien hadn't been briefed on Geneva Convention guidelines, and in any case Doc was carrying a plasma rifle… the thought vanished as he stepped into a world of rushing wind.
Caravan —who was singing “Puff the Magic Dragon” in an oriental accent, with decidedly sexual adjustments to the lyrics— casually walked his VT-2 off the edge of the ramp, like an oblivious lemming.
Boss's VT-2 shook its head, mimicking the motion of Boss's own head as he listened to the idiot’s song. This wasn’t the Black Eagle unit, and these weren’t Boss's men, but discipline was discipline. The reputation of Captain Skatler was well-known, and odd as it sounded, clowning around seemed to keep him alert. That wouldn’t buy him any cushion with Boss, though.
“Caravan, you keep broadcasting like that, I’ll make sure the alien shoots you first, you understand?”
“Yessir!” Caravan acknowledged, not insincerely.
Checking his heads-up display, Boss tipped forward to freefall into the craziest assignment he’d ever been given.
Legend
The questers had traveled a day’s march from their village, Renna, and were about a half day from their destination, the Gefny hills. According to Yanti’s instructions, a lone human Paladin named Lumina had a small dwelling in the Gefny area, near the Troll Falls. The Falls were a group of tapering cliffs, several wiks long, at the end of the Bhyrr River. While not unknown to the elves, this area was human country, and rarely traveled.
Kassak stopped as he noticed Graon and Nim standing atop a hill and discussing something. As he moved towards them, Kassak saw what they were looking at: Tirapan, the home of the human remnant in the Faery Realm. Tirapan, which Kassak had heard referred to as everything from a settlement to a city, sat in the midst of a clearing, in a small valley surrounded by gently sloping hills that had been deforested by the humans when they took up residence here thousands of years ago. Fear crept into the young elf as he gazed at the small fortress city —and it was a city, despite its meager size— surrounding a single tower that stretched toward the heavens. Tirapan's buildings reflected the sunlight so brilliantly that the entire city almost seemed to glow.
There were well-known legends and tavern tales about this fierce race, but Kassak knew nothing substantive of humans, save that the Goblin King himself would never venture anywhere near Tirapan. With trembling legs, he joined his comrades to take a reluctant look at the home of the deadliest creatures in the world.
“Shiny tower, it's impressive if nothing else,” Graon remarked.
Kassak nodded nervously. There were stories upon stories about the savagery of humans.
“Kassak, gimme your hyru and an arrow.” Confused, Kassak handed Nim what he asked for. His hyru, inherited from his uncle, was an ancient weapon, a bow uniquely carved with a pair of blades mounted above and below the grip. Of all the rangers in Renna, only Nim had ever seen one before Kassak arrived to join their troupe. “You two go stand over there,” Nim motioned toward a gnarled old banyan tree fifty paces distant. “I’m gonna’ show you what the mystics're askin us to play with.”
Kassak and Graon looked at Nim, then did as he bade, taking the ormun over to the tree to stand with them. Nim strung the arrow and angled the hyru upward. Then he launched the wooden missile skyward towards the tower, though it would obviously fall far short of that distance. Quickly, he trotted over to the other two rangers. The elves watched as the arrow arced upward, then began its fall towards the edge of the open field, several hundred paces from the nearest building. Without warning, a bright beam of light shot out from the brush surrounding Tirapan's wooded border, and the arrow was shredded into splinters. Graon and Kassak flinched, dropping into defensive postures as they tried to determine where the light beam came from.
Not a heartbeat later, a second beam leapt from another area concealed in the brush, lancing through the exact spot that Nim had been standing in when he fired the arrow, shooting past empty space and into the forest. There was a crackling sound, then the slow creaking of a tree falling over.
*
Within Tirapan’s number eight watch station, a Paladin guard eyed the security monitors with some amusement as the elves tested the perimeter defenses. He magnified a video image of the elf who had shot the arrow. The elf looked old, and the Paladin could tell by the elf’s expression that he was probably making sure the other elves knew not to get too close. That was good. As long as everybody left the humans alone, the humans were more than happy to return the courtesy. The Paladin returned his attention to the history datapad he had checked out from the library yesterday. He loved learning about the old days, back when some humans and elves were actually friends with each other. It seemed like a glorious fiction, and made for good reading.
*
“What the devil was that?” Graon demanded.
Nim shrugged. “Human sorcery. I dunno. The humans like their privacy. The first time I saw that magic light, it cut an elf in half when we tried to walk through that glade.” Nim pointed to a small area southwest of Tirapan’s tower. “We’re as close as we can get to that place right now. It seems the magic protects the human city in a rough diameter of two wiks. We lost three rangers that day tryin’ to find a way around this cursed place. We shouldn’t even be as close as we are now; nobody ever mapped the actual border, for obvious reasons, and my memory ain’t perfect. Stay outside the border they’ve created, they leave you alone. But cross a hair into their territory, and they’ll kill you before you can blink.”
Kassak swallowed. “So, the stories we hear about them, they’re true?”
“Some of ‘em,” Nim allowed. “I doubt they eat elf babies or hunt Dragons. But every story you ever heard about their battle cunning, those I would believe inna’ heartbeat.” Nim pointed towards one of the small buildings next to the tower. A human woman and her young child —it looked about the size of the elves, though its gender was not clear at this distance— were walking towards a small vineyard. “You ask me, they just wanna’ be left alone. No sense makin ‘em mad. Come on.”
In the distant treetops, out of their sight, a lithe ellh crouched silently, pondering the scene she had just witnessed. To her left, the remains of the felled tree continued to smoke and char. Taking a quick inventory of her surroundings, she leapt to the branches of another nearby tree, landing as quietly as a falling leaf. There she waited, keeping a comfortable distance between herself and her quarry.
* * * *
Alone in her meditation chamber beneath the castle, Dufangen continued to scrye the humans in an effort to determine where the Queen was. Her concentration grew ever more afflicted from fatigue. She was stretching her endurance between preparations for war, preparations for the Queen’s arrival, and frequent scrying into the human world. Her power now remained unfocused, making the task that much more difficult. She had gathered bits of information on where the humans were searching for the Queen’s kidnapper, and it almost seemed as if she should know exactly how to send the elves there. The geography of the Earth’s surface had undergone only subtle changes since her childhood, when she and the rest of the faeries had migrated behind the Ythsimerin, forever sealing themselves away from the threat of humanity. She felt that there was some simple little thing that she was missing, but she could not pinpoint the elusive puzzle piece. Why do I recognize this place the humans search?
The members of the mystic council, sixteen mystics in all —which amounted to half of all mystics still alive— were sharing the burden of scrying and spirit walking outside the Ythsimerin. But Dufangen alone spent almost every waking moment at the task. After all these cycles, it was she who had found the Queen, after all. To lose her again just when she had been found, and in such a manner, was almost more than Dufangen could bear. Exhaustion was taking its toll on the royal counselor, however, and so it was several hours later, well on near dawn, when realization struck her like a troll’s axe.
“Kraayek’s Eyes,” she cursed to herself. “That monster has taken our Queen to Sen’giza! And we’re sending a Paladin to look for her!” She pulsed an urgent message to summon the council, then wove an ethergate into the mystic council chamber far above.
*
Miiren, the head of the mystic council, was still clearing the sleep from his eyes as he took his seat in the council chamber. At least nine of the other council members had also been asleep when Dufangen called for this emergency session.
Unlike the expansive council chamber for the sprite royals several levels above them in the castle, the mystic council room was incredibly small, intended only to accommodate sixteen of the tiny mystics. The council was arranged in groups of five around a triangular table, fashioned from wood, sapphire and gold. Miiren sat behind a raised lecturn at the point facing the doorway, and looked at the Royal Counselor.
“What is this all about, Dufangen?”
“I know where the Queen is.”
The sleepy mystics very quickly roused themselves to alertness, sitting upright at the news.
“Is she safe?” inquired the Keeper of Histories, Diern.
“I do not know. I learned her location from the humans we have been scrying. But I called this emergency session because I fear this whole situation is spiraling in a direction more dire than we realize. The creature holding the Queen is hiding at, or at least near, Sen’giza.”
Silence hovered over the council momentarily, but Dufangen did not allow it to linger. “We must summon the Dragons for help.”
Miiren shook his head. “You know as well as I that they will not help us, Dufangen. Most of them do not care for any plight of ours, regardless of their cordial relations with us. They made that evident when we told them of the new Queen. And the few who do sympathize with us,” he shook his head. “They find it obligatory not to interfere with our affairs for good or ill. It has been thus ever since the Dragon Kraayek violated sprite sovereignty all those ages ago.”
“Then crying about it is a waste of time,” Dufangen said irritably. “We must move forward with the assumption that the only aid we will receive is from Krin Ahgl, and that even this will be limited. We do not know if he will act beyond sending the questers to the Queen. We should begin preparations for a mirrorgate to aid the questers.”
The mystic’s Element Master, Vorin, joined the discussion. “That will take several days, Counselor. We are already committed to weaving a wargate to send the General’s forces into the Badlands tomorrow. That will drain us considerably.”
“Forgo it, then!” demanded the Chief Alchemist, Sheia. “The Queen takes priority over this silly war!”
Vorin’s eyes narrowed. “The Queen’s safe return depends on this ruse, Sheia, and how long we can maintain it. She is not of our world, and will take time to acclimate.”
The alchemist would have none of it. “She is in danger now, Vorin. Tell me how that is outweighed by your warmongering?”
Dufangen agreed with Sheia, but she had already lost this argument to Khun Rhee. “The Queen was kidnapped, Sheia,” she explained. “That suggests that murder is not her captor’s top priority. Furthermore, her captor does not know we are coming.
“The instant the Goblin King is made aware of the Queen’s existence, however, is something else entirely. Her swift death will be his one immediate goal. Out there,” Dufangen motioned generically, “the Queen stands little chance of survival if the King’s madness drives him to cross the Ythsimerin and hunt her. Once she is safely at Windham, we will be better able to protect her, so that the sprites can train her to protect herself. That task will be easier to do the longer we hide her from the King. We must mask her ascension, and this war is the only obvious solution for that.”
Miiren stood, signaling the end of the debate. “Dufangen, you will follow the progress of the questers and aid them however you can before returning here to help with the weavings for the wargate. I know that this will tax all of us to our limits and beyond,” he told the group, “but we have little choice. The council must perform all of this on its own, to ensure complete secrecy. All honor the Queen!”
“Honor the Queen!” they all echoed.
Reunion
Alex stood in the steamy marsh, his gaze fixed on the shack ahead of him. The shadow in the doorway was unmistakable. He had only been standing there a short few seconds, but it may as well have been an eternity. The shadow turned and disappeared into the dwelling.
Alex forced himself to begin walking towards the ramshackle house. His legs were trembling, naked from the calves down in his burned trousers, and his heart was racing. He’d done it: he’d found Richard. Somehow, something had drawn him here and, at the moment, he didn’t care what or how.
Alex was simultaneously ecstatic and terrified. He clenched his fists as he walked, feeling the nervous sweat of his palms. Rick, what can I say to you? I don’t even care about the General’s orders or the job we have to do. How have you been? What have you been doing all these years? Why didn’t you ever look for me? Why are you living in this trash dump?
The questions ran through his mind as he grew closer and closer to the house. Rick still hadn’t shown himself. Was he angry? Does he remember me? Alex stalked up the creaky wooden stairs onto the porch. There wasn’t even a door, just an open doorway. Alex peered inside.
“Rick? Rick, it’s Alex.”
Nothing.
He continued into the dwelling. The interior was immaculately cared for, the wooden floors and walls finished to an almost reflective sheen, and carefully hand crafted wood furniture populated the open room just enough to keep it from seeming empty and soulless. The living area just inside the doorway was completely bare of aesthetics, inhabited only by the furniture items –a large rocking chair, a stubby table, an empty bookstand, and a desk with a large heavy chair- which all shared the look of having been carved by the same craftsman. The back of the room led to a short hallway, which Alex followed into the kitchen where McKane stood over a stove, his wide back turned to him.
“Rick?”
McKane turned to face Alex with a blank expression, then looked at the floor where Alex’s bare feet had trailed swamp water through his house. Alex looked down at his feet, then back up at McKane, who had already returned his attention to the stove. Alex could smell bacon and eggs.
“Rick. I can’t believe I found you. How… uh, how have you been?” Alex tried. McKane ignored him. Alex sighed, still trembling, and moved to the plain wood table in the middle of the kitchen. It did not escape his notice that there were three chairs seated around the table, or that there was a refrigerator in the corner of the kitchen. McKane continued to busy himself with his cooking. Does he entertain company? Alex wondered. McKane not only didn’t eat, he couldn’t. He had no digestive system.
Alex pushed his palms against the table, forcing them still. He looked around at the room, which was finished as expertly as the parlor he had first entered. It shared the characteristics of that room, as well, being completely bare of any kind of decoration or color, save for the refrigerator and the stove, both of which looked completely out of place in McKane’s house. There was a window just above the stove where McKane stood, and Alex saw two thin wooden poles jutting out from the window frame. A red cardinal perched on one, fluttering its wings before flying off again. Alex finally forced himself to look at McKane.
The man hadn’t changed very much over the past three decades. In fact, he hadn’t changed at all. Even his brown hair and beard were the same. He was wearing an oversized, tattered wife-beater and a pair of faded jeans, with black sneakers. His back was wide and bulged with inhumanly large muscles out to where his shoulders used to be.
The large, metal shoulder guards grafted into his muscle tissue glinted with sunlight beaming in from the window, but the arms under them were still covered in his original flesh. The biceps were long and rounded, and Alex noticed a black, fingerless leather glove on his left hand; the hand that still looked human. McKane’s right arm ended below his elbow, replaced by a deformed mechanical device that served as an appendage, with a five-fingered hand at the end of its length. The fingers clicked as he extended and closed them around the cooking utensils.
Small metal spines protruded out from both sides of his back, all the way down to his cannons. His shirt had been torn and cut like a poncho to accommodate all of this.
“Boom-Box,” Alex whispered. When he was younger, he had called McKane that, he remembered. Two rectangular boxes had been grafted into Richard McKane’s torso, one on each side of his abdomen under his ribcage, extending several inches outward from his body in the front, back, and sides. According to section five, these were the most efficient energy mechanisms on the planet.
The little information Richard had given researchers concerning their function was enough to make the engineers at S2 want to commit themselves to an asylum. From what they gleaned of McKane’s rough, uneducated descriptions, scientists espoused myriad theories about the cannons, nearly all of them impossible to imagine. Everything from quantum black holes to miniature particle accelerators was proposed as an explanation for the weapons’ function, but no one really knew. They did not behave like anything in the known physical world.
He could fire the cannons simultaneously or one at a time, had full control in determining the strength of the blasts, and he didn’t seem to be affected by power drain or any other side affect when using them. S2 had also determined that the beams emitted no detectable heat or residual radiation. It was further learned that, instead of racing onward on a never-ending path of destruction, the beams simply died once McKane turned the cannons off, and they only destroyed what they touched. Alex remembered that during one test, McKane vaporized a target composed of titanium, no larger than a pencil, placed before a sheet of paper. The target burned into nothing faster than the cameras could record what had happened, while the paper mere inches behind it had not been affected at all. That McKane could summon such power without even blinking understandably worried most of those who knew of him.
There was nothing more efficient at precision destruction than Richard McKane. Alex remembered the raw strength of those weapons the one time McKane had used them during the hunt for Project Argus. The large, impenetrable alien had burst into millions of pieces upon being hit by that energy beam. No human technology could duplicate the kind of power McKane wielded.
The cyborg dropped a plate of scrambled eggs and bacon on the table, startling Alex. Alex pulled the plate and fork in front of him, and watched as McKane took a seat at the opposite end of the table.
“Thanks. I wasn’t expecting breakfast.”
“I was expecting company.”
Alex poked at the food. “You knew I was coming?”
McKane leaned back in the sturdy wooden chair, looking at Alex with a blank stare that betrayed no thought or emotion.
“No, not you. I have… guests… who visit me a few times every week. They should be here soon.”
Alex pushed the plate away and pushed his seat back, then slumped backwards in it, planting his hands on his lap. “Geez, Rick, I’ve been racking my brains about seeing you again, you know? I don’t know what exactly I was expecting when… if… I saw you again. But I was expecting a little bit more of a reaction. Anything! Yell at me if you want to. But don’t pull that ‘machine’ act on me!”
“Oh, so I’m supposed to believe that you came lookin’ fer me on yer own, eh? S2 has nuthin to do with you sittin’ in my kitchen? Look me in the eye and tell me you found this place by accident and just wanted to visit.”
Alex sighed, forcing himself to calm. “No. I’m sorry, Rick. It’s not a social call. I wish it was. It’s been so long.”
“Whatever it is, kid, I ain’t interested. You can tell whoever’s running the place these days to go bend ‘imself over a -”
“Dr. Hawkreed's the director now. He didn’t send me. General Burke asked me to find you.”
“Hawkreed? He was the worst of ‘em! But no matter who… Jim or Ken, what’s the difference? You’re here to ask me to blow somethin up, right? I told them, I’m tellin’ you, I ain’t some mercenary or mafia cleaner.” McKane stood and looked down at Alex. “You should leave.”
“No, Rick, okay. Forget my mission. Just… c’mon, aren’t you even a little glad to see me? It’s been over thirty years! You can’t just want me to take a hike. Haven’t you wondered about me? Wondered if I was okay, what I was up to? Can’t we just talk?”
McKane regarded Alex for several moments, then walked over to the cupboard and got a small glass, filled it with tap water and gave it to Alex.
Alex snorted. “Water out here’s probably contaminated, all kinds of bacteria and viruses.” He took a long gulp of the warm liquid, his brown eyes staring into McKane’s with a familiar challenge.
“Straight from the swamp,” the cyborg agreed. “But bugs are your favorite seasoning, as I recall.”
Alex finished off the water, remembering how, as a youth, he had tried to impress McKane by eating and drinking the grossest, vilest things he could find. McKane had played along, and even began daring the boy to eat random things they came across outdoors, once he found out how robust Alex’s immune system was.
“I’ve grown up a bit since those days. I prefer a good steak to week-old roadkill.” Alex set the glass on the table, staring at it. McKane took his seat again.
“Good,” McKane grunted, “Can’t believe I encouraged you to eat that stuff. Mighty irresponsible o’ me.”
“I egged you on. You were this great, mysterious soldier, I was doing whatever I could to prove I was tough enough to hang with you. Besides, you gotta admit, grossing out Tagger was a load of fun.”
McKane gave a muted snort. Commander Michael Tagger, a metahuman able to lift cars and bend rifles in half with his bare hands, went weak-kneed and vomited upon seeing Alex feast on a helping of assorted live insects doused in fermenting animal fat.
The cyborg pointed at the glass. “I take it your immune system is still better than average.”
“Haven’t been sick in almost forty years.” McKane frowned at that, and Alex grew uncomfortable. They both knew the last time he’d been ill, and why. Alex shifted the conversation. “So what exactly are you doing living in a swamp? I know you like your privacy, but I’d have pegged you as a ‘Himalayas’ type, or at least somewhere with some elevation.”
“So would Strategic Sciences, which is why I’m here. Guess I’m not as clever as I thought, since here you are. I shouldn’t be surprised, it’s not like I hide from the townfolk. I can’t say I’ve been up to much of anything. Just takin’ things day by day. Folks around here leave me alone, mostly. Simple people, haven’t really been brought into the modern world all the way yet. I like it here. They don’t ask nosy questions or butt into my business. I helped put out a fire at a retirement home ‘bout seven miles from here a few years back. People pretty much accepted me as just a odd neighbor after that, even if they look at me funny now and then.”
McKane shifted in his chair. Alex wondered if that was habit; cyborgs don’t feel discomfort, do they? He shook off the idea when McKane questioned him. “And you? Still running around in Covert Defense?”
Alex shook his head. “No, I work for the General now. Mostly hide and peek, sabotage, that kind of thing. They gave me a cover identity at Origin, the whole works. They let me be my own man these days, so long as I don’t break any S2 directives.” Alex blinked as he said that, for the first time considering that he was part of a conspiracy effort being headed up by General Burke. It nagged at him, but being under orders from General Burke helped him push the thought away. “I even have a girlfriend.” Alex smiled, but then saw McKane’s look change to one of concern. He couldn’t help remembering back to the dark days of his youth…
*
…Sarah, Steve, and Kevin were the only people who existed.They called themselves his ‘handlers’, and having no concept of any other kind of relationship, he accepted them as such.
They called him ‘Alpha’. It was a project designation code, an impersonal label, but then he assumed their names were merely labels, as well. What mattered was he enjoyed his life. His handlers always gave him things to learn, to sharpen his mind, they said. Steve was the math teacher, he was so good with numbers. Alpha learned mathematics and scientific theory from his visits with Steve.
Sarah was the fun one. She always took Alpha on those field trips to the other rooms to play games. He knew now, of course, that they were not games. They were psychological and physical tests, but in his sheltered life he had come to view them as entertaining distractions. Sometimes the games hurt him. Sarah was always sad when he got hurt. But she tried to make up for it with candies and better games. She also was the first to make him aware of “the door”, a large metal exit at the end of one hall that Alpha was never allowed to approach. He never questioned why, and rarely found himself wondering what was on the other side.
Kevin taught him art, and language. Neither were Alpha’s favorite, but Kevin was a nice man, and tried his best to make things interesting for Alpha. It was also Kevin who showed Alpha that he was different. Kevin had introduced Alpha to the study of world history, through which Alpha learned of a world outside of his own.
But Alpha had a secret. There was an inexplicable feeling of power that came with knowing something no one else did. Alpha could move things with his mind, bending an object’s physical state to his will. At first, he was limited to small things… teasing Sarah’s hair, and holding in his giggles as she sought the source of disturbance. Mentally knocking over Styrofoam cups when others weren’t looking was another favorite.
As Alpha got older, he found more time to play with his power in different break rooms and the gym. In these moments he would practice lifting and moving things with his mind by pretending to move them with his hands or legs. His handlers mistook his power for physical strength when he worked out, and it amused him greatly.
By the time Alpha was twelve, he had become obsessed with the outside world. He had no concept of parents or families, but he cared for his handlers, and they usually seemed to care about him, as well. However, his young mind grew discontent —irritated, even— as he began to realize they were keeping knowledge and experiences from him. Exactly what they hid, he did not know, but his sharp mind noticed Sarah’s evasive behavior whenever he sought answers about his origin or life beyond the labs that were not presented in the limited history lessons she taught him. Kevin and Steve showed him anything he wanted to know about numbers, art, physics, biology… what was it about his birth and the outside world that was so forbidden to him?
For the first time, Alpha knew suspicion.
And so, one night, he decided to go through “the door”, where the outside world awaited him. After Sarah had closed him in his room for the night, he waited by his bed, counting the seconds he had estimated it would take her to walk to the hallway where “the door” would let Sarah out. There was no guarantee he could have timed it perfectly, since she might not even have gone straight to “the door”, but it was the best plan he could come up with.
When his mental countdown expired, he pulled on his cell door with his telekinesis, straining to rip the steel from its bolted locks in the doorway. Then he began running. He had made it to the hallway before the alarm began sounding. He had never heard that noise before, but instinctively knew its meaning. Alpha turned the corner to see Sarah standing just beyond the open door, a look of horrified shock on her face as she watched him escape. The security doors began to slide closed, but Alpha’s mind pushed them back open. Men —not Kevin or Steve, but men Alpha had never known existed!— stepped into his path, holding something in their hands. Guns. He had read about guns. Guns were for warfare, and Alpha paused for just a moment, reconsidering his plot. Perhaps one of the great wars he had learned about was still raging outside. Could it be Sarah just wanted to protect him?
The men pointed their guns at Alpha. Sarah screamed.
The men fell onto their backs, their guns flung far behind them by Alpha’s mind-push. Obstacles were sent flying in all directions as he made his escape. His head pounded with the strain of his mind-pushing outbursts. He became lost in a labyrinthine set of corridors, and it took over forty minutes of running, hiding, confronting guards and scientists, coercing them to open doors, and climbing stairs and elevator shafts to find his way out of the building. Behind him, people lay dazed and unconscious where he had mentally blazed through them.
Alpha shouldered past another door and froze, looking up at the night sky for the first time in his life. Sarah had told him the sky was a thing of the past, that the lighted ceilings he had been raised under were all that was left following the wars. She had not spoken the truth to him, and the feeling in his chest at this realization confused him until real wind blew across his face, not artificially filtered through a ventilation system. The moon shone full in its glory, and nature’s sounds of the night reached his ears. Strength left his knees, and breath was momentarily forgotten.
Gunfire brought him back to reality, and Alpha, in fear, turned his mind-push on himself, vaulting his body over fences and obstacles, while boosting his speed to superhuman levels as he ran for his freedom. Belief that his pursuers were surely intent on ending his life spurred his panic. He navigated past cities, forests, open plains, and rural towns. Alpha was too frightened to stop long enough to investigate all the wonders of this new world. Dawn saw Alpha collapsed on a front lawn in Gearson, Nebraska. Near death from exhaustion, Alpha was found by the home’s resident as she was leaving for work.
Leslie Nichols was 29, single, and, many people believed, crazy. She suffered from a complete divorce from reality that took her beyond the eccentric. Her first action upon finding Alpha was to bring him inside and get him warm and fed, and to offer him a place to stay. It never dawned on her at first to call the police. She had assumed Alpha to be a runaway or an orphan, though Alpha tried to protest otherwise. Leslie had not flinched at all when he told her about who he was and where he came from. She had checked his head for a fever, kneeling beside the couch where she had laid him. In a gentle, motherly way she sat on the couch next to where he lay before replying to him.
“That is very interesting. You know, it’s possible that the people chasing you are the ones who created the time machine that sent me back to Camelot when I was in college. I spent six weeks in medieval England hiding from black knights and robbers, trying to find my way back,”
Incredibly, in an effort to one-up the ordeal he shared with her that first day, she launched into a fantastically insane story of her time-traveling adventures in college where she had searched for her long-lost true love. Alpha listened to her story intently, completely taken in by a tale that he had no reason to disbelieve. The memory of that first meeting always brought a warm smile to his face. She had always been one of a kind; a non-certified yet certifiable crazy woman. He loved her immensely.
Informally adopting him as her baby brother, she began calling him Alex. Ignoring his original explanations of how he came to collapse on her lawn, she imagined a myriad of scenarios in which he had been a brutally abused homeless child, or other such fictional stories. The justification she used for keeping this boy with her were found in these imagined tragedies, and she often shared her musings with him, almost trying to get him to admit they were true.
Happy for the first time to have somebody in her life who would finally end the misery of her loneliness, she had documents and records forged to cement the lie of who Alex was. She treated the whole episode like a chapter out of a cloak and dagger novel. The sight of Leslie dressed in a heavy trench-coat and dark sunglasses as she shuttled paperwork and met with forgers was forever etched into his mind. She had even gone so far as to leave town for a few days because “her parents had died, and she was going to get her brother.” Had anyone bothered to check, they would have found her estranged parents very much alive in Arkansas. Though admittedly not the wisest choice for a guardian, “Alex” found himself with a big sister who carefully and lovingly looked after him.
To his dismay, Alex soon after learned that his power to control and move things with his mind did not work very well anymore. It would later be determined that the enhanced section of his brain that gifted him with telekinesis had been irreparably damaged during his wild, unchecked use of the power as he escaped section three's complex. He was still telekinetic, but permanently weakened.
Alex spent three years with Leslie, learning how to live among people and loving life outside the labs of the compound. For her part, Leslie began to react to Alex’s naivety and almost helpless misunderstanding of society by recognizing her own ridiculous penchant for living in a fantasy world. She began to realize he was not just company to ease her lonely mood. He had become her responsibility. Over those three years, Leslie grew up emotionally, seeing how often Alex got hurt because he simply did not understand the cruelty in other people. As they relied more and more on each other through the years, they both began to learn more and more of what it meant to live. They did not share the same blood, but they had irrevocably become siblings in heart. Life was seemingly picture-perfect for the Nichols’.
But Alex, once known only in a laboratory as Project Alpha, was not perfect.
The fateful day was forever recorded in history books: Friday, August 14, 1987. Alex had been working a late shift with Leslie in her coffee shop. Leslie was keeping the shop open just a little later that month to help raise some money for a class trip at Alex’s school. Leslie’s coffee shop was located behind a large department store, and everyone had gone home for the evening. As they walked to her car in the empty parking lot, Leslie was attacked by five drunken men. Alex was flung helplessly to the ground as two of them began to assault his sister. Leslie screamed, and Alex jumped to her defense. The fifteen year-old was strong, but not strong enough to overpower three grown men. They laughed and wrestled with him while their buddies continued on with Leslie.
Alex managed to break free, and he pushed one of the men off of Leslie. Another man grabbed Alex by the shoulder and spun him around, but in his rage Alex ducked under a left hook and slammed his fist into the man’s throat. The man dropped to the ground choking on blood.
As Leslie continued to struggle with one of her attackers, she called his name. The emotion he’d felt when hearing her call out to him was inexplicable, but harsher and more real than anything in his experience. Alex moved quickly to help her, filled with anger and confusion at what was being done to her. What happened next was a seemingly small thing in the broader scope of world events, but it became the catalyst that changed the entire world forever. One of the men pulled out a gun, pointed it at Alex’s back and fired three times.
Alex had never experienced such pain. Falling to his stomach, he began weeping, screaming out Leslie’s name as his wounds bled. Angry at the injury Alex had caused to the choking man, the other four assailants turned their attention from Leslie to Alex, kicking and stomping on him as he curled into a fetal position to protect himself. When Leslie tried to push them away from him, Alex saw her hit full in the face by a large fist, and blood sprayed from her mouth. His eyes followed the crimson drops, igniting a terror he had never felt before. At the sight of his sister’s blood, Alex screamed and reached inward for his telekinesis, grasping for the familiar tingle in his forehead that would allow him to knock these men from their feet. Instead, he unlocked something horrific.
Project Alpha was an experimental human bred to survive irradiated environments; in reality he was something else entirely. Section three had made a gross error in overlooking a simple matter regarding their genetic masterpiece. In his twelve years as an S2 guinea pig, the researchers had never once taken him outside, and they had never exposed him to ultra-violet radiation.
In later testing periods, S2 —and Alex— would learn that the cells of his body were photoreactive; like a plant, he absorbed UV through his skin and hair, and converted the solar radiation into highly compressed bio-electrical energy, storing it in his fat and muscle tissue. This energy needed to be periodically flushed from his system, because the more energy his body created without any release, the more his body compressed that energy, creating a dangerously high pressure level within his body that Alex cannot sense in any way.
For three years, Alex had been living in Gearson, absorbing sunlight day after day. He was a string of batteries that had overreached their capacity. That cold night in August, succumbing to the pain and fear that coursed through him, Alex released every bit of the energy his body had created over those hundreds of days in the sun.
The resulting explosion was the destructive equivalent of three hundred tons of TNT. Within seconds, the mall was vaporized from existence, along with almost half of Gearson. Trees and brush within ten miles of Alex were incinerated by the heat. Windows throughout the town shattered from the blast, and electrical systems throughout neighboring Omaha were flash-fried from the massive electromagnetic wave that was a signature of Alex’s bio-energy. Hundreds of deaths and injuries were caused when hospitals lost power, streetlights malfunctioned, and one airliner passing overhead crashed into the city shortly after taking off from Omaha’s airport.
The explosion had been detected by satellite, and was indicative of a low-yield nuclear detonation. The North American Aerospace Defense command (NORAD) immediately scrambled National Guard units and U.S. Nuclear Emergency Support Teams (NEST) to assess where the nuke had come from, having never registered a missile launch from the Soviets or anyone else. The initial thought was that it had been a suitcase bomb, and the NEST investigators scrambled to find samples of plutonium at ground zero, which would help tell them who had just murdered five thousand of their fellow Americans. But these first responders quickly realized that they weren’t suffering from a nuclear attack.
There was no fallout or radiation, just a massive crater where most of the town used to be. They were silenced by the government as Strategic Sciences quickly assumed control of the situation. Weaving its web from behind the scenes like some branch of the fictional Illuminati conspiracy group, S2 eventually brought all of the initial civilian and military responders into its organization to control the truth. Those who had not been agreeable to S2’s influence all seemed to die soon after from radiation exposure.
Spin doctors and political operators established a cause and evidence with speed that defied belief, and the largest, most successful disinformation campaign in the history of the world worked to conceal the existence of S2 and their culpability in the death of an entire American town. A scenario was quickly spun involving a fictional secret convoy transporting a nuclear warhead through the area.
S2 quickly took advantage of the situation to finally end the Cold War that had festered despite their fervent efforts following the close of World War II. The Soviet Union, which was finally beginning to strengthen its ties with Beijing in an effort to stave off economic collapse, was accused of attacking the imaginary nuclear convoy in an attempt to steal the weapon and stage an attack from within American borders, even as S2 itself was still investigating what had really happened.
Offutt Air Force Base, just outside of Omaha, Nebraska, was said to have been the destination of the fantasy convoy. Conspiracy theories still raged among informed citizens over the cover story, but in the days before the Information Age, the fabricated evidence and records easily swayed the public.
The General of the Air Force at the time had been an S2 friend, cooperating in the development of the Y-31, a prototype bomber that was scrapped only to reemerge as the VX-23 Sylph. Using his position in the Pentagon, he helped to supply the media and the government enough stories to make things fit Strategic Sciences' propaganda line in the weeks that followed.
Meanwhile, Alex’s comatose body was recovered from the center of the crater and returned to section three. Even after recovering from the gunshot wounds, Alex would be crippled for over a year as his body healed itself from the massive energy discharge, and S2’s doctors worked mercilessly on his fragile mind to bring him under their control.
Though alerted by satellite of the explosion in America, the unprepared Soviets literally woke up to a war. Within a half-hour of the Nebraska “attack”, America had launched her missiles against designated tactical targets in Russia, intending to obliterate any offensive capabilities they might have brought to bear. It was an unprecedented response; U.S. President Thomas Reedy, exercising his Executive Authority, ordered a nuclear retaliation strike within nineteen minutes following the demise of Gearson. S2 agents within the Pentagon provided all the falsely doctored evidence needed to blame the Communists. The colossal deceit perpetrated by S2 had still to this day not been discovered by anyone outside the higher administrative levels of the organization. Even the lower and mid-level officers within S2 had no clue of the matter. The American government had been played like fools dancing on a string.
The Russians retaliated immediately upon detecting the American ICBM launches, lofting the first wave of their own nuclear weapons into the stratosphere in an effort that guaranteed nothing but Mutually Assured Destruction. M.A.D. was an apt acronym. Several missiles misfired or failed to launch, but in all, eighteen ICBMs began streaking Westward, with many more intending to launch not long after.
It was at this point that President Grouse’s much-debated SDI program earned the reverence of people everywhere. Two satellites, launched in 1985 under the pretense of being military communication birds, were in actuality orbiting rail guns working in concert with satellite- and ground-based radars. Each was armed with sixteen kinetic “kill vehicles”, and these were launched by powerful electromagnets at the nineteen missiles escaping Russia's airspace. In a span of three minutes, Russia's retaliation blow was destroyed. Ten minutes later, America's nuclear strike destroyed three-fourths of the known remaining Soviet missile sites. A second strike against the USSR’s population centers was readied but never ordered.
Within the Kremlin, S2 infiltrators, sleeper cells working undercover alongside the communists, assassinated top-level officials and military commanders. This forestalled any further nuclear attacks by confusing the chain of command long enough for S2 and American special forces to neutralize the remaining silos and any mobile launchers they could find. It was generally understood between the Soviets and Americans that such high-level assassinations were off-limits. S2’s undermining of that conventional wisdom did nothing to help the Soviet’s state of disarray.
The best minds at section three of Strategic Sciences, the group behind Project Alpha, then succeeded largely in their own efforts to deceive the informed class of world citizenry who knew more about physics and the geopolitical arena than the average citizen. It made absolutely no sense for the Soviets to attempt such a hare-brained attack… unless they were planning to invade. Section three convinced the world that that was exactly what they were planning.
The alleged nuke was to have been stolen and used at one of the entry points on the east coast, causing confusion just prior to a massive Soviet air strike and naval assault. The claimed motivation was the Soviet Union’s steady decline, and a fear that perceived weakness would invite the Americans to attack them. The People’s Asian Republic (PAR), although fellow communists, insisted on lopsided cooperation that usually left the USSR on the short end of their deals. Despite their common ideologies, the Soviets and the Chinese despised each other, and everyone knew it.
The Soviets’ own conflagrated bureaucracy and record-keeping made it impossible to disprove any of this following the end of the war, and it was child’s play for S2 agents to plant false evidence where necessary.
In the following days, virtually all of Western Europe, as well as Australia, the South Americas, and many African nations had joined in support of the U.S. invasion into Russia. Nobody was willing to tolerate the existence of a country who would willingly nuke another in peacetime without provocation. It was largely ignored that the U.S. and USSR had been at war through proxies since the 1950s.
As for communist solidarity against the West, the PAR chose to keep out of the way, hoping to profit from the remains of Mother Russia following the conflict. Japan had also avoided the war altogether; the Japanese people had rightly been horrified that nuclear weapons had been used yet again. No matter the reason, their post-Hiroshima culture would not allow them to aid the U.S. in a war that saw the use of those evil weapons.
American military units based throughout Europe mobilized along with their allied partners in the initial push, and were bolstered by reinforcements from the home front and allied countries. S2's own tiny group of highly skilled warriors worked in the shadows to deal crippling blows to the Soviet military infrastructure.
World War III effectively ended five months later, when the Soviet government surrendered on January 24, 1988. Losses had been horrific on both sides of the war, though the Soviets had sustained the heaviest casualties. The communist Politburo relinquished power, and were perversely put on trial as war criminals responsible for the deaths of over five thousand American civilians. The fabricated evidence provided by section three swayed the court to sentence them all to death, though each one of them made sure that their last words in court were harsh denials and condemnations of the lying American capitalists.
Strategic Sciences, as a whole, had succeeded historically in making the world's peaceful interests its own, and acted for the benefit of mankind. The institutional mindset of S2's members was “peace from the shadows”, in reference to their behind-the-scenes methods. Section three was the black sheep of the organization. This first, glaring act of self-interest on that untarnished reputation was the first of several that would occur before S2 corrected itself. World War III was not the end of section three's atrocities, but Alex was the last person to judge S2 for allowing the group's continued existence.
The destruction of Gearson had galvanized the American people in a way that had carried into the current generation. Life was held sacred, and pride in one's self and respect for others was the defining characteristic of the American people. Indeed, the mentality had carried throughout most of the nations who had fought alongside America, and the newly democratic Russians had caught on, as well. Nuclear war was no longer a theoretical threat: everyone had seen the hellish reality, and they were determined to never allow it to happen again.
America and its allies spent the next decade helping to rebuild the former Soviet Union, and deter the PAR from invading the crippled country for its own self-interests. That ensured a long lasting enmity from the Asians that had carried through to the present.
For his part, Alex underwent intensive therapy and stood on the edge of insanity many times. The revelation of his telekinesis had spawned Project PIPER, which combined attempts at cloning Alex with the kidnapping of metahuman children suspected to be telekinetic, many of whom died in captivity during section three’s experiments. The program was so secret it was not discovered until section three’s demise.
Despite any culpability S2 had in the worldwide horrors, Alex could not be convinced that the war, all the deaths attached to it, and the kidnappings of PIPER were not wholly his fault. If he had stayed at Alaska base, none of it would have happened... and Leslie would still be alive today…
* * * *
Alex had long since learned to control his power. Several years of training had conditioned his body so that it was constantly leaking minute amounts of bioelectrical energy through his skin, a chore that left Alex permanently hot to the touch except when he made the conscious effort to stop the leakage. It was how he hid his secret from Meggan and the public at large. Sarah had led the team of researchers who psychologically reworked his mind to cope with the guilt of what he blamed himself for. They were not, and would never be, completely successful in that endeavor. While many S2 administrators were in favor of erasing their horribly failed experiment, the sheer amount of time and money that had gone into Project Alpha precluded his termination. While Project Alpha had been all but abandoned following the war, the primary result of its research, Alex Nichols, became S2’s premier special operative following the demise of the Covert Defense Unit. In 2012, then-Lieutenant General Burke personally recruited him into the Forward Operations Directorate, the S2 department that handled intrusive espionage and human intelligence gathering. Unlike the paramilitary teams, FOD agents worked alone or in pairs, focusing less on military encounters and more on discreet infiltrations. Alex only worked for FOD on paper; his assignments came directly from General Burke.
McKane broke into Alex’s memories. “So, you got a girl, eh?”
“Huh? Oh, yeah, yeah. Her name’s Meggan. Meggan Ferris.”
“Like the wheel?”
Alex laughed. “Yeah, yeah, that’s the one. Heh. She’s great. You’ll have to meet her, someday. Eventually,” he trailed off, brushing his hand through his thick blonde hair.
“Haven’t told her, have ya’?”
“Well, no. It’s not exactly an easy dinner topic. I’m gonna’ tell her, though. Soon,” he added with seeming conviction.
“Well, that’s yer’ business, not mine.” McKane seemed hesitant for a moment, but before he could ask the next question, he was interrupted by noises at the door.
“Richard,” sang a pair of children in unison, “Richard!”
McKane got up, and Alex followed, watching as he greeted two youngsters, a boy who looked to be about eight or nine, and a girl in her early teens. He would never have suspected this. Rick, a babysitter? The kids didn’t seem at all disturbed by McKane’s appearance, either, as the invading sunlight glinted off of his metal parts.
The children were happy and energetic until they saw Alex standing in the hallway.
“What’s he doing here?” the little boy asked accusingly, pointing a grimy finger at the stranger.
McKane harrumphed and tilted his head towards Alex. “Jimmy, Katie, this is my good friend Alex. I haven’t seen ‘im in a long time, so be nice.”
“Is he a angel, too?” whispered the girl. McKane considered her for a moment.
“Yes, Katie. Yes he is.”
The Deaf Leading the Blind
The air was thick and stale, irritating her nostrils, but Kelli continued to move through the eerie corridors of their prison. The Hood held a firm grasp on her hand as she led him through the darkness.
“I don’t know if this is such a good idea,” Kelli said aloud, even though the Hood had already heard her say it twice.
“Trust me. I know where we’re going, mostly. You just have to follow my directions.”
“See, it’s that ‘mostly’ part that bothers me. You can’t see, how can you know we’re going the right way?”
“Because it’s the way I came in. Remember, at the next corridor, you should see four doorways on the left and three on the right. Watch for an open door on the right.” He wasn’t ready to tell her they had miles of underground caves to traverse once they found their way out of this place, whatever it was.
“I hate this,” she repeated for the tenth time. “Why am I here? I don’t wanna be here. Why is this happening to me? What did I do?”
Derek refrained from pointing out that he was there, too, and probably just as reluctantly as she was. Talking to this chick was an exercise in patience, and he wanted to conserve what little he had left.
Kelli on the other hand was skeptical as well as frightened, but her mysterious companion had been uncannily accurate so far. She hadn’t really even had time to wonder how it was that she could see so perfectly and he couldn’t. Kelli at first believed the Hood had somehow been blinded, but she noticed now that her surroundings weren’t naturally lit; there were no shadows that she could see. But despite his handicap, Kelli’s rescuer always seemed to know exactly where they were, describing environments they passed through as he remembered them.
She had gotten her first good look at him when her eyes had adjusted to the dark. She remembered seeing him on the plane before being knocked unconscious, but now saw him in closer detail. Cloaked from head to toe in a dark, rugged uniform, he wore a deep hood over a black, skin-tight mask. The unique hood was shaped very specifically; firm and pointed like an archer’s cap at the top, the opening tapered sharply down to the sides of his neck where it melded seamlessly with the uniform. There were pouches, bandoleers, belts and straps at various points on his outfit that were faded shades of gray, brown and blue, overall making him look fit to lurk in the shadows. He sure didn’t inspire peace and calm with that appearance, even if he was trying to rescue her. Kelli wished Ben were there, instead.
They had been on the move for over an hour. She could no longer sense the presence of her abductor. He had been coming closer; she could feel him when she was restrained to that machine, and her sense of his impending arrival had made her panic. But then he was gone again or, at least, her awareness of him had simply vanished. She was beginning to buy into the Hood’s theory that she was telepathic. It seemed crazy, but what else could explain it? She knew she had talked with the Hood in his mind, and she knew she could feel the malevolent presence of that creature, whatever it was, when it was nearby. For now, at least, it seemed that the creature had gone. She hoped that it would remain so long enough for them to escape.
“Okay,” the Hood said to her, his voice breaking into her thoughts. “Down this corridor there are four doors on the left, and three on the right. The third door on the right should be wide open. Go into that one, it’ll lead us to one more intersecting corridor before we-”
“Yes, I remember your instructions,” she snapped with obvious agitation. Her memory worked just fine, thank you! “How do you know all this?”
“Memory,” he replied for the second time, his tone sharp and terse. “I don’t forget things.”
“Yeah, so you've said.”
“Oh, so you can listen? I mistook you for a real blonde.”
“What is that supposed to mean?”
“I would answer, but you'll only ask me again in a few minutes, so I'll wait til then.”
Kelli fumed, yanking his arm forward. His surprised grunt gave her minor satisfaction.
“Hold up.” He stopped short, yanking her back in what might have been revenge.
“Geez, pull my arm off!” Kelli hissed. “We need to get out of here before he comes back!”
“Listen to me! Can you feel anything, in your mind I mean?”
“Like what?” Kelli looked at him, watching his masked head tilt a bit in consideration. They were the same height, with the two of them standing about even at five feet and five inches.
“I can… see… things, sporadically. I get images in my mind as we’re walking. Every few minutes I get a picture in my head, like I’m looking through your eyes. Can you concentrate, try and see if you can actually make me see what you see? I think you may be doing it unconsciously, but if you could, I dunno, control it…”
“I- I don’t know. I don’t even know how I can see in the dark like this. I’ll try, though.” Kelli closed her eyes, trying to will images into his head.
Several moments passed. “Are you closing your eyes?” the Hood asked darkly.
“Yes.”
“So, am I seeing the inside of your eyelids now?”
“Oh.” Stupid. Her eyes snapped open, momentarily annoyed. But she didn’t know if she was more annoyed with herself or this guy’s attitude. Forcing irritation aside, she looked at him, trying to decide how one “wills” an image to another’s mind. After a few minutes of failure, they decided it was better to leave this question for later, and to continue on their way.
Kelli resumed following his directions and leading him along behind her like a child. Derek hadn’t mentioned his injuries, and continued to hide his pain as he walked along behind her. It wasn't an act of manliness as much as the fact that little-miss-princess seemed liable to completely lose it if something else went wrong for her. He wasn't exactly regretting his choice to save her —after all, the alternative would have been to die on that plane yesterday— but she was getting on his nerves.
“So, who, um, are you?” she asked.
“The Hood.”
“Yeah, buh- I meant, what does that mean, and why are you dressed like that?”
“It’s my uniform.”
“You’re in the military?”
“No.”
“So, what, then? Police?”
“I’m what you’d call an extra-legal operator.”
“What? What’s that?”
Derek hated this. Ignore her.
Of course, he didn’t. “I do illegal things to people who do illegal things.”
Kelli’s eyebrows furrowed questioningly, but she didn’t turn to look at him. “You mean like, torture and stuff?”
The Hood shook his head in exasperation. He ignored her for several moments until they came to the right turn they needed to take. After giving her one more set of directions, he explained.
“A crime lord extorts protection money from small businesses. Little Asian guy that runs the corner snack shop has to pay off some goons so that they don’t trash his place and beat him senseless, and he can’t cooperate with the cops when he witnesses drug deals or crimes. Other people, just like him, get bullied into buying ‘protection’ or keeping quiet. Some innocent person is late with a payment. They get beaten or their shops and homes are vandalized. The police catch the vandals, but because of a slick lawyer or internal corruption, the vandals are either punished for a lesser offense or acquitted altogether. The crime lord isn’t even part of the equation.”
“You protect shopkeepers?”
“It was an example. When I’m around, criminals tend to spend lots of time in hospitals pondering the meaning of life, or just disappear altogether.” Wow Derek, flare for the dramatic, you dork, he chastised himself.
“You… kill people?”
He thought of the two corpses he had left in Waikiki. “Not habitually. But some people deserve it.”
The way he said it made Kelli’s skin crawl. Some people deserve it. Just like that.
“I’m not a murderer, if that’s what you’re wondering. Mostly I stop people from hurting other people. Gangs, muggers, rapists. That kind of thing.”
“And who do you work for, again?”
“Myself.”
“So you’re some kind of vigilante, then.”
Derek’s stomach growled, a loud, echoing noise that both of them heard. “A hungry one,” he agreed.
*
In the shadows behind them, a gray-skinned figure watched with interest as the pair made their way down the corridors. He was dressed in large, baggy silk clothes that whispered with his graceful movements. Barefoot, he crouched in patience to let his quarry gain a bit of distance from their unnoticed observer. His eyes, lacking pupils and irises, gave off a soft blue glow in the darkness. This illuminated the odd, red tattoo above his left eye, a glyph from a language not spoken in this world.
He had not expected to find anything alive in these ancient metal halls, especially when he realized what this place was. The vampyre’s fangs enlarged in his jaw as he considered the sweet taste of flesh that walked before him, but something about the girl piqued his curiosity, staving off the temptation to feed. She was not normal, and he mistook her at first for a feralman. Surprise shook him as a faint residue of her magic touched his senses, and he realized his error. He’d never felt a presence like this before, except from the elders. What he sensed in her veins was pure, untainted… the girl possessed faery magic.
Yet another piece to the puzzle. You’re the one my father sacrificed his life for, aren’t you, little girl? Why were you so important to him and Emrandas? And why couldn’t they find you? It cannot be an accident that you are in this place. His mind froze the moment he realized he was thinking at the girl. He berated himself for his stupidity, and swiftly cast a masking spell. If this girl was who he thought she was, the vampyre was lucky she hadn’t heard his thoughts. Keeping his distance, he followed and observed.
* * * *
Jimmy and Katie happily busied themselves with the breakfast McKane had prepared for them. Jimmy had actually taken the liberty of relieving Alex of the serving McKane had given to him, much to Alex's amusement. They didn't look unhealthy, but they were fairly dirty. Orphans, McKane had told him.
“So, you look after them, huh?”
“The whole town looks after 'em. They come here a lot, though. They figured out pretty quick that I don't have much of a life to disrupt.”
“Why aren't they in protective custody? I can't believe social services lets these kids just run around unsupervised.”
“I don't know how much of the town you saw when you came into these parts, but folks here don't like the fed'ral government too much. To be perfectly honest, that's why I like it here. These are good folk. They take care of each other, don't have any need for Uncle Sam to come in here with his subsidies or liberty-bending laws. These people are old-school America. The kinda folk who built this country.”
“Uh, they're cajuns, McKane. They didn't come around til after the country was built. And how stupid is it to let kids run around without supervision?”
“Its character I'm talkin about, not family trees, boy! I told ya, we look after the kids. This place ain't as dangerous as you think it'd be. My kids grew up in a small town near an open plain with wild dogs, indjins, buffalo, an occasional bandit. I don't see why youngsters these days would be any more fragile than they were three hun'red years ago. Ain't no buffalo out here. No gators in the swamp, I make sure o' that. A group of the townfolk take turns teachin the kids their schoolin, givin 'em a place to sleep and eat whenever they need it.”
“Why doesn't somebody just adopt them?”
“Dunno. That's just how it is. The kids don't like people parenting them. Their mom and pop bought it in a fire few years back. Burnt a nursing home to the ground.”
“That the fire you were telling me about?”
“Yup. Their dad, Hank, was one o' the fellas who was runnin into the building to get the old people out. Saved two old men that day. He went in a third time and never came back out.”
Alex looked over at the children, his heart going out to them. He'd never had real parents; but somehow he could imagine the pain of losing them. It couldn’t feel worse than what he felt every time he thought of Leslie.
“Their mom went a little nuts, I s'pose. Sharon was her name. There was an explosion, and she ran in after Hank. From what I hear, she was screamin his name, not payin' no heed to nobody, just runnin straight inna’ the fire.” McKane paused, looking over at the hungry boy devouring a slice of bacon. “The kids were at home. Glad for that. Wouldn't want their last sight of the parents to be them running in a fire.”
“What about the fire department?” Alex asked.
“You mean the fire 'truck'? Only one rusted engine in this town, and three firemen. They were there, but the hydrant went faulty, wasn't spittin any water out.
“I didn't show up til the fire was good and blazing. Didn't even know anything was goin on til I heard people up the road screaming about a fire. Anyway, I showed up, and was able to grab three more people outta that furnace before the roof came down. I got Sharon out, but she didn't make it. Monoxide poisoning. I helped them get the fire put out.
“I'll tell ya somethin, though, kid,” McKane turned to Alex, his right eye pulsing with that eerie red glow. “For all the things I can do with this body, saving people ain't one of 'em. I had to carry water same as everybody else. Yeah, I can walk through flames, but so what. The people I carried out weren't fire proof. Sunsabitch’ aliens outfitted me with all this gear, and not a single piece of me can put out a fire to keep somebody from burnin to death. Ain't no medical doohickeys in my arm that can cure disease. People came to respect me that day for what I did, getting those people out when nobody else could get in. But it only makes me sick.
“Word got to Katie that I was the one who brought 'er mom out for the paramedics. She thinks I'm some kinda angel now, looks up to me. Kid don’t even realize I’m built to kill, not save. And it hurts. Hurts lots.”
They stood in the hall, watching the kids laugh and finish off their breakfast. Throughout the Argus hunt, McKane had, for some reason, taken a liking to Alex. A mentor-protégé type relationship was formed that gradually became one of equal friendship. Initially, Alex had simply been fascinated by McKane: the fantastic way he had appeared and fought off Argus, the nightmarish mechanical extensions on his body; even the gruff, take-no-crap attitude had all been a mystery that enthralled the young gene-soldier. Some nagging thought at the back of Alex's mind knew that McKane saw some of himself in Alex, saw the way S2 used the both of them. But the thought never took hold, always swept away by Alex’s subconscious programming to serve the interests of S2. He followed McKane out to the porch where they could talk frankly about his visit.
“So, now that we’re here, what’s this all about, kid?” They both sat casually on the moldy porch, looking out at the narrow, grassy path that led towards the edge of the marsh.
Alex took a deep breath. “I didn’t want to involve you; if I had a choice I would leave you to live in peace. But I don’t think we really have a choice. Project Argus has come back to haunt us, in a manner of speaking.” McKane sat motionless, seemingly uninterested. Alex glanced back to see that the children were still busy in the kitchen.
“Two days ago, a commercial airliner went down over the Pacific between Hawaii and California. Our satellites captured images of an alien machine attached to the plane just minutes before it crashed. The machine was the spitting image of the Argus armor, or whatever the Argus armor became before you destroyed it.
“Command believes whatever alien you fought has buddies who have found their way to Earth. At least one, maybe more. S2 is out looking for this particular one as we speak.”
“I dunno what to say, kid, except that it ain’t my problem.” McKane picked a brown reed from the mass that had grown near the stairs, putting the end of it between his teeth to chew. “Not my fight.”
“Rick, you’re the only one who can bring these things down. We would never have been able to stop Argus on our own, all we did was minimize publicity and casualties. These aliens-”
“That’s the problem, kid.” McKane sniffed and licked his lips around the reed. “There ain’t no alien. Whatever you’re dealing with, it’s got nothin to do with me. You ought to be able to handle things just fine. You’re a strong young man. Just cook the thing with your light powers.”
“Rick, I didn’t bring the photos with me, but I didn’t think I’d have an integrity issue with you! The images clearly-”
“Yeah, I don’t doubt you saw what you saw, kid. But trust me, this is outside yer playground. If another one o’ those space tractors landed anywhere on Earth, I’d know about it. Your ‘alien’ is just a shell. Probably another section three project gone bad, if you want my opinion.”
“Section three is gone, Rick. Director Wilson shut it down after Argus.”
“So?”
“So? So he executed all twenty-three of the section members! They were court-marshaled and sentenced to death after Argus.”
“No kiddin'? Took 'em long enough. Shoulda whacked those bastards myself after what they did ta’ you, not to mention the rest o’ the world.”
“They gave me life. That's all I care about.” Sara, Steve, and Kevin had all been given the lethal injection. Alex's “parents” had been among the twenty-three criminals executed during S2's internal purge. “This alien attack is not tied to anything S2 is doing.”
McKane shook his head. He knew bits and pieces of S2's history. They'd started out with a mission he could respect and appreciate. President Dwight Eisenhower had recognized the potential threat that metahumans posed when he learned that the Soviets had stolen Nazi Germany’s research data on this mysterious race. Eisenhower mandated that Strategic Sciences —which had formed alongside Central Intelligence as it replaced the Offic of Strategic Services— begin to operate with near autonomy under the strictest secrecy. He then buried the agency in bureaucratic limbo, and helped to fake the agency's termination.
Their autonomy paved the way for their growth in presence and influence. During his short time with Covert Defense following the Argus hunts, McKane had learned of their efforts at staving off the spread of communism, and that they had prevented potentially bloody wars more than once. Soviet KGB in particular had made efficient use of metahuman soldiers and spies. S2 competently countered them at every turn, often crediting their successes to the otherwise useless United Nations to maintain their invisibility.
They also made their share of mistakes. Miscalculations had led to the fall of Korea and other Asian countries to Maoist ideologies. America had been prepared to use military force in Korea in 1960s, but S2 had orchestrated U.S. restraint, focusing on the Soviets instead. The result was a revolution that installed a Mao-friendly government in Seoul. Like a domino effect, other Asian countries erupted in civil wars, all to the communists' advantage. The People's Asian Republic was considered the Eastern Superpower of the world, being completely solidified by communism with the exceptions of Japan and Taiwan. It was also home to the most frequent and despicable atrocities in modern history.
Unlike their efforts against the Soviet Union, S2 had not had much success in undermining the Asian communists. The PAR encompassed all of the satellite countries that China had assimilated during seven years of revolution, with Korea as its loyal ally and neighbor. Everyone knew that the People’s Asian Republic had designs for Japan and Taiwan, but following the aftermath of World War III, those ambitions were significantly curbed.
Mistakes notwithstanding, S2 had managed to operate for over forty years without malicious self-interest. Surprisingly, the organization kept single-minded focus on the mission put to it by President Eisenhower so many decades ago, though broadening its scope to aid human, not just American, interests.
Alex's birth had twisted all that, though. Section three must have thought themselves gods, playing with life through cloning the way they did. Nothing was taboo, no sacrifice was too great in their pursuit of knowledge… and to hell with everyone who wasn't a part of it. It was entirely too reminiscent of the way McKane thought of the creatures who had dissected and reassembled him. Even if S2 had reformed itself, as Alex suggested, McKane would never trust them. After all, they were only human. He stood and walked to the marshy ground beyond the porch, pulling the reed from his lips and regarding it thoughtfully.
“I was thirty-six when this,” McKane gestured with his hands to bring Alex's attention to his cyborganic body, “happened to me. My wife’s name was Anne. Most beautiful woman who ever lived.” He turned his back to Alex, partly keeping his memories private by ignoring the gene-soldier’s presence. “I had a small farm, mostly just to feed us, but I sold some crop, too. Carving’s my trade, but the furniture business wuhn’t always steady. I was tending the field with my son, Paul. The boy was only thirteen. Looked a lot like his momma, which was funny. My daughters, Penny and Emma, looked like me, the poor girls. Hmph.” McKane allowed himself a smile.
“The plow hit something in the dirt. Got stuck good. It was gettin’ on close to lunch, so I’d sent Paul back to the house to help his sisters get things ready with their ma. I was fightin’ the plow, trying to get it loose, when somebody grabbed me from behind. They stuck me with somethin, jabbed it in my neck, real deep-like.”
Alex was riveted to the telling of a legend. McKane hadn’t shared any of this with anyone, as far as he knew. He’d read every scrap of recorded info S2 had on McKane, and none of them had first-hand accounts of his life, beyond generic mentions of his abduction. McKane had a wife? Kids? It shouldn’t have been surprising and yet… it was.
“I woke up in a small room. It was purple inside, but the walls glowed. There was lights that hovered in mid air. I was on a soft bed, but then they came again.” McKane’s eyes narrowed as he remembered the emotionless faces of his abductors.
“They put more needles in my arms. Whatever they were pumpin into me, it burned me alive before it knocked me out. I thought they were dumpin boiled tar into my veins, inta’ my very bones.
“The next time I woke up, my head was splittin’. I felt like somebody’d started a fire in my ears.” He looked at Alex, flaring his red alien eye slightly to emphasize the memory. “My eye was gone. Woke up with this thing in the socket. I’m guessing they hadn’t meant for me to wake up at that point. My new eye wasn’t working yet, all it did was hurt. I screamed. Things got frantic in there, they tried ta’ hold me down.
“I reached up to grab my face, but my left arm was pinned down with somethin’. When I reached up with my right arm,” he raised his mechanical deformity, studying it disinterestedly, “it was gone. Bloody stump with a lump o’ metal on the end was the last thing I saw before I woke up in the field, where I’d been when they snatched me.
“I woke up screamin’. Anne found me there. It was dawn, my screams brought her out armed with a rifle. I’d been gone almost seven months. I didn't understand what it was I saw on her face, why she looked at me with that… horrible…” He trailed off. Then he spun around to face Alex.
“They did this fer a reason, kid.” McKane’s expression instantly became one that promised violent death, and his still-human looking arm swept out to the side for emphasis. “I was lost, outcast, wandering the country, looking for some way to end my miserable life.
“Then one night, I felt an impulse stronger than anything you’ll ever experience. Thirty years, kid. Thirty years I’d been aimlessly wanderin’. Then in a snap second I knew why I was here. My purpose was flashed in my face like a rising sun. I could feel a presence, an intruder. A threat. An alien. This thing was my life. My need to meet it, to utterly destroy it, it was so overwhelming I believed I’d be free ta’ die if I gave in to the call.
“And I did. I met what your bosses later named Argus. I fought it with all the anger and hatred I could muster. And I thought I killed it. I thought it was all over. I was wrong.
“I can’t die. I learned that after fightin’ the monster. I learned it when yer incompetent masters revived it and dragged me back into the open. I exist ta’ meet and kill intruders on my planet. I have no choice, none, when it comes to fighting these… aliens.
“So you see, boy, you have nothin’ to worry about. Whatever it is you’re huntin’ now, I could care less.”
* * * *
“I wish Ben was here.”
The Hood was exhausted, hungry, and in agony. He would fasten to anything that distracted him from the situation, if only for a few moments. “Who… who’s Ben?”
Kelli walked almost aimlessly, lost in thought. “He’s my boyfriend. He’d know what to do. He’d hold me tight and get me out of here.”
“Yeah, I'm pretty useless,” whispered the vigilante.
Kelli was instantly contrite. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it like that! I’m glad you’re here. Really! I just, I’m scared. I wish the one I loved was here.”
“Yeah, that makes sense, you’re in a fatally dangerous situation, only seems right you’d want him to suffer with you.”
“I didn’t mean that! Fine, I wish I was with him, does that sound okay to you? Man, do you take every single thing literally? What’s your deal, anyway?”
At that moment the Hood collapsed with a grunt of pain, and Kelli was almost pulled down with him. “What happened?”
“My… ribs… my ribs are cracked. And something else, I… I dunno what it… what it is, but it feels bad.”
“Why didn’t you say anything? When did this happen?” Kelli gushed, helping the Hood onto his back and gently probing his abdomen. He flinched and groaned as she ran her hand across his left side.
“Ouch! Cut it out!”
Kelli pulled back instantly, but then he calmed down, ashamed at himself.
“Listen, we’re not far. Not far from the door I came in through. But outside is a cavern. We’re underground. I hiked about two miles from the place I’d been knocked unconscious,”
“Wait, wait, what are you talking about? Underground? You were knocked unconscious? I don’t understand!”
“That flying thing, it was carrying you, and I was being dragged along… behind… behind it. I got slammed into a few of the rock formations in the caverns. That’s where,” the Hood paused to catch his breath.
“That’s where I got hurt. But it's rough going, outside in the caves. A lot of it’s uphill. Gonna be harder going than it was coming. And there’s at least one point where the caves intersect into branching tunnels. I can guide you, but… but I’m going to slow you down. I can’t go much further without some rest. Help me get to the cave. We’ll decide what to do when we get outside this place.”
“What do you mean, we’ll decide what to do? We’ll get out of here, that’s what we’re going to do! You’re not expecting me to leave you behind? I can’t get out of this by myself! I don’t even know where we are!” The hysteria was obvious in her voice.
“Kelli,” he said gently, “help me get outside. We’ll decide what to do when we get there.”
Kelli didn’t know what to do. Fear and exhaustion ruled her body now. Tears pooled in her eyes, but without any other option readily apparent, she looped his arm over her shoulder and struggled to hoist him to his feet.
“Come on,” she encouraged him, “come on, stand up. I’ve got you.”
Once he managed to stand, supported by her small frame, they began to hobble their way to the exit.
“Tell me about Ben,” he asked weakly. It seemed a good way for both of them to occupy their thoughts. She forced a laugh, sniffling away at the soft tears rolling down her cheek.
“I wouldn’t know where to start. There’s so much to tell.”
“How’d you meet?”
“School. We’ve been in the same class ever since kindergarten. To be honest, I don’t even know how we got together. We used to goof off as kids, didn’t really get to be more than that til around junior high. One day we ended up talking seriously during one lunch period. I don’t even know what about, we had nothing in common. My family owns a ranch, I grew up raising sheep, horses, cattle. And my best friend, Orion. He’s my horse, a beautiful Tennessee Walker. I love him so much. Ben…” she managed to giggle. “Ben’s pretty much a beach bum, spends all his free time surfing, playing football, or working on cars with his brothers.”
“There had to be something between you two, though?”
“Well, yeah. But its not really anything I can describe. When we talked, it just, I dunno. Life just seemed… complete… whole. Sounds corny, I guess.”
“Love at first sight?”
“No, nothing like that. Well, maybe, I dunno. It wasn’t exactly first sight, more like millionth sight,” she smiled to herself. “Anyway, we started to hang out at school, made some of the same friends, and one night he asked me out to see a movie. We’ve been together ever since.”
“One movie did the trick, huh?”
Kelli sniffed and looked at him. “Are you calling me easy?” There was no irritation in her voice now. They had both gotten on each other’s nerves. But Kelli decided to blame the circumstances of their company. She couldn’t hold any grudges against a man who had hiked through miles of rough caverns in his condition to help her. Talking about Ben helped to brighten her mood, as well, if only a little. She started them walking again. “Like I said, I can’t explain it, but when you feel it, you just know it's right.”
*
Derek was too weak to smile beneath his mask, but he noticed the change in her tone, and decided it was better to travel as friends than constantly at each other’s throats. Besides, Kelli was just plain hawt, and he wasn’t quite old enough to be able to ignore such a fact yet. She turned the questioning in his direction.
“How about you? Girlfriend, wife, kids?”
The Hood coughed with laughter, grabbing at his broken, battered side. “None of the above.”
“Really? Maybe if you’d quit the hero business, that would change?”
The Hood sighed. “It’s not that simple.” Why not, his mind asked. Again.
“Why not?” Kelli echoed.
“Everybody pays a price for their mistakes. I made a mistake, and that’s part… part of how I’ve paid for it.”
“But that sucks. Nobody should be alone.”
“I’m not alone. Only the Hood is.”
“Huh? You’re the Hood.”
“Let’s just say I have a day job.”
“Ah, secret identity, gotcha’. Like Superman? But Clark Kent had a Lois Lane, til she died, anyway. You could, too.” Kelli paused. “You’re not an alien, are you? No, Batman is the vigilante, he’s just a rich weirdo.”
The Hood collapsed again, clutching his ribs in agony as he fought to stop laughing. When the episode finished, Kelli helped him back to his feet. “I’m sorry, I won’t say dumb stuff like that again.”
“No, no, I just wouldn't expect you to be a comics expert.”
“Are you kidding? My dad is a comics nut, and I've been collecting comics since I was five!”
“You don't seem the… type.”
“Why, cuz I'm a girl?”
“Well, yeah. A majorly hot one.”
Kelli was momentarily stunned, then forced a laugh. “Thanks. I, uh, think.”
Her nervous response warned Derek that she still thought he was a grown man. Grown men don't tell teenage girls they're hot, moron. She probably thinks you’re a perv, now.
He derailed her apprehension by returning to comics. “So, Superman is your favorite hero?”
“What’s so exciting about a guy who only has one weakness? Makes his stories pretty predictable. And he’s outlived all his classic enemies. I guess they had to kill off some of them, that comic is over a hundred years old now. And I liked the Bruce Wayne Batman better than the new kid who took his place. I wish I’d been around in the Bruce Wayne years, my dad has a bunch of good ones from the late nineteen-nineties. They still used paper back then, too, it’s kinda cool.”
