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Our hero splashes to shore, safe, but with no memory of how he got there, let alone where he might be. He is allowed to lie gasping on a bed of gritty sand for a few moments, before something else happens, taking the action to another location, and another level at the same time.
Ana often wished she could be the protagonist in the scenario that began so many short-form dramas. Instead, here she was with her tongue down the throat of a Texan diplomat, her hand snaked around his neck, poised to deliver a fast-acting sleep inducer. She knew exactly where she was and how she got there. She was no safe harbor for illusions.
Sure, life would be grand if she were seducing the puffed up, drawling midget-man for his money. In fact, she suspected that he suspected that the money was her true motivation. Life would be a blissful approximation of normal if things were that simple.
Ana lowered the sagging body to the thick pile of the carpet on the floor. She located the safe in a matter of seconds, pulled her cryptocycle from a garter strap, and set it to work aligning charged particles. In another matter of seconds, the door of the safe swung open.
Inside, several varieties of precious metals were stacked neatly in columns of pressed bars. They glinted in the newly discovered light, but Ana wasn't here to steal anything quite so heavy. Instead she slid a slender arm over the top, found a keypad, tapped in a few numbers, and extracted a small square piece of manufactured material. She tucked the tiny chip into a discreetly placed pocket artfully laser-stitched into the fabric holding her bosom – what there was of it – in place. Her eyes rested for a moment on the stacks of hardened ores which represented easily a lifetime of wealth – at least for someone with her simple needs. Probably not enough for her to hide for a lifetime though, and certainly not enough to make it worth living with that kind of fear. She had no way of knowing how much of it was real anyway. Harbor no illusions. Predict only the future you can effect.
Ana had turned to make her escape when Mr. Hutchison started gurgling white foam. She dropped to a knee beside him and grabbed his wrist. His pulse was weak. Still unconscious, the diplomat coughed, and the white mess coming from his mouth turned pink as blood mixed with it, the frothy concoction spilling down his face.
If Ana hadn't needed to maintain radio silence, she could have confirmed with Aerin what she already knew. Mr. Hutchison had been given a neurotoxin that had reacted with what she'd injected into him. Reacted, most likely, fatally. Whether the diplomat had been given the toxin as a security measure, or whether someone had known she was coming was something she could not have determined even with Aerin's assistance. She didn't have time to think about it right now anyway. The security cameras would only be off for another two minutes and thirty-nine seconds. Never plan for a contingency, and you'll never have one.
Fishing the diplomat's comm from his pocket, she thumbed the button to trigger a security alert, and ran for the door.
--
There are those who are to be taken. Their time has come.
There are others whose time is not yet prescribed, but some would will it so.
Those of our world should not command the time. Those of our world cannot command the time. Those of our world will not command the time.
This is the Oath of the Valkyries.
--
"It would appear that someone knew we were coming."
Ana had been praying the entire trip back that she wouldn't hear those words.
"From what we scraped from the Texan hospital records, the neurotoxin was one specifically designed to react with argoron. Clearly this was done by someone with detailed knowledge of our operational methods."
"A mole?" The words stung everyone in the room like a slap across the cheek. Ana knew she was the only who'd actually say it, though.
Malcolm tried to soften the blow. "Someone might have figured out our target. A valuable piece of intel like the Surgeon List is not something only we are aware of. It's possible that whoever it was didn't have a way to get past security, so they let us do the work of getting it for them."
"So now they have to get past Agency security? Sounds quite molish to me."
"It's also possible that whoever it was got in before we did and planted a fake List and set up Hutchison."
"It's also possible that someone didn't care about the list, but thought it was worth injecting Hutchison if the cameras might come back on and catch me there with a dead diplomat."
"Yes, that is also a possibility."
"Have we analyzed the chip yet to see if the information is valid?" Ana was trying to contain her frustration, but sometimes the speed with which the Agency conducted its business rivaled that of a ship run dry on fuel.
"Yes, Ana." Malcolm was also trying to contain his frustration. His, however, was a response to her insubordinate attitude. "Aerin has completed his preliminary testing and the data on the chip appears to be valid. We won't be able to say for certain, of course, until we take action based on the contents. Which brings me to the next point of business." Addressing that point of business allowed him to turn from Ana to Freya, and he was not the only one in the room who breathed a sigh of relief.
"Freya, you'll be running the mission to verify an item on the list." There were more words. A mission briefing. Ana tuned it out. The assignments for the next round of missions had already been decided, so it wasn't as though her concern for her own well-being had cost her a juicy run.
The wheels on her train of thought continued to spin. She could only hope that whoever had known they were coming for the Surgeon List was targeting the Agency as a whole. There had been times before when the vendetta was personal. She pushed away the cold table scraps of memories and refocused on Malcolm's words.
"It is also possible that someone now has their own copy of the Surgeon List. There are over 600 names on the list. They already sprung one trap, and if they are planning further action, having that list makes will only make it easier for them."
Thank you, Captain Obvious. Ana had stopped wondering why – when everyone at the Valkyrie Project was supposed to be among the brightest in the world – everything had to be spelled out in such mind-numbing detail. Accepting the way it was done didn't mean that it wasn't boring as Hell, though. She knew that most of the time the other Valkyries were as bored as she was during these painful explanations.
Everyone else stood and filed out. Ana followed suit.
Malcolm, the last one out, put a hand on her shoulder. Ana turned, knowing it was time for another talk - lecture - before she even got all the way around.
"Ana," he began, "I appreciate your talent for delivering on missions, whether gathering information, or protecting potential Agency assets." Good start to a criticism sandwich. "But I know I've asked before that you – and everyone else – refrain from providing conjecture unless solicited." Hmm, not quite as filling as other more meaty criticisms she'd swallowed before. "You know you're back on the bench for now, but it's not a disciplinary matter, that's simply our rotation. I know you know that, but I just wanted to reassure you." Because you have a hot temper and might take things the wrong way if it wasn't made brain-stabbingly clear.
"I know, Malcolm. I know."
He nodded, and, what needed to be said having been said, headed for his office.
Leaving Ana by herself. On the bench. If Freya could verify the information on the Surgeon List, though, she'd be off the bench faster than she could come up with a new worst case scenario.
Right now, though, she was getting close to falling asleep where she stood.
--
Ana took the D-level train back to her tiny apartment in the middle of a building so packed with tiny apartments it would sometimes feel as though it were going to swallow her up as soon as she'd stepped off the train.
She didn't live there nor did she take the train because the Agency didn't pay her well. She was compensated handsomely. Good thing too, or she would would have ditched them long ago. The money wasn't the only thing keeping her there. It was also her brother. Or rather, the fact that she didn't know where her brother was, and could often finagle the use Agency resources to work on finding him.
Her brother was also the reason she lived in what amounted to only slightly more than a storage shed and rode public transportation to her well-paying, death-defying job. When she found him, she wanted to have enough money to ensure that neither of them would have to work for anyone but themselves again. She wanted to be able to protect him.
Her nine years at the Agency had punished her body enough to feel like two careers worth of work. She was ready to get out. She wasn't sure if the attitude she copped with Malcolm – and most of the other higher-ups – made them suspect she was done with it. Maybe they just figured she'd grown callous over the years. She'd seen eight Valkyries die in the line of duty and there had been fifteen more killed off before she joined as number 24. So it wasn't like she didn't have a reason to be a little hard.
--
Ana had finished off a long nap and had made her way to her favorite local dark room, Murph's Tavern, which was not as much a tavern as a double-wide strip joint which had stopped serving flesh after changing to an owner who preferred cheap domestic alcohol. She was in the process of trying to decide what to drink next when the call came through on her comm.
In a matter of minutes, Ana was back at Agency headquarters where Malcolm met her in the foyer just past the secure entrance.
He handed her a key fob saying "No need for a formal briefing on this one. We had a detainee transport go down over the Static Keys. The last known location and details on the pilot and passengers are on the chip there. It's not related to the Surgeon List – Freya is still working on that. There's a ship prepped for you in the hangar. Just remember, comm traffic from the Agency is limited through the Keys."
Ana wasn't sure if Malcolm was playing a little fast and loose to appease her or if there was really a necessity for the en route briefing she would receive from the documents on the small chip she had slipped into her pocket.
"What were they doing flying over the Keys?"