Modern “print” publications used personal readers, which were flat-screen panels of various sizes that downloaded premium content wirelessly from the internet: even comic books. Derek noticed the passion Kelli had on this subject as she continued.
“There was another awesome comic back then called ‘Spiderman’, those things are worth thousands today. It was the original comic that’s called ‘Goblins’ now. That one’s pretty slick, too, I’ve been subscribing to it for a few years. But Superman? Oh, heck no. He’s so lame.”
“You think so?” Derek was amazed to be having this conversation with her, of all people. All of his friends back home who knew anything about comics were geeks who went speechless in the presence of a girl like this. His earlier irritation with her vanished. I’m in love!
“Yeah, I mean, this alien gets evacuated by his parents off his home planet before it blows up, okay, I can go with that… then he lands on earth and the sun gives him all these awesome powers, okay, I can still get into that, somewhat-”
“Somewhat?”
“Well, the guy’s practically a god! It’s not a question of ‘what can he do,’ it’s ‘what can’t he do?’ The only way to really thwart him without kryptonite is to attack innocent people in multiple places at once, make him choose who he helps. And then he’s got the Justice League to help him out in situations like that.”
“You sound like you’ve thought a lot about this.”
“Not really, I just hate Superman. It’s a lame character, a relic from ancient times who just needs to die.”
“So, then…”
“My favorite comic? Hmm, that’d probably be Nine Lives.”
“No way, that’s my favorite comic, too!”
“What?” Kelli laughed. “Well, I guess that shouldn't be a surprise. Is that why you dress up? Trying to live in a comic?”
“Beats wasting my time at conventions,” he hedged. “Besides, Nine Lives is not a superhero comic.”
Kelli slowed as they approached the final door. “True,” she admitted. “I don’t normally like space stuff, but the stories in that comic-”
“We’re here,” Derek interrupted, without needing Kelli to tell him where the door was. “This is the door. Is it still open?”
“Yeah, you were right. It's a little room, then it looks like a cave outside.”
“That’s where we need to go. Let’s get a little ways further before we stop to rest.”
Together they slowly made their way through the cavern, stopping only when the Hood had exhausted every last bit of energy and could walk no further. Kelli sat on the dirt floor, cradling the Hood’s head in her lap.
“We should get this uniform open so I can look at your wounds. Although I wouldn't really know what to do about them…”
“No, no, leave it alone. The suit knows I’m injured. The nanomachines are constricted around my abdomen, like a tight bandage. Its best… to just leave it as it is for now.”
Kelli looked at him as he labored hard to breathe. “What about your mask? It’s got to be hard to breathe with that thing on your face.”
“A bit. But…”
Kelli sat looking at him for a few moments before she realized what she had asked. “Oh, I-I won’t look. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to suggest-”
“It doesn’t matter. I’ve never been in a situation quite like this, though.” Derek pulled the hood back, revealing his black hair, the mask stopping at the top of his forehead.
Kelli watched as the mask literally melted away, seeming to run down like a liquid into the neckline of his uniform. She pulled his goggles from his eyes.
“You’re just a boy. Th-the one from the plane,” she whispered.
Derek smiled weakly. “Don’t tell anyone,”
“H-how,” Kelli was lost for words, and just stared at him.
“My name’s Derek. Nice to meet you.”
“I don’t… I don’t understand.”
“Ha. It’s a… a long, weird story.”
*
Derek started to mumble some things that she couldn’t make out, but fell asleep within a few moments. Kelli leaned back against the rock wall, holding the teenage boy’s head in her lap, and tried to make sense of what was happening. She unconsciously stroked his hair, staring at the wall opposite where they rested. She felt a warmth in her mind, a gradual sense of… freedom. Kelli felt as if there were chains around herself that she was only now becoming aware of, and she was shrugging them off. A brief image of Derek appeared in front of her, but he was different, younger. She chased after the apparition as it ran from her.
“Wait, wait! Where are you going?”
Kelli chased the boy for what seemed like hours, when finally she stopped to regard her surroundings. She was no longer in a dark, musty cave, but on a busy street with people bustling past her. She’d lost sight of Derek, but strangely, she felt no anxiety because of it. Calm settled over her like a warm blanket, and she began slowly strolling along, searching for Derek without any need for rush.
Kelli looked around, knowing that something was not quite right; there was nothing exactly wrong, but a surreal feeling, a gut instinct kept her from being swallowed by this new reality. She struggled to hold on to a memory, something inside her mind that told her she really wasn't here. But the more she fought to find those thoughts, those memories, the farther they ran from her grasp.
Days passed, though time strangely had no real meaning for her in this place. She had come to learn that no one here could see her, hear her. It was almost as if she didn't exist. The only thing she knew for sure was that there was a boy here named Derek, and her only real interest was finding him. Days and nights continued to rise and fall over her, but Kelli had no need of rest or nourishment. Her search persisted.
She found that she could interact with the world around her; she opened doors, she picked up objects. The instant she broke contact with these things however, they returned to the state they'd been in before she touched them. If she took a cup off of a table and put it on a counter, it vanished the instant her hand let go, and it would reappear on the table. Doors would not swing closed behind her; they would simply be closed once she opened and walked past them.
But she could not interact with the people. If she stood in the way of their movements, she found herself quickly and violently knocked out of the way without ever being noticed. Kelli learned to avoid crowds the first time she was pin-balled down the length of a busy sidewalk. She could not take objects from people's hands, nor manipulate anything they were in physical contact with. If she tried to open a door that someone was casually leaned against, it may as well have been locked to her. Once, she grabbed a digital reader from a table in an office. A man walked up, reached down to where the reader had been on the table, and it vanished from Kelli's hands, appearing in his.
Kelli walked into people's homes, invading their private places of life, but none took notice of her. She was in Boston, Massachusetts, she had learned. The year was 2010, and Kelli somehow knew that was wrong. But why? Tirelessly, she walked the city, looking everywhere and anywhere for Derek, while the people of the city went about their lives around her.
One day, Kelli was sitting in a park, content for once to simply pause in her search to watch people as they passed her by. Several couples strolled along the grass, most of them with young children in tow. A sudden thought hit her, and the name “Bennett” came to her mind. It was attached with a brief longing— for what, she didn't know. But as quickly and suddenly as it came, the thought passed, and Kelli was once again consumed with the need to find Derek.
A distant cry caught her attention, spinning her around. She didn't know how, but she recognized the cry, the wail of a newborn baby. It was the boy she had been searching for. Kelli ran in the direction of the cries. Her sprint brought her to the doors of a hospital, and Kelli made her way through the crowd of people within, being careful not to touch any of them. Down the hallways, up the stairs, Kelli slowed herself as she reached the third floor. Hesitantly, she walked to the room where Derek was. She could hear people talking, but the baby's cries were distinct, drawing her to him. She paused at the closed door, room 326, finally opening it and stepping inside to see a large Caucasian man cradling a small oriental woman in the bed, who was herself coddling a tiny baby wrapped in a white blanket.
* * * *
The alien creature trained its ocular sensors in the direction of the invading force, thinking of them with amused interest. So, the humans were searching for its hidden lair. That would become a nuisance, but not a serious one. It had planted several surprises in the area for the intruders it knew would inevitably find their way there. The humans were more insistent than it realized, but no matter. It had noted their semi-stealthy approach hours ago, and decided to climb up onto the mountain to wait for them.
The girl it had taken from the airliner was helpless, and would remain so until the electrocution process was finished breaking her mind and, in essence, killed her. The alien wished that it could just snap the girl's neck to get on with its plans, but all the relevant research told it that her psyche needed to be destroyed, leaving her brain just healthy enough to support the function of living. Experience taught the creature that a human's mind was most easily broken if you took your time doing it.
If Kelli perceived her imminent death, the shock and fear might feed her the energy she needed to break free, or worse, kill her captor. And it had lived and plotted for far too long to risk dying now. Still, the girl was supposed to be the alternative for this plan. Those worthless wolves had failed in acquiring the real target, and the alien had not heard a single word on their status since they failed to attend the planned rendezvous on the girl’s home island.
The creature was piloting the same vehicle it had used to kidnap the girl. There were forty-three of the flying attack vehicles stored in the hangar of the buried starship, each one miraculously still functional all this time following the ship’s crash. In its native language, the vehicles were called “exin”, though the humans who had foolishly taken it captive all those years ago had modified its original exin and called it “Argus”.
The humans were clever little things. They had evolved technologically over time, impressing the creature that sought to dominate them. Advanced as they had become, however, the humans were still no real threat, unless…
The black-clad humanoid thought back to the augmented human who had defeated it not once, but twice. It had learned the human’s name after hearing it used several times during battle: McKane. How it hated McKane, not just for what he had done, but for what he represented. McKane was the product of a dead culture, ancients who sought to thwart this creature’s species at every turn, even this long following their extinction.
A buzzing in the back of its mind caused the creature’s stolen face to grin sardonically.
“Orfiram! Orfiram!”
The creature delved into its mind, seeking the voice calling its name. “How you annoy me, Anthony. I’m rather busy at the moment.”
“This is still my body, monster! I won’t let you hold me any longer!”
“Not this again. Anthony, you need to let go. This body is mine now. Mine. You are no more than an unwanted guest in my mind. You are forgotten by your own people! Dead and buried long ago! Now begone!”
“What are you doing with the girl? You know what she is! She could destroy you!”
“Yes, Anthony, I know exactly what she is. Your own people so helpfully researched her and her kind, and left all their findings for me to make use of. I've thanked you for that countless times, haven't I? As to her purpose, I’m surprised you haven’t figured it out by now. After all, it was you who gave me the idea.” If the creature’s true form could smile, it would be right now.
“No,” Anthony murmured, finally understanding Orfiram’s recent actions.
“Yesss,” Orfiram mocked, “she’s your replacement! Merging with you, however distasteful and happenstance, saved me from McKane’s assaults. The fool believes I am dead because you mask my presence. Merging with a powerful faery, however, will ensure that even McKane cannot stop me from bringing you wretched humans back to your rightful place under our heel! Do you realize the honor and prestige I will reap when I offer the Firsts an entire planet full of slaves?”
Anthony cried out in agony as the creature lashed out with psychic whips, burning Anthony as they repeatedly assaulted him.
“Orfiram! I’ll kill you before I let you harm that girl!”
Gritting his teeth, Anthony fought through the pain, struggling to take one step, then another, towards the monster who had stolen his life, then used it to cause harm to his fellow humans.
Amazing, Orfiram thought, if these creatures possessed an outlet for the strength that their minds can project, we might actually have something worry about. But enough was enough. Orfiram increased the magnitude of pain he shot through Anthony’s mental existence. The human cried out, much to Orfiram’s amusement, sinking to his knees and muttering unintelligibly.
As had happened thousands of times before, the presence of Anthony Dimmick faded, retreating from the unyielding misery that Orfiram constantly inflicted.
Kill me, indeed, the creature scoffed. It galled Orfiram that he could not purge the human presence in his mind. The human’s body truly was Orfiram’s, and had been ever since Anthony Dimmick had strapped into the Argus unit all those decades ago; but the human’s mind was unwilling to die, and Orfiram had been unable to find a way to kill Anthony’s consciousness. Still, he would not have to tolerate the human’s insolence much longer. The metahuman girl would soon be an empty shell, thanks to Orfiram’s research into how exactly he and Anthony had merged, and her body and all its magic would become his. Orfiram would let Anthony Dimmick enjoy freedom in his body one last time before he used the girl’s immense power to finally kill him.
Tracking sensors detected the movements of the human soldiers on the far side of the mountain. Orfiram had all the time in the world, and so guided his exin into the brush to test and observe the quaint weapon systems he had acquired from his allies inside the human organization called Strategic Sciences.
The Hood
Nurses stood attentively off to the side, watching with concern as the baby continued crying. No, Kelli corrected herself, the baby was screaming. The parents softly spoke to the child, trying to comfort him, but the baby seemed to be in intense pain. After several more minutes, The doctor spoke briefly with the parents, then nurses rushed away with the baby, the new father closely following them. Kelli stood watching the mother weep for a minute, then walked after the baby and his escort.
The screaming only ceased when the baby exhausted himself into a deep sleep. It resumed when he awoke. The doctors were stupefied as Kelli listened to their discussions day after day. They had no idea what was wrong with little Derek. She stood near his tiny bed constantly, sometimes the only person close to him. Even the nurses left him alone once he was asleep. She never did. His parents, who Kelli learned to call Craig and Trina Hawkins, were only allowed to visit him inside the ICU during specific hours of the day. The rest of the time they stood behind a glass wall to watch in despair. He had to be fed intravenously because he would not stop crying long enough to be nursed. Kelli cried herself every time she saw his parents, standing behind the glass helplessly as their baby screamed in pain that no one knew how to ease.
After several days, Derek seemed to calm. His little throat was raw, and doctors surmised that it left him in no little discomfort, but his pain had seemed to pass. The doctors were disturbed, not knowing what was wrong with the baby or what had cured him. The parents, understandably, cared only that their baby was becoming healthier every day.
Kelli remained part of his life for the next several years as she stayed with the Hawkins family. She did not know her connection to him, but she was amazed at the incredible little boy. He had begun speaking to his parents within a month of being brought home. His parents, not to mention his doctors, and Kelli herself, were astonished. He giggled and laughed and cried the same as any infant, but he could understand and coherently speak at a grade-school level, albeit with an infant’s still-developing vocal chords. He became a child-celebrity as news organizations around the world published stories about this prodigious “wonder-baby”.
The sudden and overwhelming attention, however, frightened the Hawkins family, and they packed up and relocated from Boston to a small town outside the city, a modest suburb called Highlands. Craig and Trina were loving, thoughtful parents, Kelli saw, wanting to raise Derek the best way they could. They had decided to avoid cameras and media attention. Occasionally they corresponded with parents of other high-profile prodigies, to try to learn what they could about raising a gifted child. The advice they most often got was to “wing it”, because these children seemed to write their own books on how to be parented.
As the years passed and Derek grew, Kelli, and the Hawkins, learned that his prodigious ability, as it were, was not simply great genius. Derek's memory was unlike any the world had ever seen. Kelli listened, fascinated, the first time Derek described to his mother what it was like to be in her womb in the weeks before he was born, and the things he'd heard people say to her that he could hear as an unborn child. That was as far back as he could remember, he told them. He had simply woken up one day, floating comfortably in embryonic fluids, aware of himself for the first time. He quoted the words of every person present at his birth, recounted what his hospital room looked like in striking detail from the time he’d first opened his eyes, and every word his parents had said to him during the week he'd spent in intensive care. They'd been only noises to his ears at the time, but he remembered them with crystal clarity.
His screams that first week had not been born of pain, but terror. He had grown accustomed to life inside his mother, and upon his birth, the sheer volume of information his mind began to process had frightened him beyond anything he'd known since. It had taken a couple of days to simply adjust to it all, and several more days before the panic completely ebbed away.
Derek’s mind recorded literally everything he came into contact with. What he touched, what he saw, what he heard, what he tasted, what he thought; he could tell you almost precisely the temperature and wind speed of any day in his past by remembering how it felt against his skin and comparing the memory to others on days which he knew the given information. His resulting mental abilities were staggering.
Most startling, and perhaps relieving, to the Hawkins, was that while Derek's ability to learn surpassed anything they could have imagined, he was still just a child, still given to mischief, still in love with the desire to have fun above everything else. He disobeyed his parents often, earning spankings and other punishments. He had friends he played with all the time. He simply loved to be alive and find enjoyment.
Kelli sat at the table with Craig and Trina the night they discussed what to do about his schooling. Derek was quite obviously beyond grade school teachings, even at five years old. Trina was unconvinced by things she had read and seen about children who graduated college by the time they were twelve, even younger. She and Craig had no doubt that Derek could probably graduate college at six. A sideways glance at a page in a book was all it took for him to retain everything written on it, and his critical thinking skills developed rapidly by simple virtue that he could collate and compare all of those memories at the speed of thought. But he simply wasn't interested in his gift. He was a kid and wanted to be a kid.
The Hawkins decided they would enroll him as a regular student, and allow him to mature at the pace that was set in traditional schools. Craig followed Trina's reasoning that they were not holding him back; Derek had the internet, the library and numerous other resources in his reach. They decided what he really needed to learn in life was going to come from his parents and interactions with his peers, not teachers and books. Kelli tended to agree. She had come to know him as well as they, after all, even if they didn't know she was there.
The years went by, and Derek grew up appearing no different than the average kid. By the time he was in second grade, he had decided to hide his gift from others by performing badly enough to avoid being the smartest kid in the class. When his parents finally confronted him about it, Kelli smiled as Derek told them that it was no big deal.
“You should know better than that, mom. You think I get Bs because I’m stupid?”
“Derek, it’s not right,” Trina replied. “You should do your best, always. Especially in school.”
Derek laughed with borderline condescension, an oddly humorous sight from a seven year old. “Those rules don’t apply to me, mom. If I did my best, I’d be running half the corporations in the country. I thought you guys didn’t want that?”
“You’re not that smart, young man, and that still doesn’t mean-”
“Mom, it’s not fair.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean it doesn’t matter if I go on to graduate valedictorian, magna cum laude, all that stuff.”
“It’ll be years before you can win those honors.”
“Exactly! My friends are all gonna grow up wanting scholarships and awards. They should be able to earn it. Letting them beat my GPA won’t make them smarter than me.”
“You’re still in second grade, silly!”
“Mom, my friends have to work for their As and the shiny awards on their report cards. It’s not fair. I’m kind of a cheater, when you think about it. Miss Harding is an illiterate moron compared to me, so how are the students supposed to compete with me?”
“Don’t say that about your teacher,” Trina scolded with a laugh. “Miss Harding is a nice girl!”
“Yeah, nice and stupid. I asked her if I could do my science project on the effect of gravity on light waves from distant stars. She’s supposed to be teaching me science, and she doesn’t even know what gravitational lensing is!”
“Derek, don’t look down on people,” Trina said gently with her still-amused smile. Kelli’s affection for Trina grew as she watched her deal with her unique child. “You are a special little boy, and I love you so much. I know you don’t know what it’s like for the rest of us, to forget things we’ve learned.” She laid her hand lovingly on his head. “I can never teach you the things you want to learn, Derek. You had more book knowledge by the time you were three than I’ll ever learn. But if there is one thing I am determined you learn from me, it is respect. Keep it in your head, young man, that just because someone is not as smart as you are, does not mean they are stupid.”
“I know, mom, I know,” the boy said, obviously embarrassed. “I don’t mean to act like that.”
“I know, sweetheart. You only lapse into it when speaking of academic matters. I’ve never seen you put down your friends when you play.”
“But the point is, if I go acing everything, it’s just not fair to my friends.”
It soon became clear to Kelli that he was talking about his friend Laura, a bright little girl who also happened to be obsessively competitive in the classroom. Kelli watched the two of them at school, and on the playground. She laughed at these two adorable little children whose relationship with each other almost seemed adult in nature. Poor Laura was a bit of an outcast with the other kids, and Derek looked after her like an older brother might. Scoring high grades seemed to be Laura’s only consolation for being mocked by the other kids.
School itself meant very little to Derek, outside of the social value. Laura continued to be his constant companion, but Derek was also popular with most of the other kids. He excelled at sports. His motor control seemed attuned to his memory, as he was able to memorize physical skills with inhuman precision. The only time he missed a basketball shot was when he wanted to. The only time a soccer ball was stolen from him was when he let it be. In little league, he memorized the behavior and movements of pitchers, becoming able to predict exactly when and where the ball would reach optimal position for his bat to strike, and when not to waste his time swinging. He gained perfect scores in gymnastic competitions, and the list went on. Though he was a quiet, unobtrusive figure, Derek’s athletic abilities made him popular among the others. Only his seeming shyness kept him from being the top dog of the school.
In her time with him, Kelli had come to learn that the only thing more prodigious than Derek's memory was his imagination. The boy loved comic books and science fiction novels. Movies and television captured his fancy as, well. One comic in particular caught Kelli’s attention. Derek began subscribing to a title called “Nine Lives”, a science-fiction story about a group of cat-like space pirates who unwittingly steal a top-secret weapon from a powerful intergalactic government, and find themselves the target of a massive manhunt. Something about the comic made Kelli smile as she read over Derek’s shoulder; it almost gave her a feeling of coming home, for some reason.
There was a weekly ritual in which Derek, digital comic reader in hand, would cuddle with his mother on the couch as they watched special broadcasts of twentieth-century science fiction programs. Derek loved the ridiculously scripted shows and films of the nineteen sixties and seventies, and he often questioned his mother about the outdated special effects they witnessed each week.
“Mom, how come we don't use tractor beams like on that TV show? It would make work and stuff easier, y'know.”
“Derek, that's not real, its just in the movies.”
“But why? It shouldn't be that hard to make a tractor beam.”
And so began an intense obsession. Derek had absolutely no challenges at school. He had no equal in the classroom or on the sports field. He had come to realize that he had never once experienced what his friends all did in some form or another: competition. Science fiction provided just such a challenge: Derek was determined to erase the fiction from it.
Kelli vaguely recalled something about herself as she watched him study. Somehow it made her envious to watch the casual way in which he was able to learn complexities and what to her would be meaningless babble, as if she herself were a student who struggled with the effort of learning. Like always, the almost-memory of her life escaped her, and she resumed her voyeuristic observation of this fascinating boy.
The years continued to roll by, and now Derek was twelve. He knew how to do things that made Kelli's head spin. He grew frustrated, however, because he could not make practical use of the things he had put to paper. Every so often, he anonymously contributed his knowledge to the outside world. He had grown fond of the archaic IRC internet chat system, as it was the only form of real-time web communication that remained text-based, foregoing video and audio broadcasts of its participants. The anonymity allowed him to converse with people who were his intellectual peers without revealing his identity, and the subculture of braniacs and hackers who frequented IRC obviously felt the same.
Almost always, Derek’s distributed science was for the medical community, to aid in the curing and preventing of diseases and illnesses. His ability to recall and compare literally every scrap of documented information he could get his hands on, along with his personal research on various subjects, enabled him to quickly and decisively reach conclusions that led him to answer questions that other researchers hadn't even thought of yet.
The key to the cure for cancerous illnesses had already been close to cracking by 2022, but Derek helped to advance that research by several years, and now millions of people had their lives back thanks in small part to a boy they would never hear of or know about. Even his parents had no idea. Kelli was silently awed and proud of the boy's selfless attitude.
Her pride turned to revulsion the night he began hacking corporate banking programs worldwide, depositing millions of dollars in cash to foreign accounts he had created for himself. Derek was no longer content to share his brilliant work with others through anonymous emails and IRC. He wanted to be part of the wonder of discovery, wanted to be the one to see his work first hand.
Time seemed to slow at this point for Kelli; not in the sense that motion slowed down, but time itself seemed to begin taking on a very real meaning for her. Most of the last decade had passed like a blur for Kelli. Now a wait of forty minutes as Derek sat in class seemed to drag on in her boredom, while hours could pass in what seemed minutes as she lost herself watching Derek’s private, ever more illegal activities.
Craig Hawkins was friends with an older gentleman, James Gregory, who owned and operated a private landfill just outside of Highlands. James lived off of a meager grant that the state government paid him to use his property as a landfill. He had a handful of employees who helped him tend to the trash compacting, incinerating, and recycling, which was where the real income came from. James Gregory was a nice old man, and Derek had spent many childhood afternoons on his property rummaging through the trash and enjoying himself the way children did when they came upon abandoned vehicles and other novel playthings incomprehensibly discarded by adults.
Derek needed someplace to conduct his planned actions, and it just so happened at the time that James was struggling under a mountain of debt. Derek had a solution to both their problems.
“I don’t know, Derek. I don’t think you realize how much money I’m actually needing. The bank is going to take my property away, and that’s the end of it. It’s not that I want to leave, you understand, but I’m an old man, and I guess its just time to move on.”
“James, I’m telling you, I can pay off all of your debts. You can’t leave, you’ve been here longer than Highlands has!”
“I couldn’t ask your dad to pay off my debts. Truth is, I should have sold this place a long time ago. I just kept letting the bills come and come, thinking I could handle things. I got behind when the old crane broke down, it took a lot to fix it. But when I lost the tractor and Pete quit last year, well, I just never recovered after that. Besides, I hear some developers have plans to put a mall or something here.”
“Don’t be ridiculous. We have malls every five miles, we don’t need another one. Besides, its you who isn’t understanding me, James. My dad isn’t involved in this. I want to help you on my own. I have money that… mom and dad don’t know about.”
James’ eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”
“Look, I do some work sometimes, for different people. Not bad stuff, its like… medicine stuff.”
“Derek, if you’re into drugs, stop talking right now. I can’t believe-”
“No! Nononono,” Derek began laughing. “No, James, I mean real medicine. Look, you know I’m into science and stuff, right? Look, hospitals sometimes pay me to help them research stuff. I haven’t told mom and dad, so please keep my secret.”
“Why?”
Kelli stood in wonder as Derek continued the bold lies with a straight face.
“I know dad told you why we moved out here, cuz there was too much attention about me and my gift. The people I work for, they don’t know me, who I am. I learned that from mom and dad. Life is easier and more fun if I’m nobody special. So I help them over the internet, and they pay me. They pay me good.”
They sure do, they just don't know it, Kelli scorned. James sat in silence for a few moments.
“I dunno, Derek. I just, I don’t know.”
“I have to admit, James, I have another reason for wanting to help you.”
“I figured as much.”
“It’s nothing big, I just would like to have a small space here so I can study.”
“What do you mean?”
“The stuff I study isn’t what you learn in high school or even college, James. I’m way beyond that. You watch TV and see stories about space exploration, or things that average people normally don’t even think about, like the advancement of technologies like communications and even medicine? That’s the kind of stuff I’m into, James, the only things that interest me.
“I want to take the money I’ve earned,” Kelli winced at that word, trying to reconcile herself to it all. In a manner, he had earned it, but she couldn't bring herself to say he wasn't just a thief. “I want to have a place to research things, to create things, new things. I read about ancient universities, early engineers and chemists; Leonardo Da Vinci and his famous workshop, heard of him? I want something like that for myself. I have this gift that I can’t use because I’m just a kid, see? Unless I reveal myself as something special, and then nobody will let me be a kid again. I wanna’ do these things on my own time, when I’m in the mood, not because some adult puts me to work with a schedule that makes me start to hate it all.”
“What about your parents? Why not save the money for college or something?” James asked.
Derek laughed at the absurd implication that he would waste time and money going to college. He only went to middle school because his parents paid tax for it and all his friends were there. “I’d rather they not know for now. I wanna prove this is something I can do on my own. Not cuz I wanna be all grown up, but, it’s like a challenge, you know? School is a bore. I know more than all the teachers combined. I just fake it cuz I like being with kids my age. I know dad told you that, too.” James nodded. “This is something I need, James. My teachers, my parents, nobody here can challenge my mind. But I don’t want to leave my home just for that reason. Please, James, help me.”
The boy was clever, Kelli saw. Paying off James’ debt was no longer seeing to James’ need, but to Derek’s. The appeal to James’ inherent kindness worked, and Derek soon had his own private workshop, a small warehouse that had been virtually buried under a trash heap deep in the back of the junkyard.
Derek’s theft did not stop at money, to Kelli’s chagrin. Equipment, parts, even information found its way into Derek’s hands through fraud and deception. Over time, she was placated, if not exactly pleased, by his attempt to take only what he needed for his research; Derek had no interest in being rich. Even so, the young teen had acquired a vast fortunes-worth of hi-tech computer and fabrication equipment.
Derek was now thirteen. He rarely played sports anymore, spending most of his free time at his hideaway on James’ property. The popularity of his early childhood had evaporated with the onset of puberty. Image and status were everything to a teenager’s social structure, and Derek had little of either, having no time for friends or socializing. Even Laura had found other friends of her own, and rarely came to visit him anymore. By now his parents knew of his workshop, though neither they nor James grasped the extent to which Derek had gone to build it, and James had never let on to the Hawkins that Derek had bailed him out of debt in return for using the property. The expensive, unexplainable —not to mention stolen— equipment was kept in a private, hidden section of the shop. Derek meticulously planned all his suspicious activities around times when no one would be around to witness or question him.
Things that Derek could not fabricate himself he instead custom-ordered through several dummy corporations he created and maintained online. The dummy corporations also helped him to invest in legitimate businesses to earn added income through the stock market. He even generated quarterly reports and faked the IRS into believing these phony companies were paying their taxes.
Kelli noted that he really did send in legitimate payments, even though the money was all stolen. In the digital world, there was no shortage of money for him to acquire. In every case, he’d repaid the offended parties, who usually never even realized they’d been exploited. Naturally, he reimbursed his victims by robbing others, then lather, rinse, repeat; but to Kelli, Derek’s conscience seemed pleased by the method. She wasn’t convinced by his sugar-coated ethics, but she had no say in any of it, and really, her care and concern for him helped dissuade her from labeling him an outright criminal.
Kelli resigned herself to the fact that Derek was in a unique situation, and his thefts did little, if any, harm to anyone. He still shared some of the things he learned with the science and medical community, but she noticed he kept the large part of his discoveries and creations to himself. His driving motivation, the tractor beam he had seen so often on television and in movies, had finally been realized. But in trying to create this one technology, Derek had created half a dozen other technologies in support of it, most noteworthy of which was the unique power generators that supported the massive amount of energy his tractor beam required.
He discovered hyper-efficient ways of harnessing electricity from something called piezoelectric crystals. Through Derek’s texts, Kelli learned that the common trait among piezoelectric materials was that they generated electricity when mechanically stressed or heated.
But there had been breakthrough discoveries in Paris regarding a certain, rare type of crystal, which had gotten Derek more excited than she’d ever seen him. Only a scant few thousand of these special crystals were known to exist in the world, and naturally Derek had to get his hands on some. By happy coincidence, his class took a science trip to an MIT “youngsters conference,” near a lab where some of these crystals were being studied in Lexington. He made use of the excursion to burglarize the lab and take four of the crystals, which had been dubbed RP-0045873; a nomenclature that Kelli forgot almost as soon as she heard it. She liked Derek’s name for it better: “rip-zee three”.
She couldn't understand a fraction of what he was doing with these crystals, but she learned over the span of a year that he had developed a way to harness massive amounts of power from them, using harmonic vibrations rather than conventional heating and stressing methods. From the computer models Kelli observed in Derek’s shop, the crystals generated an as-yet undocumented type of energy that Derek then converted into electricity. She looked up from the screen to see Derek testing the crystal.
“This is the most unnatural crap I’ve ever seen,” he commented aloud. At one point she saw him playing with a glowing blob of light that had been extracted from the crystal. Derek was using an experimental tool he’d developed while studying rip-zee-three, and the little blob of light bounced almost weightlessly atop it. Derek flicked his wrist and tossed the light into the air. It floated gently across the room, then slowly fell to the floor. Derek picked it up and walked to a dense rubber box, in the middle of which was a thick plexiglass tube. At the bottom of the tube was another tool, similar to the one Derek was holding.
He dropped the bubble into the tube and stepped back behind a large, two-way mirror anchored to the floor. The bubble slid lazily down the tube, hit the tool, split into two, and then exploded in a bright flash, showering sparks everywhere. An arc of lightning shot forward into the wall opposite Derek, leaving an angry black mark in the concrete. A gust of wind blasted through the room, and Derek was lifted from his feet, tossed backwards onto the ground. The tube shattered, and the lights in the shop fluttered for almost a minute before returning to normal, and small flames licked at the rim of the rubber box.
Derek’s face was white as a ghost, and Kelli saw that his hair was standing up, charged with static. He was visibly trembling. “That wasn’t supposed to happen,” he said. On unsteady legs, he rushed to the computer in the next room, checking the display. The UPS battery was whining irritably.
“Holy crap,” Derek exclaimed. “Point-oh-six megawatts?” His hand moved to his hair, and he looked around the shop in bewilderment. His eyes returned to the computer screen, and he jumped into the air. “Hoohoo!”
After countless experiments, he devised a method of compressing the crystal’s output into those odd bubbles, which were then fed across thin conduits to connect the two parts of the tool, what Derek generically called an “inverter”. One part extracted energy from the crystal and created the bubble; the other “popped” it and drove the resulting electrical charge into whatever power adapter Derek hooked into it. Kelli was amazed that by buzzing that tiny little crystal and attaching it to the inverter, Derek could generate a harmless blob of gel that exploded with power at the distant end of a circuit. According to his typed notes and logs, he was calling the energy “arinox”, and he considered it the biggest accomplishment since nuclear fission.
Things like this, Derek kept to himself, and Kelli didn’t understand why. His methods and energy sources, if shared, would revolutionize the country… the world. She couldn’t find the rhyme or reason to how he decided to share one thing, and withhold something else.
At this point, it was all amusement for him, nothing more. The act of creating the so-called impossible was what he craved. She noticed he made little actual use of his inventions.
Derek had spent months designing and building a suit. During one of his leisurely “let’s-hack-a-secure-government-database-because-I’m-bored” sessions, he’d found engineering documents for an armored combat infantry suit. Intrigued, he stole the design and made custom modifications to it. He built two of the suits; one seemed to be simply for testing purposes, and the other he only worked on when he was satisfied with the results of those tests. Kelli learned as he built it that it was meant to carry many of the gadgets he was designing. He had installed a tractor beam generator in the right glove. One of the special crystal-battery things was installed to power the suit, while another was installed on a special belt. The remaining two crystals were kept in the workshop for further research.
At times Kelli almost began to understand some of what he was doing. Not in the sense that she knew exactly what his purpose was, but she tried to study alongside him as he researched and designed his wondrous science fiction world. She found herself drawn to the sheer wonder of learning, regardless of the subject matter. Derek poked into anything he was not an expert on: programming, engineering, language, psychology, and even culinary studies. Kelli had salivated over more than one of his home-cooked meals, depressed that as an apparition, she could not partake of the mouth-watering dishes he fixed for his family.
Months passed. He was now intent on the creation of artificial intelligence, and in studying the applications for quantum computing, logarithmic programming, and dozens of other computer-related fields, Derek went off on a tangent, looking into improving the way human thought interfaced with computer technology. Kelli often heard Derek mumble about the lack of applications for brainwave “sourcing”, as the technology was referred to. More than half of all paralysis cases were essentially curable by implanting processors and stimulation nodes in the brain and spinal cord. Derek took it all a step further, though he needed outside help to complete his newest project.
His method for acquiring what he could not make himself was simple in theory, if not in practice. His system involved hacking the networks and databases of those who had what he needed, guided them into doing or creating what he wanted, supplying convincing email conversations when needed, and then going back in to erase all trace of his involvement once he was finished with them. He was usually able to have the custom components mailed to him at random addresses. Other times he simply broke into the manufacturers' facilities and stole them.
This latest technological gadget of his design had been delivered earlier in the morning by express delivery to an office building in Boston. Ostensibly, the company Derek had contracted to build the gadget had been led to believe this building was a tech-research center. In reality it was home to an art dealer, a bulk retail administrator, and an optometrist. Derek was there to receive the package from the courier, and went on his merry way, secure in the knowledge that this potentially high-profile piece of tech could in no way be traced backed to him. If anyone ever decided to check on who would order such an oddly engineered item, their trail would go cold at this building.
Kelli peered over his shoulder as he opened the package, carefully unpacking and unwrapping… a piece of dirt? Whatever it was, it was tiny, but had been wrapped and packaged carefully, like a fragile, priceless artifact.
They were in his workshop, and Kelli leaned back on a cleared workbench as she watched the teen prodigy work tirelessly on an adjacent bench, fiddling with some kind of needle and the miniscule —thingy, she didn’t know what it was— apparently fusing them together. Once he had finished with that task and tested the results to his satisfaction, Derek put the needle into a jar of clear, thick fluid. Using a pair of mirrors to look at the back of his head, he started poking at the skin with a small screwdriver, seemingly looking for something under his hair. Whatever it was, he found it, and after sterilizing the hair and skin on his neck with a medical solvent, he retrieved the small needle.
Using his inhuman memory and motor control to penetrate the sensitive area with surgical precision, he plunged the needle home. The needle was at least two inches long, and Kelli forced herself to watch the entire length being pushed into the base of Derek's brain. She could see by the way his eyes and jaw fluttered that the event was causing him at least some discomfort, but he persevered, and was rewarded when he tested his latest creation moments later. He taped a wired contact to the back of his neck, where the almost imperceptible needle head was flush with his skin. The wire was hooked to a specially programmed computer terminal, and Kelli laughed in wonder along with Derek as he typed words and created images on the screen, simply by thinking it. It was a wonder to behold, the most amazing thing Kelli had ever seen. Derek took a break from his activities following the success of this latest endeavor.
At school later that week, Kelli stood by as Laura caught up with Derek.
“Hey! Hey, stranger, whatcha doin?”
“Laura? Hey, uh, nothin much. How you doin?”
“Oh, I only got a 98 on that geometry test last period! So, pretty good!”
“Really? Awesome! I barely scratched a 90 on it.”
“You weren't hardly trying, then,” she smiled. “Hey, you wanna go get some burgers or something after school? I haven't talked to you in like forever. We need to go hang out.”
“Yeah, that sounds like fun. I'll swing by your place-”
Loud yelling caught both their attention near the parking lot.
“It's Dan,” Laura spat. Dan Phillips was one of the school’s resident bullies, and he was terrorizing one of the younger kids. “Look at that poor kid! Somebody should do something!”
“Yeah. Here, watch my bag.” Derek walked over to stand between the two boys.
“Hey, Dan, why don't you lighten up, come on.”
“Get outta my face, Derek,” Dan sneered. “This little punk's been talkin trash about my girl.”
“I just said she wears too much make up!” the boy whined. His right eye was puffy and his lip was bleeding. Derek shook his head, and Dan walked right up to him.
“You don't want none o' this, Derek. Go back to your nerd girlfriend and stay outta my business.”
Derek snorted. “Oh-ho! So, you can beat the crap out of this kid because he makes fun of Lynn, but then you go and insult Laura. So. Does that mean I can start wailing on you, now?”
Dan laughed loudly. “Man, you couldn't hurt a fly, you tampon!”
Derek looked behind him at the scrawny kid. “You know, I don’t think I’ve ever seen you fight someone your size, they’re all small like him,” Derek smirked.
As expected, Dan took a swing at Derek, and Kelli was helpless to stop the fight from happening. The blow snapped Derek's head back, and a punch to his stomach knocked the wind out of him. Derek fell to his knees, coughing.
“Stop it!” Laura yelled. Rushing over to Derek, she looked up with venom at Dan. “Okay, you've proved how tough you are, now just, get lost!”
Dan shook his head, smiling with renewed pride. “Man, what a bunch of losers. I don't got time for you.”
“That guy is such a prick,” Laura said while helping Derek to his feet. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah, I just feel stupid, is all.”
“Maybe you need to take karate, if you're gonna be playing hero.” Her statement dripped with sarcasm, but it stirred something in Kelli's memory for just a moment. Then it was gone.
“Hey, you said somebody had to do something!” Derek argued.
Laura wiped a line of blood from the corner of his mouth with her thumb. “I know, but, come on, Derek. You're not a fighter. He was right. You couldn't hurt a fly.”
“I could, too!”
Laura just laughed.
Dan went on to join an upstart neighborhood gang, the first of many. Drugs began creeping onto the streets of Highlands, and with them fights among the gangs over who controlled the traffic flow. News reports blamed a Russian crime syndicate that was believed to have set up operations in the area. It made Derek sick.
And so he began designing weapons.
Derek developed bullets unlike any Kelli had ever seen. They were thin like needles, but exploded on impact. The explosion was weak, but when several dozen of the needles exploded, the force was fairly destructive. Not satisfied with the performance of this ammunition, he created chemical irritants to add into the bullets. Kelli was horrified and disgusted when he began testing the chemicals on stray cats and dogs. The animals displayed obvious pain when jabbed with the chemical-tipped things. How could you, Derek?
The other weapon Kelli saw him develop was a type of air gun, something that could knock a person up to four yards away right off their feet. At closer range, within several inches, the gun was no less deadly than the ballistic kind used by police and criminals alike. Kelli wondered what possible use he would have for such deadly things. Something in her mind stirred another distant memory, a conversation with someone… someone who talked about killing criminals? The memory vanished, leaving Kelli lost to her identity once again.
The one thing that eluded Derek time and again was artificial intelligence. It had been the starting point for his neural interface, but Derek came no closer to perfecting AI than he was at the start of his quest. His shop was stocked with custom-built computers, running programs of Derek’s own creation which, Kelli believed, were vastly superior to anything else on Earth. The only problem was that they really served no purpose, other than to occasionally help Derek in his research. They also proved to Derek that he could design what any group of geniuses in the world could, only better.
Kelli gathered that he was trying to program a computer to think and act the way a human did. She began to wonder sometimes if he was trying to build himself a friend. After all, there was no one on Earth he could really relate to. Even his childhood friend, Laura, who he still cared for, was nowhere near the same wavelength he was on. Derek Hawkins wasn’t a cliché “one of a kind”, he literally was the only one of his kind. Kelli couldn’t begin to comprehend what Derek held in his head, or what it would be like to have to remember, with crystal clarity, every single thing he came into contact with. There was nobody who could understand him; not even Kelli, who had been his constant, if unseen, friend since his birth.
One day a load of abandoned cars were dumped off in the rear of the junkyard near Derek’s shop, where large scrap metal pieces were kept. Derek perused the rusted, broken vehicles during a break from his lab work. One car, very different from all of the others, caught his attention, and Kelli began inspecting it alongside him. It was old and sleek at once, with four round headlights and sporty adornments like intakes and a spoiler.
“Toyota,” Derek murmered to himself. He walked around to the back to see what make was labeled on the car. “Celica GT… crap, this thing is almost forty years old. Bit rusty, some minor dings, shouldn’t be that hard to smooth out-”
“Hey, Derek.”
Kelli and Derek turned to see James walking up.
“Just got this stuff in this morning,” James explained. “John’s gonna cut most of it up so we can transfer it to the recycling station.” He thumped the roof of the Celica.
“Hey, James? You mind if I have this one? Something about it just, I dunno, it looks cool.”
“Car’s broke, Derek, you’re better off buying something a bit newer.”
“No, I’m not gonna drive it. I don’t even have a license. I just think it’d look cool in my lab. I’ll get rid of the engine, make it a bit easier to move. In fact, I could probably just gut it and-”
James chuckled. “Decoration, huh? Well, I don’t see why not. Me and John’ll come over and help get it pushed into the warehouse for ya after lunch.”
Once again James supplied Derek with material to play with, though what Derek considered play most people would consider work. As he’d suggested, he tore out the engine block and most of the interior, but not because he wanted to make it easier to move or display it as “decoration”. Kelli quickly learned that he wasn’t just going to repair the car. He was remaking it. The various comics displayed on his reader at the workbench told her why, when she paused one day to look at the cover being displayed. The Batmobile? Derek cut away so much of the Toyota’s frame that Kelli wondered why he’d bothered taking it in the first place. But he slowly pieced it all back together after completely changing specific portions of the body.
The left passenger side was refitted to house the new engine Derek intended to build for the car. The driver’s side roof, which Derek had cut away, was welded to the door, which was then fitted on a hinged sliding mechanism that slid the door/roof open like a passenger van, letting him comfortably climb in and out of the car without taking three feet of space to swing open the door. Cutting away the rear of the Toyota’s frame and welding the hatchback shut, he fabricated a similar door for the single back seat, which he’d installed facing backwards behind the driver’s seat. This rear door slid to the right as you opened it from the outside. The entire right side of the interior had been closed off from the new driver/passenger area, dedicated solely to the as-yet un-built engine.
The sight of him working with various automotive components stirred another memory for Kelli, and the name “Bennett” slid through her mind, like oil escaping a clenched fist. She held tightly to the name for several moments, remembering Ben Kunali’i, his brother Devon, and someone else- an older brother?- all crowded around a car with the hood raised as they joked with each other and tuned the engine. Kelli’s heart beat wildly at the thought of Bennett, and the strange feeling returned to her after all these years. Something was not right. I'm not supposed to be here. Things were not exactly wrong— not that she could point out, anyway, but… the memory slithered from her grasp, and once again, Kelli was nothing more than Derek’s silent watcher.
Time seemed to slow and quicken at random. Several weeks had passed before Kelli realized it. Tonight, Derek was excited about something. His excitement fueled Kelli’s own, as it often did, and time slowed around her again as she grew aware of it. She did not know what they were excited about, but she looked forward to learning. Following him from his home to his lab, she walked along side Derek on the cool summer night. He was carrying a heavy black trench coat that he’d taken from his dad’s closet. He wasn’t smiling, but she could feel his anxiety, his anticipation, all the same. Something big was happening tonight.
When they got to the lab, Kelli watched Derek as he stood in front of the suit, seeming to admire it. She had seen him wearing different pieces of it before, usually for fitting or testing purposes, but he had never worn the entire thing. Tonight was different. He was looking at the suit as if he had never seen it before.
Slowly, he shed his clothes on the floor until he was wearing only his spandex shorts. Kelli turned away, blushing. She had never walked in on him in any private way, in all these years. It had never even occurred to her to try to sneak a peek at him before. She didn’t look at him the way a girl would look at an attractive guy; he was just a boy! But not for much longer, she caught herself thinking.
The thought stopped her cold. How old am I, Kelli wondered. She didn’t feel any older than she did the day Derek was born. She felt like she was young. How young, though? Kelli once again began trying to piece together what was happening to her. She felt that she shouldn’t be here. Something told her that the way she moved about in the world, the way no one took notice of her, all of it was wrong, even though it felt so natural to her. Am I dead? Am I a ghost, some kind of phantom?
The sound of Derek closing the pieces of the suit caught her attention, flushing the thoughts from her mind. He was almost fully encased in the suit, now, fastening the last clamps and straps on the boots. There were several cables extending from the neckpiece of the suit, leading to a computer which Derek walked to stand in front of. She watched idly as he stared at the computer for several minutes, issuing commands through his very thoughts. Then, after pulling the cables from the suit, he ejected a disk from the computer, storing it in an opening on the suit’s leg. Derek pulled the trench coat over himself, hiding all but his gloved hands and the boots he wore. The last piece of the suit, a small, narrow helmet, waited for him on a shelf, and he picked it up, carrying it with him to the door. Kelli followed, wondering where they were going.
* * * *
It was pandemonium. Kelli stood in the alleyway watching as Derek fought off the last of the thugs. His strange black uniform seemed to swallow light as he moved through it. She didn’t know what the suit was, exactly, only that Derek could make it change, like a chameleon. It all had to do with programming and nanotechnology, neither of which Kelli knew much about.
Over six months ago, she had tagged along with him as he stole his mother’s van one midnight and drove to Boston. They’d parked outside the edge of a crowded Wal-Mart parking lot, away from any store-owned surveillance cameras. From there, Kelli stayed close to him as he snuck his way several blocks to his real destination, a warehouse-turned-office building owned by R-Tech Research Industries.
That morning had turned into a blur as she raced along with Derek, who was apparently adding another count of breaking and entering to his list of illegal actions. The gadgets in his suit helped him to gain entry to the building, with Kelli barely able to keep up. He had used his tractor beam to help him climb up to the roof. She’d had to grab hold of his neck and hold on as he climbed. For the first time, she realized she could touch Derek. Another proof that he was unique. Luckily for both of them, he hadn’t noticed her, and her weight hadn’t seemed to make a difference. Kelli really didn’t exist to him, at least not in a noticeable way.
Some type of signal-jammer was used to help them get past security cameras undetected. Locked doors were easily broken open with the artificial strength endowed by the suit. More complex, electronic locks were hacked with ease using any number of means available to Derek through his suit or simple technical know-how. Security guards were bypassed, Derek moving and behaving like a supernatural ninja in their presence. Kelli couldn’t remember half of the obstacles they’d overcome that night getting to Derek’s goal.
They had reached it finally, deep in the belly of the facility. She followed Derek into a large laboratory, a lab every bit as impressive as his own, though several times larger. Derek took only moments to look around, then walked over to a large vat filled with a purple liquid. A large computer was stationed beside the vat, and Derek pulled the computer disk from his leg pouch, inserted it into the computer, and began doing his hacking thing. Kelli didn’t understand any of it, but judging from his body language, she knew it wasn’t causing him any problems or concern.
As he finished his techno-magic, the lid on the vat began opening. The sides of the vat had large glass windows which let them look in before the lid was open, and Kelli watched Derek as he climbed into the mysterious pool. She saw him lie down inside the liquid, completely drowning himself in it. She couldn’t see him as he submerged, even through the glass. The liquid was too thick. Moments later he stood, dripping wet with the purple stuff. Except it wasn’t purple any more, but jet black… and it wasn’t wet, it looked like dry cloth.
Calmly, Derek stepped from the pool, dressed in his new liquid whatever-it-was clothing. At the computer, he began using his hacking skills again and recovered his disk. Kelli watched in fascination as the clothing around his thigh melted away, exposing the pouch where he wanted to replace the disk. Once it was properly stowed, the clothing mended itself around the hole. As he turned in her direction, she noted that the clothing had formed a hood around the helmet he wore. Recognition had clicked momentarily, but again the memory fled from her as she reached for it. Kelli still puzzled over what it was Derek had done in that lab.
Now, this very night, she had seen the cloth cut open several times by thugs with knives as Derek fought them off of a helpless young couple. She couldn’t remember when he had learned martial arts. There were so many things he learned that she couldn’t remember now. There were six gang members who had assaulted the harrowed couple, but four of them were now unconscious. All of the tears in his costume had mended almost as fast as they had been cut open.
One of the thugs reared up behind Derek’s short frame, moving as if to stab him from behind while Derek was preoccupied with his friend. Without so much as looking, Derek blocked the knife hand, locking it by the wrist and twisting so fast that when Kelli heard the snap, she didn’t realize that the sound was the man’s bones. He didn’t realize it either until moments later, when he began screaming. Derek blocked several punches from the last remaining thug, diverting his attention long enough to kick the screaming man with one bone-jarring blow that knocked him into blissful senselessness.
The last would-be robber stood back, obviously measuring his chances of getting away. Derek stood between him and the street, but the thug was not so ready to part with his hard-earned profit. Kelli suddenly recognized the thug. It was the schoolyard bully, Dan.
Derek had to have recognized him, as well, but he made no indication of it. With a swift blow, Derek rammed his outstretched fingers into Dan’s ribcage, shattering bone and cartilage. Dan dropped to his knees, and Derek clubbed the back of his head with a back-fisted punch before he could regain his breath and scream.
Then Derek knelt before the terrified couple. The woman had twisted her ankle, and she was rubbing at it. Derek gently gripped her there and pulled off her shoe, looking over the bruised injury.
“Are you all right?” His helmet masked his voice, making him sound like a machine.
“Y-Yes!” the woman said.
“Thank you!” the man added. “You’re him, right? The one they call the Hood? That guy in the news?”
Derek grunted. “Yeah. Such a stupid name, but yeah, that’s me.” He looked back at the pile of helpless bodies he’d left lying on the ground.
For the last six months, Kelli had ventured out with Derek as he suited up on random nights to stalk the streets of Highlands and, on occasions like tonight, the streets of Boston. She didn’t know what made him do it, but he seemed to be enjoying it all. She couldn’t sit down and ask him about it, and he didn’t talk to anyone about what he was doing so she could listen to him voice his thoughts. The nearest thing she could figure was that he was trying to live what he read in the comic books, what he'd seen in the movies. It all seemed to be a sport... a game?
The sound of sirens startled Kelli and attracted Derek. Leaving the rescued couple to recover themselves, Derek sprinted for the street, with Kelli one step behind. Keeping to the shadows, the odd pair made their way to the scene of a grisly crime surrounded by emergency vehicles. Kelli followed Derek as he expertly wove his way into the perimeter of the activity, evading detection.
They were in front of a bank, and it looked like a late-night robbery had just occurred. Crime scene investigators were just finishing up their photography of the victims, and Kelli gasped as she saw that one of the victims was a little girl. Her dead eyes stared blankly at the sky, and her face was frozen in terror. Her brain matter was a gory mess on the sidewalk beneath her. There was a man lying in death beside her, in much the same condition with a gunshot wound in his head. Kelli felt like vomiting. Tearing her eyes from the scene, Kelli looked to her young, mysterious charge, the only person in this world she felt any kind of connection to. It looked like he was shaking. Kneeling beside him, she realized that he was shaking. With rage.
“Hey, hey you!”
A police officer had spotted Derek. Quickly, he raced down an alley way, then another and doubled back towards the main street. The sound of the policeman’s footsteps was drawing closer. After turning three corners in his attempt to lose the officer, Derek’s uniform began to change color and design, becoming sneakers, denim pants, a t-shirt and jacket; his hood drifted down his neck, reforming with part of the nanotech costume into a backpack. Derek removed his helmet and quickly pushed it behind him into the pack just as it was zipping itself closed, then stepped onto the lighted street beyond the alleyways. Then he turned and began walking casually toward the alley that the policeman would soon be coming from.
Derek had just crossed the alley entrance when the pursuing officer ran onto the street. “Hey, hey kid!”
Derek turned, and the officer began waving in a couple of random directions. “Did you see anybody run past here a second ago? Dressed in a black costume?”
“Huh? No.” Derek made a show of looking around. The officer jogged back into the alley, frustrated. When he was gone, Kelli saw an angry scowl form on Derek’s face.
“Kelli, I think you’ve seen enough.”
* * * *
Kelli blinked, awakening inside of a dark cave. Slowly, her eyes adjusted, and she looked down to see Derek weakly looking up towards her, accusation bright in his eyes even though he couldn’t see her.
“That was you, in my mind just now, wasn’t it?”
Kelli’s awareness had returned, and she remembered where they were and why they were there.
“I-I thought it was all,” Kelli shook her head dumbly. “…just a… dream.”
“I could feel you. I could see you watching my memories pass by, like it was all a cheap movie. Why did you do that?”
Tears pooled in Kelli’s eyes. “That was all real? All those years, all those things, I was living in your memory?” She looked down at Derek again, who looked away from her.
“Please don’t ever do that again.”
“Derek, I-”
“Please, Kelli.”
“I swear, I didn’t mean to, I don’t know what happened! I’m so sorry, Derek!” she cried. The look on his face was one of betrayal, violation. “I don’t know what’s happening to me!”
Kelli cradled Derek’s head, sobbing her profuse apologies to this person she’d come to know and somehow… love?
We Were Friends, Once
Graon issued a few quick hand signals, and the elves dispersed into the dense woods. The ormun was tethered in a knotted group of trees half a wik from where they were now stalking. Up ahead was a clearing which Nim had scouted, at the edge of which was a small pool fed by a calm waterfall. Against the slight cliff face next to the falls, a small hut had been constructed, standing in a wisely selected area; the back of the hut was defended by the sheer cliff, the western side was guarded by the large water pool, and the south and east had been cleared for a good expansive view of anyone who might wander out from the trees. It was too big to be the dwelling of an elf or a dwarf, and there weren’t many creatures taller than an elf who looked kindly on either elves or dwarves, at least not this far from Windham.
Near the top of a tall oak, Kassak primed his hyru, notching an arrow and scanning the ground below. Opposite him on the other side of the clearing, Nim waited silently at the top of a similar oak, readying his bow and covering Kassak's blind side. Down below, Graon stalked carefully along the clearing’s edge, his ranger cloak pulled tight around his frame, a sharp dagger held hidden but ready.
With windswept feet, Graon ran quickly and noiselessly across the open ground to the eastern wall of the hut. Holding himself tight against the wall, he inched his way toward a closed glass window, listening for signs of life within. There were none. He chanced a peek at the edge of the window, but saw no movement within. Graon pursed his lips, pressing his tongue against his front teeth to whistle in the manner of a water lark. Even as the other elves whistled back their acknowledgement, Graon bunched his legs beneath him and leapt upward, flipping his legs up over his head while pulling his bow over his shoulder. With a spin and a twist, his outstretched legs came back down as his body carried itself just above the hut’s straw roofing. Without a sound, Graon’s feet landed weightlessly on the straw, and in two equally silent strides he had positioned himself just above the doorway and notched an arrow to his bow, the dagger still in his hand.
Nim hit the ground with a slight thump, sprinting towards the hut from the eastern side. Kassak, on the far side of the clearing past the water pool, saw a hint of movement in the branches on Nim’s side of the clearing. But it hadn’t been Nim who caused the disturbance; it was behind him. Taking aim, Kassak loosed a warning shot to the left of whatever had moved behind Nim. Before the arrow had made it half way to its target, Kassak leapt with all his might across a neighboring tree, curling and twisting himself several times to avoid the branches and leaves, and landed stealthily on one of the sturdy branches on the next tree over. He had drawn and notched another arrow in mid-air, this time intending to aim with something more than a warning in mind. The first arrow disappeared into the trees without a sound at about the same time Kassak spun and took aim again.
By this time, Nim had taken position before the doorway, with Graon covering him from above and Kassak covering them both from his concealed position. Swallowing hard, Nim rapped gently on the wooden door. His other hand stayed near his sword, ready to draw it free from the scabbard. Contact with humans was unheard of, and despite the General’s confidence, the elves decided that caution outweighed faith today. When there was no answer, Nim knocked again. Above him, Graon eyed the edge of the woods with full alertness. He and Nim were more exposed than they would like to be, and he'd seen Kassak loose his arrow at something. He kept his attention focused on covering Nim, leaving Kassak to worry about the far edge of the clearing.
Down below, Nim was visibly perspiring. The Paladin either was not home, or not answering. Not knowing which put the old ranger even further on edge. A brief whistle from Kassak spun Nim around; the rookie had spotted trouble. Nim could see no movement in the trees, but…
“Sunna bānshu iego ngähiu thu?”
Nim slowly turned to his right, then looked up to face a black-skinned human, wet and naked, having just walked from the pool beside his home. Kassak had seen him emerge from the waterfall, but his warning whistle had alerted the human, as well, much to his surprise. Instead of swimming through the pool, he had raced around it on the rocks and quickly moved along the side of the hut to get behind Nim.
The human looked up to regard Graon standing on the roof armed with a bow, then returned his attention to Nim. When the human knelt down, Nim took a slow, but confident step back. He didn’t speak the human’s language, and didn’t know how to reply to the question.
“Can I help you?” the human asked, this time in the elves’ native tongue, Vomelri. The Paladin’s face betrayed no emotion, but Nim was fairly sure he was prepared to kill the elves if he felt threatened.
“We’re lookin’ for a Paladin, master human. We… mean you no harm. We were sent by Khun ‘Rhee, the General of the Sprite armies.”
The human looked at Nim suspiciously, then nodded. “Very well, but tell your friends to come down out of the trees. I’ll not speak to you while you have weapons pointed at me.”
Graon leapt lightly from the roof, stowing his weapons, and Nim signaled Kassak to join them. As the young elf trotted nervously across the clearing, the human stood to his full height and looked down at Nim. The human didn't seem to notice his own nudity, so the elves pretended not to.
“And the other one?” the man asked.
“Other what… master human?”
The human pointed, and the elf trio looked over to the trees, at first seeing nothing. But then a lithe form burst from the treetops, catching hold of a branch on her way down and somersaulting into a graceful twist to land the grassy floor. Gemlorry calmly walked towards them, holding Kassak’s arrow in one hand and a slim crossbow in the other.
“You’re showing your age, Nim. You read woodsign like a blind fish reads elderscript. I thought for sure you’d have caught me back at Willon Pass when I spooked that owl.” She tossed the arrow to Kassak, who caught it dumbly. “Nice shot, Kass. I wish I could tell you I caught it, but…” She held up the hem of her vest. It was slashed with a narrow cut. “I’ll settle for saying ‘you missed’.”
* * * *
Nim wanted to grab Gemlorry by the neck and shake an explanation from her, but he knew as well as she did that now was not the time to be divisive. The human gestured them to follow him inside, and as they did, Graon noticed Gemlorry making no effort to hide her gaze from the human's backside. When Graon scowled at her, she shrugged her shoulders and smiled impishly.
The human, who looked well-aged, yet formidable, donned a thick, gray robe, and turned to face the elves. “I'm afraid I'm not much for entertaining company,” he told them. The room was bare of seating furniture save for a single chair at the table. “But feel free to sit on my bed, if you wish.” Gemlorry was already standing near it, and plopped herself down on the soft, stuffed mattress. The others remained standing.
“Well, then, what is this about?” the human asked, pulling back the chair and seating himself in front of them. He produced a small towel from a pocket in the robe and looked at Nim. “You say Khun 'Rhee has sent you to find Lumina?”
Graon stood stiffly, answering the question and displaying the rank insignia on his arm, letting the human know who the leader was.
“Yes, master human. It is a very urgent thing that we find him, if we haven't already.”
The human chuckled. “Oh, you've found him. Interrupted his bath, too.” He finished drying his curly, cropped hair and laid the towel on the table. There was a gray streak at his temples, but otherwise his hair was even blacker than his skin.
Kassak stood silently. He had seen the human walk out from behind the waterfall; probably from a cave they could not see in the cliff face, covered by the natural curtain of water. He was silently berating himself for letting the human get so close to his comrades. His first instinct had been to shoot the human, but the sight of him reacting to the bird call had stalled the elf with confusion; Lumina had deciphered Kassak’s warning, and sprinted across the rocks at the edge of the pool to surprise Nim. Nim’s demonstration at Tirapan was also still fresh in his mind. Step inside their border, they’ll kill you before you can blink.
Lumina looked again to Nim, though he clearly knew that Graon was in charge. “You referred to Khun as the General of the Sprite armies. He only holds that title in times of war.”
Nim looked to Graon, and Graon nodded for him to answer. The Ranger Captain surmised that the human had intentionally slighted him to gauge his reaction. Well, the human would learn that this elf was even-tempered and not to be underestimated.
Nim followed through and answered the Paladin. “Paladin Lumina, the Sprite Kingdoms are preparing for war. The General intends to destroy the Matari Prison and free the slaves.”
Lumina whistled. “Indeed, that would be a war, and then some. It'll take him virtually all of his armies to pull that off. Those necromancers aren't enemies to tackle lightly.” He lifted a flask from the table, opening the stopper. “You want some? Fresh water from the pool outside.”
The elves declined. The ellh stood and walked over to accept. Lumina continued as he poured a cup for her.
“And what, exactly, does this have to do with me, master elves? Your wars are no concern of ours unless they cross our borders.”
Graon spoke this time. “Paladin, the General believes that you might aid us on an important quest, a matter not involving the war. You see, the royal counselor has found the sprite heir. We are to find and aid her, and bring her back to Windham safely.”
Lumina stared at the wall, thinking. “A new heir has finally risen, you say. The sprites have finally given birth to one with the Birthright. Why did it take so long, and where is she?”
“That is the problem, Paladin. She was born among humans.”
“In Tirapan? I don't see-”
“No, Paladin Lumina. She was born outside the Faery Realm, beyond the Ythsimerin.”
Lumina's eyes widened, and he whistled again. “The outside world…”
“The General explained to us that the court counselor believes she is a descendant of the Exile Princess.”
“Princess Arii? The sprite who wed a Paladin and went to live with the humans? That was over five thousand cycles ago.”
Graon nodded. “Yes, but apparently the bloodline survives, and this jimani we are to rescue is her descendant.”
“But the Birthright, how could it be passed to a jimani? Surely her blood is not pure enough, after all these ages of Princess Arii's bloodline being diluted with humanity.”
“I'm afraid, Paladin, that we have neither the time nor the knowledge to answer such questions. We know only what we have been told, and we have our orders to find her. We are hoping that you might help us, but even if not, we must be on our way. The new queen is in danger.”
“What kind of danger?”
“The General says that a star traveler has come to our world, and he is holding her captive now.”
“Star… wait, now. He came from the stars, you say?”
“That is what we were told.”
Lumina stared straight ahead for several moments. “It can’t be.”
Graon’s anxious expression molded into one of alarm. “What is it?”
Lumina shook his head to clear his thoughts. “I will help you. Give me a bit of time to prepare my things. I presume we are journeying to South Cross?”
Graon nodded again. “Yes, the gatekeeper there will open the way into the human realm for us, and the others who were charged with the same quest.”
“What others?”
“There were four ranger groups that Khun charged with this quest, including ours. By the time we get to South Cross, the court counselor, Dufangen, should have gotten word to the gatekeeper on where we are to travel to find the Queen. We will be the last to arrive, because we were asked to find you.”
“Only you? Why would Khun send only one group to find a Paladin? Why not the others?”
Graon shook his head. “I- I don't know, Paladin. Most likely because our village, Renna, was only two day's hike from Tirapan. The other rangers were from much farther away.”
Lumina thought for a moment. “Isn't three the number that elves relate to planning quests? Three questers, three goals, three spells, three, three, three, the perfect number of three?”
The ellh bumped against the table, breaking the silence with screeching wood. Nim shot an angry look at Gemlorry, but Graon answered the Paladin.
“Yes, that is the way of things. There were… three of us to start off with. And we were given three goals, one to find you, another to find the Queen and bring her back safely. The last was to ensure the kidnapper does not follow us back here, if we are unable to defeat it.”
Lumina looked sadly at the elves for several heartbeats.
“I believe there may be trouble at South Cross.”
“Why? What kind of trouble?” Graon asked.
“When the Goblin King's minions dispatch the other three quester groups within short order of each other, there’s a good chance they won't believe they'll have any reason to hang around waiting for us, will they?”
The four elves' faces went gray as ash.
* * * *
Captain Vlad Timofeyvich —codename Dez, the bloodcraft scout— made his way carefully through the underbrush, following telltale signs of stealthy passage. Someone had cut through this area of the forest earlier, and tried to hide their presence while doing it.
Dez was in his MIRK combat suit, or “gremlin”, so-named because of the antennae/sensors on the helmet, which looked like devilish ears. He was the only team member without a battle platform, as no one really thought he could be a very effective scout while wearing a VT-2. That section five believed nothing on earth could be a very effective scout against the alien sensors did not escape Dez’s attention.
The MIRK was essentially a layer of body armor with cutting-edge nanotech strength-augmentation, and his field pack was a temperature regulation unit that enabled the gremlin to keep him warm. Unlike the jet-black MIRK suits worn by his comrades in their walking tanks, Dez’s gremlin was camouflaged to blend in with the snowy forest terrain, and sported branch-like attachments across his limbs and back for further disguise. There were rumors that the new MIRK suits in development were trying to integrate the optic-camouflage of the VX-23 stealth fighter. He’d certainly love to be wearing one of those right now.
Dez stopped as he noticed the chipped bark on a nearby tree. It was the third such indicator he’d seen so far, along with a handful of other signs such as imprints in the exposed dirt, and a bush that had been crushed, then uprooted and hidden in the midst of a clump of similar foliage. Dez thumbed the knuckle switch for his radio.
“Boss, Dez.”
“Go ahead, Dez.”
“I see more of the same, sir. Somebody carried something big through here, but it looks like these marks and tracks were made some time ago. There’s probably lots I cannot see buried under the snow drifts.”
“Do you think you’re close to our objective?”
“Negative. The indicators are numerous. Either our prey went on a drunken stroll, or it is setting us up. I will backtrack to see if I can find where he came from, over.”
“Roger. Radio silence unless you find something. We’ll be coming in behind you, so keep your ears open.”
*
A double click from Dez’s transmitter let Boss know that he’d copied the order. Then Boss motioned for Scope to join him inside the perimeter that the bloodcraft and Maverick VTs had established around the tool box. Radio transmissions with Dez couldn’t be helped, but the less radio broadcasts the team made, the better. The satellites overhead were also beaming a steady stream of data down to the team, which could also give them away, but there was nothing they could do about that.
When VT’s were within sight of each other, short-range communication broadcasts could be switched to OLoS, or optical line-of-sight, using laser transmitters and receivers. It was how they maintained one hundred percent secure, private communications when needed, and more importantly, it didn’t give away their presence like radio transmissions could.
Scope’s platform carefully walked over to Boss’s. Dr. Kirkson had only been given rudimentary training in how to pilot the platform following his designation as “Scope” during the briefing. He was getting accustomed to walking the small tank around on the harsh, uneven ground, but his biggest fear was toppling over and causing a noise loud enough to alert the creature they stalked. So far the snowy terrain wasn't hindering them overly much, other than leaving the obvious tracks that a two-thousand-plus pound machine tends to create on soft ground. It couldn't be helped, though; none of them had any intention of taking fire from the alien without all that armor to protect them. Scope's OLoS synchronized with Boss's.
“Yes, sir?”
“Scope, Dez just checked in. He’s reporting all kinds of rabbit trails, made by something obviously mechanical. Satellite imagery is confirming it.”
Scope shook his head. “Could be what we feared, sir. There might be more than one of them.”
“Whatever it is, my ‘ambush alarm’ is squawking out of control. Listen, we’re gonna be moving out in about ten minutes to follow his lead. I want you stay right by my side. I don’t know what we’re walking into, but we’ll do our best to keep you covered. If this thing shows itself, I want you to do whatever it is you do, and fast.”