"Unlisted transports from down south often fly up over the Keys. It wouldn't surprise me, though, if the crash was planned for the Keys because of the communications issues. Doesn't matter though. You go get 'em, and maybe when you get back we'll have some work to do for the Surgeon List."
Ana smiled. She was the squeaky wheel, but Malcolm was getting good at shutting her up with just the right amount of greasy promises and subtle acknowledgments of the cream puff somewhere inside her hard outer shell.
"Thanks," was all she had to say, before heading to the hangar.
"Take the field, Ana. Show them who lives."
--
A plume of black smoke rose from the island like an exclamation point, identifying the location of the downed craft. Easy enough for Ana to find an LZ near the site and zip down out of the sky.
The ship was a burned out hull that had skidded to a stop on the beach just short of a copse of trees. Ana drew her gun and closed in, scanning for life -- or death. The body count rose by one when she looked through a window, blackened around the edges, to see a charred husk inside. The comm set hung like twigs around the face of what had to have been the agent of record.
Ana circled the ship and saw no one else inside. Two sets of footprints straggled from the door on the opposite side, shuffling away from the small forest down the beach. No blood trail visible, but it looked like someone was limping. An injured target would be easier to catch, but - Ana checked the mission clock - they still had an hour head start. Ana holstered her weapon and started running alongside the footsteps, keeping them on her right so she was further from the tree line and a surprise attack.
The water around the island lapped softly at the shore, daring to reach for her feet every few seconds as it rolled in and out. Ana stayed close, playing with the tide like a teasing lover, because the sand was packed where it was wet; easier to run on than the dry, ragged dunes her counterparts had scuffled through. In the distance she heard birds communicating through drawn out caws.
After only a minute, Ana spotted a dark blob ahead in the sand, vaguely reminiscent of a collapsed human. She accelerated slightly, drawing her gun again as she approached. Ana readied herself for a surprise attack, but none came.
The black clad body was face down in the soft sand. The sand was absorbing blood from the right leg, soaking it up like a two-meter deep sponge, and and making it hard to tell how much blood loss had occurred. From the side of the body, only one set of footsteps continued on. Clearly a decision had been made that escaping was more important than retaining a hostage.
Still, Ana approached with caution, prepared for an ambush, scanning the forest line for potential threats. The only sounds were water and wildlife.
She gave the body a nudge with her foot. The torso rose and fell. The head was turned to the side just enough to allow air in and out.
Ana pushed a tentative foot under the hipbone nearest the water, then rolled the body to its back. Sand spat up from under the right leg as the body fell to the ground with a soft thump. The source of the gritty spray was a shard of plastic, or maybe metal, jutting at an angle from just off center of the front of the leg. Clearly that was the source of the blood.
The dark face continued to pull air in through a slight part in the lips, but the man's eyes stayed closed. He must surely have been in a lot of pain before passing out, but his face showed no sign of it. He could have been a tourist sunbathing on the peaceful sandy beach were it not for the flight suit and bloody shard jutting from his leg. His lapel was adorned with a pilot's insignia, but spoke of only one commendation. His face was free of wrinkles, and his close cropped hair had no signs of gray. It added up to a lack of experience that indicated a surprise attack by his former captive. The other passenger was probably equally as new to the job. Not a wise pairing by whoever arranged the transport by whoever arranged the transport.
Ana knelt, keeping her back to the bright blue and white waves coming in while scanning the dark green and black of the jungle. She was the hunter, yet still wary of being hunted. She could come back for the pilot and pursue her prey, but she wasn't sure exactly how much blood had flowed out around the piece of the ship's window lodged a couple decimeters above the pilot's knee, and she didn't want to risk that it was so much that leaving him be would mean leaving him to his death.
A groan worked itself loose from his vocal chords. Blood was still seeping from the wound. Ana dropped her pack to the sand and dug out the plastic hilt of a knife. The blade sprang out and she swiftly cut down the leg of the flight suit to fully expose the wound. She reached into the pack and drew out a canister of biofoam. Placing one hand on the edge of the metal, she positioned the foam with the other.
With a quick jerk, she ripped the piece of wreckage from the pilot's leg and filled the remaining hole with a thick line of foam spray.