“Copy that, sir.” Scope made his way over to the tool box before exiting his platform to gather what he needed.
Boss signaled for everyone to face him for OLoS communication. His transmitter focused on each platform’s receiver, synchronizing the signals once each receiver was found. At the same time, everyone’s transmitters focused on Boss’s receiver. A temporary optical link was now established, allowing the team to talk to each other via Boss’s platform, and Boss addressed them all.
“Okay, listen up people. Dez has a trail, and we’re gonna be moving up towards his position. Thunder, Crash, you two alternate priming your rail guns, I wanna have one available to fire at all times. Jazz?”
“Yes, sir?”
“Your men are our perimeter. Fan out a mile north and move along the grid parallel to our position.”
“Roger.”
“Caravan, I want your firing team split. Two with us, four covering our rear. Doc, you’re up front with us, too.”
Caravan chimed in. “Copy, sir. Hemlock, Upstate! You fall in with Boss. Everyone else grab your ammo dump and form up on me.”
Boss continued. “Nobody fires without my command unless you take fire first. Understood?”
“He who fires first wins the war…” quoted Drifter.
“Yeah, that really worked for the Soviets,” quipped Caravan.
“Let’s cut the chatter,” demanded Boss. “I’m closing the optic link now. Radio silence til I say otherwise.”
* * * *
The human was carrying a strange pack. Kassak scoped the terrain around them, watching for signs of danger, but his eyes continued wandering to the towering human Paladin. The pack strapped to Lumina’s armor was shiny and hard, like a shell, and it actually wasn’t strapped to the armor. Somehow it was attached, with some kind of mechanical locking system. There were strange, long devices he had mounted to the sides of the pack; on the left the long metal thing jutted downward, and on the right, a similar looking thing was jutting upwards. The human’s billowing cloak seemed cut to accommodate the peculiar backpack and its attachments. And then there was the armor he wore; it was so… curious.
The equipment and garments he fitted to himself were unlike anything the elves had ever seen. The torso and thigh components were solid metal, like regular armor. But the limbs and boots were composed of metallic material that bent and folded like cloth. The entire ensemble was grayish white and reflected light brilliantly, putting the armor of even Queen Jiya’s personal guards to shame. It certainly wasn’t designed to help hide the human. Far from it, it seemed purposely designed to declare the human’s presence.
“Quite the sight, isn’t he?” Gemlorry asked as she loped along beside Kassak, staring at the human with the same curiosity as he.
“That armor he wears is sure to draw attention,” the young ranger answered her.
“Or dissuade it,” Gemlorry ventured. Slender fingers combed through her short, lavender hair, bending a long, protruding ear as her hand moved down to the back of her neck. “Think about it. No one goes out of their way to trouble a human. I find it likely that they dress prettily in order to let everyone know to stay out of their way.”
“How would you know that?”
“I asked him. Heehee!” Gemlorry tilted her head, giggling in a disarming display of youthful innocence. Kassak’s eyes widened and he shook his head.
“I really don’t believe you sometimes! You just walk up and question a human about-”
“Be calm, Kass. He’s not dangerous. We’ve done nothing to anger him, and besides, he seems intent on helping us. Did you see how alarmed he looked when Graon mentioned the star traveler?”
Kassak nodded. “Yes, his mood did change rather swiftly. I’ve been wondering about that. What could make a Paladin so concerned?”
“His garb is really wondrous,” Gemlorry sighed. “See how there aren’t any joints? The metal isn’t mail but moves like cloth, almost like a leather, but by the thickness I would say it could stop a sword blade just the same. I bet it protects against magic, too, just like the stories claim. And the shoulder guards and pads are all angled, not curved like what you see in the Elvin regular army. Ooh, and those things on his pack must be weapons. They look like staffs of some sort. And his cloak! Oh, I would love to have bedding made from that material!” Her bright hazel eyes found his at that last statement, eyelashes batting invitingly.
Kassak tried to look away, but found himself stifling a smile, instead. Gemlorry noticed that the tips of his long ears were blushing bright red, and she silently congratulated herself on the small triumph.
Up ahead of them, Nim led the ormun as Graon and Lumina conversed.
“I rarely travel outside the borderlands, and I’ve only been to South Cross once, as a youth,” Lumina explained.
“If I may ask, how did the General know of you, where to find you?” Graon asked.
“Ah, Khun Rhee and I have been acquaintances for several cycles. I wouldn’t go so far as to call him a friend, though I would not be averse to such a relationship. I first met him near my home, and we have tea together whenever he's in the area. He frequently scouts the borderlands on his own, keeping rough tabulations on goblin movements and fortifications. As rangers, you probably see more than most, how the goblin-led forces set up preparation camps for invasion, only to take them down in retreat again. My guess is the Goblin King wishes to lull you borderlanders into indifference, and strike when he catches you unaware.”
“Yes, we are aware of this tactic,” Graon assured him. “We treat every such movement as a dire threat, as do all other borderland ranger troupes. Yet, it is hard to believe how many goblins he is able to set against us in the borderlands. Were it not for the threat of the Sprite kingdoms behind us, they could overrun the borderlands easily...”
“Believe it. The fact that the goblins are merely puppets makes it more frightening. Were they living creatures, it would be bad enough, but to know that each one is merely an animated extension of the king himself, and that he creates hordes of them from the endless supply of decaying flesh in his cities… I shudder to think of the day when he finally does cross over once again for war.”
Graon looked up at the Paladin. “Surely you have nothing to fear from him?”
Lumina shook his head slightly. “No. The Goblin King is insane, but I do not believe he will ever be foolish enough to attack Tirapan. But even if our peoples do not have relations with each other, we have no ill-will towards the Sprite Kingdoms.”
The elves were astonished at the revelation. Lumina continued. “That is not to say we would go to war for you, either. Our ancestors long past have molded our societies into what they are today. I’m ashamed to say that, according to our histories, the faery races had every right to segregate us here. We were very inhospitable guests in your realm. Still, that is in the past, and we have very serious business ahead of us.”
“Yes. I still cannot fathom… the Queen herself. It is like a fable I would tell to my daughters.”
Nim sniffed and looked at Lumina. “We’re gettin awful close to Tirapan. I don’t mean to be a nag, but I’ve seen your magic kill elves before. I ain’t anxious to experience the joy of sittin beside myself.”
“Fear not, I will vouch for your presence here.”
Graon looked up, alarmed. “Presence? Forgive me, Paladin, but are we not heading for South Cross?”
“Yes, and we will not tarry here long. I need to inform my brothers here of some potential trouble with this star traveler you reported to me.”
“I do not wish to argue with you, master Paladin, but-”
“Forgive me, Graon, but needs must. I fear for the queen as well, but if her captor is what I suspect he is, he is a threat to the entire world, not just the young queen. Tirapan must be warned.”
“But what, exactly, is this star traveler?”
Lumina looked skyward as they walked. He had to deliberately slow his gate so as not to outpace the small elves. With a sigh, he answered.
“He and his kind seek to dominate all societies they encounter, but most specifically humans. If there is only one of them here, then he is a harbinger, or a scout. I do not know what he wants with the Queen, but if he has already called his fellows to join him, we are in grave danger, human and faery alike.”
The elves could not fathom that any creature had the power to overcome and enslave the humans. Their lore and folktales placed only Dragons above humans in scope of sheer power and cunning. The urgency of their mission had just increased a hundred fold.
* * * *
The mixed group was well within the territorial boundaries of Tirapan. Each of the elves eyed the brush and trees with fearful alarm, not easily forgetting the fearsome display Nim had demonstrated on their first journey past this forbidden place. Gemlorry had seen up close what human magic could do to a sturdy tree, and her flesh was decidedly more vulnerable than the tree had been. Death was hiding somewhere close, and while Lumina continued to stroll confidently forward, his confidence did not comfort his small companions. The ormun simply trudged along, oblivious.
“Lumina?” A voice shouted out from across a distant field. “Lumina, welcome! What brings you here? And in such colorful company!” The man shouting to them was walking through a field of waist-high —or, to the elves, neck-high— wheat.
“Ciro! Good to see you, my friend!”
The elves backed off a short distance, not wanting to intrude on the humans as they spoke in a language none of them understood. The new human had fair-colored skin, a stark contrast to Lumina’s dark ebony complexion. It was yet another revelation to the elves, whose color differences never extended beyond their eyes and the hair on their head. Some, like Kassak, were born with conflicting shades of color in their hair, which was a source of ridicule in childhood… though no one in Renna had ever chided Kassak about it. Indeed, Gemlorry seemed to be attracted by the flaming red bangs that sprouted from his otherwise blonde crown.
*
“I must say, it’s a surprise to see you, my friend. Have you finally decided to rejoin us here, or are you here to brag about the wonders of being a hermit?” Ciro teased.
“Sadly, I am not here for social reasons. I must speak to the Dominion at once.”
“Well, whatever you say, but they’re not assembled right now. Come, we’ll walk to the citadel and see if we can’t get them to convene. Though I think you might have trouble bringing them into the city.”
Lumina looked over his shoulder at his companions, then spoke to Ciro again, this time in the elve’s tongue. “My friends here do not speak Gine. Out of respect, we should speak Vomelri from here on.” Lumina gave the elves an apologetic look, and all four bowed their head in thanks.
“Of course! Of course!” Ciro said, switching to Vomelri. “Forgive me, master elves. Shall we go? And you can tell me all about your fascinating news on the way, Lumina.”
“I would prefer to wait and present the news to the Dominion. It is nothing personal, Ciro, but this is important information, and I think it best to let them decide what to do with it.”
“Hmm,” Ciro cast a dissatisfied look over his prodigal friend. The sight of the elves with him was curious at worst, but Ciro knew that most people would not be as forgiving as he of their presence.
By this time, three Paladins had come jogging down the open path to meet them, each holding strange, glowing metal devices in their hands. “Hold on, there,” the captain of the three ordered with a raised hand. “What is your business here?”
The elves froze, uncertain again as the humans switched back to their Gine language.
“Come, now, Damien, surely you recognize our lost scholar, Lumina?” Ciro intervened.
“The teacher, yes, but his traveling companions are not welcome here.”
Lumina pointed to Graon. “This one, at least, must come with me. He has urgent news for the Dominion to hear.” Graon cringed as he was singled out for a reason he didn’t know. The captain regarded the red-haired elf, then shook his head.
“You’ve already broken the law by leading them as far as you have. No faeries are allowed within our borders. You know this.”
“Laws, traditions! That’s the whole reason I left this place. You prefer keeping the law to defending against Chek’than invasion?”
Everyone froze. Ciro’s mouth dropped, and the Paladin guards began to falter. Captain Damien tried to reason with Lumina.
“Ch-Chek’than? How could, how could elves know about that?”
“That is precisely what the Dominion must determine. Now will you allow us through, or will we stand here bickering about law codes until we have all been enslaved?”
The guards looked uncertainly at each other, and their captain traded glances with each of them. Ciro simply stood, shaking his head. The elves were more frightened than ever, but clearly their Paladin guide had gained the upper hand in whatever argument they were having. After several moments, Damien gave in.
“We will bring you to the citadel. Bryce, inform the watch of our visitors, and request the Dominion to convene for us, immediately. Go now!” The young Paladin rushed off. “Quinn, see to the elves. Make sure that they follow us exactly, and do not stray.”
“Yes, Captain!” Quinn moved to the elves, who each backed away slowly. “It is all right, master elves,” he told them, speaking perfect Vomelri. “We mean you no harm, but your visit is… unexpected. I must ask you to follow me closely, and not to wander away. Do you understand?”
Graon looked to his charges, making sure to hold his commanding gaze with the mischievous ellh long enough to be sure of her obedience, then nodded to the Paladin.
“We will not wander, master human. Thank you for your concern.”
Lumina knelt before them. “Do not fear, my friends. No one here will harm you. But my people are not used to seeing faeries of any race within Tirapan’s border. Endure their curious gazes, and do not be bothered by them. Oh, Captain Damien?”
“Yes, Lumina?”
“Do you have anything my friends may wrap their boots with?”
“Yes, we have bandages with us. Here, use these,” he said, handing the rolls to Lumina. Lumina passed the rolls to Graon and Nim.
“Wrap your boot soles tightly with these, at least five layers thick. The streets of Tirapan will burn your feet otherwise.”
Confused, The four elves did as he instructed.
“What about him?” Nim thumbed at the ormun.
“He’ll be fine. They use ormuns within the city, and they seem not to notice the heat,” he explained. “Graon, please, walk with me. I explained to these guards that you have information that is valuable to us. We are going to speak now to the Dominion. They are the council of leaders who govern Tirapan.”
“As you wish, master Lumina. Will we resume our quest once we have spoken with this… Dominion?”
“You have my word on it.”
With the rangers prepared, they began the escorted journey into human society. This deep in the borderlands, the air carried a steady chill year-round, but the elves found the climate warming comfortably the deeper they ventured into Tirapan. The Captain and his guard led the unlikely group up a winding path onto a mythril-lined street that formed between rows of gently sloped buildings. The elves had never seen such exquisite architecture. Most of the structures built at the edge of the small community towered up and curved inward, forming a shell-like appearance that looked to provide a bit of security from catapults and the like.
Beyond this outer rim of wide, curving buildings, the dwellings were all rectangular in nature, varying in size, and crafted from stone, plaster, wood, and metal. The windows in each were all closed off with glass so crisp and clear, only the reflection of sunlight betrayed its presence. Doors slid open, disappearing into the walls rather than swinging on hinges, as people moved in and out of them. The amount of polished metal used in the human architecture was staggering, and the brilliant sunlight reflecting from it all formed shimmering auras around everything within the city. The metallic road itself, as Lumina had warned, gave off noticeable heat. Had their boots not been wrapped, the walk would have been more than a little uncomfortable.
Kassak’s eyes never remained still, alert to movement on every side. Human children stopped their games as the elves drew near, and mothers rushed to grab their little ones before they could run up to touch the strange faery folk. Lumina had been right; there were was no menacing threat from the growing crowd. It was more a cautious curiosity, and Kassak used this opportunity to glean what he could about these mysterious people.
Humans were indeed a race to be feared; every one that they had encountered thus far spoke educated Vomelri, and in an accent befitting nobles, not commoners. Kassak studied the way each of them moved, analyzing their physical behaviors. The women and children seemed slightly harder, more disciplined than the ellh and their young in Renna. The armored Paladins, by turn, moved with a graceful economy that matched elf rangers, despite the humans’ larger size. There didn’t seem to be an unfit one among them. Every human his gaze touched was in top, if not perfect, physical shape. Their females and young must also be fine warriors, Kassak thought.
“Paladin” was the universal faery name for human soldiers; Kassak decided the term could be applied to every resident of Tirapan. He joined his observations with brief studies of their architecture and the layout of the streets/pathways, and began visualizing possible defensive scenarios should Tirapan ever fall under siege. The city had been well designed for just such an event, and he found himself filing his observations and ideas away for further contemplation.
Gemlorry, on the other hand, was euphoric. They walked along behind the Paladins, heads darting left and right to take in the strange, but incredible sight of the human community. All the while, she had kept herself wrapped tightly around Kassak’s arm, crushing her body to him anxiously. It had been an innocent move on her part, born of nerves and the need to calm herself when they began moving into the city. But when she realized what she was doing, she momentarily felt as if she and Kassak were taking a lover’s stroll on an exotic vacation.
*
The city was composed of groups of tightly clustered, multi-story buildings and several expertly tended crop fields, with a massive tower at the center of it all. A crowd had gathered along the edge of the street that they travelled, humans who were bewildered to see elves being invited into the heart of what was literally their country.
Five large, square buildings surrounded the tower, and the Paladins led the small group to the easternmost one. Gemlorry gasped, and Kassak whistled as they approached. It was the tallest of the five buildings, four stories tall, and its front wall was slanted at an angle and composed entirely of glass from the ground all the way up to its roof. A metal bridge enclosed in glass extended from one building to the next, all the way around the tower, and Kassak realized that the buildings were not separate; the entire structure was one large fortification. Brilliant, he silently marveled.
The group was brought to a halt as the Paladins conferred with the entrance guards. A tall, black-skinned man moved forward to greet them. He was dressed differently than all the others, as were the other men guarding the entrance. Their uniforms looked smartly impressive, mixing light blues with bright yellows and reds. A large collar ringed their shoulders, wide enough to display the black garment they wore beneath the regal-looking jacket. The black man spoke in Gine.
“We got word from Bryce about this, Captain. We didn’t believe him, but here you are. I believe the Dominion members are on their way to the receiving chambers at this moment.” The guard looked past Captain Damien to assess Lumina and the elves. The four rangers looked professional, if cautious. The ormun they’d brought with them was scratching in futility at the mythrill ground, no doubt wondering why it couldn’t burrow for delicious earthworms and insects.
“Gil! Heavens, man, who made you a Watchman?” Lumina began laughing with good humor.
“Skill goes where it is needed, old man. Take you, for example!” The humans all burst out in raucous laughter, with Lumina shaking his head and accepting the barb with grace.
“All right, all right, you made your point.” Lumina’s smile faded, then spoke in Vomelri again. “Gil, let me introduce my companions. The leader of this ranger group is Graon.”
Graon bowed, his nerves calming somewhat after seeing the humans able to laugh with one another.
“The wise one here is Nim.”
Nim ordinarily would have barked obscenities at someone using “wise” to politely say he was “old”, but he had every intention of keeping his mouth shut until they were far away from this place. Instead, he bowed and nodded his greeting to the men.
“The young elf with the soliret is Kassak.”
Kassak blinked, then realized Lumina was referring to his hyru. Pulling his hood back, Kassak bowed, forcing Gemlorry to free his arm as he did so.
“And the young ellh is Gemlorry.” She bowed, then unabashedly went back to studying each of the men. Like Kassak and the older rangers, Gemlorry’s mind was working at finding weaknesses to exploit should the need arise. Lumina gestured to the Watchmen.
“Friends, this is Gil Qori, apparently a Watchman Keeper, now. The Watchmen are the elite soldiers who guard the tower and the Dominion. Keepers are what you would call their commanding officers.
“Gil was a student of mine before I left Tirapan.” Lumina turned to him. “Well, I guess you have an idea what this is about, my friend.”
“Not the foggiest clue, Lumina. I heard Bryce ranting about Chek’than, but until the Dominion tells me you’re not senile, I don’t even want to know why you’re here with these faeries. Steven and Erik here will escort you to the waiting chambers. If you aren’t thrown in lockup for being insane, find me later and fill me in.”
The elves left their ormun with the humans’ care, and proceeded with Lumina into the tower complex.
The Queen is Not the Issue
“Please, step inside.” Lumina motioned for the elves to enter the small room, which had a glass roof. They did as he asked, then moved even further into the back of the room as the three humans joined them. The elves looked up at the long shaft that seemed to stretch to the top of the tower. When everyone was inside, the doors slid closed, and the room began moving upward.Lumina began to question to Watchmen. “Might I ask how things are going around here? It’s been about a cycle since I’ve been back.”
“Eh, not a whole lot to tell, sir.” Erik indulged the wayward Paladin while Steven kept his eye on the elves. “The harvest looks to be really good this cycle, and that’s always welcome news. Game’s plentiful, too. The Dominion’s eased up on hunting restrictions this season. My son and I brought down a deer not two days ago.”
“Really? I’ll bet the venison is great. How old is your boy?”
“He’ll be nine this month.”
“I vaguely recall you in your youth. You were one of Trissa’s students, weren’t you? Hearing that you have a nine year old boy just reminds me of my own age,” Lumina sighed.
The room was suddenly bathed in dying sunlight as the elevator crested the wall of the lower levels, and the elves turned to behold a sight that took all their breath away. The back wall of their little room was revealed to be completely transparent, just as the roof, allowing them a bird’s eye view of the city as they rose higher and higher. Gemlorry shouted in delight.
“I don’t believe this! This is amazing!”
Graon agreed. “How… how is this possible? What magic can levitate a floor under such weight, and so swiftly?”
The Watchmen smirked, and Lumina laughed. “I am sorry, my friends. I do not mean to laugh at you. To see the look of wonder in your eyes at something we deem so basic is just a little humorous.”
“Basic?” Kassak breathed.
Graon leaned in close to Nim’s shoulder. “Nim, have you ever… I mean, in all your travels, has such a thing ever been heard of?”
The elder ranger shook his head. “The magic lights are the only human wonders I’ve witnessed. Other things I heard about, but nothing like this. Jenshire's towers are nowhere near as tall as this'un. The Sprite castle at Windham specks Tirapan, but they don’t use magic lifts. Their pulley systems’re slow, only used for cargo since they can weave ethergates.”
Up and up they rose. It wasn’t long before they were almost halfway to the top. From this height, Kassak was able to study the absolute tactical genius of the city’s layout. The streets were run in such a way that they bottlenecked at key junctures near buildings that looked to be heavy fortifications. Small watchtowers guarded the ends of every narrow alleyway. This was all towards the outskirts of Tirapan. The concentration of buildings grew more dense the closer an invader would get to the tower. This puzzled him at first, because it would seem to give advantageous cover to an advancing enemy.
He puzzled it out seconds later when a domed structure at the top of one of the strangely curved buildings began to swivel, and a blue arc of light shot out towards the edge of the forest. The magic death light that Nim warned us about. On closer inspection, he could see similar domes near several street passages, and he concluded that an invading force could be lured into these canyons of death to be neatly dismembered by the magic light.
“Master Paladin?” Kassak was still nervous, but his curiosity would not let him stay quiet. Both Watchmen turned, but Lumina answered.
“What is it, Kassak?”
“That light, just now? I saw it attack something near the wooded area. What is it? Does Tirapan suffer attacks frequently?”
Lumina glanced at Erik, and Kassak noted the stern expression on their faces.
“Tirapan is not attacked at all,” Lumina answered, “at least not in the way you suggest. The animals in this area are smart, and for the most part they’ve learned to avoid the clearing. But occasionally an ornery beast will try to wander in. If it cannot be warded off, it is killed. Tirapan allows its citizens free-reign of its land, so it needs to guarantee their safety. It is not a light matter for us to kill or destroy, we have very strict rules about that. But defense is the one thing that takes precedence above all else.
“The, erm, magic light will attack any non-human that leaves the woods. You all were safe because you were traveling with me. The Paladins here keep a steady watch on their borders, so when they saw me they made sure the light did not attack us.”
The lift abruptly stopped, and the doors slid open. Lumina exited first, then the rangers were ushered out by the Watchmen. A long, exquisitely designed corridor greeted them, and once again, the elves were dumbstruck with awe. Nim was the only one of the four to have been inside the Elf palace at Jenshire, but even he had never seen such expert craftsmanship. Stone pillars lined the corridor every twelve paces, and they passed more of the odd sliding doors as they journeyed on. The walls were reflective marble, the floor was a high quality glass over a small stream that was home to many fish, and the ceiling was one large source of light. Graon noted that there were curious, square-shaped devices to the right of each door, illuminated by panels that somehow glowed on their own.
The walk continued in silence until they reached the end of the corridor, where the Watchmen opened a pair of large double-doors, carved from oak timbers and polished to shine as impressively as everything else the elves had seen. The humans obviously loved light. A large circular room opened up before them, and Lumina made his way to a plush seating area lined against the wall.
“Please, make yourselves comfortable here. The Dominion will summon you when they are ready.” The Watchmen then took up guard next to the doorway they had just entered.
The elves joined Lumina where he was seated, though they themselves had to hop up in order to sit down. Gemlorry was the first, and as her bottom perched on the soft seat, she fell backwards, off balance.
“Whe-whoah!” Sitting back up, Gemlorry hopped her butt up and down on the cushion, laughing in delight. “This is wonderful! Haha! It’s like a moss pile!”
Upon seeing Gemlorry’s display, Nim chose to stand, but the other two elves nimbly mounted the sofa.
“It is rather comfortable,” Graon agreed.
“Your culture is simply amazing, Paladin Lumina,” Kassak added. “The world beyond the Ythsimerin, where humans rule, it is all like this?”
Lumina shook his head, amused at Gemlorry’s wonder. “I honestly don’t know, Kassak. I’ve not been outside the barrier to see for myself. But I can warn you that Tirapan is probably not a fair representation of humanity. Here, as you can see, we are a race far outnumbered by the faeries.
“We are powerful, true, but we value respect for each other and those who are our neighbors. Out there,” he waved his hand with a generic gesture, “out there humans are free to be whatever they wish. Murderers, thieves, trouble makers. Here, we kill you if you threaten us. Out there, they could very well kill you just because they feel like it. I have no way of knowing for certain.”
“Do you know anything about what it's like outside the barrier?” Gemlorry asked.
“Not much. Like I said, I've never been there. And there's a lot to visit. The humans virtually have rule over the entire planet.”
“Planet?”
“Yes, that's how we refer to this celestial body.”
“But, the stars are celestial. We live here, on the ground, Paladin.”
“There are many things you do not realize about this Earth, Gemlorry,” he replied, looking at each elf in turn, speaking to all of them. “To another group of people, far away, Earth is nothing more than a blinking star in their sky.”
Graon sat up straighter. “Are you telling us that the stars are lands, too? With other races living on them?”
Lumina laughed. The old teacher in him was digging a hole he didn't have time to climb out of. Waving his hand in a blurred motion, he silently recited an old concentration mantra, summoning what little magic power his human mind could command.
Elvish eyes widened as Lumina weaved an illusion for them, a sprawling, blackened area illuminated by a floating ball of fire, and surrounded by oddly colored, spherical shapes.
“That fireball at the center is the sun,” the Paladin explained. “What I'm showing you is what exists outside of Earth. In fact, this little planet here, this is the Earth.”
The elves were clearly skeptical, but still awed by the display. Outside of the minor healing spells they all learned as rangers, none of them were mages, and the fact that this human could casually conjure such a complex image only added to the fearsome legacy that surrounded his people.
“The planets orbit around the sun like this,” Lumina said, “due to the gravitational force exerted by it. Think of it like a holding spell, only on a scale more powerful than any mystic could ever dream of. The planets are constantly in motion, but this gravitational force, this 'holding' that the sun uses, keeps them all bound, as if by a leash.” To illustrate his point, Lumina created glowing threads to leash each planet to the sun, each of them tugging persistently on its individual restraint as if trying to escape, but confined to run in circles because of it.
Kassak pointed to the image of the planet the Paladins had dubbed Koniss, the earth-sized body with the second-farthest orbit. “Why is this… planet, here- able to run so far this way, but on this side and down here its leash gets shorter? The same with this one. And this one, here.”
Lumina shook his head. He hadn't meant to start an astronomy lecture. Thankfully, before he could answer, the door to the inner council chambers opened, and another Watchman stepped out to meet them.
“The Dominion will see you now,” he told them.
* * * *
“This is a very odd thing for us to sanction, Lumina ja'Gracin. I do hope for your sake that this matter with the elves is indeed highly relevant to Tirapan.”
The company of five stood in the reception chamber, surrounded on both sides and from above by seated members of the Dominion. The chamber was a relatively small room, crafted only to house the fifteen Dominion members and a small group of petitioners; in the case of Lumina's guests, a very small group of petitioners. The Paladin looked up to address the Dominion figurehead.
“I obviously believe it to be, Honorable Elder, but you must judge for yourself. I respectfully request to continue this hearing in Vomelri, for the benefit of our guests.”
“Very well, you may proceed.”
Lumina looked once to Graon, giving a slight nod indicating that he should stand beside him. Graon stepped forward, and Lumina continued his address. “Shortly after sunrise I was paid a surprise visit by this ranger group. The simple fact that elves would boldly walk onto my land was enough to tell me that something was wrong. They informed me that the mystic council has finally found the new sprite who will ascend the throne.”
There was a quiet murmur among the Dominion at this news. Of all the faeries, the sprites were the most respected by the humans, for the simple reason that they were infallibly fair-minded, if often rigid. It had been a sprite king who had stopped the wars between the humans and the faeries, and negotiated the segregationist peace treaty that forever separated human and faery kind. Some might have called the treaty a mistake, as the humans had eventually come to populate and overrun the Earth, and even Tirapan was not so arrogant to think that humanity alone deserved to rule the world. But that was a debate for the historians.
“As you can probably guess,” Lumina continued, “that is not the extent of the news. It seems that the Sprite Queen is jimani, born among our people, sharing our blood.”
“That's impossible-”
“There's no way that-”
“-kind of notion is-”
Lumina raised his hands. “Please, elders, let me finish. She is not here in Tirapan. The girl is a descendant of Arii Leemwen Moniscii, the historic Exile Princess.” The room fell dead silent. “She was born and raised among our cousins beyond the Ythsimerin.”
“A human ruling the sprites?”
“Can you imagine-”
“We must verify that this-”
“-the implications of such a thing,”
The elves grew skittish as they listened to the Dominion whipping themselves into a frenzy. Curiously, they all continued to speak in Vomelri, either not realizing or not caring that their outbursts were falling on large, non-human ears.
There were excited comments about the prospects of renewed relations with the sprites, and gaining influence in their ruling houses. The two female members of the Dominion argued back that the presence of a human in Windham would completely disrupt the fabric of sprite society, ruling with the same human nature that had exacerbated the old wars in the first place.
“We know much of how our people conduct themselves outside the Faery Realm. Do you think a few drops of sprite blood would matter at all in a human girl's ability to rule fairly over the Sprite Kingdoms? This is a disaster!”
“You judge too harshly! There are many examples of great and honorable leadership among our people!”
Heated arguments continued springing to life, and Lumina decided he had listened long enough. “The Queen is not the issue here!” His shouted proclamation silenced the Dominion. “Forgive my tone, elders, but we waste valuable time! Graon, please, relay to our leaders here the quest you were given by Khun Rhee.”
Graon cleared his throat nervously. “Respected Paladin elders, we were visited by the Dragonheart, and tasked with finding and safely returning the Queen from the human realm. The mystics have determined that she was kidnapped by a creature who has come here from the stars. We are to find where this creature is hiding her, and to rescue her.”
Nim looked around the room. A very large hammer had just struck the anvil, and he could almost sense a hint of fear boiling just beneath the surface of this council.
Lumina also panned his gaze around the Dominion, nodding his head in affirmation at the look in their eyes.
“I have agreed to help the elves in their quest. It would be enough that the sprites need assistance, but we must know if the Chek'than have found us, or if some new threat has been visited on our planet. I came here to warn you all, and if our fears are correct, I will report back to you as such. But I highly recommend that we all take cautionary measures. Time has eroded our ability to scan this star system, and maybe we have become too lax, thinking we were safe from the scourge of our ancestors. But Tirapan must begin making preparations now for whatever the case may be. Obviously, I would…” Lumina glanced at the elves. “We would appreciate any assistance you can afford us, but now that we have warned you, we must be off at speed to South Cross.”
The head Dominion elder stood and answered for the political body. “This is highly disturbing news, Lumina. I fear that word of this may already be spreading due to your arrival. Regardless, do not speak of this matter to anyone. We will handle the dissemination as we see fit, once you have confirmed it for us. I will send authorization to the eastern store house for you, take whatever supplies you will need. A Ripwinger will take you to South Cross whenever you are ready. In the meantime, be assured that all our efforts now will be concerted towards preparing for a possible Chek'than invasion. I fear that even if we could unite all the races, it might not be enough. Go with grace and safety.”
*
“That went about as well as I thought it would.”
“Well, news of the Chek’than here on Earth isn’t really cause for a party, is it?”
Lumina and Erik conversed in Gine during the ride down the lift. The elves weren't completely sure what was supposed to happen next, and if they were slighted by the human-speak that kept them in the dark, they didn't show it.
“I’m going to need a bigger pack. I only have two rifles, and I’d like to get some mevets for the elves.”
“Whoa, I don’t know about that, Lumina. Procuring weapons for yourself is one thing, but not the faeries.”
“They’re going to be in as much danger as I- more actually. You think their arrows will be very effective against exin armor?”
“Mevets won’t exactly penetrate, either, Lumina.”
And he was right. Hand-held energy weapons were far superior to the bows and blades the rangers carried, but still weren’t powerful enough to do much damage to exin fighters, if that was indeed what they were facing.
The rest of the ride was spent in silence, and when they reached the ground level, Steven went to report to Keeper Gil while Erik led the group over to the eastern store house. For the first time, Kassak noticed that the carts and carriages moving along the street were not being pushed: they moved on their own! He leaned in close to Nim.
“What magic is this? They have no need of beasts to pull their carriages!”
Nim had already noticed it, and just shook his head. “The sooner we get outta’ here, the happier I’ll be.”
“No you won’t. Because there’s something out there that scares even the humans.” Kassak paused to consider the street. The closest he could figure was that there was some kind of magic, the reason for the heat they walked on, that somehow bled into the wheels of the carriages, causing them to move. But how were they controlled? He set his thoughts aside as their walk slowed.
They arrived at the store house, walking through a pair of double doors that slid open for them as they approached. Stopping near a caged area, what looked to the elves like a security check point, Erik spoke in rapid Gine to the human there, who looked down at something the elves couldn’t see. Apparently agreeing with the statements Erik made, the human began pushing buttons and a tall metal-linked fence slid open. Lumina looked to the elves.
“You will not be able to join me past this point. I must go and gather supplies we will need for the journey. Erik will wait here with you. I will not be long.”
The elves nodded to the Paladin, and Graon chanced the opportunity for a stealthy hand signal, committing them to silence except for trivial conversation. His subordinates acknowledged his command subtly. They understood the reason, as every human unfairly seemed to be fluent in their language. For all they knew, the humans recognized their hand signals, as well, but that was all they had to fall back on. The Paladin left them and disappeared into the store house.
*
Walking down a length of aisles, Lumina was met by a young boy who looked to be in his mid-to-late teens, dressed in the bland uniform of the warehouse staff.
“You are Lumina?” The Paladin nodded. “My name is Wes Invir. I am to escort you to whatever you need to find.” Again, Lumina nodded. He did not know this boy, but vaguely knew of his family. Tirapan's size was such that everyone recognized each other, if only in passing.
“Thank you Wes. First, I think we may need a cart. I’m not exactly sure what all I need yet, but it will probably be more than we can carry in our arms.”
“Certainly, sir. Wait one moment.” Wes ran off around a corner, returning moments later with a four-wheeled, flat-topped pushcart. Atop the cart, Wes had placed a large, empty duffle pack. “Will this do?”
“Perfectly, thank you.” Initiative was such a nice thing to see in youth. “All right, first of all, I need to get a few topafinez crystals. I have two on me, but they’re about dried up.”
Topafinez. This little grocery item was one reason the elves were not allowed back here with him. The heart and soul of the humans’ lifestyle was a topafinez crystal deposit, sited in a wealthy mine directly below Tirapan. The crystals, quartz saturated with vissin magic, were not rare or even valuable by any stretch of the imagination in the Faery Realm, but the humans had been the only race to exploit them successfully.
“What class do you need, sir?” Wes guided the Paladin to an aisle of stock shelves with boxes upon boxes of topafinez.
Lumina unlatched his rifles and put them on the cart, opening the generator chambers of each to withdraw the t'fen motor packs from their slots. The motors he pried open, popping the crystals from their holding points and handing them to Wes. “I've only ever armed my hilgrads with these class-ones. I don't need them for much other than hunting. I might as well grab a few fresh ones while I'm here, but I'll be needing a handful of class-fives, as well. Eight should serve me well enough.”
Wes turned the crystals over in his hands. “Funny how such tiny things generate so much power. I wonder sometimes what would happen if the faeries found out we were sitting on top of a topafinez mine. Do you think that they would… you know?”
“They know that earthquakes cause the crystals to explode, but they don’t really understand it’s the harmonic vibration that stimulates the vissin discharge. They don’t know that we build motors to harness that vissin safely for our weapons and equipment, but as to your question, Mister Invir, the faeries have no reason to summon earthquakes on our land. The Goblin King is a different matter, of course, but he has no cause to attack us presently.”
“They say he’s insane, though, that he does things without reason.”
“Yes, but mind your history, Wes,” the Paladin chided. “His hatred is directed at the sprites, but you do not see him assaulting Windham on a regular basis. He harasses their Borderland holdings because there is little risk to him there. Furthermore, the last time he provoked us, he paid for it dearly. I assure you he has not forgotten what we are capable of, so unless we pick a fight with him, I think it is safe to assume he will ignore us.”
The boy seemed reassured by those words, and Lumina smiled for his benefit. He knew the quest he was about to embark on might just draw the King’s attention to Tirapan, but there was no need to frighten the youth with that knowledge. Either they would have to face the goblins, or they wouldn’t.
Wes pulled the remaining crystals Lumina needed from their respective drawers, placing them on the cart. He noted that Lumina loaded the class-fives right away, testing their output and approving of their charge. Five was the biggest class of topafinez his hilgrad rifles were designed to handle. Weapons-grade topafinez went up to class-twelve, and weapons-grade really only meant that the crystals had been carved to fit symmetrically within weapon-specific motor packs. One could, if one wished, just dig a raw topafinez out of the ground and shove it into the motor pack. The technicians preached against such barbarity, however, noting that precise calculations went into determining the proper size and shape of the crystals used in specific motor pack designs. Lumina was certainly no barbarian.
Wes nodded at the hilgrads. “Think we’ll ever figure out how gauge how much vissin is inside these crystals?”
“There have been some studies, but the general consensus is that it takes a knowledge beyond ours to measure any kind of magic.”
“I bet it’s a pain having to lug around all those spare crystals, though.”
“These are compact, so it’s not usually an aggravation.” Typically, a class-five crystal was good for thirty to forty shots, and the hilgrads kept track of how many shots had been fired from the current load. On rare occasions the crystal simply died after the first shot, hence Lumina’s need to carry several spares.
Wes noted that Lumina loaded the class-fives immediately, packing the weaker class-ones away. “Expecting trouble, sir?”
Lumina grimaced without answering the question. “I'll need med-packs, next.”
“Certainly.” Wes led him to another aisle, where Lumina checked out seven of the emergency medical treatment kits. “I don’t know how the drugs work on faeries,” Wes commented. He didn't know what all the hubbub was about, but he'd seen the elves and made his own conclusions.
“Me either, though they’re among the few faeries with biology similar enough to ours. The magic in their blood is the only real variable. At the very least, I'm hoping we don't have to find out. They should know healing spells they can use on themselves, but it's best to be prepared.”
Wes couldn't argue with that, and the Paladin made another request. “Do we have any communications gear that will reach beyond the Ythsimerin?”
The youngster laughed, until he realized Lumina wasn't kidding. “Sorry, sir, I thought that was a joke. Are you really going outside the barrier?”
“We are. There's something the elves and I need to deal with out there. With any luck, it won't take long. But I would be more comfortable if I could make real-time reports to the Dominion.”
Wes shook his head. “I'm sorry, sir, but nothing like that exists. The Ythsimerin’s a sheet of ice three-thousand arils thick, and don’t forget there’s an ocean on top of that. And then the thing is laced with magic spells we don't understand. The only way to cross over is the waygate at South Cross… at least that's what they teach us at the academy.” Wes looked up at Lumina and then felt extremely stupid. Lumina was once a professor at the Academy, and still widely respected as one of Tirapan’s top scholars despite the rarity of his presence. Wes tried to salvage his gaffe by continuing to tell what he’d learned. “Even then, that supposedly only gets you into the Tinker’s domain, and they say he decides whether or not you can travel any further. We haven't sent scouts through there in years. But I’m sure you know that, sir.”
Lumina smiled, and felt bad upon noticing the boy’s embarrassment. “Yes, we’re headed to South Cross. As to the Tinker, I’ll learn the truth of it all when we get there; I’ve spoken in the past with some of the scouts who have ventured to his domain. All right, just get me five short-range communication units.”
Wes was extremely junior to this middle-aged Paladin, so refrained from asking what in the world was drawing him and a group of elf rangers into the outside world.
Lumina looked blankly along the aisles, his mind wondering what else would be prudent to take along with them.
* * * *
“What's with the pink hair, anyway?” Derek wasn't feeling much better, but talking to Kelli helped keep his mind focused. It didn't hurt that she was cradling his head in her lap.
“What? Oh. I dye my hair every once in awhile. Just, I dunno. Just something to do.” She absently twirled a bit of it in her fingers.
“So, what color is it, then, really? Blonde?”
“No. It’s… white.”
“White?”
“Yeah. Weird, huh? I hate it. It's so dumb, I have to dye my hair every few months because the white always comes back. Even my eyebrows. I've colored the roots a buncha' times, but it doesn’t work. We can't figure out why. Anyway, I tried dying my hair red last year, and it came out pink. I kinda liked it, so I kept doing it this way. I keep the eyebrows black, though. I think pink eyebrows would be kinda weird.”
“Not on you. Pink’s a good match for your eyes. They’re beautiful. I've never seen eyes as bright as yours.”
Kelli blushed. “Thanks.”
“Lemme guess, your eyes are really red, so you wear those green contacts to fool people.”
Kelli actually laughed, as Derek hoped she would. He wasn’t ready to hear that she had red eyes to go with her white hair, like maybe this beautiful girl was really some psychic albino rat.
“My boyfriend's eyes are red. He denies it, I dunno why, like he thinks it’s a disease or something.” Kelli lowered her pitch in a parody of Ben. “No, Kel, they're not red. They're like, some kind of lightish brown color I don't know the name of. Hahaha.”
For her part, Kelli’s shock was beginning to wear off. Her tears were drying, finally. The look on Derek’s face when they had awoken from what she thought was a dream told her plainly that she had violated him in a profound way. It was a look of hurt and shame, but he seemed to have forgiven her rather easily. Still, it ate at her inside. She genuinely cared for Derek, having spent —at least in her mind— the last sixteen years with him.
That experience, along with the revelation of her mind-reading power, and the violent kidnapping, was enough to push her into a sense of unreality. She accepted that this wasn’t a dream… no matter how much it seemed like one. Wonder struggled with fear for dominance of her emotions.
She looked down at Derek. “I’m really sorry. I wouldn’t have read your mind, I mean, if I knew— I honestly, I… I don’t know what’s happening to me.”
“Kelli, I told you, I believe you. Just forget about it.”
“Forget about it… that’s something you can’t do, huh?”
Derek sighed. “No.”
“That really is amazing. A genius like you… that memory of yours… kind of hard to believe.”
“Look who’s talking. I can’t read people’s minds or heal myself when I get hurt.”
Kelli narrowed her eyes, staring at the wall. “Did I really… heal myself?”
“Right in front of my eyes. I thought you were dead, but then your cuts and burns vanished, and you started breathing again.”
They fell into silence for the next several minutes, Derek dozing quietly. His nap only lasted a few short minutes before Kelli saw his eyes open again.
“Derek?”
“Huh.”
“You told me before that you made a mistake, that you… that you’re the Hood because you made a mistake. What did you mean? It seems to me… if I’m prying, tell me to shutup, but it just seems that you became the Hood because you wanted to.”
Derek took a deep breath. “I'm not a bad guy, Kelli. Honest. Before I woke you, you saw Peter and Ashley Benton, the little girl and her father, right?”
“Yeah. It was horrible! But that wasn’t your fault.”
“I’d been doing the Hood thing for over six months when that happened. I hospitalized pretty much every gang member in Highlands, destroying the gangs completely and doing my best to put the police out of work. The cops hated me, but they knew that criminals were more afraid of me than them.”
“Why are you so violent with people?”
“Why are people so violent with each other? Kelli, you saw my memories. I never attacked anyone who wasn’t guilty of trying to hurt someone else. And it’s not revenge, or retribution, like those comic books. It’s just-”
“They deserve it?” she quoted him.
“A lot of ‘em do, yeah. But it goes beyond that. Every selfish thug that I send to rehab is one less to pull a gun on some old lady. Every pimp I trounce is one less dirtbag seducing a teenage girl into that world. Call it preventive maintenance.”
“But Derek! I’ve seen what you can do, the- the research, the medical things you know how to do! If you want to help people, why not do it that way?”
“Because, Kelli, thousands of people are already working on those problems, and I do help out where I can. You’ve seen me help. I can’t just hand over my knowledge to the world, though! Do you have any idea the kinds of ways I could hurt people with what’s in my head if I wanted to? This battery pack in my belt! Scientists are still trying to figure out how to do a fraction of the things I can do with it. What do you think the first applications from their research will be, commercial energy to heat your house in the winter? I don’t think so. Not with government funding.
“This tractor beam I used to hold on to your kidnapper. If I tweaked the settings on the projector, I could use it to tear your skin off. You think people really need to know how to do that?
“Look, call me arrogant if you want. I know I'm not perfect, but I for sure know the stuff in my head wouldn't be used only in the 'service of mankind.' Engineers are eventually gonna catch up to me, Kelli. Nothing I’ve discovered is beyond the reach of anybody else, but it’s gonna take them longer than it took me. I just don’t need the guilt of inadvertently helping somebody build the next mass-killing weapon. Let them figure that out on their own.
“Yeah, I use my technology and skill to hurt criminals. I judge who gets beaten and crippled. But my gift is mine, and I trust my judgment a heckuva lot more than some committee or political group.”
“They might be criminals, Derek, but you’re still assaulting human beings.”
“Anyone who fires a bullet into the head of an eight year-old girl is not what I consider a human being,” he said darkly.
“Your problem starts there, then, with her? What happened?”
“I admit, Kelli, this was all a game at the beginning. You, you know that.” Derek shifted his position a little, grunting from the dull aches in his body. “I was having fun. The comic books weren’t comic books anymore, the science fiction, wasn’t fiction. I was having a blast! And the power… Kelli, the sheer power I had over those weaklings… bullies is all they were, really. It was intoxicating to make the drug dealers fear me, to make the muggers and the rapists beg for mercy the way that their victims did. To show these dirtbags that they were nothing in the grand scheme of things, that their guns and knives and gangs meant absolutely nothing!
“I was good at what I did. Within two months even people in Boston knew about the Hood, and criminals looked over their shoulders at night, like Batman had come to life or something. Crime didn’t stop, but it slowed. It slowed a lot. All because of me. Because I didn’t issue Miranda warnings or wait for a lawyer to show up. But when Ashley, that little girl…” Derek stopped for a few moments. His breathing was labored, but he continued.
“It stopped being a game. I stopped being the ‘Hood’ then. I wasn’t interested in humiliating hoodlums anymore. I wanted to find the animal that shot that man and his daughter.
“I stopped going out after that, going on patrols. Instead I went out on investigations, trying to learn what I could about the fugitive killer. I learned that it wasn’t one man, but two, and they were wanted for murdering some FBI agents, as well. Can you believe that? Anyway, I spent four months tracking these monsters. I hacked FBI communications, I roughed up police informants, whatever it took.
“During that time, the criminals wised up that I wasn’t around anymore. I mean, I was, but I wasn't paying any attention to them. So crime ramped up, and it ramped up big time. The gangs I took apart in Highlands reorganized, and they were more vicious than before. A couple of rapes happened, a bunch of burglaries, drugs, a whole mess of turf wars, it was crazy. And it’s not that the cops don’t do their job. But unlike me, they can’t just come down like a hammer and put these people in wheel chairs as a deterrent. It doesn’t help that a Russian mob group is behind all the drugs and weapons coming into New England. The cops can’t keep up with it all.
“Anyway, I tracked Ashley’s murderers down. They went to Hawaii. There was supposed to be some kind of meet, a drug deal, or something, I dunno. The FBI only speculated. I know I was stupid. I should have left it alone, at least for a little while more, learn more about them, who they worked with, why they killed Mr. Benton and his daughter. But I was so angry. I didn’t let them make it to the meet. I killed them outside their hotel. That was the first time I ever killed anybody.” He paused. “I thought I’d feel bad about it, but honestly, I don’t. I’m not happy about it, but I don’t think I’ll be losing any sleep over it, either. Anyway, that was the night before I got on the plane.”
“You really killed them. That was you…”
Kelli had seen the news about the murders in Waikiki, but hadn’t really paid attention to it at the time; she had been preoccupied with her trip to England the following day. But now she knew why the men had been killed, why Derek had killed them. The memory she’d stolen from him of that little girl and her father was the most hideous thing she’d ever seen. Still, the act of killing, no matter the reason, felt wrong to her. Is he justified in doing what he does? But what he had just said bit deep into her, too. I thought I’d feel bad about it, but honestly, I don’t. You don’t punish murderers by murdering them. Do you?
“You killed them,” she whispered again. She knew him, deeper than anyone even in his own family did. It was like learning one of your best friends had killed someone; and in her reality, that really was the case.
“Yeah. And now the Hood has to go back and clean up the mess he made back home.”
“What do you mean?”
“The people came to expect my- the Hood’s presence. I can’t back out of it now. It’s not the fun game it was before. But whether or not the police want my help, they need it.”
“Derek, that’s nonsense. There’s crime in every city, every town, and the police have their job to do. You can’t save everyone, go after every criminal.”
“I’m not interested in that. But Highlands is my home, and I can help there. I’m for sure never letting another little kid get her head blown off while I’m around.” He sighed. “I should never have started dressing up like this, going around and playing hero. Especially not just because I was bored, jeez, what a stupid reason. But I did, and now people depend on me. I’m not being cavalier about this, Kelli, but... I can’t just stop doing this. Not now. I made the mistake of riling up the bad guys, and then leaving them to fester while I chased Ashley’s murderers. That’s the trap I’ve made for myself.” Derek coughed, then began laughing despite his pain.
“What? What is it?” Kelli asked.
“Talking with you like this… it was easy to overlook how hard it’s going to be to get home.”
Kelli shuddered. Derek was right; she’d been lulled herself into feeling secure, almost comfortable. Their escape from the strange prison seemed like a distant memory, even though she knew it hadn’t been more than a couple of hours. Her sense of urgency returned quickly, though with less fear than she remembered having. Derek was the next best thing to having Bennett protect her… and then she admitted that Derek was actually better suited to help her out of this than even Ben.
“So, what do we do now?”
“I wish I had my suit. At least then we’d have more options.”
“What is that suit, anyway?”
“Aside from being bullet proof? It makes my work a lot easier. The magnetic fluid in the veins under the armor is a type of ‘smart-muscle’, an augmentation technique. The Army was developing the concept with nanomachines, high-level, classified stuff; when you apply electric current to the material, it tightens, like real muscles do. It makes you stronger, but I deviated from their design. Specialized nanomachines are impossible to come by. You saw all the crap I had to go through to get this nano-mesh fabric from R-tech, and these aren’t even true nanomachines. The military is using cutting edge stuff that nobody else has. It was easier for me to develop magnetized fluids instead, programming…”
Kelli understood very little of what he was explaining, but listened anyway, fondly remembering all the times she wished she could have questioned him in his lab. He seemed happy to finally be able to share his work with someone, though his voice was painfully weak.
“…and then integrated the whole thing with my neural interface.”
“I see,” she lied.
“In a nutshell, it makes me stronger by about two hundred, two hundred-five percent. Even hurt like I am, I’d be able to run and climb without much effort.”
“Wow!”
“Yeah. Unfortunately, right now it’s either at the bottom of the ocean or in some forensics laboratory…”
* * * *
“Whaddaya’ make o’ this?”
The officer looked over the shiny black body armor.
“When did this come in?”
“Bout six hours ago. One of the OI teams recovered it from the luggage pile.”
“We get a fix on who owns it?”
“Yeah, one Timothy Clarkson, en route to Seattle via that L.A. flight. His name was red-flagged among the missing. ‘Teams accounted for everyone not in first class except for two people, and this guy was one of ‘em.”
“I assume he’s not one of ours?”
“I checked. No operators in S2 with that name or cover. But it’s gotta be a forged ID. Says he’s only eighteen. You gotta wonder who issued this little tuxedo. Looks like one of Kageshi's toys from next door.”
“The gloves are missing.”
The technician chomped down on his lollipop. “Yeah, this was all that was packed away in the luggage.”
“Foreign military?”
“Not a clue, but it looks a little like the MIRK design. I’ve been busy trying to crack into the firmware. You should see the encryption on this thing’s interface, it’s plain psycho. I bet it’d give the ECHO-T system over at NSA a migrane.”
“Muscle augmentation…”
“What’d you say?”
“The fabric, under the armored panels.”
“Yup, it seems similar to our MIRKs, but we haven’t been able to verify much. The tech’s a little off, though. The helmet actually looks better equipped for recon than a MIRK.”
“What’s the plating made of?”
“Light ceramics, far as we can tell. Kinda weird they'd go with such weak armoring. ‘Only people who use small-arms these days are street thugs. Like I said, though, we’re still trying to crack the system so we can see what all this does.”
Just then a short, mousy-looking woman walked into the lab, and both men stood up a bit straighter.
“Dr. Valentine.”
“Hey, Marvin. I got word that you had some interesting hardware wash in from that airliner?”
“Yes, ma’am, we were just going over it now.” The technician motioned at the unique body armor. Dr. Valentine frowned. She casually held it up in front of herself, an unexpected display of strength from the small woman. The suit weighed forty-eight pounds, and the Doctor couldn’t have been more than double that.
“What have you found so far?” she asked while continuing to frown at the armor she held.
“Not much, ma’am. The plating looks to be off-the-shelf ceramics. No nanotech, but maybe magneto-fluidic musculature. The interface is a real biii-uhh,” he caught himself. The Doctor didn’t like foul language. “Uh, it’s giving us a hard time, I haven’t been able to break in yet to access the functions. We found six processor nodes all over the uniform that I think-”
“IRAALoc.”
“What?”
“Independent Requirements Analysis and Allocation. MIRK suits boost strength using each limb in concert with the others. This suit can augment strength to each limb independently. A lot more efficient, but a lot more expensive, too. Programming for it is a lot trickier than a MIRK.”
Marv’s eyes widened. “How can you tell what this is? I haven’t even broken into the system yet.”
“I want all information on functions and access rights as soon as you get them, Marv.” Dr. Valentine put the body armor back on the table. “This was my prototype for the MIRK program, and somebody’s screwed with it. I wanna know how and why. And then I want to know who.”
“Yes, Doctor, I’ll forward everything I get to you.”
The petite woman left, having never acknowledged the S2 officer’s presence. He looked at Marvin. “Valentine’s girl, huh?
“Yeah, I kinda feel bad for her. She’s a brilliant engineer, but she’s always gonna be living in daddy’s shadow, no matter how hard she tries.” He shook his head.
The officer was less sympathetic. “Brilliant or not, her father’s leaving a pile of money for her when he retires. She’s gonna own half of Valentine/ Turronne. I’d trade shoes with her in a heartbeat. Anyway, who’s the other person missing with our friend Tim?”
Marvin cracked another chunk off the lollipop while checking his notes. “Uh, Kelli… lemme see here… oh, Kelli Ingram. Eighteen year old Hawaii girl, looks like. The teams are already digging up info on them. That’s all being handled upstairs, though. We’re just trying to figure out what this thing is, and why it was on that particular plane. Not likely a coincidence.”
“Probably not. Keep me updated.”
“You bet.”
* * * *
“I’m sorry, ma’am, I know this is hard,”
“Yes. Please, I, I don’t know what else we can do to help you? Our daughter has never done anything wrong.”
Tom and Vanessa Ingram sat holding each other on their couch. Learning of their daughter’s death not even three days ago was the hardest thing they’d ever faced. But now two FBI agents sat in their living room asking questions about her, as if she was a suspect in the attack!
“We’re not here to accuse anyone of anything, Mrs. Ingram. This is strictly routine. We believe someone on that flight aided in the attack, and we just need to get a little background on all the passengers. I seriously doubt Kelli had anything to do with this, but we have to follow procedure-”
“Yeah, well, I think we’re done here,” Tom told them. “My daughter is dead, and your job is to find out who killed her! We’ve had enough. I think you’ve gotten everything you need from us. Leave my wife and I alone, now.”
“Yes sir. I’m really very sorry. We’ll be going now.”
The two men walked out of the large farmhouse, trading raised eyebrows when they were clear of the grieving parents’ view. The credentials they'd shown to the Ingrams were legitimate, but the FBI was not the only agency they worked for.
“I dunno, Kevin. I didn’t get any weird vibes from them. She seems to be a regular kid. Maybe the kidnapping was random?”
Kevin lit a cigarette, taking a long drag to satisfy his nicotine craving. “No, John, random is grabbing a hostage during a bank robbery. This is something else entirely.”
A powerful black horse neighed in the distance, running up to the fence that separated the pasture from the dirt road.
“You think it's really an alien, then?”
“You read the same file as me, what do you think?”
“I don’t know, that’s the point. Maybe Kelli was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.” The horse neighed again, as if it recognized the name. Just then Kevin’s cell phone rang.
“This is Deans. Yeah? What the hell? Okay, we’re on our way.” Agent Kevin Deans looked to his partner. “Kaiser’s dead and one of the local agents is missing.”
“What?”
“Happened over at the coroner’s office downtown. Let’s move.”
Sharks in the Bird’s Nest
It’s no good, General. Rick has written us off. I’m glad I got to see him, though. Will relay the details when I get back. –Alex
Alex sent the text message to General Burke’s office over the encrypted satellite link that had been assigned to his handheld computer. He was surprised when a chime notified him of a reply just moments later, and he read through the text.
NEGATIVE! FOLLOW UPLOADED GPS COORD TO TRANSPORT RV. ASSIST CD AND BLOODCRAFT ASSETS AS NEEDED. RESTRICTIONS ON ALPHA PROPERTIES RELEASED TO YOUR DISCRETION. REPORT STATUS OF BLOODCRAFT. YOUR ESCORT WILL PAGE YOU WHEN THEY’RE IN POSITION. –BURKE
Releasing Alpha restrictions? The General had essentially freed Alex to use his power no matter who was around to see; that had never happened before! Alex didn’t hear McKane walking up behind him.
“This the part where you threaten me, boy?”
“What? Rick? No- what are you talking about?”
“Conferring with headquarters, aintcha? You tellin’ me they’re takin ‘no’ for an answer?”
Alex looked disappointedly at him.
“I told you, Rick, the General’s doing this on his own. Dr. Hawkreed doesn’t want you anywhere near this.”
“That oughta tell you right there that I’m right. He don’t want me blowin’ up another one o’ S2’s projects.”
Alex sighed. “Look, Rick, I’m glad I came to see you, really. Even though it was business. And I wish I could stay, just… you know, to talk. Like we used to. But I’ve gotta go. Whatever you think about what we’re facing, we've gotta stop this thing. I wish you'd help us. The General is right; if we do this without you, a lot of people are gonna die.” Alex’s face betrayed his sense of loss, though McKane had reverted to his mechanically stoic demeanor. “I’m headed to Greenland, the southern coast, if that makes any difference. That’s where we’ve tracked the alien. Take care, will you? And, look me up some time?”
The two men stared at each other for several moments. Then McKane nodded. “Yeah. Take care o’ yerself, kid.”
Alex stood long enough to watch his old friend head off to the lonesome shack, then made his way towards the edge of the swamp to his car. He opted to walk this time even though he was more than mindful of his bare feet.
*
Three hours had passed since Alex left. The thin air made no difference to the thrusters keeping McKane aloft. He had long since given up trying to figure out exactly how they worked. His flight mechanisms were as mysterious to him as the rest of his alien abilities.
With his arms crossed tight against his chest, McKane stood guard at the top of the sky, his eyes scanning the open sea of outer space. Somewhere out there were the answers to all of his questions, the reason for his centuries of loneliness. Unfortunately, for all of his alterations, he was still Earth-bound. He'd tried many times to escape the atmosphere; if nothing else, a search for answers in the eternal blackness would occupy his time.
But he'd learned that his thrusters would not function past a certain distance from the planet's surface. He was at the limit of those boundaries now; whoever altered him clearly intended for him to stay right where he was. In the distance he saw a communications satellite speeding overhead in its orbit. There were a dozen others within his telescopic view, at even higher altitudes, and countless more were on the periphery. Earth-space was a cluttered mess in the twenty-first century, and McKane momentarily marveled at the incredible effort it must take for the folks on the ground to keep track of it all. The International Space Station was also visible near the horizon, and the lunar science labs, still in early construction phase, could be seen in the northernmost region of the moon’s surface. A launch facility from the labs would send human astronauts towards Mars at some point in the future. At humanity’s current rate of technological evolution, they might be able to answer some of McKane’s questions in, oh, about another six hundred years.
McKane was still learning new things about himself, all these centuries after his “modification”. His body developed new capabilities, changed and altered itself in ways he never suspected it could until after the changes happened. Alien nanotechnology, the S2 scientists had told him. Whatever the hell that was. There had to be a reason for his changes… maybe there was a new type of alien, one he couldn’t sense?
He thought back to the early days. Anne. Paul. Emma. Penelope. In the years after his abduction, his family had always been within walking distance, yet forever out of reach. Anger had lingered for decades, until his encounter with the alien. Realization of his purpose, his reason for being the mechanical monster that sowed terror in the eyes of his wife, had smothered his rage into a simmering fury. This fury was kept in check by newfound resignation: he was a sentry, a planetary border guard, whether he wanted to be or not.
The very first time he’d fought Argus, back before it had been called Argus, McKane didn’t know that he could fly, and his energy cannons were just lumps of metal around his abdomen. In the time between that first battle and Argus’ re-awakening, the cannons had “matured” on him, becoming the weapons they now were, and he became aware of the propulsion systems in his legs.
In that same manner, just ten years ago, he had become aware of added “features” designed to aid him in flight; a pair of wing-like appendages unfolded from his back, forming the thrust chambers that now held him in the upper stratosphere. Added to that, a type of alien memory had manifested itself in his mind, almost like a book of star navigations. Unfortunately, they did not match any man-made astronomical charts he’d been able to get his hands on. When this change occurred, he had tried once again to climb beyond the sky, only to fail as he had many times before.
“My purpose,” he whispered to himself. Why’d you turn the kid away so quickly? You that anxious to forget you care ‘bout him?
Damned aliens. Why didn’t they look for a volunteer? With all the soldiers and warriors on this Earth, why did they pluck a wood-carver from his meager home and turn him into a weapon? Why had his life been stolen so arbitrarily?
McKane’s anger over those questions would never die. It would smolder until he could unleash it on the creatures who did this to him. The problem was that some humans had the ability to fan those embers into an actual flame, as well. The organization called Strategic Sciences had just such a talent.
Still, what would it hurt to check up on Alex’s suspicions? S2 wasn’t beyond lying to the kid, but if McKane could expose the lie….
Oh well. Time was virtually the only thing McKane had an abundance of, second only to apathy and emptiness. And if the kid turned out to be right, McKane would be neglecting the one thing that brought him… purpose.
McKane paused as a long-forgotten memory surfaced, information gleaned during his time with Covert Defense. He shuffled pieces around his mind, using thoughts renewed by Alex’s visit and the kid’s claim of an alien presence, and he smiled. S2 had something in their possession that might benefit him, his search for answers, and if they really wanted his help, they’d give it to him. Now I got two reasons to check this out.
*
Katie pointed toward the sky. “There he is, Jimmy! See?”
“Where? I don't see anything. I wish he could take us up there.”
“That might be too high. It's probably really cold.”
“I don't see anything.”
“My eyes are better than yours.”
“Are not! You're making it up.”
“No, I really saw a little twinkle!”
“Is he in space?”
“Maybe. Maybe he's going back to heaven.”
“He's leaving us?”
“He said he'd be back, right? Richard wouldn't lie. He wouldn't.”
There was a bright flash to the left of where Katie had claimed to see Richard, and the light suddenly began to move. Jimmy watched with his sister as their odd friend flew north through the sky.
* * * *
“Come in!”
The door slid open, and Sean ducked into Samantha’s room. She was lying on her bed in an oversized blue t-shirt and long black biker shorts, reading from a flimsy binder. She found it quaint, reading words off of paper rather than a handheld display. It was a security measure, so that the security people could keep track of how many physical copies of classified manuals were available, and limit who had access to them and when. Spies couldn’t wirelessly hack a printed book. Sean walked over to the bed.
“What are you up to? I thought we could play some chess. Give you a chance to try and redeem yourself after our last match.” The massive metahuman held out the disproportionately tiny chess set. Samantha had never been able to beat him at chess; conversely, he lost virtually every game of cards to her.
“I can’t, Sean. I need to study for my exam this Friday.”
“I can’t believe you signed on for that.”
“We were recruited to fight for Covert Defense, Sean, and they need another pilot. Until our outfit starts picking up new people, I’ll have to multitask. I'm sure you will too, once they figure out how to use all your talents. I must say, controlling that Sylph is a thrill beyond words, brother.”
Sean slumped cross-legged onto the floor, looking for all the world like a comical monk, wearing his enormous hooded robe. Of all the clothes fabricated for him by Covert Defense, this was his favorite outfit, being the most comfortable. Samantha thought he looked adorable in it.
“Your talents are wasted in a fighter jet,” he told her.
“I know, but look at the bright side— they won’t have to waste money on a parachute when I’m flying.” She grinned at Sean, who brushed off her lame attempt at humor. “Besides, this VX fighter is really something wondrous. You have to actually make an effort to crash it.”
“I’m sure you’ll make every effort, then.”
Samantha laughed out loud, hurling the study material at her brother in revenge. Then the alarm sounded.
“Think it’s a false alarm, like the last two?” Sean growled.
“Does it matter? Come on!”
After Samantha retrieved the binder, the twins walked briskly through the tight corridors of the barracks area and out onto the causeway that linked the three main areas of the underground base; the living area, the planning and operations area, and the hangar/armory. Samantha had heard that the base used to be some sort of research lab before Covert Defense took it over.
The twins stepped into the war room, Sean almost having to kneel down to fit through the double-doorway. The facility had been remodeled prior to his recruitment, much to his annoyance. The twins and the other soldiers had been here just the other day as they were briefed on the airline attack and S2’s response. General Burke had been present via vid-comm and explained to them that the hostile target was indeed not from Earth. It was a hard effort for everyone to believe what they were being told, but they soaked in the information and were fully aware that they would be deploying in response to this threat. They just didn’t know when.
When everyone was assembled, Colonel Bill Johnson, the Covert Defense team’s executive officer, called their attention. “Okay, folks. We just got a call from the General. The recon team dispatched by S2 is now in Greenland, and it is believed that contact with the target is imminent. General Burke’s agent, Mr. Nichols, is still on his mission to recruit the new metahuman, but the General will be directing him to suspend that shortly. Reports from the S2 team don’t look good; in fact, they think they’re walking into a trap. They don’t have any choice but to press forward, though. S2 is demanding hard intel on this alien.
“This isn’t the kind of job we’ve trained for, and we’re not running at full capacity yet, but those boys are gonna need our help. I know some of you probably have old friends in that unit and we’re the contingency that General Burke has set up for them. Lieutenant Vox.”
“Yessir!” Samantha answered; her brother was a Captain.
“Your Sylph is going to rendezvous with Mr. Nichols and escort him to the S2 team’s location. The General has gotten you a tanker so that you can fill up on the return flight. You need to get Mr. Nichols to the hot zone ASAP.”
“Sir, I’ve not completed my flight training.”
“You only have your finals to complete this week, is that right?”
“Well, sir, a series of mock combat scenarios with Lieutenant Colonel Daley, but also my written test for-”
“Well, you’re not going to be dogfighting on this mission. It’s a simple escort, and I don’t have any problems overlooking your certification. You have your orders, Lieutenant. I’ll update you over the satellite once you’ve got Mr. Nichols. Dismissed.”
“Sir.” She certainly wasn’t going to press about taking any more tests. The Sylph damn-near flew itself, anyway.
Sean gave his sister a grim look of approval as she left him and the rest of the squad in the war room. She had her orders, they’d now be receiving theirs, though she didn't know exactly how they could deploy to Greenland with any kind of speed. Maybe that's why she got this assignment. Just who was this “Mr. Nichols”, and what good was he going to be against an alien? Was he part of CD, too? A metahuman like her?
She knew the reason for Covert Defense: metahuman warfare. General Burke had apparently been part of a unit that was primarily composed of metahumans. The project had, she was told, ended disastrously, and as a result had been shut down. S2 still employed metahumans on a very limited scale, but never more than one in the same unit. Even now, she and Sean were the only metahumans in CD, two lonely members of a mysterious race that by all accounts numbered only a couple thousand. The other soldiers were all retired special forces or S2 break-offs, there to support them while the General continued stocking the unit with more metahumans.
Samantha turned in the flight manual she’d been studying to the required opsec handler, then wrapped herself in her gray nomex flightsuit and made her way to the hangar. Her flight instructor, Lieutenant Colonel Daley, was there to greet her, and handed her a datapad with details of her orders.
“Your first sortie, Lieutenant, and it’s a high-profile escort to boot. A jen-yoo-wine S2 agent. Comms are all set up, switch assignments are listed there for you. Should be a piece of cake. You've logged a lot of simulator hours, Sam, but this will be good experience for you. For now, just pick up this agent and drop him off. Don’t take any unnecessary risks.”
“I don’t plan to, Colonel.”
“Good. Don't think you've gotten outta' taking your finals because o' this.”
According to the data pad, the Sylph had been armed with a Type-3 “long-haul” load-out, which traded weapon space for reserve fuel. Sylphs were designed with a unique payload system called “bay mods”; the weapons bay, directly behind the cockpit and between the monstrous twin engines, was detachable for easy servicing and reloading. Several types of bay modules had been designed and manufactured to be fitted on the Sylph. The basic idea during combat was to land the fighter, detach the spent weapons bay or system module, and plug a fully armed replacement into the slot. The process took a properly-equipped ground crew less than ten minutes, and could be performed while the fighter’s primary tanks were refueling.
The Type-3 module docked in Samantha’s Sylph was essentially a huge reserve fuel tank with four medium range air-to-ground missiles squeezed in underneath it. The Sylph’s advantages in stealth, speed, and maneuverability allowed it to confidently engage enemy aircraft at extreme close range, if necessary; its 30mm cannon was nothing to sneeze at. Samantha skimmed over the rest of her orders as they walked to the fighter, then stopped.
“Sir, the rendezvous point…”
“Yes?”
“I think there’s an error. It says to hold position at these coordinates… at four thousand feet?”
“No, there’s no error, Lieutenant. He’ll be flying up to meet you.”
“He’ll be- uh, all right…?”
* * * *
Devon Kunali’i was not having such a jovial time with his sister in-law. Bennett had locked himself in his room, again, leaving Devon and Erica to sit in the living room with the television for company. Erica was flipping through the channels when she inevitably hit one of the many cable news broadcasts.
“… soldiers were killed today when Communist rebels attacked a convoy…”
“Erica, turn da station.” Devon frowned. “It’s not Chris. He not going die.”
“Devon…”
“I telling you, he not going die. No need worry.”
“Devon, we need to be prepared. If you tell yourself it’s impossible, it’ll only hurt worse if it happens. Look at Bennett! He never thought in a million years that he’d lose Kelli like that, and now he’s a complete wreck.
“There’s no way he could have seen that coming, but Christian is out there, in harm’s way, with people who are trying to kill him. We all know it, and we know what could happen, no matter what we want.”
“Eh, you believe dat if you like. I going go play basketball.”
“Devon!”
“Ehhhhh!”
These local boys! It wasn’t enough that they spoke with that harsh pidgin accent; they could dismiss you by making the most annoying noises she’d ever heard, too. Even Christian did it to her on occasion, which had taken some getting used to after growing up in a quiet, proper home in Montana. At least college, where she’d met him at California University in L.A., had straightened out his grammar. Ben and Devon would take some work.
The front door slammed, signaling the youngest Kunali’i’s departure. Erica sighed, slowly caressing her tummy. She’d only found out a few weeks ago, too late to tell Christian in person that he was going to be a father. She hadn’t said anything to anyone yet, though it wouldn’t be long before it became plainly obvious. Next time he calls, she promised herself. She should have already told her husband about the pregnancy. He’d want to know; in fact he was going to be very upset that she took so long telling him. She didn’t have any good reason behind it, other than perhaps depression at his absence, and fear about giving him one more distraction while he was off doing dangerous things. But she knew that was wrong; she would definitely tell him the next time they talked.
Why now, she sighed. They’d been trying for almost ten years to have a child. Together, they finally decided that they would adopt when Christian retired from the reserves next year. She was already thirty, and he was twenty nine; it was long past time to get this family started, especially with Ben and Devon, hopefully, leaving in the next couple of years. She loved them both, and genuinely enjoyed having them around since Leonard and Christine passed away six years ago; but they acted like and were her brothers. She wanted children of her own to raise.
But now it looked like a war would be starting at any moment, Christian would probably not be able to get out like they’d planned, and… I’m finally pregnant. Somebody’s timing really sucks. With another sigh, she switched the television off and went upstairs to Ben’s room, knocking on the door.
“Ben? Hey, buddy, come out here and keep me company for awhile. Devon’s left me all alone.”
He didn’t answer. Erica wasn’t in the mood for solitude, and so she knocked once again. “Bennett, I’m coming in.”
Ben was sitting on his bed, wireless headphones tightly gripping his ears as he ruffled through a box of letters and pictures. Erica stood by for a few moments, not wanting to intrude on his privacy, but also unwilling to allow him to drown further in his grief. He jumped, startled as he realized she was there.
“Oh, hey... Erica.”
“Ben. Oh, Bennett,” she sighed, sitting next to him and curling her arms around her brother-in-law, who dwarfed her by almost a foot and more than a hundred pounds. “I know how much you miss her, Ben. I know it sounds stupid, but I even feel a little like you do now. I wake up every morning afraid that I'll get that visit from the marine corps... about Chris. Kelli wouldn't want you to be like this, though, Ben, I know that for a fact.”
“Oh yeah?” he snarled.
“Yes. I know it. I may not have been close to her, Ben, but... I mean, we were casual friends through you. But if she loved you as much as you loved her... well, if it had been you on that plane, would you have wanted Kelli to be hopelessly miserable?”
“Of course not! I know what you saying, Erica,” Bennett told her in his heavy accent. “I just, you never know her. She was like da last wave in one set, da one that carries you gently back to da shore. She made me feel whole. Now, there's just, nothing, one hot day without trade winds, no shade, nothing. This emptiness just hurts. It hurt so bad,” he choked off.
“I know, Ben, I know.” His lack of poetic ability didn’t belittle what he felt for that poor girl, and Erica nodded solemnly at soliloquies that, under other circumstances, would have made her laugh.
She noticed a couple of picture pads on top of the pile in the box on his lap. “What are these?”
Bennett picked up one and Erica took the other. The picture displayed on the pad in Erica’s hands captured the two younger Kunali’i brothers embracing Kelli between them. Devon and Bennett were laughing ridiculously at the camera while Kelli looked at Devon with an angry expression molded over her face.
“This one, ha. Kelli’s friend Denise took this pic. Devon farted right before she snapped da picture.”
Erica cupped a hand over mouth as she laughed. “He didn’t!”
“Yup, sucking guy just went rip one, real loud.” He couldn’t help but snort at the memory. “I was bad. She tried to get up after that, but we held her there until da smell hit us, then I had to get up and run with her. Heh. She got mad at me for that.”
Erica stopped scrolling through the pictures stored in the first pad’s internal memory and pointed at the pad he was holding.
“What about this one? Prom night?” The images he scrolled through showed Bennett and Kelli dressed up in formal attire, posing in various casual, but loving embraces at night between two decorated palm trees. Kelli’s hair was black.
“Yeah, last year. Man, she was so beautiful. The night after this she dyed her hair red, except it turned pink after a few days. I told her it looked weird, but I shouldn’t have said that.” Bennett stared at the picture for several moments. “She was always shame because of her hair.”
“Why?”
“Kel’s hair was naturally white. Always was, even small-kid time. No matter how often she colored ‘em, or what kind dye she used, da thing always turned white again after couple months. She hated it, and was always scared somebody might see her like that. I think that’s why she liked the pink color. It was weird, but people accepted it. Maybe she thought people wouldn’t make fun of white hair if they didn’t make fun of pink hair. I dunno.”
“But why was it white?”
“I dunno. Nobody does, not even the doctor. I think I’m da only person she ever told.”
“That is odd. But I think that’s just one more thing that made her special.”
“Yeah, she was special.” They sat quietly for several moments, but the silence just unnerved Ben. “You know what, I think I going go visit her parents. I haven’t seen them yet, only talked on da phone on that first night.”
“That’s a good idea. Mind if I take you? Devon’s out at the park, and I don’t really want to stay at home right now.”
“Yeah, that’s cool. You’ll like Orion.”
“Her horse?”
“Yeah. He hates me. Devon, too, actually. I never really cared til now.”
“Now you wish he liked you?”
“Yeah. The only thing Kelli loved more than me was that horse. Would be nice to pet him without getting my hand bit off.”
Erica smiled warmly. “Let me go get ready, and we’ll go.” With that, she left him alone in the room. He ran his thumbs over the prom night picture in his hands. His eyes began to glow the same dark red color of his irises.
“I miss you so much, Kelli. I love you.”
*
“Bennett!”
“What?”
Kelli blinked rapidly, and Derek coughed when he tried to shout at her.
“Kelli! What’s wrong?”
“It- it’s Ben! I could, hear him… he was calling for me, and then something felt like, pain, it hurt so bad… am I really hearing him?”
Derek wished he knew more about telepathy. He’d never paid much attention to the subject before. He planned to remedy that if he survived this.
“I dunno, Kelli. It could very well be. You obviously have a deep connection with him. You said it hurt?”
“Yeah, but… I don’t know, I can’t explain it. It just hurt all over, and I heard his voice, in my head. Kinda like when I was talking to you before you rescued me. He said he loved me. Then I got the feeling like something’s going to happen, like I’m never going to see him again!”
“I wish I knew, Kelli. But don’t get worked up about it til we know for sure-”
“Quiet!”
Derek felt her trembling under his head, and Kelli’s voice quivered.
“I feel something… oh no… I think he’s coming! I think he’s close! That monster is coming back! We have to get out of here!”
* * * *
“Breath of Daknanyx! What is this thing?” Kassak breathed.
“It’s called a Ripwinger. Um, it is a… a carriage. We seldom use these because we have no need to travel the distances that Ripwingers are made for,” Lumina explained.
“So this is like the carts we saw in the city, it moves on its own, free of beasts’ labor?”
“That is so. And actually, it doesn’t move on land, in any case. It’s a flier.”
“We’re going to fly in that?” Gemlorry blurted.
The little elves looked in wonder at the flying machine they moved towards. It resembled some kind of metal beast, and now that they knew it was a flier, each of them began to think it resembled a fat bird, resting as it was on three little legs. Kassak estimated that it was at least forty-five lifs in length, a lif being half the length of the average mature elf. Aside from the dwarves and the humans, the common people of the Faery Realm never bothered to delve into precise metrics for their day to day lives. Standardized barrel-weights, hand-lengths and paces sufficed for for the elves; and general, universal measurements like the lif were adopted for dealings among races whose paces and hand-sizes differed greatly from their neighbors.
There were windows at the front of the Ripwinger, but Kassak puzzled around for a way to get into the strange flying carriage. He was answered moments later as they moved around behind it and two Paladins opened the rear of the vehicle to reveal a gently sloping ramp leading into the belly of the craft.
“Let’s unpack the ormun here,” Lumina suggested. “ I’ll be sure someone cares for it while we’re gone.” Nim and Graon began pulling weapons and equipment from the carry packs on the beast.
Gemlorry helped Kassak with sorting a manageable amount of food provisions into two large backpacks before going back to help the others with the rest of the equipment. “We’re going to fly!” she whispered, eyes glittering with excitement.
Kassak could only nod. Unlike the ellh, his excitement and anticipation were tempered with a bit of terror. He was no longer simply awed by the Paladins; he was now wondering how the faery races had survived any past war with the ancestors of Tirapan. The humans were amazing creatures, but for all their apparent graciousness, their power demanded a healthy amount of respect and fear. Though he had seen next to nothing of them in battle, the very thought of an angry human unnerved him. He had no idea that that was exactly the impression Tirapan wanted him to have.
Graon walked past them with a load of supplies. The humans were already onboard the Ripwinger, and Graon leaned in low at Gemlorry’s shoulder as he passed her.
“I’ll have words with you when we get back from this, Gemlorry,” he said with a low, firm voice. The ellh’s long, narrow ears cowed back meekly.
“I understand, captain.”
Graon stopped and faced her. “I’m not sure you do, but we’ll save it for later. Meantime, you’d best pull your weight and do as I say,” he enunciated those four words as if to a child, “between now and then. Do I make myself clear?”
“Yes, captain. I- I know I shouldn’t be here, but my life is yours to command in this quest, if that’s worth anything.”
“I’ll settle for your obedience. Kassak?”
“Yes, captain?”
“Would you give Nim a hand with-”
“I ain’t that old!” Nim protested, hauling the rest of the weapons and supplies from the ormun. Instead of partitioning the supplies, Nim had bundled up the whole lot and pulled it onto his back. The old elf trudged past the other three, obviously straining under the weight. But the look in his eyes warned Kassak away from helping him. Graon and Kassak traded knowing looks, followed by muted chuckles.
Lumina stood at the opening to the Ripwinger, and he helped Nim haul the supplies onto the deck as the elder elf shuffled aboard. The three remaining rangers made their way up the ramp with their packs and weapons.
“Here,” Lumina called to them, “stow your gear in this area.” Lumina opened a large cabinet where he laid his supplies and strange weapons, and the elves added their little sacks where they could. The storage bin easily contained everything they brought with them, and Lumina locked it closed. The elves were startled by the entryway magically sealing itself when they were all aboard.
The Ripwinger was a transport craft, and as such was designed with seating against the walls of the bay, with a wide floor area for loading cargo. Lumina made to take a seat for himself, but instead turned back to the elves. “Come, if you’d like, you can watch the take-off. I imagine your first time flying will be an interesting experience.”
Even Nim was intrigued at the prospect, and the four followed Lumina to the front of the craft, where the other two Paladins had seated themselves at the controls. They had donned large helmets with black visors that hid their faces.
The cockpit area was not made for an audience, but the elves took up very little room and Lumina stood behind them all in the entryway. The pilots turned to regard the rangers, then looked to Lumina.
“Be gentle, it’s their first time,” he told them in Gine. The pilots laughed.
“You got it,” one of them replied with a mechanical voice through his helmet’s speaker unit. Then they went about flipping switches and preparing to launch.
Kassak studied their movements, though he couldn’t make sense of any of them. A push here, a switch there, a finger’s brush of the shiny panel… and soon a low whining sound filled their ears. The elves looked to each other, but it all seemed to be normal for the humans, so they belayed their misgivings momentarily. The pilots were speaking in Gine, but it didn’t seem they were conversing with each other.
The elves had no knowledge of radio communication.
There was a shudder as the engines came to life; the elves started as there was a jolt, and then… they were rising! The landscape beyond the cockpit windows showed the Earth dropping beneath them as the Ripwinger pushed itself skyward. Within moments, they were moving forward at a speed the elves would not have thought possible, while still climbing higher into the sky. Gemlorry was pressed against a window on the port side with Kassak, while Nim and Graon drank in the view from the starboard windows. The Ripwinger banked lazily left and right as the pilots set a course for South Cross.
“You can see clear into the Shadowlands from this height,” Graon remarked.
Nim nodded. “Aye, it’d be great to be able to use one o’ these to scout out irenaks and goblins.”
Kassak was thinking much the same thing, though Gemlorry was more caught up in the pleasure value of flying a Ripwinger. “Look there,” she nudged Kassak. “You can see Renna! Looks like they evacuated everybody already. And further off, I think that may be Hurreq, it looks deserted, too, see it? This is beyond amazing, I can’t believe we’re flying!” She cautiously moved toward the pilots, tapping one of them on the shoulder. He turned.
“Pardon me, master Paladin, but how fast can this, Ripwinger, travel?”
“Well,” he replied in cultured elvish, “about three years ago, one outran a dragon.”
“What?”
The other pilot looked over at them. “No, it wasn’t a dragon, not the kind faery folk worship. It was one of those flying lizards from the Shadowlands. You know those big ugly wyrms that live in the mountains? But anyway, I don’t believe we use speed measurements you’d recognize. As an example, though, it would take us… oh, probably a day to fly from the far southern realm to Windham. Not that we'd wish to.”
The elves balked at that casually-stated wonder. The far southern realm was the Goblin King’s domain; the literal edge of the Faery Realm, where it was rumored one could physically touch the Ysthimerin. To march by land from there to Windham even with waygates would take at least a month, as the Goblin King had destroyed all of the waygates in his realm south of the Borderlands.
Graon looked at Nim, and likewise Kassak looked at Gemlorry. The humans could cover that distance in a day?
“Could you outrun a real Dragon?” Gemlorry asked of them all. The pilots looked at each other, but didn’t answer. Lumina spoke up.
“Humans don’t believe in Dragons, Gemlorry. We have no records of their existence in our culture. Maybe they did exist on Earth once; they seem to be prominent in faery lore. I mean no offense, master elves, but no human has ever seen one. Our culture tends to dismiss them as, well... children’s tales.”
Graon looked up. “I believe the General, a known swayaveh, would disagree. And South Cross is a monument to Krin Ahgl, the Dragon who controls the gateway into the human world.”
“I confess, I have never discussed the topic with Khun Rhee. We are familiar with the tale of Dragonholds, or swayaveh… they supposedly offer their bodies as prisons for rogue Dragons, yes? But again there is nothing we have as proof for their existence beyond mere words.
“The lord of the gateway at South Cross is known to us as the Tinker, however, and he is no Dragon. But the issue hardly helps our current situation. I suggest you all come back here with me so that we can come up with the beginnings of a plan for this journey. I have some tools I wish for you to learn how to use, as well. They will aid us significantly, I think.”
* * * *
Derek stumbled again, and Kelli fell with him under his weight. She was terrified, and her fear was spurring Derek to move with a quicker pace than he thought he could manage just an hour ago. Kelli got back up, pulling Derek to his feet. She took no notice of the scratches and cuts on her legs and hands that sealed almost immediately.
“Come on, Derek, we have to move! You can do it, I’ll carry you if I have to!”
“I’m moving… Kelli. I’m moving as fast…”
Derek stood, wobbling, then let Kelli lope his arm around her shoulder as they began moving again.
“At the end of this… unh, at the end of this passage, there’s a steep slope. We’ll have to make our way down, and there’s a lot of loose… loose rocks. We’ll have to be careful.”
Kelli was only half-listening as she dragged her crippled benefactor along the route he had directed her earlier. Derek could hear her, though, pushing against his mind. Her mental cries and screams of angry terror tickled the edge of his consciousness, and he realized that she was not mind-touching him on purpose. Her telepathy was flaring out of control, and she didn’t even realize it. He pushed on, one painful step after another, trying his best to ignore her intrusive power.
He couldn’t help but notice, however, that her anger was slowly shadowing her fear. She hated feeling so helpless, hated the situation they were in, and, to his surprise, hated the pain that he was in. The experience of being so closely tied to another person, the sensation of oneness, was incredible, and he struggled hard to ignore his curiosity and awe as they fled for their lives.
The rocky passageway was an endless marathon of agony, but somehow Kelli pulled him all the way through. Kelli saw the drop-off, but didn’t realize how steep it was. Derek was too late in warning her. “Wait, Kelli, w-!”
The two teenagers toppled off a high ridge edged with loose rocks and dirt, tumbling and sliding violently downward. Derek cried out while Kelli screamed, their voices echoing through the empty caverns.
* * * *
Just six miles away, Boss called for a halt as Dez radioed that he had found something, possibly a supply cache, and was checking for booby traps. The group of VT’s knelt calmly in the snow, as alert as possible without radar, though they could view overhead video downlinked from S2 recon satellites. The Maverick group likewise held position a mile ahead and east of the bloodcraft team.
Energy transmissions, whether used for radio or radar, would likely alert the alien. Scope had linked his scanning system into the VT-4’s interface, transforming his platform’s radar into an active scanner that would, he hoped, map every inch of the alien when it appeared. The hope was to find weak spots, and to determine where its vital systems were; scanners, weapons, power generators, and maybe even get a glimpse of what exactly the alien was, itself.
The running hypothesis based on the Argus data was that the machine itself was the alien. That conclusion was drawn on the fact that Argus had come alive and devoured its pilot. There was no concrete information on where the creature’s mind would be, though. They had found no central core within the machine, nothing that could be identified as its control center. They’d had to build a computer into the Argus platform to control the human retrofit systems. And that was the main contention arguing against the idea that the machine was alive; why would there be two cockpit-like cavities inside a living creature?
Scope was calibrating the scanner when Jazz broke over the comm.
“We have contact!”
“Report!” Boss ordered.
There was a moment’s silence on the radio, but the sound of gunfire could be heard from the Maverick team’s position a mile away. An explosion thundered, then Jazz responded.
“Two hostiles, neutralized. Don’t know what they are, Boss, but it took a bit to put them down. No casualties to report. No sign of further contact. I’m transmitting video to you now.”
Boss watched his visor display as a video uplink was established from Jazz’s optics. What he saw was two faceless, man-sized androids armed with rifles, and completely embossed with a glassy armor-type coating. One of them had its head blown clean off, the other had several holes in its chest.
“It took a rocket and several plasma rounds to kill them,” Jazz confirmed.
“Scope, what am I looking at?”
Scope shook his head, his battle platform mimicking the movement.
“ADI-twelve-oh-one… but production series…”
“What?”
“War drones, sir. Strategic Sciences war drones. I don’t know how they got here, but they’re ours.”
* * * *
Orfiram’s exin dove into the cavern entrance, which had actually been a natural formation when he’d first found it. He had later blasted and carved it in such a way that from the front and above, you could not see the cave. The entrance was now behind a high rocky wall, which jutted inward like the shell of an old theater over the cavern’s entrance. No one would be able to see the cave unless they managed to get right next to it.
So confident was the alien in his cunning and superiority, he did not bother actively scanning the cavern as he flew toward the open hangar at the end of the cavern. As a result, he never detected the two figures lying unconscious on the ground as he zoomed past, nor was he aware of the creature hidden above them.
*
The gray vampyre released his hold on the cavern ceiling after the machine had flown past, dropping into the crevice where the girl and her would-be rescuer lay unmoving. The boy, however, had an erratic heartbeat. He would die soon, and the vampyre considered feeding while the meat was still fresh and warm.
He could also slave the boy, creating a lesser, “vampire” servant for himself. He looked back to the girl and decided against either action. He was not entirely sure of her role in all of this yet. His father had died after stealing the magic that made her what she was; it would be wisest to find out why before taking any action. If the boy died on his own, so be it. The vampyre was not prepared to make an overt enemy of the girl by killing her friend.
Leaving the unconscious teens where they were, he began hiking for the exit to the forest. He took his time, pondering the things he and his brother had learned in the decades following their father’s death. Different pieces of information were pushed around in his mind, trying to fit with others. The girl was the new sprite Steward, she had to be. That meant the machine that had flown through here was the real threat. The girl had been given that magic for a reason by his father and Emrandas… surely not just so they could hand her over to that mechanical monster? Perhaps he should go back and retrieve her lest she be found?
The vampyre had no love for the sprites; as a matter of fact he hated them. But the old adage came to him… the enemy of my enemy. The off-world machine-demon did not belong here, and it had made its home in the hateful carcass of Sen’giza, a relic that sprites and vampyres equally despised. He decided to leave the girl to her fate. She had the power to take care of herself, and he needed to get back to his brother, Drada. He had thought the puzzle pieces he discovered today would yield a more complete picture, but all they gave him were bigger questions. Perhaps Drada could bring fresh perspective to it all.
My Submarine is Bigger Than Yours
“Lumina, we have a problem, we need you to come up here for a moment.”
Lumina looked up at the intercom, then towards the cockpit. “I’ll be right back,” he told the elves. The request from the pilots had been made in Gine.
Once in the cockpit, Lumina tapped the pilot’s shoulder. “What’s the problem?”
The pilot pointed to a small display on the glass-panel control console. “We have company.”
Lumina looked at the screen and saw dozens of blips in motion behind the tree line of the clearing they were circling, directly above South Cross. Looking out the window, he could see nothing other than the trees of the forest, their leaves and branches swaying in the wind. The sensors showed them what their eyes couldn’t see beneath the tree tops.
“What should we do?” the pilot asked. “We can’t attack them without destroying most of the trees they’re camped behind.”
Paladins were loathe to destroy any part of nature unnecessarily, especially in battle. It was part of a social stigma that the humans of the Faery Realm carried in Tirapan. History was plain when it came to the behavior of their ancestors during the early interactions with the faeries, and it was for good reason that the faeries associated humanity with wanton death and destruction. Contemporary social values among the Paladins dictated that they take what they needed from the land, and not an ounce more. Destroying life or land was done for food, shelter or defense. Dominion law forbade anything else.
Lumina closed his eyes and shook his head. “On any other day, I would advise retreat, and wait them out. But this mission is too important.” Leaning over, he scanned the monitor again. “What exactly is down there?”
The pilots directed the scanner to get more precise readings on what was moving around inside the forest. The shape of each moving creature was recorded and displayed momentarily. All of the images depicted humanoid shapes, shorter than humans but thickly built with fat and muscle, and elongated heads tipped with sharp horns.
“Looks like irenaks. About fifty or sixty of ‘em.”
“Any goblins?”
“Hold on… no, looks like it’s an irenak group. All the bodies are showing normal heat levels. Nothing else present, apparently the forest critters have scampered off, too.”
Lumina sighed and scratched the back of his head in frustration. Looking out the window again, he could see small figures splayed out lifelessly on the ground around the South Cross temple. Dead irenaks and… elf rangers. His assumption had been wrong. The other three ranger groups had been ambushed, but the irenaks had not left the scene. Or at least had not gotten around to it yet. The only good thing about this was that there were no goblins present; the Goblin King didn’t know that humans were flying above the ambush site, and if he knew anything at all, it was only that Borderland elves were trying to cross over to the Tinker’s realm.
“We have to get through that gate, and we can’t let the Goblin King know about it.” He sighed. “No survivors. Kill every irenak camping in those woods, and do it fast.”
“You don’t think that would alert the King if one of his spies travels through here afterward? There aren’t too many faeries that can do what we’re about to.”
“True. We’ll just have to hope that if he learns of this, he’ll assume humans stumbled on the irenaks during one of our regular visits to the Tinker. Hopefully he does not dwell on the coincidence of our arriving right after the elves, but we haven’t the time to dawdle. Kill them all, and try not to leave the bodies intact for the King to use in his goblin army.”
“By your direction, then. The Dominion won’t be happy, but they put you in charge, so.”
Lumina walked back into the cargo/passenger bay, angry at the irenaks for forcing them to do this. Destroying the environment in this manner was not a life-defining event for any of these Paladins, but it was an aggravation, nonetheless. Being forced to break a taboo usually was. Graon noticed his mood. “Is everything all right, master Paladin?”
“There are irenaks in the forest, at least three raiding parties. Surrounding South Cross.”
“Three raiding parties?” Graon cried. “We cannot fight off that number of irenaks. Not the five of us!”
Lumina looked at Graon. “What? No, no I’m not worried about the irenaks.” He waved dismissively, and four pairs of elvish eyes widened. Not worried?
“I’m saddened at what we have to do to get rid of them.”
At that moment the motion of the Ripwinger shifted in a series of banks and dives…
*
“Forward cannons online, motor packs are spinning,” the co-pilot announced.
“Gonna be a real bad day for these guys,” the pilot remarked. Their scanners painted each of the reptilian monsters plainly for them to target, and with the pull of a trigger, the vissin cannons announced the end of the irenaks’ lives.
Shifting into a hovering pattern above South Cross, the Ripwinger swayed and turned as it sought out targets to kill, and the forest trees unfortunate enough to be in the way of the humans and their prey were splintered to shreds by the vissin fire raining down from the sky. It took less than two minutes to verify that every irenak in the area had been cut to pieces, and the clearing had been expanded by a good half-wik or more in the spots where the irenaks had set up their camps. A few spots of charred wood continued to smolder, but no fires were apparent.
“The area’s clear,” the pilot calmly announced over the intercom in Vomelri, “we’ll be landing shortly. Strap in.”
*
Despite Lumina’s calm demeanor, the elves held weapons at the ready as the Ripwinger’s cargo hatch opened and the ramp extended to the ground. The smell of burning wood wafted in among them, and Lumina strode down the ramp to survey the damage. The elves followed, aghast at the gory scene.
The first thing that caught their attention was the mutilated bodies of their fallen comrades. A few of the faces were familiar, but recognition was not needed among Borderland rangers. They were all brothers and sisters whether they’d ever met each other or not. Nine elves lay sprawled in gruesome death all around them, but at least a full party’s worth of irenaks, over twenty of the beasts, were also dead on the fresh killing ground. The rangers tempered their sorrow with pride for their fallen kin. Even under impossible odds, their brothers had dealt a severe blow to the ambushing force.
Lumina shook his head as he walked among the carnage. When it came to killing, irenaks were not known for their economy. Where the elves used cunning and skill to dispatch their foes with the least amount of effort, the irenaks’ way of battle was to run in forces of excess. The dead irenaks all sported a single elvish arrow to the face or a sword thrust through the chest. The fallen rangers, however, had been peppered with arrows and bolts, and the lucky ones had died before the irenaks rushed in to hack their limbs off. If any of them had been lucky.
“The General knew this would happen, didn’t he?” Gemlorry asked, fighting back a tear. Lumina looked grimly at her.
“He would not wish this on them, no. But I am sure he knew it was a possibility. Just as he knows it’s a possibility that’s he’s sending all of us to our deaths.” Lumina sighed as Gemlorry shook her head, looking at the dismembered body of the nearest ranger. “The General’s duty is to the Queen, young ellh. As is yours. Dragonheart would see any sacrifice made on behalf of her safety as acceptable-”
“I hate him,” she announced softly, then stalked toward the temple. Kassak looked to Graon, who nodded assent, then walked after her.
Graon joined Lumina near the mutilated ranger, watching the junior elf try to console the ellh. The ranger captain spoke as his gaze drifted to the dead elf.
“It is a shock, for her. I know you’ve gathered that she was not an initial part of our quest, and this is why. She’s been in many skirmishes, but never seen an elf cut down. I’ve experienced the loss of comrades before, but this is sobering even for me. I can imagine the ill she feels.” Graon drank in the sight of the newly expanded clearing, and the visibly smoking remains of the irenak camps. “Your people are truly a frightening race, Paladin. But I thank you for avenging my brothers.”
“Aye,” Nim added, trudging up to them. “That’s a whole sack o’ rotgut nobody will ever have to worry about again. I just wish we had time to bury our dead,” he told them, refocusing everyone on the task at hand.
The ranger captain looked toward the temple. “Looks like they left the gate well enough alone, at least.”
“The Klossun tribe controls South Cross,” Lumina stated. “Their sorcerers are said to be the most powerful of the vampyre clans. Taking this temple by force is beyond the ability of mere irenaks.”
“Why’d they not help our fellow rangers, then?” Graon demanded.
“They did’n know,” Nim said. The other two looked to him. “Never been here myself, but been plenty o’ other places like it and seen how they work waygates like this one.” Lumina also knew the workings of the South Cross gate, but did not interrupt the old elf.
“There’s a spell that blocks the entrance to the temple, a juiced up version of the vampyres’ inherent sanctuary magic. You’ve heard the tales o’ how you can’t enter a vampyre’s dwelling without ‘is permission?” Graon nodded. Lumina did, as well. “Well, it ain’t exactly true, but close enough. In enclosed spaces, ‘specially caves, the vampyres can physically block the entrances with their inborn sanctuary magic, but the spell ain’t impossible to beat.” Nim tossed his chin at the temple. “That there, though, supposed to be impregnable unless the vampyres inside invite you in.”
Graon looked at the temple. “There’s more than one keeper? It’s so small.”
Nim spit. “The waygate that leads outside the Ythsimerin isn’t in there,” he expounded. “That door that Gemlorry and Kassak’re sittin in front of is a waygate to the tribe’s village, wherever that is. Once we get them to invite us into that door,” Nim pointed at the temple, “they’ll take us to the gate we’re tryin’ ta get to, which I heard ain’t all that far from where this one pops you out.”
There was a commotion behind them, and the trio turned to see the human pilots reverently wrapping the remains of a ranger in a shiny cloak similar to the one Lumina wore. The Paladins realized they were being watched and stood up sheepishly.
“We, uh, found some cloaks in the bay lockers,” the co-pilot told them. He looked down at the destroyed body gathered together in the cloak. “It didn’t seem right to just leave them out like this.”
Nim and Graon were both profoundly honored by the humans’ gesture, and both bowed deeply.
The pilot scratched his head. “We can take them back to Tirapan and hold them til you get back. Or we can bury them. I don’t know what would be best in your opinion.”
“You would hold the remains for us?” Graon asked.
“Yeah, I mean, it’s no problem. We wouldn’t know how to return them to their families, anyway. If you don’t mind, we’ll just wait and let you handle all that.” Again, Nim and Graon bowed.
“My thanks to you. You show them great respect and honor. I hope we can repay you some day.” The Paladins actually looked embarrassed. Then they resumed the grim activity.
“Join Kassak and Gemlorry,” Lumina told the elves. “I shall be along once I’ve given the pilots instructions to watch for our return.” The rangers nodded and walked resolutely to the temple. This quest was now more personal than they ever imagined it could be.
“Mister Wimor?” The pilot looked up as Lumina called him.
“Yes, Lumina?”
“Once we’re through the gate, head back to Tirapan and report to the Dominion, and see to the respectful treatment of the remains. A fine gesture, by the way. It was the right thing to do. Return here daily at dusk to watch for our return, but keep to altitude. Don’t make your fly-overs conspicuous to the faeries, but don’t go crashing into the Ythsimerin, either. If we’re not back in a week…” the aging scholar sighed, and shrugged his shoulders. The pilot nodded soberly.
*
“So, how do we summon the gate keeper?” Graon asked.
The five questers stood at the top of the wide stairway that led to the South Cross temple doorway. The temple itself was ancient, mortar and stone which had been weathered and chipped by immeasurable age. The strength it exuded was testament to the dwarves who had built it so long ago as a shrine to Krin A’hgl, one of the great Dragons credited with helping to forge the Ythsimerin. It was not a large structure; from the outside it looked as though no more than two or three human-sized people could fit in its interior. Nim looked up and down at the stone doorway.
“As I understand it, if we touch the door with the desire ta’ enter, the gatekeeper on the other side will sense it. Then it’s just a matter o’ convincing ‘im to lead us through.” Before Graon could form the question, Nim added, “Don’t have a clue how we’re supposed to do that. I figger we just tell ‘em the truth.”
Lumina looked down at Graon and gestured toward the door. “May I?”
Graon looked to the door, and then nodded. But before Lumina could place his hand on the stone, a command carried on the wind stopped him.
“Wait.”
The human and his elvish companions looked around, but saw no one. They had all heard the voice, though. Then it spoke again.
“Wait. Do not be alarmed. I am Dufangen, the royal counselor to the Sprite Queen. Do not summon the gate keeper just yet. I wish to speak with you briefly.”
The elves had immediately straightened in reverence once Dufangen had declared her identity. Lumina, however, adopted a passive demeanor, hiding his alarm. He knew full well what mystics thought of humans, and unlike the elves, their feelings had little to do with fear.
“I apologize for this hasty plan, which must constantly be revised as you go along. And I deeply regret the loss that I sense occurred here. Please forgive us. The General explained to me the dangers in this task he set to you all, but we had hoped this would not come to pass. It is fortunate the Paladin was agreeable in joining you, it seems.”
Lumina took the mystic’s seeming gratefulness with a grain of salt. Gemlorry’s eyes went narrow with renewed anger, however, and she turned to stare at one of the stone columns. The voice continued.
“When the Dragonheart set you to this quest, we did not know where the Queen was, other than that she was beyond the Ythsimerin. I know that the scope of this has probably escaped you. The human world outside is not simply foreign to us. It is enormous, friend elves. The lands outside the barrier are many times larger than the Faery Realm. And all of it is controlled by the humans.”
There was no denying the venom she spat with that last statement. The elves cast furtive glances at their Paladin companion, but Lumina continued gazing dispassionately at the trees.
“I have divined her location, however. Or rather, the general area where she is. We will at least be starting your search in the right place, and hopefully be quickening the pace of this quest. Our Queen must be found and brought to safety.”
There was a slight pause, and the questers wondered if the spirit speaker had gone. But the voice returned again.
“The Queen is being held captive at the site of the human Sen’giza.”
*
If Dragons were a myth to humans, Sen’giza was a myth, albeit far more legitimate, to the elves. None had ever seen it, nor knew its location, but legends and tavern tales named Sen’giza as a gateway to evil; the most prominent stories spoke of a hole torn from beneath the Earth, allowing the first humans to crawl up from their hellish homelands to make war on the world of faeries. Lumina's face betrayed no emotion.
Dufangen spoke again, needing to complete her purpose here before she found herself completely drained and helpless.
“Please step back, friend elves. I am limited in what I can do for you right now, but I will aid you in what ways I can.”
The questers moved back onto the steps of the temple, unsure of what would happen next.
“Graon, you are the leader of this group. Therefore you are at the forefront of the dangers your group faces.” The grass before the elf captain began to collapse into a shimmering pool of white light. From the hole, a small hilt slowly rose.
“Take this dagger, ranger captain. It was created in the forges here at Windham castle, by the chief royal armorer himself. It has been enchanted by a powerful spell, which enables the blade to cut through anything you draw it against. Caution, though: the magic will deteriorate each time you use the weapon; when the gold glow around the blade is gone, it will merely be a dagger again.”
Graon knelt on the grass and pulled the blade from the ground, admiring the workmanship. There was indeed a light aura surrounding the sharp edges. The small ethergate closed, and Graon stood as Dufangen spoke again.
“Nim, you are by far the most experienced warrior here. An enchanted weapon would, I think, be an insult to your skill. Besides, I have something you may find far more useful.”
As before, an ethergate slowly pushed the ground open, this time in front of the elder ranger. Nim stepped forward. Something began worming its way up through the light, and he knelt to pull it free. Rough hewn cloth crumpled between his fingers, and Nim stood up, holding a faded blue cloak, decorated with black stains and harsh tears. The cloak somehow looked both regal and shoddy at once, like a King’s garment that had been worn through too many battles.
“To you, Nim, I offer Riallis’ cloak. The very same cloak worn by Prince Riallis during the trollkin war, just before his father, King Eorn, manifested the Birthright and ascended the sprite throne. At his death, the Prince was trying to invoke healing magic just as he was cut down by a goblin horde. His blood spilled within that cloak, along with remnants of sprite magic he had called to himself at that last moment. I have had it tailored to fit you.
“When you wear this cloak, you will know no fatigue, sleep will not take you, and your muscles will not give out on you. Caution to you, however: when the cloak is removed, it will extract its price from you, weakening your body two-fold for every day its enchantment aided you. Use its magic for battle only; do not wear it any longer than you absolutely must. To do so may kill you.”
Nim was awed, completely speechless. He held in his hands the garments of royalty, a well-known hero among the sprites; never mind the enchantment. Reverently, he folded the cloak in careful portions, making sure not to wrinkle an inch of the rough cloth.
“Gemlorry,” Dufangen’s whispy voice called over the wind. The ellh’s eyes softened slightly, letting go of just a bit of the anger she’d been collecting ever since her first sight of her slain brothers.
“My dear child, how can I blame you for the rage in your heart? I know that you were not chosen for this quest. But you are here, and I do not believe the Queen would turn your help aside.
“I cannot expect you to forgive us, but I would ask that you give your skills to aid a girl, not unlike yourself, who is in mortal danger through no fault of her own.”
Another ethergate formed before the ellh, and Gemlorry watched with interest at what would appear for her. A curved piece of metal exposed itself, and she knelt to retrieve it. Pulling the object free, she saw it was a plain, cloudy-gray bracelet.
“You hold in your hand a promira, one of the many mid-level weapons used by the mystics.” Gemlorry studied the jewelry, twirling it around and trying to figure out what it did. She noticed that it was adorned with three beautiful gems, all of which had been embedded on the inside face of the bracelet, which told her they were not there for aesthetic reasons.
“Those gems are fused with the enchantments the weapon uses. Each gem embodies the traits of an element; the red gem, fire; the blue gem, water; and the white gem, wind.
“Listen carefully, Gemlorry. This weapon is designed to grant its wearer the physical form of these elements. But the promira uses the inherent power of its wearer to work. You are not a mystic, so the weapon’s spell will only last for a few heartbeats before draining your innate magic, and you will need to recuperate before being able to cast even minor healing spells, let alone use the promira again.
“Now, remember these invocations: for the red gem, simply whisper ‘anir’. Invoking this element will shield you with flame, and mystic fire will burn anyone or anything that touches you.
“For the blue gem, whisper ‘sil’. Invoking the blue element will grant you the physical form of water, allowing you to move through and around virtually any obstacle.
“And finally, to invoke the power of the white gem, whisper the word ‘liyess’. This last gem is the power for which I chose this for you. Your physical form will become as the wind. Like the water-form, you will be able to move with a freedom you have never known possible, but to an even greater degree and with much more speed. Even though your elf blood can only support a few moments’ use of this weapon, the wind enchantment could prove invaluable to you, I think.”
Gemlorry’s anger still gnawed at her heart, but the wild ellh inside her practically shrieked in excitement at the prospect of using such powerful magic. Quietly, she accepted the gift and moved back a few steps to see what the counselor had in store for Kassak. The young elf stepped forward as yet again, an ethergate opened in the ground, this time before him.
“For you, young ranger, I offer both an aid and a responsibility.”
Kassak knelt and retrieved an ornate quiver filled with arrows. The multi-colored feathers on each arrow signified their enchantments. The quiver itself was from the Jenshire elite ranger armory. It was leather, edged with goldleaf and diamonds, and was shaped and decorated like the profile of an eagle with its wing spread wide.
Then, seeing that the bright gateway was not yet empty, he reached in and withdrew a slender, silver chain and pendant.
“The arrows, I believe, speak for themselves. Every ranger knows the color scheme used in enhanced arrows. But the pendant, young Kassak, is the primary reason for my visit to you. I will be unable to speak with you once you have passed through the Ythsimerin. The war is requiring much effort from myself and the other mystics. When the Queen has been safely rescued, take the pendant and smash it onto the ground. It will allow us a brief connection so that I can divine where you are and give you further instruction.”
Kassak locked the chain around his neck and tucked it under his shirt. Hoisting the eagle-quiver, he studiously placed a third of his own arrows within and, when he could fit no more, laid his old quiver with the remaining arrows against one of the moss-capped stone outcroppings near the stairs.
“Paladin. Lumina.”
Lumina frowned, wondering what was next.
“You have been guarding your mind and emotions from me quite fervently. Be at ease, I am not so discourteous as to destroy your meager shields.”
The elves were nearly knocked flat as they listened to the counselor slap the human with her words.
Lumina, despite knowing that she was not making an idle boast, decided to do something none of the elves had. He spoke back to the apparition. “That is kind, Counselor. And I thank you for your gifts to the elves. I do not think you have any trinkets that would be of use to me, however. Your plan is sound, and we will follow all you have said. But if there is nothing further, I think it’s time we got under way.”
*
Alone in the council chamber, Dufangen’s lips curled with amusement. His bravado was for the elves, and she could sense their unease at the sparring between two people they believed were so mighty. Hrmph. Let him play his role. Arrogant human.
“Yes,” she responded. “The Queen awaits. The Dragon elders have assured us that Krin Ahgl, the one you call the Tinker, will not bar passage into the human world.” Again, Dufangen smiled as Lumina let surprise slip through his shield upon hearing the Tinker’s true name. Humans thought they were so clever, it was gratifying to put this one in his place.
“However,” she continued, “he is not obligated to help you beyond that. If he will not offer to return you to the Faery Realm, you must use that pendant to summon me. Be warned that opening an ethergate for this purpose will be no easy task, and it will be at least two days from now before we can make the effort, if you manage to find the Queen that quickly.
“In that instance, I will send the General himself to bring you back. Know that you have the support of the entire Sprite Kingdom behind you, brave questers. Now go.”
* * * *
“What the hell is a war drone, and what’s it doing shooting at my people?”
“The drone is an S2 project, but it’s still in development phase at Section Two. I’m cleared in because Section Five helped write the subroutines for the AI. There were only three drones that I know of, and they were in the labs when we left. They’re deep-cover support. You coat them with fake skin, then plant them in populated areas where you’re expecting trouble. The theory is they disarm the nearest enemies and use their weapons against them.”
“So there’s still one more out there waiting for us?”
Scope waved his arms and shook his head. “That’s just it- these aren’t the dev models! These drones look like they were fully programmed with combat suites, and they’re obviously armored with something formidable. I’ve never see any outside the R&D labs… I don’t know where these came from!”
Boss grunted irritably. “Jazz.”
“Yessir.”
“Fall back to our position.”
“On our way.”
“Dez, double time it back here.”
“Affirmative, Boss.”
Then to his men, “Everybody, stay alert for more trouble.” Broadcasting signals didn’t make much of a difference at this point. If the alien didn’t know they were here before, it surely did now. Successful reconnaissance now was about as likely as igloos in Waikiki.
Boss next spoke to his stateside support. “Control, Boss, come in.”
“Control, go ahead,” came the reply.
“Are you getting this on satellite? We just took down two androids, possibly of S2 origin. Request clarification of mission status. We are compromised and vulnerable, recommend immediate abort, over.”
“Standby one, Boss.”
*
In the Phoenix complex, the operators receiving Boss’s transmission closed their microphones. One looked to the other. “Is it time?”
His partner looked at him, unsure, but suddenly Dr. Hawkreed entered their dimly lit area.
“What’s going on? Why aren’t we receiving the feed in the command center?”
The operators looked at each other, subtly baring their fangs. One of them turned to the Director. “They are reporting trouble with S2 assets. Assets that shouldn’t be there. Sir.”
Dr. Hawkreed squinted in the darkened room. “Assets? What assets?”
“It seems Orfiram is making use of the… gifts… we gave to him.”
Dr. Hawkreed glared at the radio men, his penetrating stare all but cowing them. He closed the door behind him and stepped further into the room. A low growl rumbled at the bottom of his throat as his eyes began to grow brighter, reflecting the light from the computer screens in the darkness. So, the time had finally come.
Ken Hawkreed had done many questionable things in his long life, but this was the first time his loyalties were violently chafing with his convictions. The profound respect he had for these humans made the decision to betray them difficult. But the Den Mother had cast her support for Orfiram, and Hawkreed’s duty was to her, not the humans. Ironically, his involvement had not been directly coordinated with the alien, at least not from his end. Hawkreed’s orders had been to aid Orfiram in thwarting S2 efforts; the Den Mother never actually specified that he had to let the alien know about it. Hopefully this way, some of those soldiers might survive; what mattered was that their mission was now a failure.
“Very well. Initiate the black out, and make sure to be discreet about interfering with attempts to switch comm links to the mil-sats. You know what to do. For the clans.”
“For the clans,” they echoed.
*
In orbit, three Origin satellites that had been covering the operation in Greenland suddenly shut down, victims of a series of malicious software viruses that had been surreptitiously uploaded in pieces designed to look like random error packets over the past week. S2 was now left with a single satellite with which to observe their planet and support communications independent of military satellites, and its orbit was currently on the other side of Earth from where they needed it to be.
Just before the satellites died, the bloodcraft VT units succumbed to a similar fate; pre-loaded viruses awakened by a brief, coordinated satellite transmission attacked the primary computers, rendering the platforms completely useless. Mayhem erupted inside S2 headquarters as Colonel Tritt and his men officially became MIAs.
*
“What the-?” Boss pulled on the controls, but there was no response. The screens and his visor had all frozen or gone black, and the cockpit dimmed as power slowly drained out of the system. After fifteen seconds of this, the emergency charges on the cockpit seals detonated, and cold night air rushed in as the cockpit cracked open, allowing him to force the dead hydraulic system apart so that he could exit the platform. Around him under a bright full moon, a similar scene played out among all of the other platforms which had been immobilized.
Anger and confusion were the common sentiments among the team, but no trace of either was outwardly apparent from these professionals. Instead, they quickly freed themselves from the now useless platforms, and after sharing frustrated looks with each other, donned their MIRK helmets and took up defensive positions to establish a loose perimeter and wait for orders. Rifles and small arms stowed inside the platforms’ back and leg compartments were also freed by the same emergency mechanism that blew open the cockpits for them.
IMR-1A11 “immer” automatic rifles were the flavor of the day. The immer was S2’s standard infantry weapon, an Integrated Modular Rifle that was designed to be modified in the field according to mission requirements. It could be adjusted to accept ammunition of varying calibers; different attachments could turn it into a sniper rifle or a light machine gun. The men in Caravan’s firing team had all attached grenade launchers to their immers prior to deployment.
Caravan made a show of trying to hoist his VT-2’s plasma rifle, but it was bigger than a stinger missile launcher in his hands, and everyone knew the recoil alone could kill a man. Still, the scene had the desired affect of evoking snorts and chuckles from a few of the men.
“Control, comm check,” Boss broadcast, but it was pointless. Their satellite link was dead. “Jazz, Boss.” No response. Caravan tapped his helmet and gave a thumbs up to Boss. So, short range radio still worked, but the Mavericks weren’t responding. He refused to consider that they were all dead.
Using hand motions, he instructed his men to move in tight formation toward the Maverick’s last known position. He also silently signaled for Scope to stay close by his side as they moved. That an attack was coming was obvious. Boss needed to make sure both teams were together to repel it.
* * * *
Samantha sat anxiously in the cockpit, her eyes occasionally leaving the gauges to look out at the stars. The gauges were redundant, anyway; the heads-up display in her helmet showed her the same information. Whoever this Mr. Nichols was, he hadn’t responded to her signal. Can he really fly?
She’d been in a flameless hover at the rendezvous point for over twenty minutes. A town was visible in the distance, but otherwise the early morning landscape was devoid of anything except moonlit marshes and trees.
Though the sun wouldn’t rise for several hours, it was a clear morning, not a cloud in the sky, and the full moon was bright. She bared her fangs and howled in a mock salute to the werewolves of Hollywood. I wonder if there are metahumans who actually do turn into wolves. She would have answered impossible, had she never met her brother or stood naked in the mirror before. Her stomach began to growl.
Impatient, she thumbed the broadcast button, sending another signal to let the S2 agent know that she was in position. With a sigh, she opened the second of the three boxes of Twinkies she had packed away when all of a sudden, there was a distant thud, and the fighter creaked subtly.
Her head twisted to look back at the source of the noise. Standing above the cockpit on the transparent fuselage was a young man, his clothes and blonde hair fluttering in the wind outside. Samantha could only stare for several moments. Where the heck did he come from? She realized with a start that he was he was motioning irritably with his hands, indicating for her to let him in. She gave him a thumbs up, then began opening the cockpit.
*
Alex watched as the pilot below him seemed to slowly fall from view, then he realized that the cockpit was lowering down. It seemed the Sylph’s canopy didn’t open upward like a conventional fighter jet. A trap door entry, interesting, he thought.
When he saw the trap door was fully open, he took a breath of frigid air and stepped off of the stealth jet, falling about three yards before expelling a blast of energy from his bare feet. The action propelled him toward the lowered cockpit, and he grabbed hold of the edge of the frame next to the empty chair. With one more nudge from his energy discharge, he leapt clumsily into the chair, banging his finger roughly against one of the control panels. Though quiet compared to most jet engines, the roar from the Sylph’s turbines was still enough to drown out his cursing. He almost slipped, but caught himself and awkwardly pulled his way into the seat. Leaning forward to remove his backpack, he nursed his finger for a moment before giving the pilot in front of him a thumbs up. There was a jolt as the hydraulics began lifting them back into position, then the cockpit hissed as it was repressurized.
“Mr. Nichols?”
“Yes.” His teeth still chattered slightly. The sound-proofing was remarkable in the cockpit; outside noise had been reduced to almost nil, but his ears were still ringing from exposure to the screaming turbines.
“I’m Lieutenant Vox. They told me you’d be flying up to meet me, but I… well, I didn’t really know what to expect.”
There was another jolt as the Sylph began morphing for forward flight, but the engine noise was just a distant hum inside. They could hear each other clearly without having to shout, and Alex noted the pilot’s off-British accent. The General had said he recruited metahumans from India…
“Yeah, well, I wasn’t expecting a stealth fighter. Took me ten minutes to find this thing; I thought they were sending a chopper. You say your name was Fox?”
“Vox, sir. With a vee. Glad you didn’t get sucked into the engine when you found me.”
“The camouflage is good, but you can see the fighter plain as day when you get close enough.”
During the day, the camouflaged shape of a Sylph could be spotted within a hundred yards if you were looking for it, but at night that factor was easily halved. As it was, what Alex had seen at first was the distorted heat blasts from the engines. But he’d needed his GPS receiver to tell him which way to look, first. Now he looked out the canopy, the ground speeding beneath them as they climbed to a decent cruising altitude.
“Well, Vox, now what? The General had me rendezvous with you, I’m assuming you’re Covert Defense?”
“Yes, sir. Lieutenant Samantha Vox. My orders are to see you to Nanortalik, to link up with the S2 recon team. I’m actually due in for a call with the XO now. Are you all strapped in?”
“Yes, Lieutenant.” Alex didn’t have a helmet or headgear to listen in on the radio, so he listened to Samantha make the call.
“Zero-Two reporting in. Affirmative, he’s here with me now. Roger, I’ll standby.” There was silence for several moments. And then:
“Yes, Colonel, I have the agent onboard. Roger that, he actually did fly up to meet me. Negative, sir, no cape.” She was silent again for several minutes, offering only a few “yes” replies that Alex could hear before she finished her broadcast.
“Erm, negative, sir, we don’t have another receiver onboard, I’ll have to tell him for you. Roger. Will report when we’re off the coast. Zero-Two out.”
“What’s the story, Lieutenant?”
Samantha’s helmet tilted back toward his direction, though he couldn’t see her face.
“The mission’s changed, sir. Looks like things went fubar on my way out here. S2 has lost all contact with the recon group; voice, video, everything’s offline. They’re trying to get comms back up on a DoD comsat, but they’re having problems. The General and another of his agents have already left Phoenix and are on their way to Alaska Base. Covert Defense —uh, you and I— are being deployed to locate the recon team and escort them to a new rendezvous point.”
“What new rendezvous?”
“A submarine called Omeron is supposed to be headed that way to extract everyone and transport them to Alaska Base.”
“The Omeron?” he smiled. “The General told S2 it was out of contact.”
Alex considered the underpinnings. Omeron was essentially the S2 navy, designed from the ground up by S2 engineers and based at an S2 shipyard in the Baja peninsula of California. The facility had been built expressly to produce Omeron, using back-channel acquisition methods established by the black defense contractor Valentine/Turonne. Much more than a mere submarine, Omeron was an enormous mobile base, easily half again the size of the largest modern aircraft carriers. Designed as a full command in and of itself, Omeron would eventually become home to a large contingent of logistics and combat units, equipped to support every conceivable situation S2 made a habit of involving itself in.
The Omeron design and construction phases were under General Burke’s authority. He had warned that contacting Omeron for STAR SEARCH would prove difficult as it was currently undergoing trials in the Arctic to work out all the kinks and bugs. But Dr. Hawkreed was no fool, and General Burke’s sudden departure would not go unnoticed for long. When the existence of Covert Defense was discovered by S2, Omeron would naturally be the first guess as to where to find them, and while S2 was busy hunting her, we’ll be free to plan and act out of Alaska base…
With the sudden emergence of the alien, General Burke hadn’t had very long to plan this out, but the fact that he had, and was pulling it off, impressed Alex. And here he was in a stealth fighter with one of the General’s newest chess pieces.
“So, what’s your story, Lieutenant?”
“Pard'n, sir?”
“Gonna be a long flight, we should get to know each other if we’re gonna be working together. Are you a metahuman?”
“Would that be a problem, sir?”
“Not at all, I’d actually prefer it considering what we’re up against.”
A Necessary Interlude
Mario Perez groaned and rubbed at his forehead. His hand came away slightly wet, and he opened his eyes, letting out a long breath. Things were noisy, dark; where am I? The sound of machinery filled his ears, and he slowly pulled himself into a sitting position. He was on the ground, he realized. Looking around, he saw various sloping conveyor belts and storage bins in the large, cavernous area.
“So, my new thanow is awake, hay?”
Mario turned to the sound of the voice, his head splitting from the motion. All he could see was the outline of the man’s shadow.
“Who are you?”
“I am your master, and you will address me as such.”
“What are you talking about… master?”
Mario twitched. I just called him master. He hadn’t done it on purpose. The lurking man began to laugh richly.
“Hahahaha! Confused? Yes, you would be. It doesn’t matter. The only thing you need to know is that I am your master. You will do as I tell you, whether you want to or not.” The shadow’s head tilted. “You need a demonstration, don’t you? Very well. Take out your gun, and shoot yourself in the thigh. On the right, if you want a specific leg. Do it now.”
Mario watched, horrified, as his own arm withdrew the .45 from the shoulder holster under his coat, and without any hesitation, pointed it at his right leg and fired.
Blood splattered all over his clothes and began pooling on the floor as Mario screamed in horror. The shadow man cackled with humor as Mario dropped the gun, squeezing his thigh and writhing in pain.
“Oh, that was fun, wasn’t it? But time is wasting. Stand up.”
Mario groaned as he obeyed.
“Don’t worry about the wound, it’ll heal up soon. Unless your gun’s loaded with silver bullets, anyway. We have a lot of work to do, thanow. The Silver Knights set us back quite a bit, and I have to say, the Den Mother won’t be very happy if I go back without having fulfilled my mission. Now, listen very carefully. This is what I need you to do…”
* * * *
Mario couldn’t explain his compulsion. But no matter how hard he fought it, he found himself following the mysterious man’s instructions word for word. Even more frightening was that his self-inflicted wound had completely healed up, less than an hour after he’d shot himself. There wasn’t even a scar!
He learned that he had awakened in the underground baggage sorting area at Honolulu International Airport. Somehow his… master… had found a secluded hideaway within to take him, after killing the coroner and Agent Kaiser.
Mario knew what the whole scenario looked like, what all the evidence so far suggested had happened to him. But there was no way he was going to admit that it was true. It was too crazy.
The FBI agent now found himself crouched in some brush, across the street from the remodeled Prince Kuhio building in Waikiki: the Bureau’s local office. His master’s instructions had been to wait here, undetected, until midnight. Then he was to break in to his own office and use FBI resources to erase specific evidence files, and send a coded message to someone called “As2ronomer”.
It was almost a quarter to twelve. Mario was shivering, but not from cold. His breathing was deep and ragged, and he felt odd. There was a creepy, crawling sensation both in and outside of his body. It was as if he could feel the blood moving in his veins, surging through each artery, and carrying something electric that grew warmer and warmer from his head to the tips of his toes.
Mario was stronger and more alert than he’d been an hour ago. He imagined that he could sense the presence of everything around him, every insect in the dirt and trees, every person walking down the street. It had to be his imagination, but he could almost hear the conversations of people twenty yards away, with absolute clarity. Even more, his muscles felt like they were expanding and stretching, even though he was relaxed. He had an urge to rip the tree next to him in half, and something in his head made him feel like he could actually do it.
But it was all unnatural. The sickness he felt in his stomach was similar to what he felt when he saw, and smelled, a dead body for the first time. The uneasiness in his gut was almost the same feeling he had the first and only time he’d been shot at since joining the Bureau. And yet this sick feeling was different to those experiences. It was worse.
What’s happening to me?
The clouds parted over head, and the full moon shone brightly. Mario felt a surge of raw power course through him for just an instant, but then it was gone, leaving him refreshed as if he’d just woken from a long nap. Without needing to look at his watch, he knew midnight had come, and his body lurched into motion. With amazement, Mario felt himself race across the open ground with superhuman speed. The service doors at the rear would be locked, but… someone might see me if I go that way.
It wasn’t until he was halfway up the wall that Mario realized what he was doing.
I just jumped at least fifteen feet to reach the overhang, and now I’m scaling up a wall with… claws? What did he do to me?
His mind screamed and raged silently with itself. It was a dichotomy he couldn’t understand. He didn’t want to be here, doing his master’s bidding, and yet he was consciously moving himself forward, almost by instinct, driven by an unknown force to obey. He reached the first row of office windows which lined half the length of the southwest wall. Bunching his legs beneath him, he pulled with his arms and pushed with his feet, launching himself up and past the glass obstacle, where his claws dug deeply into the concrete. He resumed his climb up to the second tier of windows, this time crawling along the face of the building to get under the window closest to his office.
His sharpened eyes peered through the glass. He knew the agent who used this office, Chuck. The man was useless, and Mario would have been surprised to find him here at this time of night, even with all that was happening. The only light in the room came from the tempested computer screen on the desk. Satisfied that the room was empty, he used his claws to scratch a rough circle in the glass barrier. The glass cleanly fell away when he gently pushed against it, and he deftly caught the edge of the cut-out piece before it could smash onto the floor.
Leaping through the hole was no challenge at all, and neither was the quiet roll he landed with, coming up on his feet and ready to jump again at the slightest hint of danger. There were twelve people still at work on this floor; there would be even more on the lower levels. He could smell them. Each had their own distinct odor, which he could detect even through the perfume and deodorant. He was torn by simultaneous desires: something in him needed to complete this mission, yet the real Mario wanted to yell out for somebody to stop him. His mission continued, unhampered by the internal struggle.
Why did master think this place’d be empty? Kaiser’s dead, and for all they know, so am I. One does not kill a member of the FBI without realizing the Bureau can and will reach into hell itself to lock its hands around your neck. Yet Mario’s new master had killed seven. And counting.
Mario’s office was two doors down the hall from Chuck’s. Quietly opening the door, he checked the hallway and quickly walked to his office, unlocking it with his key and softly closing the door behind him. He wanted to just sit in his chair and try to collect his thoughts, but his ingrained compunctions wouldn’t let him. Booting his computer, he logged in by sliding his ID card into a reader and pressing his thumb to the biometric scanner on the keyboard. This accomplished, he began a search for files entered within the past month.
When Mario’s formal assignment originally began two weeks ago, he’d refreshed himself on the details of the mob-style hit in Virginia that left six agents dead. Mario was essentially the local backup for Kaiser, the Washington agent who was tracking a couple of shady characters that were suspected in the murders. There had been more investigators attached to Kaiser’s assignment, but the airliner attack had drawn most of them away from that case for the time being, though Mario knew they were looking for ties between this and that. And now, he was sure they’d be all over Kaiser’s murder and Mario’s disappearance.
Specifically, Mario was looking for all the files relating to his master’s most recent activities. His eye caught several notes, one of which alluded to two more murders in Boston: a man and his eight year old daughter. His stomach turned at the thought that he was being controlled by a child killer. It turned out that there was even more data collected about his master’s actions that he hadn’t seen before, but his mission denied him the ability to study it. He was here to destroy this information, and he began doing so as quickly as he could.
He did not have privilege rights to most of the files he found, but the sizeable amount that was available to him was soon sent to the recycle bins and scrubbed into nothingness by security software. He knew that the original files had been disseminated from Washington. He was only deleting copies. This was a waste of time.
Then it dawned on him: he was accessing this information while presumed missing and/or dead. His master was throwing another rabbit trail in the path of the Bureau by adding Mario’s fingerprint to the whole thing. Somebody would see the timestamp on his login, and then they'd devote resources to finding out exactly what he'd purged from his shared drives, and why. They would have to assume he was involved in Kaiser's murder.
Despite his rage and inner protests, Mario continued his self-destructive assignment until every file he had access to was scrubbed into bits, accessible only through time-consuming reconstruction.
Now that he had accomplished his first task, he unplugged the portable data pad from the computer’s docking station, and left the building the same way he came in. When clear of FBI offices, he used the pad’s wireless internet connection to create a commercial email account. Typing out the nonsense of letters and characters that his master had scrawled on a piece of paper, he sent the message to as2ronomer@wear.lp. With this done, he destroyed the data pad and tossed the pieces into a random garbage can on the street.
He was on his way back to the airport when he felt a buzzing sensation in his head. He got the notion that he was being watched, and discreet observations of the path behind him confirmed his suspicion. Whoever was tailing him was a pro; if his senses hadn’t been heightened, he would have missed it. Mario took no action, however.
His master had instructed him not to get caught performing his task, and not to return until he was successful.
His master hadn’t said anything about not being followed once the task was done.
* * * *
“Ah, my thanow was successful, it seems! Good, good! I think you will be a very useful slave. In time I’ll be able to call you a partner.”
“Thanow?” Mario shouted. “What are you talking about? What did you do to me, you sonofa-!”
“Silence!”
Mario’s throat eased and his shouts ceased. He couldn’t speak, no matter how hard he tried. There wasn’t even any strain in his muscles. His body relaxed and ignored his commands, as if it was no longer his.
“Are you telling me you haven’t pieced it together by now, thanow? Or maybe you just don’t want to admit it, hay? Fine, I suppose I can toss you some crumbs for now.”
The man stepped out of the shadow, and Mario wasn’t surprised to recognize one of the men who had been lying lifeless on a cutting table at the coroner’s. It was Samuel Pench, one of the suspects Mario and Kaiser had been pursuing. The man took a deep breath and rubbed at his neck. He seemed to be fatigued, perhaps injured.
“I am what you Americans call a ‘werewolf’. No, we are not myths. And we have been around quite a bit longer than you humans have.
“My partner and I had a mission to fulfill here in the islands. We were interrupted, and sadly, Marcus did not make it out alive. I will see to it that the ones responsible pay, but I have more pressing matters at the moment. Who knows, maybe I will use you to exact his vengeance.”
Mario’s master was calmly pacing back and forth as he spoke, rubbing at some insistent cramp in his neck. Then Mario watched in disbelief as the man slowly morphed into a form that looked half-beast, half human. His master continued the explanation.
“Since Marcus is dead, I decided to make you my thanow. It is not a decision made lightly, be assured. It isn’t easy, either, especially considering how weak I am. You should feel honored, really.
“Those wretched knights caught us completely off guard. I’m still recovering. Not to worry, though, thanow. I’m plenty strong enough to command you. And command you, I shall. Did you send the email exactly as I wrote it?”
“Yes. Master.”
“Good. That will at least get things moving again. I had an important client to meet, but I don’t think he’s here anymore. We’ll have to make other arrangements.”
The werewolf’s head turned upwards, sniffing at something that Mario had also just caught the scent of. There was a distant whooshing sound, coupled with distinct “chings” from metal impacts. The werewolf’s body then began bulging, morphing into a more powerful form. The claws at his fingertips curved wickedly and his maw elongated, hot saliva dripping to the floor from between razor sharp teeth. Another whooshing sound drew Mario’s attention and he saw a figure in the shadows jumping from a perch on one of the conveyor belts above.
“Silver Knights!” the werewolf roared. “Thanow, find and kill every human-!”
Mario flinched as his master’s face exploded, crimson gore splattering all over Mario’s chest and face. Instantly, Mario felt the relief of his own cognition again. The heavy weight of his master’s enforced will had vanished.
A slim, cloaked form landed on the ground next to the dead wolf, and the business end of a short-barreled rifle jutted from the shadows, pointing at Mario. Instinctively, he squinted and concentrated, and he found his eyes focusing and adjusting to see clearer in the darkness.
To his surprise, he saw a woman at the other end of the rifle. With clanging mechanical sounds, she slowly stepped into the light, which glowingly reflected off of her long, blonde hair and the heavy green coat she wore. Her face was disguised by a large set of tinted goggles. The bulky head strap told Mario that it was the tactical kind used by the military, with digital displays built right into the visor. Her rifle had a laser sight mounted under the barrel, and though he couldn’t see the invisible laser dot aimed at his throat, with those goggles on, he knew she could. Mario took two breathless steps back, raising his hands in submission.
“Hey, hey… look, lady, I dunno what’s going on here, but you just did me a big favor. I think… I think we’re on the same side.”
The woman’s mouth pursed, then a pink bubble grew from her lips, popping loudly. “How long have you been a thanow?” she asked.
“Than- I don’t know what that is. This guy kept calling me that… did he turn me into something, like him?”
The woman was silent, gauging the look on his face and the tone of his voice. Her head tilted in one direction, then the other, her jaws munching thoughtfully on the bubble gum. Mario decided quickly that she needed more convincing.
“Look, my name’s Mario. Perez. I’m FBI. Can I reach for my badge?”
The woman shook her head in the negative and sniffed. “You must be a fresh one. Did he slave you in the last forty-eight hours?”
“Huh? Forty… yeah, yeah I guess so. My partner and I were checking out two bodies at the coroners. But this one wasn’t dead.” He pointed at his former master. “That was Friday, the day of that airline attack. What day is it, anyway?”
Another blow. Another pop. “Sunday.” She looked him over again, appraising. Then she stowed her rifle in a holster on her back and pushed her goggles onto her forehead, her long bangs sprouting outward as if in protest to the headgear. Kneeling at the dead body, she began going through the clothing, pocketing the wolf’s wallet and a few other things Mario didn’t quite make out.
“You’re the one who followed me from the office, aren’t you? I sensed you tailing me, but I let you follow. I wanted to be found.” The woman ignored him as she continued pilfering the corpse.
When she was satisfied that she’d cleaned the beast out, she stood and pulled a tube of gel from her coat, and began squirting it on the dead monster. Mario’s eyes widened as she then pulled out incendiary tape and dropped in on the body. When it touched the gel, the body instantly went up in flames.
“My name’s Claire,” she told him, “and you didn’t ‘let’ me do anything. I let you catch a hint of me to see how you’d react.” She pulled a dog whistle from one of the many pouches on her coat. “You didn’t bolt or try to shake me, and you didn’t warn Samuel. That’s the only reason you’re still alive.”