The pilot's eyes weren't even full open as a left cross came surprisingly fast towards Ana's face. She jerked her head out of range, pinned the errant arm across his chest, and secured the other as well. His eyes were wide now, but his legs lacked the strength to assault her in any meaningful manner.
"I'm here to help." She kept her voice low, but firm. He stopped straining for a second and looked at her. "I'm here to help." She repeated the words to make sure he'd heard them.
"Who -"
"I am Valkyrie 24." She tapped the emblem on her chest. "I was sent to retrieve you and," she thought of the dead escort on the ship, "your prisoner."
A look of painful awareness. "I don't know -"
"I'm sure you don't. But I will find him."
Ana helped him to sit up.
"I don't know how he got out of his restraints. All of a sudden he was just there."
"That's okay. We can sort out the details later." She scanned the treeline again, and returned to him. "Do you want to head back to my ship by yourself? You can come with me if you want. I can't really guarantee your safety either way, so it's up to you."
His eyes followed the hand she'd used to indicate the location of her ship.
"It's not too far down there," she said. "Think you can walk on that?" She nodded at his knee.
"Let's see." He held out his hands and she shouldered him to his feet. He took a couple steps, and found good footing despite the soft terrain.
"Okay, so, just head that way. It's right in the middle of the beach."
"He probably took some weapons from my ship."
Ana raised an eyebrow and a half-cocked smile. "Just probably?"
"You got any guns on your ship?"
"Not that you'll be able to get to."
"Then I'm coming with you."
"Okay, but don't think I'm going out of my way to save you when he starts shooting."
"Deal."
Ana started down the beach again, more cautiously this time. She followed the trail of footsteps left in the sand, working them like a crime scene, recreating the path that the escaped prisoner had most likely taken and his thought process at the time as well. The indentations grew ever so slightly closer together. The pilot probably wouldn't have noticed it, but Ana had.
"My name is Jrue, by the way." He had a careful, low, almost handsome voice. If a voice could be handsome.
"I know," Ana said without looking back. There was blood. Barely perceptible at first, like the shortening stride, but ahead there was more. And the footsteps headed for the water.
"Looks like he got injured too, eh?"
"Looks like it." She didn't mean to be so terse, but she was examining the details and trying to concentrate.
Yes, she thought, looks like he headed for the water to clean up. Just after the footsteps intersected with the tide, they went straight into the forest.
The pilot - Jrue - was still limping heavily, and Ana wondered how safe he would be pursuing the suspect into the jungle, no matter how injured the other guy was.
"You sure you can make it in there with me?"
"Beats baking out here waiting for him to double back and take me out."
So they headed up the beach side by side, and just as they stepped from sandy white onto lusher green, Ana heard the distinct whine of a MP-11. It was one of a few pulse weapons with an entirely watertight casing. They were almost prohibitively expensive, so she hadn't bothered to even wonder if there might have been one on the downed ship.
She gave Jrue a roundhouse smack to the head as she spun, hoping to knock him to the ground. With her other hand, Ana drew her blaster and aimed at the noise. It was indeed a Maxplanck model 11, held ready to blast them - and all other life immediately behind them - into more pieces than one person would be able to count in a lifetime.
Actually, since her palm had driven Jrue down as she'd intended, he might be left with enough pieces intact to survive the blast. Not that he'd want to have survived at that point.
"A Valkyrie eh? I must be worth more than I thought. Of course, now I have two people that The Agency would hate to lose. And I'm not talking about the pilot there, Ms. Valkyrie. I appreciate your efforts, but I could care less if he lives."
Ana's stomach turned at the glee that pervaded the man's voice.
"Don't think that just because I know how valuable you are that I won't use this, though." He patted the barrel of his gun. "I am worth more to me than you'll ever be."
This time the evil joy came sputtering out in a high pitched laugh. This show, though, only reinforced what Ana already knew. He was a highly intelligent egotistical maniac and the world would likely be a better place if she blasted him right there instead of racking her brain for ways to bring him - and hopefully Jrue - in alive.
The standoff lasted only a few moments before Ana lowered her weapon. She felt bad for a moment for forcing Jrue to the ground, but with him there it left him less available options and made his actions easier to predict. With her palms out, she set the gun on the ground.
"The pack, too."
She dropped her bag to the ground next to her gun.
"You. Up."