* * * *
“Here’s the deal,” Claire said. “You can choose to come with me. I’ll take you somewhere to some people who can answer your questions. Until we get there, I don’t wanna hear a single word from you; I don’t wanna see you so much as twitch, or I’ll kill you. Got it?”
“So, if I don’t go with you now…?”
“Then we go our separate ways, I tag you as one of them, and the next time I see you you’ll get a birthday present laced with silver right in your forehead.”
“Why not just kill me now?”
“A dead FBI man is more headache than I wanna deal with.”
Mario looked over at the faceless werewolf. “I guess I have no choice.”
“Then give me your badge. Slowly.” Mario complied, handing over his federal ID. She looked over his credentials and pocketed them. Then she pulled a rag from one of her many pockets, tossing it to him. He caught it and wiped the blood from his face.
“Keep it,” she told him when he finished. “And don’t drop it in here. You first, Agent Perez.” She motioned him to walk out into the parking lot, and kept an arm’s length between them. He glanced at her occasionally under the parking lights, and gawked as her cloak fluttered open when she walked. So that’s what that clanging noise is!
The black shirt and pants she wore were fitted with holsters and straps all over her legs and torso, and the inside of the cloak itself was adorned with similar straps, harnesses, and hooks for her firearms. He counted at least five handguns and two stock-folded submachine guns, along with what looked like a cluster of hand grenades. Small throwing daggers lined the inside of her coat near the waist; there must have been at least forty stashed away in there, by his best guess. And all that wasn’t including the rifle on her back, which by itself had been sufficient to blow his master’s head in half.
Mario appraised what little he knew of her. She practiced good tradecraft; tailing him like a professional assassin, and then using the sounds and smells of the baggage sorting area to mask her presence long enough to make her kill. She was packing enough heat to arm the New York Police department, and if the goggles and presto-flamo gel/tape were any indication, she was equipped with tools most often used by special forces and counter-terrorist teams. And she sure as heck knew how to use that rifle. She’d made that headshot in mid air, for crying out loud.
The parking lot wasn’t empty, but there was only one other person out there with them, and he was several rows of cars away. They got to her car, which was about as average and unexciting as Mario didn’t expect to see from a monster hunter. She unlocked the doors by remote as they approached, stowing the rifle and submachine guns in the trunk. Mario caught a glimpse of two weapon cases in the trunk before she closed it, the kind that held disassembled sniper rifles. Claire then got into the driver’s side as Mario climbed into the passenger seat.
“May I?” he asked, motioning the folded bloody towel at the floor. She looked down at his seat, and his eyes followed, seeing that his bloody clothes were already staining the upholstery. She nodded and he dropped the rag between his feet.
When they pulled onto the freeway, Claire pressed a speed-dial button on the cell phone at her belt. It was tied by wire to a receiver in her ear.
“Paul, it’s me. No, the other me. Listen, you can call Will and Mason back. Samuel’s dead. Yeah. Well, I told you, woman’s intuition. Yeah, I got the disc back. But we have a problem. Samuel had a fresh thanow. No, I didn’t kill him, I’m bringing him in. Because he’s a fanging FBI agent, that’s why! We don’t need that kind of heat. Okay. We’ll be there in about thirty minutes. Bye.”
Mario started to ask what was going on, but her warning came back to him: not one word. He’d already said two. No sense pushing his luck.
* * * *
The car pulled into the driveway of a modest house just off the Pali highway. Claire escorted Mario through the front door and down the main hallway into a den. The interior was very nicely crafted, with lava rock walls and steps down to a plush carpeted floor. Part of the north wall had been set up with plumbing to let water run from the ceiling like a waterfall, down to a drain in the floor disguised by smooth little stones.
The den area was moderately large and well-furnished, and a stone fireplace adorned the far wall from the door. Next to the fireplace was a recliner, on which sat a man looking to be in his mid-seventies, sporting a sharp trident beard. There was something familiar about him…
“Well, Claire, what kind of trouble have you brought us today?” the man asked.
In response, she tossed Mario’s badge to the man.
“Agent Mario Perez, huh. Nice to meet you,” the man said, looking over the ID before throwing it back to Mario. “I’m Paul Beaumont.”
Mario frowned at the name, but was impressed at the same time. Paul looked in excellent shape for a man he knew to be pushing ninety. “I know who you are, Mr. Beaumont,” Mario replied, pocketing his badge. “The entire Bureau knows who you are.”
“Ah, I’m honored!” Paul smiled.
“Cocky old man, aren’t you? It’s a wonder we haven’t caught you yet.”
“Oh, come now, I’m not that dangerous.”
“Is that why you’re at the top of the most wanted lists for every country that practices law enforcement?”
Paul sighed. “Take a seat, please, Agent Perez.” He motioned to the sofa across from him. Mario obliged, cautiously.
“The way you’re looking at me, I guess the global intelligence community is still pretty sore at me, huh?”
“You tell me, sir. You’re the terrorist.”
“Terrorist!” Paul looked to Claire, who rolled her eyes and went to stand near the door. Paul laughed good-naturedly.
“Well, Mr. Perez, since you obviously recognize infamy when you see it, why don’t you tell me what you’d charge me with if I let you haul me in right now?”
Mario looked sideways at Claire, but she made no attempt to look threatening. She was actually kind of pretty, now that she wasn’t holding a gun to his head. He looked back at Paul, who was holding his hands together and tapping his fingers on each other.
“You were the president of Blue Rain, Inc. Your group stole national security secrets and sold them to a foreign government. That’s treason, and it’s the only thing we need to nail you with. Your other crimes are just ink stains on the indictment.”
Paul nodded sagely and offered a sarcastic expression of agreement. According to documented history, Paul Beaumont and his happy mercenaries at Blue Rain, Incorporated had gotten hold of sensitive, highly classified documents outlining U.S. defense capabilities. Blue Rain being a private contracting entity whose members were all former military and intelligence people, they certainly had the means. They then sold that information to the highest bidders shortly after the war with the Soviets broke out.
Then, during the war, Blue Rain illegally entered the conflict under contract by the People’s Asian Republic to recover a misplaced Soviet nuclear device. The CIA discovered the plot, and the U.S. government blackballed Beaumont, seizing Blue Rain’s Norfolk office and all of its assets, though they were never able to find Paul Beaumont or his operators. The Blue Rain mercenaries had popped up in various places around the globe following the scandal, hiring themselves out and making enemies of most of the civilized world with the jobs they took.
A traitor who’d evaded capture for forty years, Paul Beaumont’s place at the top of the most wanted list was well-deserved. His mercenaries continued to operate around the world, openly mocking America’s inability to catch him.
“Is that still the story they’re shopping around?” Paul asked. “Good grief, you people have really gotten lazy. If you have a fifth grade reading level, you ought to be able to see the holes in that fairy tale. So, to you, we’re still the mercenary traitors who sold secrets and nukes to the Koreans, huh?”
“The PAR.”
“Oh, I see. Well, same story, different ending. They’re all slant-eyed communists up there, anyway, why make the distinction? I don’t suppose you’d wanna hear the truth?”
“From you? Oh, sure, that’d be great. Then we could head downtown and get your good name cleared.”
“Well, Mr. Perez, Claire brought you here because you’re a thanow, and I gather you have no idea what that means. I can tell you, and you might even believe me. You’re here for a reason.”
“Yeah, your mobile armory over there threatened to shoot me if I didn’t come along.”
“Claire!” The blonde woman stood indifferently as Paul scolded her. “You don’t threaten to shoot thanows! You just shoot them!” He looked at Mario, completely serious. “The simple fact is, Mario, you’re here because a werewolf has changed you into another werewolf. We kill werewolves. And that is directly tied to my standing with the world at large. So let me tell you my little tale, and then you can decided if you want to believe me or let Claire make good on her threat.”
“Werewolf. Sure, that sounds entirely reasonable. Kinda like the Chinese, ‘agree with what I say, or eat a bullet.’ We don’t work like that, Mr. Beaumont.”
“You still don’t get it! Forget about your Bureau, forget about the PAcomms. You’re a marked man, Mr. Perez. Claire made a gut call. Normally I’d suggest she just shoot you and be done with it. But you’re here, so we might as well make the best of it. The simple fact is, if we don’t kill you, the creatures who made you will. Without the facts, you can’t win here, Perez, so do yourself a favor and keep an open mind for ten minutes.”
For some reason, Mario felt as if Paul was telling the truth. It was a gut feeling, completely divorced from his head knowledge about the man. And if his gut was wrong, well, he still had his .45 in reach. Claire hadn't confiscated it for some reason. Sure, she was packing enough ammunition to kill Earth, but Mario could think of worse ways to die, and who knows? Maybe Daughter-of-Rambo would have a hard time picking which weapon to shoot him with, giving him time to take her out, first.
“All right,” Mario said. “I'm obviously not going anywhere. What’s your story?”
Paul smiled. “The first thing to get out of the way is that werewolves aren’t alone. Brace yourself: vampires exist, too.” He watched Mario for reaction, but the FBI agent simply sat, expressionless. “Collectively, we refer to them and the wolves as nightfangs. They both eat humans, when they’re hungry enough. The only meaningful difference between them is the wolves change into powerful beasts; the vampires change into a more streamlined, flying creature, like a bat I guess, as the legends go. Except bigger. You kill both of them the same way; introduce silver to their bloodstream, or destroy the brain. Easiest way is to empty a clip into the skull, or just lop the head off. The rest of that Bram Stoker crap only works in the movies. Oh, daylight doesn’t bother them much, either. They can buy sunglasses just like the rest of us.
“The nightfangs aren’t like the freaks you see on the weekend news shows; those odd people that are born with animal looks? Feralmen they call ‘em. No, the nightfangs are two complete races of people, each with their own well-established societies and cultures. They’ve been around since the dawn of human history.
“And that’s where our problem begins. The werewolves, in particular, are very crafty about infiltrating our society, our culture, our infrastructure. They can’t reproduce in numbers sufficient to overwhelm us; instead, they content themselves with manipulating us from the highest echelons of our authority establishments.
“It was my family who first took up the struggle to expose the nightfangs, many centuries ago. They created a secret society to fight against the machinations of these creatures. They took to calling themselves Lyset imot Mørke. ‘Light against Darkness’. For a time, they were successful. But then the nightfangs began operating from the shadows, making allegiances with willing humans, or passing themselves off as human and working their way into seats of power. It started at lowly chieftain levels, the managers of town markets, the leaders of villages, and as time went on they climbed higher and higher, wiggling their way into governments, corporations, militaries, all around the world.
“I can see that I’m boring you, so I’ll cut to my involvement and your predicament. Lyset imot Mørke still exists, though today we call ourselves Silver Knights. My cousin Eric is the current head of the Knights, which these days consists of well over five hundred members all over the world.
“We each contribute to the Knights from our public lives in whatever way we can; for me, my contributions were through Blue Rain. We were much more than private security contractors. The work we hired ourselves out for simply paid the bills and added to the Knights’ collective coffers. On our own time, we hunted nightfangs, and we did it with all the skill and assets at Blue Rain’s disposal.
“We were so effective, in fact, that the wolves in our own government finally figured out that Blue Rain was really a front for the Silver Knights. Unfortunately, I didn’t see it until it was too late. I don’t know exactly what your FBI files say about what happened in Russia, but I’ll tell you the first-hand account. Shortly after the invasion, we were contracted by the Pentagon, not the PAR, to support a supply line operation outside of Prezachneyinska. The U.S. and some of the European countries employed a couple different contractors for conventional security missions at the start of the war, to free up their troops for the real fighting.
“It was the first time private operators had been hired in full view of the public. Mercenaries don’t exactly have the best reputation with your average Joe. That’s why respectable outfits like Blue Rain started calling ourselves contractors. We’d been in-country for about three weeks helping to provide zone security for the allied fuel and supply convoys passing through.
“We got an unusual request from our liaison late in the third week; force recon was staging a mission to capture an underground MAB facility about two hundred miles from Prezachneyinska. It was attached to a supposedly deactivated Soviet launch complex for one of their ICBMs, but there was fresh intelligence that nuclear warheads were being stored there. They wanted us to backup the marines that were going to secure the place.”
Mario perked up a bit at this point. Despite the night he’d just had and the unbelievable things he’d done in obedience to Samuel, he had successfully grounded himself back in his own reality upon meeting the Bureau’s most wanted terrorist. He wasn’t a victim of a werewolf, now; he was an FBI agent in the lion’s den. But his gut senses were still telling him that this story was legit. Mario caught himself thinking: he doesn’t smell like a liar.
“I know what you’re thinking,” Paul continued. “Why would the military involve a private outfit in such a sensitive operation? I asked myself the same thing. But at the time, the allied forces in the area were spread thin enough that I was easily convinced by assertions that my team was the closest and best-equipped to aid in the mission. We had direct support from our Norfolk HQ, and our analysts had contacts at State and CIA who could supply us with any data we needed.
“So, I agreed to help. For a hefty bonus, of course. I wasn’t running a charity, and assaulting foreign military installations wasn’t part of our statement of work. The UN sent one of its Mickey Mouse brigades to take over Prezachneyinska, and my team moved to RV with the marines. But we ran into a problem; there were no marines. There was no underground Missile Assembly Building, no deactivated silo. What there was, was another kind of ICBM: an Irritable Communist Battallion Movement.”
In the doorway, Claire offered a disapproving groan.
“Hush, girl,” Paul admonished. Turning his attention back to Mario, he continued. “The whole job was a set up, right from the start. They got us comfy with that bread and butter security detail, then moved me and my team right in the path of two Soviet mechanized divisions that were steaming down in a flanking maneuver on the allies. The Soviets’ advance screen caught us bent over, and they outnumbered us at least five to one. Then the allies showed up and the whole thing went to hell. I think it was a brigade from the Brits’ 3rd Mechanized, or… no, probably our 1st Armored, they would have been closest. I dunno. Buttloads o’ tanks and infantry is all I remember. Being ‘plausibly deniable’ assets, our uniforms didn’t say ‘friendly’ to either side, and wouldn’t you know it, the allies were using frequencies that were blocked on our government-furbished radios. I lost three good men pulling out of that hornet’s nest, and we retreated to Prezachneyinska only to find the place was deserted.
“We have nightfangs all over the place inside our government. They’d orchestrated our movement into that death trap, and they weren’t expecting to ever hear from us again. But when they realized we escaped, they concocted that nonsense about stealing nukes and national security secrets.
“I have to hand it to ‘em, it was a nice power play. The Chinese could deny the whole thing all day long and you’d never believe them. But go back and check your own records. They claimed we stole black documents before we supposedly went and whored ourselves out to Beijing. So why’d they sit on that info and let us leave the country? Exactly what does the FBI say about Blue Rain’s activities prior to the nuke scandal?”
Mario frowned. There wasn’t any reason not to play along at this point. “You, specifically, had fallen off the planet. There were sixty other Blue Rain mercs you conspired with who disappeared around the same time. There was no trace of you between the document theft and when you popped up again with the missing nuke.”
Paul laughed. “Ha! And you just take that at face value, don’t you? A simple background check on my phone and credit records would reveal that we were in Virginia the whole time. Doing business in our own fanging building, for crying out loud. Then there’s the accounting records of our clients, who my people were busy working for around the globe when the government says we were supposedly heisting military secrets. Per diems, hotels, rentals… it was nineteen eighty seven, Mr. Perez. They still used paper records back then. And I’ve got copies of it all.
“But hey, why worry about something like evidence, right? The phony charges put us right in the FBI’s crosshairs, not to mention the Comedians In Action, No Such Agency, and the rest of the alphabet soup organizations. They shut down Blue Rain and arrested everyone who wasn’t with me in Russia.
“I took my operators out and retreated to Norway. We laid low for a couple years pooling resources with other Knights halls who came to our aid, and managed to bust out a few of our people the U.S. had in custody.” Paul sighed. “Blue Rain was the Knights’ most powerful asset, and we still haven’t recovered from that loss. While we were busy regrouping, the nightfangs were sending out terrorists all over the world, posing as Blue Rain operators, and causing all kinds of mayhem. That got MI-6 and Interpol crawling up our ass, along with the Asians and their Byzantine special security-types.
“Lookit, Perez. After pissing off the United States and all of western Europe by allegedly handing an undocumented nuke to the Asian commies, you’re saying that you think me and my troops went on a global shooting spree to make sure every intelligence organization on the planet was painting targets on our back? Come on Perez, you’re FBI. You’re not trained to be stupid. Are you starting to see the real picture yet? This has nothing to do with compromising the U.S. government. It’s about nightfangs retaining their global puppet strings. The Silver Knights are the only ones opposing them. If they can get rid of us, they win.”
Mario leaned forward, resting elbows on knees, looking at the ground. “All right, for the sake of not getting shot, let’s say I believe you. What does this have to do with me? Who were the ‘nightfangs’ my partner and I were investigating? Why’d they kill six agents in Virginia, and a man and his little girl in Massachusetts?”
“Ah, this stuff is even easier to explain. But first,” Paul looked at Claire. “Claire, did Samuel have the disc?”
The blonde gunrack patted a pocket on her coat, and Mario wondered how she could find anything in there that wasn’t loaded with hollow-points.
“Good. Kim is upstairs, why don’t you two see if you can get started on that. I don’t think Mario intends on shooting me.”
Mario looked at her, and she raised her eyebrows to ask if that was true. He spread his hands and shrugged, which was apparently good enough for her. When she had departed, Paul spoke again.
“Samuel Pench and Marcus Panore are, er were, runners. Courier men. Vampires are pretty solitary, but wolves operate in sects, or societies, all of which are controlled by a matron figure, the ‘Den Mother’.”
Mario remembered Samuel’s reference to a Den Mother back at the airport. He nodded for Paul, and the old maybe-terrorist continued.
“The most prominent sect in the American hemisphere is called the Kh’misrea society. Blue Rain had been tracking their activities for two years before the nuke scandal tore us apart and forced us underground. We have very little data on the citizens of this sect, but we do know that a good number of them are infiltrators very high up in the governments of the South Americas, the U.S., and Canada. Now, when I say good number, I mean maybe twenty, twenty five. Near as we can figure, there’s probably a thousand humans to every nightfang on the planet. They’re not as rare as feralmen, but thankfully rare enough. Even one in the wrong place can do us a world of damage, though.
“Most recently, we learned that the Kh’misrea has formed an alliance with someone code-named ‘Four Stars’. We have yet to learn this person or group’s identity, but we’ve intercepted several runners who are doing tasks for Four Stars. Samuel and Marcus were the latest additions to that list, but we didn’t mark them until they brought all that attention on themselves by killing all those FBI agents. We’re still investigating that incident, but it’s related to the killings in Boston.
“The man they killed there was a former Knight. A good man named Peter Benton. He’d retired when his daughter was born; being a Silver Knight is obviously a hazardous life to lead. He got out with our blessing, but continued to do discreet jobs for us, like random surveillance of our safe house in Boston, which just happens to be under the city’s largest bank.
“Prior to Samuel and Marcus’ appearance, we raided a wolf den and killed a half dozen of them. We captured a lot of data from the raid, but there was one disc in particular that they’d been getting ready to transport, and we tried to analyze it. We were unable to access the data, but we had other issues to deal with at the time, so the disc was sent to the bank-slash-safe-house to be guarded until we could devote a team to cracking it. Unfortunately, other events demanded our attention, and we ended up leaving the disc to sit in Boston for over a year.
“Sam and Marc apparently got some bad information, and thought that a Bureau informant had their disc. We don’t know the particulars of the attack, only that they hit an FBI safe house and murdered everyone at the scene. We still don’t know how they found out where the disc really was, but we only recently learned that the FBI massacre was an attempt to find it.”
Paul sighed and shook his head. “The perverse thing is that Peter wasn’t working for us the night they killed him. He would never have taken his daughter out on a job. He just happened to be on that street with his eight-year old girl, Ashley, when the runners were making their getaway after breaking into the bank to take back the disc. He made a call to inform one of our other watchers, but the runners must have heard him and realized what he was. So they killed him… and his daughter.”
“And in revenge, you killed them in Waikiki.”
“No. If we’d hit them, Samuel wouldn’t have survived, and you wouldn’t be here right now. We don’t know who attacked them, but it’s not surprising that they picked up some other enemy with the things they’ve been doing. That’s how we found Claire, actually.”
“What do you mean?”
“Eclaire Mullins. Name ring a bell?”
“The Olympic marksman from Canada? Man, she outshot our Hostage Rescue snipers during a competition, years ago. Rumor is she declined an offer to try out for HRT.” He looked at Paul suspiciously. “Wasn’t interested in shooting people.”
“Fascinating how things change, isn’t it? Her brother was slaved- that’s what we call it when a nightfang takes a thanow. Anyway, she learned the hard way about vampires after her brother was slaved and helped kill the rest of her family. She vowed revenge and crossed paths with us while hunting them down.”
Mario shook his head, trying to absorb all the crazy things he was hearing. Paul broke into his thoughts.
“Listen. There is something very big happening among the night-fangs. That disc Claire took from Samuel’s body is the key to it. Even if you don’t believe a word of what I’ve told you tonight, are you willing to put off judgment until we find out what’s on that disc? I have a feeling it will open both our eyes.”
Mario gave a bemused grunt. “You’re asking me? What if I said no?”
“Then you’d be a risk, and we’d kill you. I really would rather not though. It’s not your fault you’re mixed up in this. Besides… I think I’d like for you to join us, Mr. Perez.”
Mario blinked. “Come again?”
“Nightfangs are sterile. They reproduce by turning humans. It’s a long, slow process. Turning a human requires that they mentally link with their thanow. Nightfangs are transpathic, and-”
“Tran-what?”
“Transpathic. They can’t read minds, but they can force their will and desires onto others, particularly victims whose blood they’ve tasted. Why don’t we stop living in denial here, Perez. You’re changing. I know you’ve felt it. You’re stronger, faster. Your senses are overloading with stimulation. And when Samuel was alive, you couldn’t resist his commands. And why is it, do you think, that you sit there accepting all these changes so meekly? Look at your hands.”
Mario did so. His knuckles had sprouted thick patches of hair, and his fingernails had turned black and thick. Claws. With a shudder, they shrank and became normal fingernails, and the hair on his knuckles fell away, leaving his hands human again. Paul addressed the scene.
“That’s a little odd, don’t you think? You're not the least bit jarred by the sight of your flesh changing like that? You're not outraged at learning you've been sterilized?”
Mario considered that Paul was right. He didn't feel the way he knew he ought to. Even the confusion and anger that overwhelmed him at his office earlier was diminished.
“You’re lucky Claire freed you when she did. The slaving process was already working on your mind, getting you used to the changes you were experiencing, making you more malleable for Samuel’s coercion. In time he would have broken you by forcing you to eat someone, preferably somebody you love. It would have taken a long time for you to finally accept and even embrace your new life and duties to the wolves, but your will would be completely destroyed after being forced to do something so horrific.”
Mario sat silently.
“Listen, it takes over fifty years for the link between a nightfang and their thanow to evaporate. Nightfangs can’t turn another human while a slaving bond exists. If they try, both masters and thanows will go mad and try to kill each other. During those years of servitude, Samuel would have brain-washed you until you were as loyal to the Den Mother as he was. Then with the bond dissolved, both he and you would be free to find new thanows.
“But good old Claire interrupted that, hasn’t she? You’ve got all the physical advantages… and curses, of a nightfang, but absolutely none of their loyalties.” Paul picked up a phone on the coffee table next to him. “Yes, send Ty to the den, please. Thank you.” Hanging up the phone, he looked at Mario. “Just think about it, will you? My offer to join us, I mean. We’re hopelessly outnumbered in this fight, Mr. Perez.”
Just then the door opened, and an imposing man entered, carrying a large, black and silver revolver. Mario’s nose flared. He sensed some-thing inherently dangerous about the newcomer, and it had nothing to do with the big gun in his hand.
“If you please, Agent Perez, give Ty your firearm. He will escort you to your quarters-”
“My quarters? What are you-”
“You are a thanow without a master, Mr. Perez. But you’re still a nightfang. I wish for you to remain our guest until I can be confident that you won’t go out and do something… rash… with your new power. Besides, you can’t go out in public, anyway. The FBI and the wolves probably think you’re dead. If they find out you’re not, the nightfangs will come after you and make sure that what you know, no matter how little it is, is kept silent. That usually involves pain and death. They’d probably make you tell them about us, too, and we can’t have that. By the by, I saw your reaction to Ty’s arrival. If you doubt anything I’ve said about the nightfangs, he is a nightfang, just like yourself. And you know it.”
Mario looked at huge black man, who himself was appraising Mario. This is retarded, the FBI agent thought. We’re sizing each other up like animals fighting over territory. He quit his subliminal challenge to the man, seeing no other option but to cooperate.
“Why’d you let me keep my sidearm this whole time? Why didn’t Claire take it from me at the airport?”
“I can't speak for Claire, she does what she wants. But believe me when I say you'd need more than that .45 to intimidate her. Besides, she usually has a gun or a knife that you can’t see, and she probably had you covered all the way here. If you’d have done something stupid, I guarantee she’d have killed you before you knew what happened.
“As for me… I wanted your trust, at least long enough to explain my side of things. You’re law enforcement, not an assassin. You’re smart enough to figure out we have you outgunned. And, no offense, Mr. Perez, but I’ve stared down creatures straight out of your nightmares. A holstered gun doesn't really worry me all that much.”
“This is all crazy,” Mario said. But slowly, he drew his gun and began handing it to Ty. A thought stopped him cold, and he turned to Paul.
“A thanow’s mind-link lasts over fifty years, you said?”
Paul nodded, knowing what the next question would be.
“How long do nightfangs… werewolves…?”
“Like humans, it varies from wolf to wolf. But you should expect to live long into the twenty-fourth century, Mr. Perez.”
“Twenty-fourth… three hundred years?”
Targets of Opportunity
Mario lay in bed restlessly, unable to sleep. He decided he should take a shower, but he hadn’t made the effort to get off the bed yet. His suit was pretty well trashed, especially the shirt and pants, which were ripped up and stained with his and his former master’s blood. His black blazer was draped on the dresser-drawer, along with the torn, bloody tie and empty gun holster. His kind “hosts” had provided him a comfortable cell, at the very least, even if they left him wearing the ruined clothes. The house was apparently a multi-level structure, with at least two levels being underground. Ty had led him to the first sub-level, bringing him to one of four doorways that Mario could see. The escorted trip had been made in silence, with neither Mario nor Ty needing to say a word to each other.
Mario was still trying process what had happened between the two of them. No words were spoken, and yet they’d somehow communicated, felt each other’s most basic emotions and used them to formulate expressions at each other. As near as the FBI agent could tell, he and the other, senior nightfang had agreed not to piss each other off. At least he hoped that’s what the exchange had meant. It’s a better arrangement than my last girlfriend offered me. In any case, he hadn’t heard Ty do anything to lock or secure the door, and he sensed that there was no one standing guard outside.
His “quarters”, as Paul had called it, were no more than functional, with a single-sized bed and a dresser near the door that hopefully had some clean clothes that would fit him. A small bathroom was also part of the setup, and he tried unsuccessfully to work up the energy to use its shower. He wondered if every room in this place had its own private bath. Mario surmised this to be one of the Silver Knights’ safehouses, though it didn’t take any kind of federal training to reach that conclusion.
He lay silently in thought, his mind was clouded over by… what? He didn’t know. His thoughts were clear, coherent, and yet it was as if a thick, gooey residue was permeating his mind, glossing over any misgivings he naturally had over his physical situation. He could easily worry about Paul Beaumont, and shudder at the memory of being controlled by Samuel; but when it came to reacting to his altered physiology…
He brought his hand up for inspection again, and willed the physical change that turned it into a lethal weapon. Fur sprang from his knuckles, and this time, eventually grew to envelop all of his skin. He felt his neck muscles straining, and could see his nose and mouth elongating beneath his eyes, which also began shifting position on his face. The black claws formed again at the ends of his fingers, and he felt his clothes tightening. It took a bit of effort, but he managed to stop the change before his shirt and trousers were ripped apart.
“Well, that was a mistake,” he said aloud. The beastly fur that he’d just shed in his clothes was now causing him no little discomfort. Mario gave a heavy sigh and rubbed at his face.
“Maybe Paul was right,” he mumbled to himself. “I’m too comfortable with this. This is so stupid, unbelievable. And I’m lying here like it’s the most common thing in the world.” Earlier tonight, firefighters saved an old woman from a burning building, and police apprehended the arsonist responsible for the blaze. And in other news, Mario Perez can turn into a big, hairy dog.
There was a light rapping at the door, and Mario got up to answer. Opening it, he found Claire looking at him, her head cocked at a sassy angle. He could tell she wasn’t copping an attitude; she looked exhausted. The heavy goggles were gone, and her gold hair was knotted in a loose ponytail. She was still dressed in her black sleeveless shirt and trousers, but she’d left her weaponized coat somewhere else. Probably in her closet, next to the missiles and artillery shells…
“Agent Perez-”
“Mario.”
Her tired eyes blinked a few times. “Mario. Beaumont wants you to come upstairs. We’ve cracked the disc.”
“All right. Gimme just a minute, I need to… use the bathroom.”
He closed the door and swiftly stripped, shrugging the loose fur off of himself and onto the floor. It didn’t even occur to him that he’d done it all with the same mindset as if he was simply brushing his teeth. Darn, I smell, I need to put on some deodorant. Darn, I just morphed back from being a wolfman, I need to get this hair outta my clothes. When he was dressed again, he opened the door and saw Claire waiting a few feet away.
“Lead on, Ms. Mullins.”
“Claire.” She gave him a half-hearted smile, more out of courtesy than humor. Mario was confused. She seemed almost friendly, all of a sudden.
He followed her down the hall to the stairs, taking advantage of his position to appreciate her as a woman for the first time. Claire was almost as tall as he was, he guessed about five-nine-ish to his five-eleven. She was slender, but obviously strong. Her back and shoulders were wide, tapering down to a slim waist and barely realized hips. Her bare arms were toned and well-defined, likely from hauling rifles around on her hunts. He was looking at her butt when she got to the stairs and angled herself to take the first step. She saw him looking at her and stopped.
“Sorry,” he said lamely, shrugging his shoulders.
“Been a long time since a guy’s looked at me like that,” she replied, continuing up the stairs.
“I find that hard to believe.”
“Okay. Long time since I’ve caught a guy looking at me like that.”
“You shoot them?” He knew it was a mistake as soon as he said it. Claire spun on the agent, her narrowed eyes displaying her annoyance.
“Only the nightfangs.”
The rest of the walk was spent in silence.
* * * *
Paul turned as they entered the room. “Agent Perez. It looks like we’ve found another piece to the puzzle.”
“I’m going to bed,” Claire announced. She closed the door behind her, leaving Mario with Paul and a red-haired twenty-something girl who was sitting behind an impressive computer set-up.
Mario turned to Paul. “I think I pissed her off.”
The girl peeked out from behind her computer displays. “What, Claire? Don’t mind her, she’s a little tsk tsk,” the girl rapped a knuckle against her temple as she made the clucking sounds.
“Enough o’ that, Kim,” Paul scolded. “Okay, Perez. We’ve been at this for a few hours, now. Meet Kim Greenfield, she’s our resident wiz-kid. Helped crack this disc open for us.”
“Wasn’t easy, either-”
“We’ve got a lot more knowledge of the wolves’ programming language now compared to when we captured this.”
“Yeah, but it still wasn’t easy-”
“But even after decrypting it all, a lot of it is still… well, gibberish.”
“Freakin headache, izwhatitwuz-”
“But I wanted you to see what we got. Maybe you can make some-thing of this.”
“Still, I should be able to crack anything else that uses this encryption, now-”
“Kim, enough. Bring up the third group of files.”
A pair of optical rods on the wall lit up, and a flat hologram of what was on Kim’s main display came up for Mario and Paul to see.
“This is the only sensible information that we’ve gotten, but we don’t know what the significance is.”
Mario looked over the data. It was biographical information, details on a family living out on the north shore.
“Kunali’i? Doesn’t ring a bell. What are these, medical records?”
“No, it’s a compilation of everything. Medical, financial, reconn’d observations. The wolves want something from these people, but we’re still trying to figure out what.”
“Well, what else was on that disc?”
Paul turned to the girl. “Kim?”
“Yeah, computer’s still translating, but I’ll put up what I got.”
The screen split into several segments, each containing multiple paragraphs of text.
“Now,” Paul began, “a lot of this crap so far is nightfang legends and tales. We’ve seen it before, stories and references to things in their cultural lore.
“This one here, for instance, talks about the Den Mother and her ‘great journey’. She apparently defied some powerful king’s decree and left his realm, wherever the hell it was, to rule over humanity. If it really happened, it was a different Den Mother, since this supposedly happened seven thousand years ago.
“Here’s another, talking about dragons and wizards of great power. Dunno what that nonsense is about, but the nightfangs seem to eat it up, gives them some sense of tribal identity.
“We’ve got tons of this stuff, captured over the centuries. They believe these things as an actual part of history. Mostly it’s disposable, but these things here are new.” He pointed to a couple of text boxes in the upper left of the display.
“A ‘Steward’, we don’t know who that is, but apparently it’s somebody significant. Four Stars, the secret party I told you about earlier? They want this Steward person captured, but not as bad they want this one.”
Paul looked to Kim, and she enlarged the text box he pointed at. Mario read the bold-type as Paul talked on.
“The wolves are specifically looking for a ‘Guardian’. According to this, their primary task for Four Stars is finding and delivering this Guardian to them. And according to the files translated so far, the Guardian has something to do with this Kunali’i family in Haleiwa.”
“Wait a minute,” Mario said. “You keep telling me all these things the night-fangs are doing for Four Stars. What are they getting out of it?”
“That’s the spooky thing. Kim, bring up Jack’s interrogation video, you know which one I’m talking about.”
“Aw, boss, that one’s sick! You’re gonna show that to an FBI man?”
“Just do it, Red.” Turning to Mario, he said, “This video is about three months old. You might be disturbed by it, but considering the things you’ve seen and done last night, I don’t think it’s beyond your grasp.”
The holovid screen began playing the video. A half-changed werewolf knelt shackled in the middle of a room, surrounded by well-armed men. Mario caught a quick glance of Claire, but she soon moved off-camera. A man stepped before the beast and began questioning it. Him, Mario corrected himself.
“Why is that disc so important? What’s on it?” the interrogator pressed.
“Stupid little man!” the werewolf roared. “What’s on it? I don’t know. I never saw it before. Let me find it, and I’ll be sure to tell you.”
“Don’t get wise with me, nightfang. You killed a good friend of mine tonight and-”
“And I’ll kill you, too, meat!” the beast yelled.
The man pulled a small gun from his belt and fired once. The werewolf roared in agony as the bullet tore into his thigh. Mario unconsciously rubbed at the spot where Samuel had forced him to shoot himself.
“Our ammunition is laced with silver in various forms,” Paul said absently, ignoring that silver was now Mario’s de facto allergic concern.
On screen, as the nightfang writhed, the interrogator kicked him square in the face. “You’re not going to kill me, dog face. You’re going to squirm and scream like a weak puppy, until you tell me what I need to know.”
Paul turned to the redhead. “You can fast forward to the endgame, Kim. We don’t need to see this.”
“Glad to.”
The screen went blank and then came back up. The beast was now a bloody mess, lying in a heap on the floor. Much of its fur had been torn away, and several wounds told Mario it had been shot with more silver rounds. He realized suddenly that the many bloody specks he saw on the ground were some of the wolf’s teeth and claws.
“I don’t revel in torture, Perez,” Paul told him. “Even on a nightfang, there’s no pleasure in-”
“Is that why you let your men do that?”
“These weren’t my men.”
“I saw Claire at the beginning of the video.”
“It was a joint operation, and besides-”
“Yeah, that would hold up at the Hague.”
“Tell me, Perez, how much of your partner was left over after Samuel was finished with him? Yeah, I thought so. You think playing nice with these monsters would help keep someone else, like a little girl, from dying a messy death?”
Mario didn’t answer. He’d barely known Kaiser, having only worked with him for a couple of weeks. But the question made him pause. Mario had watched Agent Kaiser’s head ripped off of his neck by the blurred swing of a clawed hand. What would he do to protect someone else from that kind of death? To protect an eight year-old girl from getting her brains blown out the back of her head?
The sound of the wolf’s dying moans focused his attention.
*
“So, Four Stars needs that disc, but you don’t know what’s on it?” the interrogator pressed.
“N… no. Harris’ group collected all the data and… and put it all together. You killed them all. We don’t know what they found.”
“Then what were they looking for?”
The wolf managed a mocking laugh. “After all this, you finally ask me an intelligent question. Your kind is doomed, stupid human. So I’ll tell you. We have nothing to lose.
“Four Stars wants power. I don’t know what Four Stars’ plans are. But Four Stars needs certain people in Four Stars’ control. Harris’ group found one of them.”
“So the disc contains info on Four Stars’ targets.”
“Maybe. Or… maybe it just… has recipes for marinated human pups.”
The interrogator paced back and forth in front of the nightfang. “What do you get out of this? What is Four Stars offering for your help?”
“The age of man is over, this world is no longer yours. Four Stars will give the Den Mother the means to return to our homeland, the great meadows and plains of Faeoria. Where we can reproduce as we used to, without needing you filthy humans to slave. The humans will become our cattle as we breed and conquer your nations.”
“You were once a human, Jack. Without us, nightfangs have nothing.”
“For now! But when Four Stars is revealed, your days will end. This world will be ours again.”
*
Paul walked toward Kim. “Okay, stop the video.”
“No,” Mario said. “Let me see the rest of it.”
“He didn’t have any more information. That’s all there is.”
“I don’t think so. Keep it running, Kim.”
Kim looked at Paul, who seemed undecided. She looked then at Mario, whose piercing gaze silently reiterated his command. She let the video continue.
Mario looked back to the screen just in time to see the wolf surge upright with amazing speed. His arms were still shackled behind his back, but the restraints tying his ankles together broke apart like brittle aluminum. The Silver Knight who had been interrogating the wolf cried out as mighty, dying jaws closed around his head in a bloody spray. Gunfire erupted all around the beast, but not in time to save the interrogator. Claire reappeared from nowhere, leaping onto the nightfang’s shoulders and pressing a submachine gun right against his neck. She didn’t let go of the trigger until the beast’s head fell to the floor. For a moment only she stood beside the bodies, then crumpled to her knees and screamed out loud, seemingly in grief. Then the screen went blank.
“What happened to Claire?”
Paul ignored the question. “During the whole time they tortured him, the bastard used his writhing to mask what he was really doing: attacking his leg restraints with his claws. But in any case, what we know for sure is Jack wasn’t blustering. That sentiment about the world coming to an end ‘as we know it’, the wolves really believe it. History books about magical fairy-tales notwithstanding, they’re not stupid. So if they’ve got confidence in whatever this Four Stars is planning, we’ve gotta have confidence that it’s dangerous.”
Mario shook his head in resignation. Like it or not, Paul’s version of the world seemed to be the real one. Or at least closer to real than Mario’s pre-bite version. He also began to reassess his opinion of Claire. That scream had torn at his soul, without even knowing what caused it. The murdered Silver Knight… a friend? A lover? He dismissed the question for now.
“So this Kunali’i family,” Mario wondered aloud. “The wolves are after them to find a guardian of something.”
“They’re at risk, that’s for sure. But it seems the only wolves who were after them are dead now. Hopefully we have some time to figure out how they’re tied to this. Kim, how are those records coming?”
“So far everything’s matching up with what’s on the disc. Some minor anomalies, but…”
“Like what?”
“Well, time-passage stuff. The oldest one, Christian, he’s a Marine reservist-”
“Semper Fi,” Paul said.
“Yeah, whatever. Still works for Raytheon on some weapons contract out at Kah… Kann…”
“Kaneohe?” Mario offered.
“Yeah, that place. Sheesh, why can’t these Hawaiians speak English. But he’s been activated and deployed to Kazakhstan for about a month now. The hospital files I just hacked say his wife’s pregnant, too. This disc is over a year old, remember.”
“There are two other kids, right?”
“Well, they’re Christian’s brothers, but he took legal custody of them after their parents died six years ago.”
“How’d they die?” Paul asked. With nightfangs, you didn’t rule anything out.
“Mom died in childbirth, along with the baby. That’s unusual. Dad drank himself stupid a few weeks later and drove headlong into traffic.”
“Okay,” Mario said, “so the brothers. What’s their story?”
Kim read through the data on one of her side screens. “Middle brother, Bennett Michael. Eighteen, hemophiliac, not much else on him. Hmm, looks like his blood is being studied by some research group in... oh, not good.”
“What?” Paul perked up.
“Tinsdale. They’ve got fingerprints all over Bennett’s medical records. They think he’s a feralman, the kind that don’t look feral.”
“Tinsdale?” Mario asked. “The toothpaste guys?”
“It’s a front,” Paul answered. “A nightfang conglomerate, we’ve been trying to break into their facilities for years. We think they develop bioweapons in those labs, but we just don’t know. Kim, what else is there?”
“Okay, youngest boy, Devon Jeremy. Seventeen, looks like he’s a road runner. Fines and license suspension for two speeding violations. Holy chunks, one of these says they clocked him at two hundred miles an hour. In a… Camaro? What the heck is that?”
“Before your time, Red,” Paul told her. “Get us their address. I think we ought to pay a little visit to them tomorrow. Well, I guess today. What time is it?”
“Going on five, boss.”
“All right. Get the addy info to Mason when he wakes up. I’ll have him and Ty check them out. For now, I think my old bones need some sleep.”
“What do I do?” Mario asked.
“Have you considered my offer? Will you accept it?”
“I accept that I’m stuck on a one-way road. But I’ll ride with you til I can find the off-ramp.”
Paul smiled. “That’s exactly what Ty told me when I killed his new master, thirty four years ago. He used a different analogy, of course, something about the human excretory process.”
Mario sighed. “Well, in the mean time… what?”
“Get some rest,” Paul suggested.
“I’m not tired.”
“When Ty was first freed from his slaving, he couldn’t fall asleep for a week. I don’t envy you. You're also gonna be real horny for a few weeks, if Ty's slaving was any indication. Just until you adjust to the hormonal changes, but again, I don't envy you. You ought to get together with Ty. He can prepare you for what to expect, any morning sickness-type symptoms or whatever you might start to feel.”
“Great. I'm not just a wolfman, you're telling me I’m gonna feel like a pregnant nymphomaniac, too.”
“We’ve got drugs that should ease the transition. They’re not legal, of course.”
“Color me surprised.”
“Relax, we get them delivered in small paper baggies marked Tijuana C-O-D.” Paul smiled. “It works, that’s all that matters.”
“Got any drugs that can change me back?”
Paul grunted. “If they existed, we’d be using them on nightfangs already and life wouldn’t be such a headache.”
“How tight is my leash in this house?”
“You can go anywhere you want, within reason. Don’t go waltzing into people’s private rooms, and don’t explore past the first sublevel—security, you understand. We’d have to kill you. But other than that, mi casa su casa.”
“Hey, you can hang up here with me!” Kim suggested cheerfully.
“That’s an idea,” Paul agreed. “Kim can explain nightfang mythology and history while the computer finishes translating. She’s also got historical data on our actions, nightfang conspiracies, all that. I’m sure she wouldn’t mind getting you up to speed. Would you, Red?”
“Naw. So long as he showers first, he smells like a skunk gland. I like that Mario talks, though. Ty never talks to me.”
“That’s cuz he knows you have a crush on him.”
“I do not!”
“Watch out for her,” Paul whispered. “She has a, um, romanticized view of nightfangs. And she knows about your upcoming hormonal-”
“I heard that!” Kim called out. “Geez, I read one vampire romance novel, and all of a sudden everyone says I’m out to jump a nightfang.”
“I thought you read twelve?”
“What difference does it make?”
Paul chuckled. “Goodnight, you two.”
* * * *
Gemlorry was fiddling with her new bracelet, her anger having been pushed to the side at least temporarily. Graon saw the twinkle in the corner of her eye as she studied the enchanted piece, and he shook his head. Resiliency is a blessing of the young, he sighed inwardly.
“Well, are we ready?” the Paladin asked. The rangers all looked to each other, knowing that their quest really began here and now. Passing through this gateway would change their lives forever. Graon looked up at Lumina, a determined expression on his face.
“We are ready.”
Lumina nodded, and placed his hand on the cold stone doorway. For a moment, it seemed as if nothing would happen. But then the stone began to shimmer, and then disappeared altogether to reveal a well-lit cavern. A vampyre stepped into view, just a bit shorter than Lumina’s height. He was dressed in humble robes, with a ceremonial type breast-plate protecting his upper body. His skin was gray, his eyes, lacking pupils, were blue with a faint glow about them, and his long hair was as black as oil.
“Speak name, who send you,” he said in a very broken, rough version of Vomelri.
Graon answered the gatekeeper. “Khun ‘Rhee, Captain of the Honor Guard and General of the Sprite Armies.”
“It is so,” the gatekeeper replied. He then motioned for the questers to step through the doorway. The ranger captain stepped through first, followed closely by Nim. Kassak and Gemlorry walked into the doorway together, and Lumina brought up the rear.
Once the Paladin had stepped fully into the cavern, the doorway behind him shimmered and once again became stone.
“We know you come, why.” It took a moment for them to understand that the vampyre was making a statement, not asking a question. Lumina, like all Paladins, was fluent in many of the native faery tongues, including Leyskano, the vampyre’s language. But to speak it would have been a slant against the elves, and he decided that broken Vomelri was functional for now. If the vampyre needed to speak with more intricacy, he would know of Lumina’s education and switch to his own tongue. The vampyre continued to lead them on while expounding.
“Krin Ahgl come to us, tell of… mmm, quest. Yes? Say send you to him fastly.”
“Krin Ahgl,” Lumina said. “Dragon?”
The vampyre laughed playfully. “Funny humans, always with funny questions.” But he gave no indication if that was a “yes” or a “no”.
The path they were on was atop a ledge overlooking a wide cavern, the mouth of which opened out to a sprawling vista of sloped meadows speckled with snow. The gatekeeper’s village was nestled within the cavern, sheltered comfortably from the elements. It couldn’t have been home to more than thirty vampyres, many of them going about their daily business as the questers continued toward the next waygate. It was obvious that they were at the high base of a mountain overlooking a valley, and the elves realized exactly where the Klossun village was.
“We’re in the Shadowlands!” Gemlorry whispered. Kassak nodded, while Nim and Graon had figured it out the moment they saw the valley. Only Nim had ever travelled beyond the Borderlands before, but everyone knew that the Goblin King ruled all of the mountain slopes that surrounded the Faery Realm. The Ythsimerin itself touched the peaks of these mountains.
“Yes,” the gatekeeper acknowledged. “Shadowlands. You say nothing to nobody, yes? We no like goblins trouble-making.”
The trip from the South Cross gate to the Ythsimerin gate hadn’t taken long at all, and they found themselves standing before an intricately decorated boulder.
“Doesn’t really look like a door,” Gemlorry observed.
“Doesn’t really have to,” Nim retorted. The ellh stuck her tongue at him.
The gatekeeper bowed. “I go now. You, elf,” he pointed at Graon. “Touch stone and say these words: Drad incoll amasa.”
“Wait, why are you going?” Graon asked. The vampyre smiled, his fangs sharp and white.
“Krin Ahgl require sacrifice for passing gate. I not be here for sacrifice!” The vampyre laughed heartily. “Remember, drad, incoll, amasa!” Then he vanished in a puff of smoke.
“He’s kidding right?” Graon asked.
“Only one way to find out,” Lumina said. He had heard from Paladin scouts that the Tinker, a troll who had mastered many magic disciplines, often asked for minor favors from them for using the waygate, but nothing any of them would have said to be a “sacrifice” by any means. Of course, Tirapan had not sent scouts this way in many years. Had things changed?
Graon turned to Nim. “If something happens, Nim… tell Hoille…”
“Just let me do it, Graon, I-”
“No. He specifically told me to do it. I’m the captain, if there’s a sacrifice to be made, I’ll make it. Just… make sure that Hoille and the girls are taken care of.”
Nim frowned, but he nodded and kept silent.
Graon took a deep breath, then pressed his palm and fingers firmly against the stone. “DRAD, INCOLL…” one more deep breath… “AMASA.” The vampyric runes carved into the rock began to shine brightly, and just as at South Cross, this stone began to shimmer until it, too, finally disappeared. The other side of the waygate was dark, and they could not see more than a few paces beyond the newly opened portal. What they could see on the ground, however, was snow, and lots of it.
“ENTER,” a booming voice called to them.
Graon looked back at his companions, nodding, then took a bold step into the gate. Nim only waited until both Graon’s feet were through before jumping in himself. Kassak was next, with Gemlorry right at his back. Lumina thought of Graon’s words; if there’s a sacrifice to be made, I’ll make it. He then thought back to the group of desecrated rangers they’d found at South Cross.
Lumina shook his head, pulling a hilgrad free from its latch on his pack. He primed the rifle and pulled it against his shoulder, intending to shoot the first thing that threatened them. If there were any more sacrifices to be made this day, it wouldn’t be on their part. He stepped through the gate.
*
“Shoulda saw this comin,” Nim muttered.
The elves stood on fresh snow, but where they had seen darkness from the other side of the gate, they now saw clearly. They had stepped into some sort of outdoor receiving hall, with steep, icy slopes on either side of them preventing any sort of tactical action. At the top of the slopes were dozens of barely clothed, blue-skinned savages, each armed with a heavy spear directed at the elves. And then Lumina stepped through the gate.
“Not looking too joyful, is it?” the Paladin asked without humor.
“Solsdren,” Graon muttered. Ice elves. Solsdren were generally considered informal allies of the Goblin King, as they resided in the snow covered peaks of his realm. Lumina, who had his weapon ready before stepping into the waygate, was panning his rifle back and forth at the Solsdren spearmen surrounding them. His companions, cowed by the prospect of meeting a Dragon, had left their weapons sheathed, and it was too late to draw them out now. The instant they reached for them, they would die.
“Many pardons, Lumina,” Graon said, “but I think it would be wise to stow your weapon. Whatever happens now will be up to them, and I think it best not to antagonize these… barbarians.”
Lumina agreed and reluctantly lowered his rifle, but made no effort to stow it or engage its safety trigger; the humans had not survived this long by being passive with their defense concerns.
“Who commands here?” Graon shouted. The gold-eyed Solsdren murmured among themselves, then a tall ice elf stepped forward, dressed a bit more modestly than his fellows. He was wearing half a shirt.
“I do, Vyzen,” he sneered in heavily accented Vomelri, using the common word for wood elf. “Cyus Othairn. Who are you?”
“I am Graon, son of Hin’sala, and Captain of this quest.”
“Quest? I see five of you.”
“This is an unusual quest,” Graon replied, growing agitated. Ice elves and wood elves had never gotten along with each other, and this meeting was proving no different.
“Enough, Cyus!” The same voice that bade the questers ‘enter’ now boomed with irritation. “I welcome travelers into my domain, and you dare waste my time arguing with them? Cease your foolishness and send them to me!”
Cyus, who had been looking skyward at the chastisement, turned again to the questers, spitting a thick glob of saliva into the snow. “Well, come on, then. You heard the master. Follow us.”
The Paladin and wood elves walked along the trench, with the Solsdren leading from their place above them on the slopes. Lumina wove a weak enchantment to amplify his and his companions’ body heat, but even so, they were all very cold. Conversely, the ice elves seemed completely unaffected by the temperature, even half-naked as they were.
Eventually, the slopes on both sides evened out with the ground that the questers were on, and the Solsdren moved to surround them on all sides as they continued to march onward.
Gemlorry’s teeth were chattering when she complained. “B-b-by the f-fires of D-Daknan-nanyx, how much f-further?”
“Quit whining, wood ellh,” one of the Solsdren spearmen snapped. “It’s not far, now, just keep moving those limp white legs along. Maybe later I wrap them around me, make you warm, eh?” All of the Solsdren hooted and cheered at the insinuation.
Nim was about to let loose with a firestorm of curses at the brazen elf, but Graon shook his head, gently grabbing the old weapon master’s arm. Just as Kassak started to defend Gemlorry, she put her hand over his mouth.
“H-how would y-you,” she studdered, unable to speak with the power she felt inside. “M-my t-toes are bigger than anything you got under that… butt-rag. I think y-you been gripping that s-spear t-too long, tiny.”
Nim laughed with approval, as did the offending Solsdren’s companions. The ice elf muttered a curse, but kept silent following the rebuttal. Kassak took Gemlorry’s hand from his mouth and smiled proudly at her. She took full notice that his hand did not let go of hers.
They continued walking in the overbearing cold, and Lumina’s already weak spell was beginning to fade. When it seemed like the questers would be able to walk no farther, the Solsdren stopped them and began to spread out in a wide circle. Kassak was breathing hard, fighting to keep himself upright. Gemlorry was literally draped over his arm, and would no doubt fall over if he let go of her. Of them all, Nim seemed to be faring the worst of it. Kassak saw the elder ranger stooped over, his chest heaving as frost escaped his mouth with every breath. Kassak feared for Nim’s life at that moment, and broke all rank decorum. “Enough!” he cried. “Whoever is lord of this place, enough of your games!”
Cyus stood off to Lumina’s left, and the ice elf laughed mockingly. “Weak fools, we are already here.”
The snow beneath the questers began to glow, and before they could react they found themselves sinking into it. All of them cried out in shock and protest, knowing they’d been tricked into their deaths. Weakly, each quester tried in vain to fight the pull of the snow, but within moments, they had passed through slush and ice, and found themselves floating in a vast lake of warm water. Merfolk flitted past them, swishing their fish-like tails as they playfully swam to and fro.
The questers looked at each other, alarmed at their predicament. It was Gemlorry who first realized they were not drowning. Taking a short, experimental breath to be sure, she then inhaled deeply, taking the warm liquid into her lungs and expelling it as if she were breathing air. The others followed suit, and found themselves instantly refreshed from the cold-induced fatigue they’d entered this realm with.
The lake was enormous, with stalks of kelp and rocky formations reaching toward the unseen surface. Fish and sea creatures of all kinds swam freely all around the five questers. As they continued to slowly sink, they caught sight of a magnificent pearl throne, upon which sat a kingly figure who watched their descent with interest. Surrounding him were a score of mermaids and mermen, the water race who, in the Faery Realm, were secretive and not known to welcome foreigners into their lakes and rivers.
Graon tried to speak, but found his speech taken from him.
“Mindspeak,” a voice said to him. He realized it was the king-figure addressing him in his mind. This was the Tinker, Krin Ahgl.
“This is awkward for me, lord.”
“I understand, but you will grow accustomed to it quickly.” Unknown to Graon, Krin Aghl was mindspeaking to all of the questers at once. “Had I known that Cyus was in so ornery a mood, I would have let you swim here from the gate. But as it is, walking on the surface is much faster, if more uncomfortable and less scenic.”
Finally, the five came to rest on the lake bottom, which was bright and provided fantastic light for the entire area.
“Welcome to my domain, elves and Paladin. As you know already, I am Krin Aghl.” Krin was unlike the merfolk who surrounded him. The merfolk had bluish or light orange skin above their waist, and narrow, angular heads, like the sprites. From the waist down they had the tails of a fish, twice as long as Lumina was tall, and adorned in white, jewel-like scales and transparent-membrane fins.
Krin Aghl, on the other hand, looked like a human. He had fair skin, black hair, and an aged but handsome face. He was dressed in fine silks that floated and shifted in the water, embroidered with gaudy lace and thin gold chains.
Lumina was confused. All the second-hand stories he’d heard had described the Tinker as troll-like, with an enormous gut and gray skin. And there had never been any mention of Solsdren, or an underwater throne room. The Tinker was supposed to be a sorcerer who was fascinated by human engineering, and built mechanical devices to mimic human technical know-how. A brutish troll, Lumina could see undertaking that kind of labor. But the man seated before him now was a fop, an aristocrat as likely to cut his own hands off as get them dirty with grease and oil.
“You are not what I was… expecting,” Lumina said through the odd mindspeak method.
Krin laughed. “No, I am not. I amuse myself by taking different forms now and again. Would you prefer if I looked like this?” Instantly the Tinker disappeared behind a blinding light, and reappeared as a fat troll, much like what Lumina had been led to expect. The merfolk laughed and giggled at their lord’s joke.
“So, you are a Dragon,” the Paladin said. But Krin merely offered a broken, toothy smile in reply. He then resumed his previous form.
“Forgive me, lord,” Graon said. “But we were told that you require a… a sacrifice. I would like to know what it will cost us for your aid.”
“Is there a price too high, Ranger Captain? Is there a sacrifice so great that you would quit now, and return home a failure, and leave the Queen of the Sprites to her grisly fate?”
Graon’s face betrayed his shame. “No, lord, there is none. I will supply whatever you require.”
Krin laughed. “Set your mind at ease, friend elf. It must have been Parik who guided you to the gate. He’s a young gatekeeper, enjoys tormenting first timers like you. I do ask for favors from travelers, and I shall ask one of you. I will be sending you to Sen’giza. I’m sure the mystics have already told you. What I require as a token of thanks is an expansion of your quest. The Queen will have another jimani with her, a Guardian whose very life revolves around protecting her. I want to meet this jimani. You will bring them to me, so that I may speak with them. I do not know if they are male or female, but it will be a human half-breed who the Queen is close to. Do this for me, and I shall send you beyond the Ythsimerin, and bring you back when you find what you seek.”
“That sounds reasonable,” Graon said.
“Indeed it does!” Krin happily agreed. “You agree, then?”
“We do. The Queen’s recovery is our mission, and you are not asking much of us, if this jimani is already with her.”
“Splendid! Tell me, did the mystics give you an enchanted item, some way to summon them while you are in this world?”
Graon nodded to Kassak, who produced the pendant from under his shirt.
“Give it to me,” Krin commanded. With a furtive look to his captain, Kassak stepped up to the throne. The merfolk, seemingly child-like in their manner, giggled and swam away to make room for the elf. Kassak held the chain out to Krin. The Tinker closed his fist around the small pendant, then opened his palm and offered it back to Kassak.
“Now it will summon me instead of the mystics. Once you find what you seek, I will bring you to me, and then send you back to the Faery Realm.” He pointed at the ground, and the five questers were startled to realize that they were in the sky high above their homeland. They were in the Ythsimerin! The image of the land far below them was distorted by the ice, but nevertheless they could make out several of the capitol cities from their vantage point.
“Your magic is… unparalleled,” Lumina marvelled. The power needed to maintain such a throneroom, plus speak mind to mind, plus speak across great distances through the water and ice… there was no doubt about it: Dragons did exist, and he was in the company of a powerful one. Of course, Krin Aghl had not come out and said that he was a Dragon, but he’d really left no room for any other conclusion. But why reveal himself now, after all this time allowing the Paladins to doubt?
“Forgive me, it is not my intention to be rude,” the Paladin said. “But why do…” he shook his head in search of words. “You do not need us to retrieve this jimani. You do not need us to act at all. You could rescue the Queen and her Guardian yourself.”
Krin’s eyes narrowed, but his smile remained genuine. “Yes, I could do all that, if I wished. But the answer to your question is rather simple. I do not wish to. My kind is really supposed to avoid interfering in the affairs of mortals, although I admit to helping humans with border-crossings from time to time. It has been quite awhile since any have visited me, come to think of it.”
“This is a sprite affair,” Lumina pointed out.
“Hmm. Maybe. In any case, I must warn you, when the mystics asked this boon of me, I immediately scryed the Sen’giza area to determine where to send you. The humans are already there, but they do not seek the Queen. I believe their intent is to find and kill her captor. You must find her before they manage this attack. Her safety is not their primary concern at the moment.”
Lumina wondered exactly how advanced his “cousins’” technological skills had evolved. He had heard bits and pieces about general capabilities that Tirapan’s scouts had observed, but the Dominion was less interested in their technology than they were in the surface humans’ actions and characteristics. The Faery Realm would not be a secret from humanity forever, and Tirapan wished to keep appraised of how best to deal with their wayward brethren when the time eventually came.
Lumina doubted the humans above had anything that could kill a determined Chek’than, but he knew that they still craved war and conflict, so technology had probably advanced at a steady pace. Science and War went hand in hand, which is probably why Tirapan’s tech advancements were few and far between, he mused. The Tinker interrupted his thoughts.
“Take these provisions, I had them prepared in my castle for you. I hope you’ll find the foodstuffs substantially more palatable than the rations you’ve brought with you.” Three mermaids swam up to give each quester a small knapsack filled with curious fruits and breads. The foods were somehow protected from the water. Lumina took one of the small cakes out and held it in his hand. It was as dry as if he’d just pulled it from the oven. Another set of mermaids swam up to offer them thick gray cloaks, which seemed to have been tailored specifically for each quester. The cloaks fit them all perfectly, but curiously added no weight to their burden.
“Now, is there anything else before I send you on your way?”
Graon looked to his companions, then shook his head. “I do not believe so, lord. You have been most gracious, and we thank you. Now we should be off at once to find the Queen and your jimani.”
“Yes, I agree. Safe journey to you, friend elves and Paladin. Summon me once you have found the Queen and her Guardian, and you will be brought to my castle immediately. Now, off with you!”
A small vortex formed on the ground beneath the questers’ feet, and instantly shot upwards, carrying them with it into a black, murky cloud. They landed in a snow drift, and were greeted by a fiery explosion that knocked them from their feet.
I Thought I saw an Elf
The blast came out of nowhere.
Caravan was on his back, disoriented. The rocket had exploded against a tree not ten feet from where he’d been standing, sending himself, Drifter, and Upstate flying in three directions. Whoever coined the phrase “seeing stars” didn’t get it exactly right, but off-hand, Caravan couldn’t think of a more accurate description. He rolled to his feet, groggy, and barely took notice of the large battle platform that leapt in front of him.
The VT-6 took aim at the war drone, which itself had been getting ready to fire another rocket at Caravan and his two gunners. The drone took only a moment to adjust its aim at Jazz, but she offered a burst of plasma fire at the rocket launcher perched on the drone’s shoulder. The drone stumbled, and Jazz’s right ring-finger slid across a small dial on her control stick. A panel on the VT-6’s left leg opened to reveal six HEXSRs—High Explosive eXtremely Short Range rockets. A single HEXSR popped free from its launcher like a bullet, its solid-state fuel motor propelling the unguided, armor-piercing warhead to its pre-designed destiny.
The first stage of the rocket’s warhead exploded forward, directing all of its destructive force through the drone’s torso, spraying fluids and metal debris out the back. Half a millisecond later, the warhead’s primary stage detonated inside what remained of the drone’s abdomen. Jazz briefly mused that the drone’s fiery demise resembled a blossoming orange lily, the bits of glassy armor drops of dew. The drone’s partner had ducked behind a tree, but now peeked out to return fire, and Jazz was forced to evade the searing hot plasma rounds.
Several yards away, her Mavericks were fighting a losing battle against two more drones. Three of the pilots were wounded, one of them bleeding enough to cause concern, but he ignored the injury in favor of shooting at the enemy, whose movements were eerily human.
The bloodcraft team, upon arriving at the battlefield, found their radios sputtering static and their electronics malfunctioning. The data displays in their helmets went snowy, sometimes locking up or giving “corrupted data” indications.
With their radios jammed, they had to rely on hand signals to communicate. Boss immediately led his team to the top of the gently sloped hill where the Mavericks had taken position in the midst of some old fallen trees. Whatever organization tended this forest, they’d taken dead and broken lumber and stacked it all neatly at the top of the hill. Boss didn’t care why; it provided his people at least a little cover.
There were eight drones as the battle began, not counting the two that the Mavericks had killed before their platforms had died. Two of the new drones were armed with the same type of plasma rifles carried by the soldiers’ crippled platforms. Three other drones were carrying MC-S1V5 rocket launchers, a vehicle-mounted weapon developed by the Germans that could fire five anti-personnel rockets in rapid succession, and reload just as quickly. It was most often seen on UN armored personnel carriers. Thankfully, none of these rocket launchers looked bulky enough to indicate that they were using any kind of guidance mechanism; they were simply point-and-shoot. Jazz had just killed one of the drones carrying a “McRocket”.
The last three drones were armed with PK heavy machine guns, one of the many Soviet-era weapons that Russia had spilled into the black market at the end of the war. Caravan and his firing team had killed one of the PK-wielding drones upon arrival, but it had required a heavy burst from all six men at once to stun it, and uncoordinated grenade fire to make sure it was destroyed.
Alerted to the bloodcraft team’s presence, the drones deftly split into pairs and worked to corral the entire recon group. The humans were at a huge disadvantage, their “immer” automatic rifles being the heaviest weapons among them, not counting the somehow-still-mobile VT-6, though the firing team had a limited supply of grenades for their launchers.
Boss’s men uniformly noted the enemies’ strengths and weaknesses. The immediate danger was the plasma rifles that two of the drones carried. The blazing hot rounds they fired would cut through the team’s shelter in no time. But they were large weapons, with an even larger recoil. The drones couldn’t fire them while moving. They had to have both feet firmly planted, otherwise they would be flung to the ground, off-balance. It was the same story with the unwieldy McRocket launchers. Unfortunately, the PK guns —too powerful and heavy for a regular soldier to use without a mount— seemed not to encumber the last three drones at all.
Boss split his team into two, one half on each side of the Maverick’s huddled position between a set of fallen, frosty lumber. Two of his grenadiers he kept with him, sending two with Caravan’s team. The last three he sent over to the Mavericks’ position, ensuring he’d have even coverage around their chosen property. He also kept Scope with him on his side of the hill. The scientist had his own immer, pulled from the locker on his dead jeed’s back. The PhD was a lousy shot, but Boss appreciated his efforts, anyway.
The VT-6 was dancing all over the place, desperate to avoid the plasma and rocket fire that tried to bring it down. Boss had no way to get the pilot’s attention, so he let her go. He was amazed that Jazz could move with so much agility; even though the VT-6 had somehow escaped the fate of the other platforms, whatever was jamming the gremlin suits had to be playing just as much havoc with her platform’s internal systems. Her “Ace” moniker was well-deserved.
Boss hoped that she’d notice their positioning and move to fill in the hole that his team would be working to cover up. Then again, with the Mavericks firing to the northeast, Caravan’s team covering the north, and his own team protecting the southwest, Jazz might serve better as the distraction she currently was so that they could get a good shot at the drones that were focused on her.
No such luck. A pair of drones, sporting a plasma rifle and a rocket launcher, immediately tested the bloodcraft’s perimeter, splitting up and forcing the soldiers to follow both of them at once as they came from two directions. The drones were armored well enough to endure a moment’s worth of suppression from his team’s immers, but Boss noted that the drones were reluctant to stand in the path of sustained fire.
The drone armed with the plasma rifle dropped to its belly and pulled the rifle stock over its shoulder, having to crook it at an angle so that the drone could hold it in a prone position. Seeing the danger, Boss immediately hit Hemlock, one of the grenadiers, on the shoulder to get his attention, then motioned two fingers furiously at the android sniper. Dirt and snow erupted on the ground in front of them as the drone tried to steer its fire into them. The plasma rounds were going right through the slope and breaching the hilltop all around them, pockmarking the snowy ground with small craters. Hemlock swore, rolling to his left under a fat, heavy log while Boss rolled to the right, behind another tree.
“I got somethin’ you don’t got,” Hemlock taunted. He pulled a wire from his immer’s sight camera and plugged it into his helmet. Instantly his heads-up display provided him with a video feed from his rifle. The image was dirty and jittery, corrupted by whatever was jamming their electronics. With his back against the log, he turned the immer backwards and lifted it up and over his shoulder, pointing it downward towards the drone. The gun camera managed to feed him enough of an image to spot the hostile android. Hemlock angled his gun just slightly to correct for the slope he was on, he pulled the trigger and…
THOONK!
The grenade barreled out of the tube and sped at the drone, impacting its face with a spectacular explosion. When the smoke cleared, Hemlock saw that the plasma rifle was pointed upward at an angle, the drone’s head was missing and its legs were twitching wildly. Boss had seen it all and gave Hemlock a thumbs up. The dying drone’s partner fled back into the trees for cover, but not before sending a rocket in their direction. Boss’s teeth chattered with the impact as he leapt away from his log shelter. The explosion sent burning wood raining over him, which he ignored as he scrambled back into position with his men.
On the other side of the hill, Caravan’s team was occupied with three more drones, two of them spraying fire from machine guns, and the third sending an occasional rocket at them. A couple of the Mavericks moved to help return fire.
“Where’s the other one?” Caravan yelled, but then realized his comms were still static. He peeked out at the aggressors to keep appraised of their position. There were enough trees on the hillside to provide cover for the drones if they decided to press forward. The bloodcraft team couldn’t let that happen. As Caravan rattled his brain trying to decide on a winning tactic, he noticed that one of the drones spraying gunfire in his direction was wearing some kind of gear on its back.