Jrue got to his feet, giving the evil eye to both Ana and their captor. She'd given him two chances to take the opportunity to do things himself, and he'd thought he'd be better off with her. He'd have to deal with the way she worked. Of course, they'd have to work together at least a little now if they were to reverse the situation that had them walking into an unfamiliar jungle in front of an MP-11 as well as Ana's stash of weapons and supplies.
Ana, clearly the larger threat, followed behind Jrue, followed herself by Johnson - their captive turned captor - and his mini arsenal. There wasn't really an identifiable path through the trees, and she was fairly sure their captor didn't know the island any better than either of them, so she was trying desperately to figure out what his plan for them was - provided there was one more elaborate than just taking them deep enough into the woods to make their bodies harder to find. He knew who the Valkyries were, but was that knowledge extensive enough to know that she carried a tracking device not just in her bag and body armor, but also beneath the skin just below where the humerus connects to the scapula in the shoulder joint?
Pieces of fallen branches cracked, and ground cover crumpled softly as they marched into the stand of trees. The air grew more wet the deeper they went into the forest, while the canopy filtered out more and more of the natural light, and the number of trees seemed to grow exponentially.
Jrue weaved a path through the old growth, and Ana considered him leading the way a definite advantage for them. About the only thing they had going in their favor at this point, though. Ana's mind had not stopped concocting scenarios to turn the tables, but she also hadn't stopped kicking herself for getting put in this position so easily. She was almost totally lost in thought when Jrue tripped over a thick root and went sprawling to the ground.
Ana felt a foot come down on her knee and she also hit the ground as Johnson came around, putting the huge barrel of the MP-11 to Jrue's head.
"Get your ass up! I'm not about to wait around for a gimpy pilot!"
Ana got back to her feet and considered charging Johnson, but that would probably just get her and Jrue stuck to a hundred different trees. Plan B was her brain by way of her voice.
"Johnson, you've already been convicted of grand larceny. You don't want to add a murder charge to your record, do you?"
"I don't, actually. Especially once I get my pardon."
Ana couldn't help the Oh Really? look that popped onto her face like a Jack-In-The-Box. She shoved it back quickly, but he'd seen it before her Negotiating Poker Face returned.
"You don't honestly think I just crashed my transport ship on some random island, do you?"
He had a plan. Or did he? Was he bluffing? This time Ana held her face muscles still.
"The thought had crossed my mind."
"And here I thought the Valkyries were renowned for their superior intelligence and not just their physical abilities – or appearance."
A quick shudder ran through Ana's muscles. The last part of that was more personally worrisome than the idea that Johnson might have an escape plan. An escape plan she could deal with, but an appraisal of her appearance should not have been part of any getaway attempt.
"Don't worry. I'm sure I'll surprise you yet."
"You may, but this guy won't if he doesn't get moving right now."
"He did have a piece of the ship that you crashed in his leg, so maybe you can cut him a little slack."
"Maybe if I take his head off, I won't have to worry about his leg."
"If you even try, I'll be on you in a second. Then you'll have to kill me before I kill you, and when I'm dead you won't have much to bargain with."
"Really, Ms. Valkyrie? You'd give your life for this pilot?"
"I'd give my life to make sure you get back to prison, Johnson. How long do you think it'll be before the Valkyrie Project comes looking when I don't check in?" Ana knew that the agency would be notified almost instantaneously by the tracking device as soon as her vital signs hit the floor, even with the interference established by the anomaly that was the Keys. But she was probing a little to see if he'd know that.
Johnson let Jrue get up. He started walking again. Ana took that as a 'Not Long Enough.' Johnson waved Ana past him with the MP-11 and so she followed. If he planned to negotiate a pardon with the Agency or another department of the government that had incarcerated him, he'd have some sort of communications equipment. Ana could definitely use that to her advantage.
They continued their trudge through thick vegetation, the air grew still warmer and more dense as they went. On the beach, where there had been a breeze, Ana had been comfortable running at high speed, but with the forest blocking the wind and trees trapping the heat from any sunlight that managed to get through, she had started sweating just from their menial pace. In front of her, she could see Jrue sweating as well as he struggled to limp through the tangle of roots, bushes, and undergrowth. His suit was beginning to stick to his skin. She'd already deduced he was in good shape from the cut of the suit itself, but she could now make out strong muscles bulging from his back, legs, and butt. Too bad he'd been injured so severely in the crash or he could have been a great asset for the mission.
Ana's mental clock ticked off another twenty minutes before they reached what she had concurrently feared and hoped for: a dilapidated wooden shack. It would have been considered a relic of an age gone by if it were in any more populated an area. But it seemed strangely appropriate situated here in the middle of a forest on an uninhabited island. The tropical vegetation had started encroaching, but the building was raised off the floor enough to keep it protected for however long it had been there so far. Whoever had built it had cut down the fewest number of trees possible in making room for it. The taller trees around it had grown over, protecting it from intruding satellite photography, and, without any large heat signatures inside, infrared sensors. Those sensors wouldn't miss it again with the three of them here now, of course, only if they happened to be scanning this area sometime soon.
"Welcome home!" Johnson said as he opened the door. A layer of dust covered everything in the single room that occupied the entire floor plan of the building. There was a bare bones kitchen in one corner, a cot with a rolled up pad in another, and a communications station in a third. It was outdated equipment, but it had been top of the line at one point, and it would suffice for his needs as well as hers; once she could get her hands on it.
Jrue and Ana were ushered in and told to sit on the cot. The MP-11 stayed trained on them – at least close enough to take out a part of them – as Johnson fished electrocuffs from a trunk that looked like it might have been around since pirates had sailed the seas using only wind. The cuffs were also modern enough though, just barely. Jrue put them on Ana, and then Johnson did the same to him. The criminal definitely wanted her to think he had it all planned out. It didn't really matter if he was bluffing or not – she'd find out soon enough.
"You got a bathroom in this dump?" she asked.
"Do you really think I'd believe you have to go? I'm sure you emptied your bowels before leaving for this mission, and if you didn't, then you're even sloppier than I'd thought."
Ana had to push hard on the anger rising from her stomach to keep it from forcing her to her feet and charging him right then. Of course she'd gone empty before coming to this lonely island. They both knew she was testing the boundaries, but she was more upset by the little jab at the end. For a moment, she envisioned the MP-11 in her hand, blowing a hole through the side of the cabin and taking his head along with.
Johnson went to the comm station and flipped a few switches. The machine hummed to life, stuttered, coughed, spat up a little - not completely unlike a baby - and finally settled on purring like a kitten. It wasn't the most majestic of communications arrays, mashed together like a set piece for a short-form drama about "back in the days."
Apparently it worked, though. After twisting dials – how long had this thing been sitting there? – and pushing some large mechanical buttons, Johnson seemed to connect to someone, because he began speaking.
"Mirrorlake, this is Infinity Sixty-Three."
Even more miraculously, there was someone on the other end. The voice was muffled, probably dampened by dust on the headset Johnson held up to one ear; the response crackled and hissed; too much extraneous noise for Ana to make out anything coherent.
"Roger that, Mirrorlake. The predator has been neutralized. I repeat, predator has been neutralized."
If Johnson thought she was neutralized, they clearly didn’t share the same lexical education. Ana wouldn’t be neutralized until her heart had stopped beating, her lungs had stopped taking in air and expelling carbon dioxide, and her brain was empty of electrical impulses. And right now, her brain was very full of synaptic activity. She’d already spotted a hatch in the floor, and deduced it to be an escape route, since the rest of the one-room building was free of any such thing. The old trunk that had provided the electrocuffs was the only weapons cache in sight, but the escape hatch might have some additional armaments stowed as appropriate to the occasion of their use.
The back of Ana's mind hoped that Jrue was making the same sort of assessments, but the corner of her eye told her that his mind was focused on trying to keep his leg still to avoid any unnecessary pain. Hopefully he could generate some adrenaline when the time came.
"Thank you Mirrorlake. I will await your reply." He turned to his prisoners. "So, Miss V, any bets on how long before your head honchos come through with a pardon for me?"
"About as long as it takes you to find a margarita bar in Hell."
He laughed. "I admire your grit. Such fierceness and determination. Too bad it's driven by such anger, hate, and more than just a dash of sadness."
Ana shifted in her electrocuffs. Johnson walked slowly from the rhythmic thrumming of the console, approaching his captives.