“That’s gotta be what’s jamming our equipment,” he decided. Tapping Blindside’s shoulder, he motioned at the pack-wearing drone and then motioned at the ear of his helmet. Blindside understood and passed the word along the line that this was their primary target. The rumbling of something big caught Caravan’s attention, and he turned to see Jazz several dozen yards away at the bottom of the hill, still trying to maneuver the VT-6 for a kill shot at the drone firing plasma rounds at her. Well, that answers where the other drone went. I hope she kills that thing soon.
Refocusing on his own slice of the battlefield, Caravan saw that two of the drones were still pressing the attack… but the one carrying the jammer was nowhere to be seen. He looked to Blindside and motioned: Where’s our target? Blindside motioned back: Hell if I know.
A frustrated grunt. The drone must have realized that it was the one they wanted and decided to sit tight somewhere safe. Caravan motioned to Blindside again: Stay here. Draw their fire. Creeping backwards, he turned and began to combat crawl to the side of the hill between his position and Boss’s. There weren’t many trees here, but Caravan's men had figured out what he was doing and did their best to keep attention away from him.
* * * *
Lumina quickly ushered the elves into a cluster of trees. Did that Dragon purposely drop them right in the middle of a battle? Warm water slowly dribbled from their mouths, expelled from their lungs with every breath. The effect was unnaturally soothing, but none of them took the time to appreciate it. Likewise, their hair and clothing were swiftly drying, and the cloaks they’d been gifted with were as warm as heated blankets in this chill weather.
The Paladin quickly passed around the little ear pieces he had taught the elves to use onboard the Ripwinger. Instead of voices, however, all Lumina heard was static. Something out here was jamming the radio.
“The magic isn’t working,” Kassak said quietly.
“Yes, something out here is fighting it,” Lumina said. “Well, keep them in your ears for now. Maybe we can find the… sorcerer who’s blocking the magic. Find some cover in the trees, and keep out of sight. When I figure out what’s going on, I’ll tell you and we can formulate a plan.” The elves nodded and immediately shot into the trees, somehow disappearing between the bare branches.
The cloak given to Lumina by the mermaids fit like a glove, and was actually cut in the same way that his own cloak was. The back was designed with three long segments, with one segment on each side and between the hilgrads attached to his pack. With ease, he reached back to unlatch one of the hilgrads.
The enchanted cloak was a slightly darker hue than his Paladin armor and cloak, blending in better with the snow. Still, he pulled the white hood of the Paladin cloak over his head, disrupting his shape and color patterns to make him even harder to see. Lot of good it will do me if they’re using thermal-sensors, he worried. With his weapon primed and ready, Lumina carefully made his way to the edge of the battlefield to figure out what was going on.
*
It took several minutes, which was an eternity during a firefight, but Caravan finally maneuvered his way behind the drones’ position, and carefully began looking for the tin-man that was jamming their gremlins. Even the suits’ environmental systems were going wonky, and Caravan was beginning to feel the chill. He finally spotted the drone, standing lifeless against a large tree, but the drone saw him at the same time and opened fire.
Caravan ducked behind a tree of his own and blindly fired a short burst in reply. He pulled a grenade from the gear harness that was part of the gremlin uniform and tossed it out at the drone. It wasn’t as powerful as the type loaded in his launcher, but he wanted to save that one until he could get a clear shot. Then he sprinted to find cover behind another tree, firing at the drone who was evading the grenade.
*
There, Lumina saw. A lone human soldier was flanking the glass-covered things, which were obviously artificial, mechanical soldiers. Further, he seemed to be specifically hunting the one with a black, metal backpack. Electronics jammer. If I can get rid of that…
Lumina carefully followed the soldier, watching as he tossed what was probably an explosive device at the automaton. The glass soldier evaded, but Lumina took aim and fired a vissin blast at the creature. The force of the beam shoved the glass android backwards before finally penetrating its chest, and its knee landed on the object the human had tossed at it.
*
The grenade exploded, and Caravan peeled around the tree, gunsight up and ready to fire. The drone was on its stomach, weakly turning over as Caravan approached. There was a warped hole in its chest, but it didn’t look like grenade damage. The drone tried to bring its gun around…
Caravan fired a burst disabling the PK, then emptied the rest of his magazine into the drone’s chest and ruptured knee joint. The leg broke messily in two, and Caravan reloaded.
The drone began convulsing, flailing its limbs and head in an uncontrolled manner. Caravan leveled his weapon at the android when he realized these drones were shielded from whatever interference was being emitted by that transmitter. With its shielding breached, the thing’s processors were as vulnerable as the bloodcraft’s electronics. He spent an eye blink considering this, then opened fire on the jammer and destroyed it.
A rocket detonated against the tree next to Caravan and sent him crashing to the ground once again. The display in his helmet flashed an indicator warning that he’d likely suffered a concussion. He opened his eyes in time to see that the tree was going to fall right on top of him.
“Aw, shhhet!”
Caravan stretched his arms out instinctively just as the smoldering timber came down on him. He cried out in pain, and the display in his helmet flashed a red image of a skeleton, highlighting specific bones that told him his left arm had just broken in three places, and he’d suffered fractures in both his wrists. Yet the artificial strength of the gremlin held, and with an agonizing effort, he managed to push the tree off to his side before blacking out.
*
Kassak was terrified of the scene below him, but he couldn’t help watching with rapt fascination. Humans in the fury of battle! Their magic weapons destroyed everything they pointed them at. Their dark armor completely encased them, and the horned helms only added to their demonic appearance. Explosions of all sizes were traded between the warring parties, leaving the young elf in awe of the casual exchange of such power.
He saw Lumina tracking one of the black-armored humans, who in turn was stalking one of the crystal-skinned warriors. Kassak watched the brief battle as Lumina aided the human in secret. Then a small, incredibly fast ballistae was catapulted into the tree near the human soldier, exploding with such force that Kassak’s teeth clattered. The tree, which had to weigh as much as small carriage, creaked as it was lifted into the air, then toppled over. The unfortunate human lying dazed in the snow was about to be crushed.
Kassak watched as, in futility, the human reached out to save himself. But he not only caught the wooden column, he then pushed it off to the side!
Suddenly, the ranger’s enchanted earring came to life, and the Paladin spoke to him. “Kassak! Whatever your strongest fire enchantments are, use them on the joints of the glass creatures! The joints!”
Kassak froze with indecision for a moment only, then leapt across a wide gap to a tree closer to the battle. Reaching back with both natural and trained dexterity, he pulled free an arrow coded with orange feathers: a fire enchantment. The red-feathered arrows would be much more powerful, but they would also leave a blazing trail that led right back to his position.
Pulling back the string of his hyru, he took aim at the glass creature carrying the biggest weapon, the one that belched exploding ballistae. The creature was in constant motion, trying to get an advantage over Lumina. When it stopped to launch its deadly bolt, Kassak loosed his arrow and drew another, firing it within a heartbeat of the first.
Both arrows hit the creature in the leg, on the side of its knee where its armor was weak. They stuck there for a moment, then exploded as the enchantment took effect. A snake of fire crawled from each arrow, enveloping the monster which seemed to not take notice at all. The fire didn’t even alarm the glass creature, and it unleashed the fury of its weapon at Lumina.
Graon’s keen eyes watched as the small ballistae sped towards the Paladin, who was too slow to avoid it. The ranger captain had seen the explosions that these enormous bolts caused, and knew that Lumina was doomed without intervention. Even as Graon whispered a prayer of mercy, however, the Paladin lifted his right arm and twisted his body with impossible speed and perception, evading the shot which sped past him to explode in a snow drift far behind him. With a graceful motion, Lumina brought his own weapon to bear on his attacker and fired several times at each joint on the creature's legs and arms. Within moments, the creature’s glassy armor in those spots had cracked or melted.
Lumina cried out to the elves, “The joints! All of you, focus on the joints!”
The elves had all forgotten that they could talk to each other without shouting over the noise of the battle. Ordinarily, in order to hear each other over distance above the raucous, they would have to concentrate and listen for specific voices. The magic jewelry provided crystal-clear sound of their speech, however, with no need to divert attention from what they were doing.
Graon saw another of the creatures turn in the Paladin’s direction. Gemlorry was nearest to it, and Nim was already on the ground racing in the opposite direction toward Lumina. The humans suddenly launched an attack on the new creature, however, drawing its attention from Lumina, though it continued to back in his direction, taking cover behind some trees. The ellh was crouched just above it, rigid with fear.
“Gemlorry, beneath you! It’s occupied by the humans! Strike it now!” Graon ordered, even as he leapt to join her.
Gemlorry didn’t move for several heartbeats, but then she heard Kassak’s voice in the earring, calling out to Nim. She looked in his direction, then leapt down at the monster beneath her.
Kassak hit the ground and sped toward the Paladin when he saw Nim do the same. The creature with the enormous catapult on its shoulders was still standing, but struggling to hold the weapon upright. Lumina unleashed another barrage of light from his weapon, catching it in the throat, and this time the creature fell backward. As it was in mid-fall, Nim drew his sword and leapt onto its chest, driving the elvin blade into the weakened armor beneath its chin just as it crashed into the ground. With a twist and a powerful slash, Nim tore out the side of its neck, and the creature went still as its thick, blue and black lifeblood pumped onto the snow. Nim stepped back, ready to face the next threat, but the creature sat up, dumping its weapon onto the ground and reaching for the old ranger.
Before Kassak or Lumina could react, the creature was slammed violently backward into the snow, smoke pouring from where its head and left shoulder used to be. The questers turned to see a monstrous golem pointing two of its four arms at the glass creature. Steam slithered from the tip of the weapon held in the golem’s large hand. Nim quickly ran back to his comrades.
“We need to go, we can’t let them capture us,” Lumina hissed. He led the two elves back towards their original hiding place.
Gemlorry and Graon were focused the creature they’d attacked. Graon had been knocked backward, surprised that the creature’s reflexes were comparable to his own, though its strength was much greater. His sword was lying several lifs behind him.
Gemlorry fired a bolt from her small crossbow at pointblank range, but it ricochetted off the monster’s featureless face and was lost in the snow. Swinging the crossbow down to her belt, she deftly fastened it to a catch and drew her dagger, leaping over the thunderstick that the creature swiveled in her direction. Pushing off the creature’s arm with her hand, she somersaulted onto its shoulders, her fingers scrabbling for purchase on its hard, smooth skin as she stabbed at its neck over and over.
Graon recovered himself and engaged in a dance of swift acrobatics, leaping and kicking at the creature, trying to draw its attention away from Gemlorry and knock it off-balance. He drew his enchanted blade, and without thinking, sheared right through the left leg. The force he used was intended to absorb the shock of hitting armor, but instead the leg was cut cleanly in two at the thigh. Graon almost fell forward, unprepared for the ease with which he had sliced through the limb.
The creature toppled over, and Gemlorry’s nimble form jumped lightly off of its shoulders, twisting into a graceful backflip to land on the creature’s chest. She forced her entire weight onto her dagger, but though the bright elvish blade sank deep into the glass throat, it still wasn’t enough to kill the beast.
Lumina called out to them through their enchanted earrings. “Gemlorry, Graon, follow me! Their sorcerer is dead, let the humans worry about the rest of the creatures!”
Graon hissed, bending to retrieve his sword from the snow as he ran to catch up with Lumina. He realized Gemlorry was not following him. “Gemlorry, come!”
The ellh swore, unable to pull her blade free, so she left it and joined Graon, quickly speeding back to their comrades as the crippled glass monster struggled to rise.
On the hill above them, a Maverick pilot turned to the heavy gunner, Crash, who was crouching beside him. “Did I just see two midgets kick that thing’s ass?”
Crash fired a shot at the drone before answering. The bullet took the drone in the forehead, but it continued sluggishly trying to right itself. “Probably Dutch irregulars. Those psychos love knives.”
*
Jazz was about to pursue the little newcomers who had aided Caravan, when Boss shouted over the radio. “Jazz, we got a McRocket on grid four one-three! Take him out!”
“Roger, on the way! Sir, Caravan is down at my position. Looks bad.”
“Doc, where are you?”
“I see him sir, moving to him now,” Doc replied.
With the electronic jamming silenced, the gremlins’ internal warfighter systems had come back online and were refreshing their data stocks. Each MIRK suit immediately queried the others to plot their locations in relation to each other, and since the VT-6 was still operational, it was also factored into the software’s location plotting. Using GPS, which was not dependant on the S2 satellites they’d lost, a rough area of a half mile had been dissected on a simple 3D map, telling each soldier where he and his team members were on the battle grid.
On Jazz’s display, Boss’s position was pinging red and yellow. Dismissing Caravan and the small mystery fighters, she ran her platform along the base of the hill to exterminate Boss’s pest problem. As she made her way there, she called to her Mavericks for their status. “Maverick 9, Maverick lead. Report!”
“Jazz, we’re finishing off the last gunner now. Trapper’s hit pretty bad, but Rizzo’s patching him up. After you get rid of that drone with the rocket launcher, we should be good. Uh…”
“What is it, Solow?”
“You’re gonna think I’m crazy, Ma’am, but I saw these two, I dunno, looked like kids, take down the last drone. Cut its leg off with a friggin’ knife, then hauled ass back into the trees.”
Jazz saw her target trying to bear down on her with its weapon, and lit off her booster packs to launch the VT-6 skyward behind a pair of tall trees. The drone panned upward to follow her and launched three rockets. To Jazz’s relief, they were dumb warheads, unable to track her. One of them hit a tree and exploded, another went wide and sped off into the sky. The last rocket sailed right between the trees, but she had already passed its flight path and it sped harmlessly by, self-destructing as its fuel ran out.
The drone was busy reloading from a large case perched against another tree, but Jazz had a clear shot as she descended to Earth. Her left arm, encased in one of the servo arms protruding from the jeed’s midsection, pointed at her target, and the main left arm of the VT-6 mimicked her movement, pointing its plasma rifle at the drone. The plasma rounds were hellfire, dismembering the android in a messy spray of debris and fluids.
“Target down, Boss.”
“Great work, Jazz! Doc, how’s Caravan doing?”
“Looks pretty bad, Boss,” the medic answered. “He’s got a concussion and some fractures in his arms. The MIRK took some damage, too. Freakin’ tree fell on him. I’ll have him up in a few minutes though, he should be able to walk.”
“Roger,” Boss acknowledged. “Jazz, we need to patch up a few people here. Take Hemlock and Upstate, watch for more trouble til we can get moving again.”
“Roger that, Boss. Trapper, how you holdin’ up?”
There was a weak sigh on the radio. “I’ll be fine, Jazz. Just a little dizzy, is all.”
“Hold tight, buddy, I'm treating all of you to some ribeyes when we get home. Solow?”
“Ma’am?”
“You’re not crazy. I saw them, too. Got ‘em on video.”
“So did I,” added Upstate, watching the playback in his visor. “They look like Santa’s elves, but I don’t think they’re here to pass out toys.”
* * * *
The elves did not leave tracks in the snow or dirt, but they made certain that any spoor in Lumina’s wake was well-covered. The Paladin was exhausted and dehydrated, having committed every last ounce of his strength to magically twisting out of the path of that small rocket. Unlike the elves, humans were not born with a natural connection to magic. The Paladins at Tirapan had learned to manipulate magical energy at a very basic level, but where his Vyzen companions had the potential to become great wizards, Lumina had reached his zenith long ago.
Even now, Lumina watched as the elves trotted along, their weight not even registering with the earth below. He knew they were not born with such physical skills. Ranger training bred an instinctive knowledge of how to manipulate the magic naturally present in their blood to achieve such prowess. They might not be wizards, but they were using more magic just being rangers than Lumina could ever hope to summon for any spell. He let out a long breath and called to the ranger captain.
“Graon, the battle has weakened me. I need rest, shelter. But we need to be away from this place.”
“Are you injured?”
“When I found the… sorcerer who was blocking our earrings, I cast a powerful spell. It’s left me without strength.”
“I understand. Gemlorry!”
“Yes, captain?”
“Scout about, find a suitable campsite.”
“Right away.” The ellh pulled the hood of her enchanted cloak over her hair. With speed and purpose, she darted across the snowscape, disappearing over a hill.
“What happened back there, Master Paladin?” Graon asked. “Exactly who was fighting who?”
“I haven’t figured it out yet, but I’m certain that the crystal-skinned monsters were the enemy.” Lumina took a deep breath and reconsidered. “Well, I mean they’re probably in league with the Queen’s captor. Everyone’s our enemy, out here. If possible, though, I think we should avoid killing the ones wearing the dark armor.”
“How can you tell?” the ranger captain asked.
“It would be difficult to explain to you what those creatures were, just think of them as goblins for now. Except they’re not created from dead flesh. I’m reasonably sure that the humans would not be sending goblins to hunt the star-traveler. More than that, humans would not be fighting to defend the star-traveler, either.”
Lumina persevered for almost another half-wik, trying not to make too much of a mess for the elves to cover over. He was encouraged to see Gemlorry loping back toward them.
“I’ve found a perfect spot, captain, but it’s a good five hundred paces distant, and it’s on the side of a steep slope.” She looked at Lumina. “It’s our best bet, Master Paladin, if you can make it there.”
“I’ll make it,” he assured her. “Lead on.”
*
Stepping around the large rock wall that hid the entrance, the vampyre was shocked yet again on this day of omens. Four elves were leading a human male up the slope towards the cave.
“Faeries,” the vampyre hissed. They’ve come for the girl, no question. Swiftly, he leapt up and across the rocks, finding a recession to hide in. He recast his masking spell, strengthening it against Vyzen senses. He had never met an elf, but his father had told him all about the Vyzen, the Owedren, and the Solsdren. Vyzen were particularly skilled at finding what did not want to be found.
When the odd group passed beneath him into the cave, the vampyre stood. It was time to confront Emrandas and find out exactly what she was doing consorting with the demons of Sen’giza. First he would meet with his brother Drada, at his lair off the coast of Spain. With the information learned here today, they could decide on a line of questioning for Emrandas, whose den lay deep in the Amazon.
The vampyre’s body broke into hundreds of pieces, each resembling a small, red bat. The flock of creatures silently took to the skies and headed east.
* * * *
“You’re telling me that the Section Chief in L.A. is a night-fang? Come on. I’ve met him before, Sam Kinney. He’s a top-drawer officer. No way.”
“Way, dude,” Kim said out the side of her mouth as she tapped away at her keyboard. “He’s working on his second life, that we know of.”
“What’s that mean?” Mario asked.
“Life… uh, identity. Look, you live for hundreds o’ years, you gotta assume verifiable aliases if you wanna function in the modern world. ‘Mr. Kinney’ popped up about forty seven years ago, according to records, but if you know where to look…”
A long, hot shower had gone the distance toward relaxing Mario, and inspection of the dresser in his quarters had revealed the drawers were not completely empty. He’d found a small assortment of clothes in the very bottom drawer, and they fit well enough, though the t-shirts were all either too big or too small. The one he’d chosen was plain black and XX-sized, almost big enough for two of him. The jogging pants had an elastic waist and were very comfortable.
For the last several hours, Mario had tossed questions at the young redhead, and she’d answered most of them and given historical evidence to back up her stories and explanations. He’d learned a bit more about the wolves’ lore, though it was exactly what Paul had said: nonsense. Kim had been going through the short version of who the Knights had identified as night-fangs when they came to this impasse. Mario couldn’t believe that this guy was a werewolf.
Kim moved to a secondary computer on her right and fiddled with the web browser. “This isn’t the internet,” she explained. “This is the Silver Knights’ proprietary net, all of our global connections, stuff we feel we can risk networking. The backbone was setup by Blue Rain, but they obviously had to do some extensive overhauls after the fallout…”
Kim continued droning on about computer and network issues that Mario found as interesting as vegetable growth.
“Aaaand… voila. Check it, Samuel Jonothan Kinney, social security, blah blah blah, date of birth, May twelfth, nineteen seventy-nine… and… date of death. May twenty second, same year. Pneumonia.”
“What?”
“Your FBI buddy stole this dead baby’s identity. Pretty sick, huh?”
“I don’t believe it.”
“Believe it, man. This world is screwed up with a capital Philips Head. It’s not all bad, though. We score big sometimes. You know who Dracula is, right?”
“You gotta be kidding me.”
“I’m not saying it was him, but a lot of people think he was the vampire who inspired those legends in Europe way back when. Anyway, they toasted his butt about thirty years ago. Or staked his heart, however you wanna say it. A girl my age did it, if you can believe that, stabbed him in the face with a silver sword, then cut his head off just to be sure. Cordi Vannelsing, she runs small anti-nightfang operations out of the Vatican City nowadays. You wouldn’t believe the crap those Catholics get themselves into. Anyway, they focus more on vampires than werewolves, but we help each other out when we can.
“Oh, here we go, look, here's your profile,” she pointed at the screen, barely taking a breath to recharge her motormouth. “I just punched all this stuff in a few hours ago. When Claire called and said she was bringing you in, the boss had me pull your record, and Agent Kaiser's. Paul assumed the FBI agent Claire mentioned was either you or him, we'd seen the news reports about that mess at the coroner's. So we had you checked out before you got here.”
Mario took a cursory look at his file and shook his head. Sam Kinney? A werewolf? Dracula, killed by someone working for the Pope? Was nothing the way it once seemed in his life? He rubbed at his leg, and then remembered something.
“Hey, I totally forgot about this earlier. Samuel… the other one, the one who, uh, slaved me… he had me break into my office last night.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah, to delete files relating to him and Marcus.”
“Why? That’s pretty pointless, they don’t give peons like you access to everything.”
Mario ignored the casual, probably unintended insult. “Because it puts my fingerprint on the whole thing and confuses the Bureau’s investigation.”
“Ah, I see.”
“But he also had me send a gibberish email out, to this address.” Mario pulled the folded paper from his waist and handed it to Kim. She wrinkled her nose at it, turning it sideways and upside down. The only understandable print was the email address at the top, as2ronomer@wear.lp.
“Do you know what it means?” Mario asked.
“Nope. I mean, I’ve seen this kind of code before, but I think it’s random, one-time use stuff. Unbreakable. But I do recognize this web routing. ‘Wear dot ell-pee.’ They stopped using it before I joined the Knights, but I guess they’ve turned it on again.”
“What do you mean?”
“They think they’re so clever. ‘Wear’, as in ‘werewolf’. And ell-pee, ‘lupine’.” Kim looked at Mario, finally realizing he’d said something. “What?”
“I said what do you mean, about the web routing?”
“Oh, they set up bunches of servers and emails to keep in contact with each other, at least for the higher-level wolves. Like the ones who are inside government and need to get or send data out quick. It’s rare that we catch them before the addresses and servers are shut down. I’ll see if I can track this one, though.” She set to work directing her computer to the task.
Mario sighed. “Can I ask you something?”
“It’s a free country, buddy. I like Italian, by the way.”
“What?”
“If you’re gonna ask me to dinner.”
“Uh, no. Earlier, you said Claire was a little…”
“Cuckoo? Yeah. It’s probably not my place to say anything, buuut…”
“But? What happened on that video? Who was that guy that got killed?”
“Look, she gets on my nerves sometimes, but I gotta cut her some slack. I mean, if I had to kill my own brother and my husband? No way, I’d have checked outta’ the Sanity Hotel, too.”
“Wait, what? The wolf was her husband?”
“Yeah, the fleabag… I spit on him!” Kim’s tongue rattled between her lips in a juvenile display of contempt.
“Okay, I’m not getting this.”
Kim took a breath and shook her head, her fingers continuing to type as she spoke. “After her brother got slaved, she went out on a revenge hunt. This was all before I joined up, by the way, this is only what I heard. But anyway, she bumped into Ty and his team while looking for her brother, Brian, and his vampire master. Well, fanging wolves, they keep tabs on vampires, too. Every once in awhile they get together for parties, blood orgies, whatever. Claire was with the Knights for about a year before they found Brian. They killed the vampire, dunno what his name was, but as soon as Brian was free, he went nuts and attacked them.
“From what they say, he was begging Claire to kill him even while he attacked her. Kept screaming about seeing their family in his mind, hearing their screams as he ate them. Gross. Anyway. Long story short, she blew him away, then quit the Knights, became all introverted and moody. Who can blame her, right?
“That’s when Jack showed up. Sheesh, I hate that guy, and I only met him twice. See, the wolves knew who Claire was, what had happened with the vampire. So, Jack worms his way into her life, gets her to fall in love with him, married, all that crap. Happily ever after for a couple years. Then the wolves attacked them one night, setting her up to come running back to the Knights, which she did. She brought that scumbag with her. Luckily they found him out. He was trying to break into one of my rigs to find out where this data was! Anyway, that was what you saw on the tape.”
“I came that close,” Mario whispered.
“What?”
“It’s only been a few months since she went through that. Last night, I couldn’t see her eyes, she had goggles on. But she stared at me for an eternity. Deciding whether or not to kill me. Why didn’t she?”
Kim stopped her typing for a minute. “S’a good question. I know she hates nightfangs with a passion. I wouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth, though. Just be glad she’s nuts, otherwise she probably would have killed you.”
Mario looked away, almost trying to see where Claire was sleeping in another room. “She broke my thanow... bond-thing, whatever you call it. I owe her my life.”
Kim let out a rich, happy laugh.
“What? What’s so funny?”
“Beauty and the beast!” The redhead bent over her keyboard, tears running down her face as she laughed even harder. “And you’re the beauty!”
Mario didn’t see any humor in it, but the odd girl kept laughing anyway. Suddenly, a beeping tone came over Kim’s computer, and her laughter slowly subsided, though it didn’t completely die out. A small video window popped up on her primary screen when she answered the call. A dark Caucasian man wearing a thin beard looked at her and Mario. Kim managed to greet him.
“Oh, ahhh, hahaha, yeah? Mason?”
“Kim? What the hell are you laughing at?”
“It’s a long story. Whatcha got?”
“We haven’t gone to the place yet. We got made. We’ve spent the last few hours trying to lose our tail, but we don’t wanna take any chances. We’re gonna have to abort, otherwise we’ll lead them right to the target.”
“Oh, crap.”
“Yeah. We’ve been in Hawaii for two weeks, they probably have our descriptions on every island by now.”
Kim tapped the tabletop. “Well, I can think of one face they won’t know. Maybe two.”
“Uh-uh, forget it, Kim,” Mason told her. “You’re too green. And I don’t trust that fed.”
Suddenly another window popped onto the screen, showing video of Paul sitting at his bedroom terminal. “Actually, Mason, I think she’s got a point.”
“Boss, you can’t be serious,” Mason protested. “Claire just picked that guy up not even nine hours ago. You’re gonna start giving him tasks already?”
“No. Not Mario. He’d probably be recognized even quicker than you two. But Kim…”
Mason shook his head. “Boss, look. I understand this is important, but all the evidence suggests that the wolves don’t know about these people. There’s no reason to risk Kim’s life. Let’s just pack up, let things cool down, then double back and-”
“No. We can’t just leave this to chance,” Paul argued. “If one team of wolves tracked the Kunali’is, then another could be hot on their trail. We have to know why, and we can’t afford to let them get ahead of us on this.”
“And what is it,” Mario interrupted, “that you expect Kim to find? You want her to just walk up and say ‘hi there, are you a gah-’ um,” the FBI agent quickly caught himself. If wolves were listening in on Mason’s call, saying “Guardian” wouldn’t be the most prudent thing to do.
“It’s a secure line,” Mason assured him.
Mario nodded. “Anyway, seems like she’s be better off with the electronic investigation she’s doing out-of-sight.”
“Aww,” Kim cooed. “You do care.” Mario only glanced at her long enough to grimace, then looked back at the monitor. Paul’s image looked as if he was contemplating, while Mason just sat and waited for the decision.
Finally, Paul shook his head. “No, I want to move on this. Red, you’re going undercover. Pack up your essential gear, and find yourself a place near the subjects. Get yourself some kind of cover, student or something. Ty, Mason. Sorry boys, but you need to catch the next flight out. It’s too risky for you to stay in contact here, and you can’t come back to the safe house.”
“That’s not a good idea, boss. You’re gonna need back up.”
“I’ve got Claire and Will here. And Mario. If we need to move, these three will have to be enough.”
“So you trust the new guy with your life, huh?”
“Your man’s right, Paul,” Mario said. “I’m not really one of ‘your’ troops. I said I’d help you, but don’t mistake that for loyalty. I’m still not convinced you’re telling me everything. If you’re expecting a big fight, you’d better keep your reliable people around. I’m not sticking my neck out for you.”
“I’m disappointed, Mr. Perez,” Paul replied. “Disappointed, but not surprised. Very well, Mason. You and Ty find somewhere to sit tight. Toss your phones. If we need you, I’ll ring your subdermals.”
“All right,” Mason agreed. “You got that Red? Any hint of trouble, you call us.”
“Yeah, yeah, I gotcha, I gotcha.”
Mason’s video screen blinked out.
“All right, Red,” Paul continued. “I’m sorry to make you do this, but I really think this is the best option.”
“S’okay, boss. I’m ready for this. But what do you want me to do?”
“Be casual, and try to follow their schedules. Take notes on everything you observe, but don’t make contact. Just try and get a feeling for them, see if you don’t notice anything strange about them.”
“Her? Notice strange?” Mario asked.
Threads of Fate
“I know, she felt so bad!”
Bennett was actually laughing, to Erica’s relief. She was laughing as well, listening to him reminisce with Kelli’s parents about the girl’s life.
“She was all like, ‘no it’s okay, he’s just playing with you,’ and then wham! Next thing I know, I’m on the ground looking up at the sky. I swear it sounded like da horse was laughing at me.”
“We grounded her for that,” Mrs. Ingram said. “After seeing how Orion acted around you, we told her not to take you riding on him, but she was so convinced that he really did like you.”
“I keep telling you, Ben, if you’d just take a bath,” Erica joked.
Ben chuckled. “Oh, man, how old were we, like twelve, thirteen?”
“Thirteen years old,” Mrs. Ingram confirmed. “My word. The way Kelli came screaming into the house, we thought you’d died.”
The word “died” effectively pulled the veil away, and suddenly everyone was brought back into the present. Mrs. Ingram quieted, then covered her eyes and began to cry. Mr. Ingram pulled her into his arms, whispering.
After several moments, Ben spoke up. “She never told me you grounded her for that.”
Mrs. Ingram half-coughed a small laugh. “It was a pretty useless grounding. We didn’t want to punish you, so we grounded her from everything except visiting with you. You two started dating not long after that.”
“Orion might not like you,” Mr. Ingram added, “but he sure helped speed things along with you and Kel. You were all she could talk about after he threw you. Who knows, maybe that was his intention?”
Ben snorted. “Yeah, maybe. I think I’ll stay on this side of his fence, though.”
They chatted for several more minutes, but the emotional drain was evident, and Ben indicated to Erica that it was time to go.
“It was good seeing you again,” Erica told them. “If you ever need anything, please, call us, let us know.”
“Thank you,” Mrs. Ingram replied, “and likewise to you. I know you have a lot to worry about, yourself.”
“You’re always welcome here,” Mr. Ingram told Ben. “You drop by anytime you want, okay?”
Ben nodded and shook his hand. “I will. You guys take care.”
As they walked back to her car, Erica sighed and wrapped her arm around Ben. She wanted to say something reassuring, but knew it wouldn’t make any difference. In the distance, Orion was neighing and trotting in circles.
“Wanna go say hi?” she joked.
Ben gave her a half-hearted smile. “Might as well.”
Even as they walked closer, however, the magnificent black horse began protesting, snorting and rearing up in warning.
“That’s unreal,” Erica said. “He really dislikes you. Why?”
“It’s not just me. He acts da same way around Devon. I don’t know why. Kelli said he not like this with anybody else.”
“Speaking of Devon, I hope he took his keys with him. Think he’ll be mad if we locked him out?”
“Nah. That’s what the beach is for.”
* * * *
Boss growled into his radio. “All right, Jazz, what happened?”
“We’d just started making our way to your position when my team’s platforms all shut down. Every one of ‘em died at the same time. At first I thought we’d been hit with a weapon, an EM spike or something. But my jeed’s architecture isn’t all that different from the –4s and –2s all of you were driving. I didn’t have time to wonder about it when the shooting started.”
“Scope?”
“I don’t know what to tell you, Boss,” Scope replied. “There isn’t anything in our data to suggest the alien has that kind of capability.”
One of the Mavericks, the pilot codenamed Rizzo, broke in. “Boss, Jazz, if I may? The way my jeed went down, it looked like a massive system failure. EM would have fried us instantly. This was more like the software getting corrupted somehow. The VT-6 was the only one not affected by whatever it was. I don’t like what that implies.”
Boss and the bloodcraft operators were all trained in the use of battle platforms, but the Mavericks used them extensively, and therefore understood their quirks and inner workings intimately. Jazz followed up for Boss’s benefit.
“All right, Rizzo, thanks. Sir, what he means is that there are safeguards ontop of safeguards built into the VT operating systems. Even Valentine’s group doesn’t have access to the software. The stock systems are designed by Valentine/Turronne to be overwritten by S2 once the platforms are delivered. It’s all in-house programming, languages that nobody outside S2 even knows about.”
“You’re telling me we’ve been sabotaged by our own people?”
“I can’t think of another explanation. My platform was the only one serviced separately from the –4s and –2s in the flightline. The VT-6 has its own dedicated team, nobody’s allowed to touch it but them. The satellites go down, your platforms die, and now we have all these S2 drones attacking us? I don’t like suggesting it, sir, but it looks like we’ve been screwed.”
Dez was crouched near a couple of the Mavericks, his helmet in his lap as he took a swift drink from his canteen. The water was chilled from the air, but the MIRK kept Dez nice and cozy. Once he’d replaced his helmet, the frosty bite he’d felt on his face thawed to a dull tingle. A recorded video of the battle was playing in a small pop up screen in his visor.
“I am sorry I missed all of the fun, Boss,” the sniper said in his Russian accent.
“Don’t worry, I’m sure we’ll be having more.”
“Can I get one of those machine guns?” Wearing MIRK suits, the soldiers were strong enough to carry and fire the PKs, if not as gracefully as the drones had.
“Talk to Thunder,” Boss suggested.
“Talk to your mom,” Thunder replied. “But you can have my grenade module. Got three rounds left.”
Dez waved away the offer. “Nyet, it will not fit under my sniper attachments, but thank you, anyway. What is this I am watching? Midget wrestling?”
“Don’t knock ‘em,” Upstate replied. “Those little dudes kicked ass.”
The videos had been played back nine times now, both from Jazz’s recording of Caravan’s benefactors, and from Upstate’s downhill view of the other two people they were all calling “elves”. Boss had wanted everyone to review the battle, especially the parts that had been joined by the mysterious fighters. “All right, people. Thoughts?”
“I’d have to assume it’s exactly what it looks like, Boss,” Upstate replied. “There be li’l people here, and they be pissed.”
“Too bad we can’t zoom this stuff in, enhance the picture,” Crash lamented as he watched the video again. “You gotta admit it looks like they got long ears.”
Boss harrumphed, unable to disagree. They looked like storybook elves; there wasn’t any other way to describe them. Happily, they only seemed aggressive towards the drones.
The bloodcraft team had salvaged one rocket launcher, two machine guns, and one plasma rifle from the wrecked drones, and had set up a tight perimeter at the top of the hill to plan their next move. A quick inspection of the battle zone had also turned up ammunition for the machine guns and five more rockets. Jazz was the only one who could wield the rocket launcher, and she’d taken the magazine from the captured plasma rifle to keep as a spare for her own. The other plasma rifle had been severely damaged by Blindside’s grenade attack. The heavy gunners, Crash and Thunder, had called dibs on the PKs and had wrapped themselves in the gun’s ammunition belts like hell’s own bling.
“Hey, check this out,” Blindside called to everyone. He broadcast his helmet-cam’s video feed to the others. “This is a nice piece o’ work,” he said, holding the strange knife he’d just pulled from a dead drone’s neck. “Sharp, too. That little elf-kid had this thing jammed all the way through the drone’s armor.”
His hands tilted and turned the weapon to get a good look at it from all angles. It was much smaller than the combat knives they all carried, almost the size of a butter knife. Strange, foreign characters were engraved on the hilt, and colored in white against the hilt’s red-hue. The whole thing was metal, though the blade was a separate piece fitted into the top of the hilt, around which thin leather straps were wrapped in a tight coil with spaces to reveal the odd writing.
“Bring that up here,” Boss ordered.
“Boss,” Jazz called. “Permission to scavenge my team’s platforms. We could use the extra plasma rounds.”
“Do it,” he told her. Blindside strode up and offered the knife to him. Boss whistled. “Real fine craftsmanship. This isn’t the one that cut the drone’s leg off, though.”
“No,” Blindside confirmed. “They took that one with them. Too bad.” Boss handed him the knife back.
“Caravan, how you holdin up?”
“Feel like crap, Boss. But nothing Jack Daniels won’t cure.”
“He can walk, sir,” Doc corrected, “but not much beyond that, and not for long. These gremlins can only do so much to keep you conscious and moving. He needs serious medical attention, with something a little more effective than booze-”
Caravan broke in. “You got sump’n stronger than booze? I’m up for that, man!”
“Point taken,” Boss told Doc, even as everyone else was laughing in agreement with Caravan. “What about the pilot, Trapper?”
“He’s good to go. I foamed up the worst wound, and his sutures will hold til we can get him to a med center.”
“Fair enough. Listen up, people. We can’t stay here, and our options are limited. Thule Air Base is about nine hundred miles north of us. Obviously we’re not gonna hike that. Option one is to find a Dutch patrol or one of the tree hugger camps, and use them to get the Air Force’s attention, and then take our chances with the military when they find us.”
Jazz clicked on. “That’ll totally expose S2, Boss. We’ve got no way to move these platforms, and there’s no hiding ‘em once the Air Force starts doing flyovers. That’s a security breach S2 would hang all of us for.”
VT “jeeds” had been filmed in the field before; there wasn’t any way to get around that. Nobody knew what they were, but a lot of people had seen pictures of them in combat and were dying to find out. The trick was that nobody outside of S2 or Valentine/Turonne had ever had physical access to one. Boss took a pragmatic view of the Major’s concern.
“They already have a security breach to be worried about, Jazz. One that put us in this position!”
“I understand that, sir, but there’s gotta be another way.”
“There is, but it’s iffy. S2 might have sent the Brit task group out to look for us, but I doubt it. Our inside people were planning on a quiet, post-op transport, not a noisy search and rescue. So option two is, we can head for the coast and hope Omeron got the word from HQ about this op. But if we have a traitor to worry about…”
“It’s your decision, Boss,” Jazz told him. “We’ll back you up whichever way you go, but Omeron sounds like the best option. If I may, my vote's on that.”
Boss sighed, then stood and surveyed the area from his vantage point. “Let’s go see if the Omeron is coming.”
“What about the elves?” Upstate asked.
“Unless they attack you, leave ‘em alone. If they’re on our side, let’s keep it that way.”
* * * *
The elves in question huddled around a fire nearly two miles away, well hidden inside the enormous cave. The ground sloped downward roughly thirty paces from the mouth of the cavern, which was conveniently blocked from view by a large wall of rock affording them more than a bit of secrecy.
The air was numbingly cold, but thanks to the cloaks the Tinker had given them, the five questers were only mildly chilly. Nim and Graon began sharing some of the provisions they’d received with the cloaks.
“Can you believe we’re in the human world?” Kassak asked excitedly. “Did you see the way those humans fought? They completely rip their enemies to pieces with those weapons!”
“Aye,” Nim agreed, glancing at Lumina. “Their reputation is well deserved.”
“Now that we’re here,” Gemlorry said, “does anybody have any idea how we’re going to find the Queen? The Counselor said that this is Sen’giza. Why is that significant? Why would she be here, and where is she?”
Graon poked at the fire. “The General said only that we would know her by her hair and eyes. Her hair is said to be pink, which is apparently an unnatural color in humans. Her eyes are the same emerald as her sprite family. Though none of us have ever met a sprite, so I-”
“I have,” Nim said. “But that was a long time ago, and they were members of house Girwey, not Moniscii. Their eyes were orange. I wonder’f the Queen looks more like a human or a sprite?”
“In any case,” Graon said, “we have some time here while Lumina recovers.”
“Did you see him dodge that ballistae? I ain’t never seen the like. Even vampyres ain’t that swift.”
“And those magic light arrows were a wonder,” Gemlorry added.
“Speaking of which, I owe him an apology,” Kassak said gloomily. “He told me to use my most powerful arrows, but I loosed the next level down, worried that the fireball enchantments would give away my position. The flame serpents didn’t even merit a reaction from that crystal goblin. Lumina had to dodge that ballistae because I-”
“Enough,” Gemlorry told him. She gently placed her hand on his shoulder. “It wasn’t your fault, Kass.”
“Don’t start, Gemlorry.” The young elf shook his head, but made no move to dislodge her hand. “Lumina is the one with the experience and the knowledge here. He told me what he did for a reason, and I ignored him. I am shamed.”
Graon placed a hand on his other shoulder, shaking him warmly. “I was going to speak to you of this later, in private. But you are wise enough to see your error and acknowledge it. Thankfully, this time, no tragedy resulted. But we would all do well consider Lumina’s words with respect from now on. This is his world more than ours. These are his brothers, and their magic is something we cannot counter without his knowledge.” His rangers all nodded in agreement.
“Now,” the Captain continued, “before we get too lax in this shelter, I need to know exactly how deep this cavern goes, and if there is a possible escape route back there. Gemlorry, Kassak?”
Both rangers snapped to attention.
“Time to put those enchanted items of yours to use. How many vision arrows are you carrying, Kassak?”
Without needing to look, Kassak responded. “Six, Captain.”
“Then you will light the way for Gemlorry. Gemlorry, if this cavern reaches farther back than you can run by a count of thirty, use the gem and-”
“Yes!” the ellh quietly cheered. “Oh, um, sorry, Captain.”
Graon limited his smile to his eyes. There was no need to have her do this, but he knew it was an easy way to lift her spirits. “As I was saying, use the gem’s power and see where this goes. But make sure to save enough energy to return here at once.”
“As you say, Captain,” she smiled. Kassak retrieved his hyru and quiver, and also smiled knowingly.
Nim rolled his eyes and poked a stick into the dirt. When the junior rangers had hiked away, he raised his eyebrow at Graon and began dragging his knife against a whetstone to cover the sound of his whisper. “Giving her some play time, huh?”
“You disagree with me?”
“I disagree with her being here. But no, she needs to loosen up. She went and jumped face first inna’ fire this time. Even Kassak has more experience than her. You saw how she fell apart at South Cross.”
“Indeed. I also saw how she brushed aside her fear and attacked that goblin with me.”
“Is that what you saw?” Nim spit and pushed the sharp blade roughly against the smooth stone. “I saw an ellh trying to impress her hopeful mate. That kind o’ courage’ll get her killed. Anyway, I think there’s somethin’ you ain’t considerin here.”
“And what would that be, my friend?”
“Sen’giza was said to be a big hole inna’ Earth.” Nim looked over to the sloping ground that Kassak and Gemlorry had descended behind. “Well, this kinda looks like a big hole-”
“It has crossed my mind.” Graon looked at the sleeping Paladin. “But there’s not a whole lot we can do at this point, and wild speculation won’t help us any.”
“You say so. Just make sure you keep that magic blade handy.”
*
Kassak strolled behind Gemlorry as she led the way deeper into the cavern. The first of his vision arrows, enchanted with a spell that illuminated darkness to elvin eyes, had lit a good portion of the cave, enough to show them that this place was less a cave than a tunnel that was gradually leading them downward.
Gemlorry nimbly hopped and skipped across the harsh, uneven terrain.
Giddy though she was, she maintained discipline, motioning silently at her companion to hurry up, rather than shouting at him like they were on a merry excursion to fun and games. The promira was cool against her wrist, dangling loosely, but not so loose that it could fall off.
Liyess, she thought to herself. That was the word of power that would make her as swift as the wind itself. She couldn’t wait to rush through this tunnel and back, and if she had the energy, rush back yet again just for the thrill of it.
The tunnel floor dipped sharply, then curved back upward in rough, uneven slopes. At the top of the next slope, Kassak loosed a second arrow, hoping it would be the last one they needed for now. The enchanted light affected an area for several hundred paces, and would last for most of the day, but he now only had four of them left. If this tunnel went much farther, he might run out of them. The arrow sped into the darkness, and several heartbeats later a white flash indicated that the arrow had hit something, and the next length of the cave was illuminated for them, with just a brief segment of darkness between the first lit area and the new one ahead of them. Again, the tunnel stretched farther back than they could see.
Gemlorry leaped up onto a jagged rock, crouching and surveying the way ahead. Kassak was several steps behind and to the left of her. “What do you think?” she whispered.
Kassak’s ears easily heard the soft, distant words. “I think I’ll wait here for you to get back,” he whispered in reply, drawing a third arrow from his quiver. He tossed it in her direction. “Here, take this. You may need it.”
Gemlorry nodded and snatched the arrow from its arc. Sliding it into her belt, she gripped the promira, feeling the gems smooth against her skin.
“Liyess.”
Kassak blinked as Gemlorry vanished.
*
Formless, joyous, and free! An unseen smile raced through Gemlorry’s heart. There was no way to accurately describe the experience. She could feel nothing physically, but her emotions soared with an almost narcotic boost of sensitivity.
As a powerful gust of wind, she whipped carelessly through the tunnel, seamlessly flowing over, under, and around the stone obstacles in her path, twisting and turning through the snake-like passage. Soon, she had left the light of Kassak’s last arrow far behind her, and upon hitting a dead end in one tunnel, zoomed back and into another. Finally, she willed herself back into her natural form. Noises like those of a winter storm echoed through the cave as the wind folded onto itself, massing and expanding until the ellh reappeared, landing harshly on the loose rocks of the tunnel floor, then falling back onto her rump.
Gemlorry spent several moments giggling and trying to catch her breath. She had sped this distance in a few short heartbeats! And yet she remembered every moment of the journey as if she had walked here. Such exhileration had no words, and letting it go to become a mere ellh again felt almost cruel. Finally, reason came back to her, and she realized that she was sitting in the dark. Still laughing softly, she pulled Kassak’s arrow from her belt, and slapped the point of it onto the ground. With a brilliant flash, the magic exploded into the air and the tunnel lit up around her.
Picking herself up, Gemlorry dusted off and walked towards yet another rocky slope. For some reason, it was warmer here than at the mouth of the cave. Shouldn’t it be colder? At the edge of the slope, she gripped the promira again, ready for another flight. But when she glanced down at the bottom of the slope, her breath caught in her throat. A human girl with pink hair was lying sprawled on the ground, and not far from her, another human dressed in black was lying on his stomach.
With the speed and agility that elves were famous for, Gemlorry picked her way down the rocks, cautiously approaching the Queen. With each nervous step, the ellh ranger took stock of her surroundings, and her long, pointed ears remained alert for danger. She knelt by the Queen, who was breathing deeply, as if simply asleep.
Anxiety gripped Gemlorry. This was the Queen of the Sprites! And she was also a human! How much more powerful did that make her? Did the ellh dare touch her, even to wake her up? Was she given to fits of anger? What if she got upset at a common ellh’s insolence?
With a deep breath, Gemlorry took hold of the Queen’s hand and arm. “Your Highness? Please, wake up. Highness?” She shook the Queen’s arm. “Highness, are you all right?”
The Queen began to stir, and when her eyes opened, Gemlorry saw emerald gems so clear and bright that they alone could have convinced her that this girl was royalty.
“Ohh,” the Queen moaned.
“Your Highness, are you hurt?”
“What? No, I don’t know. My head hurts a little bit, but… who are you?”
“I am your humble servant on behalf of Queen Jiya of Jenshire. My name is Gemlorry. My comrades and I are here to escort you home.”
“Home? Servant? What’s going on?” The Queen was groggy as she sat up. Then she noticed the other human. “Derek!”
Gemlorry had to jump out of the way as the Queen shot up and raced to the fallen human, turning him over.
“Derek! Derek, wake up! Please, no! Please wake up!”
*
Derek groaned, and Kelli breathed a sigh of relief. He was alive, but how rough had that fall been for him? With great care, she turned him onto his side to face her.
“Derek? Derek, talk to me. Are you all right?”
A heavy sigh answered her, then his eyes squinted open. “Unh, Kelli.”
“Derek, I’m so sorry, it’s all my fault! I should have slowed down!” Kelli suddenly realized that the little girl who had woken her was standing off to the side, watching her.
“Um, you said you… you were here to help us?”
The violet-haired girl stared wide-eyed at the two of them, shifting her attention from Kelli to Derek and back again.
“Y-yes, your highness. My companions and I traveled far to rescue you.”
“C-companions? Who are they? Where are they?”
“Forgive me, they are near the cavern entrance. I traveled ahead to scout this tunnel. We didn’t know where you were. Is… is your friend, all right?”
Kelli looked back to Derek, whose eyes had closed again. “He’s hurt, really bad. I don’t think he can walk any further.”
Gemlorry nodded. “I have to get back to the others. We have a charm that will get all of us out of here, but it will take awhile for me to return with them.” Kelli was frightened, anxious, angry, and skeptical. But she remembered that Derek said the cavern had been miles long. She had to wait that long for help? And Derek, did he have that long? The odd little girl spoke again. “Do you know where… where the star-traveler is?”
“The w… the what? Star… traveler?”
“The one who captured you.”
“Oh. No, he’s somewhere back there, where Derek rescued me from. Who are you? I don’t understand what you told me before.”
The girl looked pensive. “I know it’s confusing, your highness, but I think it would be best for all of us to escape this dark place. We can answer all of your questions when we’re safe.”
“But-but I don’t know you! How can I trust you? How can we trust you?” Derek was her sole ally in all of this, and she had to protect him.
“I will return with my comrades as quickly as possible.” The girl stepped closer and for the first time, made eye contact with her. Kelli looked into compassionate, almond colored eyes, moist with something that looked like a mix of fear and determination. “I promise you, my Queen, we are your friends, and we are pledged to keep you safe.”
Before Kelli could ask why she kept calling her “Queen” and “Highness”, the girl gripped a dull bracelet on her wrist and vanished. Kelli’s heart began to race. What was going on? Tears pooled, then spilled from her eyes. Her hands shook as she pulled Derek into her lap and waited, sobbing helplessly.
*
Kassak’s thick, blonde hair whipped around violently as a blast of wind rushed past him. “Gemlorry?”
At the makeshift campsite, the gust swirled around Nim and Graon. With something akin to a deep gasp, the wind stopped, and Gemlorry materialized on the ground near Lumina. On her second try, she found she could control her reversion more fully than the last time. Appearing a hand-space above the cavern floor, she floated to the ground, part ellh, part wind, until her foot touched Earth, and she became full-flesh once again.
“I’ve found her!” she exclaimed before they could speak. “The Queen is back there, deeper in the tunnel! I think the other jimani is with her, too, but he’s been injured.”
“Are you certain?” Graon asked.
“Yes, it was her, she had pink hair, and-and the most magnificent eyes I’ve ever seen! They look like enchanted gems, it has to be her!”
“What’s her condition?”
“She was unconscious when I found her, but she awoke and seemed fine. Her guardian was in pretty rough shape, though.”
“You are sure he is the guardian Krin Ahgl spoke of?”
“She mentioned that he had rescued her from the star traveler, who else could he be?”
“She speaks Vomelri?”
Gemlorry paused. “Come to think of it, it was strange. I didn’t really notice at the time, I was so nervous about meeting her. But when she spoke, the words did not match her mouth movements. It was kind of like how it was when Krin Ahgl spoke to our minds. Something else, I think our vision arrows let her see in the dark, as well. She was able to see clearly, and I had used one of Kassak’s arrows before waking her.”
“I suppose none of that is surprising. We’re talking about the Queen of Sprites, after all. Where’s Kassak?”
“He’s still back that way,” she motioned. “I rushed past him to report to you.”
Graon looked at the sleeping Paladin, then at Nim, before returning his attention to the ellh. “All right. Do you have any strength left to return to Kassak?”
“Yes, lots.”
“All right, get back to him and tell him what’s going on, and wait for us to catch up with you.”
Gemlorry nodded, a stern look on her face; play time was over. Gripping the promira and whispering, she vanished.
“Should we wake ‘im?” Nim asked, thumbing at Lumina.
“Yes. I hope he will be all right, but we need to move, now.”
“It’s all right, I’ve got it covered,” Nim answered. Reaching into his pack, he pulled Riallis’ jacket out. It had been expertly hemmed and folded to fit an elf, but Nim used his knife to swiftly and carefully undo the needlework, allowing the jacket to unfold to its original form. “It should fit him just fine, now.”
Graon nodded and moved to the slumbering human, gently rocking his shoulder. “Master Lumina. Paladin, wake up. The Queen is found.”
Lumina groaned and blinked awake. “Unh, what? Graon? What’s going on?”
“Gemlorry has found the Queen and her Guardian. We must get to them.”
Lumina sat up, instantly alert yet visibly fatigued. He saw Nim holding out the sprite jacket in his direction. “Nim, I-”
“Take it,” the old elf insisted. “You’re gonna need it.”
Lumina nodded and accepted the garment, standing to his full height. The elves watched as the Paladin shrugged out of Krin’s winter coat, replacing it with Riallis’. He fastened the corded necktie around himself and tied the sleeves loosely around his chest, as his arms were much too thick to push into the sleeves. Though a bit long, hanging below his knees, the jacket fit well enough. Lumina sucked in a deep breath and blinked.
“Amazing. I feel as if I’ve slept for a week.”
The elves looked at each other.
“All right. Grab your weapons,” Graon ordered. “We’ll leave our supplies here, and retrieve them on the way out.”
“What’s the… uh, the health of the Queen?” Lumina momentarily forgot how to translate “condition” from Gine to Vomelri, opting for a simpler word instead. He fished in his bag for a special item, and upon finding it, tied it to his belt.
“Gemlorry says the Queen is fine, but her guardian is badly injured.”
Lumina rustled through his metallic pack once more, retrieving a strange cube package. “Human medicine,” he explained. “It may help.”
Graon nodded. “One other thing. Kassak’s vision arrows will keep the cavern lit for us, but…”
“I’ll be blind,” Lumina finished. Reaching into his pack a third time, he pulled a strange headband out and placed it around his eyes. “Not a problem.” Feeling the chill grow more uncomfortable, Lumina pulled Krin’s enchanted winter coat back on over Riallis' enchanted battle coat. With that, the armed party swiftly made its way to Gemlorry and Kassak.
*
“Derek? Derek, help’s on the way. Hold on.”
Derek’s eyes opened, and he sighed heavily. “Kelli…”
“Derek! Hey, stay with me! Someone’s coming, they said they were here to help.”
“Someone? Who?”
Kelli forced a laugh without humor. “It was a little girl. I know it sounds weird, but it was a little girl! And she had purple hair, with brown eyes and, and… her ears…”
“Ears?” he asked weakly.
“The ears on her, they were like… an elf.”
At that moment, a distant sound caught both of their ears from the back of the cavern… the direction from which they’d escaped. It was unmistakably mechanical, like a huge metal door being pulled open, and then something heavy falling to the ground. Kelli covered her mouth to stifle a cry of fear. “He’s coming!”
With a loud grunt, Derek forced himself upright and struggled to his feet. “Go.”
Kelli looked at him, confused. “W-what?”
“We’re less than two miles from the cave opening… but I won’t make it that far.”
“Derek, don’t say that, we need to get-”
“Kelli. It’s you that thing wants. Whether or not I’m with you, it’s gonna kill me. You have a chance if I stay here and surprise it. I can buy you some time, but you need to get going now. You said there are people coming to help us. Find them. If they can really help, then send them back for me. If not, get the heck out of here.”
“Derek, no,” Kelli cried. She knew that he was right, though. For whatever reason, the monster wanted her, and it would kill Derek to get to her. “You hide, you hear me? You hide and let it pass. If it really wants me, it won’t kill me-”
“Kelli,” Derek shook his head, but Kelli was adamant.
“You hide! Don’t let it find you! You gotta live!”
Derek knew the prospect of hiding from something that could track, entrap, and destroy an airliner in midflight was wishful thinking, but he saw that agreeing with her was the only way she would leave him.
“All right. But you better run your legs off. Go, now! I need to use one of my flares to get a good look at this area and find a hiding place. But I can’t use it till your gone, or it’ll blind you. So go already!”
Kelli sniffed, still crying hard, but she nodded and scrambled up the rocky slope.
“Good thing you’re not too bright,” Derek murmured when he heard her movements fade in the distance. That wasn’t exactly fair, for he conceded that stress and fear could mess with anyone’s analytical ability. In any case, he’d wanted her gone and safe, and if she had to be naive or scared witless to leave him and accomplish that, then so be it.
Feeling his way up the slope Kelli had climbed moments ago, Derek achingly made his way to the top, blowing deep breaths through his mouth as he endured the pain in his abdomen. It took him twice as long as it took Kelli, but once at the top, the Hood’s unique abilities took over, and he began to plan how best to die so that the beautiful damsel could escape.
His mind’s eye flashed an image of the cavern as he remembered it, every nook, rock, and wall that he’d barely taken notice of during his hike to Kelli’s prison. The grainy night vision picture in his memory was not spectacular, of course, but it was functional enough for Derek to know exactly where he was in relation to the rock formations around him.
There was a crack in the wall on his left, a jagged indention that ran all the way up to the cavern ceiling. The monster likely wouldn’t be looking for his quarry up there… and surprise was always the best start to a suicide mission. The Hood allowed Derek Hawkins one last indulgent thought as a teenage boy.
A kiss woulda’ been nice.
Collision Course
Kelli slipped and stumbled many times, her eyesight blurry with tears. Why? Why was all of this happening? What had she done to deserve being brought to this state? And what were all these strange sensations and powers she was developing? She just wanted it all to end. It was all a bad dream, a nightmare. It had to be!
She fell once more, and a sharp rock cut into her knee, causing her to cry out. She looked down to see greasy, crimson fluid pumping from the wound, but then the gash closed up, leaving wet blood as the only evidence that she’d been injured. The pain had disappeared. She stood and began running again, continuing her inner tirade against this unyielding nightmare.
There was then the matter of Derek. If this was all a dream, then he wouldn’t exist. That would mean that he couldn’t die. And how likely was it that he existed, anyway? Nobody could have a memory like his, could they? They couldn’t build the kind of things that he built, or do the things he did. He was a murderer! And yet, he wasn’t, was he? He protected people, even if it meant killing the bad guys in the process. That wasn’t wrong. Or was it?
*
The Hood knelt at the base of the wall near the crack he intended to scale. If he was going to be any use at all, he needed to have his body functioning the way he was used to. Further damage to his bone and muscle mattered little now. He wouldn’t be alive long enough to suffer the long-term consequences. He just hoped that what he planned now would work. He’d never tried it before.
Reaching into his memory, he attempted to purge his existing sense of pain. Remembering a time not long ago when his body had been whole, unbroken, and free of hunger, he willed himself into those moments. Much in the same way outdated software can be fooled into running on modern computers by way of emulation, Derek tried to fool his body into ignoring his injuries by focusing on what it felt like before he’d been hurt. The memories of health and vigor were clear and vivid enough to touch.
It took several minutes of intense concentration, but by the end of it, he was satisfied with the result. He stood and tried twisting to the left, and then to the right, with no flinches or cramps to worry about. No doubt his mobility would be hampered in ways he could not predict. But the pain had receded into a distant thing; still present, but it was much easier to ignore now.
Scaling the large crack proved to be difficult, but not overly so. He spent twelve minutes working his way into position on the ceiling, then locked himself in the tight space, looking straight down at the ground. There were several outcroppings and holes in his suspended hideaway, and he managed to find a comfortable position in which to hold himself steady. Filling his palm with his last three magnesium flares, he waited.
Twenty minutes and fourteen seconds later, he heard the mechanical rumbling of… something… walking in his direction. It moved slowly, likely scanning the cavern for traces of its prey. Derek recalled the shape and size of it from the initial kidnapping on the plane. It was big; the main body alone was about the size of a garbage truck. There were four appendages, though their positioning suggested that only two of them were used for walking. The others were likely arms of some sort.
Spines of unknown function were positioned all over the frame. There were ten that the Hood knew of, possibly more. He decided they were likely sensors, antennae. They could also be weapons, and he kept that in mind.
It wasn’t long before he could hear the machine chugging beneath him. Derek’s heart raced as he contemplated the finality of death. He was only sixteen years old; he didn’t want to die! Perhaps… perhaps he could wait, as Kelli had suggested. Let the thing pass him by, and let Kelli take her chances. It wouldn’t kill her outright; if she was taken again, he could try to go back and free her. But…
But the image of Kelli's beautiful face framed by that electrical device came back to him, clear as day. No, the monster wouldn’t kill her… not right away. It wanted to torture her for some reason. Kelli Ingram would suffer unknown agonies if she was recaptured.
Thoughts of saving himself evaporated. The Hood tilted his head and listened.
The machine walked past, then paused. It was scanning. Or doing whatever its equivalent of scanning was. The sounds it made next sounded to Derek as if it were turning around.
This was it.
Folding his arms and tucking in his legs, he dropped over twenty feet from his hiding place to land on all fours behind the machine. Gymnastic training from his childhood, better-than-average physical fitness, and flawless knowledge of the terrain below allowed him to absorb the fall without breaking anything, and his state of semi-trance allowed him to ignore any potential pain from the overstressing of his muscles.
He heard the monster turn fully to face him, and the Hood let fly the first of his flares, turning his head and closing his eyes. When he heard the distinct popping sound of the flare’s explosion, he looked down at an angle, his peripheral vision drinking in the sight of the machine’s front side as the remnants of the bright chemical flash dissipated. There was no optical sensor that he could see, which made his remaining flares useless as far as blinding this thing.
Darkness consumed the cave once again, but the Hood was already running calculations in his head. The thing’s arms were roughly nine feet in length, about four feet in diameter, and attached to “shoulders” about five feet behind the front end of the body. The underside of the arms looked to conceal some type of sharp grappling device, almost like fingers or claws. Its stout legs were about six feet long, ball-jointed at the “hip”. The thickly armored feet were about two feet wide, seven feet long. With a pivoting move while standing in place, it had a likely reach of six feet from the front of its frame, give or take. The Hood was three feet away from it.
The sound of the machine lunging for him from the left was all he needed to evade. Leaping with all his might, the Hood jumped straight up, his right arm outstretched and his hand open. As the machine’s arm made contact with his palm, the Hood folded his elbow to keep his arm from breaking, but used the momentum of the machine’s lunge to swing his body into a somersault. As his feet landed on the creature’s arm, he leapt backward, this time into another somersault but with a half twist so that he would land with his front balancing on the bulk of the machine’s back. His left foot jammed against one of the spines as he wrapped his arms around a similar spine. He now stood on the hatch protecting this monstrosity’s pilot.
On the plane, he had witnessed a side view of the hatch on the machine as it closed. The hatch was segmented in half right down the middle; each side opened outward at a forty-five degree angle. He wished he knew how to force it open. The pilot inside would be a much softer target to hit.
The mechanical monster began swaying and stomping madly, attempting to dislodge its nimble opponent. The Hood held tight to what he fervently hoped was a harmless sensor, locked in a battle of endurance that he knew he would eventually lose. But every second he kept this creature busy was one more second Kelli could use to escape.
Somewhere in the back of his mind, he registered the increasing damage being done to him. At least one, but possibly several of his ribs were broken, and with each stretch and twist of his abdomen, he was exacerbating his condition. It was quite possible that a loose rib might puncture his lung. Or worse. Still, the fear was kept suppressed as the Hood concentrated on the struggle at hand.
When the machine ceased its thrashing, the Hood crouched, still holding tight to the spiny protrusion. As he thought about what to do next, the machine dipped as if it were bending into a crouch, itself. The Hood realized the machine’s intention, and managed to leap off of its back just as the machine sent itself crashing into the ceiling.
The instant it slammed back onto the ground, the machine jumped again, this time at the Hood. The Hood darted behind a large stalagmite, then scurried to the far wall just as the machine swung its arm, destroying the rocky spike. The machine began to run to the Hood’s left, but even as he evaded, the vigilante realized too late that he’d been tricked. He heard the motion of mass moving through the air, and the machine landed right in front of him. It wasted no time in bringing its “hand” down on top of him. The Hood coughed as the heavy limb trapped him on his back.
*
Kelli’s thoughts jumbled together incoherently as she ran for her life. She thought about Ben, how desperately she wanted to hold him again; she thought about University, the college life that she had been anticipating; what was London like? She thought of Orion, and the soothing presence he was in her life; then she thought again of the man-thing that had snatched her off of the plane. Kelli ran faster.
She had lost all track of time, her thoughts jumping from one thing to the next as her legs incessantly repeated their motions, one foot forward, then the next. Up one slope, down another. She nearly made it up a steep incline before slipping on the loose rocks and sliding all the way back down. Her second attempt was successful and found her on a stretch of mostly flat ground. Her muscles and lungs burned, but Kelli took no notice of it, drowned as she was in frustration and fear.
The sight of people running in her direction startled her, and she slipped yet again, losing balance as she tried to stop herself. Her heels slipped the dirt, and she tipped backwards. With a crash, she landed hard on her backside and elbows, earning yet more injuries which instantly knitted up. Kelli began to scramble backwards when they called out to her.
“Your Highness! Wait, do not be afraid! We’re here to help!”
A little boy –no, a little man— with bright red hair was calling out to her. He was using the same honorifics that the purple-haired girl had used earlier, addressing her like she was some kind of royalty. The group caught up to Kelli and knelt around her as she trembled.
“My Queen, be still. I am Graon, at your service. I believe you have met Gemlorry, yes?” He motioned at the purple haired girl.
“Y-yes. She said you, you were going to help me?”
The man smiled. “Yes, we are pledged to see you safely home.”
Kelli suddenly noticed a large, middle-aged black man standing to the side, looking at her with curiosity.
“Can you understand my speech?” he asked her. The little people looked at him, and then at her.
“Yes, I can understand. Why?”
The black man looked at the little ones. Elves? No, that was crazy!
“I asked her in a combination of Gine and Leskano,” he told them. They nodded, but that only confused Kelli even more.
*
Sharp, metal claws closed around the vigilante, and the arm raised him into the air. The claws sliced into his skin through the uniform, gently squeezing him. The arm then began jerking him wildly, and the Hood grunted in pain. His flares fell from his hand, and the machine stopped its abuse. There was a hiss, and then sounds that the Hood recognized as the hatch opening up. His self-imposed trance was fast losing hold of his mind, and pain erupted in his side. The Hood groaned in misery.
When the hatch locked open, he heard movement. An eerie green glow began pulsing; very dim, yet enough for the Hood to make out the silhouette of the pilot and the cockpit. It was the same man-creature he’d seen on the plane, but this time, the legs below his thigh appeared to be missing altogether, pouring that funky green vapor into the air. He saw that the pilot was getting up, or sitting forward, or something… he certainly can’t be standing.
“Who are you?” it asked. It sounded like an irate old man. “You have been a pain to me since we met on that civilian transport. Where is the girl?”
The Hood only offered heavy breaths as a reply.
“How are you masking your thoughts from me? You are not a metahuman, not that I can tell. You don’t have their aura. What is your relation to the girl?”
The Hood remained silent.
“This is getting bothersome. Tell me, right now. Where. Is. The. Girl.”
The Hood grunted. “She's not your type. Then again, you probably don't have a type if you have to knock 'em out and kidnap 'em.”
The pilot sat –stood?— silent for a moment before replying. “I take it that was your attempt at humor. I’ve not learned how to understand that trait, and probably won’t bother. I have learned to enjoy human suffering, however.”
With that, the hatch closed again. The claws loosed their grip on the Hood slightly, then shook him around again briefly until his arms flailed free. The claws closed tightly around him once again, and the machine’s right hand reached out to grip the Hood’s left arm at the bicep. Holding it firmly, the machine viciously twisted.
And Derek screamed.
*
The little red-haired man spoke again. “My Queen, we must leave quickly, but where is your companion?”
“Derek, he, he stayed behind, I told him to hide. He was too hurt to run-”
A scream echoed through the cavern at that moment, and Kelli, beyond all reason and sense, responded to it at the top of her lungs.
“DEREK!”
*
The machine released Derek’s arm, and it fell limp, torn and shattered beyond repair. A distant voice echoed his name through the cave, and the machine perked up.
Derek moaned. “No…” He wanted to yell, but the strength wasn’t in him.
The machine held Derek tightly as it trotted toward Kelli’s cry.
*
Everyone heard the heavy thumping sounds echoing through the tunnel. It wasn’t hard to determine that the star traveler was coming. And fast.
“Graon, get the Queen out of here,” Lumina ordered. “Now! I’ll hold it off as long as I can.”
“But the pendant! We can leave this place right now!”
“No!” the Queen screamed.