"I don't know anything about you, and yet I know so much."
Ana held still, maintaining her space, as he leaned in. His breath crept insidiously from his mouth, almost like it was trying to get inside hers. She didn't flinch. She stared into his dark, beady eyes. Glints of perverse thoughts flickered across them, but she held his gaze while her mind staggered and reeled, crumbling under his intensity. Her exterior was stone, but inside her head, a whirlpool of confusion drew her towards its swirling center. An invisible egg cracked over her head, and the innards ran slowly down from the top of her head; a childhood game meant to raise hackles doing exactly that. Only there was no friend behind her now simulating the yolk and whites with their hands.
The man calling himself Infinity Sixty-Three turned and the feeling vanished. How could this simple man have such a tremendous effect on her? For the past nine years, she'd seen more criminal elements than periodic ones, and had faced them all with cold steel and ice water.
Those nine years had also provided many opportunities for positive outcome visualization, resulting in the short-form that played in her mind now: Ana was returning Johnson to her colleagues in the Agency.
Harbor no illusions. Predict only the future you can effect.
Visualization... and improvisation.
Ana was glad that the electrocuffs were from an age where they could have been a housewarming gift for the owner of the old cabin in which she now sat. Modern cuffs were much more difficult to strip and expose. She shocked herself more than once - but just a bit - figuring these out. Shortly before their staring contest, though, she'd gotten it, and as soon as Johnson had turned back to the comm station, Ana bounced to her feet, spun around to face Jrue, and aimed the cuffs that held her hands behind her at Johnson's spine.
She couldn't muster a great deal of force, and he had enough bulk on him to prevent her actually getting to the spine, but the voltage imparted drove him to the ground, and, even better, caused him to drop the MP-11. Ana wished she had been able to give Jrue a little advanced notice. He quickly caught what she was doing, but was slow to move. She kicked the gun and it skittered across the hardwood floor. She chased it and Jrue flopped on top of Johnson. He was strong and athletic but not heavy enough to hold Johnson down for long. He tossed Jrue to the floor, but the pilot's sloth turned to nimbleness, and he managed to get his feet tangled with the larger man, sending him sprawling just short of Ana's position. Ana picked up the MP-11, her hands still bound behind her. She pointed the barrel between her legs.
"Jrue! Move!"
Somehow the pilot managed to spring up on his injured leg, slamming his other foot on Johnson's ankle as he went.
Ana leaned her shoulder against the logs of the cabin wall, steadying her aim. As soon as Jrue had cleared the area, she pulled the trigger.
She would have liked to look into the large evil's man's creepy undersized eyes once more as she did it, but she wasn't one for being sentimental when her life was on the line, and before she realized she'd had the thought, Johnson had been replaced by human jelly, splintered wood, and an explosive fireball. Before she realized she'd had that thought, she was flying back through the wall that had just a moment before had seemed fairly dependable.
As she scrambled away from the burning wreck of a cabin, she remembered her earlier thought that there were probably more weapons – and evidently some explosives – along the trapdoor escape route. If Jrue were still alive, she'd let herself feel reassured that she was right about that.
Her positive outcome visual was now: finding Jrue somewhere among flaming debris. She staggered a bit, and really wanted to sit, but knew that with Jrue already injured, she had to find him. She was a Valkyrie. She would decide who lived.
She ran, mostly, around trees and small fires threatening to grow, trying to map out where the explosion would have left him. He'd been on the wall near the front door, perpendicular to her. Ana took a 45-degree angle in that direction, and saw him, lying face down for the second time in as many hours. A moment later she noticed the fiery pieces of wood and hot metal ready to burn through the tree branches just above him. Adrenaline had reached every muscle in her body, and she surged forward calling out his name.
He was conscious and aware enough to look at her. A smaller splinter of wood had gone into the back of his leg, and stuck out now like a crude grave marker.
Ana pointed up as she ran. Jrue's head followed and she saw the recognition jump to his face. He started crawling. A piece of plane out of one leg, now a piece of cabin floor in the other; crawling wasn't ideal, but it was perhaps the only option he had left.