“Not without the jimani,” Lumina confirmed. “Use the pendant if you must to get her out of here, but I have to find the jimani. I’d rather face the star-traveler than an angry Dragon.”
“I’ll stay with the Paladin,” Kassak said.
“No offense, Kassak, but you’d only be in the way. Your fireball arrows might hurt it, but they would kill all of us in this tunnel, as well.” Lumina was not familiar with all of the colored arrows in Kassak’s quiver, but he knew what the red one was for. Regardless, the rod Lumina had tied to his belt was the only real weapon of consequence, now. The massive footsteps were drawing closer. “Trust me. Now all of you, go!”
As Graon and Gemlorry helped the Queen to her feet, Lumina placed a hand on her shoulder.
“I’ll do everything I can to rescue him. I promise.” The Queen nodded, then allowed the elves to lead her away. Lumina turned and made his way down the tunnel.
The hilgrad was primed, with only nine shots logged on the current crystal. At best he had over thirty shots left. At worst he only had one, and he’d have to waste time reloading a new crystal. It was frustrating that they’d not discovered a way to gauge magical saturation. But that was a gripe for another time. He looked around the cavern as he raced forward.
The headgear Lumina wore was a dark-vision device. Miniature lasers mapped out objects and terrain in front of him, and a small computer generated real-time depictions of what the lasers saw, transposing the image on the visor so that he could see in even the blackest environments. The visor screen was bathed in bright blue, and the outlines of everything the lasers had mapped were drawn out in shades of white and gray, appearing to him almost like simple animated drawings.
The machine was almost upon him. Lumina took cover behind a large boulder, and inhaled deeply as the enemy came into view.
An exin. So, it was as he’d feared. The Chek’than had found Earth. The exin crested a shallow dune, stopping in its tracks. Lumina shook his head. He’d been discovered! His visor, and most of Tirapan’s technology, for that matter, was loosely based, if not directly derived from, Chek’than technology. The exin’s vastly superior sensors were surely warning it of something amiss.
Lumina carefully ducked his head out for a quick look. The exin had the jimani in its left claw. There was a creak as the exin turned in his direction. With a quick step around the boulder, Lumina brought his hilgrad up, aiming for the first of several sensor spikes on the exin’s back. He squeezed the trigger three times in quick succession, and before the exin could react, the spike was destroyed. The exin stumbled, then righted itself and reared up, offering its armored underbelly and blocking the rest of its sensors from the Paladin’s aim.
Lumina retreated, quickly reaching down for the white and black rod he’d taken from his pack. The alien had only one weakness Lumina could exploit, but his people had not battled Chek’than in thousands of years. This psi-disruptor rod, though based on historically accurate designs, was unproven. If the weapon failed…
He pulled it free of his belt and pointed it at the exin. The moment he used the thumb switch at the rod’s base, the mechanical monster lurched to its left, slamming into the wall. A hateful screech filled the cavern, causing Lumina to drop to his knee. In covering his ears, he disengaged the psi-disruptor.
Taking an angry step forward, the exin leapt into the air and zoomed over Lumina’s head, speeding for the cavern entrance. There wasn’t much clearance for the exin, and it scraped the cavern ceiling as it flew past.
“No!” Lumina screamed. The Paladin leapt up, catching hold of the exin’s foot. Were the rod not leashed to his wrist, he would have dropped it along with the hilgrad, which clattered on the rocky cavern floor.
“Graon!” he called into the radio. “Graon, we’re headed right toward you… coming… coming fast!”
“We’re nearing the cave entrance, Lumina, are you all right?”
“Get ready to use that pendant! This thing has the Queen’s guardian in its claw! Once we free him, we’re getting out of here!”
Lumina’s dark-vision shut down as the cavern entrance loomed ahead of them. With a violent twist, the exin shot from the cavern and climbed skyward. Disengaging its anti-gravity systems, the monstrous machine fell back to Earth with a loud crash, trying to crush Lumina. The Paladin managed to swing clear, however, rolling messily in the dirt and snow and coming up on his knee. His remaining hilgrad all but leapt into his right hand, and the disrupter rod dangled in his left. He activated the rod once more.
There was no reaction from the exin. Lumina swore as he saw a large crack in the weapon’s length. He must have damaged it in the tumble. Additionally, the spike sensors had all folded into the back of the machine, hidden from any further attacks. In a futile attempt, the Paladin loosed a barrage of vissin blasts at the main joint connecting the left arm —and the jimani— to the main chassis. The armor was too strong, and the beams dissolved around the alien metal.
To the exin’s right, Graon was slowly crawling around the huge rock face that hid the cavern, his elf heart beating wildly at this new form of combat, and the sheer size of their newest opponent. Gemlorry and Nim were escorting the Queen away to the trees, while he and Kassak moved into positions to aid Lumina in rescuing the Queen’s guardian.
“Kassak, on my word,” Graon whispered into the radio. “Now.”
From high on the rock face on the far side of Graon, Kassak loosed an orange arrow into the brush behind the exin. Fire serpents instantly consumed the plants and started a healthy blaze, which caught the exin’s attention. Before Lumina could protest, Graon exploited the moment by swiftly closing the distance to the metal monster, leaping onto its arm and drawing his enchanted blade.
The Paladin knew at once what Graon was plotting, and with no time to call him back, he stood and ran to the ranger’s aid. Another arrow sailed through the air, striking the exin’s right leg. An enormous shower of sparks ensued, and explosions of garu, the weakest class of fire magic, erupted in the air around the exin, confusing it even more. The machine began twitching, and its right arm began swatting at the random flashes of magic.
“That was brilliant, Kassak!” Lumina shouted over the radio. The Chek’than would be going mad right about now, trying to determine what on Earth was showing up on his sensors! Lumina made a mental note to find out exactly what Kassak’s inventory was when they got out of this mess. Their only effective weapon against this creature —Lumina’s psi-disruptor— was now useless.
Graon was already slicing away at the claws holding the jimani. “This is… unh! It’s harder to cut through than the goblin was! The enchantment isn’t working so well on this monster! Rrrahh!” Graon had to balance hanging on while being careful not to cut the jimani as the creature thrashed about wildly.
Lumina leapt onto the arm and divided his efforts between steadying Graon and helping free the jimani. The two of them finally cut him loose, and Lumina caught the boy before he could fall to the ground below. The exin spun on its heel, throwing the elf ranger off balance and almost knocking Lumina down. Graon dropped down and the jimani fell from the monster’s ruined grip, right on top of the ranger captain. Lumina picked up the jimani and pulled Graon to his feet. Together they sped for safety.
At about that moment, the exin swung menacingly in their direction, enraged. Before it could pursue them, a red arrow slammed into its side, a trail of brilliant white and yellow flame pointing to Kassak’s sniping position at the top of the rock face behind them all. As the arrow struck, a large boom was followed by a fantastic explosion, the force of which knocked the exin from its feet. The ground shook under the force of the explosion, and Lumina almost stumbled as the shockwave hit him. Kassak was already sprinting to join his comrades as the monster struggled to right itself.
*
“Derek! No! Is he all right?” Kelli almost screamed at the man as she saw him carry Derek to their meager shelter in the trees. The oldest elf had placed his gray cloak over her shoulders, but it fell away as she moved toward the man holding her friend.
The man ignored Kelli and pulled a square package from the back of his belt. It looked smashed and ruined, but the man ripped it open to reveal what Kelli saw were medical supplies. Syringes, bandages, vials, and many types of pills.
Derek’s face was a bruised, bloody mess, and his left arm was bent at an unnatural angle, the shoulder jutting horribly out of place. Kelli couldn’t hear his breath, and the subtle rise and fall of his chest was all she had to encourage her that he was still alive.
The man chose a syringe labeled with some strange lettering, and Kelli blinked as she realized she knew what it said. It wasn’t English, yet she knew the markings said “Opyrtirin”. She didn’t know what it was, but she could read it. Looking at the contents of the medical pack, she found she could read all of the labels, and a sudden knowledge filled her mind. Somehow, she realized what each and every item was for.
The injection the man had just given Derek was meant to thin and expel any fluids that might be in his lungs. Derek began to cough, and the man rolled him onto his side. Blood and saliva poured from Derek’s mouth, and his coughing fit subsided. The next needle the man chose contained a chemical that was meant to induce a coma-like state.
“Wait,” she grabbed the man’s arm. “What are you doing to him? Why do you need put him in a coma?”
The man looked at her suspiciously. “He’s in shock. I felt his side when we lowered him to the ground. His ribs are shattered, and he has serious internal trauma. If we don’t mend the damage and get him a transfusion, he’ll bleed out internally. These drugs will put him in a kind of stasis. I can’t do anything for him here; the best I can manage is to keep him on the threshold until we can get him into a medical facility.”
“I-I don’t, what do you mean, on the thresh… ?”
“Your highness,” the man sighed, discarding the empty syringe. “In his current state, he will die. Unquestionably. By mock-freezing his body’s metabolism, I can buy him time.”
Kelli could only begin to cry once more. The purple-haired girl moved hesitantly beside her, then put her small arm around Kelli’s shoulder. Kelli sobbed loudly and pulled the girl to her chest, burying her face in the girl’s neck.
*
A hint of movement in the trees caught Nim’s attention, and he saw Kassak quietly picking his way back to the group. Nim crawled back to the others.
“It’s time to go,” he told them. Even as he said it, though, a shadow cast itself over the rangers, the Paladin, and their two charges. The exin was in the sky, now looking directly down at them. It began a swift descent.
“Scatter!” Graon ordered, and everyone but Lumina darted away. Kneeling in front of the dying jimani, Lumina fired again and again at the exin, knowing he was about to die. He’d failed his mission. He could only hope that the Dominion would correctly interpret his disappearance and take appropriate measures.
He saw Kassak bring the magic pendant above his head, ready to smash it against a tree. The exin’s landing splintered another tree, however, which broke and nearly fell on the ranger. Kassak leapt clumsily out of the way, rebounding off of another tree, but the chain caught on a jagged edge of bark, and the pendant sprang free, falling into the snow.
Gemlorry leapt across the broken timber. “Kassak!” He was searching frantically for the pendant, and she joined him in the snow, digging and picking at the wet ground.
The exin loomed over the Paladin and the Queen’s Guardian, its claws gleaming in the morning sunlight. It prepared to strike.
*
Kelli shrugged the elves off of her and ran back towards Derek. The monster paused as it noticed her presence. Its clawed hand pointed at her, and then at Derek. Kelli understood its intent; you, or him.
Kelli stepped forward, and so did the creature. It reached out with its claws outstretched, like it expected her to just walk into its terrible grip. She swallowed hard. What could she do? The sight of this mechanical monster terrified her. Why did she come back here? It wanted to hurt her, and she didn’t know why. In the books and the movies, it was so easy to for the heroes and heroines to sacrifice themselves for their friends.
But not for Kelli. Every fiber of her being wanted to turn around and run, even knowing that it would mean Derek’s death. Still, she stood rooted to the spot, fear and indecision coalescing like cement around her feet. The machine took another step forward, swatting aside the man who had been hovering over Derek’s unconscious form. Its arm raised again, over Derek… and Kelli screamed.
“NO!”
The monster stumbled back a step, as if it had been struck. The joints creaked as it turned to the girl, and suddenly its frame snapped back again, another step in retreat to steady itself from some unseen blow.
Kelli’s well was just about dry, and the last of her tears tumbled down the sides of her face. Her heart pounded in her chest, wild with fear, but something else was burning, deep inside. It was the fiery anger that had sparked deep within the cave, and the sight of this monster threatening to crush Derek had just tossed gasoline onto the flame. Her hands trembled, and she felt a surge of heat rush through her veins. Some instinctive notion told her to throw her hands out at her tormentor. She obeyed it.
*
Kassak and Gemlorry momentarily abandoned their search for the enchanted pendant. The sounds of a scream and the star traveler being knocked about had drawn their attention, and they turned to witness the wrath of the Sprite Queen.
No more than a gentle breeze was present in the woods, yet her pink hair flustered wildly about. She threw her arms out, as if to shove something, and the monster, several paces out of her reach, was flung backwards by the same unseen force that had struck it just moments before. The Queen had magically tossed it with such speed and force that it slammed into the mountainside, at least six hundred paces distant, in the blink of an eye.
Graon and Nim rushed to the Paladin’s side, finding him dazed but unharmed. The ground suddenly began to shake beneath them all, and everyone crouched low to maintain their balance. Everyone… except the Queen. She took no notice of the rumbling tremors as she stalked forward, her chest heaving and her eyes shining with white light. Thin, white threads of magic began to flow visibly from the Earth, taking root in her legs, her arms, and her back. Long, translucent wings materialized from between her shoulder blades, reaching up toward the sky.
“Look at her eyes,” Gemlorry gasped. Beside her, Kassak’s breath caught in his chest. The expression on the Queen’s face was one of unmitigated hatred. From the little time they’d spent with the Queen, none of them would have guessed her capable of such an emotion. For one thing, she was of sprite lineage; hatred in any form was foreign to the sprites. More than that, she was a fragile, frightened youth who had been cowered from the moment they’d found her. And yet, like a change in the wind, her entire demeanor had reversed.
In the distance, the monster had struggled back to its feet. It turned to the Queen, hesitating. The Queen clenched her fists and screamed yet again, but this time it was a scream of rage. An explosion of white fire enveloped the monster, burning so brilliantly that the elves and the Paladin had to shield their eyes.
*
Orfiram could hear Anthony cackling maniacally in the back of his mind, but he ignored the human maggot in favor of more pressing issues. The situation was spiraling completely out of control now. Why were there elves here? Didn’t they all reside in Faeoria? He hadn’t planned on taking on the faeries, that's what the wolves were for. Could they have discovered his plan? No. Impossible.
More important, the girl was awakening to her true nature, and Orfiram had gravely miscalculated how she would respond to threats. Instead of crumbling in fear, she was angry. And growing more so by the minute.
The blow that sent his exin crashing into the mountainside caught him completely off-guard, though he had known such attacks were a possibility. Secluded from his people, Orfiram was more than vulnerable to Kelli's magic, and his only safety was that she didn’t know exactly how to harness her own power. He was deciding how to salvage this mess when she surprised him again.
Warnings flashed and wailed through his mind as the exin relayed the heat stress of Kelli’s newest attack. Unlike the Argus unit, this untainted exin had no gauges or monitors in its interior. It was controlled the way it was originally designed to be: by Orfiram’s conscious presence.
The mindspace cavity he sat in now was more crowded than it should have been, due to his human form. His cybernetic legs were detached and stored on either side of him, in spaces between psionic conduits. The human’s original legs had rotted long ago after being amputated to be replaced with these.
Over the last several decades, Orfiram had made improvements to the human’s anatomy, slowly outfitting this physical body with tools to make life easier. Anti-grav generators were fitted in the detachable legs, allowing him a method of quick travel outside the exin. The human’s eyes he had replaced with more suitable sensors. He had been working on an energy weapon to replace his left arm with, but had aborted that endeavor in favor of capturing a new faery host.
Inside the exin, the main cavity itself was barely big enough for the human torso to fit in, even with the legs removed. The ks’atka tank, a much larger cavity in the middle of the exin, could easily fit a human. The Argus unit had its ks’atka tank transformed into a cockpit for the human pilot, which was fairly amusing. The humans had put their pilot in the area where radioactive energy was spontaneously created and distributed to various systems as the Chek’than needed. It was true that there were stimulus points within the cavity that could control the exin’s limbs, but that was an emergency feature of the vehicle, in case the mindspace cavity was somehow breached.
It irritated Orfiram that his physical prison —Anthony’s body— caused such discomfort. Before the human bonding, his vaporous form was free to roam comfortably about the mindspace cavity, in what was normally a spacious area.
The green smoke escaping his thighs was indicative of his true nature. The human experiments all those years ago had sadistically bound him to this disgusting bag of flesh, but he was still able to reach far enough outside his physical prison to control the body-types his kind had designed for themselves. He could even leave part of his psionic presence inside the exin for a short time to control it, while moving about freely elsewhere in his human body. That was how he’d fooled McKane, all those years ago. The exin wasn’t the most powerful body-type used by the Chek’than, but it was all he had available here. It was more than a match for almost anything on this wretched planet.
Almost.
Kelli’s spell —incredibly— continued to heat the air around the exin, until its internal systems began losing power and malfunctioning. The outer armor was failing, and quickly. He engaged his energy weapon to kill the girl, but the firing tube melted to goop the instant he opened the ports to attack. That in turn began to destroy even more internal systems, and frantic alarms threatened to swamp his senses. With an angry hiss, Orfiram launched the exin into the sky.
This day was lost; his contingency plan had failed. If the wolves did not provide him with the means to fulfill his original plan, he would make them suffer. No glorious return to Faeoria for them; he would expose them all to the humans instead, and incite the two groups of meat to fight amongst themselves.
He was flying back to the cavern entrance to retrieve a new exin body when the mountainside crumbled around the entrance. Another explosion sent the exin barreling out of control into the forest. This time, it was Orfiram who screamed.
* * * *
Jazz saw the elves long before they saw her. There were two on the right, with a man dressed in odd, white clothing between them. To their left, in the middle of a small clearing near the treeline, another man was lying sprawled in the snow, dressed all in black. In front of him, a girl with pink hair stood with her arms out to her sides, staring in the direction of the alien. There was intense light all around her, making it look almost like she had wings. Then, shifting to the left of them, Jazz saw two more elves, crouched in the snow. All of them were blinded by the light, bent over and covering their eyes. When the alien flew away and exploded, the light vanished, and the mirage wings on the girl did, as well. By the time everyone had recovered their sight, Jazz had moved into their midst, plasma rifle leveled and ready.
“Don’t move,” she called over the external speaker. Everyone jumped at the sound of her amplified voice, turning to regard her. Or rather, turning to regard the large, imposing battle platform she was driving. She clicked the comm channel open.
“Boss, I have the elves here in grid seven-three-zero. Three unknowns with them, adult-size. One of them looks in bad shape. Better get over here.”
“On our way, Jazz. Sit tight, weapons hold.”
“Roger, weapons hold,” she acknowledged. The pink-haired girl fell into a sitting position on the snow, her knees together and feet bent outward to her sides.
“Leave us alone,” the girl said, her voice and posture heavy with exhaustion.
*
Lumina assumed the large golem was being piloted from within. He held his hilgrad where it lay in the snow, though he had no intention of provoking his surface-dwelling cousin. As if reading his mind, the gigantic machine turned its weapon in his direction and stated, in a womanly voice, something he didn’t understand.
“Your highness,” he called. “What did she just say to me?”
“What?” the Queen answered. “She said ‘don’t try it’. You didn’t hear her?”
“I don’t speak her language.”
“What are you talking about? She’s talking English, just like you and me.”
“Watch my mouth when I speak to you, highness,” was his reply. “I do not speak your… English.”
At this realization, Lumina’s next few statements escaped her, as she heard his voice in Vomelri. “Wait, what? I can’t, I can’t understand you now!”
The golem turned its head to Lumina, then back to the Queen, confused. Lumina turned as he heard and saw four men step into the clearing.
*
“Something’s screwy, Boss,” Jazz radioed. “If they’re not jerking my chain, it seems the girl is the only one who speaks English. The black guy’s talking gibberish, and he’s got a rifle at his left hand.”
“Understood. Upstate, Drifter, clear and cover.”
“You got it, Boss.” The two bloodcraft soldiers approached the man, indicating for him to surrender his weapon, which he did with reluctance. The elves only had blades, a couple of bows, and a small crossbow among them. The the crossbow they confiscated, leaving the other weapons alone but covering the elves with far superior weapons.
Boss knelt beside the girl, close enough to talk but far enough not to spook her unduly.
“Miss, are you Kelli Ingram?”
“W-what? Yes. Who are you?” she asked timidly.
Boss took a quick glance around the clearing, broadcasting an order to his men. The team was now moving up to his position to establish a loose perimeter, minus the injured, who would be looked after by two Mavericks and two Bloodcraft soldiers. Then Boss clicked his speakers on again to address the girl.
“We’re soldiers, Kelli, here to help. We’re an international team, sent to investigate the… thing that kidnapped you. I’m an American, like you.” He looked over at the comatose body in the snow. “Is this Timothy?”
“Tim-? N-no, his… name is Derek.” Kelli’s eyes widened, and she quickly corrected herself. “I mean, yes, he goes by his middle name, Timothy, but I always call him by his first name.” She was obviously lying, but he didn’t press the matter. She would be thoroughly debriefed later.
“What happened?” Boss asked as he moved to check on the boy. The bizarre clothing didn’t escape his attention. That wasn’t the kind of thing one wore on vacation.
“That monster, he hurt him, Timothy! And that man over there, he injected Der… Timothy with some kind of medicine. It put Der- I, I mean Timothy in a coma! He said Timothy’s dying, please help him!”
Boss turned to inspect the foreigners, four elves and man of unknown origin. Drifter and Crash had herded them all together near a tree and were attempting to question them. He looked back to the girl.
“What about that machine? What happened to it? Did it attack you?”
“It, it was trying to get me back. Derek helped me escape, but it caught up to us. And it was gonna smash Derek. I don’t know what happened, it… fell, or something…” Kelli’s eyes glazed over as she tried to remember exactly what had happened. “It slipped, or something, then it caught fire and flew away. That’s when you came.”
“Who are they?” Bossed nodded at the elves.
“I don’t know, they said they were here to help me, too. They helped me after Derek got hurt, and rescued Derek… Timothy from that… machine. That man there injected Timothy with medicine.”
“Do you speak their language?”
“No, I- I dunno. I could understand them until a few moments ago.” She looked over at them, not recognizing the words they were saying to the soldiers. “I don’t… I don’t understand what they… I don’t even know what’s going on anymore.” Her head drooped, but she had no more tears to shed. Exhaustion wrapped itself around her like a seductive lover, and she sneezed.
Boss cursed the lack of supplies. This girl was sitting out in twelve-degree weather in a polo shirt and shorts. The boy wasn’t dressed warmly enough, either. He slowly reached over to Kelli and began rubbing her arms.
“Are you all right? I’ll find some blankets for you.”
“Thank you,” she whispered, then moved deeper into his arms. He reached around to her back and began rubbing more vigorously.
“Crash! Get over here. These kids are gonna freeze to death.”
The heavy gunner rushed to Derek and began carefully rubbing him down, noting the ruined arm and abdomen by their unnatural squishiness. The black man called out to them, waving his newly discarded gray coat in front of him. Boss nodded at Drifter, who brought the weird clothing over to them. It was large enough to wrap around both of the kids, but they needed more insulation.
The VT-6 stepped forward. “I have an idea, Boss.” Jazz then switched her external speakers on. “Kelli? I’m going to walk in front of you and heat my boosters up. It should keep you warm, but don’t get too close to me, okay?”
The girl nodded. “All right.”
*
More soldiers entered the clearing and began surrounding the area, and one who Kelli assumed was a medic immediately got to work assessing “Timothy”. The soldier’s medical pack contained two compact nylar blankets that heated themselves chemically, and they wrapped one around her. It didn’t stop Kelli’s teeth from chattering. “Why wasn’t I cold before,” she wondered.
* * * *
In a shallow crater three miles away, Orfiram patiently waited for the exterior armor to cool. He wouldn’t be able to exit until it did, but more pressingly, his radio signals wouldn’t broadcast through the heat. Without that, he wouldn’t be able to activate the remaining drones in the area, and this exin was the only one he had configured to both jam human radar and transmit the appropriate signal to activate the dormant drones he’d hidden all throughout the area.
Radio communication was not something Chek’than used very often. While rudimentary compared to his natural telepathic ability and psi-based technologies, radios —along with many other human-developed technologies here on Earth— had been a shock to Orfiram. The humans were slowly learning to do for themselves what Chek’than had always forbidden them from doing; they were innovating. It would take centuries of evolution before Earth became any kind of threat to the Chek’than, but that was all the more reason to conquer it now, and quickly.
It took over thirty minutes, but the outer armor finally cooled enough for the radio to work. Orfiram sent out the activation signal, then blew open the ruined hatch. Smoke and fire surrounded him, the exin shell warped and ruined beyond salvage. With room to stretch now, Orfiram pulled his cybernetic legs from their makeshift compartments and fused them back onto his body, the green smoke acting as a coupler to hold them in place. Once they were attached, the anti-grav generators allowed him to fly back to the cavern entrance. He began seeking a way in through the collapsed rocks, using a small energy cutter to carve a hole big enough for him to crawl into.
It was possible the girl could overcome most of the drones he’d just activated, but there were almost fifty of them. Over a dozen more still waited within the starship, drones he had not had time to plant in the forest.
Kelli was powerful, but not immortal. All it would take was a single shot from a high-powered weapon at a distance to extinguish her. It was a shame, Orfiram lamented. The wolves had gone to a lot of trouble to divert that magic energy into Kelli, with research data provided by himself.
Alas, if only that magic could have been poured directly into him, instead of requiring the genetic markers of a sprite. Such raw, untapped power, and now it would have to be destroyed. Still, there was another metahuman somewhere out there, whose power dwarfed the girl’s in comparison, and who had been Orfiram’s main target all along.
Kelli’s Guardian. Whoever he or she was.
* * * *
Bennett Kunali’i straddled his surfboard, bobbing up and down as the ocean swelled underneath him. Kim had been watching him and his brother for several hours now. Devon seemed to be more aggressive, catching a wave and riding it almost to shore, then turning around to paddle back out and catch the very next wave he could line himself up with. She had wondered how surfers got out past the breaks; today she learned by watching Devon that they simply dove —with their boards— under any waves that they couldn’t go around or over. Kim was impressed with Devon’s skill, as he ripped his way up and down the face of each wave, sometimes almost being swallowed up by the deep barrels before jetting back out like a bullet from a gun.
Bennett acted like he wasn’t interested in surfing at all. He just sat out there behind the point where the waves began to break, seeming to contemplate the mysteries of the universe while surfers all around him competed for waves. Devon paddled up to him at one point to chat with him, then caught another wave. This time he rode it as far as it would take him, then paddled the rest of the way to shore. The youngest Kunali’i boy hoisted his board under his arm and began walking up the beach toward his house.
Kim was sitting nearby, strategically seated near the gate separating the Kunali’i’s back yard from the beach. Unlike most of the girls present, she was dressed conservatively in a white, single piece bathing suit and a pair of denim shorts. She toyed with the idea of wearing something skimpy, but she wasn’t here to attract attention. She was startled when Devon walked up to her.
“Howzit?”
“Oh, um, hi!”
“My name Devon.”
“Mm, Angie.”
“Oh, Angie, huh? What, tourist?”
“Y-no, well, kind of. I just moved here to go to Brigham Young University.”
“Oh, for real? How old you?”
“Twenty one.”
“Twenty one? Holy smoke, you look my age!”
“That line only works on forty-year olds, y’know.” Kim grinned when he shrugged, unconcerned at his fuax pau. “But I’ll bite. How old are you?”
“Seventeen.” He sniffed, turning his head to the side. It looked as if he was going to blow his nose in the sand. She’d seen lots of guys do that here; the water made their nose runny, and it wasn’t like you could carry tissue paper out there. Still, it was disgusting. Devon seemed to think better of it, though, probably because of her presence. Instead he sniffed again. Her opinion of him went up a notch. He looked back to her with obvious interest.
“I turn eighteen in October, though! So what, you go out with younger guys?”
Kim laughed.
Devon laughed back at her. “What, no laugh! I saw you checking me out in da surf.”
“You imagined it, stud.”
“Nope. I get twenty-ten vision. I saw you watching me.” He knelt in front of her, angling his board to shade her from the sun. “Why you think I was showing off?”
Kim shook her head, chuckling nervously. She hadn’t thought she’d been that obvious in ogling him… had she? But who could blame her? Devon and his brothers were all very easy on the eyes. Devon’s black hair fell just short of his shoulders, the wet bangs drooping over his bright, amber eyes. He had a strong looking face; he really didn’t look like a teenager. From the photos, neither did Bennett. Kim thought of the term “ageless”, but that wasn’t really accurate. They could have been anywhere between 20 and 30 if one was judging them solely on appearance.
With Devon standing right in front of her, she saw he had a body that was… well, a strong looking body. Chiseled from years of relentless physical use. Surfing required effort from virtually every part of the body, and it showed in this boy. And the whole package was wrapped up in flawless, bronze skin… beaded in sweat and sea water...
No, no, keep it cool, Kim, you’re a field agent now! Take the upper hand, you can’t be the one going ga-ga here! “Well, if I did go for younger guys, what would you wanna go out and do?”
“Psh, I dunno. Movies, I guess, dinner, luau with da family, walks on da beach-”
“All that on the first date, huh?”
“Why, like go out?”
“Hahaheh, I just met you!”
He leaned dangerously close to her. “Yeah, but you already in love.”
This guy is unreal! Hard to get, try to play hard to get. Or better, impossible to get… oh, all the half-naked chicks here and this gorgeous guy passed them all up to talk to me! “Hmm, you’re all ready to sweep me off my feet and take me out to a fancy restaurant right now, huh?”
Devon sighed. “Nah, not really.” He put his board down and plopped into the sand next to her. “I gotta wait for my braddah, out there.”
“Your brother’s out there?” Here we go, game face now. Serious talk, no flirting. Gathering intel. Man, I love his eyes.
“Yeah, da guy sitting by himself.” Devon pointed him out. “Lolo might try drown himself or something.”
“I haven’t seen him catch any waves yet today.”
“Buggah depressed, that’s why. I been trying to snap him out of it, but no can. His girlfriend was on da plane that got shot down.”
“Oh no! I’m so sorry.” That’s interesting intel. Dig deeper. “What was her name?”
“Kelli. Kelli Ingram. She was on her way to college. Awesome girl. I cannot believe she’s gone. Anyway, I hate thinking about it. Where you from?”
“Colorado, just outside of Boulder.”
“How long you been here?”
“Coupla weeks.” I can do this. My cover story is good, he has no idea I’m a spy…
Devon sniffed again. “So, still pretty new, then. Well, you gotta let me show you around, check out da sights, da sounds, da… aloha.” He whispered that last word suggestively.
“Are you asking me out? I’m a college senior! You are a brave little boy.” Little boy, that was a good one. I’m in charge, I’m in charge… please tell me he can’t see I’m shaking! Am I blushing?
“Ey, I not one boy. I’m a man,” he puffed out his muscular chest, and Kim laughed out loud, unable to determine if he was goofing off or being serious. It seemed a combination of both. “A boy would have been too chicken to come up and talk to you.”
“I guess so,” she laughed. And before she knew it, she was completely relaxed and had all but forgotten her mission. She and Devon were just two people on the beach enjoying each other’s company.
They chit-chatted for awhile more, exchanging phone numbers after she declined an offer to come inside for a drink. Regaining her sense of duty, Kim hurried back to her portable rig at the Hilton to find out exactly who Kelli Ingram was. If Paul had taught her one thing, it was that coincidence was a myth.
And if romance novels had taught her another thing, it was that she wanted more of whatever it was that happened to her today.
The Enemy of My Enemy
Dufangen paced in the hallway outside the mystic council chamber. It had been almost four days since she had found the Queen. Having to wait on others made the time stretch out into eternity. She never expected the rangers to find the Queen, let alone manage her rescue, with any kind of swiftness, but every moment that passed without the pendant’s enchantment calling to her added to her anxiety.
The last units of Khun’s army had crossed through the gates just hours ago. The whole endeavor had moved with a speed Dufangen had not counted on. Thousands of soldiers and support elements, gathered and equipped in a mere three days. Granted, the dwarves were always ready for war and, likewise, the Borderland rangers kept themselves at heightened readiness throughout the year. It was the logistics train that had taken longest to organize, but even that had seen a welcome level of efficiency.
Dufangen stopped and leaned back against the wall, folding her arms. The rightful ruler of the sprites, and therefore all faeries, was jimani. Likely, the Queen would be unfamiliar with even basic magic, let alone her Birthright. That made her dangerous. Had she been born in Windham, a full-blooded sprite, she would have spent her entire life learning from her elders, and the emergence of the Birthright would have posed no threat at all.
But an unschooled human who had been arbitrarily handed the power could very easily misuse it without even realizing what she was doing. How had this happened? The Birthright was specifically crafted not to leave Windham. Dufangen shook her head, the beaded leather straps in her hair crackling with the motion. When Princess Arii left the realm to be with her human lover, she inadvertently made this possible, though no one had ever considered this situation a plausible concern. No, that’s not true. Daknanyx warned us, but we ignored him.
As the Queen’s royal advisor, Dufangen would have her work cut out for her once the Queen was safely in the Realm. So would the sprites tasked with teaching the young Queen their ways.
Just then, one of those sprites walked into view. He was tall, much taller than Khun Rhee, but thin and willowy compared to Khun’s thickly muscled body. Like all sprites, this one looked like an albino elf who had been stretched by a torture machine to his current height. Everything about him was narrow, even his face, which looked like an upturned arrowhead thanks to his pointed chin. His skin was pale, but not in an unhealthy way; there were romantic ballads that claimed sprites were made of lost clouds pulled from sunny skies. His long hair, hanging loose over his back, had a pallor to match his skin. Long, sharp ears stood proudly out to the sides, unlike the elves, whose ears pointed straight up except when they wanted to flex them. The sprites could not manipulate their ears that way.
He was dressed in a regal robe, thick and folded over itself in front with a richly woven fabric belt tied about his waist. The robe was decorated in spritely art weavings, heavy with hues of dark blue, red, and yellow. His wings were not in evidence, but sprites rarely had their wings on display unless flustered or actually using them in flight. The robe ended just above his knees, and underneath he wore a splendid set of black silk trousers. As was customary within the upper levels of the castle, he was barefoot. Outside of his rich clothing, the only color to be found on his body was beneath his brows — a pair of brilliant, emerald green eyes met Dufangen’s blue eyes, which were dull and murky by comparison.
“Welcome, Sorvir,” she greeted him in Zerina, the sprite’s native tongue. In actuality, Zerina shared many similarities with the mystic’s language, Yemsina. The two races often conversed in these languages interchangeably within the castle, though basic Vomelri was the common language of the kingdom; the upper castes conversed in cultured Vomelri, devoid of the slang words and phrases used by less educated commoners.
More pointedly, sprites and mystics could converse mind to mind, negating the need for speech altogether when circumstance or mood dictated it. Mind-speak could not be hidden from other sprites nearby, however, and so Dufangen had arranged a private meeting with the young prince.
“Counselor,” Sorvir bowed.
Dufangen opened the door to the council chamber and motioned him inside. The gangly sprite bent down and shuffled in, and the royal counselor followed, closing the door behind them.
Sorvir sighed as he tried to find a comfortable position in the tiny chamber. Even sitting on the ground, he had to lean forward to keep his head away from the ceiling. He cricked his neck left and right, then curled his arms around his knees in front of him and questioned the little mystic.
“Any news of the Queen?”
“No. The questers are in the human world, but I can do nothing for them until they summon me. I am so weak from all my scrying and spell casting these last few days, I cannot maintain a constant vigil.”
“I see. And the other mystics are fatigued, also, because of the wargate. I am no wizard, but perhaps I could assist?”
“If I have not been summoned by tomorrow evening, yes. I will rest until then. You will need my help to find them. What of preparations on your end?”
“The guest chambers in the western wing have been cleared and prepared. As to keeping my cousin’s arrival quiet, I will need to tell the secret to a couple of helpers.”
“Why?”
“They are suspicious, and likely to begin asking around if I do not inform them the reason for their actions. I have Owevim Vrs’mpi discreetly preparing the Lifishi’un tables and gathering the items we will need for the ritual. Iijuia Girwey is clearing the old passageways between the lower levels and the Lifishi’un hall. Am I to assume you will be bringing the Queen in through your quarters?”
“Yes,” Dufangen nodded. “And I will need to secret her through the unused passages into the Lifishi’un hall. Who will be performing the ritual?”
“It is only right that House Moniscii perform it. Myself, Benhark, Vikveyann… possibly my uncle, Perxes, and maybe Trennh.”
“You cannot tell that many about the Queen’s arrival. Owevim and Iijuia. But no one else. When the Queen arrives, we will bring the others in and set the Queen to her trials during the ritual.”
“They will be most irritated.”
“Their irritation is not my concern. Your cousin’s life is.” Sorvir bowed his head in agreement. “I only hope that the ritual works,” Dufangen added.
“You have doubts?”
“She is more human than sprite. I do not know how she will react to the trials.”
“You believe the ritual is necessary, even with this uncertainty?”
“As I said, she is more human than sprite. We cannot predict how she will behave as Queen. The easiest way to determine her character is through the trials. You must understand, Sorvir; she is your cousin, but she is nothing like you. She is given to the same weaknesses that plague lesser races.”
Sorvir took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “What you say is probably true. But I have faith in her.”
Dufangen looked at him blankly.
“After all, she is family.”
* * * *
“I can’t figure out what this thing is,” Crash remarked. The rifle they’d confiscated from the man with the elves didn’t look like anything anyone had ever seen. “No magazine, no chamber ejection… what does this thing shoot? Air?”
He pointed the gun at a snow drift in the distance and pulled the trigger. With a soft whine, the rifle hummed in his hands, and a blue beam lanced through the air, blasting a hole in the snow, along with the dirt and rock beneath it. “It’s a friggin laser!”
“Crash! Knock it off!” Boss growled.
“Sorry, Boss, I-”
“What the hell part of ‘weapons hold’ don’t you understand?”
Boss moved over to the rifle’s owner, getting the man’s attention and pointing at the weapon in Crash’s hands. “What is that weapon? Who do you work for?”
The man just stared at him, uncomprehending.
“Where did you get this gear?” Boss asked, holding the ear-piece radios they’d taken from the group. The man silently shook his head.
“Russka? Española? Nihon? Français? Italiano?” Boss only spoke passable Russian and French, and none of the other languages he’d asked about, but the man shook his head at all of them. Instead he spoke something else entirely, but neither Boss or his men understood a word. The man was pointing at a broken tree, slowly repeating the same thing over and over again.
Kelli was lying half on top of Timothy, the both of them wrapped up in the man’s cloak, between two heated blankets and beneath the VT-6’s idling boosters. Her head perked up momentarily, eyes closed in half-sleep.
“He said they dropped a red jewel in the snow. He needs to find it.” With that revelation, the girl went back to sleep on Derek-no-Timothy’s chest.
Boss looked at the man, who began nodding in the affirmative at the girl’s words.
“You understood what she just said, but you can’t understand me?”
The man offered the same confused look as before. Boss sighed with exasperation. “Upstate, go see if you can find what she’s talking about.”
“Roger.”
As Upstate began searching, Boss looked down at their captives. “Look pal, I don’t like being jerked around, and I don’t have time for nonsense. In five minutes, we’re heading out and-”
“Boss, we got movement to the east!” Jazz warned.
That was the last transmission he heard as their electronics succumbed to another jamming assault.
* * * *
Things were a bit less formal between Samantha and Mr. Nichols now, after hours of flight to get here. She and the agent had had a number of interesting chats over the last several hours, gauging each other’s personalities. She decided that he was somebody she could work with, though she still didn’t know exactly what his standing was in Covert Defense. She just worked on the assumption that, despite his youthful look, he outranked her. His manner seemed to imply it.
Mr. Nichols had been fascinated by the process of in-flight refueling from a USAF KC-149 over Canada. In all honesty, so had Samantha. It was the first time she had ever done it in real life. The computers thankfully had made it all easier than it otherwise might have been.
In turn, the crew onboard the KC-149 tanker got to peek at a nonexistent fighter, with orders —vetted through the Air Force from General Burke’s Covert Defense office— that the flight crew was to log the refueling with a designation code that marked it as classified and off-the-books. They were also ordered to forget that the event even took place. That kind of thing happened every so often —usually when CIA wanted to bomb somebody and pretend they knew nothing about it— so the KC-149 crew members were nonplussed by the orders. A few of them briefly speculated the Sylph was an X-project, a sexy new fighter in development for the Air Force hot on the heels of the Navy’s new F-37 Moonlight. But that was as far the subject went before they resumed their duties. Samantha's mission continued in secrecy.
“Define tricky,” Mr. Nichols said, wanting more detail on why his pilot thought there could be problems with the rendezvous.
“We’ve been flying blind for the past hour. Satellite’s down, remember?”
“I thought these VX fighters had laser mapping?”
Samantha shook her head. “My fighter’s still on the original system. She never got fitted with yoot; we’re slaved to umbilical sat-link. I’ve still got GPS, though. We’re headed for the last known location of the recon team. They can’t be far from there. We’ll have to eyeball the area with the Sylph’s targeting cameras. Bit more of a headache than if we had yoot, but doable.”
“Hope you’re right.”
The Sylph dove gracefully, trading altitude for speed as Samantha guided them closer to Greenland’s southern coast. She keyed the radio, its flashing green light telling her that Alaska Base had successfully recalibrated the voice link onto one of the American’s satellites.
“Zero Two, reporting in. We’re over the coast line.”
“Copy, Zero Two. What’s your status?”
“Fuel is good at two-eight-kay, all systems green. Will be over the target area in five minutes. Mr. Nichols is standing by for deployment.”
“Copy all, Zero Two. Orders stand as-is. Locate S2 recon group and provide air cover to rendezvous. ETA for Omeron is two hours. Inform Mr. Nichols that Alpha Restrictions are rescinded for the duration of the mission. Call in with status updates when you’ve located the recon group.”
“Roger. Will report when recon group is located. Zero Two out.”
Samantha leaned back in her chair, stretching her muscles as best she could to keep herself alert. Being almost six-foot one with extraordinarily long legs, the cockpit was a bit more cramped for her than most pilots, even with the adjustable seat raised as high as it went. “Sir, command says Omeron is about two hours from the RV. They also said to inform you that ‘Alpha Restrictions’ are rescinded for the rest of the mission.”
“Thank you.”
“Mind if I ask what that means?” She looked back to see him staring out the canopy.
He yawned. “It means Covert Defense is about to get some publicity. Hey, what’s that?”
Samantha looked out the port side and saw the thin line of smoke coming from the forest floor. “Looks like we’ve found them,” she said. Samantha banked the fighter to circle around the source of the smoke. There were trees in the way, but many of them had been broken, as if struck by the smoldering object that was in the small crater.
“Oh, man,” the agent remarked. “That’s it. That’s the alien.”
“Bugger, looks like they took the bloody thing out o'ready,” Samantha said.
“Yeah, but how? One of those wiped out my whole team the last time we fought one, and none of our weapons made a dent.”
The last time? Another alien? And he fought it? Samantha’s opinion of this Nichols kid turned up a few notches. “Wait, there’s something else going on over there,” she said, and turned the fighter east, throttling forward.
There was a small battle happening on the ground, they saw. The black coloring of the MIRK suits helped them identify the good guys, though the trees blocked the view of most of the battlefield.
“There’s only one battle platform,” Mr. Nichols told her. “Looks like everybody else is on foot.”
“Who are they fighting?”
Alex fumbled with the control on the navigation panel to manipulate one of the port cameras. Untrained in its use, the image on his screen kept switching between different cameras and angles.
“Can’t tell,” he said. “Uniforms look bluish-white, shiny. Russians?”
“Let us see,” Samantha said. Apart from the fiber-optic cameras used for stealth camouflaging, there were several high-resolution cameras mated to targeting lasers on the Sylph’s air frame, all linked to the touch screen targeting system on her control panel. She used the small thumbstick on her throttle lever to guide one of the underbelly cameras to zoom in on the action, and shared its image with the screen on Alex’s panel.
“Bloody hell!” she exclaimed. “There’s bottle drones on the ground!”
“What?”
“The glass-armored androids we train against in simulations. There’s at least thirty of them attacking the recon group!” Samantha pressed the broadcast button on the flight stick. “Strategic Sciences recon lead, this is Sylph Zero Two, come in! Strategic Sciences reconnaissance team, respond, this is Sylph Zero Two.” She quit calling after several moments of static answered her. “No good. I can’t raise them on radio. There’s some kind of jamming; must be on the ground, it’s not affecting us much. I’m getting just enough interference to know it’s there. I’ll keep us out of the jammer’s range.”
“The team is crippled without their comms. Can you triangulate the source?”
“Negative. We’d need signals support, AAWACS or-”
“Dammit, we’re gonna have to even up the playing field somehow!”
There was suddenly a large explosion in the trees that caught their attention.
“I hope that was from a friendly,” Mr. Nichols remarked, with genuine feeling. “What are we carrying?”
“Type-three load out. Vulcan cannon and four Shrikes… air to surface missiles.”
“Can we help them without killing our own people?”
“There’s a cluster… there. Those drones looks far enough away from the recon team, we can take them out with a missile strike. Of course, if the team is spread out…”
“I don’t see any friendlies there. Do it. At the very least, it’ll give the drones something to focus on besides the team.”
The Sylph steadied as Samantha relaxed her grip on the flight stick and the “dead-man” pressure sensor temporarily locked the controls. It was a safety option so that the pilot could reach forward to use the touch screen without accidentally bumping the sensitive flight stick, sending the fighter off course. The VX-23 was one of the few fighter jets since the F-16 to feature a control stick on the right armrest rather than between the pilot’s legs. Her thumb on the throttle control held the camera steady over the area of interest.
She tapped the screen in front of the control stick and an opaque menu overlaid the live video feed, activating the weapon system.
>SELECT TARGET TYPE
_STATIC_MOTION_AREA
“Static” configured the cameras and lasers to lock onto buildings or emplacements, “motion” configured them for tracking moving targets, and “area” simply indicated for her chosen weapon —in this case, the BDV-32 Shrike ASM— to hit whatever spot she touched on the screen regardless of what was there. This last option was the one she tapped.
Training the camera on the cluster of drones hiding behind the trees, she tapped the screen and got a red circle that perfectly surrounded her targets. She declined the option to zoom in for more precise targeting, knowing a direct hit anywhere in the circle would be acceptable. The weapons bay opened on the Sylph’s underside, and she lit off two Shrikes in rapid succession.
*
“Nim, give me your fold-away,” Kassak yelled. As Nim pulled his folding bow from the holster on his back, Kassak handed him his hyru, six green arrows, and three violet arrows.
“I ain’t seen shikuvim arrows since the war,” Nim said, looking over the violet colored arrows. “Good for killin’ rock trolls.” He wasted no time on courteous protests about trading weapons. Kassak treasured the hyru, a valuable family heirloom, but Nim was a weapons master and could make better use of it. Unfolding the elder ranger’s bow, Kassak sped off in search of a suitable vantage point.
“To the Queen!” Graon ordered. Gemlorry and Nim ran to protect her, while Lumina stalked over to the human soldier carrying his magic-light weapon. Graon drew both his enchanted blade and short sword, and rushed at the group of crystal goblins heading towards the Queen’s position.
*
Boss had sent a Maverick pilot back to warn the injured group, then unsuccessfully tried to lead his team in an ordered retreat towards the coast. But the enemy drones had them surrounded, leaving their only escape route back towards the scene of the first battle. Three Mavericks had the duty of guarding the girl and the boy, trying to drag them along quickly without injuring the boy any further. The captives had —somehow unnoticed— managed to surround Kelli and Derek defensively, which made Boss dismiss them as a threat for the time being. The oddly dressed man who had been captured with them shouted some gibberish at Crash and motioned for his laser rifle. If it came down to that, Boss might actually give it back to him.
Boss cursed as even the method they used to broadcast their voices through small speakers outside their helmets was being jammed. He pulled his helmet off and hand-ordered his people to do the same. The rubbery hoods they all wore underneath would have to suffice for keeping their heads warm at the moment. A rocket screamed past Boss, missing his head by less than six feet and causing his ears to ring. He decided the prisoner’s moment had just come to “that”.
“Crash!” Boss shouted, pointing at the elves’ black companion. “Give him his rifle back and lay down suppressing fire in those trees! There’s at least three rocket launchers in there, I want those bastards out of play!”
A line of plasma rounds cut across the air beside Boss, and he dove out of the way. He looked over his shoulder and saw one of the elves, the one with blonde hair and red bangs, hefting his strange little bow and running towards a tree. Drifter started to chase him, but Boss called him off.
“Let ‘im go! Protect the kids!” he jerked his hand wildly at Kelli and Tim. Drifter nodded and rushed to take a position with the Mavericks, who were sparingly firing their submachine guns into the trees, to moderate effect. There was a loud crack from a high powered rifle, and Boss saw that Dez had successfully blown a hole through the neck of one drone with his sniper-modified immer.
Three more drones carrying plasma rifles had made their way closer to the team, the trees providing excellent cover from the humans’ incoming rifle fire, while they used their searing hot plasma rounds to tear apart the trees covering the human group.
A blue beam lanced toward the trees shielding the drones, cutting them off at the base, and then another beam cut the falling timbers in half. The drones suddenly found themselves exposed and trying to avoid the falling lumber. An arrow streaking white and yellow flames behind it suddenly struck the forest floor in their midst, and the ensuing explosion sent the drones flying in all directions, catching four more drones in the process. A gust of wind blew through the area, joined by the deafening boom the arrow’s explosion had caused.
Crash’s eyes followed the fire trail back to the tree the archer had fired from, which was now empty. He saw the elf jumping across impossible distances to find himself a new sniping position. Crash smiled at the elf and gave him a thumbs up when he stopped to draw another arrow. “Nice!” He turned around and saw a drone, armed with a rocket launcher, climb out from behind cover, seeking targets. Crash dropped the heavy machine gun he’d confiscated from the last battle and pulled out his immer, aiming its grenade launcher at the drone. “Fire in yer hole!”
*
Kassak spun on the limb, drawing his third red arrow. He saw one of the humans looking at him, and sticking his thumb in the air. “Nice,” he heard the human say, though he didn’t know what it meant. But the human’s smile was reassuring. Circumstances made them comrades, at least for the moment. He really wished the Queen would throw another of her tantrums right about now. She seemed to have completely forgotten about the ordeal with the star traveler, however.
There was movement in the trees, and Kassak saw one of the goblins with a ballistae panning about, seeking humans to kill. The ranger was about to loose his arrow when the human noticed it, as well. Kassak watched him point his weapon at the goblin, hearing it belch in a manner far more subtle than the goblin’s ballistae. Yet an instant later pieces of the goblin and its weapon had been scattered all over the forest floor. Kassak whistled. “Nice!” he mimicked.
Down below him, he saw Graon making good use of his enchanted blade, beheading every drone within his reach. Kassak caught a quick glance of Gemlorry and Nim moving for the Queen, but an inviting group of targets provided itself, and Kassak leapt for a better vantage point from which to kill them.
*
Kelli knelt in the snow, covering her ears and screaming as gunfire and explosions erupted all around her. Suddenly, two of the elves were beside her; the purple haired girl –Gemlorry?— and the older looking one… Nim, they said his name was.
“Highness, are you all right?” Gemlorry asked her.
“I’m scared!”
“We’ll get you out of here, just hold on!” She turned to the other elf. “Nim, I need to find that pendant! I’ll be back, watch the Queen!”
Nim nodded. “Hurry!”
Gemlorry vanished, just as she had before, and Kelli flinched as wind blew snow into her face.
“Where did she go?”
The elf called Nim placed a small hand on her arm as he warily scanned the battle going on around them. “She’s going to find our pendant. Without it, we can’t get you home.”
Kelli curled up, trembling, hoping that Gemlorry found that pendant soon. Going home sounded like a very good idea right now. The sound of something streaking through the sky caught her attention, and she looked up with everyone else at the two missiles that came out of nowhere to slam into a distant clump of trees.
*
With a deep breath, Gemlorry materialized and fell into the snow, her magic completely drained. The sensation was not unlike fatigue, though it was felt more in the mind than the body. There would be no more flights for the ellh today. She hadn’t traveled far, but she had managed to clear the main scuttle and escape attention. Now all she had to do was make it back to that broken tree and find the pendant.
Gemlorry struggled through the snow, unable to keep herself above it now that every last drop of her magic had been consumed by the promira. In places, she sank more than waist deep, and she growled in frustration. She was unused to this lack of agility.
Explosions and sounds of battle rang out all around. Though the fighting was all behind her, Gemlorry felt her heart pounding in fear. She tried to keep focus on the small clearing just ahead, where the pendant had been lost. Everything rested on her, now, she thought. The others were buying time and protecting the Queen so that she could get them all home.
Without warning, a thought struck her. I’m in love with Kassak. Why was she thinking that, all of a sudden? I’m in the middle of a war! And yet… she did not realize before now that she did love him. Attraction, infatuation... she had more than admitted such with her actions. Kassak was quiet, humble, loyal… and heart-stoppingly handsome, despite the oddly mixed hair color that many elves ridiculed.
But love… she hadn’t ever thought she felt that. Up until now, it had all been a game. He tried to avoid her, and she tried to trap him. Back and forth, it had always been a game. Gemlorry mouthed the words as she trudged through the snow. I love him. Her fear suddenly turned from herself to Kassak. The quicker she found that pendant, the quicker she could get him out of danger.
The ellh was too preoccupied with her newly discovered feelings to notice the crystal goblin tracking her.
*
“You want me to do what?”
“Why are you surprised? Have you forgotten how I met you?” Alex asked.
“Oh. Well, I mean… if that’s what you want.”
“It is. They need some help down there. ‘Alpha Restrictions are rescinded’, remember?”
“So I get to see what that’s all about,” Lt. Vox replied.
“Yeah, but don’t watch too long. I need you to radio the sub and report our situation. See if there’s any help they can get us.”
“I’ll see what I can do, but Omeron’s still more than an hour out.”
“I’m hoping they have air support they can send over. If you make contact with them, remember, Omeron is an S2 asset. Be careful what you say to them, we don’t know who onboard is allied with the General.”
“Roger. More fighters would help. I’ve only got two missiles left. Right, then, are you ready?”
“Hold it. Watch for me to fly back up here… about five minutes from now. Give me five minutes to do a quick ground assessment, then pick me up and we’ll trade status reports for everybody.”
“Got it. Okay, hold on.”
Alex fought the braking motion as the fighter decellerated, then jerked as the engines dropped into vertical positions. He looked outside and saw the wings bending, stretching, and contorting like a bird’s wing, flexing various flaps and canards to help slow the fighter into a controlled hover.
It was an amazing show of engineering genius, as the wing frame was blanketed by electronic fabrics that mimicked the video screens on the rest of the fuselage, allowing the transparency camouflage to extend all the way to the wing tips. Parts of the wing were actually a special composite material that could bend and stretch in a limited manner. Close up, of course, Alex could see the metal joints and segmented sections of the morphing system, but nobody on the ground would be able to see them.
When the fighter had come to a complete halt at twelve hundred feet, the Lieutenant lowered the cockpit hatch, and Alex rolled out. He allowed himself to freefall for several moments, then forced a blast of energy from his legs that propelled him forward. When he gained enough momentum, he zoomed into the forest, cursing as a couple of the drones took shots at him from the ground. Moments later, a bloodcraft soldier did the same. It wasn’t the soldier’s fault for assuming he was an enemy, but that didn’t make Alex feel better.
He had trained many times for scenarios where he would need to use his power like this, but never before had such a situation presented itself out in the field. Mostly, he used his power in subtle ways; melting locks or disabling machines… very rarely, he used it against people.
Alex began seeking the field commander, probably a colonel. Of course, these guys wouldn’t be wearing rank insignias. He saw the VT-6 in the distance and thought that was him, but remembered that the Maverick leader was driving that platform. Although she would be the executive officer here, Alex needed to find the man she answered to. Besides, with all the heavy fire she was taking, Alex found it doubtful that she had time to answer questions.
There was a small group of soldiers firing in his direction, but not at him, from behind a knot of trees. Keeping low, he made his way around to try and find a safe approach, destroying four more drones as he moved.
One of the soldiers saw him and raised his fist to tell the others to hold their fire, or at least shoot somewhere else. He kept his weapon aimed at Alex, so Alex put his arms up.
“Don’t shoot! Strategic Sciences!”
There was a sudden cry off in the distance that drew his and the soldier’s attention. Someone screamed and cursed. “Hemlock’s hit!” came another shout.
The sounds of battle echoed around them as the soldier turned to face Alex. “Who are you?”
“S2, Forward Ops Directorate.”
The soldier returned his attention to the trees, firing at a drone that was getting too close.It ducked away and retreated. “A spy? How’d you get here?”
“General Burke sent me. There’s a Sylph circling overhead. Where’s the Colonel?”
“That’d be me. Call-sign's Boss.” He fired another volley at the drone. “Thanks for the air support. That missile strike took out at least seven drones. Just one fighter?”
“Just the one, sorry. Where did these things come from? Do you know where the jammer is?”
“I’m told they’re S2 assets, hell if I know. They jammed us once before— the jammer was a back pack on one of these things. Could be they have more than one this time around. They’re getting smart and spreading out after that missile strike, too. Hard to hit ‘em as a group.” The Colonel regarded Alex’s wardrobe, noting the conspicuously burned pants and bare feet. “The General didn’t gear you up for this mission?”
Alex frowned. “I’m fine. We’re here to help get you to the Omeron, she’s just under two hours out.”
“Damn, that long?”
“For the sub. I don’t have an ETA for the transports, they’ll get here quicker.”
“At least they did get the message, that’s good. I take it the General is worried about a traitor, too.”
Alex was instantly alarmed. Was Covert Defense discovered already? “Traitor? What are you talking about?”
An explosion interrupted their conversation as they both ducked lower.
“Somebody inside managed to sabotage our battle platforms. Isn’t that why he sent you out here by yourself?”
“No, I was called up for this when the satellites went down. Nobody back at Phoenix has a clue what’s going on out here, that’s why they sent me.”
“So, satellite problem’s not just on our end?”
“Far as I know, the things have been destroyed. How did you kill the alien?”
The Colonel fired again at the evasive drone, finally scoring hits on the weaker armor on its neck. The drone retreated with sparks showering from under its chin, then fell over convulsing.
“We didn’t. Dunno what the hell happened to it,” he told Alex. “But she does.” He pointed to a girl surrounded by soldiers. An oddly dressed little person with a double-bladed weapon was next to her.
“Who or what is that?” Alex demanded.
“Anorexic midget, santa’s elf… your guess is as good as mine. We didn’t have time to find out before all the fun started. They seem to be on our side, though.”
The midget in question suddenly darted at a pair of drones that were taking shots at the group from behind the tree cover. The Colonel moved back to try and get an assessment of how his men were faring. Alex turned and saw four drones moving from cover to cover, getting closer to the team’s perimeter. He destroyed them with a sweeping energy blast that also took out nine trees, then picked his way past two wide-eyed soldiers to question the girl.
*
Holding the hyru in his right hand, Nim thrust forward, as if throwing a punch. The motion released a catch within the bow’s grip, and the twin blades rolled out at an angle, fastened to multi-hinged mechanisms that slid from inside the grip.
With no little effort, the old ranger leapt at a tree, parallel to another that was sheltering one of the goblins. Planting his feet on the crunchy bark, he leapt again, curling his legs under him and spinning with the hyru held out to strike. At the end of his airborne spin, Nim grabbed the tree the goblin was using for cover, bringing himself around and swinging the hyru at the goblin’s head. The upper blade connected with a heavy crack, and the goblin stumbled backward.
The ranger landed on the snow, leaping again to deliver another strike. Nim considered himself no more than competent in wielding the hyru —a weapon whose melee form depended entirely on skilled use of the blades’ momentum— but “competent” proved sufficient to the task. The blades soundlessly swung on their hinges, and Nim expertly tilted his wrist this way and that, tossing the hyru from one hand to the other, spinning the grip and shifting the weight of the weapon to guide the blades in their dance of death. The hinges themselves could tilt left and right as the blades rolled forward and back, depending on the bowman’s movements.
First one blade, then the next bit into the goblin on its neck, its left elbow, and right knee. Nim rapidly assaulted the goblin in a blur, chipping away at those three weak spots until a huge chunk of armor broke away on its neck. The goblin froze on its feet, but its head and arms began to twitch uncontrollably. The ranger leapt up, planting both of his feet on the goblin’s chest, then pushed backward, both to unbalance the creature and to give himself time time to notch an arrow. With a cock of his wrist, the blades locked themselves in place on the grip once more.
Drawing one of the shikuvim arrows Kassak had given to him, the elf pulled back on the string at the height of his jump, aiming for what, to his eyes, was a gaping target impossible to miss. The purple arrow sped true, the arrowhead piercing the breach in goblin’s tender throat. Blood black as oil sprayed from the wound.
There was a flash of purple light inside the goblin’s transparent skin, then another of blue, and the goblin crumpled into a small crater. The enchantment within the arrow had momentarily multiplied the weight of its victim a thousand fold. As Nim had said, very effective against rock trolls. Even more effective against this enemy, it seemed. The goblin’s remains in the snowy tomb were unrecognizable.
The whole contest between ranger and the goblin had lasted only a few moments. There was another goblin nearby that Nim knew he had to get rid of before he could race back to the Queen’s side. It took no time to spot it, and Nim leapt at its exposed back as the goblin occupied itself with tracking a pair of humans.
*
“Standby by, Zero Two, we’re patching you directly to Omeron’s CIC.”
“Standing by.”
A few moments later, a new voice spoke to Samantha. “This is Captain Nemo.”
Nemo? Really? “Sir, Sylph Zero Two, Rattlesnake lead,” Samantha replied, using a cover ID that made her appear to be a Strategic Sciences asset. She shot off her GPS position to the Captain and crew who were listening. “Strategic Sciences recon team is under attack by unknown ground forces at my location. Enemy force is using some kind of jammer, blocking radio and playing havoc with electronics at close range. Requesting immediate air support!”
“I’ll do what I can, Rattlesnake, but we only have two Sylph fighters on board, and nothing to arm them with except the payloads they were carrying on delivery. We’re fueling them now, call it seventeen minutes til they arrive at your position. What’s your fuel situation?”
“Fuel is green, but ordinance is low, I’ve two Shrikes left.”
“Understood. Do you have any way to contact the team at all?”
“I’ve worked out an arrangement with an S2 agent on the ground, I can relay instructions through him.”
“We launched two transport choppers about ninety minutes ago, and we put a medic on each one just in case. The men are gonna have to leave their platforms behind for future retrieval. But we’re still almost two hours from our rendezvous point. I’m sending you landing coordinates at the edge of the choppers’ range. Try to get the ground troops moved to this location and clear an LZ for our pilots.”
“Roger, receiving coordinates now. Things are pretty hairy down there, Captain. What’s the ETA for the choppers?”
The radio was silent for several moments. “Two hours, maybe more if the wind doesn’t cooperate.”
Samantha hadn’t cursed over the radio, but the Captain guessed at her reaction, anyway.“I’m sorry, Rattlesnake. We aren’t equipped for this kind of action yet. We’re set up for Super Chicanes, but they assigned us surplus Army Black Hawks instead to keep things low-key during the trial runs. Rest assured, whatever we can give you, you’ll get it. The good news is the return flight won’t be very long, since we’ll be sitting just off the coast by the time the choppers have picked up the troops. Standby to copy the guard frequency for our Black Hawk pilots.”
“Rattlesnake copies, standing by.”
*
Alex had tried questioning the girl, to no avail. Aside from being fuzzy about what had happened to the alien, she was almost crazy with panic. He couldn’t blame her for that; this wasn’t exactly fun and games for him, either. Alex was also worried about the boy with Kelli; Timothy Clarkson, the file said. He didn’t look like he was going to make it. And what was that uniform he was wearing?
Boss was with another of his men, trading fire with a pair of drones ten yards out. Alex crawled up to him. “Boss! Hold your fire!”
“What is it?” Boss turned and ceased his attack, motioning for his man to do the same.
Alex stood and took quick stock of the drones’ position, then used both hands to guide two simultaneous blasts at them, destroying them instantly.
“That’s pretty handy! Glad you’re on our side!” Boss told him.
“Yeah, but I can’t keep it up. My battery’s almost dry, so to speak.” Another drone presented itself, and Alex melted its head. “I’m gonna meet up with my pilot. She was on the radio with HQ getting instructions and requesting air support from Omeron. How many casualties you got?”
“Twelve, not counting that kid back there. Two of ‘em are serious. And two KIAs I just learned about.” He turned back to fire another burst at a drone, destroying it with several direct hits that left its head dangling by a broken hydraulic line.
“I’m sorry,” Alex told him.
“Just get us out of here.”
“Where are your men now? Do you have anybody outside this perimeter?”
A loud crack signaled another shot from Dez’s sniper rifle. The former Spetznaz operator was focusing on second- and third-wave hostiles, allowing his teammates to handle the drones that were closer in.
Boss cocked his head backward. “About ninety yards back that way, I have two critically wounded and four men covering them.” He waved off to his right. “Jazz is off over that way, the battle platform, covering our southeast flank. Everyone else is here. I have no idea where those elf people are at.”
“Keep your troops behind this line, then. We’ve got two more missiles we can use now that we know where you are. Hopefully we’ll hit their jamming device in the strike. If we don’t, I’ll be back in about five minutes to give you an update.”
“How the hell you gonna manage that?”
“Same way I got down here in the first place,” Alex replied. The Colonel watched in shock as Alex trotted a several yards and then flew up into the sky in a streak of napalm-like flame.
Boss looked over at his subordinate, who was watching the flying man and shaking his head. “What do you say, Upstate? Weird enough for you yet?”
Upstate pulled his magazine to check the load, since the ammo counter on the immer’s LCD display was affected by the jamming. Then he raised an eyebrow at Boss.
“We got Santa’s elves and Superman on our side, fighting aliens and killer androids. Hell, at this rate, sir, all those hot, easy women in Caravan’s stories are gonna fall in our laps any minute now.”
Boxes of Boom
Samantha docked the hatch as soon as the agent had climbed aboard, then folded the engines and resumed circling the battlefield. Alex's five minutes had been closer to fifteen. “Right, then. How’s it look down there?” she asked him.
“Bad, they’ve lost two men already, several wounded. The Commander on the ground says he thinks their platforms were sabotaged by somebody inside S2.”
“What?”
“Yeah, that was my reaction, too. We’ll have to alert the General first chance we get. What’s the status with Omeron?”
“They’re sending the only two fighters they have, should be here in a few minutes. The Black Hawks are going to be almost another two hours coming-”
“Black Hawks? Those things went out of production years ago! Don’t they have anything faster? Ospreys or Suchiks?”
“Cap'n says he’s technically no' operational yet, so they got shite to give us. Also, the extraction point is about nine miles away. The choppers don’t have anywhere to land out here, and they’re pushing their flight range as it is.”
“I can tell you right now we don’t have two hours. There’s way more than thirty drones down there, at least twice that, though we’ve whittled it down some. A lot of ‘em are carrying plasma rifles, and they’re being smart about not grouping together. I don’t think we’ll get many more chances like the first strike you took. We need to take out their jamming device.”
“I’m open to suggestions.”
“We don’t have a choice. When the fighters get here, have them bomb the place. How do you work these cameras?”
“What do you need to see?”
“Those two soldiers in the open, there’s about fifteen others we can’t see under the trees with them. They’re surrounded, but most of the drones seem to be to the east-northeastern sides. Say about a forty foot perimeter around the soldiers. Can you designate that area friendly?”
“Done.”
“The Colonel said he has wounded about ninety yards behind them…”
“Hold on…” the Lieutenant said. Alex watched his screen as she manipulated the camera. It slowed and focused on an area that was less trees than rock and snow. “There, that’s them. Looks like they’re covered pretty well in those rocks. Anyone else, sir?”
“A battle platform, southeast from the Colonel’s position.”
“All right, just a sec… whoa, ‘ats a big boy. Okay. That’s all of them?”
“That’s it. Everything else is open season.”
“Brilliant.”
“Let’s start by taking out this whole mess in front of the Colonel’s position.”
She panned the camera for a few moments more, watching the movements of the enemy drones between the trees. “I’ll do two runs. We might be able to see what I missed after the first pass.”
“Good idea.”
“Hold on, sir, this might be uncomfortable!”
Samantha pulled the fighter into a vertical climb, taking care not to pull too many gees for Alex’s sake. Normally, Sylph pilots were required to undergo surgical implantation that enhanced their endurance levels to withstand what the Sylph was capable of. A pilot or passenger lacking these implants could suffer long-term damage if the pilot wasn’t careful. Samantha was unwilling to subject herself to the operation; bowing to her preference, Covert Defense had inhibited her Sylph to performance levels her body could tolerate, but the g-force exherted by her manuever could still be quite a shock to her passenger.
At nine thousand feet she looped her nose toward the ground and throttled back for a dive-bombing run. The camera held its focus on the spot where several drones seemed to be congregating in an effort to break through the recon team’s line. Another camera confirmed that several smaller groups were surrounding the team at the same time, sending rockets and gunfire ahead of them.
The weapons bay opened and the carriage extended out, exposing two Shrike missiles. Samantha fired the first at where she hoped more than five of the drones were taking cover. The fighter leveled out, and she and the agent watched as the missile destroyed a good portion of tree cover. When the smoke cleared, the camera zoomed in to confirm that eight drones, two of them with rocket launchers, had been destroyed. One drone, armed with a rifle, looked like it had a back pack. They could see other drones begin spreading out again.