The branches above fractured with a loud noise, they both heard it even with the roaring of fire all around. She called out again, and this time Jrue rolled. Ana saw the large splinter in his leg break as he rolled over on it, taking part of his calf with it. He rolled again and again. She hurdled the newly lit fire that burned where he had been a moment before.
Ana scooped him up, hefted him onto her shoulder, and carried him to the beach as fast as her two good legs would bear them.
She managed to only smack him with a single tree as the fire chased them towards the sand and water. She collapsed when they reached it, dropping the injured pilot unceremoniously into the grit underfoot. It was almost exactly 180 degrees from her dream of starting a short-form by arriving amnesiac on the beach from the sea. And once again, she knew exactly who she was and what she was doing there. At this point, she only hoped that nothing else would happen to delay an easy denouement.
Nothing else happened, externally at least. Internally, she realized that her med kit had either been blown into as many pieces as Johnson, or it was somewhere back through the burning forest, and here lay Jrue with a gaping hole in his leg.
She summoned a second wind, and put Jrue back on her shoulder. He tried to say something, but stopped. She was already sprinting down the beach. Luckily, her ship had room for two. Certainly not more than that, but it was enough for now.
The fire continued to follow them, not as much of a danger now that the sand served as a moat of protection.
"Try not to get blood all over everything," Ana said as she tossed him into the passenger seat. She climbed in and lifted off. As they bolted up and away she saw the island below swallowed by the conflagration. She opened up a secure channel as soon as they'd cleared the Keys, and sent ahead for a medical team, hoping that Jrue's injury would still be treatable.
--
Ana would have preferred to drop Jrue off with the doctors and head straight home, but that would have broken a regulation on just about every page of the manual she'd received upon joining the Valkyrie Project. There were many more manuals and many more regulations that had been loaded onto her work terminal in the time since she'd read that one.
Besides that, there were also debriefings; not the kind she'd imagined on the flight back, though, with Jrue sitting right next to her. Even though blood drained rapidly from his body, she had kept an eye the breath going through those luscious lips, through his wide, sculpted chest, and raising the diaphragm beneath his stone flat stomach.
He was put into a hover chair immediately upon their arrival, but she was able to sneak a kiss on his forehead. Thanks and good luck.
He was whisked away to the med center, and she descended from the lobby of the old cement building to the sub-basement floor that housed that Valkyrie Project division.
The actual debrief proceeded as smoothly as could be expected for a Valkyrie who'd killed someone they were supposed to recapture and came back instead with a pilot who would probably be lucky just to walk again. Still, it certainly wasn't the worst thing she'd ever had to go through.
There were several messages waiting when she returned to her terminal. She'd almost decided to just head home, rest, and check on things in the morning, but what she saw stopped that and all the other thoughts that had been fighting for her attention.
There were the usual video updates from Malcolm and Aerin, but at the end, there was a simpletext message, no sender; she was the only recipient.
Ana – Don't worry about me. Still good. Moze.
She glanced around the office. Late enough that most of the lesser drones had packed it in for the day. She settled down quickly, her fingers already blazing over the sleek, black interface. Bastard had delivered it not just to her work ID, but straight through specifically to her Valkyrie Project account. She was able to trace it back through those layers of security, as though she were going through floors back up on the lift to the lobby of the building. She traced it out to the pubnet, opening the doors under the upturned glass awning, a glass and steel sunflower reaching for the sun. Then, like a ray of that sun's light, it disappeared. Refracted through the glass into her sanctum, it could have come from anywhere. That's how she knew they were related; they were both smart as hell and had a penchant for defying authority.
Moze.
She couldn't remember anybody ever calling Memo "Moze". Guillermo, yes. Memo, of course. But Moze?
Just like the manuals that came in new editions far too often, messages from Memo tended to pop up from out of nowhere, only with slightly less frequency. Always short. Never any information. So in that way, much better than the manuals.
Each time one arrived, Ana wasn’t sure if she should be reassured or not. He'd been kidnapped 11 years ago, and she was still not convinced that the messages weren't forced output.
Ana banged her hand on the desk. Bastard. If he was out there on his own, if he'd escaped, she was sure he'd come to her when he was ready, when it was safe. But it didn’t diminish her concern or her desire to find him first.
Ana passed up her opportunity to head home now and instead went to Murph's. They had a lot more alcohol there than she did in her little apartment.
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