“Try the radio,” Alex ordered.
“S2 recon lead, this is Sylph Zero Two. Nothing, sir, just static.”
“We didn’t hit it, or-”
“Or there’s a few more somewhere down there. Hold on a second, we’ve got another call coming in.”
“Rattlesnake Zero Two, this is Echo lead inbound on your tac-channel one,” came a male Texas drawl over the radio. “I copied your last transmit to the ground team. Captain Nemo says you have a pest problem in them there trees.”
“That’s a roger, Echo lead. Standby for ZOAN transmission, I’ve designated friendlies on the ground. The bad guys are using mobile jammers. I hope you were kind enough to bring presents for them.”
The transmitter on the back of Samantha’s fighter began relaying Zone of Operation Awareness Network (ZOAN) data so that Echo wing’s targeting systems recognized the recon team’s position. Now all three fighters knew where not to shoot.
“This is Echo lead, receiving ZOAN updates now. Santa’s got four JSOWs for all the bad little boys and girls down there. What are your instructions?”
Samantha almost punched the canopy in excitement at hearing their armaments. “Echo lead, request ZOAN file on your bearing, my satlink is down and I have no way of knowing where you are.”
“Roger that, updating your ZOAN files now. Never got the new yoot system, huh?”
“Apparently I don’t rate with the blokes upstairs. O'right, I have you on my scope now. I’m on my last Shrike. I’ll take grid seven if you don’t mind hitting everything else, Echo lead.”
“Understood, Zero Two. Proceeding to sanitize the area around grid seven.”
Samantha looked back momentarily at Alex. “It’s not often we soldiers get lucky, sir. Got to enjoy it while we can.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Reinforcements just arrived, and they’re carrying exactly what we need right now. Sit back and enjoy the show.”
As Samantha and Alex’s fighter launched the last of its missiles, the two Sylph fighters from Omeron, speeding ten thousand feet higher than “Sylph Zero-Two”, dropped four Joint Stand Off Weapons around the bloodcraft team’s defensive positions. The weapon cases opened at precise altitudes, determined by the data Samantha had shared with their targeting systems. As the cases opened, they released hundreds of guided bomblets that aligned their trajectories well before being enveloped by the interfering signals. After that it was pure physics, and the dispersal turned the forest around the bloodcraft team into a smoldering ruin.
“I wasn’t expecting that,” Alex said. “But I bet the radio works now.”
“S2 recon lead, this is Sylph Zero Two, do you copy,” Samantha called.
*
“That was beautiful!” Thunder exclaimed. His confiscated machine gun was empty, he had no grenades left, and his immer was down to its last magazine.
Only a handful of drones were still standing, and a quick radio check confirmed that comms were back up. Boss ordered his people to replace their helmets. Warfighter functions were all back online, and now everyone knew exactly where everyone else was, along with their condition. Nearly all the soldiers had suffered injuries of some sort, but apart from the two who’d been killed, only a few were serious.
“Jazz, report!”
“Standby, Boss,” she replied. Boss turned to see her platform’s leg panel split open. A guided rocket launched from the opening at a drone running for cover. Boss was happy to see the drone didn’t make it.
“Southeast is clear, sir.”
“Good, we could use your help on the north side. Clear out grid five for us.” Upstate was leading four others in killing the last few drones, but the VT-6 would make quick work of them, now that the jamming had been silenced.
“On my way.”
Boss suddenly heard a new voice on the radio. “S2 recon lead, this is Sylph Zero Two, do you copy?”
“Roger, Zero Two, this is Boss, recon lead. I owe you a drink when we get home, ma’am. Hell, I owe you the whole damn bar. Give us a few minutes to clean up the stragglers and we’ll be ready to get the hell out of here.”
“Don’t thank me, Echo wing from the Omeron showed up just in time to save all our butts.”
“Aw, shucks, all part of the job, folks,” came the country reply from Echo lead. “Yoot shows we’re all clear, except for the three… make that two hostiles your men are taking down now. Whoops, correction, there’s some movement up in grid one. Looks like two… hey, you got little a kid down there?”
“Negative on the children, Echo lead; let us handle that. Zero Two, we’ve got wounded on the ground, and we’re gonna have nosy neighbors poking around here soon,” Boss told her. No way did all this mayhem go unnoticed. “Tell me our evac is en route.”
“Boss,” Zero Two called. “I’m transmitting extraction coordinates to you now. I’m afraid we couldn’t scrounge up transports to reach this far inl'nd. Black Hawk helicopters will be at the RV in about ay-tee minutes. Are you able to move your casualties?”
“As long as we don’t run into any more hostiles. I’ve got a few people in bad shape, though.”
Echo lead broke in. “My wingman and I have spare seats, sir. Anybody who can’t walk can catch a ride with us.”
“Mr. Nichols will also trade his seat for your injured,” Zero Two added. “We’ll coordinate landing procedures and pick them up one at a time, keeping two fighters in the air for cover. That gives us three seats, I hope that’s enough.”
“Understood. Thanks.” Boss looked around. There were two elves near the girl and the boy, but the other two were nowhere to be seen. Echo lead had said he saw a kid wandering around in grid one, but that still left one more. The odd black man who traveled with them was panning his laser weapon around, looking for more drones. “Crash, check on the kids. Drifter, secure that man’s weapon.”
“Sir, I’ve got him under guard. We’re uh, kinda… shorthanded…”
Boss sighed. He’d lost people, but he couldn’t let himself focus on that yet. His priority was getting everybody out of this hellhole. “All right, if we take fire again, give him his gun back. I guess he’s earned some merit for now, but keep an eye on him. Jazz, can you spare a couple men to do a sweep for the elves?”
“Not a problem. Rizzo, Solow, you’ve got the duty. Start in grid one.”
“Yes ma’am,” came the tandem reply.
“Boss,” Upstate said. “I see the blonde elf, he’s coming in now. Poor bastard looks pretty dazed. I’ll bring him in and check him out.”
* * * *
Gemlorry rolled over on her back and groaned. Her left arm felt burned and bruised; her entire left side ached. Weakly, she lifted her neck to look around. The forest around her was gone. Small fires danced about the remains of the trees, and it reminded her of what Lumina and the Paladins had done at South Cross. She was finally coming to the same realization as Kassak; the stories and children’s tales were deathly serious. Humans were not mythical monsters of lore, nor simply conjurers of amazing magic. They were dangerous people who, when provoked, could wipe out the very land their enemies stood upon.
The ellh took several deep breaths as she pulled herself to her feet, then fell back down. Her ankle hurt; maybe it was broken? She remembered her task; finding the enchanted pendant and summoning the great Dragon to bring them all home. She forced herself to stand again, limping to the spot where the pendant had fallen into the snow, and she began searching. The magic force that had destroyed this place had tossed up snow and debris, worrying her that the gem would be impossible to find.
Gemlorry sighed in relief as she spotted a small hint of glittering red peeking out from the snow, not far from where she and Kassak had been searching. She reached out and retrieved it, then screamed as she looked up to see an injured goblin pointing its weapon at her. There were loud, cracking sounds, and something punched her high in the chest near her right shoulder. The ellh was thrown backwards into the snow, out of breath, and she realized she was bleeding. Raising her hand to her wounds, it came away lathered in hot crimson.
Her breathing came faster. She stumbled upright, running back to the others. Pain stabbed at her ankle and chest. A pair of humans came into view, and she screamed as they raised their weapons, blood spraying over her tongue as she did so. With frantic movements, she scrambled to her right, but the humans were focused on the goblin behind her. The noise of their weapons almost deafened the ellh. She continued limp-running, feeling her strength drain with each step, and watching blood erupt from her mouth every time she coughed.
In the distance, Gemlorry saw the enormous four-armed golem come into view. Nearby was the Queen and her guardian, kneeling and lying as they had been when she left them. Nim and Graon were with her, and…
She saw Kassak being herded into the group, the human behind him holding Nim’s folding bow. Kassak saw her and called out. “Gemlorry!”
He tried to break away and run to her, but the human caught him and held him firm. Gemlorry’s breath became shallow. Kassak was still calling to her. She wouldn’t be able to crawl, let alone run that distance. Mustering every ounce of her strength, she hurled the pendant towards the large, armored golem, then collapsed into the snow.
The red jewel struck a broken timber several dozen paces from the group and shattered. A brilliant light filled the battlefield, but Gemlorry did not see it. “I love you,” she whispered. The world went black around her.
* * * *
Kassak allowed the warrior to lead him back to the others. Lumina was there, his light weapon back in the hands of the other humans. The alliance seemed to have dissolved now that the battle was over. He could scarce believe he’d survived. When the forest succumbed to the destructive magic, he’d been jumping between trees and got caught in a blast that knocked him off to the side, into a pile of snow. If he had landed in that tree just a second sooner, he’d have been fried by the humans’ attack.
A movement to the left caught his attention, and he saw Gemlorry stumbling through the debris, her face and upper body bathed in blood.
“Gemlorry!” He tried to run to her, but the human kept an amazingly strong grip on his shoulder. “Let me go! Gemlorry!”
Just then, a bright light flashed in the midst of a small fire burning a good distance away from the group. Kassak gasped and fell backwards with the human as an enormous ethergate ripped open the air in front of them, and a golden Dragon stepped through.
He stood on his hind legs, much taller than even the massively armored golem. His strong, golden wings were draped over his wide back, chest and shoulders like a royal cloak. The wings were adorned in silver chains and jewels. His long neck stood tall on his powerful shoulders, with his serpentine head bowed low to rest his chin against it. His deep black and red eyes peered forward with all the intensity of one who might have been ruler of the world.
He was wearing a finely-crafted skirt about his narrow waist that drooped to his ankles, covered over by another pair of gold wings that sprang from above his hips, wrapped skirt-like about him in a loose fashion. His bare claws scraped at the snow and earth beneath him as he walked forward, closing the distance between himself and the cluster of battered warriors. A long arm, gnarled by thick muscles from shoulder to finger, slid from beneath the wings, and he stretched out his hand to everyone. A huff of steamy breath escaped his nostrils.
“Don’t waste your bullets,” the deep mental voice called. The humans all looked at each other, stunned. Krin stepped toward the soldier holding Lumina’s weapon, extending his open hand. The human hesitated, then quickly handed it over. With a pause, Krin turned in Gemlorry’s direction, looking at the fallen ellh. He then looked farther, in the direction of the cavern where they’d rescued the queen. He seemed to be searching for something and, finding it, nodded. The Dragon then turned to regard the Queen and her guardian, and nodded again. He addressed the faeries and Lumina.
“Well done. Let us leave this place.”
With another flash of light, Kassak found himself in an enormous stone room, surrounded by mechanical oddities and richly decorated furniture. Nim, Graon and Lumina were standing to his right, the Queen and her guardian on the ground next to them.
“Where’s Gemlorry?” he cried.
Krin Ahgl turned his piercing gaze on the frantic elf. “I am sorry. She is gone.”
* * * *
“What the hell was that?” Upstate demanded.
“Those elves and that other guy are gone! So’s Kelli and Tim!” Jazz added. “Rizzo, we got problems! Report your status!”
“Just took out the last drone, but it shot the elf-girl. Hold on, she’s just ahead. Looks like she got hit pretty bad. What’s going on?”
“Just get the elf and bring her back here,” Jazz ordered.
“All right people, listen up,” Boss told everyone. “Keep yourselves together. We’re getting out of here right the hell now. Jazz, you’re in the lead. Upstate and I will join you once we’ve got the injured onboard the Sylph fighters. Keep your men at grid seven-five in place until the wounded get picked up. Caravan, you and the Maverick pilot are going up. Hemlock’s got the other seat. Drifter, you and everybody else make sure the… bodies… get carried back to the evac point.
“Let’s go, get your asses in gear!”
“You heard the man!” Jazz called. “Lancer, Shappy, double-time it back to the main group after Caravan and Trapper are away.”
Everyone began moving with purpose, anxious to get back to a world that made sense.
“Jazz, Rizzo.”
“Go ahead, Riz.”
“The elf’s still breathing, but she doesn’t look good. Conventional ammo, not plasma. Bullet went right through, but practically tore her arm off at the shoulder. Bleeding all over the place. If you wanna stick her in one of the fighters, she doesn’t weigh anything. Sounds crazy, but she can’t be more’n a coupla pounds.”
“Boss?” Jazz asked.
“Doc?” Boss deferred.
“I just used my last suture kit on Hemlock,” Doc answered. “Just wrap her up as best you can and put her on a plane.”
“Echo lead, this is Boss. Can you pick up my men? I have two serious casualties taking shelter in a cluster of rocks west of my position.”
“Roger that, Boss, we see ‘em. I’ll pick up the first man, and Echo-two will follow.”
“You copy that, Caravan?” Boss demanded.
“Copy, sir,” Caravan responded. “We’re playin a round o’ poker right now to see who goes first.”
“Is one of you up to sharing some space with the elf?”
“She’s not really my type… but that’s never stopped me before.”
“Rizzo, get her over to grid eleven-five. Zero Two?”
“Go ahead, Boss.”
“I’ve got a man here who’s critical.” He looked over at Hemlock, a member of the firing team. Doc was doing what he could for the soldier, but Hemlock was missing a hand and had taken plasma burns in his chest and legs. The tree he’d been sheltering behind had been torn to pieces by plasma fire. “Can you pick him up and speed him over to Omeron? He doesn’t have much time.”
“Will do, Boss. I’m Winchester for weps, anyway, I’m not much use to you now. I’ll be on the ground in thirty seconds. Right, Echo wing, wait for me to get back in the air before you start retrieval.”
Echo lead came over the channel. “Be advised, Boss, air support will be diminished while we’ve got wounded aboard. We can’t maneuver balls to the wall without risking further injury to these men. Good news is our fellow Americans can’t see us on radar. Bad news is I hear one o’ them environmental camps all over the radio right now. They’re telling anybody who’ll listen that World War Four just broke out in this forest. They’re poopin’ themselves sump’n fierce. There’s a Dutch patrol says he’ll be here in about fifteen minutes to investigate.”
“I thought those Dutch patrols were on dog sleds?”
“Maybe General Dynamics built the dogs.”
“All right, I want you to take the wounded straight to Omeron.”
“You won’t have any air cover, Boss-”
“Just hurry back here as fast as you can, then. Those casualties need medical attention, and you’re not here to shoot at the Air Force.”
“Understand.”
Dr. Kirkson keyed his radio. “Boss?”
“What is it, Scope?”
“Sir, the target is down. We’ve come all this way. Let me check out the wreckage-”
“Negative.”
“Sir-”
“The mission’s over, Scope. Somebody hung our asses out the window, it’s time to go.”
“Has it occurred to you that if we were sabotaged, it was to keep us from learning about the alien?”
“Is the word ‘stupid’ written on my forehead? My priority is to get my men the hell out of this country before any more surprises pop up and get us killed. End of discussion.”
*
The Sylph gently touched down in the snow and ash, a healthy distance from where Doc was wrapping Hemlock up for the flight. It was odd to watch the invisible plane drop to the ground, then reveal itself by switching off its camouflage. It looked like an enormous, angry bird of prey with its engines propped out like talons and its wings folded in a sharp, arched angle.
The cockpit hatch lowered all the way to the ground, looking like the mouth of a giant metal shark opening for a snack. The metahuman FOD agent Boss had met earlier stepped out from the navigator’s seat and moved to help Doc and Upstate with carrying Hemlock. The pilot also stepped out, walking towards Boss. Her face was concealed inside her helmet. Boss blinked as he realized the woman’s body was uncharacteristically small, while her legs and arms were much longer than they should have been. She pulled off her left flight glove, and gently rubbed her bare hand against his arm.
“What are you-”
“For luck,” she said. With that, she replaced her glove and climbed back into the fighter.
“Day like today, I need all I can get,” he muttered.
Boss helped get Hemlock gently strapped into the seat, then stood back and watched the fighter lift off. As it climbed above the trees, the stealth camouflage activated, and then the Sylph was speeding for Omeron.
Soon, the other two fighters had succeeded picking up Trapper, Caravan, and the elf girl. “This is Echo-Two, I have the wounded on board, lifting off now.”
“Boss,” Echo lead called. “Echo wing is passenger-heavy and returning to base. We’ll be back as soon as we can. Good luck.”
Several minutes later, Boss was leading Upstate, Doc, Rizzo, and two other Maverick pilots to catch up with the rest of the team. Mr. Nichols was walking alongside him and began to ask questions. Boss wondered why he wasn’t freezing to death dressed as he was, but figured “metahuman” was enough of an answer.
“Where’s the girl at?” the agent asked. “I need to find out what happened to that alien.”
“She’s gone.”
“What do you mean, gone?”
“Look, don’t ask me to explain it. You’ll think I’m nuts.”
“Well, you’re gonna have to explain it, Colonel, right now.”
“Upstate, take point. Doc, you and him,” Boss pointed to a Maverick pilot who’s call sign he hadn’t bothered to learn, “watch the south. Rizzo, you and Lancer cover our flanks, I’ll take north.”
When all the men had moved as ordered, Boss turned to Alex. “All right. We found the girl and the boy in a small clearing, near the foot of the mountain face. Those elves were with them, along with an unidentified man carrying a portable laser weapon.”
“’That that blue beam I saw during the battle? I assumed it was one of your toys.”
“We don’t have anything that small. Jazz has a laser mounted on her platform, too heavy for anybody to carry in their hands. Anyway, these weird guerillas helped us out during our first run-in with the drones, so we went easy on them when we took ‘em into custody. When the second firefight broke out, they helped us again. A lot more of us might have died before you showed up if it wasn’t for them.
“I’ve never seen anything like it. Their weapons looked primitive, simple bows and arrows. But they lit up the enemy like artillery. They also carried blades that cut right through the drone armor like butter. That Maverick pilot earlier said the elf girl weighed about two pounds? I believe it. They jump and run like gravity’s an afterthought.
“Anyway, the girl. Kelli Ingram. We never got the story about her. She could understand their speech, and they could understand her English, but not ours. But they could have been pulling our legs, I dunno. After you wiped out the enemy for us, a creature appeared out of nowhere and took them all with it-”
“A creature?”
“I know what it sounds like. But I’m telling you right now, I’ve seen enough crap today to make me look at my kid’s fairy tale books in a new light. I hope that elf pulls through, cuz she’s the only one that can help us make sense o’ this.”
“All right,” Alex shook his head in disbelief, “we’ll save the rest for the debrief. Right now we just gotta make it to the choppers.”
“That’s a big ten-four, sir.”
A whooshing sound caught their attention, and Alex swore as he looked up.
Another alien was in the sky, coming right at them.
* * * *
Curse these humans! Orfiram, housed in a new exin, was angrier than he had ever been. Decades of research and planning, and it was all in jeopardy, because these insects refused to stay in their place, taking every opportunity to interfere with him! The cavern entrance was ruined, and he would have to fix it on his return. It had taken him too long to crawl through the rubble, and cost him precious energy cutting through the rock. After retrieving another exin, He’d flown through another tunnel carved on the opposite side of the ship, which led to a secret underwater exit off the coast of Nanortalik. But the primary cavern was effectively sealed until he could blast it open again.
If it weren’t for the human boy’s meddling…
Well, he thought, at the very least he would take revenge on these few. Somehow they had destroyed all of the drones he loosed on them, along with much of the forest. He did not see the Steward girl among these humans below him, and so disengaged his energy weapon. These wretched, helpless animals, he would tear to pieces with his claws.
“Orfiram…”
The alien was in no mood to tolerate Anthony’s mocking voice.
“Orfiram… you’re going to die today…”
“Enough!” Orfiram shouted aloud. “The girl is gone, it’s your human brothers who are going to die, Anthony! Watch closely!”
Anthony’s ghostly voice laughed. “Today I will be free… McKane is going to kill us…”
Orfiram pulled his exin just short of landing on the humans, darting quickly to the side and pulsing his sensors to seek his cyborg nemesis. The humans were scrambling for cover, and Anthony was laughing again. The humans attacked, firing their ineffectual weapons at his armored shell.
“Hrmph. Your deception has only bought them a few more breaths of life. I hope you feel good about yourself, Anthony.”
One of the men, dressed in rags, suddenly flew directly up to meet him. The man landed atop the exin, and heat warnings began sounding in Orfiram’s mind. “What is this?”
The heat rose quickly, though not high enough to damage the armor. After several moments, it cooled again. The human leapt from the exin’s back and landed hard in the snow, running to rejoin the soldiers.
“Well, that was familiar. I think I’ll keep him alive for study.”
A pair of humans were firing their weapons at him from his right, and he rushed down to attack them. Casually, he swatted one man aside, while tearing the other in half with his claws. Humans were so messy when you broke them open. Well, Orfiram thought, let’s see how big a mess I can make.
* * * *
“Lancer’s down!” Rizzo screamed as he emptied his magazine at the monster. His friend had just been sliced into two pieces of meat, his guts spilling all over the ground.
“Boss!” Jazz called from almost a mile ahead. “We’re on our way!”
“Negative! Continue to evac!” Boss yelled as he helped the others attack the alien. “The target is attacking us, repeat, the primary target is attacking! Do not deviate from extraction! Our weapons have no effect-”
“My laser-”
“Negative!” Boss cut her off. “Get our people out of here, Jazz! That’s an order!”
“Solow, you heard him, keep moving to the extraction point. We’ll meet you there.”
“Jazz, dammit!”
The alien turned in Boss’s direction and slowly walked forward, completely ignoring the rifle fire that bounced off of its armor. Mr. Nichols stepped in its way and blasted it again with his strange energy power, but the alien reacted only by lunging at him, and the agent was forced to retreat.
A column of air above the alien suddenly warped in waves of heat. The invisible laser beam hit its mark, and the mechanical monster flinched, spinning in the direction of the attack. In the sky above them, the VT-6 hovered and fired three rockets from its captured launcher, then another blast from its laser, all of which hit the alien just above its right leg. The assault had an obvious affect, because the alien launched itself into the sky at the battle platform.
“Whoa, he’s fast,” Jazz commented as she barely swung out of its way. The rocket launcher was empty, and she dumped it to retrieve the plasma rifle slung under her jeed’s arm. The creature’s clawed hand managed to slice through that same arm, though the damage was superficial and the arm remained fully functional. Jazz fired a burst of rounds from her plasma rifle at the alien as it sped by.
The alien turned and rocketed at her again, and this time she could not escape. The creature outclassed the VT-6 in every aspect, and the claws tore a huge chunk out of the platform’s chest and left arm. Warnings blared in the cockpit as the VT-6 tumbled to Earth, but the alien caught it again in mid-fall, slamming it in the torso with a metal-crunching blow from its right arm.
Jazz’s head violently knocked against a side panel and the top of her seat as the VT-6 crashed to the Earth. Blood was seeping from a cut over her brow, pooling atop her visor. She felt a tooth come loose in her mouth, and she weakly forced it out with her tongue so that it wouldn’t choke her. She gently shook her head, trying to bring her senses back. The optical sensors inside the VT-6 headpiece zoomed in on the alien as it flew towards her. Jazz waited helplessly for the inevitable, until her radar picked up an object speeding to intercept the alien.
Something forceful rammed the creature, spinning it around and knocking it out of the sky. In the snow to Jazz’s left, she saw a man, naked from the waist up, land heavily on the ground. Bloody, metal-looking “wings” folded into his back, and he turned to look at the VT-6. Jazz had never seen him before, but knew exactly who he was as she watched the torn, burned flesh of his back heal itself.
*
“Rick!” Alex yelled.
McKane ignored him as he stood facing down the alien. His back was bloody and charred, but he unfolded his tattered rain coat and pulled it on over himself. As if remembering at the last moment, he reached inside the back of the coat and pulled out a smashed, wide-brimmed hat. Doffing the hat twice, shaking it out to its natural shape, he placed it on his head with such a lack of concern as to be surreal. His manner suggested that his life was not in mortal danger from the mechanical creature rearing up before him.
Alex and the soldiers watched as McKane silently assessed the enormous alien. Standing so small next to it, everyone but Alex thought that the odd man was about to be eviscerated. Alex had used almost all of his energy trying to burn a hole through that armor, but the alien metal had practically laughed away his efforts. Now it was McKane’s turn.
The alien took a single step backward, but McKane gave no outward reaction. He simply stood there. Alex could see a faint glow in McKane’s abdomen, though, and knew that his strange weapons were cycling up to fire. Suddenly, with incredible speed, the alien shot forward and knocked McKane into the air with a swing from its enormous arm. Even as McKane flew backwards from the blow, the alien leapt skyward and sped away into the atmosphere. By the time McKane slammed into the ground fifty feet away, the alien was gone.
“Rick!” Alex called as he ran to him. The soldiers followed him. “Rick, are you all right?”
McKane sat up, dusting snow, dirt, and ash from himself. The cannons on his torso had gone dim. He looked up at Alex. “What was that?”
“That,” Alex said, “was the reason General Burke sent me to find you. Do you believe me now?”
“No.” He stood and looked up at the sky. “Whatever it is, it’s not an alien. It looks like the same one, but it ain’t settin off no alarms in my head.”
Boss whacked Alex’s shoulder with the back of his hand. “Who is this?”
Alex looked at Boss and shrugged. “That’s classified. But he’s gonna help us bring this thing down.”
McKane snorted. “Kinda jumpin the gun, aintcha, kid?”
“Why else are you here?” Alex shot back. McKane ignored the question.
The VT-6 creaked as it sat up, and Boss walked towards it. “Jazz, are you all right?”
“Yeah,” she groaned over the loudspeaker. “Reactor’s stable, no containment breaches.” The left servo arm stretched a few times, but the platform’s main left arm hung limp. “Left arm isn’t responding, boosters are destroyed, some other systems were knocked off-line. But I’ll live. And the laser’s still functional.”
“Good,” Boss said, “we can talk about you disobeying orders when we get back.”
“Won’t be the first time,” she replied.
“Yeah, I know. Anyway, that thing is gone now, I suggest we haul ass before it comes back-”
“Son of a bitch!” Rizzo cried. “Lancer’s-!”
Everyone looked at where he pointed behind Jazz. The VT-6 had landed on the shredded Maverick pilot’s corpse. There was virtually nothing left of the man except a red blot in the snowy crater.
“Oh, sweet merciful…” Jazz couldn’t finish her declaration.
“Shrug it off, Jazz,” Boss ordered with his most commanding tone. “It wasn’t your fault.”
The VT-6 stood silently, witnessing the consequence of its pilot’s actions.
“Jazz!”
The platform remained motionless, still looking at the bloody mess.
“Jazz! Look at me, solider!” Boss yelled.
Slowly, the battle platform turned away from the grisly scene, and calmly walked off in the direction of the evacuation point. Jazz ignored several more demands for a response. No one needed to hear her crying.
Boss turned to Upstate. “You got any flashtape?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Flash the body. Then let’s cover him up.”
“Roger.”
Upstate squirted the contents of a bottle pulled from his vest over the scattered remains, then dropped several strips of the incendiary tape on top. The flames burned hot for about two minutes, then died away, leaving little for any wild animals to scavenge, or search teams to notice. The soldiers then quickly covered over Lancer’s remains with rock and dirt.
“Let’s get the hell outta here before that thing comes back,” Rizzo grunted. He gave one last look at the pile of earth covering his friend, and shook his head.
“I don’t think it will be, but yeah, let’s get going,” Alex agreed.
“Where we goin?” McKane asked as everyone began jogging off.
“Omeron,” Alex said. “Submarine sent to pick us up.”
“Ferget it, I ain’t goin on no sub.”
“It’s no ordinary sub, Rick. It’s bigger than an aircraft carrier. You’ll have lots of space to move around. But, I was wondering, could you do us a favor?”
“Thought I just did.”
“Boss,” Alex called out.
Boss fell back to jog beside Alex. “What is it?”
“Where are your platforms?”
Boss pointed. “Three miles back that way. The saboteur completely trashed the computers, no way we can move ‘em.”
“And the alien wreckage?”
“Same direction, but up near the mountain face. About two miles.”
Alex turned to McKane. “Rick, it would really help if those platforms were destroyed. And that alien wreckage is why we’re here. Something destroyed it, and it obviously wasn’t you. We don’t have time to come back for them before the Air Force gets here.”
McKane narrowed his eyes. “I ain’t here to keep yer secrets, kid. I came on good faith that you were really worried about somethin. That flyin tin can has my interest piqued, and I’ll look at the wreck, but I’m not signing back up as a lapdog for Strategic Sciences.”
“Fine, we’ll figure out something else, out, don’t worry about it,” Alex said, obviously disappointed.
“Just as well,” Boss added. “Those things cost almost five million a piece. Doctor Hawkreed will find a way to get them back, considering they’re perfectly intact.”
“Oh, really?” McKane stopped, and Alex and Boss turned to stand before him. He removed his coat and handed it to Alex. “Submarines gonna be straight ahead this way?” he asked. Boss stared at the horrific upper body of the stranger, grafted with metal parts and spines all over. His shoulders were encased in metal guard pads that would make any NFL lineman mess his pants.
“Yeah, right up off the coast,” Alex answered.
“I’ll be there,” he promised. Alex watched in surprise as the flesh on McKane’s back tore open, lifted upward by two metal panels whose sides folded backward to form twin vectored-thrust chambers as they raised over the cyborg’s shoulders. Several small engines inside the chambers fired at once, and McKane launched into the sky, assisted by the engines in his legs. The cyborg twisted gracefully in midair, heading for the crippled platforms.
Boss stuttered, unable to form the question.
Alex nodded. “Pretty weird, eh? Those jet pack wings are a new development, I don’t remember those.”
Boss just shook his head and resumed jogging to the rendezvous.
* * * *
McKane stood before the smoldering heap that Alex claimed had been an alien. It sure enough looked like one. And sure enough again, somebody had done an impressive number on it. McKane, of course, would have vaporized the thing, as he fully intended to do now. If this somehow was an alien carcass, no way was he allowing S2 to get their hands on it. Not after the last time.
He grabbed hold of the mangled heap and lifted it into the air, noting the power adjustments his boosters made to accommodate the considerable weight. He carried the metal carcass several miles off the coast, then dropped the armor and fired a magnificent blast of energy from his cannons.
McKane watched with satisfaction as the alien thing disintegrated. He had no idea what fueled his flight mechanisms, but he somehow knew he wasn’t in any short supply of it. He zoomed back to find the expensive vehicles the S2 team had left behind.
The platforms were easy to spot. They were smaller than the one McKane had rescued earlier, but big enough that even he would have a hard time carrying more than one. The weight wasn’t a problem, but the bulk of the platforms simply made them awkward to carry. McKane took a few moments on the ground to look them over.
His mind wandered back to the strange “alien” craft as he inspected the platforms. The alien-like machines —both the one he’d just destroyed and the one he had rescued Alex and the soldiers from— didn’t just look similar to the alien; they were exactly like the alien he had fought in California, almost two hundred years ago. But where was the urge? Where was the indefinable rage that he had felt in that first encounter? The only thing he’d felt today was shock. Shock at seeing another alien, and shock at having a choice not to do anything about it.
It had been so long since Argus, and even longer since the first battle. McKane’s life had fallen into a bland routine of nothing in the aftermath of Project Argus’ destruction. All these years, he’d almost been waiting for another alien encounter, just to break up the monotony; just to give him a sense of purpose. He would never have admitted it back at the cabin, but he was thrilled to see Alex again, for just that reason.
McKane had been robbed of his chance to be a father. He had watched over his family from a distance for a few years, until Anne remarried. There was no dignity of a divorce or a funeral; he simply ceased to exist, his wife unable to think of him with anything other than horror. McKane’s children had grown up without him, raised by another man. He never got over that, and the resentment intensified when Alex Nichols walked into his life.
McKane had taken a natural liking to Alex, all those years ago. He was an innocent kid being exploited, and McKane had tried to save him from that. He wished he could be some kind of mentor to Alex, but the poor kid’s brain was a bag of mush, easily programmed, and S2 exploited that fact shamelessly. And so, once again, McKane had been forced to give up a son to someone else’s care. The reunion at his cabin yesterday was a lift to the old cyborg’s spirits, but inevitably tainted by the boy’s ties to S2. McKane genuinely had dismissed Alex’s story about another alien. He had no desire to get involved in S2’s web again, covering up their outrageous mistakes.
Yet Alex had come to him, and McKane really had nothing better to do. Now he was here, and there was a mystery to solve. Is this all part of an S2 lie? Worse, was this a new breed of alien, or did they find a way of masking their presence on Earth from him?
A thought came to him. Whoever did this to me, they didn’t give me a choice. There was no indication the alien’s first intention was aggression against Earth’s people. McKane had attacked it, not the other way around. What if McKane’s initial battle with the first alien was causing some kind of retaliation? What if the aliens saw humanity as a threat after losing one of their own to McKane’s unprovoked onslaught?
He’d seen first hand what revenge was like. You do this to me, I do worse to you, then you come back and try to do it to me all over again. Upon his first defeat of the alien over two hundred years ago, and the emergence of his original flight systems, McKane had traveled throughout Asia and Europe, lost in emptiness. He’d seen the folly of kings, and the greed of man. The capacity of hatred people could have for one another simply because of geography, religion or race was astounding. World War I, then its sequel had drawn him into their swirling storms.
By 1914, McKane had been wandering throughout Western Europe for over thirty years, learning the languages, occasionally settling down for short periods, and generally trying to find some meaning to his life. He lived for a short while on a Polish farm near the German border when the first war broke out. Many rumors spread throughout the area, and angry sentiment had built against the Germans. One day, soldiers came to the farm, looting and harassing the family. The farmer’s daughters caught the eyes of the men, and a fight broke out, with McKane watching from across the way.
The farmer and his son both took axes to the soldiers, cutting down three of them as the remaining five scrambled for their weapons. McKane crippled two of them, letting the last three carry them away in horror, after he decided they were no longer a threat. Soon after, McKane left the farm in search of solitude once again.
Sometimes violence was necessary. Sometimes it only invited more violence. Despite his alterations, McKane was no warrior, and didn’t think like one. He had traveled past the same farm a year later. It had been burned to the ground, with no trace of the farmer’s family. He often wondered if the soldiers he allowed to escape came back with reinforcements because of him. It made him ashamed; on one hand, he should have killed all of them, and stayed to protect that innocent family. On the other, how could he know what would happen, and what would that make him if he decided to take lives based on what might come to pass?
Maybe that was the case with the alien; maybe it wasn’t. McKane brushed the thought away. The simple fact was, he didn’t know. Further speculations evaporated from his mind, and he focused his attention on the disabled battle platform standing before him.
Boss had said they were sabotaged; it was obvious these platforms hadn’t been damaged in a battle. McKane took hold of one platform and ripped it apart, studying its insides. Satisfied that he’d learned all of its vital parts, he piled the wreckage on itself and moved to the next platform.
Peeling back the armor with his cybernetic strength, he found the controller cards, memory banks, and a few processor cores. After retrieving these, he dragged the hulking mass over to the first machine he’d torn apart. He repeated this with three more machines, then proceeded to drag the rest of the platforms into one big pile.
With the rescued computer parts safely behind him, he willed his energy cannons to life. He felt warmth in his midsection as the process for powering his weapons began its cycle. Fusion, anti-matter, quantum black holes… after hearing the speculative theories posed by S2 scientists trying to determine how his cannons functioned, he tried learning about some of these things, himself. It didn’t take long for him to lose interest, though. However these things worked, he managed just fine on instinct.
A low whine emanated from the cannons, and McKane fired a pencil-thin, low-power blast at the pile, and began walking the perimeter around it. He fired again and again, in very short bursts to make sure he only hit the ruined platforms. Something in his head told him that wasn’t necessary; somehow he thought his control over the weapons was so complete that the beams would only harm what he wanted them to, no matter how big a shot he fired. Still, he remained conservative in their use, not wanting to test the matter here and now.
The platform armor, one of the strongest alloys on earth, stood no chance against the sheer heat of his energy discharge. Yet the snow around the pile was melting not from his energy beam, but from the metal itself liquefying into the ground. The beams themselves left no trace of heat around them; they only affected what they touched. Almost a minute later, a small crater filled with cooling liquid metal was all that remained of Strategic Sciences’ secret weapons. McKane retrieved the salvaged electronics and flew off to meet Alex’s group at their submarine.
It better be as big as he says, McKane grunted. His body hadn’t been altered with the confinements of a submarine in mind.
Covert Defense
Samantha mouthed a silent prayer as medics carefully retrieved the soldier called Hemlock from her fighter. A combat veteran herself, she sympathized with Hemlock’s injuries, having seen such wounds and worse many times before. She stood on the hangar deck of Omeron, and just above her on the landing deck, the two fighters of Echo Wing were landing on their designated pads, with medics standing by to receive their wounded. She was interested in seeing this “elf” they’d rescued.
Samantha heard someone walking up behind her, and turned to see General Burke. She snapped to attention, but the General waved off the formality.
“At ease, Lieutenant. I hadn’t expected on sending you out so soon, I apologize.”
“It’s nothing, sir. Sir, when did you arrive?”
“Twenty minutes ago. The transport I flew in on is refueling now, getting ready to help with the extraction.” He motioned at a MH-82 Super Chicane “Suchik” transport helicopter on the far side of the deck.
Super Chicanes had come into service five years ago, replacing the UH-60 Blackhawk and its variants that had served admirably in various militaries and S2 for almost 40 years. The Suchik was leaner and shorter than the Blackhawk, and rested even lower to the ground. Valentine/Turonne, though uncredited, contributed to the design of the craft to ensure that S2-specific modifications could be easily made to the production models. H-82 pilots often commented that it looked like a sports car with rotors.
The Suchik had a marginal advantage over the Blackhawk in the amount of onboard space available for personnel and equipment, but its overall power, speed and maneuverability were greatly improved over the old Sikorsky design. Unlike the H-60, the H-82 could fly at speeds in excess of two hundred and sixty knots thanks to directional thrust chambers, and its rotor diameter was only two-thirds that of a Blackhawk, enabling the Suchik to land in even tighter spots than its predecessor.
Omeron’s pad elevators had finished lowering Echo Wing’s fighters to the hangar deck. The General turned to watch as Caravan and the elf girl were being brought out of their Sylph fighter, and both he and Samantha walked over to get a closer look.
“Purple hair?” Samantha asked.
The elf seemed in much worse shape than the two soldiers, who were both awake and complaining about not being able to fight. The General walked over to them to impart his gratitude for their service, then returned to Samantha.
“That girl looks in bad shape.”
“Quite. I hope she makes it,” Samantha replied. “From what I hear, she and her mates saved some lives today.”
“Speaking of which, I hear there were four of them, and a man with them. They disappeared with the airline passengers in the forest?”
“That’s what it sounds like, sir. I heard the recon commander, Boss, giving a brief rundown to Mr. Nichols. But even he’s not sure what happened to them, or who they were.”
“I suppose I’ll have to wait til everyone’s aboard.”
“Sir, they’ve made contact with a second alien.”
“A second?”
“Unless the first one fixed itself up in a hurry. But don’t worry, they drove it off. Or rather, Richard McKane did.”
“McKane is here?”
“Yes, sir. I thought he was a metahuman, not a machine. That’s what it sounded like during the briefs, anyway. He saved Mr. Nichols and a few others from the alien attack. Unfortunately, they lost another man, one of the Maverick pilots.”
“You heard this all over the radio, or…?”
“No, sir. I swiped the Colonel –Boss— with my bare hand before I medevac’d Hemlock here.”
“So you can still see and hear them?”
“Well, roughly. You know how my power works. It’s not seeing or hearing, per se. But essentially, yes, I know what’s going on. They’re all okay, aside from the casualties which have already been reported to you. McKane flew off to destroy the disabled battle platforms. Which leads me to some… disturbing news.”
“Oh?”
She looked around the deck to ensure their privacy, then lowered her voice. “Mr. Nichols informed me that Boss believes his team’s battle platforms were sabotaged. By an S2 traitor.”
“What?”
“I don’t have details, sir, that’s all I know.”
“We need to get those men back here in a hurry.”
“Yes, sir.”
“What are supplies like for the team?”
“They’re about dry on ammo. Same for medical stuff, I assume. They took a lot of casualties.”
“How much can you transport at one time?”
“You mean by teleporting? A little more than thirty kilos, but not by much. I can make several trips, though.”
“I’ll have some supplies wrapped up for you to take to them.”
“Good idea. Those men need a morale boost right about now. There’s not much else that can go wrong for them today.”
“Let’s not jinx it by saying that,” the General warned her. “In my experience, Mr. Murphy always finds a way to make things worse when you can’t see a way for it.”
“Quite. Sorry, sir. If you don’t mind me saying so, though, my brother likes to point out that Murphy wanker was an American.”
* * * *
Alex stared for a moment at the bodies of the two fallen soldiers, bobbing up and down on the shoulders of the men who took responsibility for them. Everyone felt it was highly undignified for the dead, but the only other option, to leave them, was no option at all. It was bad enough that the Maverick, Lancer, had to stay where he was; what was left of him. Alex had offered to carry one of the bodies, but had been answered with a brisk no offense, but we take care of our own.
“We’ve got about five more miles to cover,” Boss said. “Transports should already be in place by the time we get there.”
Alex nodded. “That’s what they said. Only problem is, they’re exposed until we can get there to give them cover. They’ll have to land, they don’t have enough fuel to circle around waiting for us.”
“I know. Did you happen to see anything when you flew in with your pilot?”
“No, it looked all clear. But that doesn’t mean anything.”
Occasional thumping noises could be heard out ahead of them. The VT-6 was keeping its distance from the main group, scouting ahead with its sensors at full blast to watch for enemy attacks. Jazz still had not said much to anyone since rejoining the group with Boss and the others. A few curt acknowledgements of orders were all she gave, and Boss didn’t press her.
Boss suddenly called out, “Hold up!”
Everyone stopped and turned. Little sparkling lights glittered in the air around Boss. “Everybody step away from me, now!”
The soldiers fell back, leveling their rifles, exasperated by the nonstop surprises on this mission. There was a sudden flash, and a human-shaped hole ripped open the air directly in front of Boss. The hole was instantly filled with the presence of what looked like an S2 pilot, sans her helmet.
“Hold your fire!” the pilot shouted in an Indian accent. She looked at Boss. “It’s me, Zero Two, Boss!”
Boss blinked and raised his hand to his team. “Hold fire! Zero Two? How the hell-?”
“I’m a metahuman, sir, if you couldn’t tell by my legs. I can move myself instantly from place to place.”
“You almost got your skinny ass shot, Lieutenant!” he scolded, noting her rank from the pin on her collar. “Some warning would have been nice.”
“I apologize, sir. I had no way of calling to you before I teleported. But the General is onboard Omeron now, and his Super Chicane is on its way to help with extraction. He asked me to bring you this, in the meantime.” She dropped the duffle bag in the snow. “I have one more to bring, I’ll be right back. Don’t shoot me!” She vanished in the same manner she’d appeared.
The soldiers all murmured to each other about what they'd just seen. Just a moment later, she was back, carrying another duffle bag. Little floating lights winked out around Zero Two, and her shiny brown hair bounced playfully as she pulled the bag off her shoulder and laid it next to the first.
“I’ve brought you ammo, food, and medkits. No’ much, but it should be enough to keep you going. You’ll all be home soon.”
“Thanks, that’s a handy talent you have, Lieutenant,” Boss told her, echoing the same compliment he’d given Mr. Nichols earlier.
“Isn’t it, though?” she smiled. Her fangs garnered a series of blinks from Boss. Zero Two instantly covered her mouth with her hand.
“Oh, the teeth,” her muffled voice said with just a hint of embarrassment. She lowered her hand. “Yeah, that’s part of the package.”
“Nothing to apologize for, Lieutenant. After all the help you’ve given us, you could have claws and a tail for all I care. But we’d better get going so that those choppers aren’t sitting ducks.
“Right-o. By the way, I don’t have a tail.” She lifted her gloveless fist, and three short talons shot out from between her knuckles. “But these do come in handy, as well.” The talons retracted, and she stretched out her fingers, allowing the claws to extend from their tips. She smiled again.
Boss shook his head and smiled back. “I’ll bet they do.”
“I wish I could just teleport all of you right back to the ship… er, um, sub, but my power doesn’t work like that. I’m sorry. I need to get back, though.”
“Thanks again, Lieutenant. And thank General Burke for us, as well.”
“Right-o. Watch for the Super Chicane, it’ll be overhead soon, and there’s a clearing just a half mile ahead where it can land. I spotted it on my way back with Hemlock. He’s still with the docs, by the way. They’re doing everything they can for him and the others. Well, I’ll see you back at Omeron, sir.” With a casual salute and a flash of light, she vanished.
“What a day,” Boss said. Then, clearing his head: “All right, people, let’s rack up with the provisions Zero Two brought us and get back on the move!”
Everyone reloaded, the gunners hooting at the sight of fresh grenades for their launchers; Doc refilled his medical pack, suturing up and bandaging the few men who had gone without treatment so far. Dez saw that no high-caliber ammunition had been packed in, and so swiftly removed the sniper extensions and adjusted his immer for the standard ammunition that was provided. Some of the men grabbed quick bites of the rations the Lieutenant had brought. Alex gathered the leftover supplies and carried them for the team, as he was the only man not carrying weapons or gear.
As the team moved out, Boss walked up to Alex. “Okay, Mr. Nichols. What the hell is going on? Three metahumans for any op is against protocol. Not that I’m ungrateful, but what else can we be expecting here?”
Alex shook his head. “You’ll get the full debriefing from the General. But for the record, Richard and I aren’t metahumans. We’re something else. I can’t say any more than that.”
“I don’t like this cryptic bullshit, especially not out in the field.”
“Nothing I tell you will make this any easier, Boss. If it would, I’d tell you more. You’ll just have to trust me.”
“But you do have more metahumans onboard Omeron, don’t you?”
“What makes you say that?”
“The way the Lieutenant… teleported here. That was exactly the same kind of light we saw when that lizard creature took the elves and the kids away earlier.”
“What?”
“It was exactly the same. From the look on your face, he didn’t take them to Omeron.”
Alex shook his head. “Those kids were our only lead to finding out what the alien wanted!”
Jazz called out over the radio. “Everybody, defensive positions! We got airborne contact!” Once again, everyone spread out and readied their weapons. The VT-6 broadcast the location of the unknown object to all of their warfighter systems, and everyone watched the red dot move slowly towards the northeast. A minute later, Jazz radioed again.
“It’s all right. False alarm, everyone. It’s Richard McKane. He’s flying that burned alien wreckage out to sea.”
“He’s bringing it to the Omeron?” Scope asked with obvious hope in his voice.
“I doubt it,” Alex said. “He’s probably going to destroy it.”
“What? He can’t do that!” Scope cried.
Alex chuckled. “Soldier, I learned a long time ago: Richard McKane does what he wants, when he wants. Trust me, you don’t wanna argue with him.”
Scope began to say that he wasn’t a soldier, but Boss broke in. “That thing was our mission; I lost men because of that alien. If this ‘McKane’ can retrieve it, he-”
“Boss, when you meet Rick again, you talk to him about it. Not me. Though nothing you say or do will make any difference to him.”
“Listen, I-” Boss started, but Alex cut him off.
“Boss, you saw what Rick did back in the forest? All he did was stare at the alien, and it took off like its ass was on fire. Do you really want to get on his bad side?”
Boss considered that for a moment. “I’ll wait for the debrief.”
* * * *
Thankfully, the team was able to retreat without incident. No more ambushes awaited them as they moved closer to the extraction point. Echo Wing returned as promised to provide air cover, even so. The Suchik arrived precisely thirty-eight minutes after Samantha’s visit to the team, finding the clearing barely large enough to land in. It ferried ten of the men, along with the two deceased, ahead to where the Black Hawks were just beginning to land. Eight soldiers disembarked to provide ground security for the two choppers, while the two more seriously injured soldiers continued on with the bodies to Omeron.
The remaining soldiers and the VT-6 arrived at the extraction point an hour and twenty minutes later, boarding the choppers and attaching the battle platform by cables to one of the Black Hawks. Jazz, of course, rode in the helicopter, seeing no need to leave herself helplessly suspended underneath it in her jeed. The flight was uneventful beyond the bumps and chops typical of helicopter rides.
The Omeron was visible from their altitude, waiting at a shallow depth. As they drew near, the enormous submarine surfaced, tons of displaced water cascading off of its sides. There was no conning tower or any sort of structure on the outer deck, with the exception of Omeron’s two main guns at the extreme rear of the submarine. Until needed, the guns remained docked inside impressions in the hull, with just the upper fifth of them exposed to reduce drag underwater. They each had two independently-elevated nineteen-inch barrels, armed with both depleted uranium and high explosive shells.
There were five deck levels on the Omeron, with the outer hull itself counting as a deck. This deck was completely flat and streamlined, and was equipped with catapults and arresting cables to accommodate naval fighter jets. There were also concealed anti-aircraft batteries and cruise missile launchers along the port and starboard. The bottom-most deck of Omeron’s hull was a catacomb of ballasts and compressors that controlled the vessel’s buoyancy.
The submarine had two propulsion drives, both affixed in wing-like frames on both sides toward the rear of the vessel. Each of the wings could pan up and down at thirty degree angles, allowing the drives to behave just like the vector nozzles on a jet fighter. Each drive used five engines in a honeycomb configuration, powered by Omeron’s three nuclear reactors. The engines were magnet-driven impellers inside a hollow turbine. The impellers created a powerful vortex within the engine chamber, and vented a high-pressure water jet out the back that propelled Omeron forward. The turbines were all but silent when kept at or below the mid-range cruising speed of twenty-three knots.
There were six square landing pads on the outer deck. These pads were watertight hatches, and acted as lifts to lower and raise aircraft from the hangar below. A small ground crew climbed onto the deck through service hatches to wait on the pads. For more extensive operations, the entire midsection of that deck also opened like a clamshell when the sub was surfaced, exposing the hangar deck itself and enabling the rapid deployment and recovery of VTOL aircraft. When Omeron became operational, she was supposed to host sixty-seven aircraft –fifty five Sylphs, seven Suchiks, three refueling tankers, and two airborne reconnaissance craft— with room for up to eight more guest aircraft, such as the F-35 currently used by the US and Royal British Navies.
All of that wasn't counting the six platoons of VT-4 and VT-6 battle platforms being readied for service on Omeron. Virtually half of Strategic Sciences’ military power would be contained in this one vessel.
The two Black Hawks circled around on their final approach, and the helicopter carrying the VT-6 lightly lowered its load to a crew waiting on pad number two, then landed itself on pad four. The other Black Hawk had already landed on pad six and was being lowered down into the hangar. Echo Wing landed last of all once the choppers touched down.
Richard McKane flew into view just as the first Black Hawk was landing. He landed himself near the service hatch he’d seen servicemen scurrying in and out of. He found a technician and passed off his pilfered computer parts from the battle platforms he’d melted down. When the second helicopter, carrying Alex, had landed, he walked over to their elevator-pad and rode it down with them.
Once everyone was aboard and the hatches were resealed, the enormous vessel dove and sped for Alaska.
* * * *
“So, how were the trials going, General?” Alex asked.
“Very well, from what the commander tells me. The crew is still green, of course, but so far, Omeron’s right on track as far as her shakedown goes. I just spoke with the commander at Alaska Base, they’ll be forwarding us any new developments they can siphon from S2.”
“Don’t we have to be surfaced to receive signals?”
The General shook his head. “We’ve spent the last three years dropping deep-sea repeaters all over the world. Encrypted signals are turned into bursts of analog audio, which carries well underwater and gives us near unlimited bandwidth. The entire boat is a giant receiver for those signals. We’ve got global coverage now, or will soon. The network’s technically not online yet, they’re still finalizing the frequencies and codes. They’re trying to mimic natural sounds and background clutter to disguise our signals from everyone else.”
“Whale songs?”
“No, if we went that route we might accidentally tell some whale his wife ran off with his brother and his pickup truck. Last thing we need is a mass beaching on account of our network.”
“And Dr. Hawkreed doesn’t know.”
“The translation software wasn’t supposed to be ready until after Omeron’s shakedown, but I had the beta version installed before she sailed. Just one more thing to test during the trials. Dr. Hawkreed wasn’t briefed.”
“I see.” Alex rubbed at an itch on his nose. “How’s that elf girl doing, and the wounded soldiers?”
“The elf’s stable. They’re watching her situation. Helluva thing, I thought we’d seen every type of metahuman alive. The soldiers have all been patched up, but the three really serious casualties are still in the infirmary. Lt. Friar, the one they call Hemlock, he’s in the most danger right now. They’re still operating on him. Whatever the outcome, he’s lost his left arm below the elbow, and the docs say he might be permanently paralyzed. We won’t know if it that’s the worst of it for several more days though. Assuming he survives.”
Alex sighed. “If we find out there’s a traitor…”
“I know. There’s gonna be hell to pay, and these men will be the collectors.”
“Have you seen the footage from their warfighter cams?”
The General grunted. “Looked like something out of a Hollywood movie. I have people analyzing it right now, and interviewing the soldiers one at a time.”
“What the hell was that lizard thing that teleported in?”
“No idea. I’ve never seen a metahuman that… feral-looking.”
“When is the meeting starting?”
“Presentations are being loaded in the conference room right now. My aide is prepping the brief.”
“Just the Colonel for now?”
“Yes. I’ve met him several times in past operations, but give me your opinion.”
“Sharp operator. Not just book-smart, he’s got instincts, too. Give him the whole truth, General. He’ll know if you hold back anything, and that won’t do anything to win his trust.”
“Agreed. I looked over his service record. When he was with Delta Force seven years ago, he was part of the team that rescued the Argentinean President and his top advisor —one of our people— during the coup. High profile mission with crappy intel, and their informant flipped over on them. They still managed to pull it off. We snatched up Tritt and another guy from that op right afterwards. He’s led twelve successful operations for Strategic Sciences in the last five years.
“His psych-eval says he’s not loyal to S2 so much as its purpose. Hopefully that’ll work to our advantage.”
“So you’re gonna try to recruit him?”
“Yes.”
“What about this Beadreaux? I take it you’ve had her onboard with this for quite awhile?”
“She was supposed to help me in retrieving metahumans as we identified them, bring them to Alaska for training. She got Samantha and her brother, Sean for me. The plan never made it past that stage, though. But we’ll cover all this later. Where’s McKane?”
“He’s got his own quarters. I checked in on him about twenty minutes ago. He’s going over the intelligence package from S2 regarding the airline attack. He wants to know where the two kids are.”
“So do I,” the General said.
“Yeah, but Rick doesn’t really care about what they know. He just wants them safe.”
The General sighed. McKane had a strong influence over Alex, who would now begin seeing everything from McKane’s point of view. At least until his handlers gave him another brain-scrubbing. General Burke didn’t care for subjecting Alex to that form of treatment, either; but Alex’s mind was so fragile that they had no choice. The gene-soldier would go insane otherwise.
It wasn’t that Jim Burke didn’t care about the welfare of the teen hostages. But they had value to him and Covert Defense beyond merely being safe. It was a deflating thing to acknowledge, and he nodded. “Yeah. Me too. Well, things should be set up shortly. I’ll have Colonel Tritt and McKane brought up. You should catch some sleep.”
“I’ll sit in on the brief. You’ll probably need the support of everybody who knows what really happened in 1990.”
“Sure,” the General shrugged. “All three of us.”
* * * *
“Colonel Tritt. Please, have a seat.”
“Sir.” The Colonel, cleaned up and dressed in an Omeron officer’s uniform, recovered his salute and seated himself at the long conference table. Two guards stood at the door behind him. On the opposite side of the conference table sat the General, his civilian aide, Agent Nichols, Major Beadreaux, and Lieutenant Vox. The Colonel raised an eyebrow at the metahuman pilot, suddenly unsure of her involvement, and his situation. This was supposed to be a brief for the senior field commanders.
The General spoke up again. “I apologize for the detainment of you and your men, Colonel. It’s a security issue.”
“I admit I wasn’t expecting a heroes welcome, General, but I’m at a loss here, sir. I’m not here to be debriefed on the mission, am I?”
“Not just yet. I have some things to explain to you, first.”
“Fair enough, sir.”
“I’ll go ahead and get this out of the way, just so there’s no pretense. I am currently operating outside the authority of Strategic Sciences. The Commander and senior officers of this vessel are in full cooperation with me.”
The Colonel’s alarm was immediately evident on his face, and General Burke pushed on.
“This is not a conspiracy, Colonel. Dr. Hawkreed and I had different opinions on how to deal with this threat. I found his opinion to be… dangerous. Once this operation is over, I intend to take full consequence for my actions. I’m aware of your concern of a traitor within S2 sabotaging your equipment. Rest assured, that was not me. We will address that in a moment.
“But right now, it’s time for you to hear exactly what happened with Project Argus, not just the watered-down version you got from Kageshi.” The General turned to his aide. “John, if you would?”
The aide stood and took a control from his pocket. The room dimmed slightly, and the projector rods at the far end of the room displayed a two-dimensional, wall-encompassing hologram of soldiers near a four-wheeled transport vehicle, seemingly in the midst of coordinating an operation.
“I was at Alaska Base when Argus went rogue,” the General said. “That’s me, second from the left. I can’t believe I was ever that young.”
The young black man was fit and every inch the soldier, Colonel Tritt saw. Even in a simple still-photo, Jim Burke radiated competence and professionalism. The General had not changed much after all these years, with exception of his hair turning ash and his eyes wizening with age. The General continued.
“The other soldiers you see in S2 uniforms were part of my team. The others there, and there, in the white and gray uniforms, they were part of a special unit formed by S2. They were called ‘Covert Defense’. Every one of them, except for Alex here, was a metahuman.”
The Colonel looked at the photo of Alex, then to the man himself, seated across from him. The photo depicted a teenaged boy. Yet the man seated across from him now, nearly forty years later, couldn’t have been beyond his early twenties. Colonel Tritt noted that Lieutenant Vox seemed as curious as he on the matter. The General interrupted his thoughts.
“My team cooperated with Covert Defense in tracking and hunting the alien machine. John, go ahead and play videos two thru five. Keep the sound muted, though.”
As the General continued his recounting, Colonel Tritt watched the archive videos, showing amazing firefights with the flying Argus vehicle. The metahumans wielded formidable, superhuman power in each of the battles. From his own experience, Colonel Tritt knew that the majority of metahuman “feralmen” had only heightened senses and agility, along with fangs and claws like Zero Two’s. Only once had he encountered a feralman with powers like these; the bastard was pyrokinetic and insane, and amused himself by setting fire to everything he could get his hands on. Colonel Tritt’s Black Eagle team had been tasked with bringing down that particular metahuman, codenamed “Matchstick”.
Here, S2 had somehow managed to employ several such feralmen, who displayed powers varying from impossible strength and speed to the opposite of pyrokinesis; the video showed a woman Covert Defense soldier freeze the door on a building by touching it, then shatter it apart with the butt of her rifle. Yet for all that, almost every battle with the alien was fought to a stalemate, with the humans and Covert Defense soldiers losing people each time, and Argus retreating to be hunted again. Nothing anyone did seemed able to weaken the alien, and the Colonel knew their frustration. He’d been there, himself, earlier today.
The door to the conference room opened, flooding light over the Colonel. Richard McKane walked in, ignoring the guards, and wearing his raggedy raincoat. His odd hat was not in evidence, but was probably in that pocket he had in the coat. McKane stood for a moment, regarding everyone, then looked at the video screen.
“Goodie. Home movies. Don’t let me interrupt, Jim.” McKane shuffled over to stand in the back of the room.
“Which brings us,” the General said, “to my reason for being here against orders.” The videos stopped, and a slide popped up with a profile of Richard McKane, complete with photographs, notes, and statistical information. McKane could be heard grunting from his perch in the corner. The General continued, unperturbed. “Kageshi wasn’t allowed to mention this when he briefed you. You won’t find this file in S2 records without a thorough, not to mention authorized search. And nowhere in S2 will you find records of Covert Defense. Those were all purged, with the exception of my personal files, which I managed to save.
“S2 command elements decided that metahumans are hazards. Covert Defense proved, from this battlefield data, that they were the most efficient military unit in history. Superhuman powers and abilities, coupled with Strategic Sciences training, made them nigh unstoppable. S2, particularly Dr. Hawkreed and his predecessors, found that unacceptable. Unstoppable meant, in their eyes, uncontrollable.
The General’s tone grew decidedly upset. “They counted it fortunate that the Covert Defense team’s first and only mission was against Argus. You see, with the exception of Alex, they were wiped out.”
The slides suddenly switched to alternating pictures of the CD members, each of them dead on the battlefield.
“We live in a world full of dangers, Colonel. I don’t have to tell you that. The worst dangers, they’re things we can’t anticipate; at least not fully. I worked alongside these Covert Defense operators for months, watching them do what my men and I couldn’t, and they did it brilliantly. But even that wasn’t enough. Do you want to know how we stopped the invincible alien, Colonel?”
The Colonel looked over at the General with a stern expression and nodded.
“We didn’t.” The slides disappeared, and a new video began to play. Richard McKane stalking along the ground, barking orders and complaints at CD and S2 soldiers around him. Richard McKane flying. Richard McKane taking a hit from Argus’ energy weapon, and his flesh burning to ash around his robotic skeleton before restoring and mending itself layer by layer. And finally, Richard McKane in flight, firing a bright energy beam from his torso at the retreating Argus armor, destroying it in a magnificent explosion over the ocean. The video stopped, and the lights in the room brightened again.
“This is, obviously,” General Burke concluded, “classified higher than anything else S2 has on the books.” He looked at McKane, who stood like an imposing wax mannequin in the corner. “Would you care to explain your nature to Colonel Tritt?”
McKane’s arms were crossed, and he had a blank look on his face. “Not especially, no. You go ahead, though. It’ll sound more ridiculous coming from you.”
“Richard is a cyborg, Colonel,” the General said. “Just like in the movies. Half man, half machine. Unless we’re mistaken, he was created for the sole purpose of destroying these aliens.”
“Created… by who, sir?”
The General leaned forward on his elbows, shaking his head. “We don’t know. Neither does he.”
“You don’t know… as in, you don’t know what country-”
“As in, we don’t what planet. Whoever did this to him, did it in the middle of the eighteenth century.”
This was all news not just to the Colonel, but to the Major and the Lieutenant, as well. As one, their heads shot in McKane’s direction. The cyborg gave no acknowledgement of their attention.
“Sir, permission to speak freely?” the Colonel asked.
“By all means.”
Colonel Tritt breathed in, then spread his arms wide, palms on the table. It was obvious he was bone-tired, but he was also growing angry. “General, the bloodcraft team isn’t the Black Eagle unit, but they’re still my men. I took my team into Nanortalik early yesterday morning.” He looked over at Major Beadreaux. “It was a standard military op, with the exception that our target was likely an alien. Hard to swallow, but we swallowed it. The operation remained ‘standard’ up until the minute we hit the ground.
“Our battle platforms, the best chance we had at survival, were immobilized by what I’m told was internal sabotage. The satellites dedicated to our operation took a dump at the exact same time, and then we were ambushed on three separate occasions by drones that I’ve learned are manufactured by Strategic Sciences. Armed with Strategic Sciences plasma rifles.
“In the course of all of this, we teamed up with a group of… of- of elves, who were armed with weapons I can’t even begin to comprehend. Blades that cut right through armor. Arrows with explosive warheads. The man we caught with those elves had a hand-portable laser weapon; something I know doesn’t exist, cos’ if it did, we’d have it.
“I saw a yellow komodo dragon twenty feet tall that spoke in some weird way right into our heads. And then they all vanished through a… whatever you call it, a teleport gateway, just like the one Zero Two here-” he pointed at Samantha, “used when she re-supplied us.
“I’ve lost two men, I might lose another in the next few hours, and Jazz lost one of her own. Sir, I wanna know what the hell my people are dying for! There’s more going on here than an alien scouting mission! If it’s his job to kill the alien,” he pointed at McKane, “and he can do it, then why the hell were we sent out with our nuts in a vice?”
The General nodded. “That was the fight I had with Dr. Hawkreed. Our friend McKane here is autonomous. He answers to himself, nobody else. That being said, I don’t view him the same way Dr. Hawkreed does. McKane’s blacklisted, as far as the Doctor is concerned. As much a potential threat as the other alien.
“Ken is a good man, Colonel. But he’s a firm believer in an unsustainable concept: ‘If you can’t control it, it’s bad, period.’ That’s why I was putting together a new Covert Defense unit behind his back; I had hoped to prove that CD was a valuable asset to Strategic Sciences. Then this alien threat popped up. I went to the Doctor with this plan, including the initiative to find McKane, who’d gone into seclusion after the Argus event.”
“What about our platforms,” the Colonel murmured. “The satellites. The drones. Somebody shafted us out there, General. What am I supposed to think, with you telling me you’re off the reservation?”
“We’re running that down right now.” The General looked over at his aide. “John, get my Phoenix contact on the line, have it patched in here.”
“Yes sir,” the aide replied, and left the conference room. The General turned back to the Colonel.
“I understand your concern, Colonel. But if I was the traitor, why would I order Omeron out here to pick you up, and then meet you onboard? If anything, I could have ordered a missile strike on you and covered it as an attempt on the alien itself.”
The Colonel nodded his agreement. “So, what is it you want with me?”
“Nothing easy, I’m afraid. We’re heading to the abandoned section three labs at Alaska right now. I’ve had the base refurbished for my CD project. Covert Defense, for the moment, consists of Lieutenant Samantha Vox,” he motioned at the feralman pilot Boss had come to know as Zero Two, “as well as her twin brother, Sergeant Sean Vox. I’ve been investigating metahumans not yet registered in S2’s database. So far, these two are the only ones I could verify and recruit, but I was hoping for at least three more in the future. Before all this happened, anyway.
“For now, the Vox twins are being augmented by a human force, we’ve designated them as Covert Defense Support attachment two; CDS-a2. Mr. Nichols here will also be rejoining, I believe.” He looked at Alex, who nodded an affirmative. “And, for this specific operation, namely the alien, I’m hoping for assistance from Richard McKane.”
“I’ll decide after I’ve heard more,” the cyborg said.
“Fair enough. Colonel, you’ve already met the alien in battle. If you, and enough of your men, are game to continue this mission, what I’m asking is to designate you CDS-a3. Your role would be to support our efforts to stop this alien, and recover Kelli and Timothy.
“Make no mistake, we are a rogue outfit. At the end of this, I don’t doubt we could all end up in prison. You know how it works. S2 has weight inside the Pentagon; we’d get hit with fabricated charges, given fabricated backgrounds, and sent to an overseas prison, while our families get fed the official ‘killed-in-action’ line.
“If you decide to refuse, you will only be detained until the operation either succeeds or falls apart. Then you’ll be released to S2 with no further incident.”
There had been a couple of whistleblowers in recent history, men who had been discharged from S2 for criminal behavior and sent to prison. Embittered, the men then tried to expose S2’s existence. No one knew what happened to them; not many wanted to know. Their public stories about Strategic Sciences vanished with them.
“I’ll help you,” the Colonel said after a moment’s consideration. “I won’t order the bloodcraft team to follow me, though.”
“They’ll all have to make the choice themselves,” the General agreed. “We’re recording this session,” he pointed at a small camera near the holo-display. “We’ll start broadcasting this meeting to their rooms in awhile, and let them absorb all this information before we ask them. For now, with your decision made, we’ll jump right into the mess at hand.”
“I have a quick question, sir,” the Colonel said.
“What is it?”
“You mentioned CDS two and three. Is there a ‘one’?”
“Yes.” The General looked at Major Beadreaux. “The Major here is one part of that group.”
A voice came over the intercom, and the video wall displayed John, the aide. “General, I have your contact on the line.”
“And here,” the General said, “is another member. Put her through, John.”
A woman’s pale, round face, framed with wire-rim glasses and unruly blonde hair, came on screen, looking up from something on her desk. The General smiled.
“Dr. Valentine. I hope it wasn’t a hassle getting you online.”
“General. No, sir, not much. We can’t use this connection too often, though.”
“I understand. Cynthia, I have Colonel Marc Tritt here, the commander of the bloodcraft team. He’s agreed to help us out, now that I’ve explained everything to him.”
“That’s fine,” she said dismissively. “I’ve been busy running down as many leads as I can to figure out who fried our orbital assets.” She looked into her camera more inquisitively just then. “Is that… Richard McKane?”
“Yes, it is. And we need to make our case in a big way, Doctor. I can’t say I blame him for being skeptical, heaven knows we’ve earned that. I’m authorizing full disclosure right now, though. If he asks for it, give it to him.”
“Within reason?” she asked.
“No. McKane’s not interested in State secrets or anybody’s dirty laundry. I suspect his only concern is what we have on Argus.”
McKane nodded.
“Is that going to be a two-way street?” Dr. Valentine asked. “As I recall, he wasn’t very forthcoming in the interviews he gave our engineers back in-”
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